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Chapter 1   

The Ambitious Journalist

Simone Karlén never slept in the hours before a flight, and
tonight was no different. The Mexico City apartment, a warren of
paper and laundry, pulsed under the jaundiced glow of her desk
lamp. Sweat pooled in her clavicle. Her phone, three inches from
her elbow, vibrated like a persistent insect, dancing over the
unpaid gas bill and a colour printout of Tikal’s Temple IV.

The desk lamp cast a cone of amber light over the chaos of
Simone's research, academic journals fanned across the surface like
scattered cards, photographs curling at their edges, and her own
handwritten notes in a cramped multilingual script that even she
sometimes struggled to decipher at this hour. Outside her Condesa
apartment, Mexico City hummed its midnight song: the distant wail
of a siren, the pneumatic hiss of a bus on Avenida Tamaulipas, the
muffled bass of cumbia from the bar three floors down. She'd
stopped hearing any of it hours ago.

Her walls had become a second skin of obsession. Maps of Chiapas
overlapped with satellite images of archaeological sites, and
enlarged photographs of glyphs, some officially catalogued, others
decidedly not, formed a constellation of questions she couldn't
stop asking. Coloured strings connected certain images, creating a
web that would look paranoid to anyone who didn't understand the
logic beneath it. But Simone understood. The connections weren't
madness; they were pattern recognition, the same instinct that had
made her a journalist rather than an academic, someone who chased
truth through jungle rather than footnotes.

The laptop screen flickered, and Carlos Alfonso's face pixelated
briefly before resolving into his familiar expression, the one that
said he was trying very hard to be patient.

"Simone, are you even listening to me?"

She pulled her attention from the photograph she'd been
examining, a jade figurine that appeared in auction records from
2019 but had never been officially excavated from anywhere. "I'm
listening. Deadlines. The Oaxaca textile piece. The mezcal industry
profile." She ticked them off on her fingers without looking at her
calendar. "I know what I owe you, Carlos."

"Do you?" His voice carried that particular weariness she'd come
to recognize over their two years working together. Carlos ran his
hand through his hair, and behind him she could see the ordered
chaos of his own office, stacked folders, a whiteboard covered in
story assignments, the perpetual coffee cup that seemed surgically
attached to his desk. "Because from where I'm sitting, it looks
like you've converted your apartment into a conspiracy theorist's
dream and forgotten you're supposed to be finishing a business
guide, not chasing ghosts."

"They're not ghosts." Simone leaned forward, her pen tapping
against the edge of her notebook, a habit she'd never been able to
break, the rhythmic click-click-click that drove colleagues mad
during meetings. "I've tracked a pattern, Carlos. Real, documented
artifacts disappearing from official records. Pieces that were
photographed during surveys, catalogued in preliminary reports, and
then” She snapped her fingers. "Gone. Like they never existed."

Carlos's sigh came through the speakers slightly distorted,
making it sound even more exhausting than it probably was. "And you
think this connects to Palenque specifically?"

"I know it does." She grabbed one of the photographs from her
desk and held it up to the camera, though she knew the resolution
wouldn't capture the details that mattered. "This glyph. I have
three separate sources confirming it was documented at Temple XIX
in 2017. Now there's no official record of it. The archaeologist
who photographed it had his funding pulled six months later. The
graduate student who mentioned it in her thesis was advised to
remove the reference before publication."

"Advised by whom?"

"That's what I'm trying to find out."

Carlos was quiet for a moment, and Simone watched his face cycle
through the calculations she knew he was making, the risk
assessment, the resource allocation, the potential blowback from
the magazine's ownership if she went off-script again. Carlos
Alfonso was a good editor, maybe even a great one, but he'd spent
fifteen years watching ambitious journalists flame out over stories
that couldn't be proven. His caution wasn't cowardice; it was scar
tissue.

"This isn't just another wild theory, Carlos." She softened her
voice, knowing when to push and when to coax. It was a skill she'd
honed over years of interviews, of getting sources to trust her
with information they'd never intended to share. "I've been working
on this for months. The trafficking angle alone, do you know how
much pre-Columbian artifacts go for on the black market? We're
talking millions. And someone is systematically ensuring certain
pieces never make it into official documentation."

"And you think you can prove this in what, a week? Two?"

"Two weeks." She met his eyes through the screen, willing him to
see what she saw: not obsession, but conviction. "Give me two weeks
in Chiapas. I'll finish the business guide pieces remotely, you
know I can write those in my sleep. But let me pursue this lead
while I'm there."

Carlos rubbed his temples. Behind him, the whiteboard gleamed
with its organized rows of assignments, deadlines marked in red.
She could see her own name there, though she couldn't read what was
written next to it. Probably something like "problem child" or
"flight risk."

"Alejandro is already asking questions about your productivity,"
Carlos said quietly. "He likes you, Simone. He respects your work.
But he's also running a magazine, not a research foundation."

"I know."

"And the last time you went off-script, "

"Was different." She cut him off before he could finish the
sentence, before he could remind her of the six months, she'd spent
chasing a lead that had ultimately gone nowhere, the political
story that had dissolved into rumour and retraction. The memory
still stung, though she'd learned to keep the wound hidden. "I was
younger. I trusted the wrong sources. This time I've verified
everything three ways. I have photographs, records,
testimonies."

"Testimonies from whom?"

She hesitated. This was the part she couldn't fully explain, the
interviews she'd conducted in person with people who would deny
ever speaking to her. The academic who'd had too much mezcal at a
conference. The museum curator who'd slipped her documents in a
plain envelope and then pretended not to recognize her the
following week. Sources who were afraid, which meant there was
something worth being afraid of.

"People who know things," she said finally. "People who've seen
what happens to researchers who ask the wrong questions."

Carlos stared at her for a long moment. The connection wavered,
his face breaking into pixels before reassembling. When he spoke
again, his voice had shifted, less editor, more mentor, the version
of Carlos who had taken a chance on her when other publications
hadn't.

"Two weeks, Simone. That's what I can give you before Alejandro
starts demanding answers I can't provide." He held up a hand before
she could thank him. "But I need something concrete at the end of
it. Not theories. Not patterns. Evidence I can publish without
getting sued into oblivion."

"You'll have it."

"Don't make me regret this." His finger hovered over the
trackpad, ready to end the call. "Two weeks, then I need something
concrete. And for God's sake, be careful. Whatever you think is
happening down there, some things are worth more than a story."

The screen went dark before she could respond, Carlos's face
replaced by her own reflection in the laptop's black mirror, blond
curls escaping from the clip she'd used to pin them back hours ago,
brown eyes shadowed with the particular fatigue of someone who'd
forgotten when she'd last slept properly.

She closed the laptop and sat in the silence of her apartment,
the desk lamp her only companion. Outside, Mexico City continued
its midnight symphony, indifferent to the decision she'd just
won.

Two weeks. It would have to be enough.

She rose from her desk and crossed to the research wall, drawn
to it like a moth to a flame she'd set herself. The map of
connections seemed different in the wake of Carlos's call, no
longer an obsession she was indulging, but a promise she had two
weeks to keep. Her fingers found the photograph at the centre of
the web without conscious direction, the image she'd studied so
many times she could see it with her eyes closed.

The glyph was unlike anything in standard Mayan iconography. Its
lines curved where classical examples used angles, and the central
figure, something between a serpent and a human form, held what
appeared to be a circular object that shouldn't have existed in
pre-Columbian art. The photograph had been taken by Dr. Elena
Vargas during a 2017 survey of Temple XIX at Palenque, one of
forty-seven images in a batch that had been uploaded to a
university server before being quietly deleted three weeks later.
Simone had only obtained it because a graduate student, since
departed from academia entirely, had kept a backup drive.

She traced the curve of the serpent-figure's spine, feeling the
photograph's glossy surface cool against her fingertip. The
official position was simple: this glyph didn't exist. Had never
existed. Dr. Vargas's survey had documented nothing unusual, and
the temple chamber where this image was allegedly captured
contained only well-catalogued inscriptions that matched
established databases.

Except Simone had spoken to Dr. Vargas, briefly, at a conference
in Mérida two years ago. The woman's face had gone pale when Simone
showed her a printed copy of the photograph. "Where did you get
this?" she'd whispered, before walking away without another word.
Two months later, Dr. Vargas had accepted a position at a small
college in Canada and stopped responding to emails about her
Palenque research.

The glyph stared back at Simone from the photograph, its mystery
intact, its implications spreading like cracks in glass. If this
was real, if this and the other vanished artifacts she'd tracked
were real, then someone was systematically erasing pieces of Mayan
history. Not destroying them, she suspected. Moving them. Hiding
them from official documentation while they travelled through
channels that ended in private collections or worse.

But why this glyph? What made it worth erasing?

The question tugged at something deeper, a current beneath her
professional curiosity that she rarely acknowledged. She'd asked
questions like this before, years ago, when she'd still believed
academic institutions rewarded genuine discovery.

The memory surfaced before she could stop it, pulling her
under.

The conference room smelled of old wood and older
disappointment. Simone sat at one end of a long table, her thesis
document spread before her like evidence at a trial, which, in a
sense, it was. Three professors faced her: Dr. Lindqvist with his
silver-rimmed glasses and permanent expression of scepticism; Dr.
Morrison, who hadn't looked up from her notepad since the session
began; and Dr. Chen, the committee chair, whose gentle demeanour
couldn't hide his obvious discomfort with what he was about to
say.

"Ms. Karlén, your research is... ambitious." Dr. Chen shuffled
his papers. "The linguistic analysis shows genuine insight, and
your methodology for dating the inscriptions is creative. However,
"

"However," Dr. Lindqvist cut in, impatience sharpening his
Swedish-accented English, "you're proposing the existence of an
entirely undocumented writing system based on a handful of
anomalous markings that could easily be explained by erosion,
artistic variation, or simple cataloguing errors."

"They're not errors." Simone heard the tremor in her own voice
and hated it. "I've analysed seventeen separate examples from six
different sites. The patterns are consistent”

"Consistent with what?" Dr. Morrison finally looked up, her pen
still poised over her notepad. "Your own theory? That's circular
reasoning, Ms. Karlén. You see patterns because you want to see
them."

"There's simply no evidence to support these claims." Dr.
Lindqvist removed his glasses and cleaned them on his tie, a
gesture that felt deliberately dismissive. "If such a writing
system existed, it would have been documented by now. The field has
been studying Mayan inscriptions for over a century."

"That's exactly my point." Simone leaned forward, desperate to
make them understand. "What if certain inscriptions were
deliberately excluded from documentation? What if”

"What if?" Dr. Chen's gentle voice somehow silenced her more
effectively than Lindqvist's condescension. "Ms. Karlén, academic
work requires evidence, not what-ifs. I'm sorry, but we cannot
approve this thesis as presented. You're welcome to revise your
approach and resubmit, focusing on more... established
frameworks."

She'd gathered her papers in silence, her hands steady even as
something cracked inside her. The walk out of that conference room
had been the longest of her academic career. Two weeks later, she'd
withdrawn from the doctoral program entirely.

Simone's hand dropped from the photograph, her jaw tight. The
memory had lost some of its sting over the years, transmuted from
humiliation into fuel. Those professors had been wrong. Not about
her methodology, she'd been young, too eager, had overreached in
her conclusions. But they'd been wrong about the fundamental
question. Wrong to dismiss what they didn't understand.

She turned from the wall, her expression hardening into
something sharper than determination. If they wouldn't listen to
theories, she would bring them facts. Evidence so concrete even Dr.
Lindqvist would have to clean his smug glasses and admit he'd been
too cautious to see what was right in front of him.

The packing began methodically, her movements precise and
unhurried despite the late hour. She selected three journals from
her desk, the ones with the most critical references, and slid them
into a waterproof document sleeve. The photographs she chose more
carefully, separating the essential images from the supplementary
ones, creating a portable version of her research wall that could
fit in a single folder. Some instinct told her not to bring
everything. Leave a backup. Always leave a backup.

Her camera bag came next, the familiar weight of it grounding
her as she unzipped the main compartment. The Nikon D850 rested in
its padded cradle, lenses arranged around it like satellites. She
lifted each one in turn, checking for dust, for scratches, for any
sign of damage from her last assignment. The 24-70mm workhorse. The
70-200mm for distance shots. The macro lens she'd bought on impulse
three years ago and which had proven invaluable for documenting
inscription details. Each piece clicked into its designated space
with satisfying precision.

The notebook went into her carry-on last, a leather-bound
journal filled with her characteristic multilingual shorthand.
Swedish for personal observations. English for quotes and
attributions. Spanish for the local details that didn't translate.
And occasionally, when she was working through a particularly
thorny problem, Luxembourgish, her grandmother's language, the one
she thought in when logic failed and intuition had to lead.

She pulled out her phone and reviewed the flight details for the
third time. Departing Mexico City at 6:40 AM, arriving Tuxtla
Gutiérrez by 8:15. From there, a rental car to Palenque, three
hours if the roads cooperated, longer if they didn't. She'd booked
a modest hotel near the archaeological zone, the kind of place
researchers stayed when they were watching their budgets.

The alarm was set for 4:30 AM, early enough to shower and check
her apartment one last time before the taxi arrived.

Simone walked to her suitcase, already packed with
field-appropriate clothing, lightweight, practical, layers for the
jungle humidity and the occasional air-conditioned archive. She
stood beside it in the darkness, the desk lamp casting her shadow
long against the wall of research. The maps and photographs seemed
to watch her, waiting.

Two weeks to prove what she knew was true. Two weeks to find
evidence that institutions had spent years trying to erase. Two
weeks before Carlos would have to make good on his warning, before
Alejandro Costa started asking questions that could end her career
at NOA before it really began.

She'd faced worse odds. The university panel had tried to
silence her with dismissal; this time, whoever was erasing these
artifacts had methods far more sophisticated than academic
condescension. But they hadn't counted on someone like her, someone
stubborn enough to keep asking questions long after others had
moved on.

The city hummed outside her window, indifferent to her
departure. In a few hours, she would be airborne, hurtling toward
answers or destruction. Both possibilities held their own
appeal.

Simone switched off the desk lamp, letting darkness claim the
apartment. In the sudden black, the glyph seemed to glow in her
memory, that serpent-figure holding its impossible circular object,
waiting to be understood.

"I'm coming," she whispered to no one, or perhaps to the
photograph she could no longer see. "Don't disappear on me
now."





Chapter 2 

The Mysterious Archaeologist

The humidity hit Simone like a wall the moment she stepped
through the entrance gate, wrapping around her skin with the
insistence of something alive. Palenque rose before her in
fragments of grandeur, limestone temples emerging from the jungle's
green embrace, their facades weathered by centuries into the colour
of old bone. Ceiba trees stretched toward the sky with roots that
clawed at ancient foundations, patient destroyers that had been
working for a thousand years. She adjusted the strap of her camera
bag and breathed in the air, thick with the scent of decay and
growth intertwined, the perfume of a place where civilization and
wilderness had been locked in slow combat since the Mayan lords had
abandoned their palaces to the forest.

The journey from Mexico City had been uneventful, a flight she
barely remembered, a rental car that handled the mountain roads
with grudging competence, a hotel check-in where the clerk had
mispronounced her name three times before giving up. None of it
mattered now. What mattered was here: the stones, the glyphs, the
secrets that someone had tried very hard to erase from official
records.

Simone moved through the site with the careful attention of
someone who knew what she was looking for but not where to find it.
Tourists clustered around the Temple of Inscriptions, their phones
held aloft like offerings, while a guide delivered his practiced
speech about King Pakal's tomb. She photographed them without
breaking stride, context shots, establishing the scene, before
turning toward the less popular structures on the site's northern
edge. Her notebook, tucked into the side pocket of her bag,
contained the coordinates she'd reconstructed from Dr. Vargas's
deleted survey files. Temple XIX. The chamber that officially held
nothing unusual.

The temple was smaller than the famous pyramids, its restoration
still ongoing, with sections roped off and warning signs in Spanish
and English. A handful of researchers worked at the base, their
notebooks and tools spread across plastic tarps. Simone
photographed them from a distance, then circled toward the western
face, where shadows pooled in the carved recesses of the
façade.

She almost missed it. The markings were partially obscured by a
recent cleaning, the stone's surface still damp in places from
whatever solution they'd used. But her eye caught the curve, that
distinctive serpentine line that didn't match any glyph in the
standard iconographic catalogues. Her heart kicked against her
ribs. She raised her camera, adjusting the macro lens with
practiced fingers, and began documenting.

"This area is restricted."

The voice came from behind her, male and certain in the way of
someone accustomed to being obeyed. Simone didn't lower her camera.
She captured two more frames before turning to face the
speaker.

He was tall, a good head above her, with dark hair that looked
like it had been cut recently enough to maintain the appearance of
casualness without actually being casual. His eyes were green,
unexpectedly so against the tan of his face, and his nose had the
aquiline severity of Roman sculpture. He wore field-appropriate
clothing: cargo pants, a linen shirt rolled to the elbows, hiking
boots that showed appropriate wear. Everything about him said
archaeologist, academic, someone who belonged here.

Except his hands were wrong. They were strong, capable hands,
but they lacked the particular calluses and weathering that came
from years of brushwork and trowel work. And his shirt, though
appropriately rumpled, fit too well, tailored rather than purchased
off a rack at an outdoor supply store.

"Restricted by whom?" Simone asked, letting the camera hang from
its strap against her chest.

"The site administration. There's ongoing conservation work." He
gestured toward the ropes that marked the boundary she hadn't
actually crossed. "This section isn't open to visitors."

"I'm not a visitor. I'm a journalist." She reached into her bag
and produced her credentials, the press pass from NOA that gave her
access to most official functions, if not necessarily to roped-off
archaeological sites. "Simone Karlén. I'm writing about cultural
heritage preservation in the region."

He examined the pass with the thoroughness of someone who knew
how to spot a forgery, which struck her as odd for an academic.
When he handed it back, his expression hadn't changed, polite,
firm, unmoved.

"Dr. Noah Levine. I work with the ongoing documentation
project". He didn't offer his hand. "Regardless of your
credentials, this area requires special authorization. The carvings
are extremely fragile."

"The carvings." Simone tilted her head, feeling the familiar
heat of confrontation warming her blood. "Which carvings
specifically? Because I've reviewed the published surveys of this
temple, and the official documentation shows nothing particularly
notable on this wall. Just standard astronomical notations and a
partial king list."

Something flickered behind his eyes, surprise, quickly
suppressed. "You've done your research."

"I always do."

"Then you know that published surveys don't always reflect the
complete picture. New findings require time to process,
authenticate, properly catalogue before they're released to the
public." He shifted his weight, positioning himself between her and
the wall she'd been photographing. The movement was subtle but
unmistakable. "Premature publication can lead to artifact theft,
site vandalism. I'm sure you understand the concerns."

"What I understand is that certain findings seem to disappear
from documentation entirely." She watched his face as she said it,
looking for the tells that would confirm her suspicions.
"Photographs that were uploaded and then deleted. Researchers who
suddenly change institutions or stop publishing on certain topics.
Almost as if someone is deliberately controlling what gets recorded
about this site."

The green eyes went cool. "That's quite an accusation."

"It's an observation. The accusation comes later, after I have
evidence."

Their voices had risen enough to draw attention. A pair of
tourists paused on the path nearby, their expressions caught
between curiosity and discomfort at witnessing an argument. One of
the researchers at the temple's base looked up from her work,
frowning.

"I think," Noah said, his voice dropping to something quieter
and considerably more dangerous, "that you're allowing speculation
to override professional judgment. Whatever you think you've found
here, "

"I haven't found anything yet. You interrupted me before I could
finish documenting."

", is likely the result of misinterpretation. These glyphs are
complex. Without proper training, "

"I have training." The words came out sharper than she'd
intended, carrying the echo of that conference room in Stockholm,
Dr. Lindqvist's dismissive smile. "I've studied Mayan epigraphy. I
know the difference between standard iconography and something
anomalous. And what's on this wall, " She pointed past him, her
finger stabbing the air. ", doesn't match any documented glyph
sequence. Not from Palenque, not from any site in the
catalogue."

Noah opened his mouth to respond, but another voice cut through
the tension like a blade.

"What exactly is going on here?"

Dr. Isabel Quintana approached with the measured stride of
someone who had learned patience from stone itself. Her face bore
the deep lines of decades spent under harsh sun, her grey-streaked
hair pulled back in a practical braid, her clothes the same faded
khaki that seemed standard issue for senior archaeologists. But her
eyes, sharp, assessing, entirely unimpressed, swept over both of
them with the authority of someone who had earned the right to this
site through years of meticulous work.

"Dr. Levine," she said, her voice carrying the particular
weariness of a supervisor who had seen too many complications.
"Would you care to explain why you and this young woman are
creating a spectacle in front of my restoration team?"

Isabel's weathered face showed the particular displeasure of
someone who had spent forty years earning the right to work
undisturbed. Her gaze moved from Noah to Simone and back again,
cataloguing details with the same precision she probably applied to
analysing potshards. When she spoke again, her voice carried the
patience of academia, measured, careful, designed to give nothing
away.

"Dr. Levine was explaining that I've wandered into a restricted
area," Simone said before Noah could respond. She kept her tone
even, professional, unthreatening. First impressions with senior
archaeologists mattered. "I apologize for the intrusion. I'm Simone
Karlén, a journalist with NOA, writing a special section on Mexico
to be published in Newsweek. I'm working on a piece about cultural
heritage preservation in the region."

Isabel's expression shifted almost imperceptibly, a tightening
around the eyes, a slight pursing of the lips that suggested
recognition. "Karlén," she repeated, and the way she said the name
made it sound like she was accessing a mental file. "You submitted
a paper on anomalous glyph sequences to the Mesoamerican Studies
Quarterly. Three years ago, if I recall. It was...
controversial."

The memory stung, but Simone refused to let it show. That paper,
a more measured version of her rejected thesis, had been published
but largely ignored by the academic establishment. The few
responses it had generated ranged from dismissive to hostile. "You
read it."

"I read everything published about Palenque." Isabel's voice
gave nothing away about her opinion of the work. "I'm surprised to
see you here. Your bio indicated you'd left academic research for
journalism."

"I found journalism more open to unconventional questions."

"Did you." It wasn't a question. Isabel glanced at Noah, and
something passed between them, a communication in the silent
language of people who shared more than professional acquaintance.
"Well, Ms. Karlén, as Dr. Levine explained, this area is restricted
for conservation purposes. I'm sure you can find plenty of material
for your article in the public sections of the site."

"Of course." Simone smiled, the expression carefully calibrated
to project cooperation while concealing her racing thoughts. "I was
actually hoping I might speak with someone about recent discoveries
at the site. There have been... rumours in certain circles. About
artifacts that didn't make it into the official catalogue. Unusual
findings that seem to have been... overlooked."

The effect was immediate and telling. Isabel's shoulders drew
back, a subtle stiffening of her posture that spoke louder than any
verbal denial. Behind her, Noah shifted his weight, moving almost
unconsciously to position himself between Simone and the carved
wall. Neither of them looked at the other, which was itself a form
of coordination, the deliberate avoidance of acknowledgment that
only people with secrets needed to practice.

"Rumours," Isabel said, and her voice had acquired an edge. "I'm
afraid I can't comment on rumours. Archaeological work is slow,
methodical. Sometimes findings take years to properly document
before they're released. People who don't understand the process
often mistake caution for concealment."

"I understand the process very well."

"Do you?" Isabel crossed her arms, her weathered hands gripping
her elbows. "Then you know that responsible scholarship requires
patience. The desire to publish first, to claim discovery, has led
to more damaged sites and lost knowledge than any deliberate
cover-up. Whatever you think you're investigating, Ms. Karlén, I'd
encourage you to consider whether your questions might do more harm
than good."

The warning was clear, delivered with the kind of professional
courtesy that could later be denied as mere advice. Simone had
heard variations of it before, from professors and editors and
sources who preferred their secrets kept. It told her nothing and
everything at the same time.

"I appreciate the perspective." She made a show of checking her
watch, as if suddenly aware of the hour. "I should let you get back
to your work. The light's fading anyway, not ideal for
photography."

It was true. The sun had dropped toward the jungle canopy,
painting the ancient stones in shades of amber and shadow. The
tourists had largely dispersed, leaving the site with an emptiness
that made its age feel more present. In the gathering dusk, the
temples seemed to settle more heavily into the earth, their carved
faces watching with the patient scrutiny of those who had seen
civilizations rise and fall. From the surrounding jungle came the
evening chorus, insects and birds and the distant howl of something
she couldn't identify, sounds that had been here long before the
Maya raised their first stones.

"Let me walk you to the exit," Noah said, stepping forward with
a smile that didn't reach his eyes. "The paths can be confusing for
first-time visitors."

"I'm sure I can manage." Simone shouldered her camera bag,
adjusting the strap with deliberate casualness. "Dr. Quintana, Dr.
Levine, thank you for your time. Perhaps we can continue this
conversation later. I'll be in the area for the next two
weeks."

She turned and walked toward the main path, her boots crunching
softly on the gravel. Every instinct told her to look back, to try
to catch another glimpse of their reaction, but she forced herself
to maintain an unhurried pace. Looking back was amateur behaviour.
She'd learned that lesson the hard way, years ago, when an obvious
display of interest had cost her an essential source.

Instead, she counted her steps. Five, ten, fifteen. The path
curved slightly, bringing her around a low stone wall that had once
been part of some secondary structure. She paused there, pretending
to adjust her camera, and listened.

Their voices carried in the evening stillness, low but not low
enough.

", need to secure the chamber before the next phase." Noah's
voice, stripped of its academic affability, hard and urgent. "If
she's asking these questions, she's not the only one. Someone's
been feeding information to people outside, "

"I'm aware." Isabel cut him off, her tone sharper than anything
she'd used during their conversation. "I'm handling it. But we
can't move the timeline. The equipment isn't ready, and if we rush
this, "

"Then handle her. She's persistent. I could see it. She's not
going to be satisfied with the official story."

Simone's heart hammered against her ribs, but she kept her hands
steady on the camera, her expression bored as she made a show of
checking the lens. A pair of workers passed behind her, heading
toward the exit, their conversation in Spanish covering any sound
she might have made.

"I'll make some inquiries." Isabel's voice had dropped further,
and Simone had to strain to catch the words. "Find out who her
contacts are, what she actually knows. In the meantime, keep her
away from the site. I don't care what excuse you use."

"And if that doesn't work?"

A pause. The jungle sounds seemed to swell to fill the
silence.

"Then we'll have to involve the others."

Simone counted to ten, then resumed walking, her pace unchanged.
The path wound down toward the site entrance, where the last
visitors were filing through the turnstiles. The security guard who
checked her bag on the way out gave her a distracted nod, already
focused on closing procedures.

Outside the gates, the evening air hung thick and warm, carrying
the smell of woodsmoke from the town below. Simone walked to her
rental car, unlocked the door, and sat behind the wheel without
starting the engine. Her hands were trembling, not with fear, but
with the particular electricity of a story breaking open.

And she had two weeks to find out what it was.

The hotel sat on a side street three blocks from the main
square, a two-story building with a faded sign that read "Hotel
Maya Selva" in letters that had once been green. The evening had
settled into the kind of humid darkness that made everything feel
closer, more pressing, as Simone parked the rental car and
retrieved her camera bag from the passenger seat. The town hummed
with dinner-hour activity, families at outdoor tables, the smell of
grilled corn and chili from a vendor's cart, cumbia drifting from a
cantina's open door.

She climbed the wooden stairs to the second floor, the treads
creaking under her boots in a rhythm she'd already memorized from
that morning. Room seven was at the end of the hall, its door
secured with a lock that wouldn't have deterred a determined child.
She'd wedged a strand of hair between the door and frame when she
left, an old habit, paranoid perhaps, but the kind of paranoia that
had proven useful more than once.

The hair was gone.

Simone stood motionless, her hand on the door handle, her pulse
ticking up several notches. The hallway was empty, its single bulb
casting weak light that left shadows pooling in the corners. She
could hear the muffled sound of a television from another room,
someone laughing at something she couldn't make out.

She turned the key and pushed the door open slowly, stepping to
the side in case someone was still inside. The room revealed itself
in pieces: the narrow bed with its colourful woven blanket, the
wooden desk beneath the window, the bathroom door standing ajar.
Empty. Silent except for the ceiling fan clicking through its lazy
rotation.

But not untouched.

The signs were subtle, the kind of details that only mattered to
someone who paid attention to where she left things. Her laptop sat
on the desk where she'd placed it that morning, but the angle was
wrong. She'd left it parallel to the desk's edge, a compulsion left
over from years of shared workspaces where order was the only
privacy. Now it sat slightly crooked, as if someone had opened it
and not quite matched the original position when closing it
again.

Her notebook, the leather-bound one filled with multilingual
shorthand, had migrated three inches to the right. She knew because
she'd left it partially beneath the lamp's base, using the overlap
as a marker. Now it sat fully exposed, as if someone had lifted the
lamp to examine it and replaced both carelessly.

Her camera bag was the most telling. She'd left it on the chair
by the door, straps tucked beneath it. The straps were now loose,
one hanging over the chair's arm. Someone had opened it, examined
the contents, and returned it without realizing that the way she
packed was as distinctive as a fingerprint.

Simone moved through the room systematically, checking each of
her belongings. Clothes in the small wardrobe, shifted but present.
Toiletries in the bathroom, rearranged on the shelf. The paperback
novel she'd brought for the flight, placed spine-out instead of
spine-in. Nothing was missing. Whoever had searched her room hadn't
been looking to steal. They'd been looking to learn.

The realization settled in her chest like a cold stone. Someone
knew she was asking questions. Someone cared enough to find out
what she knew.

She thought of the critical materials she'd kept with her, the
waterproof document sleeve with the essential photographs, the
folder of printed research. Those had been in her bag all day,
pressed against her hip as she walked through the ruins. Safe. But
the notebook, the laptop, both contained notes that, while coded in
her personal shorthand, might give away her investigative
directions to anyone patient enough to study them.

Simone crossed to the window, suddenly needing to see the world
outside, to remind herself that the walls of this small room
weren't closing in. She pushed aside the thin cotton curtain and
looked down at the street below.

The main drag stretched in both directions, lined with small
shops and restaurants, their lights spilling onto the cobblestones
in warm rectangles. A few couples strolled past, and somewhere
nearby a dog barked at nothing. Normal. Peaceful. The kind of scene
that belonged on a postcard.

Then she saw him.

Noah stood beneath a streetlamp on the opposite corner, his tall
frame casting a long shadow across the pavement. He wasn't alone. A
local man faced him, shorter, stockier, dressed in the work clothes
of someone who made his living with his hands. They were speaking
intensely, their body language nothing like casual
conversation.

Noah's hands moved as he talked, emphatic gestures that carried
an urgency she hadn't seen at the site. His jaw was tight, his
posture aggressive, the stance of someone accustomed to issuing
orders and having them followed. Whatever academic persona he'd
been wearing that afternoon had slipped away entirely. This was a
different man. Harder. More dangerous.

The local man shook his head repeatedly, his arms crossed over
his chest in the universal language of refusal. Noah said something
that made him flinch, then stepped closer, invading his space. The
man's resistance seemed to waver. He glanced around the street,
checking for witnesses, Simone realized, before speaking rapidly,
his words lost to distance but his demeanour suddenly
cooperative.

Noah nodded once, a curt acknowledgment, and the local man
turned and hurried away down a side street, his pace just short of
a run. Noah remained where he stood, and Simone watched him
transform again, his posture straightening, his head turning slowly
as his gaze swept the street with the methodical precision of
someone trained to assess threats.

She stepped back from the window before his scan could reach her
building, her heart beating hard against her ribs. The curtain
swung back into place, its movement barely visible from
outside.

For a long moment, she stood in the darkness of her room,
processing what she'd seen. The academic. The man at the site who'd
quoted hieroglyphic analysis with such fluency. He was something
else entirely, something that moved through the world with the
alert vigilance of a predator or a soldier. His hands, she
remembered now, had been too smooth for archaeology. But they might
be perfectly suited for other kinds of work.

She returned to her desk and opened the laptop, ignoring the
slight violation of its disturbed position. Her files were
password-protected, encrypted with software that would frustrate
casual snooping. Anyone who had accessed her documents would find
her published articles, her interview notes for the business guide,
the kind of research a journalist would naturally accumulate. The
deeper material, the connections, the pattern analysis, lived in
her notebook's coded shorthand and in her own memory.

Simone pulled out the waterproof document sleeve and spread its
contents across the bed. The photographs of vanished glyphs. The
coordinates she'd reconstructed from deleted surveys. The names of
researchers who had stopped answering questions. She studied each
piece, looking for what she might have missed, what new context the
day's events might provide.

Secure the chamber. The next phase. The others.

Isabel's words echoed in her mind, each phrase a door to a room
she hadn't yet entered. Whatever was happening at Palenque, it
involved more than academic gatekeeping. Noah wasn't just a
protective colleague, he was something else, something that
required late-night meetings with nervous locals and rooms searched
while their occupants were away.

She pulled out her notebook and began to write, organizing what
she knew into columns and connections. The glyph from Temple XIX.
Dr. Vargas's sudden relocation. The restricted area and its
unmarked carvings. Noah's too-perfect cover story. Isabel's barely
concealed alarm at the mention of undocumented artifacts.

The ceiling fan clicked overhead, marking time with its slow
rotation. Outside, the town settled into the deeper quiet of night,
the cumbia fading, the families retreating to their homes. Simone
worked until her eyes burned, building a framework for the
investigation ahead.

She had two weeks. Thirteen days now, technically. Thirteen days
to find evidence that Carlos could publish, proof that would
vindicate years of dismissed theories and ignored questions.

And somewhere in this town, a man who called himself Dr. Noah
Levine was watching. Waiting. Planning his own next move in a game
whose rules she was only beginning to understand.

Simone closed her notebook and secured the document sleeve,
tucking both into her camera bag where they would stay within arm's
reach. Tomorrow she would return to the site, play the role of
compliant journalist, look for the cracks in their defences.

Tonight, she would sleep with the lights off and the window
open, listening to the jungle beyond the town's edge, that ancient
wilderness where civilizations kept their secrets buried, waiting
for someone stubborn enough to dig them out.





Chapter 3 

The Decision to Investigate

The morning market unfolded around Simone in a symphony of
commerce and chaos, vendors calling prices in rapid Spanish, the
smell of fresh-cut papaya mingling with diesel exhaust from a
delivery truck, chickens squawking their displeasure from wire
cages stacked three high beside pyramids of chili peppers in shades
ranging from blood-red to burnt orange. She moved through the press
of bodies with her camera raised, capturing frames that looked like
tourist snapshots but served a different purpose entirely. The
fruit seller with the weathered face and hands that never stopped
moving. The woman in embroidered huipil haggling over the price of
beans. The children weaving between adult legs, their laughter
cutting through the market's din like bright thread through dark
fabric.

Her real attention, though, was fixed on the vendors who dealt
in other merchandise.

Three stalls down from the produce section, a man with a gold
tooth and nervous eyes presided over a table covered in
reproductions, jade figurines that had never seen the inside of a
tomb, ceramic vessels painted last month to look like they'd
survived centuries. Simone photographed them from fifteen feet
away, using her zoom lens to capture details that told the story:
the too-uniform colour of the "patina," the machine-perfect edges
that no ancient artisan would have produced, the price tags in
American dollars meant to catch tourists who didn't know
better.

But mixed among the obvious fakes, she spotted something that
made her pause. A small stone fragment, perhaps two inches across,
tucked behind the mass-produced items like an afterthought. Its
surface bore markings that her trained eye recognized instantly,
the same serpentine curves she'd photographed at Temple XIX, the
same impossible lines that didn't match any standard iconographic
catalog.

She was calculating her approach to the vendor when a voice
interrupted her observations.

"Señorita, you are looking for a guide? I know all the best
sites, the hidden trails, the places the big tour groups never
see."

The woman who materialized at her elbow spoke Spanish with the
fluid confidence of a native speaker, her accent carrying traces of
the highlands rather than the coastal lowlands. She was perhaps
thirty, with dark hair pulled into a practical braid that fell past
her shoulders and eyes that held the particular alertness of
someone who made her living reading strangers. She wore a loose
cotton blouse embroidered at the collar and sturdy boots that had
seen real trails, not just cobblestone streets.

"I'm not a tourist," Simone replied in Spanish, watching the
woman's face for the subtle tells that would reveal her true
nature. "I'm a journalist."

"Journalist." The word came out flat, stripped of the friendly
enthusiasm that had coloured the woman's initial approach. "From
where?"

"NOA. I’m preparing a special section for publication in
Newsweek. We cover business and culture in the region." Simone
produced her press credentials, letting the woman examine them with
the same thoroughness Noah had displayed the day before. "I'm
working on a piece about cultural heritage preservation. And
artifact trafficking."

The shift was immediate and unmistakable. The woman's shoulders
drew back almost imperceptibly, her stance widening as if preparing
for a blow that hadn't yet been thrown. Her eyes cut toward the
vendor with the gold tooth, then back to Simone's face with an
expression that had curdled from warm to wary in the space of a
breath.

"That's a dangerous subject for questions," the woman said, her
voice dropping. "The wrong people might hear you asking."

"Are you one of those wrong people?"

A ghost of a smile crossed the woman's face, not amusement,
exactly, but something like recognition. "I'm Carmen Reyes. I
translate for researchers, sometimes. Guide visitors when the work
is slow." She glanced around the market, her gaze cataloguing exits
and observers with a speed that suggested this wasn't her first
conversation about sensitive topics. "If you're serious about this
story, not just looking for colour for your magazine, there's
someone you should meet."

Simone considered the offer, weighing the risks against the
potential gains. Carmen could be genuine, a local with access to
information that outsiders couldn't reach. She could also be bait,
sent to lead Simone somewhere convenient for the people who had
searched her room.

But staying safe meant staying ignorant, and she hadn't come to
Palenque for safety.

"Lead the way."

Carmen nodded once and turned, moving through the market with
the easy familiarity of someone who had walked these paths a
thousand times. Simone followed, her camera still raised, still
photographing, the spice vendor with his bags of dried chilies, the
elderly woman selling handwoven textiles, the butcher whose cleaver
rose and fell with mechanical rhythm. Normal scenes. Cover for her
true purpose.

They left the market's heart and wound through narrower
passages, the stalls giving way to permanent structures with
painted walls and iron-barred windows. The tourist traffic thinned.
The faces that watched them pass carried more suspicion and less
welcome.

Carmen stopped before a small stone building that seemed to have
grown from the earth rather than been built upon it. Its walls bore
the patina of genuine age, their surfaces pocked and weathered in
ways that couldn't be faked. A hand-painted sign above the door
read "Museo de Historia Local" in letters that had faded from blue
to something closer to the sky at dusk.

"Father Emilio," Carmen said, pushing open the door. "He knows
things about this place that you won't find in any academic
paper."

The interior was cool and dim, a welcome relief from the morning
heat. Glass cases lined the walls, their contents humble but
authentic, pottery shards, stone tools, fragments of carved bone
that gleamed dully under inadequate lighting. Faded photographs
hung between the cases, black-and-white images of excavations from
decades past, of men in pith helmets standing beside pyramids still
half-claimed by jungle. The air smelled of dust and old paper and
something faintly floral, incense, perhaps, or the lingering memory
of flowers brought as offerings.

From the back of the room, a figure emerged into the pale light
filtering through a single window. Father Emilio Vargas moved with
the careful deliberation of someone who had learned that rushing
served no purpose. His cassock was worn at the elbows and hem, his
hands weathered by decades of work that clearly extended beyond
spiritual duties. But his eyes, sharp, assessing, missing nothing,
belonged to a much younger man.

"Carmen brings me a visitor," he said, his Spanish carrying the
formal cadences of the priesthood. "A journalist, by the look of
her equipment."

"Simone Karlén." She didn't offer her hand, sensing that the
gesture would feel wrong in this space. "I'm investigating rumors
of artifact trafficking from the ruins. Objects that disappear
before they can be documented. Pieces that end up in private
collections instead of museums."

Father Emilio's expression remained carefully neutral, his face
a mask of polite attention that gave nothing away. He moved to one
of the glass cases and adjusted the position of a ceramic fragment
that hadn't needed adjusting, his fingers gentle on the ancient
surface.

"Trafficking is a strong word," he said. "There have always
been... stories. People who claim to have seen treasures in the
jungle that the archaeologists never found. Some speak of la piedra
que habla, the speaking stone, said to contain the voices of
ancient rulers, preserved in ways our modern science cannot
explain." He turned to face her, his hands clasped before him in a
gesture that might have been prayer or might have been restraint.
"But stories are not evidence, señorita. And this is a poor region.
Sometimes people see mysteries where there are only opportunities
to sell dreams to willing buyers."

Simone reached into her camera bag and withdrew the waterproof
document sleeve, extracting the photograph she'd captured at Temple
XIX. She held it out to Father Emilio, watching his face with the
intensity of someone who had learned to read the language of
involuntary reactions.

"These markings," she said. "I photographed them yesterday. They
don't match any documented glyph sequence from this region or any
other Mayan site. The same symbols have appeared in auction records
for pieces that officially don't exist."

Father Emilio's hand hesitated before taking the photograph. His
eyes flickered over the image, and in that moment, brief as a
lightning strike, something shifted in his expression. Recognition.
Understanding. Fear.

Then the mask descended again, smooth and impenetrable as the
stone walls around them.

"Common astronomical notations," he said, handing the photograph
back without meeting her gaze. "Many tourists see mysteries where
there are none, señorita. The ancient world holds its secrets
close, but not every carving carries a hidden message."

His eyes remained fixed on the glass case before him as he
spoke, studying pottery fragments he had probably memorized decades
ago. Simone noted the evasion, filed it away with all the other
pieces of a puzzle that was slowly taking shape.

"Of course, Father," she said, returning the photograph to its
sleeve. "Thank you for your time."

Outside, the morning sun had climbed higher, burning away the
last wisps of mist that clung to the distant jungle. Carmen walked
beside her in silence until they reached the market's edge.

"He knows more than he's saying," Carmen said quietly. "But
Father Emilio has survived here a long time. He knows which truths
are safe to speak, and which ones cost too much."

Simone looked back toward the small museum, its weathered walls
holding secrets that its keeper refused to share.

"Then I'll have to find someone who's willing to pay the
price."

The hotel room had transformed into a war room by the time
darkness claimed the windows. Simone spread her research materials
across the bed with the methodical precision of a surgeon preparing
instruments, photographs arranged chronologically along the left
edge, handwritten notes fanned in the centre, printouts of
archaeological reports stacked by source on the right. The ceiling
fan clicked overhead, stirring air that smelled of humidity and old
wood and the faint sweetness of the bougainvillea growing on the
balcony next door.

She stood at the foot of the bed, studying the arrangement with
the same intensity she'd brought to Father Emilio's evasive face
that morning. Connections emerged from the chaos if she looked long
enough, the serpentine glyph from Temple XIX appeared in three
separate auction records spanning seven years. A researcher's name
surfaced in a funding cancellation notice and again in a brief
obituary eighteen months later. The coordinates she'd reconstructed
from deleted survey files clustered around a section of jungle that
no official expedition had ever documented.

Someone had gone to extraordinary lengths to erase these threads
from the public record. But erasure was never complete. It left
shadows, negative spaces that shaped themselves around the missing
information. Simone had built her career on reading those
shadows.

Her phone buzzed against the nightstand, the vibration harsh in
the quiet room. She crossed to it without hurrying, expecting
Carmen's number or perhaps a follow-up from one of the researchers
she'd contacted weeks ago.

The message was from an unknown number, its text stark on the
screen:

You're asking dangerous questions. If you want answers, come
alone.

Below the warning, a set of GPS coordinates.

Simone stared at the screen, her pulse ticking up as she
processed the implications. Someone knew she was here. Someone knew
what she was looking for. The question was whether this represented
an opportunity or a trap, and in her experience, it was often
both.

She was still turning the message over in her mind when the
phone buzzed again, this time with an incoming call. Carlos
Alfonso's name glowed on the screen.

"You need to come home." His voice carried none of its usual
warmth, stripped down to something urgent and unfamiliar. "Now,
Simone. Get on the next flight out of there."

"Carlos, what's happened?"

"We received calls this afternoon. Three of them, spaced an hour
apart. Different numbers each time, all untraceable." Through the
connection, she could hear the tension in his breathing, the sound
of him moving through a space that echoed slightly, his office,
probably, with its high ceilings and empty evening silence. "They
knew your name. They knew which story you were working on. They
suggested, very politely, very carefully, that NOA might face
difficulties if you continued your current investigation."

Simone moved to the window, parting the curtain with two fingers
to peer at the street below. Shadows pooled beneath the
streetlamps, shifting as leaves stirred in a breeze she couldn't
feel. A car sat parked across the street that hadn't been there
when she'd returned to the hotel. Its windows were dark, its
occupants invisible.

"What kind of difficulties?"

"The kind nobody specifies because they don't have to." Carlos's
voice dropped. "Simone, I've been doing this for twenty years. I've
seen stories get killed, reporters get pressured, sources
disappear. But I've never had calls like this. Whatever you've
stumbled into has powerful people nervous, and powerful people
don't make threats unless they're prepared to follow through."

"Which means I'm close to something real."

"Which means you're in danger." The frustration in his voice was
tempered by something else, fear, she realized. Genuine fear for
her safety. "Alejandro is already asking questions I can't answer.
If something happens to you down there, "

"Nothing's going to happen." She watched the parked car, waiting
for movement, for any sign of the watchers she knew must be out
there. The street remained still. "I'm being careful."

"Careful doesn't stop bullets."

The words hung between them, stark and unarguable. Simone
thought of her room being searched, of Noah's midnight meeting with
the nervous local man, of Father Emilio's mask of neutrality
slipping for just a moment before settling back into place.

"Two weeks, Carlos." She turned from the window, her reflection
ghostly in the darkened glass. "That's all I need. I'm not asking
you to publish anything until I have evidence. But if I leave now,
whatever they're hiding stays hidden. And someone else, someone
less careful, less stubborn, might not survive asking the same
questions."

Carlos was silent for a long moment. Through the phone, she
heard him exhale heavily, the sound of a man accepting an outcome
he didn't want.

"Two weeks," he said finally. "Then I need you back in this
office, alive and preferably with something that justifies the
risk. And Simone, " His voice softened slightly. "Check in. Every
day. If I don't hear from you, I'm contacting the embassy."

"You'll hear from me."

After the call ended, she sat on the edge of the bed among her
scattered research, the phone still warm in her hand. The
threatening text glowed when she unlocked the screen, its
coordinates marking a location she had yet to place on a map.

Carmen had mentioned a photographer before they parted that
afternoon, a woman named Lucía Ortega who documented both
archaeological sites and social realities throughout the region.
"If you need someone who knows the dangerous places," Carmen had
said, "Lucía knows them better than anyone. And she doesn't scare
easily."

Simone typed out a message, brief and businesslike: Carmen Reyes
gave me your contact. I'm working on a story about cultural
heritage in the region. Can we meet tomorrow morning? I'll explain
more in person.

The response came within minutes: Café near the central plaza. 8
AM. Order the agua de jamaica, it's the only thing worth drinking
there.

With that arranged, Simone retrieved her leather-bound journal
from the camera bag and settled into the room's single chair,
positioning herself beneath the lamp's amber glow. The pen felt
familiar in her hand, an anchor to routines she'd maintained across
continents and investigations. She turned to a fresh page and began
to write.

I'm close to something significant. The same symbols keep
appearing in places they shouldn't, auction records for objects
that officially don't exist, photographs deleted from university
servers, carvings in restricted areas that researchers are paid to
ignore. Every door I push opens onto more questions, and the people
guarding those doors are growing increasingly nervous about my
presence.

The academic world rejected my theories once before. Dr.
Lindqvist and his colleagues looked at my research and saw
obsession rather than insight, pattern-matching born of wishful
thinking rather than genuine discovery. I walked out of that
conference room believing I'd failed, that my instincts had
betrayed me, that I'd wasted years pursuing shadows.

But I didn't stop seeing the patterns. I learned to ask
questions differently, to gather evidence in ways that couldn't be
dismissed as speculation. Journalism gave me tools that academia
had withheld, access to people who spoke off the record, resources
for following threads across borders and years, the freedom to
pursue truth without first seeking permission from committees who
feared what truth might reveal.

This time I'll have proof. Whatever risks lie ahead, and I'm
under no illusions that the risks are real, this story could change
everything. Not just for my career, but for our understanding of
Mayan communication systems. Someone has been systematically
erasing pieces of history, and I intend to find out why.

The coordinates in that message mark something. A meeting place.
A warning. Perhaps both. Tomorrow I'll know more.

She closed the journal and spread the map across the desk,
locating the GPS coordinates from the anonymous text. They pointed
to a location in the jungle northwest of the main archaeological
zone, an area marked on the map only as protected forest, with no
roads and no documented structures.

Simone circled the location with her pen, pressing hard enough
that the ink bled through to the page beneath. Tomorrow she would
meet Lucía Ortega. Tomorrow she would decide whether to follow
those coordinates into the unknown.

Tonight, she would sleep with the documents secured in her
camera bag and the chair wedged beneath the door handle, a
precaution that felt less paranoid
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