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  Chapter one
The Cenote’s Call


The jungle sweated. The heat draped over the Yucatán like a second skin, damp, stifling, unrepentant. Even in the dense shade of the canvas tents, Ximena felt beads of sweat tracking from her temple to the sensitive dip beneath her jaw. Her shirt stuck to the small of her back, a clammy promise of discomfort. Mosquitoes hovered with the patience of saints.
She stood near the heart of camp, ankle-deep in churned mud, the dig site’s chaos humming around her. Tarps hung limp between canted poles, flapping weakly in a breeze that never seemed to touch the ground. Piles of plastic sample bags squatted beside battered field crates. Two postdocs argued over a soil core’s provenance, their voices rising above the arrhythmic blare of a generator.
Across the clearing, Dr. Reyes’s shape, blocky, severe, all rigid lines, strode toward her. He scanned the horizon as if he expected to see civilization instead of endless choking green. His arms stayed crossed, forearms pressed so tight to his ribs it looked like he was holding himself together by force. The white of his dress shirt, once pristine, was now streaked with rust-brown stains. Sweat ringed his collar.
Ximena’s hands twitched on the battered clipboard cradled against her chest. She had annotated every pottery shard, every finger-width fragment of obsidian, every odd glyph they’d exhumed from the cenote’s flooded lip. She could feel the buzz of something under all this data, a living pulse no one else wanted to acknowledge.
Reyes’s shadow fell over her. “Citlali.” His voice could have sliced obsidian.
She looked up, jaw set. “You asked for updates. I charted the new glyph cluster on grid C. There’s, ” She inhaled, her own voice snagging on nerves. “It’s anomalous. The motifs don’t match the main site.”
His lips barely moved. “Anomalous is not a useful descriptor.” He snatched the clipboard from her hands and flicked through the pages with surgical distaste. “We’re here to document, not to embellish.”
“They’re not embellishments.” She resisted the urge to reach for the clipboard, to reclaim the narrative from his flat, clinical grip. “There’s a recurring jaguar glyph, see the pattern? It’s not in the registry, not even close. You don’t feel it? The air’s… alive in there.” It sounded ridiculous, mystical, too much like the stories Abuela used to whisper in the blue hour between dusk and night. But the hairs on her arms prickled when she thought of the cenote’s stone lips, the glyphs almost pulsing under her flashlight’s glare.
He pinched the bridge of his nose. “We focus on the data, not fairy tales, Ximena. I don’t have time for this.” With a final snap, he pressed the clipboard to her chest. “If you want to stay on this team, I need discipline. Not intuition.” He pivoted on a heel and stalked away, leaving a wake of silence.
She let the silence fester. In its throb, she could feel her pulse, a slow pounding at her wrists, her throat, the space just beneath her ribs. He hadn’t called her by her last name; he’d used her first, as if she were a child, a wayward niece to be chastised. She bit the inside of her cheek, hard enough to taste iron.
The jungle pressed in, watching.
Her feet felt too big for the earth. She spun away, nearly tripping over a coil of orange extension cord, and ducked under a sagging tent flap. Inside, the air was somehow hotter; the humidity congealing into a sticky film that painted her neck and arms. She dropped the clipboard onto her cot, fingers moving before her thoughts caught up. She twisted the bracelet around her wrist, coarse and soft at once, woven from cotton thread, the colors faded but still vibrant. Abuela’s hands had made it, back when Ximena was young enough to believe in gods and bargains.
She remembered her grandmother’s stories, whispered in a tongue equal parts Spanish and Mayan: the gods slept beneath the water, restless and hungry, their dreams leaking up through the limestone until mortals remembered them. Ximena had always rolled her eyes, even as she thrilled at the secret weight of the tales.
She was still twisting the bracelet, methodical, almost frantic.
Her tent-mate, a grad student with chronic dehydration and a habit of smuggling contraband Red Bulls, looked up from her laptop. “You okay?”
“Fine.” Ximena’s voice was hollow, her tongue thick. “I just need to, get some air.” She snagged her field notebook and a fresh pen, crammed them into the battered army surplus satchel, and stepped back into the stew of dusk.
No one watched her go. The generator coughed, then fell silent. The only sounds now were the distant shouts of men at the secondary pit and the ever-present hum of insects.
She skirted the periphery of the camp, where the brush thickened, pretending to check the boundary flags. Her hands wouldn’t stop shaking. It was anger, sure, but also something more primal, closer to longing.
Maybe it was just the heat.
At the treeline, she paused and glanced over her shoulder. Reyes was hunched over a crate, barking orders at the postdocs, all his attention on the physical, the tangible, the things you could weigh and measure.
Ximena slipped into the green gloom, the bracelet tight on her wrist, the sense of something ancient and waiting swelling with each step toward the hidden cenote.

Ximena made her way through the undergrowth, the path dissolving into a tangle of roots and low-hanging vines that clung to her calves and wrists like insistent hands. Each step took her deeper from the fretful clamor of camp, the generator’s cough and the squabbling grad students fading beneath the insect drone and the staccato calls of unseen birds. The air pressed tighter, heavier, as if the jungle itself resented her trespass.
Her boots squelched in rich black mud, slick and fragrant, the loam of centuries compacted beneath her weight. Every few paces she had to stop and unknot a vine from her ankle, the leaves brushing cool and wet across her skin. She moved in bursts, never quite able to shake the sense of being observed by something older and more patient than any of Reyes’s data sets.
The cenote wasn’t marked on their official grid. She’d only found it after a week of hushed mapping and a night of restless dreaming, when a procession of obsidian-jawed jaguars had stalked her through endless blue corridors. She’d woken gasping, nails dug into her palm, the vision more tactile than memory. After that, her feet had known exactly where to go.
The mouth of the cavern was a gash in the limestone, the opening narrow and hunched beneath a veil of emerald moss. Ximena ducked through, scraping her shoulder on the slick rock, and let her eyes adjust to the liquid green gloom. The air changed instantly: cooler, but wet as breath, saturated with the scent of minerals and decay. She flicked on her headlamp and crept along the ledge, boots scattering fist-sized beetles and pale blind centipedes. Down below, the cenote’s pool waited, glass-still, jade-dark, no ripples or scum on its surface. The water glimmered faintly with its own light, like something bioluminescent dreaming in its sleep.
She moved slow, careful, the slope treacherous with loose scree. Her breath echoed in the silence, the exhalations short and fast. The walls of the sinkhole closed in, swallowing the last stray sunlight until only her headlamp’s beam cut the blackness. That’s when she saw them: glyphs, shallow-carved and water-smoothed, banding the limestone from floor to ceiling. Some were obvious, jaguars with open mouths, snakes in mating coils, human figures twisted in worship or agony. But others blurred at the edges, the lines crawling and looping in unfamiliar geometries.
She crouched by a cluster of glyphs at water level, one knee grinding into cold wet stone. She brushed away a film of silt, exposing the most intricate glyph of all: a jaguar’s head, the teeth impossibly sharp, the eyes wide with some emotion she couldn’t name. Her notebook was out before she registered the movement, her pen tracing the shape in the dim light, line after line until the drawing was as much muscle memory as observation.
She reached out, unthinking, and touched the glyph. The stone should have been cool. Instead, it was almost fever-warm, like flesh with a pulse just beneath. Ximena jerked her hand back. Her scalp prickled. She pressed her palm flat this time, deliberate, daring whatever this was to do its worst.
The glyph’s warmth seeped into her bones.
She closed her eyes.
Behind the lids, the darkness fractured. She was falling, but not into water, into light, gold and hot and shot through with veins of shadow. A roar vibrated through her chest, deep and feline. She saw eyes, two perfect orbs, burning amber, as bright and clear as the sunrise through tequila. They narrowed, watched her, hungered. There was nothing but those eyes, the scent of musk and wild rain, the crush of invisible paws on her shoulders.
Words slithered through the heat: Ximena. You are chosen. The syllables skittered up her spine, more felt than heard, like someone humming directly into the soft meat of her brain.
Her thighs clenched. Her breath came ragged, sharp in her chest. The glyph’s glow intensified, leaking pale honey-light across her skin. Every nerve flared, from the raw pads of her fingertips to the place just behind her knees. For a second, less, a shiver of pure animal want shuddered through her, terror and longing braided together until she couldn’t tell them apart.
She snapped her eyes open.
The glow was gone. The cave was just a cave again, her breath echoing in its narrow bowl. Her hand still pressed to the glyph, now wet with sweat. She snatched it back, knuckles scraped, and wiped it on her shorts.
“This can’t be real,” she whispered. Her mouth tasted of iron, like a bitten tongue.
The water below quivered. No breeze. No movement. But the jade surface quaked, ever so slightly, like something beneath had stirred and then settled again.
Ximena braced her hands against her knees. Her cheeks blazed with shame, or was it fever?, and the air around her hummed, charged, as if the cave was waiting to see what she would do next. She steadied herself, feeling the weave of Abuela’s bracelet biting into her wrist. The colors seemed brighter now, more urgent.
Her notebook had fallen into the mud. She grabbed it, shaking her head, and scrambled up the slope, the headlamp beam jittering ahead of her in panicked arcs. She didn’t stop until the jungle’s heat and noise enveloped her, the cave’s chill a memory clinging to her sweat-soaked skin.
She kept walking, faster than before, not daring to look back. The words echoed: you are chosen. They vibrated in the hollow between her ears, in the blood rush at her temples. Every so often she caught herself rubbing her thumb across the bracelet, grounding herself in the coarse, human texture of it.
Back at the edge of camp, she slowed, heart still thrumming, the line between the ordinary and the supernatural blurred and sticky. She didn’t know what had happened in the cave— hallucination, myth, or just a byproduct of too little sleep and too much heat. But the world felt different, as if the trees had shifted and the air had learned her name.
She pulled her notebook tight against her chest, the glyph’s lines burned into her mind. Tomorrow she would tell Reyes. Or maybe not.
Tonight, she would dream.

Back in her tent, Ximena sat cross-legged on the thin foam mattress, her field notebook splayed open and already warping at the corners from humidity. Her hands, still unsteady, still smudged with old cenote dirt, moved in practiced arcs. The pen skittered, bled, traced the curve of the jaguar’s jaw over and over until the paper threatened to tear. Each new glyph she remembered from the cavern demanded a fresh page, as if reproducing them might quiet the echo in her skull.
She hunched over her work, the cramped space lit only by a flickering lantern suspended from a string above. Her braid had come half undone, strands of hair sticking to the sweat on her forehead and nape. She ignored them, intent on the process: sketch, label, annotate, all of it compulsive. It was the only way to make the impossible manageable. Out here, the language of measurement and ink was supposed to be armor.
Beneath her breath, she hummed. The tune surfaced unbidden, a thread of melody from a song Abuela used to sing about gods who slumbered at the world’s edge, their hearts beating slow and low beneath the earth. The words were gone, but the cadence clung to her tongue. She hadn’t realized she was humming until the tent flap shivered and a column of cold night air invaded.
Dr. Reyes loomed in the opening, his eyes catching the lantern’s light. “Still up?” He took in the flurry of pages at her knees, the canted, feral heads of a dozen jaguars staring back from her drawings.
Ximena clamped the notebook shut, knuckles whitening. “It helps to document while the memory’s fresh. Isn’t that the point?”
He crossed his arms, body filling the tent’s narrow threshold. “Your methods are obsessive. And not always scientific.” His gaze flicked from her face to the haphazard bun of her braid, then to the woven band on her wrist. “You let your heritage cloud your objectivity.”
A flush crept up her chest, hot enough to battle the night air. “Or maybe you’re just afraid of what the evidence might say.”
He let the silence stretch. “Be careful,” he said at last. “People who chase shadows tend to get lost in them.” He left without another word, the flap swaying behind him.
She stared at her notebook, at the disjointed tangle of shapes and hypotheses inside. Her whole body had caved in at the first hint of criticism, her shoulders hunched, spine curled inward like a child’s. She could feel his words bruising somewhere beneath the skin.
But the more she tried to recenter herself, the more the vision from the cenote bled through the cracks: the burning eyes, the velvet growl, the ache in her bones. She ran her thumb along the outside of her thigh, trying to ground herself in the cot's reality, the warm press of the nylon tent, the even tick of her wristwatch.
None of it helped.
You are chosen. The voice— its timbre, both animal and almost tender— slid up her neck, lodged
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