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Chapter 1




Bonampak Ruins, Mexico

 


The sun’s rays highlighted the top of the
Mayan ruins like the flame atop a wavering candle. The ruins looked
much like a pyramid with several structures painstaking built on
top of it. Edificio de las Pinturas was one such structure with its
hidden paintings preserved inside its walls. While its stories told
much of the Mayan history, the ancient stones that lined the entire
structure held even more secrets that the world would never be able
to decipher.

As quiet as the ruins were today, one
visitor remained. Ana Suarez stepped from one of the structures.
When the light hit her face, she held up her hand to block out the
blinding sun. She quickly slid her sunglasses back into place and
scanned the ruins like a Mayan goddess overseeing an empire. Clad
in loose earth hued clothes and sandals, Ana’s confident stance
exuded wisdom beyond her years. She touched the golden ankh pendant
around her neck and continued to look around her in deep
reflection.

Ana spun around slowly and took in the world
around her. Surrounded by the Mayan ruins on one side and the
jungle on the other, she was completely isolated from the outside
world. To any onlookers she might have looked as if she were ready
to hurl herself over the edge of the ruins, as if that would be her
safest flight from the top. Instead, Ana stepped back then crouched
low to the ground. She sat down on the edge of the pyramid and
crossed her legs under herself. Placing her palms up, she assumed a
semi-lotus position, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath to
calm the nerves racing through her. When her breathing stilled, Ana
opened her eyes.

Ana was young, and for the first time away
from her family’s influence. This trip was her slight reprieve
before she fulfilled her familial duties. Soon, the carefree girl
would fade away and she would take her place beside her fiancé, the
handsome Doctor David Brokovich. It was as her father dictated.

Ana pulled the bag from her shoulder and
started to dig through it, desperate to keep those thoughts at bay.
When she found the book she was searching for she sighed in relief.
She fingered the edge of the ancient binding before she opened it.
The pages had been faded as time took its toll on the words within
the book. She flipped through the pages that contained notes,
sketches, diagrams, and symbols that had been dictated throughout
the years. She stopped on a page with a sketch of a Mayan god
pushing his head out of a serpent’s mouth.

“Beauty in all things, even death.” She
could relate to the symbolism. Closing the book on her lap, Ana
closed her eyes and remembered the vision she’d had earlier this
year. Much like a vivid dream one could not forget, it had come to
her under deep meditation.

The moon had been full. The howl of monkeys
could be heard from the trees in the forest, a precursor to the
eminent danger inside the darkness. At the peak of the ruins, the
Mayan king stood with his overseers at his side. They swung huge
blades over the body beneath them, a sacrifice to the gods. The
blades sliced through their target with an ease that ended life
effortlessly. As the blood poured free a smoky trail of incense
rose around them. Fire and smoke filled the air as the ritual ebbed
and flowed.

A vision pushed through the smoke, forming
the shape of a serpent. The god Kukulkan pushed his way from the
mouth of the serpent. Born of the snake, Kukulkan was the bridge
between two worlds.

“Señora…señora?”

The voice of a woman interrupted Ana’s
reflections. Ana had not realized how deep in thought she had
become. She blinked in confusion and looked up as several tourists
noisily ascended the pyramid. Shoving the book back into her bag,
Ana Suarez zipped the bag closed and held it in her lap.

The woman looked genuinely concerned for her
precarious perch on the edge of the ruins. “Estas bien?”

“Sí. Gracias.”

Ana slung her bag over her shoulders and
stood up. She nodded to the group of travelers before starting her
climb down. Having explored the ruins, she had only partially
satisfied her curiosity. She made a mental note to write down her
experiences later.

When she made it to the bottom of the
pyramid, Ana continued through the rest of the ruins. By this time
it was early afternoon and the sun’s heat sweltered around her. She
was hastening through the trail that led through the jungle when a
boy ran up toward her. He looked to be about seven years old, and
every inch of him looked terrified. Ana froze as her eyes met his.
He slowed down slightly to avoid running into her, then raced past
her.

Ana’s protective instincts kicked in.
Clearly he was a boy in trouble. She followed him, fear for his
safety pounding so loud she could hear her heartbeat in her ears.
He must have heard her footsteps, for he turned to look over his
shoulder to find her fast on his heels. He took one deep breath
before he ran faster through the jungle.

Ana kicked her legs into gear to catch up
with him. “Wait!” The boy ignored her call as he zipped through the
trees. He turned off the path and into the bushes in front of him.
“Hey! Wait up!” Ana tried to get his attention again, but he just
kept running. She was in pretty good shape, but he had several
years’ advantage with his youth.

Ana’s heart almost leapt out of her chest
when she heard a high pitched scream just a few feet in front of
her. The boy’s painful cries echoed around the jungle. She raced
forward and found him lying on the ground, clutching his arm to his
chest and rocking back and forth in anguish. He looked up at her
with eyes that begged her to save him from his distress. It was
then that she got a better look at the boy before her. Somehow,
even at around seven, this boy was weary of the world around him.
His troubled eyes had seen the darkness that plagued his
impoverished world. Weariness and pain mixed with his youthful face
that should have been innocent and carefree. He lifted his arm for
Ana to inspect.

As she stepped closer, Ana saw a yellow
eyelash viper slither through the bush near her feet. The sharp
golden scales lining its brows were almost as scary as the way it
seemed to wink at them. She knew it was a trick of shadows and
light as its scaly head moved away. Ana could not help but admire
the creature. She had always held an affinity for snakes.

When Ana was sure the snake was further
away, she knelt closer to the boy. Upon examination, the boy’s arm
was now red and swollen, most likely from the venomous strike of
the viper that he had startled when he had dashed through the
bushes. She reached into her bag and extracted a bottle of water.
Rinsing his arm, she pulled a scarf from her bag. After tearing it
into smaller strips, she wrapped the cloth around his wound.

Ana lowered his arm and her eyes narrowed on
his. “Keep your arm down, honey. You’ll be all right.”

The boy yelped when he moved his arm too
quickly. “It hurts!”

Ana gave him a pitying glance. “I know.”

With one last painful moan, the boy fainted
on the ground. She leaned down and put her arms under him. Using
her strong legs to heft him up into the air, Ana carried him out of
the forest. She walked until she made her way through a clearing
that led out onto a road. Adjusting him every so often, she managed
to make her way down the road. For once, Ana was thankful she had
not chosen the larger pack. She was not sure how she would have
managed that with the weight of the boy in her arms.

She walked as far as she could, resting
every forty feet or so, until finally she saw an end in sight. A
beat up Toyota Corolla pulled up to her, seeing her left hand
waving for her attention. The driver, a local woman, stepped out of
the car. “What seems to be the problem?”

“I think he was bitten by one of the eyelash
vipers.”

The woman whistled in surprise. “If that’s
true, there’s not much we can do for a boy his size.”

“There’s always hope,” Ana contradicted her,
even though Ana was sure the boy had very little chance of
survival.

“Suit yourself. Put him in the back.” The
woman gestured for Ana to put the injured boy in the back seat.

The drive took longer than Ana would have
liked. She did not like being stuck in the old beat up vehicle with
this strange lady. The driver seemed just as irritated to be
sharing her space with an outsider. Ana spent the time it took to
get to the nearest hospital by hiding her own disgust over the
begrudging way the woman was acting. At this point the poor child
was gasping for breath, and as disturbing as it was to watch, Ana
felt herself intrigued by the way the venom wreaked its havoc on
the body next to her. Nature had a way of protecting its own. The
serpent clearly was well-equipped to survive in a world that held
dangers around every turn. With her own future taunting her from
afar, Ana could only wish for such a wicked defense.

She felt the boy’s last breath leave his
body well before they made it to the hospital. Examining the
puckering wound, she marveled at the fleeting nature of life…here
one minute and gone the next. A fragile thing easily crushed. She
wondered if she would ever have the strength to defend herself with
the ease that the serpent had to protect her life at all costs.


Chapter 2




Ten Years Later, in Vancouver, BC

 


At the Grandview Golf Course, Jeff Bartow
was lining up his next shot. The thirty-nine year old spent many
mornings on the course before heading to work. Clad in khaki shorts
and a black Lacoste shirt, he prepared to tee off. He raised the
club over his shoulders and swung it forward quickly. The ball
soared high into the air moments before he collapsed onto his back,
where he convulsed slightly on the ground as he clutched his chest.
With the vast expanse of the course, no one saw him fall.

***

The body was discovered later that day by
one of the groundskeepers, John Morris. “Excuse me, sir? Are you
all right?”

He bent down to the body and checked for a
pulse. When he did not find one, he cursed under his breath.
Fishing for his cell phone, he quickly called for emergency
services. He put his hand on the man’s face and realized there was
no warmth to his skin.

“9-1-1, what’s the nature of your
emergency?”

“I’m at the Grandview Golf Course, the
twelfth hole. There’s a man down on the ground here. He’s not
breathing.”

“Does he have a pulse?” the woman asked
him.

“No.”

“Have you attempted CPR?” the woman
suggested.

“No, ma’am. He’s quite cold. I don’t think
that would help him right now. He must have died earlier this
morning.” Morris was not prepared to give CPR to a corpse, even if
the lady told him to.

“All right, sir, I have help on the way. If
you could stay where you are, I’ll have them come right out to your
location on the golf course.”

“Thank you.” Morris ended the call and
dialed his supervisors. They would want to know the situation, as
they liked to keep anything that happened at Grandview on the down
low.

“Yes, Morris. This better be good, I’ve got
a broken golf cart I’m working on,” Derek Hughes grumbled into the
phone.

“I found a body at the twelfth.” Morris did
not need another word.

“What the ever loving…? The day just keeps
giving….” Hughes could be heard cursing slightly from the corner of
his mouth. “Fuck…I’ll be right there.”

“Okay boss.”

“Wait…. Morris?”

“Yeah, boss?”

“Did you call 911?” Hughes asked him.

“Yep. I did that first.” Morris ran a
nervous hand through his dark hair.

“Shit….” Hughes must have been calculating
the press they would get from a death on their course.

“Well, it is the proper protocol.” Morris
shook his head slightly as he heard another disgruntled groan from
the other end.

“You’re right, Morris. Shit…okay. I’ll be
right there.”

Morris hung up the phone and waited for the
emergency services to make their way to where he stood a few feet
from the body. Before long, an ambulance made its way down the
course with its lights glaring from every angle. They did not have
the loud siren blaring, but the cops that followed them did. The
paramedics, both of whom appeared to be in their early twenties,
climbed from their rig, each carrying their bag. They gestured for
him to stay out of their way as they started to look over the body
below them.

The dark haired paramedic gave the body a
once over and turned to his colleague. “Looks like a heart
attack.”

“Yeah. At least he went out swinging.” The
second paramedic nodded toward the golf club still clutched in
Jeffrey Bartow’s hands.

At that moment, Hughes came flying across
the green in one of the golf carts that had just been
recommissioned. When he pulled to a stop next to the ambulance, he
jumped from the cart and started to wave his blustery hands. “No
reporters, right?”

One of the police that had come onto the
scene looked over at Hughes and shook his head. “No reporters, yet.
But we do have some questions for you.”

“Right, of course.”

“First, do you know Mr. Bartow well?” The
policeman gestured to the body lying on the ground.

“Mr. Bartow?” His red face almost exploded
when he let out an exasperated puff of air.

“Yes. We’ve retrieved his identification.”
The officer’s eyes narrowed on Hughes.

“Right. Jeffrey Bartow. A regular at the
club. He’s in….” Hughes paused for a moment and looked over at
Morris. “Where did he work again, Morris?”

Morris looked like a deer caught in the
headlights. “Sorry, sir, I barely know the man. I see him here
often, but he didn’t exactly make it a point to talk to the
help.”

The officer seemed to get his drift pretty
easily. “Right. If I can just get your information in case we have
any further questions?”

Hughes nodded vigorously to the officer.
“Yes, of course. Here’s my card.”

The police officer took his card and put it
under the last page of his notepad. “Right. Now, we’ll be here for
a bit. Please clear the course so that we can investigate the
scene.”

“Wasn’t it just a heart attack, or something
like that?” Hughes looked slightly perplexed.

“It’s always best to do our due diligence
whenever a body is discovered unexpectedly.”

“Right…right….” Hughes gestured to Morris.
“Morris, here, will help in any way he can. I’ve got a few fires to
put out at the clubhouse.”

“Make sure to keep this under wraps, Mr.
Hughes. At least until we finish our investigation,” cautioned the
officer.

After Hughes left, Morris stood as far away
from the investigation as possible, only staying long enough to
make sure he was not needed any more. The bustle of activity had
attracted the attention of nearby reporters, who were cordoned off
from the scene by the police tape. Before long, the golf course was
like a three ring circus of reporters and curious people who were
following the police scanners.


Chapter 3


Vancouver General Hospital, BC

 


“Man, they just keep piling up, Wong.”
Wong’s assistant, Charles Brody, shook his head as he rolled a
gurney into the morgue.

“What is it this time, Brody?” Chang Wong
slid a cold drawer closed and turned to face his assistant.

“I’m not entirely sure. The doctors think
possible heart attack, but they want you to double check their
work.” Brody brought the body closer to the middle of the room.

“Damn. As if I didn’t already have a
refrigerator filled with bodies to examine.” Chang shook his head
and pushed his wire glasses back into place. He picked up the
clipboard attached to the end of the gurney.

“They’re incompetent if you ask me.” Brody
locked the wheels into place and pushed back the white cloth
covering Jeffrey Bartow.

“Or extremely busy?” suggested Chang.

“Right. Busy…is that what they call it these
days? Lazy asses. Like we need to spend our time on heart attacks.”
Brody walked over to the cabinet and pulled out a pair of
gloves.

“Why don’t you go to lunch, Brody?” Chang
did not think he could handle listening to Brody complain a second
longer. The man made it impossible to concentrate when he started
in on his opinions on how the hospital mismanaged their cases. It
was bad enough that they only had this small area of the hospital
as the city’s primary morgue. Brody was far more disgruntled than
Chang. Having spent a lifetime accumulating enough time and service
with the British Columbia Coroner’s Service, Chang had made chief
coroner over ten years ago. At fifty-five, Chang was closer to
retirement than he cared to admit. Brody might be a good choice for
his replacement in a few years, but for now, Chang was not ready to
hand any of the reins over to the young man.

“You sure, Wong?” Brody looked as if he were
debating his choices of staying and assisting his boss or skipping
out for an early lunch.

“Yes. If there’s anything interesting, I’ll
keep you informed.” Not that Chang felt the need to do so. As Brody
suggested, this would probably be an open and shut case, as were
most of the bodies that had come through the door lately.

“All right. I’ll be back in an hour.”

“Why don’t you make it an hour and a half?
You came in early this morning.” Chang knew Brody was trying to get
some overtime hours, but unless a case warranted it, the department
would not authorize it.

If Brody was upset, his face did not show
it. Instead, he gave Chang a polite nod. “You’re the boss.”

Chang watched the doors close behind Brody
and shook his head slightly at the younger assistant. He turned to
the body on the table and looked back down at his clipboard. “Okay,
Mr. Bartow, let’s take a look at you, shall we?”

Chang set the clipboard on the small counter
next to the gurney. Then he pulled a fresh pair of gloves from his
drawer and slid them carefully over his fingers. He ran his hand
down the upper torso, inspecting for any sign of foul play. His
hands continued down the stomach, thighs, and calves. All looked
pretty normal to him.

It was not until he stopped on the ankle
that Chang saw anything unusual about the body on the table.
“Interesting.” Two minute punctures could be seen just beneath the
ankle bone, where the soft flesh met the tiny ligaments. He brought
one of the overhead lights closer and grabbed a metal ruler to
measure the distance between the punctures. He took a quick picture
with his digital camera and made a note on his clipboard.

“Not sure how they missed this.” Maybe Brody
was right. This was hard to miss, really. The area around the wound
was slightly discolored, as if something had struck him. He was not
entirely sure that these wounds were the cause of his death; he
would have to do some blood work to check toxicity levels. Chang
grabbed a syringe and quickly captured a sample of Mr. Bartow’s
blood. Then he gathered nail clippings and a sample of Bartow’s
hair to be sent off to pathology. Once he had done that, the rest
of the autopsy would start. Reaching for his scalpel, Chang looked
at the body beneath him. “What a waste.”

After spending the rest of the afternoon on
the autopsy, Chang had confirmed that Mr. Bartow had died of a
heart attack, which did not make sense. Mr. Bartow was in perfect
health and showed no signs of heart deterioration whatsoever. The
usual indicators were missing. It was a damn shame, really. This
man should have had many more years on this planet. If Chang’s
first instinct proved true, Mr. Bartow had died from a deadly
snakebite. From what kind of snake? Chang would not know until the
pathology came back, and even then pinpointing the exact reptile
would not be so easy.

With Brody’s assistance, Chang placed the
corpse onto one of the cooler drawer tables. Once the body was
inside, he made sure to double check the tag, then slid the door
shut. “Please check the refrigerator, Brody.”

“Right. On it.”

This was a task that Chang passed on when he
needed to give Brody busy work. His assistant would check each body
to make sure they were properly stored, tagged, and bagged. Then he
would enter his findings into the system. It was one of the things
that became especially important when they had a backlog of bodies.
They had been heading in that direction lately, with all the drug
overdoses they had taken in. Soon they would have to send the
excess to the funeral homes, as this morgue did not have the
capacity to hold more than fifteen bodies at a time.

Chang walked from the exam room into his
office. The white room was utilitarian from top to bottom.
Everything had a place and that was the way Chang liked it. Pulling
the swivel chair back from the desk, he sat down and let out a long
sigh. He did not look forward to the call he was about to make. He
pushed the number for Chief on the desk phone and waited for Chief
Rooney to answer.

“Rooney here.”

“Chief…Chang Wong, sir.”

A slight groan could be heard on the other
end. “Yes. Hello, Chang. How can I help you?”

“I’ve got a case here that I needed to
report. It could be complete coincidence.” Chang could almost see
the chief rolling his eyes on the other end. He did not like when
Chang found anything that was not straight forward.

“Okay. Shoot,” Stone shot back at him. Chang
could picture the tall lanky chief sitting behind his gunmetal
desk. He was probably wearing his favorite Stetson hat, like the
archetypical laconic cowboy he had always been. Stone was a pretty
down to earth guy, until his business face took over.

“A top level biologist for the CDC, named
Jeff Bartow, just dropped dead on Grandview Golf Course. Looks like
coronary failure caused by snakebite.” Chang waited for Chief Stone
to respond.

“I’m sorry. What?”

“A snakebite,” Chang repeated.

“Snakebite? In Vancouver?” Chief Stone’s
voice was filled in disbelief. He whistled slightly. “Damn
shame.”

“Agreed. I’m following protocol
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