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1. Keep busy. Learn a skill or trade. Do your exams. Take me, for example: I’m learning to be a pilot. OK, I’ll admit that I’m partly doing it to impress a girl, but also, it might come in handy, especially if the end of the world starts to look likely. 

Mainly, keep your mind off the possible impending doom. The trade/skill/exam thing is just a bonus.

2. Stay in denial. The world is NOT going to end. Tell yourself this a few times a day. Thoughts of what might happen may spring up on you when you’re least expecting it. In those moments, you’ll need that denial to be rock solid.
3. DO NOT look at videos on YouTube about the world ending. Most of them have got it badly wrong anyway. They talk about asteroids crashing into Earth or the Planet Nibiru or some other rubbish. You won’t find much about a galactic superwave and a gigantic electromagnetic pulse wiping out all the computer technologies. That’s so much less photogenic. Instead of massive fireballs, there will be a massive no-show. No TV, no interweb, no money going through the banking system and no twenty-pound notes in the ATMs. No food trucks going to the supermarkets, no power in the hospitals. The whole developed world relies on computer technology. Very definitely don’t think about what would happen if there was suddenly a great big OUTAGE.
4. Make a bucket list – a list of all the things you want to do before you “kick the bucket”. Quietly. Show it to no one. This is just for you. You’ll never have to use it, probably, because the world won’t end. It’s a just-in-case. Look at it for a long time and think about what really matters, what you really want to DO or BE. You might surprise yourself. I did.

5. Stop reading this blog. How did you find it anyway? What makes you think I’m not making it all up?

6. Trust the adults to sort everything out and save the world. Hey, they usually do, right?

7. If you’ve tried all of the above and you still wake at three a.m. with a cold, vacant pit where your stomach should be, wondering if civilization is on the brink of destruction – then there’s always this: GET INVOLVED.
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LATELY, I’VE BEEN HAVING the feeling that people aren’t being straight with me. Or some people in particular: my parents.

By “parents” I mean my mother (Eleanor) and her partner, Carlos Montoyo. If it weren’t for the fact that my real father died pretty recently, Mum would probably already be married to Montoyo. They fell for each other after a few months. Now they’re definitely a couple. But when you marry a widow, I think you’re probably meant to leave a polite interval.

Montoyo is an interesting guy and I won’t deny that I respect him. He’s been on the ruling Executive of Ek Naab – a hidden “invisible city” – ever since the last proper Bakab Ix died: my grandfather. Now I’m the Bakab Ix; I’m next in line to succeed to the ruling Executive. When I turn sixteen.

That’s if Montoyo will give up his place for me. If ever there was a wheeler-dealer, it’s him. About nine months ago Montoyo played a sneaky trick on me. Since then things have gone downhill. Nine months ago, he tricked me into travelling in time in search of an ancient Mayan codex – the Ix Codex. Montoyo might say he had his reasons for tricking me, but it’s not easy to get over being conned into risking your life. It’s probably fair to say that if Montoyo could have managed the time travel bit, he’d have done the deed himself. If he could have touched the Ix Codex, that is. Like my dad used to say, If we had eggs, we could have ham and eggs, if we had ham.

Of all the people in Ek Naab, only I can use the time travel device, the Bracelet of Itzamna. Only I can touch the Ix Codex. It’s not a magical power, it’s a genetic ability: I was born with it.

Until nine months ago, Montoyo didn’t think twice about risking me on a dangerous time-travel adventure. If the Ix Codex went missing, I was the guy for the job. It’s what I was born for, after all. Prince William doesn’t whine about being second in line to the British throne. And I try not to whine about being what I am, the Bakab Ix – genetically tweaked to be the protector of the Ix Codex.

There’s an ancient legend that the world as we know it will end in December 2012. The bad news is that it’s true. What is going to happen, has happened before. It will all happen again, too. The good news is that this time, we’re meant to be prepared – thanks to the Ix Codex.

The instructions for how to save the world from the coming galactic superwave of 2012 are in the Ix Codex. But the cover of the Ix Codex is impregnated with a poisonous gas. Only a Bakab Ix can touch the book and survive.

There were times when it was very hard to carry all that responsibility. I didn’t ask for the job; I was born into it. I wasn’t always keen. But I did what was needed; I risked my life again and again. I’ve been shot in the leg, attacked with knives, experimented on, watched people I care about being hurt by my enemies, seen my father in prison, seen him plunge to his death saving my life.

All to try to protect the Ix Codex, to do my bit to save the world from the galactic superwave.

So when apparently I’m too young and too inexperienced to play a part in this incredible plan to save the world . . . when I’m completely sidelined and ordered to “Get on with your studies and leave everything to us”. . . 

I get pretty annoyed. I get a bit suspicious too.

It has something to do with what happened nine months ago, when I time travelled. That’s when everything changed. Before that, I felt like I was on the inside, allowed to know what was going on, how the 2012 plan was coming along.

Now – nothing. No part in it for me. I’m surplus to requirements. 

On the upside: you can get a lot done in nine months, if you really focus. I had no idea. Nine months of intensive maths coaching and I’ve covered a decent chunk of the A-levels in maths, further maths, physics.

Not that I was a huge fan of maths before I came to live in the city, but for trainee pilots, maths is essential. My cousin Benicio passed his pilot exam when he was fifteen. I’m determined to at least equal that. 

And there are only six weeks to go before I turn sixteen. 

There’s a knock at the door to the apartment I share with my mother. Right now I’m here alone – Mum is off with some new friends, teaching them Irish cookery: soda bread, Irish stew, things like that. She and I are the only foreigners, the most exotic people to have lived in Ek Naab for over a hundred years. After months of determined friendliness, my mum seems to have won over even some of the more xenophobic residents, who weren’t too happy when we moved in. But after a while, her relationship with Montoyo made her quite popular. It seems people have been keeping their fingers crossed that he’d marry again – either that or leave town. Being alone didn’t suit him; that’s what I’ve heard.

I zip up my flight jacket, empty the pockets of lint and a half-eaten flapjack. Still only half-dressed for my flying lesson, I move out of my bedroom and into the living room, open the door. Standing outside is my girlfriend, Ixchel. She’s smiling and carrying a basket of something wrapped in a white linen cloth. It smells delicious.

“Surprise!”

“Hey! What are you doing here? I’m supposed to be out. Already late for Benicio.”

“You’ve got time to taste a cookie, though, yes? I just came from your mother’s class.”

I put my head on one side. “Aw, honey, you baked!”

She grins. “Try one.” The grin vanishes for a second, to be replaced by a look of mock ferocity. At least I’m hoping she’s joking. “You’d better be nice. It’s the first time I’ve baked anything.”

She opens the cloth and hands me a crisp, warm shortbread biscuit. I take a bite and the warm, buttery pastry crumbles in my mouth. I close my eyes and give a long sigh of appreciation. She watches with a hopeful expression. I’m silent, experiencing the delicious sensation of the freshly baked biscuit while I gaze at her shoulders and neck. They’re tanned the colour of honey, a wonderful contrast to the strappy purple top she’s wearing.

“Good?”

“Amazing. Marry me.”

Ixchel is momentarily taken aback. So am I. The phrase just tripped off my tongue, a joke, yet not a joke, because for Ixchel and me, the whole subject is a bit tense.

After a second or two, she recovers her composure. “Josh Garcia, you don’t get away with proposing as easy as that.”

Thank goodness. We’re back to joking about it. “Why not?” I mumble, mouth full of shortbread. “We’re already engaged, after all. I’m the Bakab Ix and you’re my betrothed. It’s all been agreed.”

“Engaged, betrothed. Do you even know the difference?”

“Give us a kiss, sweetness, and I’ll tell you.”

She plants a kiss on my cheek and grins as she pulls away. “Engaged is when you give me a ring and get down on one knee, and since you’re only . . . what age are you again?” Silently, Ixchel pretends to compute my age in her head.

“I’m fifteen, almost sixteen,” I growl. “And you’re already sixteen, I know, I know.”

“It’s not that you’re a few months younger. It’s that we’re both too young.”

“Who says I even want to marry you, anyway? I’m just being accurate about our relationship.”

“‘Betrothed’ is just something our parents decided on.”

“What’s going to swing it for you, my good looks or my charm? Or the massive political power I’m going to wield when I’m finally sixteen? They say it makes you irresistible, you know.”

She gazes at me. “Josh. Be serious. We both know you don’t care about power.”

“But they could at least listen to me, right? I know the rules say that a Bakab can join the ruling Executive of Ek Naab when he’s sixteen but. . .”

“. . .that’s never actually happened.”

“Right. And can you see Carlos Montoyo letting it happen? He’s doing everything he can to keep me out of the planning for 2012.”

Ixchel shakes her head in sad agreement. “I know. I’ve heard that he’s going to try to change the law. Make it so you have to be twenty-five. He’s arguing that the ancient law exists because life expectancy used to be so short.”

“Twenty-five will be about ten years too late. This 2012 stuff is going down in December! Now is when they should be asking for my help.”

From behind us a voice calls out lazily, “Maybe they don’t need you.”

Ixchel and I turn swiftly to see my cousin Benicio standing at the door to my apartment. He gives us a sheepish grin and knocks twice on the door jamb.

“Whoops. Knock, knock.”

Benicio is fully kitted in his flying gear: black trousers and a navy blue flight jacket that hangs open to reveal a clean white vest underneath. All ready for our lesson: me, Benicio and a Muwan Mark II, the nimble little “sparrow hawk’” aircraft based on the technology of the super-ancient, lost civilization the Erinsi, whose writings are inscribed in the Four Books of Itzamna, including the Ix Codex.

“I guess you forgot about the lesson,” Benicio says with a nod at my shoeless feet.

“I’m nearly ready. And what do you mean, they don’t need me?”

“I’m not denying you’re handy when the Ix Codex is around,” Benicio says lightly. He’s teasing me, but there’s just a bit too much truth to what he says. “But what we need now are grown-ups! Experienced soldiers in the battle to save the world from the galactic superwave!”

Ixchel says quietly, “Benicio, don’t.”

It’s too late, I’m already getting annoyed. “People like you, you mean?”

“Hey, buddy, I’ve saved your life more than once.”

“I know. I’m grateful. But you know what I’m talking about. You know I’ve been in dangerous situations, right? You know I can handle myself, yeah? And Ixchel is, like, this total genius with ancient languages. We should be on the team to decipher all those ancient instructions. We should be helping with the 2012 plan.”

Benicio’s easy grin falls away, replaced with an expression of caution. “Yeah. Maybe. I couldn’t really say.” And I know Benicio well enough to recognize this behaviour – hesitant, as though he’s afraid to say any more on the subject. This is how he acts when he’s been ordered to keep information from me.

“OK, Josh, but right now, let’s focus on turning you into a pilot. Today, I’m teaching you a flight manoeuvre that’s sure to make you vomit.” He snatches a second piece of shortbread out of my fingers before I can put it to my mouth. “So, no more cookies for you.”
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WE ALL LEAVE TOGETHER. Ixchel goes to the gym, and Benicio and I head for the aircraft hangar. It’s still very bright, even in the underground part of the city, which streams with sunlight filtered through the wire mesh of the artificial ceiling. In the recesses, though, beyond the reach of the wire mesh, the solid rock overhead hems in the light. In such corners of the hidden city, electric lights are already in operation, powered by the city’s own generator several kilometres away, on the surface.

Anyone who looked at Ek Naab from the sky would see nothing but a huge plantation of bananas, coffee and vanilla, and the eco-resort section of the city with its cabanas, thatched-roof restaurants and swimming pools. 

Just another private estate belonging to another Mexican billionaire; that’s what most of the outside world thinks this is. Most of the world has no idea that underneath is a vast complex of caverns and tunnels, and a hidden city of futuristic technology that would make generals in the Pentagon drool.

Only the enemies of Ek Naab have any idea we’re here. And even they don’t know exactly where.

Some people in Ek Naab want Montoyo to stop keeping Ek Naab’s mission top secret. Tell the world, they say. It’s too much responsibility for us.

But Montoyo has lived in the outside world. He knows how things operate. He knows that there are people who’ll kill us all to get their hands on the advanced technology in this city. 

Well, I’m with Montoyo there. My father was captured by the National Reconnaissance Office, a US government organization. They wanted to know the secrets of Ek Naab, too. They faked my dad’s death and imprisoned him in Area 51. What happened to my dad is a direct result of the greed for the secrets hidden away in Ek Naab.

Benicio gets on with telling me about the new manoeuvre that he’s programmed into the Muwans. But it must be obvious that my mind is half elsewhere.

“Did you hear me, Josh?”

I turn to him, more than a bit embarrassed. “You’ve programmed a new thing. Yeah, sounds good.”

“Listen properly, OK? You need to be focused to fly one of these machines.”

“I’m focused.”

“No, I don’t think so. Something’s on your mind.”

“Nope.”

“What’s up, Josh? Still worrying about conspiracy theories? Maybe you think we have spies in Ek Naab?”

“Conspiracy theories. . .?”

“Your blog – The Joshua Files. I saw you updated it. A Doomsday Manifesto. . .?”

“Well, you know what, turns out there was a conspiracy. . .”

Benicio laughs. “Just because you’re paranoid. . .”

“. . .doesn’t mean they aren’t after you. Yeah, I know.”

We walk in silence until we get to the entrance of the hangar. The smell of hot grease and sparking metal fills the air. It’s intoxicating, a total rush. That’s even before I’ve got into the craft.

“I think you’re gonna enjoy this, cousin.”

The Muwan Mark II we’re taking out is being given a final once-over by a technician named Rafa. He’s about thirty-five years old and worked on the design and build of the Mark II. There are rivets on each machine that Rafa put in with his own hands. It’s a decent-sized craft, a four-seater in brushed, matt titanium, not as handsome as the Mark I Muwan but smoother, sleek and cunning like a snake’s head. We watch Rafa walk around the craft, tapping information into a hand-held computer. I notice that for the first time in any of my lessons, the craft is fully equipped today, including the motorbike that’s stowed in the belly of the craft. An innovation of Benicio – who has the most field experience with flying in the outside world.

“The Muwan is fully weighted today,” Rafa says. “Full survival kit and bike.”

“We need to see you handle yourself with a heavy load,” Benicio says.

“But there are only two passengers,” I point out. “The maximum load is four.”

“Passengers don’t change the balance as much as having a Harley in your lower regions,” Benicio remarks. “Carrying a motorbike, that calls for a slightly different technique.”

He and Rafa exchange a few quiet words about the Muwan. I’d love a cool job like Rafa’s. In the outside world, I don’t think it would ever have occurred to me to go into engineering. I wasn’t good enough at maths. But after a year of living in Ek Naab, with intense study, it turns out I’m actually not so bad. And there are other good things about moving to this city.

When I first moved to Ek Naab I hated it. I missed Oxford, missed normal life. Getting Ixchel to be my girlfriend made all the difference. Before that, she’d been dating Benicio. Now that I’m with Ixchel, I don’t much care where I live, so long as she’s with me.

Benicio hands me the remote control for the Muwan. I open the cockpit and hit the button. A metal arm pops out and drops an extending steel ladder made of light tubes of metal connected with woven metallic fibres. I climb in first, slide into the pilot seat. Benicio follows me into the co-pilot seat. He takes off his jacket and tosses it into the rear passenger seat.

“You’re supposed to keep your jacket on,” I remind him. The flight jackets are equipped with essential survival gadgets in case you’re forced to eject. Removing them is totally against the rules.

“Ha ha, I know. However, on this occasion, I’m officially allowing you to relax this rule. Go on, take your jacket off. I’m pretty sure you’ll hurl. I’d prefer not to worry about a dry-cleaning job.”

With some reluctance, I do as he asks and throw my jacket on top of his. If he’s trying to psych me out, I realize, it’s kind of working. . .

I decide to force myself to ignore Benicio’s obvious relishing of the oncoming challenge. Instead I concentrate on going through the start-up protocol. Until a week ago I still had to use a checklist, but now I’ve managed to memorize it. It’s a whole bunch of systems checks that have already been done by Rafa but need a final double-check. As I work through the checks, I’m conscious of Benicio’s eyes on me, smirking, judging.

“Something wrong?”

He keeps on smiling. “No, no. Keep going. You’re doing great.”

Finally I put on my headset, lower the eyepiece and run through the final checks. Benicio lowers his own eyepiece; a yellow light fires up, casts a glow over his cheekbones. Engine is good to go; all routine manoeuvres are up to date in the list of autopilot programmes. 

“OK,” Benicio announces. “So you see how to bring up a list? Hit this button here. Or start typing and it will find one of the system programmes. Some basic flight programmes are included in the system. These are all the hard-coded systems, stuff that’s taken straight from the pages of the Kan Codex.”

For a second I can hardly believe what he’s doing, going through basics again as though I were some total newbie. “Yeah, Benicio . . . I know all that. Are you going to show me something new or what?”

Benicio pretends to be hurt. “Oh, smart fly-boy too clever for teacher? I’m just making sure you remember your way around the hard-coded systems, and fast. It’s been a few weeks since we used one.”

“So no more lessons on manoeuvrability?”

“No. You’re not bad at that now. But when we ran preprogrammed missions, you were still pretty green.”

“Then why go back to the basic preprogrammed stuff?”

He grins, widely and with a glint in his eye. “Who said anything about ‘basic’? Today we’re gonna start with a personal favourite.” In the empty air Benicio appears to press a button. In the display I see that he’s typed a C. A list appears, with one title highlighted in neon blue. 

CRAZY BENICIO

“Crazy Benicio. Your personal favourite. . .?”

There’s a grin in his voice. “Like you cannot believe. . .”

Amazingly, Benicio and I still get on OK. Some guys would be mad if you nicked their girlfriend. But he took it relatively well. “I guess technically she was always yours,” he once told me. “Seeing that you two were supposed to be betrothed.” 

Very philosophical. 

Benicio takes out a hand-held computer and starts clicking with a stylus. “OK, all your systems checks are good. Start the engine and select a programme.”

I follow his instructions and scroll through some options. Underneath our seats I sense the vibrations of the anti-gravity engine as it gradually warms up.

“Becan 6?” I suggest. It’s a launch programme that takes the Muwan out of the hangar through a vent which opens in the ceiling, and into a course that flies just six kilometres east of the Mayan ruins of Becan and continues for a hundred kilometres without flying over any populated centre.

“That’s fine,” Benicio agrees. His voice has finally become serious, businesslike. He loves to joke around, but underneath the playful exterior, I’ve come to realize, he’s actually a very intense guy. Half the time, I have no idea what he’s thinking. I think he likes it that way.
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My cousin Benicio pulled a gun on me. A real one. And he screamed like a psycho.

I was flying a Muwan Mark II. They’re amazing aircraft – they practically fly themselves. The main reason for the many lessons I’ve had is in case there’s ever any into trouble with the National Reconnaissance Office, flying aircraft whose technology they stole from Ek Naab.

I’d just turned off the autopilot, about a hundred klicks out of Becan. I’d taken the controls, popped a holographic projection of a satellite map in front of my eyes, and started to fly to the contours of a mountain ridge about a hundred metres below.

Then I heard Benicio say, very coldly, “Land. Now. Quick.”

“What. . .?”

He snapped in fury, “Land! Are you deaf? Land, now, or I’ll blow a hole through your neck!”

I was so startled that I could only laugh. But words stubbornly refused to follow.

“Land this craft or I’ll KILL YOU!” he screamed.

At that point I turned to see that Benicio was pointing a gun at me. He eyes were round, wide and livid. “Land this goddamn plane, you lousy pinche gringo, or God help me I’ll. . .”

“OK, OK, OK!”

I began to lower the craft.

“Faster, cabron, like you mean it!”

My heart was thudding. So I did what he asked. And said, just to relieve the tension, “Jeez LOUISE, what is your problem? Put the bloody gun away!”

Benicio leaned back, visibly shaking. “Hijo de. . .”

“Watch your mouth,” I warned. “Say what you like about me, but don’t diss my mum.”

The craft bounced to a standstill a couple of metres above the ground. I popped out the undercarriage and felt it thud to the stony ground beneath. I lifted my visor to find Benicio had once again raised the gun.

“What’s going on?”

“Spies in Ek Naab?” He smiled nastily. “About time you found out.”

My mouth dropped open. “What. . .?”

Benicio nodded. He leaned forward and hit the control panel, opening the cockpit. He stood up, towering over me, then leaned back, making space for me to pass.

“Get out.”

“After you. . .”

He screamed again. “Get out! Caray, Josh, don’t you know when you’re in trouble?”

I held up both hands and stumbled past him on the way out of the craft. “All right, all right, don’t have a cow.” 

He had to be joking, surely? Why was he going on about spies in Ek Naab? There had been constant rumours and fears that our enemies might infiltrate Ek Naab, but as far as I knew nothing had ever been proven. It was such a strange thing to joke about. Was he telling me that he knew about spies, or maybe that he was one himself? Or that he suspected that I might be a spy?! My mind raced, trying to make sense of what he was saying. 

Before I knew what was happening I was on the ground, with Benicio following me. I glanced over my shoulder to see that he still had the gun aimed straight at my chest. It was beyond surreal. I couldn’t even feel fear; disorientation obliterated everything else.

“OK, Benicio,” I began. I felt a firm yank at my waist. In the next second I was pulled off my feet, dangling. A surge of panic hit me; I twisted around in the air to see the Muwan rising slowly off the ground. It took me another second to realize that I was connected to the open cockpit by an almost invisible thread, a thin cord that had somehow been attached to my belt. I swivelled back to look at Benicio, grinning and waving at me from the ground. I spotted the Muwan’s remote control in his right hand.

“Ha ha, Josh. How do you like Crazy Benicio so far?”
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​Chapter 3
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I OPEN MY MOUTH TO reply but the air rushes out of my body. An unseen force flings me against the side of the Muwan. There’s barely time to protect my face before I slam against it.

Benicio calls out, “Hold on tight.”

Then the aircraft takes off. It hurtles along, fifteen metres off the ground, for about twenty seconds. It comes to a juddering halt, and I hear the gravity dampeners engage. My fingers are clamped on to the edge of the cockpit, knuckles locked so hard that it takes a second or two to get them to relax. I hear myself breathing noisily. The craft has stopped in the middle of nowhere, high enough off the ground that a fall might kill me.

From inside the cockpit comes Benicio’s disembodied voice.

“Climb aboard.”

I’m too startled to move at first. Has he set up some sort of voice-relay? How am I hearing his voice up here?

His voice repeats: “Climb aboard. You have ten seconds to turn off the auto-destruct. Nine. Eight. Seven.”

There’s no time to wonder what’s going on: I scramble up the side of the craft and tumble in. In the pilot seat, I hit a flashing light on the control panel.

“I lied,” Benicio says, with a laugh. “I’d drop you first. Then I’d auto-destruct.”

“What the hell do you want?” I yell, at no one.

“This is Crazy Benicio,” says the voice. “Touch ‘play’ to continue.”

“Touch play to continue. . .” I mutter, as realization hits me. “This is a recording?!”

There’s no answer. Of course not.

Hurriedly, I pull my visor back into position. The list of autopilot programmes is there, with a big play button over CRAZY BENICIO.

The recording continues. “Prepare to play with the professionals, buddy. I’ve called in some boys from the Mexican Air Force.”

I grapple with what this can possibly mean. Benicio called the Mexican Air Force? When? Is he totally insane?

My muscles are so tense that my fingers have almost locked around the steering wheel. I breathe slowly, go through one of the calming exercises I’ve been shown. Almost immediately, my whole body eases.

“It’s only death,” comes Benicio’s voice. He sounds absurdly cheerful. “You can’t live for ever.”

My fingers touch an invisible button in the air. The cockpit begins to close. I notice then that the cord attached to my waist is fastened with a sturdy metal clip, like the type climbers use. The other end goes into a socket on the dashboard.

Benicio must have clipped it on to my belt when I pushed past him on my way out of the cockpit.

The Muwan begins to rise slowly. After the first few seconds it accelerates. Muscles clamp tight in my stomach as the machine zooms high – fifteen-thousand metres in ten seconds.

What follows is a descent into insanity. Abruptly, the craft drops about a hundred metres, and then bolts ahead at a thousand kilometres per hour. A few seconds later, the plane begins to corkscrew. It straightens out after another breath-stopping minute. 

A holographic radar map of the sky ahead appears inside my visor. It’s clear, with occasional commercial airliners showing up over a thousand metres below. Commercial aircraft show up as blue. Anything else – military or UFOs – usually show up red. In the far distance over Campeche I spot a triangle of jets in formation.

“Military ahead,” announces Benicio’s voice calmly. “Select evasive manoeuvre. And whatever you do, don’t get tempted to use the ion volley. . .”

I hold my breath, heart pumping. A list of pre-programmed manoeuvres scrolls before my eyes. Within a minute, I’m dizzy. My concentration flags; sweat gushes from under my arms.

I had no idea it would be so hard to stay calm.

There’s something crushing about being alone in that machine for the first time in my life, totally responsible for my own life and a priceless bit of engineering. On the radar, I watch the triangle of military craft turning around. They are more than ten klicks away, but they’re definitely heading for my position.

I steady my breathing and concentrate on the list of manoeuvres. Campeche Run, Orizaba Swirl, Stratosphere Dive. . .

I hit the last one: Bermuda Mask. It’s risky because I’ll be going out over the Gulf of Mexico, where there tends to be loads of air traffic. But the good news is that if you fly low, near the Bermuda Triangle, people are less likely to believe anyone who films your flight. The other bonus? Fires from gas and oil wells – they show up on infrared cameras and look a lot like a Muwan in flight. A great place to mask your appearance and to lose a tail.

But instead of changing course for the Gulf of Mexico, the Muwan turns in the opposite direction, until I’ve completed a one-eighty and find myself heading back the way I came.

I stare from the control panel to the holographic flight map, stunned, baffled, scared.

What did I do wrong?

Then Benicio’s voice sounds again, slightly louder, animated by a slight crackle.

“OK, dude, that’s not a good choice.” He sighs. It’s very confusing. Is this still the recording? Or is this Benicio’s voice from the ground, watching me? “I’m bringing you in,” he continues. “Man! You really have no clue when you’re out of your depth!”

My mouth opens but nothing comes out. I gaze at the control panel, the holographic flight map, struggling to comprehend what I’m seeing. 

The radar field is empty now. No sign of military aircraft, anywhere. The “Mexican Air Force guys” have vanished.

“In case you hadn’t realized, Josh, you failed the test.” There’s another irritated sound from my cousin. “You did the escape bit OK, that was good. And you were scared, right? Yet you kept your cool. But Bermuda Mask is too, too risky, cousin. If three Mexican Air Force guys really had sighted you, you’d have to be ice-cold under intense pressure to beat them on that territory.”

It takes me an embarrassing amount of time to process what Benicio is telling me. “You . . . you staged all this? The recording, the . . . the Mexican Air Force? The whole chase?”

“Fake, fake and, uh, fake. That’s right, cousin. Crazy Benicio is the final test. I can’t pass you without it. Without Crazy Benicio under your belt, you’re nothing but a taxi driver.”
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IXCHEL READS MY BLOG while I change into shorts and a T-shirt. She chuckles quite a bit and tilts her head towards me, saying, quizzically, “The Doomsday Manifesto?”

“Yeah. I thought I should have a manifesto. Like in that film you got so obsessed with when you were working as a waitress in Veracruz. You know? The one with those two Mexican guys, the ones whose photos you have on your wall.”

She nods in approval. “Ah – I see. Point Seven of your manifesto: Get involved. I like it.”

“Hmmm.”

“How are you going to ‘get involved’?”

“Not sure yet.”

Ixchel waits for me to continue, but I don’t. When she sees my expression, she comes over to where I’m sitting, a bit mournful, on the side of the bed.

“Don’t be sad.”

“But I was useless.”

“How long did it take you to get good at your capoeira?”

I groan. “Years.”

“You weren’t doing all those somersaults and spinning kicks from day one?”

“Well, no.”

“So don’t complain,” she says with an affectionate stab to my chest. “Benicio has been flying for five years – since he was fourteen, in fact. It takes time.”

“I guess.”

Ixchel begins to giggle. “You really believed he was a spy. . .?”

“Not even! That’s what got me riled, to be honest. I knew something was going on. I wonder how long he worked on his Scary Hijacker routine.”

“You’re angry because Benicio made you believe some stupid lie?”

“That’s just it, I didn’t really believe it. Deep down I knew he had to be joking but . . . but. . .”

“Ah – he confused you?”

“Yes.”

“And scared you?”

“A bit, yeah.”

Ixchel hesitates for just long enough for me to guess where she’s going with this. “But isn’t that exactly what you’d feel if you really did have some dangerous enemy breathing down your neck, chasing you down in the Muwan, making it impossible to escape?”

I look at her, feeling a bit of an idiot. She’s right.

“Did Benicio ever tell you what made him write that flight programme?”

“No.”

“It was when your father was captured by the National Reconnaissance Office, the NRO. Benicio thinks that must be how they got him: the NRO pilots cornered him, pinned him down.”

My eyes fix on hers. She’s telling the truth. “Benicio told you this? When?”

“Just before, while you were taking a shower and writing your blog.”

“That’s . . . wow. I wonder why he didn’t tell me.”

“You know Benicio – everything’s a joke with him.”

“But he can be serious with you.”

“Once in a while. He was upset about what happened to your father. He was against leaving your dad to fly that Muwan, with so little training. Benicio told me that he’d offered to fly your dad to where he needed to go.”

Miserably I say, “I wish he had.”

“There didn’t seem to be any danger. Back then, no one in Ek Naab knew that the NRO had stolen our technology. No idea that they were a threat.”

“I didn’t realize that Benicio felt bad about what happened to my dad.”

Tenderly she says, “Of course, Josh. Everyone in Ek Naab did. I still remember how sad and alone you looked the day of his funeral.”

“Do you remember what you told me that day?” I murmur.

She squeezes my hand, just as she did that horrible day. “I said you’d get through it. And you did.”

“Thanks to you,” I say, very quietly. “Thanks to Benicio. But no thanks to Montoyo.”Ixchel remains silent. She knows well enough the problem I have with Carlos Montoyo. She gives me a long, considered look. “Maybe it’s time you talked to Carlos about all this.”

“Talk to him? I see the guy almost every day.”

“I mean really talk. You haven’t let him know that you’re angry about them not including you in the plans for 2012, have you?”

Ixchel’s trying to help, I know. But it seems incredible to me that Montoyo wouldn’t know. After everything I’ve done so far to help the scientists in Ek Naab stop the galactic superwave – how could he not realize I’d want to at least be on the team?

“Montoyo knows.”

“You haven’t actually said anything, though, have you? I bet you glower at him over the breakfast table, but he probably assumes that’s because you don’t like seeing him with your mother.”

“No – he knows I’m OK with that.”

Ixchel laughs. “Really?”

“Seriously, we had this proper man-to-man talk where he told me that he was obsessed with my mum and I was, like, Yeah, OK, and he made me promise to take care of her if anything ever happened to him and I was all, you know, Same. So, yes, he knows I’m OK with him seeing Mum.”

“But wasn’t that in a different timeline? The timeline where the Ix Codex had been stolen in the Mayan past? The timeline we changed when we travelled back into the past?”

“Oh,” I say. “Yes, it was. It’s hard to keep two different histories straight sometimes. It’s like having feelings and memories from a dream.”

“Maybe in this reality, Montoyo and you never had that conversation.”

“You could be right,” I admit. “I hadn’t thought of that. We don’t really communicate much. It’s all ‘How are your studies going?’ and ‘You still seeing that pretty girl you’re supposed to marry?’”

“That would be me,” she says with a grin.

“Blatantly,” I say, gazing into her eyes.

“Good. So you’ll talk to him?”

I slide an arm around her waist. “Sure. Remind me what about, again?”

Ixchel touches a finger to the tip of my nose. “Josh. Stop it.”

She watches me go off in the direction of Montoyo’s office. It’s not somewhere I’ve ever been, because Montoyo and I tend to avoid each other during the day. So he’s understandably surprised to see me.

As I stare around the room, Montoyo shuffles in his chair and stands up. The walls are covered in old maps, reproductions of the famous Frederick Catherwood illustrations of the Mayan ruins in the nineteenth century, and a frame containing book jackets of the first few editions of John Lloyd Stephens’ book Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas and Yucatan. It’s not difficult to see what attracted my mother to the guy – his office is decorated almost exactly like my own father’s study. Archaeology and discovery. It’s the office of a university professor, not the behind-the-scenes ruler of a tiny, hidden world. 

For a moment I wonder which is the real Montoyo – the part he plays as his “cover” in the outside world, a professor at the University of Yucatan? Or the Montoyo that I know – the wily, strategic operator?

Montoyo snaps his laptop computer closed and removes his reading glasses. He’s dressed the same as always: a dark, long-sleeved shirt with a silky sheen and black jeans, his shoulder-length, salt-and-pepper hair tied back in a tight ponytail. Montoyo the campus guru, the hippie academic.

“Josh,” he begins, clearly at a loss for words. “This is . . . well, I’m not certain what it is. How did your flying lesson go?”

“We did Crazy Benicio. I failed the test,” I say, without expression.

His face falls, but it seems more for effect than sincere. “I see. I’m sure you’ll improve.”

I nod. It’s hard to know how to begin. There’s no easy way to bring the subject up.

Bluntly he asks, “So, why are you here?”

Good. He’s cutting straight to the chase. I prefer that.

“How are things going?” I blurt. “With the 2012 plan. Is everything on schedule?”

Montoyo blinks. I ask him the same things at home, at least once a week. The answer is always the same. Everything’s fine.

“Well, Josh, as I believe I’ve told you before. . .”

“You’ve told me nothing,” I interrupt. “But I can work out for myself that something is wrong.”

Now I’ve got his attention.

“You’ve instructed Benicio to tell me nothing, I know that. Every time I mention the 2012 plan, he shuts right up. And there’s this atmosphere. Between you and me. Something you’re not telling me. Something you don’t feel right about keeping from me. It wasn’t always like this; don’t think I’ve forgotten.”

Montoyo replies thoughtfully, “I see.”

“The 2012 plan, it’s all about bringing together the elements of the instructions in the Ix Codex. Right? Me and Ixchel actually wrote out part of the original Ix Codex – at least we copied out the translations that Itzamna had already made – so don’t forget: I actually know some of what is in the Ix Codex. Enough to know there’s a lot you aren’t telling me.”

“We’ve all heard about how you and Ixchel helped Itzamna to transcribe the ancient Erinsi inscriptions,” Montoyo says, a touch sardonic. “And of course we’re all very grateful for everything you’ve done.”

“Men of destiny. Men of action. That’s what you told me once. You said that’s what we are, you and me.”

In a level voice, Montoyo says, “Did I?”

“Was it all an act, Carlos? To get me to do something for you? Go on another deadly mission?”

His mouth tightens. It could be my imagination but he seems to turn a little paler. “Relax. There will be no more missions.”

“I want missions! I’ve earned the right to be treated properly and asked to do stuff and told the risks!”

“What you’ve earned is the right to be left alone to enjoy what is left of your childhood.”

“My childhood was over years ago!”

Montoyo gives a reluctant nod. “Maybe. Yes, that’s probably true.”

“Give me a straight answer for once. Is everything OK with the 2012 plan? Are we going to be able to stop the galactic superwave?”

My question hangs in the air for a few seconds, seems to freeze and glaze over with ice.

And whatever Montoyo was thinking of saying . . . he stops. Mid-sentence, mid-thought, even. He looks at me with unmistakable anxiety and mutters, “What is imperative, Josh, is that you say nothing. . .”

I stare.

“And you cannot take any action . . . Josh. You have to promise me.”

“Is the plan on track?”

Montoyo goes to the door, which I’d left open. He closes it. He indicates the chair in front of his desk. But I shake my head. Adrenaline floods through me as I wait to hear what he’s about to say. 

His voice becomes conspiratorial. “You can’t repeat this to anyone. Not your cousin, not your mother, no one.”

“I’d have to tell Ixchel,” I demand. 

Montoyo hesitates. He has the look of a cornered animal, desperate to find some way out. “Yes, I imagine that’s inevitable,” he mumbles, almost to himself. “And you consider she can be trusted?”

I glare. “Yeah, sure.”

Montoyo’s hands spread on the desk in front of him; he gazes at them for the longest time, seemingly lost in the pattern they make amongst the neat, shallow piles of paper. Finally he looks up at me. There’s a melancholy, wise, accepting expression on his face, as though this is a day he’s seen coming and dreaded, but now that it’s arrived it’s not as bad as he thought.

“There is a problem with the 2012 plan. And for once, Josh, I can only think of one solution. A solution that goes against everything I’ve fought against for so many years. Against all the efforts we’ve made throughout the centuries to keep ourselves
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