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  PROLOGUE


  September 18, 1992


  Death caught homicide detective Frank Davis on his day off, on his favorite reef, twenty-six feet below the surface.


  The water was a glassy reflection of the lapis sky and the sun was nearly overhead as Davis steered his dive boat through Government Cut, south of Miami Beach. The air was warm and humid, just the way he liked it. Even though big men were supposed to do poorly in the heat, Davis thrived in it. He’d rather be out here diving any day than sitting in a cabin in the mountains of North Carolina, which was what most of his buddies on the force dreamed of doing when the temperatures hit the nineties.


  He stretched his long legs out in front of him and gazed toward the horizon. Behind him, the Miami skyline receded as surely as his worries. Once he sank beneath the surface and descended to the coral reef, the remainder of his cares would vanish entirely. For a couple of hours, the real world of corpses and crime scenes, paperwork and department politics just dropped away. Even the circuit court judge who kept pestering him about his missing brother—as if that were Davis’ only case—no longer existed.


  Soon all of it would be replaced by the silent, silky world of electric-blue angel fish, grinning parrot fish, and choreographed schools of striped grunts. Great colonies of staghorn coral, sea fans, elkhorn, star coral and mounds of brain coral defined the landscape; a place where predators and prey played games of hide and seek.


  For Davis, even the watchful sharks, slippery eels and toothy barracudas were a relative relief from the pressures of his other world.


  His destination was a small but pristine reef about a mile and a half southwest of the Key Biscayne lighthouse. Davis called it Secret Reef, because it wasn’t marked on the charts and wasn’t particularly easy to find. He’d accidentally discovered it about three years ago and it had become his favorite diving site ever since, especially when he dived alone. He never failed to surface with a catch of snapper or grouper, mahi-mahior mackerel, and usually a lobster or two in season.


  He looked over his gear as he passed Virginia Key and moved away from the eastern shore of Key Biscayne. His tank was set up in the harness, with the buoyancy compensator, octopus regulator and gauges attached. His booties and gloves, flippers and weight belt, mask and snorkel, were all laid out to one side of the tank, while his net, tickler stick, loop and spear gun were on the other.


  Everything neat and orderly and ready to go. That was what he liked about diving alone. With several companions along, the boat was crowded with gear and it took forever to get started. There was always someone who couldn’t find a flipper or who would put the regulator on backward or who would have trouble getting the pressure in the middle ear equalized once below the surface.


  Davis’ ears adjusted quickly; he could dive down forty or fifty feet without the slightest hesitation. In spite of his bulk, he could also control his breathing and easily last an hour and a quarter on a full tank. Other men his size, or divers with less experience, tended to suck air like a hungry infant with a full bottle. All too often they were ready to surface when Davis still had another half an hour of air remaining.


  The water ahead suddenly shifted from blue to green, indicating the approach of the reef. The high whine of the engine deepened to a low roar and then to a quiet rumble as Davis eased up on the throttle.


  He glanced back at the lighthouse on Key Biscayne and at the far point of land to the northwest, and knew that his position was correct. Right on target.


  In the distance, a white Cigarette boat dashed over the waves, heading toward him.


  Keep going. Nothing here for you.


  When he reached the far side of the reef, he backed off a few yards, then carefully lowered the anchor. Too many clowns never paid attention to where they dropped their anchors, and destroyed coral in the process. The damage to South Florida reefs over the past couple of decades reminded him of the turmoil ashore, and he tried his best not to contribute to the deterioration.


  The anchor touched bottom in a few seconds. It was a relatively shallow reef and he liked it that way. Diving without a partner always meant certain risks, and sticking to shallow waters kept them to a minimum.


  He cut the engine and quickly donned his gear, deciding to dispense with the spear gun today. He had his mind set on lobster, and one bug in particular. He had dived here a few days ago, and spotted one that weighed at least four pounds before it slithered away. He knew the reef well enough that he was sure he could locate its hole again. It was just a matter of finding the big boy at home. If he was there, he wouldn’t get away. Not this time.


  Davis opened the valve on his tank and checked his gauge. Thirty-one hundred pounds of air, and he had another tank ready if he wanted to make a second dive. He reached below his gut to check his weight belt, then tested his regulator; the air was flowing nicely. Finally, he inflated his buoyancy compensator, and was about to step over the side when he heard the Cigarette boat again. He turned and saw it bearing down on him. The boat slowed a couple of hundred feet away, then edged forward.


  Cocky bastard.


  The man behind the wheel wore dark glasses and was young, early twenties. Two others, a man and a woman, were preparing to dive. Their tanks were already on their backs.


  Why did they have to pick his spot?


  He had one quick solution to dealing with a sudden crowd.


  He stuck the mouthpiece of his regulator between his teeth and flopped over backwards into the warm Atlantic. With any luck, he wouldn’t even see the others.


  Davis deflated in b.c. and quickly dropped to the bottom. A storm yesterday afternoon had churned the silt, so the visibility was barely thirty feet. But that didn’t matter much when hunting lobsters. As long as he could see ten feet in front of him, he had all the view necessary to poke around in the nooks and crannies where the lobsters hid.


  He’d only been down a couple of minutes when he spotted a pair of antennas protruding from a hollow. They were waving in the current as if to signal him.


  He approached the lobster head on, and thrust his hand into the hole. Sometimes he was lucky and made a catch on the first try; but not today. The instant his hand touched one of the antennas, the lobster darted back amid a cloud of silt. It definitely wasn’t the big one he wanted. In fact, it might even be too small to keep.


  He moved his loop into position and gently pushed his tickler stick deep into the hole. After a moment, the lobster skidded toward the mouth of the hollow and Davis snapped the loop shut over its carapace. He quickly grabbed it with his left hand. Gotcha! A lot of divers relied on their nets to catch lobsters, but he found the loop more efficient. He guessed the bug was within the legal size, but still decided to measure it. He was about to reach for his gauge when he turned the lobster over and saw her eggs. Oh, shit. Good-bye. He released the female, and watched her swim away to another hole. He was after the big bug, anyhow.


  As he glided ahead, hovering over massive coral heads, he sensed motion above him and looked up. Shark, he thought. Then he realized it was one of the divers from the other boat. He turned away, then saw the second diver on the bottom a few feet away. The woman. Her blond hair floated out from the back of her head, rippling like seaweed in the current. She wore a pink wetsuit and a matching face mask.


  What the hell? She was running her finger across her throat, signaling that she was out of air. But she was making no attempt to surface; instead she was moving toward him. He saw the bubbles rising from her regulator, indicating that she was breathing fine. What was it, a joke? The bottom of the ocean was no place for pranks, and he didn’t appreciate them. Especially not on his reef.


  He started to swim away, but the woman darted toward him, struck him on the face and pulled his mask off. He spun around, grabbed for her, but she backed away, then dropped his mask.


  He saw it settling to the bottom, a blurred shape now, barely distinguishable from the coral, and started to swim down for it. But the other diver grabbed his ankle and snatched Davis’s knife from its rubber casing on his leg.


  These fucks were asking for it. Nothing like this had ever happened to him while diving.


  His street instincts kicked in. He rolled over, shot free, and struck the man in the face with his fin. The woman loomed in front of him, and Davis angrily swung a fist at her mask. But he misjudged the distance, and his swing fell short. The woman instantly reacted by jerking the regulator out of his mouth.


  The bitch knew exactly what she was doing, and suddenly he sensed the true seriousness of the situation.


  Enough of this crap. He kicked hard for the surface, but the woman held fast to his regulator. Okay, he’d pull her up with him.


  But then the man pounced on top of his tank, weighing him down. Davis struggled, sucked a mouthful of water.


  Don’t breathe … don’t breathe. He was on the verge of panic.


  The b.c., where was the valve?


  His finger fumbled over the vest, found the button that would fill his vest with air. If he twisted and kicked out of their grasp, he’d shoot to the surface … But nothing happened.


  The bastard on his back had turned off his air.


  Davis struggled wildly, clawed, and gulped for air. Water rushed into his lungs, and still they held him.


  As he lost consciousness, his last thought was that he wasn’t going to get the big bug. Not today.


  Not ever.


  Chapter 1


  Three weeks later


  “Another fine day at the beach, Swedie,” Nicholas Pierce muttered to his fifteen-year-old Saab as he opened his door and a wave of humid air washed over him. Nine a.m. in late September and the temperature was already soaring into the mid-eighties.


  But he’d spent more than twenty years in South Florida, and was as acclimated as he would ever get to the sub-tropical summers.


  Ahead of him, he glimpsed a wide horizon of sand and sky. He couldn’t see the ocean from here, but he was confident the Atlantic was still there. He didn’t take much else for granted in his life, and this morning, that was probably a good thing.


  He turned into the lobby of the Edison Hotel, climbed the steps to the mezzanine and entered the Gibson Travel Agency, passing quickly through the reception area and down the corridor to his office.


  As he reached for the door knob, his hand stopped inches short of it. A windsurfing board was propped up against the wall like a fishing trophy, and next to it was an assortment of other gear: a boom, a mast, a sail, some other pieces.


  Maybe Walter Gibson, the owner of the travel agency, was planning some sort of exhibit? But there certainly wasn’t any room for it up here, and he didn’t appreciate the way it was all piled by his door.


  He and Gibby had started out as partners in the travel agency, and when Pierce had become a full-time private investigator, he’d kept his office inside the agency. It wasn’t the easiest place for clients to find, but the office was close to home and he liked the Ocean Drive address.


  Besides, he’d never come up with a better deal. When he sold his share of the travel agency, he’d gotten a rent-free agreement for five years. A couple of years still remained.


  He opened the door. The lights were off and the office was empty.


  Real nice. Anyone could walk in and make themselves at home.


  Then he noticed the key on his secretary’s desk and the note under it. He picked it up and pulled a pair of black wire-framed glasses from his pocket.


  His temples throbbed and he gritted his teeth. He already knew what was coming.


  Trying to make out the scrawled note reminded him of the handwriting on a doctor’s prescription.


  Too boring here. I got a real job as a server. Be up later for my last check. See ya.—Trudy


  He looked up as he heard the door squeak open and saw Gibby manipulate his wheelchair through the doorway.


  “Morning, Nick.”


  “Hi, Gibby,” he responded unenthusiastically.


  “I know. Trudy quit.”


  “What did she do, give you a copy of her resignation letter?”


  “No, she just served me breakfast.”


  “Where’s she working?”


  “Downstairs.”


  “Here, at the hotel?”


  Gibby nodded. “I felt like stiffing her on the tip, but then I figured she’d pay me back with slow service.”


  Pierce laughed. “Don’t worry about it, Gibby. I’m better off without her. You know anyone who needs a job?”


  “Not at the moment. But take my advice, Nick. Don’t hire another one of these kids right out of high school. They’ve got no discipline. I mean, a one-secretary office is not a place for a nineteen-year-old, especially since you’re out of the office so much and South Beach is right across the street. Yesterday she took a two-hour lunch break … on the beach.”


  “Wonderful.”


  “A little bird told me she was topless, too. Not that I care.” He shrugged. “The restaurant will keep her busy and she’ll have more people around. You need a more mature assistant.”


  As usual, Gibby was ready with gossip and advice—one of his less appealing attributes.


  They were so different from each other that Pierce never ceased to be amazed that they’d once been business partners. They’d often been described as the sleepy-looking one and the wide-awake one. Pierce’s hooded eyes gave him a drowsy look, while his reticence made him seem distant and self-involved. In contrast, Gibby’s bulging eyes and curly hair made him look as if he’d just stuck his finger in an electrical socket.


  “Are you planning on coming to the cocktail party this evening?”


  “I didn’t know you had one planned.” Gibby’s cocktail parties were travel industry affairs, boasting a mix of travel agents, tour operators, airline publicity people and hotel reps; all trading tips and gossip.


  “Good ole Trudy. I told her all about it. The Spanish director of tourism is the guest of honor. That’s Spanish as in Spain,” Gibby quickly added, in his typical rapid-fire delivery. “He’s going to talk about the Basque Provinces. I thought you’d like to hear what he had to say. I know that’s one of your favorite destinations.”


  Used to be, Pierce thought. In his old life. But as far Gibby was concerned, that ‘old life’ had never really ended; it had just gone on hold while he played detective.


  “Try to stop by, and bring Elise. I haven’t seen her for quite a while. What’s up with you two, anyhow?”


  Pierce shrugged. “We’ve both been really busy. There hasn’t been a whole lot of time to see each other.” There was considerably more to it than that, but he wasn’t about to involve Gibby in his issues with Elise.


  “Well, I hope you can both make it.”


  “Yeah, me too.”


  Gibby started to wheel toward the door, then spun around.


  “Oh, would you mind getting your windsurfing stuff out of the hallway some time today? I can barely get out my door.”


  “It’s not mine. I thought it was yours.”


  “Mine?”


  “Well, I mean for a display, or something?”


  “Nope. It arrived for you about half an hour ago, right after I got in. Two young guys hauled it up. They said it was for you.”


  “I don’t know a thing about it. But I’ll find out.”


  Gibby started to wheel away, as Pierce absently pushed the message button on his answering machine. A windsurfer, he thought. Who did he know who would give him a windsurfer? On the tape, a man named Kurt Vance introduced himself and asked Pierce to call him. No further details. Pierce jotted down the number, and wondered who he was.


  Gibby was suddenly in the doorway again.


  “Was that Kurt Vance’s voice I just heard?”


  “Yeah. You know him?”


  “He’s the owner of a suntan lotion factory in Fort Lauderdale. He was one of my first clients when we opened the Broward office. I forgot to tell you that he might call.”


  “What’s his problem?”


  “I think he wants you to find a missing person, an employee of his. Somebody from Miami.”


  “Did he say how long he’d been missing?”


  “Several months, I believe.”


  Wonderful. A cold trail.


  “Those are tough cases, Gibby.”


  “At least talk to him, Nick. Will you do that for me?”


  “Sure. But it might not be worth his money to hire me—or anyone, at this point.”


  “Oh, he’s got a lot of money. That’s no problem. I think he just wants to find out what happened; you know, out of curiosity.”


  There’s probably a lot more involved, Pierce thought.


  “I’ll give him a ring.”


  He ripped the top sheet from the memo pad and headed into his office, which was separated from the reception area by a glass brick partition. On the wall behind his desk, the sun hovered above the sea and in the pink sand, squiggly letters read: ON VACATION.


  One of his former secretaries, a part-time art student from California, had redecorated the office one week when he was away. She’d stripped the walls of his travel posters and photos—vestiges of his past—and had turned the wall into a tropical mural. When he’d returned, she explained that she’d updated his motif.


  He told her that he thought he’d hired a secretary, not an interior designer, and that he didn’t appreciate her work, especially since she hadn’t consulted him.


  Besides, he’d told her, the sun didn’t set in the Atlantic.


  She’d given him a hurt look, then in a defiant voice claimed that it was a sunrise. After a moment’s thought, she’d added that there was nothing creative about her job and she was through.


  That was almost four months ago, and the ON VACATION mural still greeted him whenever he stepped into his office.


  


  Pierce sank into the chair behind his desk and sighed. It had taken two months to find Trudy—and now he had to start over. This time he wouldn’t wait. He found the number for the Miami Herald classified department, and was about to call when he realized who might’ve sent him the windsurfer.


  “Oh, shit.”


  He swung his chair around and pulled open a file drawer, then walked his fingers through it until he found the folder marked Larry Linder. At least Trudy hadn’t lost the paperwork.


  The case involved a series of thefts at Linder’s furniture store. Pierce had placed an investigator on the job for a week, but by the fourth day everyone had realized he was a cop. It was a costly error. Finally, after another week, Pierce had located a fence who knew about furniture coming out the back door of the store. For three hundred dollars, he’d even described the thieves, two men who worked on the shipping dock.


  The problem was that Linder didn’t want to believe that the pair was guilty. They were college students working summer jobs, and both were his nephews.


  Pierce had planned to set up a buy from the men, but Linder had told him to wait. The furniture store magnate was uneasy about entrapping his brother’s offspring, and now Pierce wouldn’t be a bit surprised if Linder had decided to forget the whole thing. He was probably trying to unload the windsurfer instead of paying the remainder of the bill.


  Pierce picked up the phone and punched Linder’s number. Linder was a bombastic, cigar-smoking chump who had played Pierce a video of his latest, loud-mouth TV commercial on the day they’d met. It was the sort of tasteless commercial that caused people to either laugh or cringe. But Linder seemed oblivious to his own crassness. Or possibly, he reveled in it.


  He’d wanted to hire Pierce because he remembered seeing him on the TV news last year, and if someone was on television, Linder figured he must be good. That’s exactly the way he’d said it.


  Pierce told Linder’s secretary who was calling and a moment later Linder’s voice shouted in his ear.


  “Pierce, I’m glad you called. Listen, I’ve been thinking about what you told me, and if those two are the ones, well, hell! Let the cards fall whatever way they wanna fall.”


  “You mean you want me to set up the buy now?”


  “Well, the problem is, they may be suspicious of anyone approaching them after they got spooked by your man.”


  Pierce was still mystified by how the employees had made his plant so quickly.


  “You didn’t tell anyone you hired an investigator, did you?”


  “Hell, no. But you know how word can get around. Anyhow, what I want you to do is give a lie detector test to everyone. Treat ‘em all the same. Then whoever’s it, you tell ‘em they passed the test. Get it? Then you wiretap the fuckers. We nail ‘em and wrap up the whole ball of wax. To hell with my brother. If it’s his kids, they pay the price. So when can you start?”


  “Larry, I can’t do that.”


  “Can’t do what?”


  Pierce considered lie detectors a mechanical shortcut to real investigative work, and never used them. He told Linder as much. “Besides, a lot of time they’re simply wrong.”


  “What, you living in the Stone Age, Pierce? Everybody uses them.”


  “Not me.”


  “Then I’ll find someone who does. Got that? Now, you want this case or not?”


  Pierce cleared his throat. “Not on those terms.”


  “Jesus H Christ, a prima donna. And there I just gave you a windsurfer. What gratitude. I’ll take it back if you’re not going to follow through.”


  “That’s fine. Just send me a check for $750. That’s what you owe me.”


  Linder was quiet for a moment. “Keep the windsurfer. That’s your payment.”


  “I don’t want it.”


  Linder acted as if he hadn’t heard him. “My wife gave it to me a couple of years ago, but I got a bad back. You’re right by the ocean, so I figured you could make better use of it.”


  “I don’t want it, Larry.”


  “You got it unless you want to reconsider. Think about it. I gotta go.”


  Pierce heard the click and he dropped the phone into the cradle.


  “What an asshole.”


  But he couldn’t say he was disappointed that he was off the case. From the first day, he’d known that Linder was the type who would get flustered and fire an investigator if things weren’t going his way. To protect himself, Pierce had required more than his usual advance, just in case. Linder had griped about it but paid up.


  Pierce decided to bill Linder for the seven-fifty, and tell him to pick up his sailboard. But he’d wait for a couple of days until he was sure he was off the case. He wouldn’t be a bit surprised if Linder called back and demanded, in his blustery voice, when Pierce could start the surveillance on his nephews, and what was taking so long. If he said he didn’t know he was still on the case, Linder would say that their little misunderstanding shouldn’t interfere with business. Something like that.


  He picked up a pen and quickly jotted a help-wanted ad for the classifieds. Even if a secretary did nothing but act as a receptionist, it was still worth the expense. Answering machines didn’t work when it came to first-time callers. No one wanted to tell their troubles to a machine.


  After placing the ad, he spent a couple of hours on paperwork that Trudy had ignored. When he was almost caught up, he called downstairs and ordered a tuna salad sandwich, asking if someone would run it upstairs.


  He didn’t expect to see Trudy, but that’s who arrived fifteen minutes later.


  “Here’s your lunch, Nick. Can I get my last check from you now?”


  Her frizzy red hair was bunched on top of her head with strands trailing over her shoulders. Her skin was burnt vermilion. There was no hint of guilt, apprehension, or embarrassment in her expression about the way she’d quit. She simply stared imperviously, as if it were normal to shift abruptly from secretary to waitress and deliver lunch to your former boss on the same day.


  “Trudy, are you suffering from a sun stroke?”


  She laughed. “That’s a joke, right? You did find my note, didn’t you?”


  “Yeah. What happened?”


  “Well, I took a long lunch hour yesterday because nothing was happening here, and I got to thinking. You see, I’d rather be around people. When I came back, I asked Mr. Gibson what I should do and he said I should wait on tables if I wanted to be around people. I didn’t really like that idea at first and asked him if he needed any secretaries. He told me he’d keep me in mind when something opened up. I hope he’s good on his word, because I don’t want to waitress for too long.”


  “You got to start somewhere,” Pierce said as he wrote her check. “You know, Mr. Gibson is probably not going to be too excited about hiring you since you didn’t give me any notice, and you didn’t stick to your work here.”


  She shook her head and gave him a knowing smile as he handed her the check. “I waited on him this morning. He said I was at the top of his list. Gave me a nice tip, too.”


  Classic Gibby, Pierce thought. He doubted that Gibby would ever hire anyone so impetuous; but he wasn’t going to endanger his breakfast, either.


  “Let’s see, now I need seven-eighty-two for the sandwich.”


  Pierce gave her a five and three ones and watched to see if she would make change for him. She looked at the money, then at him. “You’re not going to stiff me on the tip because I quit, are you? I mean, I delivered your lunch right to your desk.”


  He handed her another dollar.


  “Anytime you want service up here, let me know. You hear?” She slammed the door, then opened it again. “I like your windsurfer. I never knew.”


  “I didn’t either,” he muttered, as she slammed the door for a second time.


  He’d no sooner taken the sandwich from the bag when the phone rang.


  Probably Linder.


  “Mr. Pierce?” a woman asked.


  “Yeah.”


  “Oh, I didn’t expect you to answer your phone. This is Kurt Vance’s personal secretary at TropicTan. Could you hold a minute for Mr. Vance?”


  He paused intentionally, before grudgingly saying “All right” He bit off a large piece of his sandwich, not worrying about being caught with a mouthful of food. He hated being put on hold by someone calling him. If you’re not ready to talk, don’t call. Vance was probably doing it intentionally, because Pierce hadn’t called him back immediately.


  “Mr. Pierce, Vance here.”


  He didn’t respond until he’d swallowed. “Hello, I was going to call you.”


  “Did Wally Gibson tell you why I called?”


  Vance obviously didn’t know Gibby well. He hated being called Wally.


  “Sort of. He said you were into suntan lotion and looking for a detective.”


  Vance laughed. “That’s one way of putting it. But seriously, I‘m calling about my former chemist, Jack Garity. He disappeared eight months ago in the Everglades.”


  Pierce shifted in his chair and rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s a long time ago, at least in terms of an investigation.”


  “I know that, and I’ll be frank with you. At this point, I’m concerned more about my own ass than his. The police have been giving me a hard time. They think I’m hiding something.”


  The chemist’s body, no doubt.


  “Have they charged you with anything?”


  “No. They don’t have any evidence, but I want to stay on top of things.”


  “Do they think Garity was murdered?”


  “They go back and forth. His brother, Wayne, is a big-shot circuit court judge in Miami, and he won’t let go of it. Now he’s got this homicide detective on my back. I think he’s following me, and I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve tapped my phones.”


  Vance sounded worried, but not whiny or pushy like Linder.


  “What exactly would you like me to do?”


  “Let’s talk about it. Can you come over this afternoon? I know it’s a long drive, but I’ll pay you for your time, even if you don’t take the case.”


  Pierce wasn’t sure he wanted to get involved, especially if Vance was a suspect. But he’d keep his promise to Gibby. “That’s fair enough. How about three thirty?”


  “See you then.”


  After Vance gave him directions and rang off, Pierce leaned back in his chair. One thing was certain; if he did take the case, he’d make damned sure that Vance didn’t pay him in suntan lotion.


  Chapter 2


  “Ever since the first Spanish monks arrived in the New World and learned of the Mayan sacred calendar, it has been a source of mystery,” Elise Simms explained to the forty students in her classroom. “One of the puzzles is that a two hundred and sixty-day calendar has no basis in the physical world. There is no known phenomenon that would account for such a division of time.”


  Her classes were usually casual, with students speaking up whenever they had a question. But today, Elise was tense and the students were quiet.


  She wondered if they could tell she was apprehensive. Normally, they saw a slender, self-possessed woman with clear blue eyes, short umber hair and a quick wit. But today, they probably thought she was acting like a nervous twit.


  Her gaze strayed to the back of the room, where the reason for her unease was seated.


  Umberto Urella.


  His intense, dark eyes were focused on her. She looked away.


  “Yet, when we contemplate the Calendar Round, it becomes clear that there is something intrinsically …” Her mind went blank for a moment. “… intrinsically right about the pattern.” Did they have any idea what she was trying to convey? This was only an entry level anthropology class, which a lot of science majors took to help fulfill their humanities requirements. “The point is, we can only make sense of this pattern of recording time when we consider it as intuitively perceived.”


  A woman in the front row raised her hand. “Are you saying the Mayan priests just fabricated a calendar to use for religious purposes?”


  “No, fabricated is not the…”


  “Can I answer that, Professor Simms?” Umberto called out.


  The students turned in unison.


  “Certainly.” Elise smiled, glad that Umberto had finally ended his silence. Earlier, she’d introduced him as a visiting Guatemalan professor who was teaching graduate seminars, and she’d told him to speak up any time he felt like it.


  “The Mayans did not fabricate the Tzolkin any more than the Jews fabricated the Old Testament, or the Christians the New Testament.”


  “How can you compare a calendar with the Bible?” another student asked.


  Umberto had brought an obscure calendar closer to home.


  “You’re forgetting what you already know,” Elise said. “The Tzolkin is an almanac of prophecy, of revelation.”


  “That’s right,” Umberto said. “The Tzolkin was created through an attunement with nature and the cosmos. It is a blueprint of the past, present and future.”


  The woman in the front row raised her hand, then turned to Umberto. “Why did the Mayans mix their science and religion?”


  “Your notion of science doesn’t fit with the Mayan view of existence. The Mayan way does not categorize learning; it only deals with the lessons of life. Western science has created a myth that there is a realm outside of rational understanding, called belief or religion. It perpetuates this myth, and allows you to live divided lives—a scientific way and a religious way. But everything in the universe is connected, not divided. To the Mayan mind, only a child could think otherwise.”


  Another student raised his hand. “When you put religion and politics together, you get fanaticism. Isn’t the same true with religion and science?”


  Umberto smiled. “The Mayan way is only concerned with the attunement of the planet and planetary mind with the cosmos. This knowledge is not exclusive to the Mayans, and the knowledge is not archaic. It’s just a matter of putting it to use, instead of ignoring it or categorizing it as silly, primitive nonsense. If that goal is what you call fanatical, then so be it.”


  “What kind of word is attunement?” someone called out.


  “It means bringing into harmony or accord,” he explained. “You could also call it atonement. I bet you’ve heard that one.”


  “I’m confused,” another student said, when the laughter subsided. “We know that the Mayans were advanced in astronomy, architecture, and mathematics, that they had their own calendar and system of writing. But they were also bloodthirsty. They perpetrated sacrificial killings. How can you talk about these same people as being concerned about planetary harmony, when they were killing each other and writing about it in stone?”


  Umberto was quiet for a moment, then answered indirectly. “By the time the white men appeared in the Western Hemisphere, the cultures of the native peoples had fallen into a long decline. Their period of glory was achieved much earlier. You can’t take a slice of a cultural experience, and say this is what was always true of this culture. That would be like looking at Germany in the 1930s and saying that Northern European culture was characterized by the use of gas chambers to kill large numbers of people.”


  Elise glanced at her watch, saw that the class was nearly over.


  “Good point. We’ve got time for one more comment or question.”


  A student in the second row raised his hand. “There’s one thing that bothers me about this conversation. We’re studying the past, but I get the feeling from Professor Urella that he views the Mayans as if they were a thriving culture, not a dead one.”


  Elise nodded toward Umberto.


  He smiled and ended the discussion on a light note. “For most archaeologists, the only interesting Mayans are dead ones. But Mayans like myself, who are living today, have a different view on that.”


  

  

  A few minutes later, Elise and Umberto walked across the grassy corridor between buildings on the University of Miami campus, headed to her office. He seemed preoccupied, and she wondered if he was irritated by the comments he’d heard in class.


  “I’m sorry if my students seem ignorant about Mayan culture.”


  “They are like students everywhere. At the University of Guatemala, I hear many of the same types of questions.”


  “I would think the Guatemalan students would be more open to your world than my students.”


  “There are some who are interested in the traditional ways, but they are outnumbered by those who see anything of Indian origin as inferior.”


  Umberto drew his fingers through his thick raven hair, sweeping it back over the top of his ears and collar. Elise noted that his skin was brown and toughened from time spent outdoors. His features were Mayan, but he was taller than most Mayan men and lacked the characteristically sturdy barrel-chested physique. He was handsome in his tight jeans and boots, and she noticed the stares from passing co-eds.


  Elise admired Umberto, but it wasn’t for his good looks. He appealed to her because he shifted easily between Western culture and traditional Mayan ways. The essential mystery of his life intrigued her, and took her mind irresistibly back to her own childhood.


  

  Her parents had divorced when she was six, and each summer during her childhood she had stayed at the jungle ruins of Tikal with her father.


  Umberto had always been there, with her tagging along after him, usually content to walk together without conversing. Eventually, she and the Mayan boy became friends. Then one summer, when she was thirteen or fourteen and longing to see him, he was suddenly no longer there, and she was told he had moved away.


  Years later, her father had led her on a two-hour hike from Tikal into the jungle, saying only that he wanted to introduce her to an old shaman whom she might find interesting since he was knowledgeable in the Tzolkin. She didn’t like being distracted from her work at the ruins, but was delighted that her father was again taking her on journeys as he’d done when she was here as a child.


  When they arrived at the shaman’s hut, she was introduced to an old man and told in whispers that the young man in the shadows was his apprentice and that she should just ignore him, as he was somewhat unbalanced.


  Later, after they’d eaten and were seated around a fire in the center of the hut, the conversation turned to the Tzolkin, and she quickly realized the old man’s knowledge of the Calendar Round was profound.


  Again in whispers, the old man told her that his apprentice was also studying the Tzolkin, but that his interests were peculiar. He laughed, nodding toward the dark corner where the young man sat apart from the others. He explained that while the calendar’s Great Cycle spanned five thousand years, the apprentice’s shamanistic work was dedicated to monitoring the course of the Galactic Cycle, which was the phase beginning at the end of the current cycle, in 2012.


  The old man shook his head sadly. “Watch out for him tonight. Don’t listen to his nonsense if he talks to you, and don’t look directly into his face.”


  Elise nodded, her eyes darting quickly toward the corner where the strange apprentice sat, then away again. She was curious about the man, but also concerned about the old shaman’s warning.


  A moment later, she was even more confused when she saw the old man cover his mouth and chuckle until tears trickled over the rete of wrinkles on his cheeks. “He is lost in the future,” he muttered. “It’s a very sad case.”


  She looked toward her father, who was staring at her, his expressionless face highlighted by the fire.


  They slept in hammocks that night, and Elise positioned herself between the wall and her father so she could wake him up if she was bothered by the apprentice. She was particularly concerned that there were only three hammocks, and that the man was lying on the floor where he could easily crawl under the hammocks to her. She tossed for a couple of hours before finally falling asleep.


  The next morning she was walking back to the hut from the outdoor toilet when the young man stepped out from the forest and blocked her path. She caught her breath., and quickly looked for a way to get past him.


  “Don’t you know who I am, Elise?”


  She looked into his face and was shocked as she realized the strange apprentice was her childhood friend from Tikal, Umberto, now a grown man.


  

  Elise’s reverie was interrupted as Umberto held up the notebook that she had asked him to look at.


  “I know what it is.”


  “You do?”


  Elise had found the loose-leaf notebook among her father’s possessions
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