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CHAPTER ONE

Her hand trembled as she wrapped her fingers around the dirt-covered, glass-like object protruding ever so discreetly from a pile of ancient rubble. Carefully, she hefted the primeval face from its eternal resting spot from under the stone altar. It was surprisingly heavy and dense. She scuffed her knee on the gravelly red dirt, shifting her weight forward to get a better grip on her discovery. Wiping the cobwebs and funk of fifteen hundred years from the perfectly smooth surface, Charlie gasped upon looking into the sunken eye sockets, almost dropping the skull in the process. The skull wobbled from hand to hand. She clutched it to her chest to quiet it, like it was a living entity.
It was as if someone looked back at her through those crystalline eyes. A twinkle of knowing from another lifetime or dimension. It reminded her of the feeling she got when she first met Osiris, the god of resurrection, on her last adventure in ancient Egypt. That was a feeling she never thought she would experience again. She sucked in the dusty, stale air of the chamber at the thought of this, sending her into a fit of coughing and sputtering. Charlie tried to hold her breath to stop the cacophony she was creating in the echoey tomb and proceeded to choke on her own spittle. She couldn’t afford to let anyone know that she was in here. Especially her parents. They would be aghast and thoroughly disappointed at the thought of her rummaging around after dark in the jungle of Maya ruins, potentially defiling sacred archeological finds.
Wielding her excavator’s flashlight, and carefully wrapping and stashing away the crystal skull into her canvas satchel, Charlie crept out of the acrid chamber of the stepped temple. After her parents unearthed the Queen of Xibalba’s sacred altar, under the Owl Temple earlier that day, she couldn’t wait to be the first to scrounge around in the untouched tomb. She knew it went against all archeological protocols (and her parents’ rules), but something almost mystical urged her to do it. And upon patting the otherworldly skull in her bag to make sure it was securely there, rock-solid real, now she knew why. She couldn’t wait to get it back to the campsite and into her tent to inspect it.
As she stepped out of the temple’s bowels, the eerie holler of a howler monkey sounded an alarm to its troop in the jungle’s treetops, shaking her from her scheming. Charlie had never seen one of the monkeys on the ground before, but with their big canines, she didn’t ever want to meet one eye to eye. She scurried across the sleepy campsite to her tent, slapping the flap to the entrance tight and secure, as the tree branches thrashed above her with the weight of the agitated howler monkeys.
Monkey attack thwarted, Charlie collapsed onto a mound of colorful handwoven blankets and pillows. She let out a long breath. Relief and elation washed over her. Gingerly, she pulled the ancient artifact from the dusty bag and unraveled it from the cloth she had secured it in. The sunken eyes stared at her, beckoning her to look within. Mesmerized, Charlie lifted the skull to eye level. The light from her bedside lantern reflected off the surface, giving the skull a vitreous luster that mesmerized her into a full-on staring contest with the ancient relic.
Her mind swirled. How did the ancient Maya carve such a perfect skull out of…what was this? Glass? Selenite? Quartz? It couldn’t be glass because the only glass the Maya had a thousand years ago was obsidian, and that was black, volcanic glass. And it couldn’t be selenite because selenite was soft enough to break with your hands and was often milky in color. Charlie broke her gaze from her specimen, turning it over in her hands. Her crystal necklace grazed the surface as she did this, causing the skull to glow. Whoa!
Charlie sat back on her heels, dumbfounded. She had worn her crystal pyramid inlaid in a leather necklace ever since she and Wolf made their pact of friendship last year after their adventures into the ancient past. It seemed a lifetime ago. She held the crystal pyramid between her fingers, admiring its innate qualities. If this little crystal had the ability to take her back in time, maybe it had other properties she was unaware of.
She turned out the lantern. Holding the quartz skull up close to her face, Charlie struck the skull with her crystal pyramid. Bright white light emanated from both crystals, illuminating the eye sockets, and making the skull glow. The skull’s blinding stare filled Charlie with dread. She jumped back, dropping the skull. She switched the light back on the lantern. Her fingers trembled. What was that? The crystal skull lay, now lifeless, on her blankets.
Charlie’s mind reeled. What had she discovered? She couldn’t wait to share this with Wolf, but she would wait for his arrival tomorrow to tell him. He had to see this in person. She looked at her watch. It was a little past midnight. She wondered if he would still be awake at this hour being that his flight would take off at the bright hour of 6:15 a.m. Charlie broke out her phone. Barely two bars. Thank goodness her parents got a cellular plan that worked in the Yucatán jungle.
Charlie: Are you awake? Can’t wait to see you!
It took only a moment for Wolf to respond.
Wolf: Too excited to sleep!! I’ll text you when I land in Miami. That’s my layover.
Charlie: What time do you think that will be?
Wolf: It’s a three-and-a-half-hour flight, so about 9:45ish. Depending on a timely takeoff.
Charlie: I’ll be waiting…
Wolf: Good night
Charlie: It is :) 
Charlie closed her texting app and jumped on the Internet. She typed, what causes two quartz stones to glow when struck? The magic eight ball took a few minutes to think about it with its two-bar amount of signal, but soon delivered an answer. Triboluminescence came up. Wikipedia said, “It is a phenomenon in which light is generated when a material is mechanically pulled apart, ripped, scratched, crushed, or rubbed. The phenomenon is not fully understood but appears to be caused by the separation and reunification of static electrical charges.”
Charlie’s senses tingled. She wrapped the quartz skull back up and hid it away in her bag. Lying on her colorful bedding, she turned out the bedside lantern, excited for the day ahead. She clasped her crystal pyramid necklace and held it against her heart. Closing her eyelids, all she could see was the glowing crystal eye sockets. They undulated energy. She felt it and continued to feel it. There was an adventure, mystery, or worse, waiting for her and Wolf in those eyes. She knew it.
Charlie drifted into restless slumber, while the howler monkeys started their whooping bark overhead again. A call of warning. The watchful jungle’s warning. Charlie’s dreams swirled and flashed of bright lights, ancient queens, and skulls—lots of skulls. And Wolf.




CHAPTER TWO

“Charlie? Are you awake, my love?” A soft rapping at the tent door-flap awoke Charlie.
Charlie rubbed the funky sleep from her eyes and sat up with a start. She looked at the time on her phone and ripped it from its charger. This was the day! The day was finally here! Wolf would be here in…she calculated…nine and a half hours! Would it be weird when she saw him? Would it be like old times? She hoped nothing had changed and they were still best friends.
She fumbled out of last night’s dusty jeans and T-shirt, putting on a fresh pair of jeggings and oversized T-shirt that said, “vámanos.” Loose translation was “let’s go,” but she recently learned from Alejandro, their epigrapher (someone who translates ancient inscriptions), that it really meant, “let’s leave from here.” She preferred the former, as it was her mantra and a little more positive-sounding. She loved to go, go, go!
Charlie’s mom popped her head in the tent. “You awake in here?” She waved her coffee mug in the air. “It’s almost time to breach the tomb!”
Charlie smiled at this. She was afraid the tomb had already been breached. “I can’t wait for Wolf to get here!” She didn’t like to let on that she really did love all this archaeological stuff, especially when there was a mystery to solve, like the crystal’s seemingly magic abilities. She played it cool with her parents, which drove them nuts.
“Come on then. Get some breakfast and we can all have a look at the tomb together. It’ll be the Walker family discovery! Another one on the books,” Charlie’s mom said with an enthusiastic grin, and an encouraging wave of her hand. She left Charlie’s tent with a skip in her step, letting the flap of the tent door thwap shut.
The campsite was a bustle of people: excavation directors, finds manager (Charlie’s family, the Walkers), science manager, site staff, and diggers and sifters. It smelled of coffee, fried eggs, and verdant, earthy jungle with a little howler monkey background music for ambiance. Charlie found her mom and dad meeting with the excavators near the steps of the Owl Temple. Their animated arm gestures and grand smiles set the tone for the day, gearing up the enthusiasm of the site workers. Charlie loved to see her parents’ joy over their work. It was contagious. Emotions for the day bubbled up inside her.
“So, are we ready to dig?!” Charlie’s dad chimed.
Everybody clapped and yelled, “Hagamoslo!” Spanish for “Let’s do this!”
Charlie’s mom held out her hand in invitation. Charlie clasped it and followed her mom into the tomb entrance. The tomb breathed acrid, stale air at them. Charlie’s mom smiled at her.
“Ah, the smell of discovery. Never gets old.” Mrs. Walker laughed at her own pun. Or pun-ishness. Was that a word? Probably not.
The tomb looked less foreboding all lit up with site lighting and the brilliant Yucatán sun overhead. Already, site workers—local people hired to sift, trowel, and dust finds off with little brushes—were busy at work. Painstaking work.
“Marilyn, Andrew, come see.” A worker dusted the grit of fifteen hundred years from a lintel, a sculpted piece of ancient wood. “Should we get Alejandro to translate?” he asked Charlie’s parents excitedly.
Someone from outside yelled for Alejandro to come forward. Alejandro eagerly trotted over and gingerly lifted the fragile piece from the worker’s dusty hands. A smile crept across his face as he translated its message aloud.
“It professes that this is the resting place of the Queen of Xibalba in the year 554 AD. She who reigns over the place of fright alongside Ah Puch, the guardian of the underworld,” Alejandro announced, running his fingers along the etchings punctuated by the relief of an owl.
Marilyn jumped up and down. “I knew it! We found it, Andrew!” She grabbed Charlie’s dad’s arm for support. “And now to see if her body is still entombed in the altar.”
Several workers meticulously lifted the limestone top of the altar with a unanimous groan. The sarcophagus creaked and moaned its disapproval. Inside the limestone box that made up the altar was a wooden box. Here they found a sole necklace inlaid with pearls, jade, pyrite, and hematite. Everyone hushed and stopped.
“I can’t believe that’s it.” Marilyn turned to her husband. Her face fell.
“Well, señora, you know it’s not typical for ancient Maya temples to be erected for the sole purpose of entombing a body. Even for a person of great importance,” Alejandro said, trying to ease the disappointment that filled the pyramid.
Toward the back of the chamber another worker who was not a part of the unveiling of the altar was still hard at work and excitedly announced he found a passageway leading down to what appeared to be a hidden stairwell. Charlie’s parents scurried over to the find, shining their flashlights into the dark depths. Charlie’s mom motioned for Charlie to join them.
“We all go down together,” Marilyn announced, nodding to Charlie and her husband.
The grade was steep just like the steps on the outside of the pyramid and took them sixteen feet below ground level. The Walkers all stood at the base of the stairs, directing their flashlights into the chamber. Workers clambered down the stairs and did the same, helping to further illuminate the heavily decorated room. Everyone hushed. The only sound was of ancient, stale air escaping its time capsule. The walls were covered with stucco painting with Teotihuacan style iconography, depicting sculpted representations of bound captives and human sacrifices. An altar painted red stood in the middle of the chamber and commanded the most attention. It was much more ornate and commanding than the first one discovered above ground with etchings of human bloodletting and animal-headed human bodies.
Charlie, however, continued to scour the room with her flashlight. The walls were lined with water jugs decorated with serpents and pots covered in figures of monkeys, birds, and jaguars. Some pots were filled with maize, some cocoa beans (food of the gods), and others with the plumes of colorful birds, raw cotton, hemp, and bark fibers. A jaguar skin draped the edge of the altar, and a large slit drum etched with carvings of what looked like a scary monster on it rested on the ground nearby. The Maya slit drum or Mayohuacan, Charlie knew, was used in sacred ceremonies to create sound by vibrating when struck.
“Can I go into the room?” Charlie asked her parents.
“Yes! Don’t touch anything yet. We need Alejandro to get a picture of where everything is for documentation,” Charlie’s dad said with urgency.
Charlie knelt next to the Mayohuacan. The monster on the drum looked like an owl-headed skeleton man. What was on the dusty floor next to it was even scarier. Charlie’s eyes grew large, and she shivered though it was probably eighty degrees outside.
“That’s Ah Puch. The Maya believed unless you died in childbirth or were sacrificed, or were a noble, you would have to face Ah Puch, lord of the underworld,” Alejandro said, touching Charlie’s shoulder, making her jump.
“Ah, what’s this?” Alejandro continued his inspection and pointed to a bone next to the drum.
The hair on the back of Charlie’s neck stood on end. It was a human tibia bone with etchings of a skeletal creature with a bloated belly, plumed headdress, and blood dripping down its body. And in an obsidian bowl next to it were several teeth inlaid with jade.
Alejandro observed the macabre artifacts. “Looks like props used during a Ya’axche ceremony. It’s the Maya’s most sacred ceremony, the connection between heaven, earth, and the underworld.”
He turned and motioned for the others to come over to see. Charlie felt the room closing in on her. She looked around, spinning a bit. Everyone had jumped into securing the area for study. Pictures would be taken, lights would be installed, and artifacts would be cataloged and put carefully into storage for further study in a more conducive location. Charlie inched back to the stairwell, taking the scene in for all its worth, but she couldn’t shake the sudden dread—no, fear—that she felt.
“Are you all right, Charlie?” Charlie’s mom stroked her hair. “Your face is ashen.” Charlie looked up into her mother’s face. It was soft around the eyes and full of concern.
“I think I need some air. It’s dank in here, you know. Besides, I should get ready to meet Wolf.” Charlie managed a smile for her mom and glanced at her smartwatch.
Oh no. She’d missed Wolf’s texts. His layover landed at 9:47 and she had missed it! What did he say?
Wolf: You must be busy. No worries. My plane is on time to leave at 11:30 a.m. See you at the airport in Chetumal, México at around 2:20 p.m. southern Quintana Roo time!
Charlie was impressed that Wolf remembered the name of the territory where the Dzibanche archaeological site was located. She checked her watch again. Holy smokes! It was 12:45 p.m. already, and it took an hour and twenty minutes to get to the airport from here! Charlie’s skin pricked both from excitement to see Wolf and anxiety of being on time.
Charlie’s mom gave her a little shake, waking her from her disturbing thoughts. “Is everything all right?” Marilyn’s eyebrows knitted together.
“Wolf will be here at 2:20 p.m. and I don’t even have a ride set up yet!” exclaimed Charlie.
“Aapo, our local Maya liaison, should be in the office tent organizing trucking for any artifacts we need to haul away to the museum in Cancún. He should be able to drive you to the airport to pick up Wolf,” Marilyn said. Smiling, she turned on her heel to head back to the tedious work ahead of her and her team. Charlie’s mom became super focused and driven during important finds. Sometimes that was to Charlie’s advantage because then she could do whatever she wanted without her parent’s discerning eyes.
Charlie nodded her understanding and bounded up the stone stairs and out of the tomb of doom.
She squinted at the brilliant sunlight that met her at the mouth of the temple and breathed in deeply, settling herself from all the tumultuous feelings rumbling around her insides. That was a similar feeling to what she got last night when she struck the crystal skull. This Queen of Xibalba was a scary sort. Of that, Charlie was certain. She had to learn more. She wouldn’t feel settled until she figured out what was up with her skull.
Δ  Δ  Δ
“Aapo? Have you seen Aapo?” Charlie asked, entering the office tent situated in the middle of camp.
“Hola! Here I am, señorita Charlie,” said a vertically challenged, ruggedly handsome, twentysomething man.
Relief washed over Charlie. She had only briefly met Aapo once when the campsite was first set up, but she could tell from his broad, friendly smile that they would get along famously.
“What can I help you with?” Aapo looked up at Charlie, eyes twinkling.
“I know it’s last minute, but can you drive me to the airport in Chetumal? I’m meeting a friend who is coming to stay with us for the summer.” Charlie bent her knee to seem less towering.
“Of course, vámanos!” Aapo was already heading out the door. Charlie ran to catch up.




CHAPTER THREE

The hour-and-twenty-minute drive to the airport flew by with Aapo describing every delectable dish his mother had ever made and how he was the tallest in his family. By now, Charlie was salivating and not sure how she would make it until they were able to grab something to eat. She made Aapo promise to find them some amazing local food on the way back to the campsite. She wanted to start Wolf’s trip off with some local flavors, and food was Wolf’s favorite endeavor.
“I will wait in the van by the curb, señorita Charlie.” Aapo put the van into park in a no-parking zone.
“Won’t you get a ticket?” Charlie asked, concerned, pointing to a sign with a large letter E and bright red slash through it.
“No hay problema. The policía will leave me alone because of the Museo Arqueológic sign on the side of the van. They respect our cultural finds.” Aapo proceeded to look at his phone, waving his hand dismissively at Charlie to move along.
“Gracias, Aapo.” Charlie thanked him, shut the door to the white van, and skipped through the revolving doors to the airport entrance along with a group of noisy American tourists.
She had just acclimated herself to which direction to find baggage in the hopes to meet up with Wolf when a strong body wrapped its arms around her in a giant bear hug, lifting her off her feet.
“I thought you forgot me!” Wolf put Charlie down elbowing and kicking. “Whoa, little lady. Take it easy! It’s just me.” Wolf put his hands up in surrender.
Charlie spun around to face her friend, her nerves a jangled mess. Hands shaking, she promptly stood up straight, placing her hands on her hips. She read somewhere that standing in a superwoman stance such as this made you feel more powerful, and she felt this moment warranted that feeling. Who was he calling a little lady anyway? He had never called her that before. She didn’t like it. She was a strong and independent young woman. Had he changed?
They stood in momentary silence, eyeing each other. Wolf’s eyes widened. Awkward! He opened his mouth as if to say something, but no words formed.
Charlie read the confusion on his face and blew out a nervous laugh, wagging a pointer finger at him. “Don’t ever grab me without me knowing again! You startled me!” Charlie playfully punched Wolf’s shoulder.
“Ow! Noted!” Wolf gave her his winning crooked smile, rubbing his arm for show only.
“And for the record, I’m not a little lady! I’m a hard-core explorer, I’ll have you know,” Charlie said, jutting her chin up to make herself seem taller and tougher.
Wolf sniffed and his grin grew broader.
Wolf seemed different. Had his male ego grown with his stature? She gazed up at him. A lot had changed since the last time she saw him. But that smile of his would forever make her melt. Charlie finally relented and hugged him back, properly, smiling into his shoulder. When did he grow so tall and muscular? He must have drunk a lot of vitamin water playing junior men’s soccer since last she saw him.
“How come you missed my texts this morning?” Wolf asked, lifting his large, canvas duffel bag and slinging his backpack over his other shoulder. He still managed to hold Charlie tight. They started to walk.
“I know, I know. Sorry. We opened the Queen of Xibalba’s tomb and my parents insisted I be there.” Charlie looked up into his heavily lashed eyes. She loved how his eyes crinkled when he smiled.
“Lucky dog, I can’t wait to see. This is my first archeological dig, as you know.” Wolf gave her a little extra squeeze as they walked, showing her his enthusiasm.
Right as they were about to exit through the revolving door, two men, one dressed in cargo pants and a leather hat and the other in a suit coat and ascot, pushed in front of them.
“Hey!” Charlie exclaimed, bumping into Wolf’s body like a bowling pin.
The men paid no attention to the two children, even though Wolf was quite tall by now. He had just turned fifteen a week ago, and already he was six feet tall. Charlie liked that about him. Everything about him was a little more mature than the rest of the boys she knew. He didn’t go for all the typical teen stuff: drama, super-jock sports, and popularity. He liked stuff that mattered: learning new information, going on adventures, and making someone feel special. That’s what drew her to him in the first place. Hopefully, he was still that way and hadn’t gotten too shallow or macho playing soccer with the guys.
Wolf whispered into Charlie’s ear as they exited the spinning doors. “You see those two guys who bumped into us? They were on the plane with me from Miami. They were weird if you ask me.”
“How so?” Charlie’s interest was piqued. She stared as the two intense men marched off.
“They sat across from me. They kept talking about crystal skulls and making lots of money by selling them to some guy named—what was it?—oh yeah, Gunther Messerschmitt or something like that.”
Charlie stopped their forward momentum and turned to Wolf in the middle of the sidewalk. She just stared at him. Blankly. Wolf’s eyes widened as his brows knitted together in a bewildered look.
“What did I say?” he asked.
“Crystal skulls,” Charlie said in a trance-like, monotone voice.
“Yes, crystal skulls. Have you ever heard of crystal skulls before?” Wolf twisted his face into more confusion.
“I’ve done more than heard of them.” Charlie shivered at the thought of multiple crystal skulls. How many could there possibly be? And what purpose did they serve in ancient times? And how did these men know about them? So many questions.
“Charlie, what are you going on about?” Wolf gave her a little shake to break her out of her daze.
Charlie pulled in close to Wolf, rising on her tippy toes to whisper into his ear. Wolf looked around as if wondering who would possibly care about what they were talking about.
“I have something to show you when we get back to my campsite. I found something. I don’t want to talk about it here. In case someone is listening.” Charlie looked around. For some reason, paranoia was setting in.
“Okay, what is it?” Wolf looked intensely into her eyes.
“Later, okay? Later.” Charlie reengaged their walk toward the van, hooking her arm into the crook of Wolf’s elbow.
Wolf, ever the easygoing person that he was, let it go and followed suit. Aapo must have seen them coming because he was already opening the side door to the van. He waved merrily.
“This must be your amigo! Hola! Bienvenido!” Aapo greeted him with a singsong voice and grabbed Wolf’s duffle bag, hefting it into the van. “Do you have rocks in this bag? It weighs a ton.”
Wolf laughed. “Feels like it, doesn’t it? No, I brought some books. I like a little light reading at night.”
Charlie took note. Well, he can’t be too macho if he stills enjoys his books. That made her feel better.
Aapo instructed the two teens to “vámonos!” Charlie pulled Wolf into the back of the van, slamming the door shut.
Δ  Δ  Δ
“I’m starved. I haven’t eaten anything since early this morning. Do you think we could stop somewhere along the way?” Wolf peered out the window and rubbed his audibly grumbly belly. Charlie chuckled under her breath. Well, some things never changed.
By now, they were well on their way down Route 186. The sole road to their destination out in the middle of nowhere. Aapo was doing plenty of vámonos-ing with his heavy foot on the gas pedal. Mile after mile of jungle full of Merida’s bodacious trees, golden shower trees, and the like passed by their windows.
The flat land of the Yucatán peninsula was thick with vegetation and strangely well-structured hills. Charlie explained to Wolf that many of the hills were quite likely hidden pyramids covered with vegetation. The ancient Maya had built hundreds of flat-topped pyramids that ran across the landscape but were not seen anymore because the jungle had claimed them. City after ancient city were filled with them, and they stretched for as far as the eye could see in ancient times.
Archaeologists like Charlie’s parents and scientists were using a new technology called lidar, which stands for Light Detection and Ranging, to find these lost structures. By using pulsed lasers to collect topographic information about an area’s surface characteristics, they had been able to discover lost Maya cities that were once not known.
“It must have looked amazing back when the cities were all brand-new. It’s hard to believe that’s what we’re looking at here.” Wolf continued to gaze out the window, wide-eyed.
Charlie couldn’t believe it either, and she had been working in an archeological site where they were still unveiling these magnificent structures. Why would the structures have been abandoned? It seemed like such a loss.
“Mis amigos, we are almost to Morocoy, the last village before Dzibanche. We will eat there. I know a place.” Aapo smiled over his shoulder.
Aapo turned onto a roadway called Carretera Morocoy-San Pedro Peralta. Little houses made of cinder block and brightly painted storefronts started to dot the scenery they passed.
“Thank goodness. I’m dying of hunger!” Wolf rubbed his stomach again with anticipation.
Charlie’s stomach rumbled at the thought of food too.
As the thick jungle gave way, a few more buildings and shacks lined the poorly paved road. Chickens ran around the front yards of humble homesteads, and dogs crossed the street. They soon came to a sign that read, La Cueva, takeout restaurante. On the hand-painted sign hung on the outside of the simple block-style building was a short menu. Fanta soda, freshly squeezed lemonade, xochitl soup, or tostada. Aapo pulled into the vacant lot next to the restaurant.
“Not a very big selection.” Wolf observed, hopping out of the van.
“I promise, despite the small choice, it delivers big taste!” Aapo popped out from around the driver’s side, smiling with all his teeth.
“It sure smells good.” Charlie headed directly to the open order window. “What do you suggest, Aapo?” She tapped her fingers on her lower lip, considering the limited number of choices.
“I can’t get enough of the xochitl soup. It has chicken, carrots, rice, chiles, tomatoes, cilantro, and avocado. Delicioso!” said Aapo, smacking his lips.
“Sounds good to me. I’m starved!” Wolf said. He practically drooled on the counter.
Aapo turned to the smiling face in the window. “Tres xochitl sopas y Fantas, por favor.” He ordered three xochitl soups and three Fanta sodas.
The cheery woman ladled the stew-like soup into colorful bowls and lined them up on the counter along with three orange soda cans.
They carried their aromatic provisions to a nearby picnic table next to the van. The soup was tangy and hot, both spicy-hot and hot-hot, and oh-so-delicious. It made Charlie’s salivary glands spurt in her mouth with each delectable bite. Wolf didn’t come up for air as he devoured the entire contents of the bowl.
“That was the tastiest soup I’ve ever had. And I can’t say I’ve ever had orange-flavored soda before. Loved that too.” Wolf wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
“It’s almost as good as my mama’s!” Aapo raved.
Charlie was pleased that Wolf’s first experience in Mexico was a good one. Hopefully, their initial meeting wasn’t simmering in his mind like an unwanted kiss from your uncle. Why was she still bothered by their awkward reunion? She wished they could do a redo. But why? She would still react the same. She shouldn’t change how she felt just to make him feel better.
Did he even feel badly about their meeting or was she just overthinking it all? She smiled across the table at Wolf, willing that thought to vanish. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw two familiar-looking men drive by in an open-air, safari-styled vehicle. One had a distinctive ascot, the other a leather hat.
Charlie stood up and interrupted Wolf and Aapo’s banter about their mothers’ cuisines.
“Hey, there’s those men we saw at the airport.” 
Wolf turned his head to catch a glimpse. “Yeah, it’s the guy with the leather hat. I’d remember that hat anywhere.”
Funny how Wolf remembered the leather hat and Charlie remembered the ascot. Taste was everything. Charlie was certain hers was more refined. Ha, ha. She wondered what those men had for taste. The taste for treasure and riches was her guess. Doubtful they were here for archeological academia. That equaled to no good.
“Who are these men you speak of?” Aapo inquired, looking concerned and glancing in the general direction of Charlie’s and Wolf’s gazes.
“They were on the plane with Wolf…” Charlie hesitated to give Aapo any more details. She didn’t need him reporting back to her parents. “I just remember his description of them.”
Aapo must have sensed her reservation. “You should use caution around people you don’t know, señorita Charlie. Not everyone is a friend.”
For his petite stature, Aapo had a powerful presence. Charlie wondered if she exuded such an aura. Or was she just a little lady like Wolf said? She knew the Maya believed in spirit animals that associated with a person through their whole life to guide and teach. The jaguar must be Aapo’s spirit animal because he was astute, noble, and protective. She wondered if she had a spirit animal or if she could even have one since she wasn’t Maya. Time would tell.
“We will. It just seemed coincidental that they would follow the same itinerary as Wolf.” Charlie gave Wolf a quizzical look.
“Maybe, maybe not,” Aapo said, throwing his trash away. “I must get you chicos back to camp so I can get back to my work. Vámanos!” Always in a hurry.
Aapo jumped into the van and cranked the engine. Wolf and Charlie hopped into the back seat of the stifling van and buckled up for the quick ride to the campsite. Charlie giggled with excitement and suspense to see Wolf’s face upon their arrival. Wolf chuckled at her seemingly random amusement. Aapo rolled his eyes in the rearview mirror at the two teens. Ah—young love.




CHAPTER FOUR

The white van entered camp with a flurry of dust. The jungle canopy hid the ruins for now. Charlie would show Wolf around camp first, then wow him with the sights of Dzibanche afterward.
Wolf grabbed his duffle bag and backpack, slinging them over his shoulder. Aapo waved to the kids and beelined it to the office tent where Charlie had found him earlier that day. Hopefully, she hadn’t detoured his day too drastically. His obvious vamoosing said otherwise.
“This is quite the campsite,” Wolf said, admiring all the sturdily constructed white canvas tents as they walked along the well-worn path through the site. He sniffed the air like a bloodhound. “That coffee smell is making me hungry again.”
“Don’t worry. We can check out the mess tent as soon as we get you settled,” said Charlie. “Your tent is right next to mine. My dad thought you could bunk with some of the workers, but I insisted that you got your own tent. The workers get up at first light, and I thought that would be a little too early.”
“Oh wow, that wasn’t necessary. I could have shared with someone,” said Wolf.
“How would we sneak out for our adventures?” Charlie whispered, making her eyes large and doe-like. She fluttered her eyelashes, then caught herself. What was she doing, acting all flirty?
“Right?!” Wolf looked around to see if anyone was listening. Not a soul was in sight. “So, we have more adventures?” he said, smirking crookedly.
“Oh, you just wait. I’ll show you later.” Charlie grinned and looked down. She told herself to take it down a notch.
She opened the flap to his tent. There was a makeshift table set up like a desk, a canvas-covered cot with bedside lantern, and a colorful rug in the middle to keep the red limestone dirt from getting all over everything. Iron-rich soil such as in the Yucatán could stain your clothes and things permanently.
“All the makings of home.” Charlie showcased the space with the wave of her hand. “And the tents are close enough that we can slide under the sides without being noticed. We can have our secret meetings that way.”
Charlie lifted the canvas side to demonstrate. Wolf grinned at this and raised an eyebrow, wobbling it up and down. Charlie giggled.
“Okay, buster, don’t get any bright ideas. I’m talking about schemes and mystery solving.” Charlie ribbed Wolf in the side and then patted him to make nice.
“I can’t wait to have a look around.” Wolf flung his bags onto the dusty rug and turned to face Charlie. “Okay, I’m checked in and ready for duty.” He saluted her.
“You’re such a goober.” Charlie laughed, grabbing his hand and pulling him out through the tent flap with a thwack.
Charlie chatted away about the howler monkeys and toucans that lived in the trees, how you needed to put bug spray on every day, and the necessity of a hat and sunscreen. Wolf nodded as they ambled along the lush pathway. He took notice of all the unusual trees and stopped in front of a giant tree with a broad trunk. Strange pods hung from it.
“That’s the ceiba tree. The Maya thought the branches of this tree supported the heavens and its deep roots were a way to communicate with the underworld,” Charlie said, picking up a peculiar pod at its base and pulling the fiber out of it. “This is kapok, a type of fiber that is lighter and stronger than cotton.”
“That is some magical tree.” Wolf took some of the fibers from Charlie. He pulled at them, balled them up with his fingers, investigating their texture, as they walked on.
“You think that’s amazing, then how about this?” Charlie ran ahead and twirled around, extending her arms.
The thick canopy of trees gave way and opened like a fantastical book presenting the main plaza. Temples rose to the sky all around them. Wolf gasped. His apparent wanderlust and awe excited and comforted Charlie. In that moment, he was the same old Wolf she always knew.
“This. Is. Awesome. So different from the pyramids of Egypt. It feels, somehow, more intimate, and yet awesomely mystical.” Wolf stared up at the nearest stepped pyramid, mouth agape. It looked so ancient.
“Yes, that truly is a good description of this place. It’s like the jungle wraps its treasures into one giant, overgrown hug,” said Charlie.
Charlie felt the grandeur the archeological relics exuded, although she had recently learned that the mysteries of the jungle were two-faced. The jungle could be exciting and awe-inspiring, but also scary and unknown. She guessed that was exactly how the ancient Mayas felt. The living world was full of wonderous beauty, but they feared the afterlife. The crystal skull she found taught her that. She felt their fear in that skull. She was anxious to share her find with Wolf, but first things first.
“Come on, let me show you around the plaza.” Charlie walked toward a stepped pyramid with openings at different levels going upward.
“So, Dzibanche is an archaeological zone which is thought to be the first capital of the Kaan (snake) Kingdom somewhere around 554 AD. The name Dzibanche means ‘writing on wood’ in the Yucatec Maya language. This plaza we are standing on is the Xibalba Plaza.”
Charlie took Wolf over to the Temple of the Cormorant first as noted by the decorations in the style of the bird that gave it its name, then to the Temple of the Captives denoted by the stone carvings of bound captives the Maya were so known for, and on the opposite side of the Xibalba Plaza, they arrived at the current site of excavations, the Temple of the Owl, each temple telling its own story. Charlie’s parents were standing outside of the temple, talking with some of the workers. Charlie’s mom saw the kids and waved them over.
“Wolf, we’re so happy you made it!” She encompassed Wolf in a momma bear hug, then held him at arm’s length. “Let me look at you. I think you’ve grown another six inches since I last saw you!”
Wolf laughed, turned, and shook Charlie’s father’s extended hand. “Yeah, my mother says I need to slow down, or she’ll have to buy me a whole new wardrobe again.”
“Good to see you, Wolf,” Charlie’s father said, smiling. He pumped Wolf’s hand with a dirty, calloused hand.
“We found more funerary objects in Queen Xibalba’s tomb.” Charlie’s mom was buzzing with excitement as workers carried out crates containing an alabaster monkey statue, a carved shell depicting the queen with pyrite and jade inlay, jade jewelry with owl images, and ceramics with more of the same imagery. She explained that the Mayas believed the owl was a messenger of the underworld and was a manifestation of the god of death.
No wonder Charlie felt impending doom with the objects from this tomb. Maybe she should tell her parents about the crystal skull she found under the altar. She studied her mom as she checked the log of finds in each crate to make sure everything was listed. No, she would wait to find out more about the inherent powers of the skull before telling her, because her mom would only see it for its face value, not its mystical powers, and put it away in a box on some shelf to be studied under sterile conditions.
Her parents didn’t believe curses or mystical beings were real. They thought they were just ancient belief systems made up by people who didn’t fully understand the natural world around them. Charlie felt otherwise. As the past had explicitly shown Charlie and Wolf in ancient Egypt with the actual living green-skinned being, Osiris, Charlie knew ancient rituals and beliefs were real, not made-up fantasies of the faithful.
Charlie snapped out of her thoughts. “These relics are exquisite, Mom.”
“Alejandro, can you make sure Aapo gets these prepared for transport to the museum in Cancún?” Charlie’s dad placed a lid on the crate with the tibia bone find. “Not a good idea to have that out in the elements, such as the sun. We don’t need it to turn to dust.”
“Of course, vámonos,” said Alejandro. Vámonos being a popular word used in these parts.
“Is it okay for Wolf to see inside the temple?” Charlie asked.
“Yes, of course. Just don’t touch anything. You know that.” Charlie’s mom nodded her approval of their curiosity and joined her husband, who was closing crates.
Wolf turned to Charlie. He looked down at her, smiling. Charlie realized how broad his shoulders had gotten. She felt rather petite in his shadow. She stood up taller and squared her shoulders.
“What?” Charlie looked up at him.
“I knew you spent summers with your parents doing this sort of thing, but it’s quite different to experience it. I see why you’re so…quirky,” Wolf smirked.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Charlie shot back, hands on hips.
“It’s a good thing. I mean, most people don’t get to see things like this, so how could they possibly relate? When I told the guys on my soccer team that I was joining you on an archaeological dig in Mexico, they all agreed that’s why you’re so weird. Their words, not mine,” he added quickly.
“Well, I’m so glad you’re hanging out with people who think I’m a weirdo,” Charlie said, now crossing her arms defensively. She still wasn’t so sure Wolf was the Wolf she had grown so close to last spring. She felt confusion and betrayal wash over her like a cold wave. The emotional chemical soup pounded against her chest, squeezing her heart.
Wolf placed a hand on her shoulder and then tucked a rogue piece of her hair behind her ear. Charlie looked up at him defiantly. He continued to smile. It infuriated her—a little. She had to admit she liked his gentle touch.
“Don’t be like that. I like your quirkiness. It’s interesting. And I prefer interesting.” Wolf gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Besides, those jocks are just jealous. Most of them have never left the United States.”
Charlie gave him a sideways look and uncrossed her arms. She supposed that was true, and obviously being interesting was a good thing. Who wanted to be boring and predictable? She was beginning to realize that having a relationship involved communicating a lot of feelings. Something she didn’t have a whole lot of experience with since Wolf was the first real friend she ever had. It amazed her how all of this continued to be new to her. However, she felt having and keeping a friend was worth all the work. Especially a friend like Wolf. Of course, each of them was going to grow and change with every experience they had together and apart. She needed to remember that Wolf had always been her greatest champion, aside from her parents. It seemed so many emotions bubbled up from her insides as of late. They were a lot to sort out.




CHAPTER FIVE

“So, those nine doors in the Owl Temple represent the nine levels of the underworld to the Maya?” Wolf asked, still shaking his head over what he had seen, and the information Charlie gave him about the Maya’s bleak view of the afterlife.
“Yes, they believed there were nine gods like Bone Sceptre, Skull Sceptre, and Blood Gatherer to name a few. Unless you died a violent death, you would have to go to this place of fright and face dangerous rivers of blood, attacks of spinning obsidian arrows and knives, or even the sacrifice of one’s heart. Their imagery of the afterworld is terrifying.”
“Boy, they were all about the dark forces.” Wolf followed Charlie into the mess tent, where the smells of warm corn tortillas and peppery-spiced lime chicken wafted in the air.
“The Maya believed you could enter the first level of Xibalba through a cave or area of still water, called cenotes. These are sinkholes in the limestone where the currents of underground rivers fed by rainwater are born from deep inside the earth.” Charlie got into line for the buffet-style dinner.
Most of the workers were already seated and eating or going back for seconds. Charlie’s mom was talking with the cook, a short guy with a brilliant smile, and Charlie’s dad was nowhere in sight.
“Cool, are there any of those around here? The cenotes?” Wolf asked, his eyes lighting up with visions of adventure. “See, this is what I’m talking about. I love that you know all this amazing stuff!”
Charlie smiled and giggled. She could see the spark in his eyes, and it burned deep into hers. He was still into her. Why did she have seeds of doubt?
“Ha, ha, yeah, many of the Maya ruins were built near cenotes because of their importance in the Maya culture. There hasn’t been one found near here yet, so I think we should look for one tomorrow.” Charlie grabbed a corn tortilla, placed it on her plate along with slices of avocado, and scooped a large serving of the chicken onto it. The spiciness of it tickled her nose. And the sparkle in Wolf’s eyes and words tickled her heart.
“Looking for a cenote sounds amazing! And I can’t imagine going on an adventure like this with anyone else but you.” Wolf gave her an enormous smile and took the large serving spoon from Charlie, scooped two heaping servings onto his corn tortillas, smothering them with avocado and fresh cilantro.
The two sat down near the open end of the tent that looked out over the campsite. Wolf chucked his food in his mouth like he was eating his last meal. He made “mm” noises as he ate. Charlie smiled at his obvious enjoyment. Then all chewing stopped. Charlie looked in the direction Wolf was staring, eyes bulging.
“What are they doing here?!” Charlie abruptly got up from the bench she was sitting on, nearly knocking it over. Wolf followed, tortilla in hand. He wasn’t letting the last bite go, evidently, no matter what was going on.
By the time Wolf and Charlie sprinted to the end of the drive where they saw the two men talking with Charlie’s dad, Ascot guy and Leather hat guy were driving away in their SUV.
Breathless, Charlie asked her father, “What did they want?”
She looked up into her father’s eyes, eyebrows raised. Beads of sweat popped out on her forehead. She wiped them with the back of her hand.
“Oh my, you seem hot under the collar. Why do you want to know?” Charlie’s dad seemed puzzled by her reaction to the strange men. He cocked his head sideways waiting for a response.
“We saw them at the airport and then again at a roadside takeout restaurant. They seemed…sketchy,” said Charlie, pausing because she didn’t want to divulge too much information.
“Now, Charlie, you can’t go around accusing people of being, as you put it, sketchy. That’s not okay to say things you don’t know to be true.” Charlie’s dad put his hands on his hips and furrowed his brow at her.
He and her mother always thought positively of other people. Charlie not so much. All too often it was her experience that people had ulterior motives.
“Actually, Wolf first saw them on the plane. He said they were talking about…about…” Charlie didn’t want to say crystal skulls because she didn’t want to talk about the skull she had found, so she held back that pertinent information.
“What?” Charlie’s dad raised his one eyebrow. It arched high above his glasses’ frame like it was admonishing her by its own account.
“About…buying and selling illegal relics.” Charlie’s mental reservation was a little underrated, but she felt it sufficed.
“This is true, Mr. Walker. I did hear them talking on the plane.” Wolf gave Charlie narrowed eyes and an undetectable nod, which Charlie acknowledged right away with her own little shake of the head. She hoped their secret communication went unnoticed by her father.
“Hm, well, I’m sure there was more to the story than you might know, so don’t worry about it. They just asked for directions to the nearest cenote, but I told them there haven’t been any discovered near Dzibanche. Not to say they won’t find one eventually. I’ve heard from a local in town—you know, the guy with the bushy mustache at the marketplace—that they’ve come across one while hiking in the jungle.” Charlie’s dad took his hands off his hips disarmingly, nodded, gave the kids a smile, and started to walk toward the mess tent.
“Did you tell those guys that?” asked Charlie, seriously hoping he didn’t give them a heads-up to anything or plant a seed of intrigue.
Charlie’s dad spoke over his shoulder. “I may have mentioned it.” He shrugged in indifference and continued walking.
Charlie’s shoulders drooped. Now those goons would have a jump on Charlie and Wolf if they checked in with marketplace guy first. Why did everything have to be a complicated competition in life? She sighed.
“You kids go enjoy yourselves and don’t worry about what other people are doing. Life’s too short.” He touched his nose as if making a point, and Charlie figured he really did have a good point. They had to get there first.
But still. What were Ascot guy and Leather hat guy up to? Charlie turned to Wolf. His stomach grumbled loud enough for her to hear. Seriously, that boy must have contracted a tapeworm that was eating all his calories. His appetite was never satiated!
“Thanks for going along with it,” Charlie said in a low tone. She grabbed Wolf’s arm as they walked. She had to admit, she liked how strong it felt.
“There’s something you’re not telling me.” Wolf patted his rumbling tummy, trying to console it.
“Let’s grab you some more tortillas and maybe two or three churros for good measure, and then I have something to show you in my tent.” Charlie hooked her arm in Wolf’s and led him to the mess tent.
Δ  Δ  Δ
It was eight twenty and the sun had just dipped below the tree line. A perfect time for the unveiling, Charlie thought. She gingerly unraveled the cloth that protected her precious find, revealing her doomsday treasure. She held it out to Wolf. He gasped upon feeling its heft.
“Is this what I think it is?” He turned it over in his hands, running his fingers along its glassy surface. The eye sockets seemed to twinkle at them.
“It is. The very crystal skull those two goons at the airport were talking about,” said Charlie.
“Is it me or is this thing looking at me?” Wolf stared into its vacant eye holes just as Charlie had earlier that day. She could tell it was hard for him to look away. The thing was mesmerizing.
“I got the same feeling. Here. Check this out.” Charlie shut the table lantern off and struck the crystal skull with her pyramid necklace.
The quartz skull illuminated, and the eye sockets glowed and glowered at them. Wolf instantly dropped the relic. Charlie turned the light back on.
“What the hell was that?!” Wolf exclaimed, shushing himself once he realized how loud his voice had gotten.
“Triboluminescence.” She went into a lengthy explanation of the phenomenon. Wolf listened patiently, intrigued, and slightly distracted as he gazed at her.
Wolf looked at her pyramid necklace and pulled it away from her neck. He fingered it and gently let it fall back into its rightful place next to Charlie’s heart. Charlie stopped talking. Her breath caught in her throat.
“I can’t believe you still wear this,” Wolf said. His eyes twinkled.
“Of course. I never take it off.” Charlie caressed the little pyramid and kissed it before letting it fall back into place. Suddenly, she feared he didn’t still have his. Maybe it wasn’t as special to him. She stared at him, pondering.
A crooked grin grew wide across Wolf’s face. He looked down and shoved his hand into the pocket of his pants, pulling out a shiny object. He had kept his crystal pyramid too. The pinpricks of fear on the back of her neck settled down, and Charlie breathed out. She couldn’t help but smile.
“Yeah, I never leave home without mine either.” He held it out in the palm of his hand, patted it affectionately, then put it back in his pocket.
Charlie’s heart swelled. Their pact was as strong as ever. Friends forever. She blushed. Wolf stared into her eyes and blushed too. They were kneeling on Charlie’s carpet of many colors with the crystal skull between them like an unwelcomed voyeur, leering up at them. The eyes were vacant.
“So where did you find this thing?” Wolf asked.
He bravely picked the skull back up and inspected its crystal makeup. His eyes sparkled, revealing the marvel he had for the object.
“Under the Queen of Xibalba’s altar.” Charlie sat back on her heels and leaned against some pillows to get more comfortable. She was more tired from the day’s excitement than she expected.
Wolf continued to roll the crystal around in his hands, seeming to mull it over. He finally stopped and placed it on the edge of the cot facing them. He sat back and leaned on his outstretched arms. When did his arms get so muscular? Charlie wondered. A cauldron of body chemical soup was bubbling up in her, a little adrenaline and dopamine sprinkled with oxytocin. Nothing like a cocktail of excitement, happiness, and cuddle hormones to wear a person out. Spending time on her two favorite things—solving ancient mysteries and being with Wolf—made for a roller coaster of thrills.
“I recently read about some researchers at the University of Southampton’s Optoelectronics Research Center who recorded five-dimensional digital data using quartz crystals to store many terabytes’ worth of data. It said the information on the crystal discs could be stored for billions of years. What if this crystal skull is some kind of storage device for the ancient past?” Wolf mindlessly flexed and unflexed his arm muscles as he leaned back on them. “See, I’m still a weirdo too.” He smirked.
His comment appeased her uncertainties for the moment. She was glad he was a weirdo. Their eccentricities made them a good pair.
Lightbulbs and alarms went off at the same time inside of Charlie’s head, making her head swoon. This skull had a dichotomy of feelings associated with it. Both good and bad. She was unsure of what they should do with the macabre object. She needed more time with it.
“That would make the most sense to me. My parents would say it was just a funerary prop or ceremonial piece,” said Charlie. “The fact that the skull glows when struck and gives off a type of psychological energy…it feels like it’s alive when I look into its eyes. You know?”
“Obviously. I threw the dang thing down when I looked into its dead, glowing eyes.” Wolf chuckled.
He had taken a laser pen out of his pocket by now and was drawing pictures on the side of the tent as they talked. He was someone who liked to fidget with his hands, especially when he was trying to figure out something. Charlie thought that was an interesting trait for someone who came across as calm, cool, and collected all the time. She guessed he let his anxiety out through his hands. Mindless distractions were good coping mechanisms sometimes.
Wolf waved the red laser beam over the skull, gesticulating back and forth, back and forth. Unexpectedly, the skull came to life in the form of an apparition or holographic image of a green woman-like creature with an elongated skull covered in rotted flesh and wild hair. The crystal oscillated with a rippling effect much like water as it projected the animation. Wolf and Charlie froze with fright. The she-creature’s presence electrified the room both figuratively and literally. Charlie’s skin pricked.
“Find the others and you will know. You must first endure treachery and woe. There are thirteen Calaveras in all. Following your lives’ greatest fall.” The voice was raspy and emanated from her blackened lips like a snake’s hiss. Her empty gaze locked on Charlie, whose whole body was stiff—even the hairs on her arms stood straight out from their follicles. Wolf turned the laser light off.
The Queen of Xibalba’s presence vanished after uttering some final words. “I’ve seen you in your other life…” It was more of a sputter and lights out, much like an old-time projector as it fades out.
Charlie nearly fainted at the sound of the queen’s last utterance. Wolf wrapped his arms around her and smoothed her hair. It was full of static electricity. Charlie snapped out of it, took in a deep, cleansing breath, and pushed Wolf’s chivalrous comfort away before stealing another look at the now silent skull.
“Holy queen of the undead!” was all Charlie could say. She let her arms drop to their sides. She was surprised by her abrupt response to Wolf’s protectiveness.
“Right?!” Wolf exclaimed. He ran his hand through his disheveled, coarse hair. He looked at Charlie with a disconcerted gaze. She could tell his poorly received hug of comfort hurt him by the sudden stiffness in his body posture. She couldn’t help it. She was tough. She didn’t need a knight in shining armor to save her over every little thing.
They both stood there dumbfounded and a little awkward, wheels turning, desperate to wrap their brains around the experience and its meaning.
Charlie broke the intense silence. “We must figure out what she means by her riddle. I think we need to find the cenote. It’s the passageway to their underworld. Full of treacherous obstacles to endure and what not. That must be where we need to start.” She stuck to the business at hand, ignoring the confused feelings that simmered between them.
“I agree one hundred percent,” said Wolf. “But how will we know where to start looking for the cenote?” He started to play with the laser pen again nervously, thought better of it, and shoved it back into his cargo pants pocket.
“We will start by asking the guy in the marketplace with the big, bushy mustache. According to my dad, he knows something,” said Charlie. Her shoulders and the hair on her arms finally settled into their relaxed state. She grabbed the skull from the bed and wrapped it in cloth and shoved it into her bag.
“You okay with that thing sleeping next to you tonight?” Wolf asked, half-jokingly.
“Ha, ha, yeah. I guess. Provided you take the laser light with you.” Charlie gave the bag with the skull an extra shove and tucked it into a pile of blankets on the other side of her tent. See, she could handle things.




CHAPTER SIX

The smell of eggs, salsa, and tortillas floated into the tent. Charlie woke with a start. She had dreamed of floating skulls with crazy hair and glowing eyes revolving all around her. It was quite a restless night, but she felt raring to go. She pulled on lightweight cotton pants, a T-shirt, and a lightweight zip-up hoodie to keep her body protected from the bugs they might encounter in the jungle. She sprayed herself with bug spray for good measure and packed the spray in her backpack with the crystal skull along with other provisions for the day. You can never be overprotected! And you never know when you might have need for a magical crystal skull!
Charlie banged on the door flap of Wolf’s tent. No answer. She poked her head inside. She hoped he wasn’t mad at her for responding the way she did yesterday when he tried to comfort her. He needed to know that she was capable of being an independent woman.
“Good morning, sleepy head,” Charlie said to no one. Wolf’s bed was made, a fully packed backpack was by the door, and the strong stench of bug spray still hung in the air.
She marched over to the mess tent. Where else would Wolf be with the great smells of breakfast hanging around? She found him talking with the cook, Eduardo. Not only did Eduardo make the best huevos rancheros with local eggs and veggies, but he also knew all the locals in town and all the goings-on.
“Sí, Rodrigo is the guy with the mustache at the marketplace. If anyone knows about a cenote in the area, he would. He’s been trekking these parts his whole life. He is a descendant of the Maya from this area.” Eduardo held up a plate of sizzling eggs smothered in salsa and fresh veggies and handed it to Charlie along with his winning smile.
“Thanks, Eduardo. I can taste it already!” Charlie said through her teeth, trying to hold back the saliva flooding her mouth.
Charlie and Wolf found their spot by the tent opening. Most of the workers were already digging, sifting, or meeting with Charlie’s parents about what the next plan of action was. For the most part, the campsite was quiet, except for the croaking sound of the toucans in the trees above. It sounded like a cross between a frog and a pig snorting. With beaks like theirs, who wouldn’t wonder. Usually, the air was filled with the howls of monkeys. They must have moved their troop somewhere else for the day.
“So, sounds like you got a jump on who we’re looking for this morning,” said Charlie. She took a large bite of egg; the yolk was liquid gold and oh-so-creamy. Charlie’s eyes rolled back in her head. Eduardo really outdid himself on breakfast.
“Yeah, Eduardo said he could give us a lift into town. He needs to pick up some produce at the market,” said Wolf between mouthfuls of egg and churros. He dunked the churro in his hot chocolate. A dusting of sugar and cinnamon coated his lips. Charlie thought about what it would taste like to kiss that off. She smiled secretly. Whoa, where did these thoughts come from? One minute she was pushing Wolf away and the next she was thinking of kissing him. She might be crazy. Charlie shook her head.
Δ  Δ  Δ
Morocoy was bustling. It was their open market day, and the local farmers had all their produce out and craftsmen displayed their wares. As much as Charlie wanted to check out some of the local pottery and hand-woven blankets, she knew they only had a limited time with Eduardo as their only way to get back to the campsite. Unless they wanted to walk to camp for two hours or more. She and Wolf made their way to the variety store where Rodrigo worked. A bell that hung over the door rang as they entered. A short-statured man with a thick, dark mustache manned the cash register.
“Hola! Welcome, children. What are you looking for today?” asked Rodrigo, with extra bright eyes and a very bushy smile.
Charlie leaned into the counter where the register was. She looked around the small store. No one was there except the three of them.
“My name is Charlie, and we are looking for a cenote that should be near Dzibanche. My parents are archeologists working at that site,” she said with as much poise as she could muster.
“Yes, I’ve heard of your family. The locals say they are very kind. Why are you looking for the cenote?” Rodrigo’s bushy eyebrows made a V in the center of his forehead.
Charlie thought it odd that he referred to the cenote in the singular. Usually, there would be multiple cenotes together, and the fact that he seemed to know with certainty piqued her interest.
She debated whether to tell him about the crystal skull or not. He was probably a treasure trove of information about all things Maya since he grew up here in his ancestral lands. She decided it was too dangerous to tell him with the goons lurking around. Plus, he probably would frown upon her possession of such a sacred object.
She felt some guilt keeping the skull for herself, but it wasn’t like she was going to own it. She would hand it over to her parents once she solved the mystery surrounding the ancient relic. She felt it was her mission. Something unexplainable was compelling her to investigate. Otherwise, the magic would be lost with the sterile approach that went along with scientific studies of such things. Her parents would take the fun right out of everything.
“It would complete the find at that site if we found a cenote. It would help to tell Dzibanche’s whole story,” said Charlie, hoping she sounded convincing.
“Mm.” Rodrigo regarded the two kids. “You know you are the second group of people looking for the cenote today. I had two guys here earlier asking about cenotes in this area and crystal skulls. I told them there were no such things.” He looked a bit fierce. His eyebrows knitted further together, making it look like he had two mustaches on his face, one where it should be and the other heavily shadowing his eyes.
Charlie shifted from one foot to the other under his discerning gaze. She looked over at Wolf, who was busy checking out, of all things, lollipops. Doh, what was he doing? Charlie shook her head and rolled her eyes at his distracted nature.
Rodrigo seemed to gather himself after much thought. “I trust you know the importance of our cenotes?” He locked eyes with Charlie, his gaze intense and serious.
“Yes, they are the gateway into the afterlife and very important to the Maya culture. That is why we would like to protect it.”
“I think keeping them hidden is a better way to protect them,” said Rodrigo in a deep voice.
“I thought you said there weren’t any cenotes or crystal skulls?” Charlie thought she would catch him in his own deception.
“Why are you asking about crystal skulls? I thought you were only interested in a cenote.” Rodrigo leaned heavily onto the counter with his muscular forearms. For a short guy, he was quite ripped. Charlie wondered how old he was. He looked old and yet vibrant all at the same time.
By this time, Wolf had lumbered over to join Charlie and Rodrigo. He happily carried a clear lollipop that had an actual scorpion inside of it. Charlie’s eyes bulged. She scrutinized Wolf’s choices and apparent lack of interest in the conversation she and Rodrigo were having. Wolf stopped abruptly upon catching her reprimanding gaze and shrugged. His famous crooked grin grew wide.
“What if someone found a crystal skull? Is there any curse associated with it?” Wolf asked. Evidently, he was listening despite his sidetracked behavior.
“Have your parents uncovered such a thing?” Rodrigo asked. His demeanor relaxed a bit. “That would need to be reported to the Maya people. Those are sacred objects. Rare.”
Charlie knew the skull didn’t belong to her, even though she believed the adage “finders keepers, losers weepers” was a thing. Finding the answer to the queen’s riddle was too important. She had become obsessed in short order. She was going to see this mystery solved. She relented.
“What if I told you that the Queen of Xibalba told me to find them?” Charlie asked. She knew she was taking a real risk divulging this. What if Rodrigo was not a good guy? She was ever the skeptic. It was her go-to response for self-protection.
“The Queen of Xibalba spoke to you? How?” Rodrigo’s tone said he didn’t believe her, but there was definite intrigue and even some fear in his eyes.
As always, when engaging with anything related to the Queen of Xibalba, the hair on Charlie’s arms and neck stood on end. She looked over at Wolf, who was twirling his lollipop to keep his hands busy. The rest of his body was still.
“I found a crystal skull under the altar in the Owl Temple. Nobody else but Wolf knows about it,” Charlie said in a barely audible whisper. She had leaned in toward Rodrigo so he could hear her.
Rodrigo smoothed his knitted eyebrows back into their respective places with his forefinger and thumb and then did the same with his mustache. He sighed heavily with the realization of the situation.
“What exactly did she say to you?” he asked.
Charlie was stunned that Rodrigo didn’t seem fazed or surprised by this, and that somehow, he knew the queen had spoken to them. So, for that reason, Charlie’s gut told her to share the queen’s message with him. “The Queen of Xibalba said, ‘Find the others and you will know. You must first endure treachery and woe. There are thirteen Calaveras in all. Following your lives’ greatest fall.’”
“This was never to happen. That is why they were hidden away. Can’t I live in peace?” Rodrigo muttered mostly to himself. His strong demeanor seemed to wane. It almost looked like exhaustion had overcome him. He came out from behind the register and shook his head back and forth like he was trying to erase the words that lingered in the air from the ancient past.
“Also, she told me that she’d seen me in my other life,” said Charlie reluctantly. She shivered at the words.
“The Queen of Xibalba said she had seen you in another life?” Rodrigo’s voice echoed his dumbfounded feelings. “How is this possible?” he mumbled to himself.
Wolf poked Charlie. “Tell him.”
Charlie shook her head. She knew what he wanted her to say, but she didn’t know Rodrigo. Could she trust him?
“Tell me what?” asked Rodrigo.
Charlie cleared her throat. “We’ve been to the past before,” she said in a barely audible voice.
“You’ve been what now? How exactly?” Now Rodrigo’s eyebrows were doing a wobbly dance on his forehead.
“We’ve traveled back in time to ancient Egypt before. It was by mistake or happenstance, not sure which. Fate maybe? Dunno, hee,” said Charlie. The “hee” sound popped out revealing her nervousness. She was feeling rather self-conscious. When she said it out loud to anyone other than Wolf, the whole thing seemed rather preposterous.
“I see. And did you meet the Queen of Xibalba then?” asked Rodrigo.
“No, actually we met a being/god named Osiris, who is the god of the underworld for ancient Egyptians,” Charlie said matter-of-factly.
“Yeah, it’s all a little weird. The queen is green, and Osiris is green; it’s a whole undead thing. It’s a lot to process.” Wolf twirled his lollipop even faster. He leaned against some shelves holding Catrina skeleton dolls dressed in beautifully colored gowns and flowers. It was like a whole audience of the undead was listening to their fantastical story.
Charlie gave Wolf a side eye. “I don’t think color has much to do with it all, but yeah, you get the picture.” She shifted her gaze to Rodrigo.
After a moment of mental deliberation, Rodrigo spoke. “I will take you. If she knows you, she will not leave you alone now that you have made contact, and you will need protection.” He nodded in affirmation.
Great, Charlie thought. I’ve contacted another undead being. This should be interesting. How exactly is this short little man with four fingers on one hand— wait, what? She had just noticed Rodrigo was missing a pinky finger. Poor guy. She wondered how that had happened. Anyway, how would he help them? At least he seemed to know where the cenote was, or did he?
Wolf held up the gross blob of sugar. “Um, I’d like to buy this cool bug-infested lollipop.” He grinned at Charlie. All she could do was shake her head.
“It’s on the house. Besides, you’ll need it where we’re going,” said Rodrigo with a serious face.
Wolf laughed. Rodrigo didn’t.
“Huh?!”




CHAPTER SEVEN

Charlie texted Eduardo that she and Wolf had decided to walk back to camp. He expressed his surprise via texted emojis and made sure they were absolutely sure, because he didn’t want to hear their complaints when they got back to camp, sweaty and cranky. Charlie reassured him; they would be fine. No whining allowed; she got it by the bold font and exclamation points attached to his sentences.
Rodrigo locked up his shop, flipping the open sign to closed. He led Charlie and Wolf down a back alley behind the shop, which brought them to a humble cinder block house with chickens running around the dirt yard. To the side of the house was an open-sided stable with three horses. A black-and-white one came trotting over when Rodrigo slapped his hand against the wooden fence.
“This is Acantun. His name means protector. Isn’t that right, boy.” Rodrigo patted the side of the horse’s powerful neck. Acantun whinnied softly and pawed the dusty ground.
“Why are you showing us your horses?” asked Wolf.
“Because that will be our mode of transportation into the jungle.” Rodrigo unlatched the gate and led the kids into the corral. He saddled up each horse, placing colorful blankets on first, then the saddles, and then some saddlebags, which were packed full of stuff. What kind of stuff wasn’t apparent. He handed Charlie the reins to a dark brown horse with a stripe down his nose and speckles on his rump.
“’This is Chia, which means strong. He’s physically strong, but also strong-willed, so don’t be afraid to show him who’s boss,” said Rodrigo.
“That shouldn’t be problem,” Wolf snorted much like the horses.
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Charlie glared at him. She gently petted her horse’s velvety nose. Chia snickered and tossed his head. “This is good, right?” Charlie wasn’t familiar with horse behaviors, but he seemed to like the petting.
Rodrigo ignored Charlie and Wolf’s little tit-for-tat and grabbed the reins of the third horse—a beautiful buckskin with a black mane—and handed him off to Wolf.
“This is Joe. He’s simple to ride and low key. I think the two of you will get along admirably,” said Rodrigo, smiling. Joe hung his head and shook it back and forth, the hair of his mane falling this way and that in a disheveled mess.
“I’ve never ridden a horse. Are you sure we don’t need a license, or lesson, or something?” Wolf regarded his horse, tentatively patted his nose, and ran his fingers through his ratty mane. Joe jerked back and snorted into Wolf’s face. “I’m not sure he likes me,” he said, wiping the horse snot off his cheeks.
“Sure he does. He just christened you. That’s good luck.” Rodrigo laughed out loud and swung a leg up to mount his horse, Acantun. “Just do as I do, chicos. You will be fine.” Rodrigo laughed another deep belly laugh. He gave his horse a tap on the rump, and he was already trotting down the road.
Charlie and Wolf looked at each other, shrugged, and did as Rodrigo had instructed. Joe and Chia were good sports as Charlie and Wolf made several attempts to get in their respective saddles. Unaccustomed to the gait of a trotting horse, both Charlie and Wolf bounced uncontrollably, looking like two kernels of popcorn in a popcorn maker, popping this way and that.
They soon came to the edge of the jungle where Rodrigo slowed Acantun down. The vegetation and undergrowth of vines and bushes made a natural fence that at first glance appeared to hinder their entrance into the jungle. Acantun snorted and pawed the ground near an exceptionally large ceiba tree with tortuous roots snaking out of the ground. A picture of a scorpion was etched into the side of the tree. To any passerby, it would be indiscernible unless viewed up close. The etched arachnid almost looked real. Alive. Charlie swore she saw it creep up the tree an inch or two.
“The path is here. You must tell no one,” Rodrigo said, glaring first at Charlie then Wolf. “No one.” He waggled his finger. “Besides, the jungle would eat them alive. It doesn’t like strangers.”
“Are you serious? We’re going to get eaten?” Wolf looked around as if there were hidden dangers all around them just waiting to pounce or devour them.
Charlie regarded Wolf’s concerns. He certainly didn’t seem overly macho now. Maybe he was the same Wolf she always knew. Maybe she was too sensitive.
“Not with me, you won’t,” said Rodrigo. He reached into a pouch attached to the saddle and pulled out something that looked like black beans. Chanting some incomprehensible words in Yucatec Maya, Rodrigo tossed a handful of the objects into the jungle. “P’atéen tíin juunaj!” And then he thanked the jungle for safe passage. “Dios bo’otik.” Turning to look at the kids, he said, “You must always make an offering to the jungle before entering; then you will be protected. I offered cocoa beans.”
“You mean the jungle likes chocolate?” Wolf asked in disbelief, his eyes wide.
“Who doesn’t like chocolate?” Rodrigo quipped and spurred Acantun on. The horse high-stepped it into the jungle’s engulfing flora. It seemed to swallow them up as they disappeared into the wall of green.
“Dios bo’otik.” Charlie attempted to thank the jungle in the best Yucatec Maya she could muster.
Then she and Wolf looked at each other, shrugged, and encouraged Chia and Joe to venture into the lushness. It felt like every leaf and every vine reached out to touch them as they travelled through the dense greenery. The jungle felt alive, not just through its individual plants but as one giant organism. It was as if they were being watched and judged. Charlie wasn’t sure why she felt that way, but it was palpable. Maybe it was the fact that she had just thanked the jungle like you would another being or because the crystal skull was riding shotgun in her backpack. The Queen of Xibalba, she was judging them, of that, Charlie was certain. The Maya had so many gods and goddesses, one could only guess who they may be talking to.
An hour into their ride, Rodrigo brought his horse to a halt and dismounted. They had ridden in silence all that time. It had been both peaceful and filled with anticipation. Charlie and Wolf slid off their horses. Rodrigo tied his to a small tree and unstrapped the saddlebags. He slung one on each shoulder, crisscrossing the straps across his chest.
“We will have to walk on foot from here. It starts to get too dangerous for the horses to walk. They’re too heavy,” said Rodrigo.
“What does that mean exactly?” Charlie made a square knot out of Chia’s reins on a young flowering tree. Chia nibbled at the blossoms.
“Cenotes are formed out of the limestone, and in the Dzibanche area, the rock is unusually porous in spots. You must be careful where you walk so you don’t break through,” said Rodrigo. “We will stay close together as we walk. The opening to the cenote is not far.”
Charlie and Wolf trailed directly behind Rodrigo, walking in each of his footsteps. The leaves and vines eventually gave way to a large mouth in the ground that opened to a cavernous space below. Inside the cave, light beams from the sun above shone down through the opening, making the still azure water below look like glass. It was the clearest water Charlie had ever seen. Not a single piece of debris or plant material inhabited the water to spoil its pristine appearance.
“Why is this water so crystal clear?” Charlie wished she could touch it.
“The water is fed by rainwater seeping through the ground, which filters it. The water is fresh on top and salty on the bottom. It contains healing minerals. That’s another reason why Mayas believed cenotes were so special,” said Rodrigo.
Now, that they were here, Charlie wasn’t sure what they were supposed to do. She looked around for rock etchings or anything that would point her in some direction. Rodrigo’s bushy-brow-shaded eyes observed her.
“What do you think you are supposed to do?” Rodrigo sat down at the edge of the cenote’s opening and looked at Charlie, eyebrows up.
“Maybe you’re supposed to show the crystal skull to the cenote,” offered Wolf. He had made himself comfortable on his stomach, stretched out, looking down into the hole.
Charlie took her backpack off and rummaged through its contents. She found the wrapped artifact and pulled it out, bringing it closer to Rodrigo and Wolf so Rodrigo could get a closer look. Gingerly placing it on a flat rock, Charlie unveiled the crystal skull. It glistened in the sunlight. The purity of its makeup was more apparent in the natural light than when Wolf and Charlie interacted with it in Charlie’s dark tent.
“It’s exquisite. I haven’t seen anything like this for a very long time.” Rodrigo lifted the crystal and held it close to his face. His eyes twinkled and his mustache quivered.
His words and reaction upon touching the piece seemed curious to Charlie.
“So, what do you think about it?” asked Wolf. He sat up and watched Rodrigo handle the skull with the utmost care.
“I think she wants you to return it,” said Rodrigo. He handed it back to Charlie. His eyebrows knitted together and appeared to be a dark cloud shadowing his eyes. They told a whole story, Charlie thought. All you had to do was watch Rodrigo’s eyebrows, and you could practically know what he was thinking. And she didn’t like what she saw.
“To where exactly?” Wolf looked from Charlie to Rodrigo.
Rodrigo locked eyes with Charlie and raised his right eyebrow like he was saying, you know, right? Who was this man? Charlie was beginning to get the impression he was something more than an ordinary man. She looked at his stature, his hand with four fingers, and his feet were turned out more than she had ever seen on anybody. He looked like he could walk ninety degrees to the right or to the left if his knees could bend that way. She wondered how he walked straight forward at all. What an interesting little man!
His eyes twinkled as he let her scrutinize him. Charlie looked away. She realized how intensely she had been checking out his person. Her cheeks burned and her neck broke out into a sweat, even though the temperature in the jungle was relatively pleasant. Rodrigo chuckled and started to whistle an eerie little tune. He turned to look over the cenote.
“We have to go down there, don’t we?” Charlie innately knew the answer but waited for Rodrigo to respond.
“Wait, what?! We are not going down in there.” Wolf stood up and peered down into the cenote’s opening. It was a good thirty feet down or more.
“Rappelling down is the only way to get into this cenote,” said Rodrigo. He unloaded his packs from his shoulders and unbuckled them, pulling out a belay or rappel device, harnesses, ropes, and carabiner clips. All the necessary equipment for rock climbing.
Sweat beads trickled down the sides of Charlie’s face and broke out on her hands. Wolf’s eyes were the size of half dollars. She grabbed his hands. He gave her a squeeze. She was amazed at how readily he received her gesture of comfort. He was comfortable with himself. Why couldn’t she be that way? Was her self-assuredness waning?
“We got this. If we fall, we fall into that beautiful water,” said Wolf reassuringly. He smiled and then swallowed hard. “How deep is the water?”
“Oh, a couple hundred feet deep,” said Rodrigo. He busied himself organizing the harness and ropes for the first rappel and went back to whistling his eerie tune.
Charlie and Wolf eyed each other. Several hundred feet. Charlie didn’t think she had ever swum in water that deep, but she guessed it didn’t matter. If you can swim, then you can swim no matter the depth.
Rodrigo tied one of the ropes to a large nearby tree, then tossed the length of it into the mouth of the cave. Next, he attached the rappel device to the rope. He explained that would be what controlled the speed of their descent. He pointed to Wolf.
“Me? First?!” Wolf pointed his thumb to himself, shaking his head vehemently from side to side.
“You’re strong. When you get down there, you’ll see there is a ledge all the way around the water where you can stand. I’ll need you to hold the rope at the bottom so we can better control Charlie’s descent.” Rodrigo handed Wolf a harness. “Put this on.”
“You know, I don’t need any special treatment,” said Charlie. She crossed her arms across her chest. She was strong too.
Wolf and Rodrigo ignored her comment. Guys. She rolled her eyes to no one but herself.
Wolf slipped one leg then the other through the loops of the harness. To Charlie, it looked like rope underwear. She hoped it was enough to hold them tight! Heights were not her thing, and judging by Wolf’s ghost-like complexion, it wasn’t his either. Rodrigo attached the belay to the rope and told Wolf to face the cave wall and lean back.
“Are you sure this is safe?!” Wolf asked. By now sweat was pouring down his face, and all color had drained from his cheeks.
“You’re good. Trust in me.” Rodrigo clipped Wolf in, and just as he was about to set the friction on the rappel device to slow his descent, Wolf shrieked.
“Leather hat guy?!” Wolf lost his footing, and zzzzzz went the rappel device as he zoomed down into the depths of the cave. “Ahhhhhhh!” echoed off the cavernous walls.
Thank goodness Rodrigo had managed to clip Wolf into the harness before he fell. Meanwhile, Charlie whipped around to face Leather hat guy and Ascot guy. She grabbed the crystal skull and pulled it close to her body.
“I thought you said there weren’t any crystal skulls or cenotes, hm?” Leather hat guy said with a thick German accent dripping with contempt. He reached out to try to snatch the crystal skull from Charlie.
How in the world had they followed them?
“No!” Charlie screamed and ran to the left of the cenote’s opening. The rock reverberated under her feet.
“You can’t outrun us, little girl!” Ascot guy had a proper English accent. She would know because her grandmother had one just like it. Surprisingly, he ran fast for his rotund size!
Charlie’s legs felt like a gazelle’s as she jumped over rocks and ran through tufts of grass growing here and there through the cracks in the limestone. She could feel the footfalls of the men. The rock vibrated.
“Do not run to the right!” Rodrigo warned. Despite his short legs he had no problem keeping up with everyone.
Charlie, being dyslexic, at times confused her left from her right and veered to the right. She figured if she could double back to the horses, she could get away. Suddenly, the earth trembled. The rock beneath her feet crumbled and turned to dust. It was all in slo-mo like a cartoon skit. Charlie was free-falling, her legs still wildly scrambling to catch traction on the tumbling debris. It was so unexpected; she didn’t have time to scream. Her adrenaline surged, pricking all her senses, as she plunged into the cold, deep water. She heard two other splashes and looked up to see Rodrigo launch himself into the air from the cracking ledge up above, splashing down a split second later.




CHAPTER EIGHT

“Over here, Charlie. Swim here!” Wolf screamed at the top of his lungs. He was standing on a narrow ledge near the entrance to a cave system in the cenote.
Charlie struggled to swim with the weight of the crystal skull. Somehow, she had managed to hold onto it. Thank goodness she had taken many years of swim lessons and even a class on saving drowning victims. She learned how to swim without her arms by using her legs like a frog. Holding the crystal skull with both hands out in front of her, she swam like she was in an Olympic dash. All she could focus on was the sound of Wolf’s voice cheering her on. She broke the water’s surface and thrust the skull toward Wolf, who grabbed it from her outstretched hands. Next thing she knew, another set of hands was lifting her out of the water.
“Quickly, we must run along this walkway,” Rodrigo barked. Somehow, he had caught up to Charlie and gotten out of the water before her. How? It didn’t matter right at that moment.
She could hear the two goons’ voices echoing in the cavernous chamber. Thank goodness the fall and their lack of swimming skills had separated them. They were at the other end of the cave in obvious distress from the sounds of their groaning cries. And far enough away that Wolf, Charlie, and Rodrigo were able to scurry into the next chamber without them catching on to their whereabouts. It was obvious that Leather hat guy and Ascot guy weren’t the best swimmers. If Charlie was a shark, they were still polliwogs. At least that’s how they ranked the different level of swimmers in her swimming class from her youth.
In the next chamber, Charlie, Wolf, and Rodrigo managed to catch their breath.
“Well, that’s not how I envisioned us entering the cenote, but here we are,” Rodrigo said with a hearty laugh. “I guess my intuitive senses are a little rusty. I should have known someone was following us.” He tapped his brow.
Charlie wondered what kind of guide Rodrigo was going to be. Could he really protect them?
“I’m not sure which way was more adventurous. My backward-facing plunge or your earth-disappearing act!” Wolf said, breathing hard. He still had the harness on his legs. “I guess I can lose this.” He wriggled out of the rope underwear and piled it up on the limestone ledge.
Charlie and Wolf were so busy comparing their experiences that they didn’t notice Rodrigo’s disappearance.
“Rodrigo?” Charlie spun around, looking into the water and along the rock ledge. The lighting was dim in this section. There were no openings in the ceiling where the sunlight could spill into the cave.
The trickling sound of water lapping against wood approached them from the dark side of the cave. It sounded like a long-bodied creature paddling in the water.
“What is that?” Charlie asked. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Without thinking, she grabbed onto Wolf’s arm, who grabbed her in return. A new surge of adrenaline merged with the adrenaline that was still pumping through her veins from her fall as the dark specter emerged from the shadows. When she realized that she was clinging to Wolf’s arm, Charlie released her grip, straightening her back. She couldn’t have anyone thinking she was a helpless damsel in distress.
“Hola, look what I found,” said Rodrigo. Somehow, he had a shallow-sided, flat-bottom canoe with hieroglyphs of two paddler gods etched on it. The fearsome engravings were of a jaguar-type god and a stingray-type god. He dipped the long-handled paddle into the crystalline water, making the canoe glide with little effort.
“How did you know where to find that?” Wolf’s mouth hung open; his brow furrowed.
“I am your guide. Trust in me,” said Rodrigo. It was the second time he had said these particular words. “Hop on. The Queen of Xibalba awaits.”
Charlie and Wolf boarded the skiff-type canoe. Charlie clutched the crystal skull. It was surely their lifeline out of here. Rodrigo guided the canoe into the caverns. Here, light poured in through breaks in the limestone ceiling. Charlie wondered how long the skylights would continue through this system of caverns.
“Do you know how to get out of here?” she asked.
“There is only one way out of Xibalba.” Rodrigo paddled the boat with the intent of a good Maya guardian on a mission. His stance reminded Charlie of the images of the Grim Reaper on the river Styx. That was a reference to Greek mythology she had learned in seventh grade English class. She was not sure she liked the thought of riding on a river to hell. But wasn’t that basically the same idea as Xibalba?
“Which way is that?” Wolf asked. He had sat down at the other end of the canoe to make it more stable. Charlie was in the middle, cross-legged, once again feeling as though she was a princess who must be protected.
“We must go through nine levels of treachery, or less, if we are deemed worthy,” Rodrigo declared. He was more serious down in the bowels of the cenote. Charlie did not like the intensity in his tone.
“Oh geez, it’s the riddle. We must live through the riddle. How did it go?” Wolf fiddled with a piece of rope that he had kept from the climbing gear.
“Find the others and you will know. You must first endure treachery and woe. There are thirteen calaveras in all. Following your lives’ greatest fall,” Charlie recited with a singsong cadence. “At least we lived through our lives’ greatest fall. That was a doozie!”
The waterflow picked up speed and the canoe followed. The skylights flew by at a faster pace and were farther apart.
“What will we do when there are no more skylights?” Charlie asked, staring at the flashes of light above. They were traveling fast enough that it had a strobe light effect. Charlie took a deep breath. She noticed her breathing had picked up and matched the rhythm of the flashing lights. She needed to be calm. Breathe in, breathe out, she said to herself.
“Xibalba will provide, and I will guide and protect,” Rodrigo stated with resolution. So far, he was doing a brilliant job of steering the watercraft through the quick-paced current.
Charlie wondered what happened to Leather hat guy and Ascot guy. Were they trapped in the cenote? Would they dare to follow them? She hoped not. Xibalba would be enough to endure, never mind dealing with those two goons.
The water had been mostly calm up to this point. Charlie and Wolf looked over the short sides of the canoe. There wasn’t much buffer between them and the water as it lapped at the boat. She dipped her fingers into the crystalline water. It was cool to the touch. They entered a narrower part of the underground river where the water quickened. There were no more skylights filled with sunshine passing overhead to brighten the darkness. Instead, the cavern lit up from what appeared to be a glow emanating from the walls. It was just enough illumination to navigate by.
“What makes the walls glow like that?” Charlie asked. The walls and cave vault emitted an ethereal blue light that looked like stars dotting the night sky.
“All those dots are the larval stage of the lightning beetle. The glow is a bioluminescence created by an organ near their tails. An enzyme called luciferase and other chemicals cause the glow so that the larvae can communicate with each other. For us, it makes the perfect night-light.” Rodrigo gave her a toothy grin but resumed his deep intent on guiding the canoe.
“Figures the chemical that creates the light has the word lucifer in it. Everything around here is all about the undead and frightful creatures!” Wolf was clinging to the sides of the canoe.
“You have no idea!” said Rodrigo, his bushy eyebrows wobbling back and forth. “Ha, ha!”
Charlie found herself gripping the sides as well. She was anticipating what treacherous events would soon come. So far, the glowworms were quite spectacular, nature’s very own sconces. Not so scary, but rather beautiful despite the fact they were creepy crawlies. Her eyes were glued to the mesmerizing sight, like a moth to a light. Except moths get zapped by the light. That wasn’t a pleasant image in her head. She ripped her gaze away to find Wolf staring into the water.
“Ah, Rodrigo? The water. Is it red suddenly?” asked Wolf. He tested it with one finger and inspected the drips that fell when he brought it to eye level.
“We are entering the first level of Xibalba. This is the river of blood,” said Rodrigo matter-of-factly. His brow one straight, caterpillar line, now.
Wolf shook his hand and tried wiping the gruesome liquid off on the bottom of the canoe.
“Real blood?” Charlie asked, making a disgusted face.
“Real. Sacrificial. Blood. The blood of all the poor souls offered up to Xibalba,” said Rodrigo. Thick red ooze flicked into the canoe with every stroke of Rodrigo’s paddle. It was beginning to puddle near his feet. Charlie shivered. Her skin crawled and pricked. It was quite an unsettling feeling.
“Um, Charlie?” Wolf’s voice faltered and tripped over itself. He pointed at her arm.
Charlie wiped and scratched at it. Something hard plinked into the bottom of the canoe. She looked down at the source of the sound. A two- or three-inch segmented light-yellow creature with a barbed, curled tail marched down the length of the watercraft like a little sentinel.
“Whoa!” Charlie screeched and jumped up to standing. She pointed at the little armored monster. “Rodrigo?!” She inched back toward Wolf, away from the menacing creature, all the while trying to keep her composure like a strong, independent person should.
“That’s just the beginning, chicos. Prepare yourselves,” Rodrigo announced calmly. He took the long pole paddle and smacked the scorpion into the water. “Wolf, if you still have that lollipop, it’s time to eat it.”
“The lollipop? Now? What’s that going to do?” asked Wolf, exasperated by the notion. Despite his confusion, he fished the lollipop out of his pocket. He inspected it and the gruesome captive inside the block of clear sugar. “Suddenly, this scorpion lollipop isn’t looking so fun to eat!” Wolf unwrapped the candy. “So, I should eat it?”
“Yes, preferably now!” Rodrigo commanded as a barrage of scampering bodies of all different sizes and colors—black, brown, yellow—scurried down the walls of the cave and the ledge along the water. Their wiry legs waving in the air, ready for battle.
“Okay?!” Wolf opened his mouth wide, stuck the pop in his mouth, and gave it one swift crunch. His face immediately scrunched up into a contorted grimace. He swallowed hard and waited.
Meanwhile, the army of scorpions, big and small, flooded the bloody water, their bodies buoyant on the thick, viscous fluid. Charlie held the crystal skull close to her body, protecting it, as the scorpions plundered the canoe. She kicked at them, while Rodrigo smacked them this way and that with his paddle. Wolf stood still, anticipating a miracle to happen from the lollipop.
“When’s something going to happen?” he asked, impatient. He held the now empty lollipop stick in the air, wielding it like a sword. Half expecting it to turn into one.
“Nothing’s going to happen. I just wondered if you dared to eat that thing,” said Rodrigo, throwing back his head in an outlandish ba-ha laugh, as he swatted several more scorpions from the skiff.
Wolf’s eyes widened and then narrowed into slits. “Are you kidding me right now? You think this is a joke?” By now, scorpions had breached the canoe and were climbing up their legs. “Ahhh!” Wolf screamed. He stabbed at them with the lollipop stick, flicking them overboard.
Rodrigo continued his steady navigation through the treachery, unfazed by the barrage of scorpions. The bottom of the canoe filled to overflowing with the armored arachnids. Charlie and Wolf continued to swat at the seemingly endless deluge. Charlie continued to kick at them, still clutching the crystal skull, and Wolf wrapped his hand for protection with the rope he had kept from his rappel into the cenote and smacked the scorpions like he was playing handball.
As the scorpions hit the water, they exploded into blobs of pus. The more scorpions they hit into the bloody water, the more pus that formed, turning the river into a bloody mess. It was utterly revolting and smelled putrid, like rotting flesh. Just when they thought the army of scorpions was under control, dog-sized ones appeared at the river ledge seemingly from out of nowhere.
“You have got to be kidding me!” Charlie exclaimed, nearly dropping the crystal skull. She looked over to Rodrigo to find him wearing a steely smile. “This is, for sure, no time to be smiling, Rodrigo!” she said in exasperation.
“Ah, but it is. We are approaching the house of jaguars. It is my specialty,” he said.
“Your specialty? What does that even mean?” Wolf whacked at the little scorpions with his rope-covered hand like a tennis pro, forehand groundstroke, backhand volley, and the occasional overhead smash when the scorpions fell from the cave ceiling. He looked up just in time to see a Great Dane-sized scorpion launch itself off from the river rock ledge toward the canoe. “Noooo…” was all Wolf could muster. He covered his head with his arms, expecting the thing to tackle him.
The oversized scorpion clambered the side of the canoe, nearly knocking the watercraft over. Wolf and Charlie retreated toward Rodrigo.
“You’re our guide and protector, right?” asked Charlie.
“Yes!” said Rodrigo. An eerie whistle emanated from his direction.
“Well, do something!” Charlie clutched the crystal skull to her chest; fearful she might drop it into the bloody water if the canoe rocked too much from the arachnid’s attack.
Rodrigo whistled his mesmerizing tune and managed to redirect the attention of the giant scorpion to something up ahead. It stopped its attempt at invading the canoe and scurried along the cavern’s rocks. Suddenly, the cavern filled with red light, and Rodrigo guided the watercraft to the ledge and secured the canoe in front of a backlit stone structure with stacked squares. Each square housed a sleek, black, sleeping jaguar. Rodrigo whistled again, a long, spine-chilling tone that caused the jaguars’ ears to perk. There were nine. Charlie counted to be sure. How would they ward off these vicious adversaries?
One by one the jaguars jumped from their perches. Their shiny, sinewy coats slid over their muscular frames. Each slinking toward the canoe. Their movements regal. Their eyes danced like fiery emeralds. Charlie and Wolf stood frozen in their spots in the canoe as Rodrigo hopped to the rock ledge. He continued with his eerie whistle as he walked confidently toward the feline guardians, the pitch-black cats seemingly entranced by his commanding presence.
“Don’t be afraid, chicos.” Rodrigo tossed a cocoa bean to each cat as he approached them. The cats’ powerful jaws snapped at the sacred offering, some voicing their approval of the tribute by making a sound much like the sawing of wood. Who knew they made such an unusual noise? Rodrigo stroked the head of one of the jaguars while continuing to whistle his ethereal tune. He smiled at Charlie and Wolf and motioned for them to come closer. Despite their reluctance to join a party of powerful predators, they happily jumped to shore, since the oversized scorpions were about to board the canoe again. Such hard choices—fangs or venomous stingers?
“Now, stand before this one. He will look into your eyes to deem your worthiness of his help,” said Rodrigo.
“What if he deems us unworthy?” asked Wolf.
“Then he will eat you,” Rodrigo said plainly with a little chuckle.
Wolf’s mouth dropped open in disbelief. “I thought you said you were our protector.”
Rodrigo shrugged, seeming indifferent.
Wolf looked at Charlie and stood slightly in front of her. She could see his muscles tense in readiness as if he could somehow protect her from this massive feline. She put her hand on his shoulder to back him down.
“I got this. I have nothing to hide.” Well, maybe the fact that she stole this skull from its eternal resting place. Charlie tried to clear her mind of any guilt. She was meant to find this artifact and return it. She knew it. It was destiny that she found it. She was meant to discover crystals, or they were meant to find her. Either way it was virtuous and part of a bigger plan. It just had to be.
Charlie squarely faced the big cat. She felt its stare penetrate deep into her soul. The jaguar sneered and revealed its yellow canines. Shivering, Charlie clutched the crystal skull tightly. She could feel Wolf tremble ever so slightly next to her. Flashes of the Queen of Xibalba filled her mind. As if it, too, could see its queen, the big cat blinked slowly at Charlie and moved on to Wolf. It barely glanced at him, seeming content with his presence—Who wouldn’t be, Charlie thought. He has a noble heart—and padded toward Rodrigo. Its eyes glimmered and glowed green, lighting the dimly lit space. Charlie and Wolf both breathed out and relaxed.
“It would seem your hearts are pure,” Rodrigo said with a smile.
A newly assembled army of dog-sized scorpions crawled down the rock ledge. With no time to lose, Rodrigo gave a loud whistle and pointed toward the marauders. The ebony cats exploded into sudden pursuit and bounded toward the armored beasts, bowling the monsters from the ledge with a swift whack of their large paws. Their dagger-like claws raked at the scorpions. They gnashed their teeth at the scorpions’ offensive pinchers, fearless in their conviction. The scorpions proved no match for the jaguars’ agility and stealth. Soon, the army was down to a mere one or two confused and dazed scorpions that quickly retreated into the shadows of the cavern.
Satisfied, the jaguars returned to their respective perches. One jaguar majestically padded over to Rodrigo, brushing up against Charlie and Wolf as it passed. Charlie reached out her hand. Its eyes sparkled with an all-knowing wisdom. The jaguar made a snuffling sound and rubbed its head against Charlie’s outstretched greeting. She could feel the power of this magnificent creature. Energy emanated from its emerald eyes, making the crystal skull in her hand vibrate. The eyes of the skull reflected the brilliant green of the jaguar’s stare. The Queen of Xibalba must know they were coming.
Rodrigo smiled his twinkling smile, patted the last jaguar, and gave one final sharp whistle. The grand cat made its strange sawing sound and jumped back onto its perch alongside its brethren. The guardian cats resumed their eternal slumber, Charlie assumed, until the next victim of Xibalba.
Charlie smiled at Wolf, who was in obvious awe with his large eyes and gaping mouth. She nudged him to snap him out of his reverie.
“That was awesome!” Wolf exclaimed. “I wish I had my phone to take pictures of all this.”
“Electronics don’t work down here,” said Rodrigo.




CHAPTER NINE

Rodrigo grabbed one end of the canoe and motioned for Wolf and Charlie to grab the other end. “We need to lift this out of the water, so it doesn’t float away.”
“Don’t we need to keep going down the river to get to Xibalba?” Wolf asked. He helped Charlie heft their end of the canoe out of the bloody, pus-filled liquid. Charlie made a gagging noise.
“You are already deep into Xibalba. You’ve managed to live through four levels of Xibalba as a matter of fact,” said Rodrigo. He smiled his toothy, mustached grin and turned toward the jaguar house, hands on his hips.
Charlie and Wolf set their end of the canoe down and stared in disbelief at one another, giant grins spread across their faces.
“Ha-ha, honestly, I don’t think I had comprehended what we have been doing all this time!” Charlie said. She laughed gleefully with Wolf, who patted her on the back for a job well done.
“Don’t get too cocky. We are only halfway there, and the challenges will keep getting harder.” Rodrigo took one of the saddle packs from his shoulder and handed it to Charlie. “You’ll want to put the crystal skull in the shoulder bag and strap it on, because you’ll tire out carrying that in your hands. Best to be hands-free from here on out. We have much treachery to evade.”
Charlie eagerly accepted the bag, gingerly placed the skull inside, and strapped it across her shoulder. “Where to next?” she asked, feeling more prepared with a safe place to stash the crystal, and having a moment to breathe and take in all that they had evaded so far.
“We go through the house of jaguars,” said Rodrigo. He pointed to a doorway in the middle of all the squares where the jaguars were perched. The entryway was made from stacked human skulls several feet deep.
When did that morbid structure appear? Charlie hadn’t noticed the doorway until now. Of course, things had been a little crazy up until this point.
“Are you sure we won’t reawaken the jaguars?” Wolf peered up at the now slumbering beasts. Their velvety pelts rising and falling with each eternal breath of slumber.
“When the king of the jaguars brushed against you and stared you in the eyes, that was his approval that you may enter the house of jaguars. He deemed you worthy of the spirit of the jaguar. If he hadn’t, you would both be cat chow by now,” said Rodrigo, nodding matter-of-factly. His nonchalant behavior unnerved Charlie at times. She hoped he really was on their side.
“Fair enough,” Charlie said, and shivers ran down her body at the thought of becoming cat chow by gnashing jaguar fangs.
Rodrigo grunted and proceeded to march through the macabre doorway. Charlie and Wolf followed. The doorway led to a hallway lined with more human skulls. Some had holes and cracks in them as if they had a tragic and violent death, some had elongated craniums from the intentional wrapping and reshaping of their heads as ancient Mayas were known to practice, and some were just plain small—possibly children. Charlie shuddered at the thought of children being sacrificed. It would seem no one was spared the barbaric horrors of Xibalba.
The hallway of skulls smelled dank and of decay. Charlie pulled the neckline of her shirt over her nose to stifle some of the stench. It was of little help. Wall sconces held fire-lit torches along the corridor to light the way and added a scorched smell to the mix. Charlie could feel the heat from the flames as they passed each one. It seemed to get hotter and hotter the farther down the corridor they ventured. Stumbling along, she noticed the pathway was bumpy. Charlie looked down to see what the floor was made of—surprise! It was paved with the skulls of the dead. It gave her a dreadful feeling and made her contemplate her own mortality.
“This is awful. I don’t like walking on all these poor souls’ heads,” she lamented. It was more than she thought she could handle.
Wolf also looked down. He had been so intent on where they were headed that he hadn’t paid attention to the landscape either. “Oh jeez, that’s not right.” He began to tiptoe, like that would somehow prevent him from walking on the dead.
“Don’t worry, chicos. We are almost out of this part.” As Rodrigo said this, the narrow corridor opened to a larger antechamber where stone benches lined the walls. On the benches sat colorfully decorated skeletons. Their bones appeared etched and stained with reds and yellows. They would almost have had a festive flair to them if they weren’t so—dead.
Wolf was the first to walk over to inspect the odd spectacle. He leaned over one of the skeletons wearing a flamboyant headdress made from feathers to get a closer look. “Have a seat, chico,” said the skeleton. His jawbone clicked together as he said the words. Wolf jumped back and grabbed at his chest in fright. “Yikes! Excuse me?”
“Did he just talk?” Charlie looked over at Rodrigo, flabbergasted.
“Of course, I did. Why couldn’t I talk? You can talk,” said the skeleton, chattering his teeth. It sounded like a maraca, staccato and chipper.
“Don’t pay attention to him. Come sit here,” said the black-and-red etched skeleton across from the feather-headdress skeleton. It patted the seat next to it and pointed its crooked, bony finger at Wolf then at Charlie. “Or you.” It patted the seat again. “Right here, next to me.”
Charlie shook her head and scurried over to Rodrigo, who just chuckled. Wolf quickly walked over to join them. “No thanks!”
“Don’t listen to their antics. They will try to confuse you,” said Rodrigo. He waved Charlie and Wolf forward.
“Confuse you? Never. We just want a little companionship. Wouldn’t you like to join us for a little siesta? Ha-ha.” A third skeleton jumped up from where it sat. Its bones rattled and shook.
“Definitely not!” Charlie and Wolf yelled in unison and broke into a sprint, racing ahead of Rodrigo. Charlie’s pack with the crystal skull bounced on her back. Good thing the crystal was solid.
They ran toward what looked like a giant fireplace with a monstrous rope rug in front of its hearth. The room’s temperature rose as they ran, and the flames on the walls increased in size. It was like being in a wood-fired pizza oven. Sweat poured down their foreheads. Charlie looked back to see if Rodrigo was following them. She didn’t see him at all. Her heart started to pound in her chest, blood throbbed in her ears, and a sour feeling crept up into her mouth.
“Stop!” Suddenly Rodrigo was in front of them, hands up.
Charlie and Wolf skidded to a halt. He had stopped them right before they reached the large, coiled rug. “How did you get ahead of us?” Charlie stammered. She looked back to where they had left Rodrigo in their haste, to make sure her eyes weren’t deceiving her.
In that split second, what sounded like a large airplane propellor starting up echoed through the room. Suddenly, multiple spinning razors the size of cars spun out of openings in the walls. The first row of razors barely missed the brim of Rodrigo’s hat. A small fragment of fabric fell to the floor as the razors buzzed by. Rodrigo didn’t flinch.
“Wowzah!” Wolf exclaimed. He had stopped so suddenly that he almost fell backward. Charlie stood ramrod straight next to him, arms glued to her sides.
“That was a close call. No sprinting ahead without me from now on, okay?” Rodrigo admonished them.
“How will we get around these things?” asked Charlie, exasperated.
“We will need to watch their movements and run or stop accordingly,” said Rodrigo in his usual calm voice.
“You have got to be kidding me!” Wolf said, shaking his head in disbelief as he watched the spinning razors oscillate back and forth out of the walls. Thankfully, they seemed to move at a rhythmically slow pace.
Charlie studied their movements. “We got this. Look, they mostly alternate, and for those that don’t, there is a small gap between them. We must be vigilant.”
Wolf stared at the wild, shiny blades but finally nodded his agreement as he focused on the razors’ motions.
“Let’s interlock arms and move as a single unit,” Rodrigo instructed.
Arm in arm the trio counted the movements of the razors out loud together and methodically advanced forward until they came to the final set of spinning razors, which spun more wildly and with less continuity. Charlie, Wolf, and Rodrigo stood anxiously, waiting to understand the pattern of the razors’ movements. Stuck between two sets of razors gyrating back and forth, the friction of air created between the sets made the trio waver in their shoes. The wind made Charlie’s eyes water, making it hard to see.
“How will we know when to move on this last one. It’s so random in its movements, and I’m not sure how much longer we can hold our ground with all this air turbulence. It’s making me feel off balance,” said Charlie. She held Wolf’s arm a little tighter. He returned the squeeze.
“We do it now!” Rodrigo commanded. Just as the giant razors fell back into the wall, he shoved Charlie and Wolf forward, to the other side. They stumbled and fell in front of the raging fireplace that had seemed so far down the corridor before. Somehow, they did not step on the coil rug. It appeared to have a strange rubbery quality about it that discouraged Charlie from touching it.
Shaken, Charlie was grateful they were beyond the crazy razor blades but couldn’t help but feel a sense of foreboding that they were no better off. She was certain the blazing fire in front of them was the fire of hell. For sure, it was hotter than hell. Dusting herself off, she stood, enchanted by the flickering flames of the fireplace and the scaly design of the coil rug in front of it.
“This seems like a dead end. Where do we go from here?” she asked, staring into the dancing flames of the gigantic fireplace. They were mesmerizing. Her eyelids suddenly felt heavy, and her mind became foggy.
Rodrigo shook Charlie’s shoulder. “Don’t let the flames entrance you, chica. It hopes to enrapture you and keep you here.”
Charlie tried to shake the cloudiness that filled her head. All she wanted to do was curl up next to the cozy fire and close her eyes. She looked over at Wolf, who appeared sleepy-eyed as well.
Rodrigo snapped his fingers in front of Charlie’s face then Wolf’s. “Wake up, chicos. Don’t let its warmth intoxicate you. It’s a trick just like the skeletons and their antics. This place hopes to imprison you.”
Charlie willed herself to wake up. She didn’t want to become a victim of Xibalba. Another lost soul. She slapped her own face. Hard. Then turned and slapped Wolf’s.
“Hey! Why did you do that?” Wolf rubbed the spot where Charlie had struck him.
“You don’t want to get stuck here in Xibalba, napping in front of this fireplace for all eternity, do you?” she asked.
Wolf vehemently shook his head. “Definitely not.”
All this kerfuffle disturbed the dusty rope rug. The coils began to unwind and rise from their resting place in front of the fireplace, sending dust particles to spark and fizzle out in the fire’s flames. Charlie and Wolf stepped to the side and shuffled toward Rodrigo and the fireplace. Rodrigo stood parallel with the tall flames as if ready to dive into them at any second. Charlie couldn’t take her eyes from the spectacle in front of them, namely the unravelling rug. It seemed to slither apart as if alive. She could hear a low “sss” sound emanating from somewhere amongst the coils.
Suddenly, it became apparent that the rug was not a rug at all but an oversized serpent, as its large, diamond-shaped head reared up, towering over them. It flicked its long-forked tongue at them, almost touching them, seeming to inspect Charlie’s and Wolf’s worthiness. Charlie could feel Wolf tremble next to her. She was pretty sure she was frozen stiff.
The serpent lunged and hissed at them. Charlie and Wolf jumped back. Rodrigo stood his ground. Charlie admired his fearlessness. How did he manage to remain so calm in these situations? It was as if he had done this all before.
Charlie stared into the snake’s slitted eyes. They gleamed and entranced her. Thoughts of dread and pain seeped into her brain. A vision of a floating head with a leathery, wrinkled face and flowing green hair. The eyes glowed a blinding yellow. And then, the serpent hissed out words in a familiar voice. The voice of the Queen of Xibalba. It was the same voice that Charlie and Wolf had heard in her tent when the crystal skull had spoken to them the night Wolf had arrived to the Dzibanche archeological site.
“C-H-A-R-L-I-E…” the voice drawled in an eerie hush.
The hair on the back of Charlie’s neck stood on end, and her skin pricked.
“Look,” Wolf said and pointed at Charlie’s backpack. “It’s emitting light!”
The crystal skull in the pack had begun to glow.
“The queen feels your presence, Charlie. We must continue.” Rodrigo gestured toward the fire and stepped between Charlie and the serpent.
The serpent’s head rose higher as if it was ready to strike.




CHAPTER TEN

“We must walk through the flames to escape,” said Rodrigo coolly.
“Say what now?” Wolf asked, giving him a crazy-eyed look. “In what universe do you think I would walk through flames?”
“In Xibalba, you do what you must,” Rodrigo said, nodding at the serpent.
“How in the world are we going to do that? It’s an inferno.” Charlie wiped her brow with her shirt sleeve.
“Like this.” And just like that, Rodrigo stepped into the ten-foot amber flames, leaving Charlie and Wolf to their own fate. The fibers on the rim of his hat singed as the burning flames licked at it. And amazingly enough, his body seemed untouched by the roaring fire when he passed through it.
Charlie and Wolf stared through the glow of the fire. They could make out the silhouette of Rodrigo on the other side, and his hat was still intact. No smoke, no charred flesh, no redness. Charlie couldn’t believe he left them with the giant serpent. She regarded the menacing serpent—its eyes beseeching her to stay. And then she looked to Wolf, shrugged, and resolutely shook her head.
“It appears he made it through. No screaming; apparently unscathed.” Her eyes grew large with anticipation. “I guess we can too. Better than ending up in the belly of a gigantic snake!”
Wolf took Charlie’s hand into his, clasping his fingers around hers. He gazed deep into her big brown eyes. It made her feel like, together, they could accomplish anything. Maybe a little dependence on another person, particularly a partner, made you stronger because it made you a team. As the saying goes, two heads are better than one. She smiled at Wolf. In her mind, she pictured them as adventure heroes with nothing but their leather hats and wits about them, a dynamic pair.
“Let’s do this!” Wolf exclaimed. He tightened his grip on her hand, and together they jumped through the blaze, escaping the serpent’s strike.
To Charlie, it felt like slow motion in an action movie. She felt her right foot leap off the ground, her body pass through the flames, which were astonishingly cool, and then touch down on the other side next to Rodrigo, who wore an enormous mustachioed grin.
“Bet you weren’t expecting a cool inferno.” Rodrigo chuckled. He pinched a small flame burning on the rim of his hat with his thumb and forefinger, extinguishing it.
“That was completely unexpected. Not sure how something so cool can throw so much heat,” said Charlie. She was still clasping Wolf’s hand. Was it odd that she didn’t want to let it go? Did that make her weak? She stared at their perfectly intertwined fingers only to be snapped to attention by Rodrigo’s commanding voice.
“Xibalba is a place of terrifying wonder,” he said matter-of-factly and waved them on to the next level.
Despite the roaring fire behind them, the corridor ahead was dim. The ground was no longer cobblestoned with human skulls, but rather wet and a little squishy. The air smelled musty with a hint of ammonia. Drops of water dotted Charlie’s shirt, and she looked up to see where it was coming from. The cave walls glistened from the moisture that seeped through what was probably the cenote above them and what appeared to be small stalactite chandeliers dangling from the vaulted ceiling.
Wolf followed her gaze. “Whoa.”
Charlie realized that the chandeliers were bats, thousands of them. A cold chill ran through her. She knew bats were good creatures but felt conflicted in her knowledge of their ecological usefulness versus the folklore that had been written about them. Did they really get caught in your hair or turn you into a vampire?
“Xibalba just keeps giving and giving. Doesn’t it?” Charlie said, shivering from the sudden dampness, mouth agape, as she looked up at the expansive colony of sleeping bats. She quickly shut her mouth when she felt more drops hit her head. Who knew what was in those? Bleck!
“I hope they don’t wake up.” Wolf appeared to shrink down as if that would protect him.
“As long as we keep quiet, we should be able to get to the end of the cave, where we should find the Queen of Xibalba’s tomb. There you, Charlie, can return her crystal skull to her.” Rodrigo nodded in affirmation and trekked onward into the dimly lit cave.
Just as Charlie took her first step to follow in Rodrigo’s footsteps, Wolf let out a deafening sneeze.
“Achoo!” Wolf covered his mouth with both hands a second too late. The sound reverberated off the stone walls, echoing through the cavern.
Suddenly, the entire roof of the cave flurried to life. A swarm of bats swooped toward Charlie and Wolf like it was one singular entity. The teens put their hands over their heads and ran, once again bolting ahead of Rodrigo without considering the consequences of leaving his protection.
“Chicos, wait!” Rodrigo yelled after them as they raced by him. He made no attempt to catch up.
Charlie and Wolf didn’t stop running until they found themselves blinded by bright light. Now, instead of protecting their heads from dive-bombing bats, they threw their hands over their eyes to shield them from the brilliant light.
Realizing they weren’t in the dark depths of a cave anymore, they came to a halt and lowered their hands as their eyes adjusted to sunlight. Instantly, the smell of warm corn bread filled Charlie’s nostrils, making her stomach grumble.
“Oh my gosh, that smells so good!” Wolf exclaimed. He clutched his stomach with both hands. “Where do I get me some of that?”
Charlie put her arm across his chest. “Whoa, mister, slow it down. We need to figure out where we are and wait for Rodrigo to catch up.” She scanned the scene in front of them.
Somehow, they had exited the cave. She looked back toward the mouth of the cave. Vines and vegetation covered the opening. She turned to look ahead. Some women dressed in long, wraparound skirts with sleeveless, poncho-like blouses tied with colorful sashes were tending a stone hearth with clay pots and flat corn cakes. Behind them were simple huts with low walls stacked with stones and roofs made of palm leaves. A little farther out on the landscape were large stone structures much like the structures at Charlie’s parents’ archaeologic dig site in Dzibanche. The stepped structures loomed over the thick vegetation that shrouded the area.
Charlie pushed Wolf into the bushes near the cave entrance. “Shh, keep it down. Somehow, I think we are in an ancient Maya city. Maybe Dzibanche in its heyday.” She put her hand over Wolf’s mouth to keep him from talking too loudly again.
“You think that’s possible?” Wolf said in a muffled voice.
Charlie dropped her hand from his mouth and nodded. “We’re still in Xibalba, after all. Anything is possible. Right?” She continued to scan the land and structures around them. People tended cooking fires, raised garden beds full of beans and squash plants, and busied themselves by spinning plant fibers into thread for weaving. It was a multitude of colors and smells of a bustling city.
“It’s so vibrant. I didn’t expect the structures to be painted red. Or to see so many people living amongst the step structures,” said Wolf.
“The early Maya temples truly are awe-inspiring and beautifully adorned. And I agree. I thought of Dzibanche as just a ceremonial site, but obviously it was a teeming city. It’s magnificent and so new!” Charlie exclaimed a little too loudly. She just couldn’t believe her eyes.
A pair of men dressed in cotton loin cloths and wraparound, multicolored kilts were alerted to their presence and headed toward Charlie and Wolf. Their bronze muscular bodies walked with purpose as they approached.
“I thought you said to be quiet, so we don’t draw attention to ourselves,” said Wolf. He latched onto Charlie’s hand and shrank down into the brush.
“I know…” Charlie wanted to kick herself. She had gotten too caught up in the magnificence of the scene. Where was Rodrigo when you needed him. Some guide and protector he was. She looked back toward the opening to the cave. Maybe they should make a run for it. She looked at Wolf, her eyes full of panic.
Wolf met her fearful gaze, squeezed her hand in recognition, and nodded. As they turned to run to the cave, two large hands grabbed each of their shoulders and spun them around. Their anxious gazes met with stern stares. The two men were formidable with their striking red-and-black painted faces, ear plugs, broad band bracelets, and multicolored capes. They spoke to Charlie and Wolf in ancient Maya, looking them up and down, obviously taking in their modern attire. One of the men touched Wolf’s ball cap. He seemed to like it by the agreeable grunting sounds he made. He gestured for Wolf to give it to him. Wolf complied willingly, handing his favorite NASA hat over to the larger of the two men. The man immediately put the hat on his head. He fingered the rim and nodded approvingly. The second man also nodded his approval.
Charlie couldn’t help cracking a nervous smile. It was too comical seeing the ancient warrior sporting an emblem of space exploration. The smaller of the two men gave Charlie a hard stare and made it clear that her smile was not welcomed. His gaze felt like it went straight to her core. It was palpable. Charlie gulped. Wolf whispered to her out of the corner of his mouth.
“Do you think he likes my hat enough to let us go in exchange?”
Charlie was pretty sure he knew the answer was a big fat no.
She gave Wolf the biggest eyes she could muster. Wolf just shrugged in defeat. Charlie wracked her brain for a solution out of their predicament. The only Maya she knew was what Rodrigo taught them at the beginning of their journey when they entered the jungle. She wasn’t sure “leave me alone” and “thank you” were the friendliest words to start off with—well, maybe “thank you” would be, but she didn’t feel very thankful now. She decided she had nothing to lose by using her words to defend herself. They weren’t just going to let them go on their merry way anyway. She was sure that she and Wolf had piqued the Mayas’ interest too much.
“P’atéen tíin juunaj!” Charlie used the most commanding voice she could muster to say, “Leave me alone” in Maya. Wolf jumped a little and squeezed her hand, giving her a nervous side glance. He obviously didn’t want to take his eyes off the two large men.
The two Maya men looked at one another in apparent surprise and chortled under their breath, not broadcasting a full laugh. By now, they had unhanded Charlie and Wolf. They spoke to one another and made head and hand motions toward the teens and somewhere beyond their current location. Charlie chose that moment to extend her thanks.
“Dios bo ‘otik!” Charlie said as clearly as she possibly could.
The larger of the two made a “Hmph” sound and nodded once. He pointed at them and then toward a well-worn path. Wolf shook his head back and forth. Charlie mimicked his movements and pointed back to the cave. Both Maya men gave them hard looks. It was obvious going back to the cave wasn’t an option. Charlie’s shoulders slumped as did Wolf’s. How did they get into these situations?
Suddenly, she realized that she would rather retrace all the treachery of Xibalba than risk the unknowns here in Dzibanche. Or was this all an extension of Xibalba? Who was to know what was real and not real at this point? Charlie certainly didn’t have any idea. And where was Rodrigo? Suddenly, Wolf let out some nervous laughter. Charlie elbowed him in his ribs. The larger of the two Maya saw this and laughed out loud. He said something to his cohort, and they cracked a smile at Charlie. Evidently, they were amused by her bold behavior toward Wolf.
Charlie wasn’t sure what to make of all this, so she decided to show the Maya men the crystal skull. She started to unstrap the shoulder pack, and both men immediately stopped smiling and tensed up, as if ready for a fight. Charlie slowed her movements and pointed at her eyes, then the pack, and then to the men.
“I have something I think you’d like to see,” she said as she reached into the bag to get the skull. She calmly pulled the crystal out, facing it toward the two men. Its glassy patina glistened in the sunlight, almost blindingly so. They gasped upon laying eyes on the sacred relic and quickly shielded their gaze from it.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Maya men’s demeanor toward Charlie and Wolf changed to one of shock, outrage, or fear—Charlie wasn’t sure. They obviously revered the skull. Charlie only hoped that meant they would revere her and Wolf now too.
The men motioned for Charlie and Wolf to follow them. Wolf looked to Charlie and then back at the cave. She could read his mind. She had the same thought of making a break for it, but she was pretty sure these two muscular men would catch them all too easily if they tried to escape, so she urged Wolf forward with her to follow the men. As Rodrigo had said, in Xibalba there is only one way out, and it isn’t by backtracking. Just keep moving forward.
The ancient Maya marched them through groves of cacao and gum trees, around man-made rainwater collecting systems called cisterns, women making coiled clay pots with babies on cradleboards on their backs, and massive stepped pyramids that seemed to disappear into the sun. All the ancient sights and jungle smells swirled in Charlie’s mind as she tried to take it all in. The Maya stopped their chores or socializing as soon as they noticed the crystal skull in Charlie’s hands. It commanded attention, and the people hushed and stared as the little entourage passed them by. The two Maya men leading them seemed to puff their chests out more and more as the looks continued. It would seem Charlie and Wolf were a source of great pride for them. Well, let’s be real—it was all about the crystal skull.
Charlie found herself raising the skull higher and higher for all to see the farther into the city they went. She felt its power. She wondered if the Queen of Xibalba would be proud to know her subjects still revered her. By now they had passed multiple masonry structures, carved stone risers with hieroglyphics, and arrived in the grandest plaza yet featuring the highest pyramid. A multitiered pyramid base with a superstructure of masonry stairs rose skyward to the summit temple. Charlie recognized the structure from the archaeological dig site where her parents worked—the Temple of the Cormorants. It was pristine. On one of the stone risers, a snakehead emblem glyph associated with the Kaan Dynasty ruler Yuhkno ‘m Uht Chan, also known as Sky Witness, was etched into the rock. She remembered this bit of history from Alejandro, their epigrapher, who loved to tell stories to everyone back at the archeological dig site, aka here. She loved campfire stories—the stories, not the actual living experience that she was having—a little terrifying if she was being honest.
She came to realize they were in the raised plaza of Xibalba. The real, living stone, not the archeological finds of her parents. The Temple of the Cormorants loomed above in front of them, and behind them on the opposite side of the plaza was the Temple of the Owl, the Queen of Xibalba’s temple. The very temple Charlie had just a few nights ago been nosing around in and where she had found the crystal skull itself.
The crystal skull began to glow brighter upon entering the plaza as if it knew where it was. Charlie wondered, as they climbed the superstructure’s steps, if this was where they needed to bring the queen’s skull after all. Maybe the queen was still alive at this point in ancient time.
They reached a plateau where there was an entryway to the Cormorant temple. The Maya men motioned for Charlie and Wolf to stop. They spoke with men guarding the entrance who had a menacing look about them because of their filed-down teeth made pointed, oblong-shaped heads, and scarred/pierced skin. The men eyed Charlie and Wolf and changed their demeanor to one of urgency as soon as they noticed the crystal skull in Charlie’s hands.
“Thank goodness for that skull of yours,” Wolf said quietly, leaning into Charlie’s ear. That was for sure. It seemed to be their insurance policy so far.
Just as abruptly as they had left their entryway post, the two guards reappeared and vehemently gestured for Charlie and Wolf to enter. They passed through the massive stone archway into a cool antechamber that led them into an inner, more intimate chamber, where a domineering man in an elaborate headdress of quetzal feathers sat on a jaguar pelt splayed across a massive stone throne. He sipped on what smelled like bitter chocolate. It made the hollow in Charlie’s stomach rumble. She could imagine what Wolf was feeling. He was always hungry.
The king stopped mid-sip and stared at Charlie, his brows knitted closely together, making his facial piercings crinkle his skin. The Maya were certainly a ferocious-looking crew. Charlie shivered. The crystal skull trembled in her hands, making its glow appear to quiver.
Everyone in the chamber stopped their matters of business to stare at Charlie—and the crystal skull. One of the guardsmen spoke. “Ahaw Yuhkno ‘m Uht Chan.”
Charlie wasn’t sure what that meant, but the mighty Maya king rose from his throne, his stance wide. He peeled his lips back to reveal his pointed teeth, stuck out his modified forked tongue, and further crinkled his nose and face. His grimace was enough to make any rival cower in fear. Lord Yuhkno ‘m Uht Chan lived up to the snakehead emblem on the steps of his temple. Charlie knew the ancient Maya liked to modify their bodies to display their individuality, fierceness, or political status, but learning something from books and experiencing them were two different things entirely.
The Maya king gestured to the crystal skull in Charlie’s hands and walked over to stand squarely in front of Charlie. Wolf grabbed her arm, ready to protect her. Ever her brave partner. It made her already racing heart skip a beat. Charlie lowered her head and gaze and raised the crystal up in offering to the king. She peeked through her lashes at Sky Witness. It was easier to refer to him as that in her mind than Yuhkno ‘m Uht Chan. Too many consonants.
The king relaxed his face. If Charlie didn’t know any better, she’d swear she saw tears well in his eyes. Then the king spoke abruptly after a moment of staring into the crystal skull’s vacant eye sockets. He reached out to touch it. “In Reina.”
Charlie wondered if he said, “my queen,” because in Spanish it sounded like that. She wished Rodrigo was here to interpret what was going on and being said. She wondered if they would ever find him again.
Abruptly, Sky Witness grabbed the crystal from Charlie’s hands. He cradled it and gently stroked its glassy surface and then thrust it up into the air with his outstretched arms. “Reina Xibalba!”
Everyone in the room fell to their knees and chanted, “Reina Xibalba, Reina Xibalba!” Which left only Charlie and Wolf standing dumbfounded.
Their escorts eyed them, and Charlie pulled Wolf down to his knees by yanking on his arm.
“I feel like we’ve been in this predicament before with the gods of resurrection!” Wolf said in a loud whisper. His eyes darted around the room.
Charlie nodded in agreement. She looked at Sky Witness. He lowered the queen’s crystal skull and met her gaze. She wanted to look away, but his intense stare seemed to paralyze her eye muscles. He barked a few words and everyone in the room rose to their feet. They all turned to stare at Charlie and Wolf, their eyes somber. Sky Witness spoke to his guards and seemed to issue commands by the tone of his voice.
Next thing she knew, the men who had found them near the cave gripped their arms and roughly led them back out of the temple. This can’t be good, Charlie thought. Maybe the king thought they had stolen the crystal. Well, in a way, she guessed she had. Just at a different place in time. She decided that her curiosity was good at getting her into trouble. Her mother seemed to think so. Maybe she should heed her mother’s warnings more often. She was forever in worry mode when it came to Charlie. Charlie looked at Wolf, who was giving her big eyes. She returned his concerned look.
The two Maya men brought them down a back staircase and into what appeared to be a long, narrow, grassy area with sloping stone walls on either side. In the middle of the stone walls, about twenty feet up off the ground, were stone hoops on each side. She didn’t remember seeing such a place at the archaeological site, but then again it was hard to make out what was what as the jungle gobbled the ancient Maya cities up over a thousand years’ time. She had seen this sort of structure before in books. It appeared they had taken them to a pok-a-tok ballgame court.
It didn’t make her very happy. For one, it was a rather difficult game to play. You had to hit a hard rubber ball the size of a soccer ball into the stone hoops using only your thighs and hips—no hands! And two, it was usually played by enemy captives to make amends, as a substitute for full-blown war, or as an omen to answer a king’s question on a matter (if players A and B win, then this, or if players C and D win, then that), and—worst of all—it ended in the human sacrifice of the losers, or was it the winners? She couldn’t remember—ahh! She was pretty sure they were going to die.
She turned her head to Wolf as the Maya roughly bound their hands together and made them kneel facing the length of the grassy court. At the other end of the field, guards appeared from around the corner with what appeared to be two other captives by the looks of their bound hands and feet. They were made to kneel facing Charlie and Wolf. She guessed they were their rivals. They looked a little fiercer than Charlie and Wolf with their black body paint of elaborate symbols, body piercings, and head plumage. She and Wolf must look so out of place with their khaki shorts, zip-up hoodies, smartwatches, sneakers, and zero body paint. She wondered what they did to deserve this fate. Xibalba was tortuous for the living and the dead.




CHAPTER TWELVE

“What is happening?” Wolf whispered, leaning into Charlie. He had scooted closer to her, so their shoulders were touching. The guards didn’t seem to pay them any mind.
“Our fate is in the balance. Should we live or die?” Charlie slumped.
Wolf interrupted her before she could explain further. “Die?! We didn’t come this far just to die now. We need to escape.” His brows furrowed but quivered. He was obviously trying to be strong and tough for Charlie, and she was beginning to find his chivalry endearing. She knew it was because he cared about her. This was a moment when she wouldn’t want to be alone and in charge. It was going to take some major team effort. Wolf switched his gaze to the opponents across the way and narrowed his stare.
“This is a pok-a-tok ballcourt. I believe the king is trying to decide if we are worthy of having the queen’s crystal skull in our possession. This game was often used as a means of retribution for the king’s divine power, and I think we challenged that today,” said Charlie.
“So, we’re going to play a game to evaluate our worthiness?” Wolf was clearly confused by all this ancient reasoning.
“Yes.” Charlie sighed. Sighing helped relax her nerves. It was a way of focusing her attention inward instead of on the stressors in her environment.
“So how do you play?” Wolf asked, looking around the plain grassy field and up the sloping stone walls with the hoops on each side. He squinted at the blinding sun above, since his hands weren’t very useful all tied up.
“A hard rubber ball the size of a soccer ball will be thrown into play, and we have to try to get it through one of those hoops up there.” Charlie indicated with both pointer fingers as her hands were tied together.
“Well, that doesn’t sound too difficult. It’s kind of like basketball.” Wolf made a “humph” sound. His competitive-athlete-self puffed up.
“Except that you can only use your thighs and hips to hit the ball. No hands.”
Wolf scrunched up his face as his jock persona deflated. “That’s impossible!” He shook his head. “We’re going to get all scuffed up and bloody from sliding on the ground to get the ball. Not to mention, how do you get the ball in the air high enough to reach the hoop? We’re doomed.”
“I don’t know, but the whole idea is to offer blood to the gods to show good favor. And in this case, I guess to the Queen of Xibalba.” Charlie shrugged not knowing what else to say or do. Also, she didn’t want to tell him that she wasn’t sure if they should try to win or lose to save their lives. They were kind of stuck. But then again, she didn’t think the queen would have spoken to her if she just wanted to kill them. There had to be more to it than that. The crystal was more special than an offering talisman. It had powers. She could feel the energy that emanated from it. Obviously, information was stored on it because it communicated with them, but only when her crystal pyramid necklace was near. The crystals needed each other.
She had read an article about researchers at the Southern University in the United Kingdom who were able to store 360 terabytes of information on a thin slice of quartz. She could imagine how much information could be stored on a piece of quartz the size of the queen’s skull. It had to be an advanced piece of technology. Too bad she didn’t know how to speak ancient Maya so she could talk with Sky Witness. Funny, she hadn’t thought of this until now. The crystal skull had spoken to them in English. How did it know to do that? Obviously, there was some sort of intelligence behind it.
All the while these thoughts were whirling around Charlie’s mind, spectators had been gathering up along the ridge of the sloped stone walls. Charlie suddenly snapped out of her introspection. Wolf elbowed her ribs.
“Looks like we’re drawing a crowd.” He squeaked out some nervous laughter. How he always managed to laugh no matter the situation astonished Charlie. It was one of the crazy traits that endeared him to her.
“Great…” Charlie shook inside. Where was Rodrigo? He should have found them by now. Wasn’t he always saying that he would guide and protect them?
There was quite a gathering of Maya people. They were surprisingly quiet, all staring down at them. Not a single smile or facial expression on any of them. It was rather creepy. Suddenly, a shaman covered in red-and-black body paint, spectacularly colored plumes on his headdress, with thick armbands and neckband, walked the edge of the ballcourt, burning sage. The smoke billowed and filled the air with a crisp, herbaceous scent. Then a painted dancer appeared from above, lit a fire in a large stone cauldron, and danced to the beat of deafening drums. Charlie couldn’t see the drummers. It was as if the heavens were thrumming their anticipation.
A Maya masked with a jaguar head walked up to Wolf and Charlie and smeared red paint onto their faces. At least Charlie hoped it was paint. It was rather warm and had a metallic smell to it. She shuddered to think what else it could be. She could see across the field to their rivals. They did not get the same treatment, as their faces were already painted. The rivals were unceremoniously released from their restraints, and their guards retreated from the field, leaving them to stand side by side facing Charlie and Wolf.
“I don’t want to do this,” Wolf said breathlessly. A smaller Maya guard unbound his wrists.
“I’m scared too.” Charlie gulped hard to swallow the lump that had formed in her throat, making her breathing feel labored. The sound of the deep drums was enough to make anyone shake in their shoes. The larger Maya guard untied her wrists.
How were they going to survive this? Maybe it was all a dream. Maybe this was a projection from the crystal skull. Maybe it was like a video game, and if they died, they’d get another life. Don’t you usually get three tries? Wow, now she was grasping at straws.
As their captors vacated the field and left Charlie and Wolf to stare their ferocious-looking opponents down, a bellow came from above them. It was Sky Witness. He held the crystal skull high in the air. He portrayed his name gloriously with his headdress of large, colorful plumes, intimidating red-and-black body paint, and a jaguar stole across his chest. He was fierce. Lordly.
As suddenly as the drumming had started, it stopped, leaving an echo of rumbling in their ears. Sky Witness’s voice boomed into the air like a god.
“In Reina!”
The silent crowd broke into a thunderous response. “In Reina, In Reina!”
They all raised their hands to the sky and then down toward the ravine where Charlie, Wolf, and their opponents stood. They shook their hands and stomped their feet, which seemed to make the whole field shake. It sent prickly sensations up and down Charlie’s skin. She could feel Wolf’s shoulders quake next to her. Such an intimidating people. Their belief in the endurance of pain in life to reach reunion with the divine afterlife might be the Maya reality, but it wasn’t a reality Charlie wanted for herself or Wolf to experience.
Sky Witness lowered the crystal skull and bellowed again. Words that made the crowd of Maya whistle and shout. The shaman with the sage appeared toward the center of the sloping stone wall and threw a soccer-sized ball into the middle of the field just like Charlie had predicted. Charlie and Wolf’s rivals exploded into motion, racing toward the ball. The broad-shouldered rival with large ear piercings and raised scars all over his chest slid into the ball, knees first. Obviously, he had played this game before and evidently lived. His knees and legs were covered in scars from what Charlie could see.
Muscle memory kicked in, and Wolf sprinted into action, running up to receive the airborne ball with his right thigh. Charlie was thankful for all the days she watched him play on the soccer team, even though she hated the cocky, testosterone-driven behaviors the players often displayed. Thankfully, Wolf tended to leave those aggressive behaviors on the field back home, but they were about to be necessary. Thank goodness he was a good player. Charlie never got into sports. She was a bookworm in every sense of the word. She realized in that moment that being scholarly was important but being a well-rounded person with many abilities allowed you to be more intelligently agile to get through life’s challenges.
Somehow, the broad-shouldered guy managed to pop the heavy ball up into the air. And Wolf managed to beat the other opponent with the pronged headdress and monkey tattoo to the second play of the ball.
Charlie remained frozen. It was evident to her that she should have taken gym more seriously. It was never her strong suit, but she vowed at that moment if she lived through this, she would take up some form of exercise, maybe martial arts!  Or running, yes, running would be good too! She decided there was no time like the present. Charlie took off running up the slope of the stone wall. Wolf managed to hit the ball high enough that it bounced off the wall. Charlie attempted to knee it with the top of her thigh as it came down. Wow, that ball was hard. It popped straight up into the air. Everybody’s sights were on the ball. Wolf, tattoo guy, and broad-shouldered guy ran to the ball at once. Charlie thought they would all crash into each other.
Wolf jumped into the air to make contact first. He managed to give the ball a good bump with the swing of his hip, sending the ball farther up the slope. Broad-shoulder guy raced up after it. Charlie decided to move closer to the goal in case it ventured up that way. Wolf saw her intentions and charged after broad-shoulder guy. Tattoo guy made the same move as Charlie. Wolf’s long legs made him a fast runner. Broad-shoulder guy’s brawn made him a slower runner. Wolf met the ball on its roll down the slope. It had lost its airtime. He knelt on the stone in front of the hard ball, and it rolled up his thighs; he gave it a heave as he stood back up. It didn’t get the ball in the air much, but tattoo guy managed to slide under it enough to bop it with his hip. He was basically lying on his side, angled with the slope. That had to hurt by the looks of the bloody road rash left on his leg as he stood. Charlie ran over to the ball but missed it on the ball’s descent. It rolled down the stone slope and landed in the grass with a thud.
Charlie felt ensuing dread. This game was impossible. How would they ever get this ball into the hoop. It was like the never-ending journey through Xibalba. It was pure torture.
This anticlimax went on for hours. Charlie’s legs felt wobbly and heavy from all the running. If she could lie down to rest, she would be asleep in a matter of seconds. Wolf’s shirt was drenched in sweat and blood. You could have wrung it out and made a puddle. He was bent over with his hands resting on his thighs as he tried to catch his breath. The sides of his legs were full of scrapes and bloody scratches from brushing with the rough stones. Even broad-shouldered guy and tattoo guy were huffing and puffing on their side of the field. Broad-shouldered guy’s face was rather red and sweaty. Blood was dripping down tattoo guy’s legs from all the sliding down the stones.
The crowd had dissipated. The sun had set, and new fires were made and sconces lit. Charlie wondered how long this game would go on. Would they stop it? Did they have to continue until there was a winner? She was so exhausted; she couldn’t think rationally. Was she even here? Wolf touched her arm.
“Are you okay?” He rubbed her arms up and down. His red-rimmed eyes were big and saucer-like, looking into hers.
Charlie nodded for his sake, though she really wasn’t. “I just want this to be over. This is pure torture.” She held back tears, trying to be strong, but all she wanted was for him to hold her in his arms and tell her everything would be okay.
The rims of his eyes became glassy. “Me too. I think this might be worse than death. Anticipation is painful.” He wiped his brow with the back of his hand and then gave her a quick side squeeze. At that moment Charlie looked up to catch Sky Witness gazing upon them and their private moment. Was he touched? His eyebrows knitted together as he tightened his grip on his beloved’s crystal skull. He had been spectating from a massive carved stone throne at the far end of the I- shaped field just outside of his temple.
Charlie wished she had thought to show him the reaction of the Queen of Xibalba’s crystal when placed near her crystal pyramid necklace when she first met him. Maybe then they wouldn’t have been in this predicament. But nothing ever came from shoulda, woulda, coulda. Charlie needed to think. She fondled her necklace.  She abhorred the thought of Sky Witness taking it from her. It had so many memories of Wolf and their adventures and great technological feats associated with it, but she decided to take a chance. Even if they ended up taking it from her, at least she would have given her all to get out of this mess. What was the alternative? Death.
She reached for the crystal around her neck and lifted it up to make it visible, swinging it back and forth. It glinted in the firelight. Sky Witness perked up and squinted as if to see better. Then he gestured for the guard next to him to come. The guard bent to his lord. Sky Witness spoke animatedly, and the guard nodded and gestured back to Sky Witness and proceeded down the back staircase where Charlie and Wolf had been led down earlier to get to the field. He walked with great authority, such that Charlie could feel his footfalls as he approached.
“What did you just do?” Wolf put his body in front of Charlie. Such a noble gesture, she thought fondly. It made her smile. Her I-don’t-need-anyone’s-help attitude melted a little more. She could get used to someone standing up for her, which was something Wolf had done from the moment he met her. She was realizing accepting help didn’t make you weak but potentially stronger. Bonds made molecules stronger, so why wouldn’t they make humans stronger?
Charlie loved the ever-growing bond between her and Wolf. His continued gallant gestures of protecting her made her realize how much she loved him. Did she just use the word love? She looked up at him. He looked even taller and stronger than when she met him at the airport.
“I hope I just saved our butts.” Charlie tried to sound as cool as Rodrigo did in moments of peril. It took every ounce of strength she had left in her body.
The guard pushed past Wolf like he was a bothersome fly and grabbed Charlie’s upper arm. She grimaced at his rough handling of her.
“Show him your crystal necklace. It might be your saving grace,” Charlie commanded Wolf.
“I hope you’re right. But I guess we have nothing to lose at this point.” Wolf pulled out his necklace and dangled it in front of the guard’s eyes.
The guard took a step back, evidently startled to see a second crystal pyramid. Hard to believe anything scared these muscular Maya. They all looked like they were body-building-superhero-warriors. Obviously, no desk jobs during this era.
The guard marched Charlie and Wolf up the staircase over to Sky Witness, who motioned for them to kneel before him. The proximity of their visible crystal necklaces made the Queen of Xibalba’s crystal glow and come to life like in Charlie’s tent that other night. Charlie ventured to speak to the skull, hoping she could conjure the queen herself.
“Queen of Xibalba…”
“Xibalba.” Sky Witness nodded in agreement and looked puzzled at Charlie’s foreign words.
Charlie started again, this time striking the skull with her crystal pyramid to create more energy. “Queen of Xibalba, we have brought you your crystal just as you asked. All we ask in return is safe passage back to our present day.” Charlie stared into the vacant crystal’s eye sockets, which began to flicker to life.
“Find the others and you will know. You must first endure treachery and woe. There are thirteen calaveras in all. Following your lives' greatest fall.” The crystal continued to glow but said nothing more. It would seem this saying was on repeat.
Sky Witness jumped back. “In Reina?” He recognized the voice. “My queen speaks to you because of your necklaces. How is this possible?”
Charlie and Wolf looked to one another. It was what she had hoped. Apparently, the crystals could be a translator. She jumped at the opportunity of explaining their situation to Sky Witness.
“Yes! I found the queen’s skull at an archeological dig site in the future, and it brought us here. I think she wants us to bring this skull to join the other twelve skulls. Do you know where they are located?” Charlie held her breath.
Sky Witness regarded Charlie and then Wolf. She could tell he was checking out their attire and general appearance. He snorted.
“You are not from here,” he stated quite frankly.
Charlie pointed to her sneakers and her watch. “Obviously not.” She shrugged.
Wolf took this inopportune time to laugh. He covered his mouth with his hand and coughed to try to disguise his laughter.
Sky Witness glared at him. After a moment of consideration, he spoke.
“I will take you to them. It is a sacred place. A place of the gods. I am the caretaker of Ah Puch and the underworld. A crystal skull was left by each of the gods that have visited us. Queen Xibalba came to us and taught us that the afterlife is to be earned by enduring this physical life’s pain and sacrifice. That is why we offer up our life’s essence.”
“You mean blood,” Wolf said plainly, with a touch of disdain and a little disgust. He curled his lip and furrowed his brow.
Charlie glared at Wolf, admonishing him for his disrespect toward the king and his beliefs. “I would be grateful,” she said, lowering her head.
“We would be grateful,” Wolf added, trying to ensure that he got to go as well.
Sky Witness looked at the crystal skull one more time, contemplated it for a short minute, then handed it over to Charlie.
“It would seem the queen has a quest for you to complete. I will allow it.” He motioned for his guards.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Charlie and Wolf walked back through the Cormorant Temple and down the plazas. It was nightfall by now and plenty bright out from the light of the full moon. Almost like day. The moon looked enormous hanging right above the temple tops.
Charlie was surprised Sky Witness followed them. There weren’t many people out at that hour. Only a few men sitting by fires, smoking cigars of pungent-smelling tobacco. They hardly looked their way as the group passed by.
Not far from where Charlie and Wolf came out of the cave, the guards moved aside a canopy of vines that hid a large limestone opening. It glistened with moisture. Charlie could hear what sounded like rushing water.
They entered. The guards lit torches. The large cavern had a waterfall cascading through a hole in the ceiling into a lucent body of water. The walls and floor of the pool sparkled from flecks of crystal in the stone. The crystal skull and Charlie’s and Wolf’s crystal pyramids glowed brighter. Sky Witness’s eyes widened at the sight. Charlie could tell it dazzled him.
Sky Witness gestured to the falling water as if it was a magical entity. “This is home to the crystals. Cenotes are a sacred place. A place that connects our worlds.”
Charlie found his choice of words titillating. It was fascinating how ancient peoples talked about connections with other worlds. That was the case for the ancient Egyptians and their belief in the afterlife. They believed they went to another world as well. They also talked as though their gods had walked amongst them—well, and they did, as Charlie recalled her previous adventure into ancient Egypt. She had met Osiris when she and Wolf traveled back to ancient Egypt on their last adventure.
And somehow, all this was linked by crystals. She knew it, felt it in her bones. She had to get to the bottom of the mysterious crystals. It was her destiny. Why else would she have found the crystals in the first place? She believed there was more to the universe and its mysteries than what humans currently knew. Otherwise, how were two different cultures from different parts of the world so similar in their beliefs, especially at a time when they would have no means of communicating with each other or traveling to each other?
The guards led them to the water’s edge, where they came to a halt. Charlie stopped and looked at Wolf, then at Sky Witness, who stared at the waterfall as if he could see to the other side.
“They will go no further, nor will I. My queen forbade us from ever going into her chamber, but it would seem she has chosen you, Charlie, to bring her back home. You will find what you are looking for through the waterfall on the other side.” Sky Witness extended his arm out to the falls in welcome or maybe farewell. He looked longingly, like he could almost see his dearly departed queen through the screen of water.
Charlie put the crystal skull into her shoulder bag and looked up at Wolf. He smiled at her and took her hand in his. “Let’s do this?” He said it more like a question, leaving it up to Charlie.
“Yes.” Charlie looked back at Sky Witness, such a formidable man-god. She nodded at him. He returned her nod and gave her his signature ferocious face, forked tongue and all. She decided to take it as a sign of respect. She took a deep breath and stepped into the cold cenote water.
She and Wolf waded through the hip-deep water until they reached the falling veil of water. It was deafening up close. They gripped each other’s hands tightly, interlacing their fingers, and took a leap of faith through the wall of water. The water pounded down on them, and its breadth was more than they had anticipated. They sloshed through and stumbled to the other side.
Drenched, Charlie and Wolf now stood behind the waterfall. It was just an empty cave. Charlie felt disappointment wash over her. When was this saga going to end? She had been sure the place they were looking for would be on the other side of the waterfall. It’s what Sky Witness had said.
“This can’t be it, can it?” Wolf sounded just as disappointed as she felt. He wiped at his face and smoothed his wet hair back.
“No, there are supposed to be twelve crystal skulls,” Charlie said with conviction. She scanned the space more closely and noticed another chamber up ahead. “Let’s keep going.”
At least it was dry land on this side. Their sneakers sloshed and squeaked as they walked. The rock walls were like the caverns they had been traveling through all along in Xibalba, only these walls were full of giant crystals. Each probably scaling twelve feet tall, all protruding this way and that. It looked fantastical.
Charlie and Wolf came to a large boulder. On the side of it, about shoulder height, was a carving—a symbol of an owl. Charlie knew the Maya believed that owls were messengers of the underworld and a manifestation of the god of death. It was also the symbol and name of the Queen of Xibalba’s temple. The Owl Temple was where Charlie found the crystal skull, so this had to be what they were looking for.
Under the symbol was a hole in the shape of, none other than, a pyramid. Charlie looked to Wolf. He grinned and lifted her necklace and pulled it over her head.
“You should be the one to open it.” Wolf handed her the necklace.
“This is all so coincidental. Why would there be a lock that requires a pyramid-shaped key?” A key that Charlie had found in the sands of Egypt near a tomb on another archeological dig the previous year. There were so many questions swirling around in her mind. So many missing links.
She took Wolf’s hand and wrapped it around her hand that was holding the crystal pyramid. “Let’s do this together.”
They pushed the pyramid key into the lock with a click. The boulder lit up and revealed itself as a large, brilliant crystal. It reminded Charlie of sayings such as “walk into the light.” She expected the boulder to move, but it didn’t roll this way or that or even slide out of the way for that matter. But it did begin to oscillate within itself. It almost looked liquid. She reached out to touch it. It felt electric and warm, like what plasma must feel like.
Charlie pushed her hand deeper into the amorphous material and back out. Her hand was still intact. Shrugging, she decided they didn’t have anything to lose at this point, so she grabbed Wolf’s hand and yanked him with her.
Walking through the liquid crystal was the oddest sensation she had ever experienced. It was a tingly, weightless, almost soothing feeling. On the other side was another dazzling chamber made entirely of more giant crystals. And on the far wall, stacked in a perfect square, were twelve crystal skulls, each tucked into its own cubby made entirely of crystal. In the middle of the square was a vacant spot, the perfect size to fit another skull. The Queen of Xibalba’s skull.
“Wow, this is amazing!” Wolf exclaimed.
“Extraordinary for sure.” Charlie took it all in. She couldn’t stop blinking. The room sparkled.
After a moment of gawking, Charlie took her backpack off and pulled out the crystal skull. As much as she hated to part with it, she knew it belonged here in this magnificent crystal tomb. She admired the sheer beauty and perfection of the object and walked over to its long-awaited vacant spot. As soon as she placed the thirteenth skull, the Queen of Xibalba’s skull, in its place, the entire chamber lit up like a light switch had turned it on.
“What is this place?” Wolf spun around and around, looking up then down, taking it all in.
“It’s truly magical,” said Charlie. She was awestruck.
Suddenly, an image appeared across the crystal skulls as if they were a computer monitor. It took a moment to focus and then…
“Thank you for returning the crystal skull. Your bravery and perseverance through much treachery has been noted.” An image of a green woman with wild white hair and copper neckband appeared within the crystals.
Stunned, Charlie took a step back. She put her hand to her necklace, which was safely back around her neck. She often held the crystal pyramid pendant in her hand to ground herself in stressful moments.
“You’re welcome. We are happy to return it to its rightful place,” she said matter-of-factly, though her insides were quaking like an aspen leaf.
Dumbfounded, Wolf just nodded in agreement.
“I have one more request of you both. Never tell a soul about the crystal skulls or what you have witnessed here today,” said the Queen of Xibalba. Her piercing eyes were large and dark, like black holes.
“What is all this? Are you related to Osiris, the god of the Egyptian underworld? Where are you?” Charlie had to know more, her questions shooting out like a spray of machine-gun fire.
“So many questions, my child. If you follow the Milky Way and look to the stars, I am there, alive and well. Osiris resides here in the stars as well. And these crystals are a way of communicating with the humans on Earth. Something we long ago found you are not ready for.” The queen’s words were steady and patient, much like how a teacher would speak to their student.
“Who are ‘we’ and why are humans not ready? And what are we not ready for?” Charlie felt like she had diarrhea of the mouth, but she had so many questions. So, so many…
“I have already said too much. Now, you and your friend must go. The cave system you are in is about to collapse. Go to the back of the chamber, and you will find a way out.” The queen’s voice held more of a command this time.
“But I have more I would like to know. I think we are ready. Don’t you think we have a right to know more?” Charlie was used to pressuring her point and getting her way. At least it often worked with her parents and most teachers at school.
“No, not yet. Now, you must go. Hurry!” The queen’s voice boomed and echoed in the chamber.
The crystals started to make a tinkling sound much like a swaying glass chandelier would. Little pieces of crystal began to rain down on them. The walls cracked and the whole room vibrated like an earthquake. Crystal shards sprinkled everywhere like glitter.
“Please!” Charlie pleaded with the queen; her voice turned to a whine much like a toddler’s. She felt desperate.
“Run!” was the last word the queen yelled, and the lights in the crystals went out.
“Oh boy, we better get out of here! Where’d she tell us to go? Somewhere back there?” Wolf pointed and yanked Charlie with him to the back of the chamber where there was a tunnel.
Charlie dragged her feet. This can’t be how it ends. She couldn’t let go of the fact that she still didn’t have any answers. She was tempted to grab the crystal skull and reached for it as Wolf pulled her along.
“Leave it!” Wolf shouted while larger pieces of crystal fell. “She said to leave it, and tell no one, and that’s what we’re going to do!”
Wolf’s serious, take-charge demeanor thrilled Charlie. She loved his humor and light-heartedness, but this strong side really excited her. She relented and picked up her pace. She certainly didn’t want to get buried alive in a pile of Xibalba crystal. That would be pure damnation.
She looked back to the liquid crystal door through which they had entered the chamber. It was still swirling and vibrating as before, only now it looked like a porthole into space. The Milky Way to be exact. It was beautiful and mesmerizing. What kind of door was it?
“Hurry, the entrance to the tunnel is collapsing!” Wolf yanked her even harder.
Charlie picked up her feet and ran with all her might, her muscles burning from the exertion. As she passed through the doorway into the tunnel, she scooped up a little piece of crystal that had fallen. Down the dark hallway they ran. The tunnel reverberated with the sounds of the crashing crystals from the Xibalba chamber. Wolf and Charlie ran harder.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Charlie focused her sight on a faint light that gave her hope they were heading the right way. Everything felt like it was in slow motion: her thoughts, their progress toward the light and away from the crashing sounds of the crystals, and the tactile sensation of each of Wolf’s fingers as she clutched his hand. Everything except her racing feet. They felt like they were moving a hundred miles a minute, and with ease she might add. Adrenaline, the ultimate superpower.
As the doorway of light grew brighter and larger upon their rapid approach, Charlie made out the outline of a figure. It stood squarely in the center of the light, like x marks the spot. She hoped it was a friendly figure, but that didn’t seem to be the Xibalba way. Wolf squeezed her hand and slowed their pace a little; apparently, he was apprehensive also.
“I hope that isn’t a monster. I don’t think I can take any more Xibalba surprises.” Wolf breathed out heavily, weariness in his voice.
Charlie noticed the outline of a large, brimmed hat and the unusual stance of a familiar figure. She broke from Wolf’s grip and dashed ahead, throwing her arms around the muscular, squat body.
“Rodrigo! Are we glad to see you!” Charlie half cried, half laughed.
“Speak for yourself!” Wolf arrived a half a second later, halting in front of the happy reunion. He huffed and crossed his arms across his chest.
Rodrigo’s black mustache twitched and turned up at both ends.
“Oh, now, chico, you left me. Remember?” Rodrigo noted, chuckling and winking at Wolf.
“That wouldn’t be me; that was Charlie,” Wolf declared, still sulking. “Charlie’s the one who bolted away and out of the cave system. I just followed. And you, you could have followed! You seemed more than capable all the other times.”
Charlie released Rodrigo from her grip. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt so happy to see someone. Well, maybe when she picked Wolf up at the airport. How did her thoughts keep sidetracking to everything Wolf. It didn’t matter the danger they were in or the activity they were doing. It all revolved around the feelings that bubbled up involving Wolf. Everything was better with him. Charlie’s chest filled with warmth.
“I had every confidence in you both. Now, come with me and tell me all about what happened.” Rodrigo motioned them forward, his feet pointed sideways, but he strode ahead.
Charlie and Wolf talked rapid fire, each filling in where the other left off. All the while, Rodrigo nodded and kept a fast pace down a limestone pathway that soon became slick with moisture. The air felt heavy and smelled of minerals. The intercave system opened to a large, vaulted space filled with sparkling, crystal-clear water. A beam of sunshine shone through a hole in the cave ceiling, and multiple voices echoed in the chamber. Charlie stopped talking and gazed around the room. She recognized those voices.
“Hey, this looks familiar!” Wolf smacked his forehead with his hand in obvious disbelief.
“Oh my gosh, Charlie!” A voice from above reverberated off the limestone walls. “You’re okay!”
Charlie looked up and saw her parents and Mrs. Moss all peering down through the cenote’s skylight. Every one of them wore an expression of relief.
How long were they gone that Mrs. Moss was able to fly to the Yucatán? Charlie wondered. The room felt like it was warping or spinning. Charlie wasn’t sure what she was feeling. Confusion. Disbelief. Relief. She looked from Rodrigo—who was grinning from ear to ear as he reached for a rescue basket that had been lowered down into the cenote by what appeared to be a large search party judging by the number of faces peering down at them—and then looked to Wolf. The corners of his eyes were wet with relief and something else. Wolf pulled Charlie into a tight embrace.
“I’m so glad you’re safe,” he said, pressing his face into her hair, his voice muffled. Then he kissed the top of her head. He grabbed her face with both hands and pulled back, looking deeply into her eyes. “I thought I might lose you in there.” He made a jerking movement with his head toward the bowels of Xibalba.
Charlie stared into Wolf’s eyes. They were so intensely blue. “You could never lose me.” With that said, she stood on her tippy toes and planted a kiss on Wolf’s lips.
If it was possible for fireworks to go off in one’s head, this is what it must feel like, she decided. Charlie giggled. She hated to end the moment, but there were lots of people watching. Especially Rodrigo, who gave them a little nudge with his elbow. Charlie and Wolf separated; their eyes still glued to each other. Wolf smirked. Charlie giggled again.
“Okay, chicos. Your adventure ends here!” Rodrigo announced, patting the rescue basket. “You have some very concerned parents up there.” He nodded toward the worried faces above.
Charlie had just stepped into the rescue basket and closed the door when suddenly, Leather hat guy and Ascot guy appeared.
“You don’t get away that easily!” Leather hat guy jumped out from the shadows and grabbed the rescue basket and shook it. The safety door unlatched and swung open. “I want that crystal skull!” His eyes were wide and crazed. He looked as if he had been through a war zone, his clothes ripped and wet.
The parents and some of the rescue crew screamed at the sudden mayhem.
“Ahh!” Startled, Charlie slammed back against the bars of the cage.
Wolf leapt to her rescue, shoving Leather hat guy and sending him splashing into the cold cenote water. His partner in crime, Ascot guy, slowly appeared from the shadows and laughed hysterically as Leather hat guy floundered and sputtered in the water.
“Give it up, Friedrich. You think she really has it after being lost in this godforsaken place for five days? Get over it. There will be other treasure to find.” Ascot guy jeered at Leather hat guy and then turned to peer through the rungs of the rescue cage at Charlie, an expression of apparent commiseration on his face.
“I’m sorry if we gave you a bit of a scare earlier. Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Sir William Brown, treasure hunter extraordinaire. I don’t generally make it a habit to stalk little girls, but I’m afraid Friedrich and I got a bit too caught up in a frenzy over the possible discovery of a crystal skull,” he said with a little bow and flurry of his hand.
Charlie watched as Rodrigo and Wolf eyed Sir William and his oddly timed introduction. Rodrigo’s mustache quivered. She could tell by the bristle in his eyebrows and mustache he didn’t believe a single thing this proper-sounding man said. His eyebrows and mustache could tell a whole story all by themselves, Charlie marveled.
Friedrich clambered to the water’s edge and clumsily pulled himself out of the chilly water. “I must have that skull! I will do anything for it.” His breath came in gasps.
Sir William put his hand up as if that would calm him down. “I am no longer a part of this foolish obsession,” he said, straightening his ascot as if this gave him more respectability, and a leather-bound necklace fell forward. The shiny black stone in the shape of a spiral caught Charlie’s discerning eye.
“But I don’t have it,” she said matter-of-factly, relaxing a bit but still clutching the bars of the cage. She shrugged her backpack off and opened it for them to see.
“What is going on down there?!” Charlie’s mother yelled.
“It’s all under control! Just give us a minute,” Charlie yelled back. She knew her mother’s worry meter was probably through the roof, and she didn’t need it to skyrocket again.
“Anything? You would do anything?” Rodrigo grinned and stroked his mustache.
Friedrich perked up at Rodrigo’s bait. “Yes, anything!” He slicked his wet hair back with one hand and wiped at his dripping clothes with the other, trying to look more dignified.
“Then follow me. I can be your guide,” Rodrigo said with a grin and a twitch of his mustache. His feet turned around before his body followed as he led an eager but sadly uninformed treasure seeker to what Charlie was sure to be his demise. She noticed he didn’t add his usual “I will guide and protect.”
“Are you coming, Sir William?” Rodrigo asked, swiveling his head like a serpent, his intent glare reminiscent of an emerald-eyed jaguar.
Charlie shivered at the thought of his fate.
It took Sir William a split second to respond. “I think I’d rather not. I’m finished with this place.” And with that, he slammed the rescue cage door shut and yelled up to the search party, “Pull her up!”
As Charlie ascended into the daylight above, she heard Sir William say something under his breath. “Until another time, until another place.” What did that mean? She wondered what his spiral necklace symbolized.
“What kind of necklace is that you’re wearing?” Charlie asked him before they were out of private earshot. She burned the intriguing image of the necklace into her memory bank.
“It’s Anasazi, very ancient,” Sir William said with a wide, toothy grin. He draped his ascot back over the relic, his eyes sparkling devilishly.
Charlie wasn’t sure what to make of it. He stared back at her, unblinking. She would file that for further contemplation when she wasn’t quite so exhausted.
She watched as Rodrigo ushered Friedrich into the bowels of the cavern, leaving watery footprints. Friedrich’s walk was that of a man on an impossible mission. Rodrigo’s walk was that of a guide to the gates of hell.
“Rodrigo!” Charlie leaned forward in the cage, which swung forward. The search crew above adamantly instructed Charlie to keep still with a curt shout.
Rodrigo turned and looked up, never losing his stride. “Don’t worry, chica, I’ll be back at the store in no time to sell Wolf another lollipop!” He gave her a nod, and the left side of his mustache turned up. He ended the conversation with a wink and disappeared into what Charlie now knew—all too well—was the mouth of Xibalba.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Charlie’s mother nearly squeezed the stuffing out of her as she told her that she loved her repeatedly, peppering her with kisses. Then she stepped back to admonish her for going on such a dangerous adventure into the jungle. And without telling anyone, she added. At least she had told Eduardo, the cook, about Rodrigo when they went into town. That was enough of a bread crumb trail for her parents to find them.
“I’m okay, Mom. I’m okay. Everything turned out fine. See, Wolf and I are both fine.” Charlie untangled herself from her mother’s grip and turned to give her father a hug.
“I’m impressed you found the cenote that belongs to Dzibanche!” Her dad released her from his embrace. “This is the find of the year! We should be proud of our daughter’s fearless sense of adventure, Marilyn.”
Charlie’s mom wiped a tear with the sleeve of her cover-up. “I am, Andrew, I am indeed.”
Wolf’s mom also had a viselike grip on him from the moment he stepped foot out of the rescue basket. “I’m okay, Mom. I think you have sufficiently squeezed all the water and grime right out of me.” They laughed together, as the Mosses so readily did—a trait Charlie loved about Wolf (and his mom). He laughed so easily. Life could be so serious at times, and he made it lighter.
“Let’s get out of here and celebrate!” Charlie’s dad announced.
“What about the other two men? Who were they?” Charlie’s mom inquired, tilting her head.
“Oh, the mustached one, as you now know, is Rodrigo, and he’s a guide for these parts. He was taking the other guy on a tour of the cave.” Charlie didn’t want to tell her mother too much about that situation. Her mother worried enough as it was. Plus, she didn’t want her to know all the secrets surrounding their adventure.
And as far as Sir William went, as soon as he stepped foot out of the rescue basket, he managed to weasel his way out of any trouble by rambling on about his affiliation with the head of antiquities in Mexico, which caught Charlie’s parents’ interest. All his name-dropping seemed to appease any suspicions anyone might have had about his initial interests in ancient Maya artifacts. But Charlie knew better. He was all about the money, not the culture or history. Without Friedrich, however, Charlie felt he was mostly harmless, at least for the time being.
“Thank goodness for that Rodrigo. If it wasn’t for him, we would never have found this place. He is quite enchanting.” Charlie’s mom put her hand to her chest. “He was a godsend.”
She didn’t know how right she was. An otherworldly, mystical being quite possibly, that is. Charlie smiled to herself. That Rodrigo. How did he get out of the cenote by himself? He was magical in every sense of the word. Charlie was surprised that Rodrigo led so many people to the cenote. She thought it was a secret. He must really care about them.
Back at the dig site camp, Charlie and Wolf learned that they had been gone for five days. What seemed like a very long day in Xibalba had been nearly an entire week?! It was like a time warp, Charlie thought, like a worm hole to another dimension. Or the oscillating door in the cave. Wolf agreed. They would spend many nights speculating about this adventure, for sure, and how it related to the one in Egypt. And Charlie would have to look up Anasazi symbols and culture. She had a feeling that Sir William’s necklace was the key to finding the bigger picture in all these mysteries.
That night around the campfire, while eating Eduardo’s delicious enchiladas followed by s’mores, everyone wanted to know how the teens fell into the cenote and survived for five days without food. Charlie and Wolf took turns telling their story of accidental adventure and carefully wove a more believable story about falling through a weak part of rock, finding glowing worms, jaguar skeletons, offerings, and ancient Maya burial sites filled with skeletal remains. They left out the goons chasing them, all the creatures they encountered, and the living, ancient Maya they met. No one would have believed two teenagers anyway.
After a day of quarantine, Charlie’s and Wolf’s moms relented and allowed them to go into town with Eduardo on his grocery run, provided he always knew of their whereabouts. Charlie hoped this over-parenting would end soon. Her mother insisted that Charlie’s inability to respect boundaries would be her downfall if she wasn’t careful. Her father argued it was what would allow her to do great things, provided she learned to be a bit more reasonable in her undertakings. Charlie agreed she would do something somewhere in the middle of her parents’ wishes. Wolf’s mom was happy for their sense of wanderlust. She just smiled and asked that Charlie and Wolf didn’t fall off the face of the earth.
Δ  Δ  Δ
In town, Charlie and Wolf made a beeline to Rodrigo’s store. The bell jingled its welcome as they walked through the front door, and Charlie smiled. It smelled the same as the first time they entered, of tobacco and coffee.
“Hola, chicos! What are you looking for today?” Rodrigo gave them his winning, bushy smile. His eyes twinkled more than usual.
Charlie ran over to the counter and gave Rodrigo a big hug. “Thank you so much for saving us! Although you could have stayed with us the whole time!”
“I got sidetracked by an old friend. One of the talking skeletons was a previous client. Needless to say, he was a little angry at me for messing up his journey, and I had to make amends. Obviously, he never made it out. My bad.” Rodrigo laughed.
“Are you seriously telling me you don’t always safely return people on their quests?” Charlie’s voice squeaked. She placed her hands on her hips.
“Don’t be upset. You were completely fine on your own. You made it out.” Rodrigo sniffed, stroked his mustache, and nodded in Wolf’s direction. “What have you got there?”
Completely oblivious to their conversation, Wolf rummaged through the box of unique lollipops. “Nothing I can’t handle,” he announced, smirking.
Rodrigo shook his head back and forth.
“So, what happened to Friedrich Von Steck? Did you take him to the crystal skull like he requested?” Charlie asked. “Or did his quest not go so well?” She was dying to know the details.
“Let’s just say he has paved the road to Xibalba and will no longer feel the need to seek fame and fortune,” Rodrigo said, with a twitch of his mustache.
Charlie would never walk on a cobblestone street with the same mindset again. She looked at Wolf, and they both shivered. She didn’t want to know how that came to be his fate.
Wolf picked a clear lollipop from the box he had been rummaging through and peered at it. He nodded his approval and brought it to the counter. Rodrigo inspected it. Charlie eyed it and cringed at the sight.
“Bleck!” Charlie stuck her tongue out and gagged a little.
“Good choice.” Rodrigo pushed the pop back toward Wolf. “It’s on the house.”
“Thanks!” Wolf took the wrapper off and popped it in his mouth with a smile.
Charlie was thinking about the cenote. It had been on her mind since the rescue.
“And what about the cenote? Now, everyone will know about it. I’m so sorry, Rodrigo. It’s all because of me.” Charlie lowered her eyes and looked up at Rodrigo through her eyelashes.
“Nah, nothing to worry about. They will never find it again.” Rodrigo said this with complete conviction. His eyebrows cinched to a straight line.
“How do you know?” She looked at him squarely, and a quizzical look swept across her face.
Wolf sucked on his pop, pulling it out every so many licks to inspect the artifact within.
“I am Tata Balam after all.” Rodrigo’s mustache quivered and his eyes sparkled. He proudly puffed his chest out.
“What is Tata Balam?” Charlie asked, intrigued. She leaned into the counter.
“I am the protector of the jungle and its creatures. The whistler of the wind. The guardian of the living and the dead.” Rodrigo walked out, standing tall, from behind the counter, with his four-foot-nothing stature, his feet ninety degrees from his legs, and his left hand missing a pinky. He pulled out a guitar from the shelf and started to whistle and play.
Charlie and Wolf stood mesmerized by this powerfully spirited man. He sang of their adventures, Xibalba, and how the jungle confuses and fools those who don’t understand its ways. In that moment Charlie understood there was nothing to worry about as far as the secrecy of the sacred cenote of Xibalba. No one would find it again unless it wanted to be found. Rodrigo ended his tune with an eerie whistle that sent chills down Charlie’s spine. The teens clapped. Wolf had placed his lollipop in his mouth to do so and inadvertently crunched down on the candy.
“Ahmm!” He made crunchy sounds of discomfort.
“What is happening?” Charlie looked at his mouth; saliva was drooling out of the corners.
“You got to the surprise in that one, eh?” Rodrigo chuckled, his eyebrows wriggling as the corners of his eyes crinkled. He strummed a few chords on his guitar like the music at the end of an epic movie.
“I can feel their legs!” With tears forming in his eyes, Wolf gasped and choked down the cinnamon-flavored fire ants.
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Charlie's Crystal Pyramids
 
They called her a “nerd” ever since second grade. Charlie’s life experiences were different from her classmates. It wasn’t her fault she had seen parts of the world that her peers had only seen on television or in books. Being labeled and bullied was more than Charlie could live with every day. That all changed the day Wolf came to her school.

While working together on a school project, Charlie and Wolf visit the Egyptian exhibit at the museum where Charlie’s mother is the curator, and the pair is transported back to ancient Egypt by the power of an otherworldly device. And thus, begins the time traveling adventure of self-discovery for Charlie. Suddenly, social awkwardness doesn’t seem so important.

Can her unique survival tactics get her through the drama of middle school with the fashion queens or is her fate already sealed by the gods of ancient Egypt? Follow Charlie’s escapades through the power of history, art and culture. Her successful return home depends on her believing in herself, a little cosmic luck and the support of her new cherished friend. Join Charlie on a fantastical journey.
I Awaken
 
A Battle of Positive and Negative Forces As drama and debauchery grow in the town of Blame, Utah, so does the negative forces they feed. Only an energy enforcer descended from the Ancients can combat the truly dark forces at play. Aeliana is one of these descendants entrusted with the responsibility of restoring balance in the world, by guarding and awakening positive energy. With the help of her grandmother and her new friend’s Uncle Denali, a spiritual leader of his people, Aeliana focuses her powers to attempt to uplift the welfare of the town, and battle the ultimate personification of evil at the center of it all, Aeshzel. In order to get her new school involved with part of the solution, Aeliana and her friends, Thea and Bryant, rally the students together and inspire them to help those in need. As one would expect, the “in group” doesn’t make things easy for her, but Aeliana follows her destined path with unwavering perseverance. Will darkness and skinwalkers overpower the small town and its inhabitants, or will Aeliana have awakened her abilities enough to enlighten them?


Tick Talk
 
How did life begin revolving around her constant state of gnawing and jittering? Mia isn’t sure, but it started with a mind-crushing headache and fever, followed by aches and pains that left her feeling like a rusty, old tinman. At age sixteen, you shouldn’t have to feel that you have managed to survive the day.

Mia struggles to figure out what’s wrong with her with little help or support from her mother, who’s a nurse, or her softball friends. She feels alone and depressed. Until one day, someone who understands her pain suddenly appears in her life. Of all people, it’s the school delinquent, Ethan.

Mia finds that it’s hard to diagnose an illness that is a master of disguise and a mimicker of many unusual illnesses. Will she find the answer to her life encompassing malaise? Will she find the support she so desperately needs from her family and friends? Time is ticking, and she needs some answers. Now.
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