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Chapter One

Javier stepped into the cool hush of the hall, and at once a solemn silence enveloped him. In this ancient pocket of time hung an atmosphere of half-forgotten mystery, as though the very walls were breathing. A faint scent of stone, timber, and perhaps ancient clay mingled with the spicy freshness of the tropics drifting in through the massive doors. Thin shafts of light slipped through the windows and fell softly across the display cases, bathing the museum's treasures in deep copper and amber.

In the corner of the hall, like a lost emissary from other worlds, stood a figurine — small yet strangely majestic, drawing the eye with its unusual form. It depicted a little human figure whose face was almost entirely concealed by a massive helmet that lent the whole image something enigmatic. The helmet tapered upward, crowned with a fanciful hook-like ornament and flanked by massive round plates resembling the eyes of some amphibious creature. There was something otherworldly in that gaze, something that defied explanation.

On the surface of the clay, faint traces of paint survived — terracotta hues, spots of blue the color of summer sky. Over the years the clay's base tone had darkened to a deep, rich chocolate, lending the figurine an even greater sense of antiquity and mystery. Every element whispered of a hidden story: from the outstretched palm to the crystal-shaped ornament on the helmet's hook, to the faded patches of paint on the garment covering the hips and neck.

Suddenly, somewhere above him, a barely audible rustle. Javier raised his head and noticed a small gecko perched on a dark wooden beam beneath the ceiling. Its golden-green scaly skin glittered in the patches of light, and its round, nearly transparent eyes regarded him with undisguised curiosity. The lizard crept forward slowly, as though sizing up this stranger who had wandered into its domain. Javier smiled, sensing a brush with antiquity and the unknown — a world that felt startlingly close and alive.

Inspired, he glanced around. No one in the hall besides him and the gecko. He pulled a tripod from his backpack, unfolded it, and set it on the stone floor, which answered with an indignant echo — a voice from the era of the Spanish conquistadors who had raised this museum building several centuries ago.

He mounted his smartphone on the tripod and aimed it at the clay figurine standing on the pedestal opposite. The artifact's outstretched hand seemed to forbid such an intrusion into the peace and order of things. The app finally locked focus and launched the 3D scan.

The scanning was unhurried, and against the backdrop of the quiet, dimly lit hall Javier felt a familiar thrill. Every time he encountered ancient artifacts, he felt as though he were entering a dialogue with long-departed craftsmen. They had left behind encrypted messages that needed only to be read correctly. The clay figurine with its enigmatic helmet seemed like one such puzzle.

To obtain a quality digital copy, the tripod had to be repositioned around the artifact more than a dozen times, adjusting height and angle. When the scan was complete, Javier packed up the tripod — and once more gazed at the astonishing, otherworldly helmet concealing the figurine's human face. Light from the window seemed to animate it, and for a moment he could have sworn the helmet's eyes were looking straight at him.

At that instant a blue morpho butterfly drifted into the hall. It circled slowly, wings sparkling in the sun's rays, and Javier froze, watching its dance. He reached out — nearly touched it. His heart beat faster. It felt as though he were being invited to unravel an ancient mystery.




Chapter Two

The sun sank slowly behind the horizon. Its rays, filtering through the foliage of tropical trees, turned the museum's massive stone walls into a theater of shadows.

The melodious chime of the main cathedral's bells rang out, then floated over the city. Its façade, rendered in soft cream and terracotta tones and adorned with columns and niches holding statues of saints, looked especially picturesque in the amber rays of sunset.

Beyond the city, volcanoes watched from the horizon with quiet majesty. One of them, Fuego, like a drowsy ancient creature, released wisps of smoke and steam that, rising skyward, colored themselves in the golden palette of the evening sun.

In the museum garden, the scent of damp earth intertwined with the tropical sweetness of flowers. The calls of birds and the thin hum of invisible insect wings blended with the rustle of foliage, creating a sense of perfect serenity. The soft path, strewn with white gravel, crunched beneath Javier's steps. A gentle breeze refreshed his face, carrying the fatigue of the day away with it.

Ahead, Javier spotted a colossal boulder that he first took for a piece of landscaping. But drawing closer, he realized he was standing in the shadow of an enormous artifact. Its surface — roughly four meters by three — had been turned into a canvas. Upon it, ancient masters had carved scenes laden with a symbolism only they could read.

The bas-relief was captivating in its complexity and grace. Perfectly calibrated curves of fine lines and barely perceptible shadows created a sense of movement. Here, a tall dancer with regal bearing. From his mouth, vines of some plant extended as though alive, densely studded with fruits bearing human faces. The vines coiled and entwined the entire scene, and the dancer cut these eerie fruits with a large knife. They fell at the feet of an old woman enthroned. And all of it unfolded to a rhythm set by yet another figure — a musician deftly wielding a human shinbone and a drum.

From the nearby plaque Javier learned that this colossal artifact weighed eighty tons. That was precisely why the German archaeologists who had excavated here over a century earlier had been unable to ship it to Berlin — unlike dozens of lighter finds. Many of the stone stelae and slabs the Germans had sawn into pieces to make them easier to transport across the ocean.

The text went on to cite a Mesoamerican specialist who explained the deep symbolism of the scene: the ancient Maya venerating the forces of nature, celebrating the harvest, and acknowledging that death is the inevitable continuation of life.

"Interesting," Javier thought, "that modern researchers are so preoccupied with interpreting the spiritual practices and worldview of their ancient predecessors, yet show virtually no interest in the technical side. Take this boulder. Every detail carved with a mastery available only to the greatest sculptors. No room here for accidental chips or errors. It is hard to imagine a single person alive today who could reproduce this bas-relief with hand tools. Or power tools, for that matter. Perhaps we underestimate the knowledge and technology of ancient civilizations?"

With these thoughts Javier headed for the jeep parked at the museum gates. He got behind the wheel, started the engine, and drove out of town to a small coffee plantation where he had rented a cottage.

The plantation lay submerged in greenery — a secluded spot, ideal for work and reflection. Javier felt remarkably at ease here. He liked the silence, broken only by the wind and the birds.

The tidy cottage that had become his temporary refuge was built about a hundred years ago and recently restored with evident care. Strip away the palms and the bougainvillea rioting in every shade of pink, and you could imagine yourself not in Central America but somewhere in rural Czechia.

A neat façade of deep cornflower blue greeted the visitor. At its center — a wooden front door of heavy, wide planks, painted grass-green. To the left and right, two square windows, their frames also in the color of lush greenery.

Before each window lay a small flower bed enclosed by a low, almost toy-like picket fence of green boards, behind which grew low bushes blanketed in yellow and orange blossoms. Above, the house was crowned with a tidy gabled roof of clay tiles in shades of honey and tangerine.

Inside, there were almost no partitions. The high ceiling of light-colored boards followed the contour of the roof. Nearly the entire far wall was taken up by a large panoramic window whose panels slid open onto a cozy terrace overlooking a well-tended garden.

Furniture was sparse — only the essentials: a bed, a table, a couple of chairs. Everything spoke of simplicity and taste.

Javier poured a glass of water with slices of lime, opened his laptop, and loaded the three-dimensional model he had captured at the museum. The figurine came alive on screen, every detail visible at the highest resolution. The recesses in the base of its feet clearly showed that it had once been mounted on a pedestal.

"Mounted on what? And why?" Javier wondered in the fading twilight, sipping the pleasantly tart, cool water.

He opened a compact aluminum case and took out the parts of a 3D printer of his own design. Assembly, test run, and calibration took no more than ten minutes. Years of refining the machine — driven by the need for a compact, reliable device for fieldwork — had produced a version he was genuinely proud of: it could print in polymer clay of different shades.

Javier launched the print job. The printer began its work with a quiet, rhythmic hum. An exact copy of the ancient Maya artifact would be ready by morning.




Chapter Three

The first rays of sunlight filtered softly through the dense greenery of the coffee trees, showering the terrace in golden morning light. Silence held in Javier's room, broken only by birdsong beyond the window. He opened his eyes, already feeling the quiet thrill of a new day. He remembered: the printer had finished. Without a second thought he sprang out of bed and went straight to the table.

On the wooden surface stood the clay figurine. Every detail seemed a work of art. The soft matte sheen of the polymer base, the tiny grooves and patterns — all of it looked indistinguishable from the original. Javier couldn't hold back a smile. He ran his fingers over the surface, silently marveling at the ancient craftsman who had created this artifact.

A long shower washed away the remnants of sleep, and the streams of water brought his body back to life. In the mirror: light wavy hair, slightly tousled; green eyes bright with eagerness. He allowed himself a fleeting smile, then dressed quickly — a light linen shirt, jeans, sneakers.

On the terrace, a surprise was waiting. On the wooden table lay a neatly prepared breakfast: bright pieces of papaya, mango, pineapple, and guava sparkling with color in the sunlight. Beside them, cornbread toasts, a plate of shrimp ceviche, and a steaming cup of coffee.

Javier raised the cup and breathed in the aroma. Rich, with notes of chocolate and caramel and a light spicy warmth beneath. He took the first sip, and the flavor detonated — deep, layered. Every sensation was new: from the soft bitterness to a lingering, gentle sweetness.

Breakfast finished, he went back inside and photographed the copy. Buoyed by his success, he sent the picture to Professor Marques with a short message: "I found it!"

A few minutes later a middle-aged man climbed the terrace steps — tanned face creased with fine lines, dark-chestnut hair shot with gray, deep brown eyes. Samuel, the plantation owner.

Sleeves rolled to the elbows, brown cotton trousers, comfortable leather sandals — the image of a man accustomed to a measured but industrious life. His easy movements radiated calm and goodwill.

"How did you sleep?" he asked, settling into the chair opposite.

"Like paradise," Javier said, smiling. "And the breakfast was superb. The coffee — incredible."

Samuel laughed, poured himself a cup, and began to talk about the plantation. His ancestors had come from Europe more than a century ago to start a new life, he said, and had learned to grow the finest coffee in the region. Guatemalan coffee had long been prized around the world, though for a long time the locals themselves couldn't afford to drink it. Samuel wasn't merely continuing the family trade — he was expanding it: for two decades now, with the same love and attention he gave to coffee, he had been cultivating cardamom. Guatemalan cardamom was valued worldwide for its high essential-oil content, which gave it a rich, penetrating aroma. The chief buyers were Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.

Then Samuel mentioned something else: the site of their plantation had once been the center of an ancient civilization — Cotzumalguapa. More than three thousand years ago, the Olmecs had founded the first settlement here. Roughly a millennium later they were succeeded by the Maya. The city grew into the largest on the Pacific coast: its people built not only stone buildings but wide roads and bridges as well. To this day, while working the fields and plantations, local people still turned up ancient artifacts — fragments of elegant ceramics, stone sculptures carved with remarkable skill.

Javier listened, absorbed, until a phone call pulled Samuel away. Left alone, he lingered a while on the terrace, savoring the fresh morning air, then went back inside. On his smartphone screen a voice message from Marques was waiting.

"Hey, amigo!" The professor's voice was charged with excitement. "Incredible! You found it! Well done — congratulations! And I haven't been sitting on my hands either. I've deciphered ancient Maya texts that mention 'naba ku'u't' — literally, 'knots of the world.' Energy centers linking the spirit realm and the human one. Your figurine may be the key to these knots. I've been on an expedition for two weeks now, near the ancient city of Waka. Come join me!"

Javier didn't think long. "I'll be there," he replied. And gazing at the clay figurine in its strange helmet, he sensed that what awaited him was something far greater than anything he had imagined.




Chapter Four

Javier stood beside his car. He took one last look at the guesthouse that had given him the comfort of home for a few days, and at the landscape cradling the coffee plantation. In the distance, beyond the trees, neat rows of cornfields quivered in the light morning breeze. On the path before the house stood Samuel with a mug of hot coffee, watching the departure with his usual unhurried calm.

"Take care," he said, squinting against the sun.

Javier smiled, clasped the owner's hand, climbed in, and started the engine. The SUV settled into a steady hum and pulled away. The navigator showed thirteen hours. Six hundred and fifty kilometers ahead. A long, fascinating road across the whole of Guatemala — from the southern lowlands to the impenetrable jungles of the north.

Leaving Santa Lucía Cotzumalguapa behind, Javier drove a winding highway through the fertile lands of the south. Along the road stretched endless cornfields, broken here and there by small patches of beans and squash. On the horizon, scattered farmsteads were visible — families working their land, preparing the soil for the new season.

The flat Pacific coast of Guatemala gradually fell away as the road began to climb, winding along steep slopes. The landscape shifted: amid dense vegetation, tall palms now stood alongside conifers whose canopies created a curious marriage of tropical and highland scenery. The air grew cooler, filling with the scent of pine needles and damp earth, while the sun, filtering through the branches, traced flickering patterns of light and shadow across the road.

Toward Javier, blaring their horns and flashing chrome in the sun, barreled the chicken buses — retired American school buses living out a riotous second life in Central America. Every owner gave his bus a woman's name and covered its body in vivid ornament — indigenous motifs, Bible verses, and images of saints all jostling for space.

The driver of such a bus was not merely a driver but a fearless racer who chatted on the phone while overtaking on blind curves, heedless of oncoming traffic. As the locals liked to say, a ride on a chicken bus was a hair-raising ordeal after which you were simply glad to be alive. Despite this — or perhaps because of it — there was no shortage of willing passengers: the fare was five to ten times lower than on any safer option.

The road climbed higher still. To the left and right, volcanic silhouettes rose behind the windows, among them Pacaya — its summit wrapped in a lacework of haze.

Javier changed his route, turning off the main highway onto a narrow road that branched right. He had no wish to crawl through traffic lights and gridlock, enduring the drone of the ant-colony cities of Villa Nueva and the capital, as the navigator urged. He chose the countryside instead.

There, Lake Amatitlán opened before him. The water shimmered in the sun, reflecting the high blue sky, the fanciful shapes of clouds, and the silhouettes of the volcanoes.

It was well past noon. The farther Javier drove, the more palpable the shift in climate. The cool mountain air had given way to a humid warmth laden with the scent of tropical growth. The road crossed wooded hills, rivers, palm groves, farmland.

At a gas station he bought water. Coming out of the little shop, he noticed an elderly Maya man sitting in the shade of a canopy. The sun stood high and fierce; the air trembled above the scorching asphalt. Javier walked over and held out a bottle. The old man studied his face, held his gaze, then slowly nodded and accepted the gift.

"Taan a bin ti oolyaloob," he said quietly, and added in Spanish: "You walk the road of hearts. Be careful."

Javier nodded back, feeling a faint tremor somewhere deep inside. What had the old man meant?

Two more hours, and the road reached Lake Izabal — the largest in Guatemala. Its water already mirrored the setting sun, coloring itself in shades of gold and fire. Ancient Maya traders had carried cacao, maize, jade, and other goods across this lake and onward down the river to the Atlantic shore. The Spaniards later named that river Dulce, and at its mouth they raised Fort San Felipe to guard their galleons from the Caribbean pirates who visited with uncomfortable regularity.

Darkness fell. After roughly three more hours the asphalt gave way to a narrow, winding dirt track swallowed by the nighttime jungle. Speed dropped sharply. Small rivers began to slice across the road; marshland pressed in on both sides.

The jungle was alive. Monkey calls — booming, piercing — echoed through the canopy. At times these sounds fused into an eerie symphony, like anxious laughter rising from the very heart of the thicket. The night's rhythm was set by the ceaseless chirr of cicadas, filling the air with a vibrating pulse. The headlights snatched from the darkness ancient, mighty trees bowing over the road like sentinels of a forgotten age.

Suddenly a deer stepped onto the road.

It stopped. Met Javier's gaze. Then slipped gracefully into the dense foliage.

The ancient Maya believed the deer was a guide between worlds...

Soon Javier spotted the dim glow of the archaeologists' camp. Among the trees, tents were visible and the light of a fire whose flickering flames silhouetted the figures gathered around it. The dashboard clock read 23:23.

From the darkness emerged Marques — tall, powerfully built, pipe in hand. He looked at Javier and smirked.

"Made it, amigo?"

"I did. But I have a feeling the real adventure is only starting."

He was right.




Chapter Five

Morning sunlight filtered through the tent fabric, filling the air with the damp, pungent aroma of the jungle. Javier's body had nearly recovered from the long drive. Besides, he never slept past sunrise.

Stepping out, he looked around. The camp occupied a remarkably beautiful clearing, almost free of low undergrowth. Above, it was sheltered from the bright sun by the canopies of majestic rosewood trees. These ancient giants, their smooth trunks an ashen violet, reached toward the sky. Their dense foliage far overhead formed a living dome through which sunbeams streamed in golden bands. The air was steeped in a warm, woody scent carrying light notes of rose and pepper — comfort and calm made tangible. Javier ran his palm along one of the trunks and felt cool, silken bark beneath his fingers.

About fifty meters to the left, beneath a large tarp of pale turquoise, a man of Arab appearance with a distinguished beard and a slender dark-skinned young woman with playful African braids were spreading the previous days' finds across a wide table — photographing them, entering them into databases on the laptops set up nearby. Asgar, from Oman. Ayana, from Ethiopia. Javier remembered their introduction the night before.

To the right, under a canopy of dried palm leaves, stood the camp kitchen: a long wooden table with neat benches running alongside. Two men talked animatedly over coffee. In one Javier recognized Tiago — stocky, with a mop of dark hair. Portuguese. His companion was a young dark-skinned man. "Timon, I think — from Panama," Javier recalled. He hadn't learned all the names yet.

A little farther off, four archaeologists were sorting through tool crates, selecting what to pack for the dig site. Among them Javier made out two Europeans and two Central Americans. A fifth colleague soon joined them — his features suggested he had been born not far from here.

Javier headed for a small natural pool used for the morning wash. Crystal-clear water cascaded over limestone ledges in miniature waterfalls, their sound blending with the birdsong. The rosewoods' shade kept the air pleasantly cool and fresh.

He lowered his hands into the water and felt the last trace of fatigue leave his body. He plunged in, letting the cold awaken his mind for the day ahead. And in that stillness, unbidden, Ila's image surfaced — vivid, alive. Merry eyes. A playful tilt of the head, as if she were about to fire off a pointed question. He caught himself enjoying this image, lingering over every remembered movement, every shade of her voice.

A sudden splash shattered the reverie — a pebble landed in the water beside him. Javier turned sharply and met Ila's mischievous gaze.

She was sitting on the pool's edge, arms hugging her knees, long black hair falling freely over her shoulders, backlit by the morning sun. Her lithe, toned body and warm brown eyes gave her a particular kind of magnetism. A smile played on her lips, and in her eyes — pure mischief. She was plainly savoring the moment.

"You look so serious when you daydream," she said, tilting her head.

Javier grinned, running a hand across his face to wipe the water away.

"Maybe I just love riddles."

"Good that you're with us. I think you'll help crack one of the hardest." She leaned forward, scooped water in her palm, and let the drops trickle between her fingers. Then, as though remembering something, she rose lightly and smiled. "But you probably want to talk to Marques first." And, barely brushing his shoulder with her fingertips, she added: "Don't get lost on the way. Follow this path — you'll come out at a clearing. Look for the ceiba. That's where he'll be."

The walk took no more than five minutes. Thickets of lianas and ancient trees shielded the narrow trail from direct sun. Damp earth yielded softly underfoot. The air was thick with the pungent scent of resin and morning freshness. Birdsong, distant monkey cries, the rustle of leaves — perception opened in every direction.

The mighty ceiba rose over the clearing like an ancient sentinel, towering dozens of meters above. Its dense branches spread wide, forming an immense living canopy. Beginning at roughly three meters up, broad, flat buttress roots descended from the trunk and plunged into the earth, curving in fanciful waves, creating a mesmerizing labyrinth around the base.

Javier stopped, involuntarily enchanted. Then he noticed Marques — seated among the massive roots, pipe in one hand, coffee in the other. Tall, powerfully built, with strong-willed features, Marques looked less like a scholar than a chieftain capable of leading a people. His thick dark hair was slightly tousled, underscoring a natural defiance. In his deep gaze — unwavering resolve.

Beside him sat Pei-Ling, also enjoying coffee — an elegant Chinese woman with refined features and a perceptive, attentive gaze. Her long, deep-black hair was gathered up neatly. In her composure one sensed a focused intensity; even a slight smile seemed carefully weighed.

"Good morning!" Marques greeted him, raising the hand that held the pipe.

Javier sat down and took the mug Pei-Ling offered, filling it with aromatic coffee from a thermos.

"How was your first night in the jungle?" Marques asked.

"Slept like a baby." Javier grinned. "Didn't even have time to sort my thoughts before I was out."

Marques nodded, dark eyes following the smoke from his pipe with a pensive look.

"We've been here several weeks now, but so far we have more questions than answers."

He paused, as though deciding where to begin.

"We're looking for what are called 'knots of the world.' The concept appears in ancient Maya texts, but its precise meaning is unknown. We read it as 'places of power' — points where the ancient Maya drew a particular energy. Perhaps from nature, perhaps from the cosmos."

Javier listened closely. After a beat, he asked:

"You think these knots are connected to the figurine — the one in the unusual helmet — that I found?"

"A week ago we cleared the observatory," Marques continued. "And on one of the frescoes we found a depiction of that very figurine."

A surge of excitement. Javier's discovery was already tied to a specific place.

"I want you to see it for yourself," Marques said, rising. "Finish your coffee. Let's go."
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