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CHAPTER 1

Lost City
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The lone passenger of the small cargo vessel chugging along the river slapped at another mosquito endeavoring to suck blood from his sweaty neck that was liberally peppered with the inflamed bites of others of its kind. Forlornly, the man examined the squashed creature staining his palm and wondered how such tiny things could cause him so much discomfort. He scraped the carcass off on the edge of the rail running from bow to stern of the old boat and stared at the thick jungle gliding by.

Greyson Bradshaw, fully aware he had stepped so far out of his comfort zone he might as well be on Mars, sighed and almost regretted coming to this inhospitable country. For the umpteenth time, he wrung out the sweat-sodden piece of creased cloth that bore no resemblance to the new and expensive neckerchief he had started off with on his journey. He used it to dab his face and neck, cursing the sweat that constantly streamed from his pores and soaked his recently purchased khaki-clothing—the ideal jungle attire according to the salesman, who Greyson now suspected had never set foot anywhere near a tropical climate. The air was hot, thick, hard to breathe and so full of hot moisture it was like being in a sauna. Greyson thought the humidity level must be in the nineties.

He splattered another hopeful mosquito with a slap of his hand and again cursed his decision to accept the assignment that had brought him to this hell that was the Amazon rainforest. He thought back to his cool office in the bowels of the British Museum of Anthropology, Archaeology, and Zoology. Three days ago, he had been sitting happily at his desk going over the list of exhibits he would request to be brought out of the bowels of the museum’s vast storage rooms chock-full of dust-collecting artifacts. They would then be cleaned and prepared for the forthcoming Maya exhibition set to open to the paying public in three months.

*****
[image: image]


THOUGH HE HAD BEEN slightly annoyed by the intrusive knock on his office door, he had sighed and given permission for his visitor to enter with an impatient, “Yes?”

“Good morning, Greyson, how are you today?” The suit-attired man who entered greeted him.

“Busy, Charles,” was Greyson’s abrupt reply. “What do you want?”

“I’m here to do you a favor.”

Irritated that his interest was piqued, Greyson turned his head to his visitor. “And that favor would be?”

“You’ve mentioned a few times that, if the opportunity arose, you would like to go out in the field on an expedition to see the exhibits in their original setting. Well, you now have your chance if you want it.”

Greyson’s annoyance dissipated as he removed his reading glasses. “How so?”

“You know, of course, that Dr. Kramer is currently in the Amazon jungle looking for a yet unknown city he believes some of the Maya may have relocated to after abandoning some of their other cities.”

“Yes, a fool’s errand if you want my opinion and that of many experts on the subject. It’s well known the Maya were never located in the Amazon jungle or anywhere near it. He’s wasting his time.”

Charles smiled. “I wouldn’t be so hasty in your assumption because, according to Kramer’s latest correspondence we’ve just received, he might have found it.”

Greyson humphed. “I’ll only believe that when I see it. He’s probably found a few stones piled on top of one another and is calling it a city. You know what Kramer’s like.”

Charles shrugged. “Admittedly the man is a bit of a maverick and doesn’t always follow the tried and tested archeological guidelines, but we mustn’t forget the interesting discoveries he has made in the past that have since proven invaluable in increasing our knowledge of the Mesoamerican culture.”

“Perhaps,” admitted Greyson begrudgingly. “But what does this have to do with me?”

“We need someone to go and check out Kramer’s discovery and ensure the veracity of what he says he has found so the Museum doesn’t waste its limited funds financing the extended expedition Kramer’s asked for. He has also asked for some extra provisions and equipment to be sent to him. He also mentioned he has found some Maya relics, which might be suitable for the exhibition you are organizing, which is another reason I thought you might like to be the one to go.”

Greyson pondered the information for a few moments before replying. “It’s a damn long way and a waste of my time and museum resources if he’s mistaken, and I have so much to do here. An exhibition doesn’t organize itself, whatever you lot upstairs might think.”

Charles held out the slim file folder he carried. “I think this might change your mind.”

Greyson opened the folder, flicked through the four photographs inside and looked at Charles with excitement in his eyes. “How soon can I leave?”

*****
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THOUGH AWARE HIS SEEPING sweat would rinse it away almost as quickly as it was applied, Greyson sprayed another coating of insect repellant over his exposed skin. He cursed Kramer and his photographs and swore if they didn’t match what he said he had found, he would tie the man to a tree, walk away and let the insects feast on him until he was nothing but bones.

Captain Duwana Tembi gazed out of the cracked window of the small wheelhouse as he piloted his boat. A grin creased his lips at his passenger’s constant battle with the persistent feasting mosquitoes. He had offered the white man some of his homemade repellant, but Greyson had refused, saying it smelt like manure and urine, and he wasn’t about to put something so foul on his skin. Duwana shook his head. The white men never learn. The homemade repellant, which he had applied to his exposed skin, contained the crushed and boiled fruit of a tree local to his village. Admittedly it smelled a bit rank, but the mosquitoes hated it and left him alone. Certain the man would be more willing to spread the foul lotion on now he had experienced the insects’ relentless nature for a few hours, he’d offer it to his passenger again, but not until they reached their destination. The captain grinned as another slap and curse rang out.

The thick jungle lining both banks began to change when they rounded another of the river’s many curves. Previously, the verdant jungle was so thick it was like a wall of impenetrable greenery and impossible to see through, but now it had thinned out, allowing a glimpse past the trees. With more room to grow, the trunks of the trees closest to the river were six feet or more, thick. Their roots, some as wide as Greyson’s waist, snaked down the bank and into the river. Their thick canopies reached over the waterway and joined those on the opposite bank, forming a leafy tunnel for the boat to travel through.

The canopy’s cooler temperature brought a slight decrease in attacking mosquitoes, a fact for which Greyson was thankful. He stared upstream as he wondered how much farther they had to travel before they reached their destination. Again, he hoped the hellish trip would be worthwhile. He planned to visit the site, and if it was half of what Kramer had implied it was, he would examine and photograph the architecture and Maya artifacts and select those suitable for the forthcoming exhibition to be shipped back to England. With luck, he would only have to spend one or two nights in the hellish jungle and would soon be back on the boat returning to civilization. After arranging transport for the artifacts and a couple of flights later, he would be back at his desk in the museum, and all this would be nothing more than an unpleasant memory. After this experience, he wouldn’t be volunteering for any other expeditions, of that he was certain.

When Greyson noticed a fine mist rolling along the river toward them, he shot a worried glance at the captain in the wheelhouse, who seemed unconcerned. He probably knows these rivers as well as I know the London underground.

The mist flowed over the bow, crept spookily along the deck and swirled around Greyson’s legs. The cacophony of animal and insect sounds that had ceased, was replaced by an eerie silence only broken by the lap of water against the bow. Greyson wasn’t sure if his involuntary shiver was caused by the even cooler temperature that had arrived with the mist or the spooky atmosphere that now cloaked the river.

As the mist became denser, the trees lining the banks faded to ghostly shapes. Greyson wondered how the captain managed to see where he was going enshrouded as they were in the foggy blanket, but noticed he kept the boat in the center of the river.

The chugging engine slowed to a soft idle when the boat angled toward the left bank before straightening out and running parallel with it. Prepared to alert the captain of any obstacles Greyson thought might damage the boat, he concentrated his gaze ahead of the bow. At first, the shapes he glimpsed ahead were too faint to work out what they were, but as they drew closer they became recognizable as rocks towering from the river and the reason why the captain had repositioned the boat. When they were almost level with the rocks, the carvings that adorned them gradually came into focus. Faces appeared eerily out of the mist and brought an astonished look to Greyson’s face and his first hint that maybe Kramer actually had found something special.

Before they passed them by, Greyson rushed into the tiny cabin behind the wheelhouse, grabbed his camera and rushed back to the bow. He switched the setting on the expensive professional camera to automatic and quickly snapped off shots of the three heads. There was a skull, a jaguar with its jaws open—its mouth big enough for someone to fit inside—and a Maya deity he didn’t recognize. He thought they would make great exhibition posters when blown up large.

For the first time since arriving on this continent, he felt excited at discovering what Kramer had found. Even though the photos Kramer had sent were impressive, the location of his discovery was all wrong. At its height, the Maya Empire continuously inhabited the lands comprising modern-day Yucatan, Quintana Roo, Campeche, Tabasco, and Chiapas in Mexico and southward through Guatemala, Belize, El Salvador, and Honduras. According to Kramer, he had found evidence of a Maya civilization a lot farther south, in Brazil, where no major Maya civilization had ever been discovered. Greyson glanced back at the statues as the mist reclaimed them and knew they were evidence of something even greater. Could it really be a lost city?

Rays of bright light pierced the tree-tunnel ahead where the canopy thinned. The boat chugged back up to speed, and as soon as they were out of the tunnel, Greyson heard rushing, turbulent water. A spectacular sight greeted Greyson when the boat emerged from the mist and rounded a sharp bend in the river. They had entered a wide lagoon surrounded by narrow waterfalls cascading down stepped, rocky cliffs over one hundred feet high. In the distance, he could see high hills covered in what seemed to be impenetrable jungle. Greyson gave them a concerned look as he hoped his destination didn’t lie that far away.

The boat turned in a wide circle close enough to catch the refreshing spray from one of the waterfalls. Greyson placed his camera aside, stepped into the shower of cool water and scooped cupped handfuls of the refreshing spray into his mouth. When the boat came out of its one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn, it pointed at a smaller sheltered lagoon previously concealed behind a thin outcrop of towering rock. A jetty carved from the rock and stone steps that led up the steep hill came into view. It seemed they had arrived. Greyson’s gaze searched the hill for signs of ancient constructions, but if any were there, rock and foliage hid them from view.

The captain killed the engine and let momentum glide the boat alongside the jetty. When they were almost in position, he leaned out of the wheelhouse and called out, “Greyson, grab the bowline and tie off the boat.”

Greyson glanced at the captain, nodded, and collected the neatly coiled rope at the bow. When the boat was close enough, he jumped onto the jetty. He pulled the front of the boat in and tied the rope around one of the stone posts set at intervals.

“Here’s the stern line,” called out Tembi.

The coil of rope struck Greyson in the chest. He glared briefly at the grinning captain. As he secured the stern line, his bag thumped on the jetty beside him.

“There could have been something breakable in there,” he complained to the unconcerned captain.

“Was there?”

“Well, no, but that’s not the point.”

Tembi smiled and threw his own backpack onto the jetty. “No harm done then.” He leaned over the rail and offered Greyson his homemade insect repellant.

Greyson glanced at the smirking captain, sighed and took the small jar. “Thank you.” Grimacing from the foul stench, Greyson rubbed the sickly green lotion on any exposed flesh and handed it back.

“I know it stinks, but trust me, mosquitoes won’t be troubling you now. I’ll grab us some water, and then I’ll take you to your friend.”

Greyson held back the comment that Kramer was no friend of his. Having only met the archeologist once, briefly, he barely knew the man. However, if the man had found something spectacular, that might change.

Tembi leaped off the boat and handed Greyson his camera and a water flask. “You’ll need to drink often as it’s going to be a hard climb.”

Not encouraged by the news, Greyson hung the camera around his neck and slipped the water into a side pocket of his rucksack. “Do we have far to go?”

“Not as the crow flies, but we’re not crows,” Tembi grinned. “Come on, I want to get there before nightfall.”

The captain headed for the steps.

Thanks to the captain’s vague answer, he was none the wiser about the distance they still had to travel, but Greyson didn’t think it worth asking again. However far it was to Kramer’s camp, he had to walk it to find out what the eccentric archeologist had discovered. He slipped on his rucksack and glanced forlornly up the ancient steps that weren’t far from vertical in places. Hoping he wouldn’t trip, fall and break bones, he followed the captain up the steep stairway.

The steps, that varied in width from four feet to barely half that, followed the curved contours of the rock as they climbed the hill. Greyson hugged the rock and avoided looking over the edge at the precarious drop that grew with every step. Moss and jungle growth covered much of the steps, which Greyson imagined must have been a nightmare to construct. Not for the first time he marveled at the perseverance and hardships ancient civilizations overcame to create their cities in such inhospitable and far-flung corners of the Earth and all without the aid of the wheel.

Breathless from the exertion he wasn’t used to, Greyson paused to rest under the shade of a tree, whose roots snaked over the steps and mopped the sweat from his face and neck. He then realized he hadn’t been plagued with mosquitoes since applying the captain’s pungent repellant and regretted he hadn’t used it when the man had first offered.

As if sensing Greyson had stopped, Tembi halted and turned. “Best have a drink.”

In an attempt to replace the moisture that continually seeped from their bodies and prevent dehydration, the two men swigged water from their flasks.

Greyson glanced back down the steps that looked more like a cliff than a staircase, and then up past the captain, but saw no sign of them ending. Hoping for a more informative reply, he asked, “Is it much farther?”

“Not far. About an hour’s walk.” The captain restarted his climb.

Greyson sighed and lifted his tired legs onto the next step, and the next and the next. Forty-three minutes and too many steps to count later, they reached the top and stepped onto level ground. Panting heavily from the climb and the heat, Greyson placed his hands on his knees to recover. He would have liked to collapse onto the lush green grass to rest, but he feared he might not be able to get back up again his body was so tired. Muscles that had lain dormant for years, thanks to his cushy desk job, protested their forced resurgence. Even his aches had aches.

Greyson watched in amazement when the captain lit a thick cigar. He wondered how the man had the breath to smoke after the climb they had both just endured.

As he gazed around the verdant surroundings, Greyson noticed what he had at first taken to be tall stumps of felled trees, were actually columns of rock. Invigorated by the discovery, he approached the nearest one and peeled away some of the vegetation that all but smothered it. Though unadorned by any markings, the close-knit joints of the two-foot-square stone blocks were unmistakably Maya. His searching gaze picked out more amongst the vegetation. They lined the stone path that led deeper into the jungle.

Eager to see what the columned path led to, he snapped off a few photographs and looked back at the captain puffing away on his filthy cigar. “You ready?”

Tembi blew out a stream of thick smoke and nodded. “Lead on.”

With excitement in his step, Greyson followed the path. Though tree roots had raised some of the slabs and vegetation had claimed footholds in the joints, for something constructed so long ago it was in remarkably good condition. They traveled down a gentle slope littered with large rocks to a stone bridge that crossed a small, fast-flowing stream, which Greyson assumed fed one of the waterfalls that splashed into the natural harbor below. Whatever lay ahead, from what he had seen so far, the availability of fresh water and the fish he had noticed in the lagoon below, presented it as a superior location for a civilization to set up home.

It wasn’t long before Greyson caught his first glimpse of substantial building works and sensed something truly magnificent was about to be revealed. Though overgrown with plant life, impossibly thick vine tendrils and a large tree that had encased one side of the two tall structures, their Maya architecture was unmistakable. The twenty-foot-high walls that led out from either side of the two stone towers continued into the distance until the thick jungle swallowed them. So surprised was he by the discovery, Greyson nearly forgot to photograph them, something he soon remedied. He snapped off shots as he approached the entrance formed between the impressive thirty-foot-high towers. The sturdy wooden gate he imagined had once barred the opening had long since succumbed to rot and had been devoured by the hordes of insects infesting the jungle.

Greyson received his second surprise in as many minutes when he peered through the entrance and stared at the two, large stone blocks positioned either side of the path. Both were the same size―a fifteen-foot cube―and set at a slight angle to the path so they faced anyone who passed between them. He approached the one on the right and with Tembi’s help, pulled aside the pale vines that hung like hair framing the large face set in the center. The stone around the central face was covered in carvings. Though the details appeared to be Maya, they seemed more refined, more detailed and with sharper edges than he was used to seeing. Tembi obliged by holding back the vines while Greyson photographed as much as he could. If Kramer had some workforce he could spare, he would return to strip both monuments free of vegetation, so he could photograph all their details.

“You seem impressed,” said Tembi, squashing the damp stub of the cigar with a foot.

Greyson smiled. “I am. These are wonderful.”

“If you like these, you’ll love what comes next.” Tembi pointed at the dark opening at the far end of the clearing dotted with trees that had encroached into the space.

Greyson’s gaze followed the man’s outstretched arm and moved to the side to peer past the tree blocking his view. So captivated had he been by the overgrown blocks, he had failed to see the entrance before. Though it too was overgrown, someone had cleared most of the pillared doorway set in the secondary inner wall. Excited to explore what lay within, he strode eagerly toward it.

After stepping out of the sunlight’s glare and into the dark chamber, Greyson halted while his eyes adjusted to the gloom and the details gradually appeared. The exit opposite opened onto steps rising to an opening shrouded by vegetation and a large gnarled tree that had chosen to grow there. A doorway set in the right wall was framed by carved columns and topped with a large stone lintel. Two statues, one either side of the opening, depicted two Maya Gods, Itzamma, the founder of Maya culture, and Kisin, the most commonly depicted god of death.

Birth and death, thought Greyson, crossing to the doorway.

He peered into the room, but it was too dark to see anything. Though not ideal, he used the camera flash to light up the darkness. Carved faces appeared briefly in the blazes of light. He stepped inside and aimed the camera at each wall as he took a picture. Every side of the small chamber was covered in carved faces of Maya gods and deities. Knowing he would have to return with lights to ensure he recorded each one, Greyson left the room and headed for the far exit.

As soon as he stepped through the doorway, Greyson froze. His eyes shifted nervously to the side and stared at the rifle barrel pressed against his head and then at the menacing man holding it. The man’s spectacles, one lens cracked and a piece of tape around the nose bridge holding them together, sat at a slight angle. A cruel grin, barely visible between the black wiry beard and mustache that framed his mouth, didn’t give Greyson confidence he would be alive much longer.

Tembi stepped through the doorway and glanced at the man holding the weapon. “It’s okay, Chico, he’s with me. A colleague of Kramer’s.”

Chico sighed. “You sure you don’t want me to blast a hole in his skull, Captain?”

Tembi grinned. “Maybe later.”

When Chico reluctantly lowered the rifle, Greyson slumped with relief and watched the armed man step into view from his hiding place. The stench from his grubby, sweat-stained clothes, vied for prominence with the foul reek of body odor that emanated from the man. Greyson took a step back to hopefully lessen the amount of foulness he had to breathe in.

“Are you one of Dr. Kramer’s guards?”

Chico nodded. “Many bandits and tomb robbers would like to get their greedy hands on what’s been found here, but if they come, Chico will kill them.”

Greyson almost gagged from the man’s rancid breath. After another step away, his disapproving examination of the man left him undecided if Chico wasn’t a former bandit or tomb robber who would previously have been at the front of the queue to steal anything of value. Maybe he still was.

“Where can we find the doc?” asked Tembi.

“He’s in the temple,” replied Chico, casually scratching his sweaty butt crack as if it was accepted practice while in company. “They’ve found a secret chamber or something.”

Tembi tapped Greyson on the shoulder as he passed. “Let’s go find your colleague.”

Grimacing in disgust when Chico’s ass-scratching finger vigorously probed a nostril, Greyson turned away and followed the captain.

They emerged from the foliage into a courtyard surrounded by buildings and at the far end a temple that displayed little resemblance to the surrounding typical Maya architecture. The temple that stood three stories tall wasn’t a stepped pyramid, but surprisingly cathedral-like. In the center of the flagstone-paved courtyard was a pool of algae-choked water. Trees that had planted themselves throughout the space hugged the buildings and dipped their thick roots into the pool.

Eager to record everything, Greyson snapped off photographs. He peered into the many dark openings he passed as the captain led him across the courtyard. Now that he had seen what Kramer had found, he wasn’t in such a hurry to leave. He could spend a month here and not explore everything. He briefly thought of delaying the exhibition, but quickly decided against it. The museum’s publicity machine had already started promoting it. Delaying it now wouldn’t be good for his career.

As they neared the temple, two men in conversation stepped out of its interior, squinting as their eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight. Greyson recognized one of them as Kramer. The man’s clothes were soiled, and he now sported an unkempt beard.

When Kramer looked up and saw the new arrivals, his expression changed to surprise at recognizing Greyson.

Kramer strode over with a smile on his lips. “Well, well, well, Greyson, they finally pried you away from your desk.”

Greyson shook the offered hand. “Actually, I volunteered to come, which surprises me as much as you, I expect.”

“Well, what do you think of the place?” Kramer waved an arm around the courtyard. “We haven’t explored all of it yet.”

“I think it’s the most amazing thing I have ever seen. And to tell the truth, I’m envious of your discovery. I thought you were mad when you set off, but you’ve proved me wrong and I’ve never been so pleased to have been so.”

Kramer beamed excitedly. “You’ve arrived at an opportune moment. We found something in the temple, a secret chamber containing many corpses.”

“A burial grave?” asked Greyson.

Kramer shook his head. “I don’t think so, as they were all armed. I think they were warriors, and there’s evidence they had food and water with them. I believe they were interred alive to guard something.”

Greyson’s eyes lit up. “You think it might be treasure?” Golden artifacts would boost the attendance of his exhibition beyond his wildest expectations. If there was enough of it and of good quality, it might even rival the Tutankhamen discovery.

“It’s possible, but I think treasure’s unlikely.”

Greyson’s hopes deflated. “Why is that?”

“Treasure they could have hidden and left guards to protect without burying them alive. The food, water, and air in the chamber wouldn’t have lasted for long. No, I believe even in death they were protecting something else, something we haven’t found yet.”

“But you are still searching?”

“Of course. My men are presently removing the bodies, weapons and any other artifacts from the chamber so we can see what else is down there.”

“Is it possible there might be another secret chamber?” asked Greyson, his excitement impossible to miss.

Kramer smiled. “I’m certain of it, but come, let’s get you something to eat. I’m sure you’re famished after your long trip.”

Greyson glanced at the temple entrance longingly.

Kramer laughed. “They’ll be plenty of time for you to explore later. Follow me and after you’ve eaten I’ll show you what we’ve found so far. There are some artifacts I am certain you’ll find interesting.”

Perking up at the mention of artifacts, Greyson followed Kramer into a nearby building.

An hour later, the two flaming torches carried by Kramer and Greyson atmospherically highlighted the architectural details they passed on their journey to the temple.

Greyson held the torch gingerly at arm’s length; he had nearly singed his hair when a draught blew the flames near his face. “Why are we using torches and not flashlights?”

“Two reasons,” Kramer replied. “The artifacts you are about to see were designed to be viewed by a naked flame, hence they will add a certain atmosphere to the proceedings that would be lost by stark, battery-powered light. Secondly, I don’t have many spare batteries until I can order some to be brought with the next supply shipment, which is why I contacted the museum for further funding. Where I can, I use nature’s flames and oil lamps.”

“From what I’ve seen so far, and if the artifacts you’ve found are as equally impressive, I wouldn’t worry about the extra funding. If I am satisfied with your discovery, I’m authorized to transfer the funds, so you can have lots of batteries and anything else you need.”

“That’s good to hear.” Kramer paused at the dark temple opening and smiled at his colleague. “Greyson, prepare to be amazed.”

Greyson followed Kramer through the impressive carved entrance.

A short entrance hall, disappointedly unadorned of carvings, led to a large room half-filled with objects. Mummified skeletons, frozen in various poses, lined one wall.

Greyson’s mouth hung open as his eyes wandered over the objects highlighted by his torch. They were more than he had hoped for—the stone statues of the Maya gods and deities given movement by the flickering flames were briefly imbued with life. Slightly dumbfounded, Greyson wandered through the room. There were bowls, plates, vases, jade jewelry, and jade-bladed knives, weapons and furniture. He almost fell to his knees and wept for joy.

“Greyson, come and look at these,” called out Kramer from across the room.

In a slight daze, Greyson headed for the row of bodies placed along the wall. Some sat hugging their legs with their heads resting on their knees. Some knelt with their backs leaning against the walls and others lay in various sleeping positions. One thing they all had in common was the weapons they each held or had beside them and the warrior uniforms they wore.

Greyson knelt beside a warrior who seemed to have remained on his feet until his strength had run out and he had slipped to the floor and died. Greyson examined the face stretched tight with dried skin. Flecks of gold sparkled in the light, an indication the warrior’s flesh had been covered in gold dust before his interment. The flames almost gave it life as the shadows flickered across the dead man’s face.

Greyson gently touched the fabric of the warrior’s clothes, expecting it to turn to dust from his touch, but it didn’t. He had never come across ancient material in such good condition. As he stood, he pictured them displayed back in the museum. They were going to need to increase the space allocated to the exhibition to put everything here on display. The logistics of transporting even the best of them from this remote location to England were mind-numbing, but somehow, he would do it.

“So, Greyson, how is my funding looking now?”

Greyson looked at Kramer. “You could ask for double and I’d authorize it.” He waved a hand around the room. “What you have found here is so amazing I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen them with my own eyes. Their quality far surpasses anything previously discovered. It’s as if the Maya had improved on their techniques.” He turned to the bodies. “And these warriors—well, what can I say? You know how rare it is to find anything as well preserved. They alone will astound the world.”

He held out a hand to Kramer.

“I congratulate you on your incredible discoveries. When this leaks out you’ll become as well-known and respected as Howard Carter.”

Kramer shook Greyson’s hand. “I don’t do it for the recognition. As long as it keeps the museum funding my expeditions, I’ll be happy.”

Greyson smiled. “When they learn of this, you could tell them you believe there’s a lost civilization on the moon and you need funding to build a space rocket and fly there, and they would approve it.”

Kramer laughed. “So, you do have a sense of humor.”

Greyson shrugged and grinned. “It has long been suppressed I’m afraid.”

“Come, there’s more to see.” Kramer headed for the doorway at the far end of the room.

“I’m not sure I can stand much more excitement.” Greyson’s eyes swept over the objects he passed as he followed. It was going to be an exhibition to rival all others.

When he stepped through the doorway and saw the statues that filled the room, he was again stunned by the unexpected sight.

“Do you notice anything strange about them?” asked Kramer.

Greyson looked back at the opening he had just passed through. “I assume the temple is orientated East to West to catch the rising sun.”

“It is,” Kramer confirmed.

“Then the statues are facing the wrong way.”

“Exactly what I surmised,” said Kramer. “And I think I know why. I believe they are a form of protection.”

Greyson wandered around the statues. “Protection against what?”

Kramer pointed at the far doorway the statues faced. “Whatever is concealed in there.”

Greyson stared at the doorway. “Is that where you found the secret chamber?”

Kramer nodded. “It is.”

Kramer led Greyson into the next chamber, vastly smaller than the previous two. The only objects in the room were a statue of the Maya god, Ah Puch, pushed to the side of the room, a large stone slab propped against the wall and a large opening in the floor corresponding to the size of the removed slab.

Greyson approached the fearsome god statue that was as tall as him. Ah, Puch could either be depicted as a skeletal figure with a deaths-head face or, as it was here, as a bloated figure covered in flaps and blotches of decomposing skin. A gruesome collar of dangling eyeballs plucked from its victims hung around its neck. Its skeletal face seemed to be staring at him, even though it lacked the inclusion of carved eyes to do so.

“Impressive, isn’t he?” stated Kramer, stroking a hand over one of Ah Puch’s stone shoulders.

“He certainly is,” Greyson agreed, working out the logistics of transporting it to England in his head.

“As you know, Ah Puch ruled the lowest level of the Maya underworld and was most closely identified with the Christian devil, keeping the souls of evil people in the underworld under torture. It, and later the scrapes on the floor running out from the base, were my first clue that he might be guarding a secret chamber.”

Greyson walked to the hole in the floor. A ladder, crudely formed from tree branches with rope binding it together, led down into darkness. “You moved Ah Puch aside and found the slab covering this opening.”

“Yes, and the chamber where we found the dead warriors,” explained Kramer.

“And you think there’s more to be found down there?”

Kramer nodded. “As I said before, I’m certain of it. Follow me down and I’ll reveal why.”

After the two men had descended the ladder, Kramer pointed at the floor.

Greyson knelt beside the large slab inscribed with a single Maya glyph. “Xibalba!” He looked at Kramer. “The place of fear!”

“Yes, I believe that slab covers the entrance to Xibalba, the Maya underworld.”

A shiver ran down Greyson’s spine as he stood. He gazed around the room at the carvings covering every surface of the walls and ceiling. “They are all gods and deities of protection and life.”

Kramer nodded and looked at the Xibalba entrance stone. “Whatever’s down there, the Maya didn’t want it to get free.”

Greyson also turned his gaze upon the ominously marked slab. “But you will remove it to find out what’s beneath?”

“Of course,” stated Kramer. “Xibalba and whatever they believed dwelled there is nothing but Maya superstition. All the Mesoamerican civilizations were rife with it. However, we are archeologists and don’t believe in such things. Tomorrow, we will open it together.”

Greyson thought of the ‘Tutankhamen curse’ the newspapers were full of when the spate of deaths occurred after the opening of the boy king’s tomb.

“Yes, silly superstition, that’s all.” His tone held little of Kramer’s conviction.

*****
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UNABLE TO SLEEP WITH the thoughts of the exhibition filled with the never before seen Maya artifacts, and what they might discover beneath the Xibalba stone running through his mind, Greyson had awoken early. After a hasty breakfast of cereal and coffee, he had gone to the temple
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