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Aztec Gold

By Caridad Piñeiro


Six months ago, Cynthia Guerrera’s lover and fellow archaeologist Rafael Santiago trekked into the Mexican jungle in search of one of the fabled Cities of Gold—and never emerged. Guilty over their parting, Cynthia won’t rest until she knows what happened. When the discovery of a conquistador’s journal corroborates Rafe’s intended path, Cynthia is determined to finally leave the safety of the museum to rescue him, despite the conquistador’s dire warnings, and her own traumatic past.



Arriving at a remote village deep in the jungle, Cynthia is both elated and angered to find Rafe alive. But he is far from well, having watched his team be decimated by a bloodthirsty demon-goddess. When Rafe reveals he has been gifted with supernatural powers—powers he plans to use to kill the beast and save his brother, still held captive in the temple—Cynthia must face her own inner demons to fight alongside the man she loves.







Dear Reader,


A new year always brings with it a sense of expectation and promise (and maybe a vague sense of guilt). Expectation because we don’t know what the year will bring exactly, but promise because we always hope it will be good things. The guilt is due to all of the New Year’s resolutions we make with such good intentions.


This year, Carina Press is making a New Year’s resolution we know we won’t have any reason to feel guilty about: we’re going to bring our readers a year of fantastic editorial and diverse genre content. So far, our plans for 2011 include staff and author appearances at reader-focused conferences such as the RT Booklovers Convention in April, where we’ll be offering up goodies, appearing on panels, giving workshops and hosting a few fun activities for readers. We’re also cooking up several genre-specific release weeks, during which we’ll highlight individual genres. So far we have plans for steampunk week and unusual fantasy week. Readers will have access to free reads, discounts, contests and more as part of our week-long promotions!


But even when we’re not doing special promotions, we’re still offering something special to our readers in the form of the stories authors are delivering to Carina Press that we’re passing on to you. From sweet romance to sexy, and military science fiction to fairy-tale fantasy, from mysteries to romantic suspense, we’re proud to be offering a wide variety of genres and tales of escapism to our customers in this new year. Every week is a new adventure, and we want to bring our readers along on the journey. Be daring, be brave and try something new with Carina Press in 2011!


We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.


Happy reading!

~Angela James


Executive Editor, Carina Press
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www.twitter.com/carinapress
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Chapter One



The feel of old papers called to Cynthia Guerrera the way a lover’s skin might.

Even with the gloves she wore to protect the fragile documents from the oils on her fingers, she sensed the raspy texture of the heavy parchment beneath her fingertips. Smelled the mustiness that hinted at the fact that it had been some time since these papers had seen the light of day.

At first she had been skeptical about the provenance of the documents. Missouri cornfields were not the place one expected to find a trunk filled with nearly five-hundred-year-old Spanish artifacts. But a Missouri cornfield was just where the trunk containing the papers, journal and maps had been discovered when a developer had begun excavations for a new strip mall.

Setting aside the missive—a letter from Coronado himself to one of his seconds in command—she turned her attention to the leather bound journal of Juan Domingo Cordero, one of the conquistadors who had accompanied Coronado on his adventures. Gingerly opening the cover, she traced her fingers over the sprawling script. The first entries in the journal had provided her with the identity of the author and the date of the documents thanks to Cordero’s meticulous notations.

With that information, she had been able to check a number of other sources to confirm that Cordero had indeed been one of Coronado’s lieutenants. When Coronado had left Mexico City in 1540 in search of the fabled Cities of Gold, Cordero had been at his side for the first leg of the journey. Coronado had eventually separated from Cordero and his contingent, ordering them to search in one direction while he went in another.

Cordero’s entries in the journal carefully detailed their travels throughout the south central portion of Mexico, before his band had turned northward until they crossed the Rio Grande. Eventually the group had drifted eastward and reached the Mississippi, hugging the fertile banks of the river until it landed them in the area that would become known as Missouri.

Tired of their journeys and with their group decimated by a number of incidents, the Spanish conquistadors had built a small settlement a short distance from the sluggish and fruitful waters of the Mississippi.

The notations in Cordero’s journal gradually diminished after the establishment of that settlement, with the conquistador’s adventures giving way to the routine of farming and family life. It seemed that Cordero had finally stopped writing at all.

Cynthia supposed that was when the conquistador had tucked the journals detailing his explorations into the small wood and leather trunk together with his other papers. The trunk in turn had been put in a cellar, and over time, the floods that often occurred in the area had covered Cordero’s home and the surrounding settlement with mud. Further flooding and natural events had added to the layers over the former community, hiding its existence from sight until the developer’s bulldozers had dug up the first hints of the earlier colonization and the trunk.

Cynthia picked up the report that had arrived that morning. The assorted laboratory tests she had requested absolutely confirmed the age of the documents.

With that endorsement came proof of one thing, while serious doubt remained about a series of entries in the journals—unusual and unbelievable tales.


She rose and walked over to the climate-controlled locker in her office and then removed a hand-wrought wood and metal tube from within. Returning to her worktable, she untied the laces holding the metal cap in place at one end of the cylinder and slipped out a pliant sheet of leather that bore a crudely drawn map identifying the sometimes circuitous route Cordero and his men had taken from Mexico City.

In the middle of the map, more carefully detailed than anything else, were the geographical features and path to what Cordero had believed to be one of the fabled Cities of Gold. A city supposedly inhabited by a demon goddess who had taken away and killed nearly half a dozen of his men. Cordero had decided after the incident that no amount of lucre was worth their lives and had chosen to leave the area in search of a safer existence.

Shortly thereafter, he and his men had traveled northward, reached the Rio Grande, and eventually built the small farming settlement near the banks of the Mississippi.

Cynthia could well understand the motivation for adopting a quieter life after such hardships. Her childhood had been a series of travails thanks to her anthropologist parents and their thirst for knowledge.

But unlike the entries detailing Cordero’s travels, the tale of a demon goddess was hard to believe. Yet everything else about the documents was genuine.

Worse, something about the map had troubled her from the moment she first unrolled it onto her workstation—its similarity to one she had seen a little over six months earlier. As she had compared the various features on the drawing to a copy of one given to her by her lover, Dr. Rafael Santiago, she realized there was too much coincidence to ignore.

So many months ago, Rafe had detailed to her the plans for his latest archaeological expedition—a trip to a previously unknown and unexplored Aztec temple located in south central Mexico. While on that trip, Rafe, his younger brother and a team of five other men had disappeared into the Mexican jungle.

For weeks rescuers had searched for them, but without luck. The guides assisting them had refused to enter the Devil’s Jungle and without their advice, finding Rafe’s exact trail toward the temple had been virtually impossible.

For months Cynthia had been reaching out to various contacts in the area, hoping for word of Rafe and his group and keeping faith in the belief that they were still alive. But with each month that passed and every clue that evaporated into nothingness, that hope was fading along with the prospect of discovering anything about her lover’s disappearance…until now.

Before her sat a copy of Rafe’s map, carefully pinpointing the possible location of the Aztec temple. Beside it lay Cordero’s drawings, the details disturbingly similar to those on Rafe’s. The location of the supposed Aztec temple in virtually the identical place.

But if she believed the veracity of the maps—which, thanks to the lab results and her other investigations, was almost irrefutable—did she also have to believe that somewhere in the area where Rafe disappeared, Cordero and his men had discovered one of the Cities of Gold and an ancient demon goddess?

There has to be a more logical explanation, she thought.

A mingling of omens and native legends coinciding with the arrival of the Spaniards had led the Aztecs to believe that Cortez was a returning god. Maybe some similar beliefs had caused Cordero and his men to assume that a monster had taken their fellow explorers. It was much more likely that a large jaguar or other wild animal had been responsible for the mutilations, disappearances and deaths.

Is that what had happened to Rafe? she wondered, acknowledging for the first time that with the passage of all those months, it was more than likely that Rafe and the others were dead.

An intense ache settled inside her chest, so strong she had to reach up and press the spot above her heart to try and quiet the pain. Closing her eyes and heaving in a deep breath, she drove such negative thoughts from her brain and refocused on what she knew had to be done.


Another expedition was in order. One to confirm the tales told in Cordero’s journal about the temple and the City of Gold. As for the demon, she would relay that information to her director too, although it wouldn’t be taken seriously.

Despite that, she believed her director would be in favor of a fresh outing, and hopefully the new trip to the Mexican jungle would discover whether Rafe and his teammates were indeed dead.

Come the morning, she would discuss such a journey with her boss at the museum and see what she had to say.

***

Rosalyn Gardner peered down her aquiline nose past the granny-style bifocals that were her one concession to age as she examined the report Cynthia had prepared the night before. Sleek, toned and perfectly maintained, Rosalyn ideally represented the world-famous museum for which they both worked, as did her office.

The walls of the large room were filled with assorted awards as well as pictures of Rosalyn with a hodgepodge of politicians, luminaries and celebrities. Behind Rosalyn on the handcrafted Honduran mahogany shelves were books authored by the various academics at the museum along with volumes about its historic collections.

“It’s just too tempting to ignore,” Rosalyn declared as she finished reading the report, but kept on skimming through the pages as if to reassure herself of its contents.

“There’s no doubt about the authenticity of the documents and the possible connection to Rafe—Dr. Santiago.”

“You may refer to him as Rafe,” Rosalyn admonished with a dramatic sigh. “We all knew about your involvement with him, Cyn.”

“Cynthia.” Cyn had been Rafe’s private nickname for her and to hear it on someone else’s lips seemed almost illicit, especially considering the why of the personal moniker. Rafe had called her that in bed because that was the one place where she had never held back her passions.

Dragging herself from those painful memories, she motioned to the papers Rosalyn held in her hands. “If the budget allows—”

“Oh, the budget will definitely allow,” Rosalyn said, tossing the file onto her desk and removing her bifocals with a theatrical flair. She folded them and carefully laid them on the report Cynthia had prepared, then proceeded. “We’re blessed with a multi-million-dollar endowment. More than enough to put together another trek to Mexico.”

“Even if the budget allows, we need to consider what happened to Dr. Santiago—”

“Surely you don’t believe this wild tale about demons? We both know there are a multitude of reasons that could account for the disappearances of Cordero’s conquistadors and Rafe and his men.”

Cynthia reached across the desk and slipped the file from beneath Rosalyn’s glasses. “There are a number of explanations for Cordero’s experiences, but Dr. Santiago—”

“May still be alive. Isn’t that what you’ve been hoping for months now?”

She couldn’t deny it, although with no new information about Rafe and his group and her list of possible leads diminishing, she had been losing faith.

“What I’ve been hoping for is closure. Going on this expedition may give me that,” she said softly and hugged the file tight to her chest.


A sympathetic light flickered in the other woman’s gaze before steely determination replaced it. “I understand both your expectations and guilt about this mission. I’ll keep that in mind when selecting the team.”

Guilt. Although Cynthia had never used that word or even hinted at anyone about that emotion, Rosalyn had perceptively picked up on it. She felt guilty about what had happened to Rafe because she had ignored his pleas to go with him and because she had been angry with him when he left. Over and over during the last few months she had asked herself whether her presence on the expedition would have made a difference.

If going with Rafe might have saved him, she thought as guilt and despair took hold more strongly than her hope.

She pushed to her feet and nodded curtly. “I’ll wait to hear from you about a possible position with the team.”

***

Her friend Danielle Wilson always knew what Cynthia needed.

As she walked through the rocket-ship-style glass doors of the dessert shop, Cynthia spotted Danielle at the back of the store, sitting on one of the padded benches. Before Danielle on the irregular-sized glass tabletop was a trio of colorful plastic bowls piled high with rice pudding.

Cynthia slipped onto the bench and gave Dani a hug. “How are you?”

“The question is how will you be after we finish an emergency infusion of these marvelous desserts?” Dani asked, averting her gaze as she swept her hand across the dishes.

Cynthia didn’t miss the suddenly guilty look that flickered across her friend’s face. “You already know what happened at the meeting, don’t you?” That explained why Dani had moved up their usual Friday night get together.

When Dani reached for one of the desserts, Cynthia laid a hand on her arm to stop her. Her friend’s normally bright blue gaze grew shuttered and her eyes darkened to a storm-cloud gray with worry as she said, “Gardner invited me to be a member of the expedition.”

Rosalyn clearly had wasted no time in assembling a team for the trek, and so far it didn’t seem to include her.

“Did she say who else she had asked?”

“Rogers and Booth. She also called Hernandez down in Mexico City. He’s making the arrangements for the transportation and local guides,” Dani advised.

Cynthia scooped up a large portion of the chocolate rice pudding, not that she felt like eating any longer. She had hoped that Gardner would consider her for the trip since she had been the one who had made the connection between the two maps.

Then again, Gardner was not only aware that Cynthia had always been content to work in the background, but that her earlier life had made her loathe such travels. When Cynthia was a young child, her parents had lugged her from one locale to the next until their untimely deaths at the hands of gorilla poachers.

It was one of the reasons why when Rafe had asked her to go with him, she had flatly turned him down. She’d had enough of adventures and the risks they presented.

But there was another reason why she had refused him: she had wanted Rafe to put her first for a change. To put her above another of his exploits.

Sadly, she hadn’t been able to compete with the allure of the exotic. When Rafe had walked out the door, Cynthia had meant her ultimatum that he not come back until she could be as important in his life as he was in hers. She hated that their last words had been in anger.

She wished for a chance to make things right between them, but it seemed as if Gardner was not going to let that happen.


“She doesn’t have a complete team yet,” Dani said softly, apparently sensing Cynthia’s upset.

“It seems as if she’s not even considering me to be on the team even though I asked.”

“Maybe she doesn’t believe you’re serious about going. You didn’t want to go when Rafe invited you.”

Cynthia trailed her spoon through her rice pudding, but then stopped short as she realized she had been drawing some of the lines and images from Cordero’s map.

From Rafe’s map.

“I had other reasons for saying no to Rafe,” she admitted and viciously jabbed the spoon into the pudding to obliterate the evidence of her disquiet.

Silence reigned for long minutes as she and Dani sampled from the respective bowls, but then Dani paused and put down her spoon. Lacing her fingers together on the tabletop, she said, “You’ve been regretting what happened with Rafe for months.”

“What happened with Rafe was probably a long time in coming,” Cynthia shot back. She had always suspected she could never compete with Rafe’s desire for excitement and that he would grow tired of her need for a safe and predictable life.

He had confirmed that when he walked out the door.

With a frustrated sigh, Dani dragged her fingers through her shoulder-length blond hair and looked away, clearly holding back. But then she gazed at Cynthia directly, leaned forward and said, “Maybe you’re a little set in your ways—”

“I like order and stability. Is that so wrong?” Cynthia challenged.

“You can’t keep on living in fear of what happened to your parents,” Dani immediately retorted.

She hated hearing the echo of Rafe’s words from her friend.

“This is so not helping me feel better,” she said and tossed her spoon onto the glass tabletop.

Shaking her head, Dani laid a hand on Cynthia’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I hate seeing you in pain and I think a lot of that pain has to do with them and now with Rafe. But I also think a lot of it is about how you’re down on yourself lately.”

Maybe because she was troubled about the argument with Rafe and maybe even feeling like a bit of a coward, Cynthia thought but didn’t say. Looking away from Dani’s probing gaze, she picked up the spoon and dug into one of the rice puddings once more, not that she could taste the food.

“Cynthia?” Dani pressed.

“I appreciate all that you’ve said.”

Apparently recognizing that she would get nothing else out of her, Dani dug into the chocolate pudding. After spooning it into her mouth, she faked a groan. In an attempt to lighten the mood, she said, “This is definitely better than sex.”

With a laugh, Cynthia added, “And much easier to get.”

Dani chuckled and shook her head. “Actually, I think Rogers might be interested in me. Maybe we could get closer during this trip.”

Her friend’s mention of the attractive older curator at the museum—their Meso-American specialist—brought a smile to Cynthia’s face. Leaning close to Dani, she whispered, “I hate to tell you this, but Bill is gay. If he was hot for anyone, it was probably Rafe.”

Dani choked on her rice pudding and Cynthia reached over, patted her friend’s back until she sucked in a breath and squeaked, “Gay? I never suspected.”


“He won’t be sharing your tent during the expedition. Besides, this won’t be like any other trip you’ve been on before.”

“Why is that?” Dani leaned forward, the eagerness in her voice about the upcoming journey painfully reminding Cynthia of the excitement that entered Rafe’s voice whenever he had been about to go away.

Trying to instill some sense of caution in her normally headstrong friend, she said, “How about a man-eating demon goddess?”








Chapter Two



She should never have had that last spoon of caramel rice pudding.

Cynthia rolled over onto her back, wide awake, her body vibrating with need.

She had been dreaming of Rafe. Remembering the last night they had spent together before she had lost him.

The memories were sharp and bittersweet, but she let them come anyway.

He had been spooned against her back, his large, muscled body generating warmth where it nestled against hers. Skin slightly damp from the lovemaking they had just finished. Their breaths shaky as the last of their release slipped from their bodies.

Rafe had still been buried between her legs, the thick length of him starting to ebb as he brought his hand around, caressing one breast and then the other. His other arm was snaked beneath her side, his big hand splayed across her abdomen to keep her close.

As Rafe had stroked the sensitive tip of her breast, she murmured a protest as passion rose within her once again.

“Amorcito. It’s never enough for us, Cyn,” he whispered against her ear, bent and nuzzled the side of her face with his nose before he tenderly bit the crook of her neck.

She reached up, holding his head to her, and he began to suck the spot while he grasped the tight tip of her nipple between his thumb and forefinger, applied gentle pressure to it.

“Rafe, that feels so good, but—”

She moaned as he slipped his hand downward and found the nub between her legs. Pressed on the swollen center of her, dragging a shudder from her body.

His erection jerked inside her and hardened, but she wanted more.

She always wanted more of him.

He protested as she moved away, until he realized her intent.

Straddling his thighs, she grasped his cock and dragged her hand up and down the moist length of his erection. Slick with the remnants of their recent passion. Incredibly hard once again with renewed desire.

“Touch me, Rafe,” she said, and with a surge of his powerful body, he sat up against the headboard and she settled herself close, where the slightest of movements would let her take him in.

But not yet.

Rafe dipped one hand down and found her center, caressed her. Rubbed the dampness between her legs across her sensitive essence, pulling a rough shudder from her that he savored as he brought his mouth to hers.

She opened to him, let him explore her mouth and tongue as they continued to build passion with the press and play of their hands. When he eased a finger inside of her, she gasped and he chuckled, playfully bit her bottom lip.

“You like that, Cyn, but I know what you like more.”

He grasped her hips in his big powerful hands and urged her upward, until her breasts were poised before his mouth. Her body was trembling with the anticipation of his lips on her. Slowly he lowered his head to her breast.

He rolled his tongue around the taut tip, teasing her when what she wanted was the rough tug and pull of his mouth. The sharp nip of his teeth, on the edge of pleasure/pain.

She tightened her hand on his erection, stroked harder as if to urge him on. Eased her other hand up to cradle the back of his head, burying her fingers in the dense sable locks of his hair.


He answered her plea, pleasuring her breasts with his teeth and mouth. Using his fingers and hands on her nipples as he moved his lips from one breast to the other.

Her body shook with the pleasure he brought her. Her insides clenched on emptiness as she stroked his erection over and over with her hand. She dropped her hand down and cupped his balls, sensed them tightening until she knew it was time.

As he continued to caress her breasts, she positioned him at the center of her and slowly lowered herself. He was thick, stretching her as she took him in, inch by gratifying inch until he was nestled deep within.

A satisfied sigh escaped her and she cradled Rafe’s head in her hands and searched his handsome features. His eyes were an unusual topaz color, made nearly molten gold as they darkened with his passion. A muscle jumped along the straight line of his jaw as he controlled his need.

He met her gaze directly—they were face-to-face now thanks to the position of their bodies.

She didn’t move, nor did he except to brush his hand across her hair before cupping her face.

“Your passion amazes me,” he whispered softly, as if speaking any louder might shatter the wonder of the moment.

Smiling sexily, she said, “It’s why I’m your Cyn.”

“Cyn-ful, but only for me, querida.”

Only for him, she had confirmed on that night so long ago. Only Rafe had ever roused such emotions in her. Such sinful need, she admitted to herself, well aware that it was only in bed that the two of them had shared any compatibility.

In all other aspects, they were totally different.

Rafe was larger than life, both physically and professionally. He had thrived on the thrill of being on a trek to faraway places and in his short career had already made some discoveries that had been garnering the museum media attention.

She, on the other hand, had been content to work through the storage areas and warehouses, cataloguing the many fine artifacts the museum possessed while also examining new relics from other institutions. She had been slowly building her reputation, but on that last night, after they had made love, she and Rafe had argued bitterly.

Rafe had warned her that her slow rise would soon become no rise if she didn’t expand her horizons by venturing outside the museum walls. He had challenged her to consider that someday she would find something important enough for her to take a risk and work past her hurt and fears about her parents.

His last words were tattooed on her brain.

“You’re so afraid of dying that you’re not really living.”

Her heart had clenched at that condemnation since it had struck too close to home. But she wasn’t the only one who lived with fear.

Rafe had always seemed afraid to make a commitment. To treat her as if she was as exciting and important as his adventures.

She wanted—no, she needed that kind of commitment in a relationship, not the on-again, off-again affair they shared whenever Rafe happened to be around from one of his exploits. After his hurtful words, she had told Rafe that she didn’t want to see him again until he could make her a priority in his life.


After the many months of introspection during his absence, Cynthia recognized that he had been right in some respects. She had been only biding time instead of living. She had come to discover in the last several months that she had been vicariously living her life through Rafe’s daring. Without him and his tales of adventure, life had become a dull shell of existence.

She hoped that if Rafe was still alive, he had also come to understand why she wanted more from him than their current relationship.

But what she had to do now was take a chance and go on this expedition so she could get some closure on whatever had happened to Rafe and his crew, and her own painful past.

Rolling over, she grasped the pillow tight to her awakened body. As she slipped her hand downward between her legs, she imagined that it was Rafe’s. Let herself dream of finding Rafe alive and whole when she made it to the fabled city on the map.

There was just one last hurdle she had to clear—her boss, Gardner—but she was determined to make this journey.

Nothing was going to stand in her way.

***

Rosalyn Gardner peered at Cynthia, looking more pleasantly surprised than anything else.

“This is quite a change from your usual routine.”

“I understand, but I’m more than capable of being one of the team members. My background and specialties will assist in identifying and preserving any artifacts that we might find.”

Cynthia ticked off each plus of her participation on a finger, highlighting her experience in addition to the fact that she had survival training. The latter was thanks to a weeklong vacation with Rafe, the sole adventure he had convinced her to go on.

Rosalyn grabbed the file from her desk and thumbed through the pages as Cynthia spoke, worrying Cynthia by her apparent lack of attention. Determined to make her point, she said, “Rosalyn, you are listening to me, aren’t you?”

Rosalyn’s hands stilled on the papers and she glanced at her over the rim of her bifocals. “I’ve listened and while you are probably a qualified candidate—”

“Not probably. I am qualified,” she repeated forcefully, wanting there to be no doubt about her earnestness.

“But you’re young. Not even thirty—”

“Danielle Wilson is the same age, and while I have not been on other expeditions for the museum, I have been on similar excursions with my parents.”

The museum director closed the file and with great deliberation, placed it on her desk. She removed her glasses, folded them and switched them back and forth in her hands, obviously delaying.

Cynthia, on the other hand, couldn’t wait a second longer.

“I’m determined to go on this expedition, Rosalyn. I need to know what happened to Rafe. I need to prove something to myself.”

Rosalyn shifted forward in her seat and braced her forearms on her desk. Pointing at her with the glasses in one hand, she said, “And I need you to keep a level head on this mission. Rogers and Booth are all false bravado and you may not be able to really count on them. Wilson is bright and determined but lacks your academic credentials. Since you speak Spanish and are passably capable of Nahuatl, you can help Hernandez with the local guides.”

It took a few seconds for Cynthia to register what her director was implying. “You want me—”


“To be on the team. Hernandez will head up the expedition, of course,” Rosalyn said with a huff as she sank back into the plush padding of her black leather executive chair. “Don’t let me down,” she added, jabbing the glasses in Cynthia’s direction for added emphasis.

Cynthia rubbed her shaking hands across the fine soft wool of her pants and slowly rose from the chair, the file tucked tightly in one hand. “I won’t. I understand Hernandez has been making the arrangements in Mexico.”

“I expect you all to leave for Mexico City within the next day or so. There’s already been some buzz in the professional circles that some very unique artifacts were discovered and the museum is going to have to authenticate them publicly. Once we do it may be difficult to keep the press attention to a minimum. I want you well on your way before that happens.”

“I’ll finalize my arrangements today,” she confirmed with a nod and hurried to the door.

As she grasped the knob, Gardner called out her name and she paused, looked over her shoulder at her director.

“I hope you find the answers you’re looking for.”

“I hope so too, Rosalyn. Thank you for this opportunity,” she replied, eager for the journey for the first time in too long.








Chapter Three



Cynthia didn’t know which was worse—the pollution along the congested roadways of Mexico City or the jungle air that seemed to clog the lungs and pores with its dense humidity.

Day two into the exploration and her clothes were perpetually drenched with a combination of her own sweat, the intense damp of the jungle and the rains that settled over them each afternoon. Today’s rain was luckily just a fine mist, although the remnants of yesterday’s heavy downpour had left the ground beneath their feet sloppy, making their path sometimes treacherous.

As her one foot sank an inch or two into the mud of the jungle floor, she yanked the other foot upward and a loud sucking sound filled the air as the thick soil pulled at her boot before releasing its hold.

“This reminds me of a trek I did a couple of years ago. Rained for days,” Dani complained from behind her, slogging noisily across the wet, uncertain ground.

“Hopefully this mist will let up soon. It would be nice to reach the village before nightfall.” Cynthia released her grip on the straps of her knapsack, wanting her hands free to break her fall in case the precarious footing sent her tumbling.

“This is a cakewalk compared to my last gig,” Rogers tossed out from in front of them as he plowed forward, seemingly unfazed by the conditions. He was a tall man, well built for his fifty-something years and with a head of dark hair beginning to show a hint of distinguished silver at the temples. He seemed to be bearing the weight of his heavy pack with little effort.

In front of him was the team leader—Hernandez—with one of the native travel guides. Hernandez was about a decade younger and devilishly handsome. Shorter than Rogers, but with thicker powerful-looking muscle.

Bringing up the rear was Booth with another group of locals who herded two small burros that were carrying their heavier equipment and supplies.

If there was a runt to their litter, it was Booth. Not much taller than Cynthia and Dani, he was sandy haired and slight of build with an almost elfin look about him. It made him appear younger than his thirty-something age.

She glanced over her shoulder at Dani and rolled her eyes as Rogers continued to pontificate about his earlier travels. Since Director Gardner’s announcement of the team and who would be heading it, Rogers had made it a point to bring up his past experience at each and every turn. His presence close to Hernandez was another action intended to assert a claim to the leadership of the team, but Cynthia had chosen to ignore his games.

When the time came for the decision making, she was sure Hernandez would remind one and all who was in charge.

Dani, however, appeared to have no reticence in setting Rogers in his place. “Those hardships must be rough on a guy your age. You’re lucky that Dr. Hernandez understands the benefits that being older can bring.”

With an annoyed huff, Rogers focused his attention on the path before them.

Cynthia shot her friend a grateful smile before likewise concentrating on not only her footing, but the landscape around them, which grew lusher the deeper they traveled into the jungle.


According to the first team sent to track down Rafe and his group, as well as the many people she had spoken to during the months she had spent searching for information on Rafe, he and his team had made it to the initial settlement where they would camp that night. Led there by their Mexican guides, Rafe’s group had rested overnight and then had gone on alone for the last segment of the trip. Neither the guides nor any of the villagers would dare to enter la selva del Diablo—the Devil’s Jungle.

Cynthia and her team members would venture into that area in the morning, hopefully with a better outcome than that of Rafe’s team. They had planned more cautiously and with safety in mind given the disappearance of their colleagues. Maybe even possibly due to Cordero’s admonishments about the demon. Part of that prudent preparation included taking additional satellite phones together with a compact shortwave radio in case of any emergencies.

They were also better armed. All of their guides carried rifles or pistols, as did each of the team members. As Cynthia’s hand shifted over the small pistol in the holster at her hip, she hoped she wouldn’t have need of it. If she did, however, the training her father had given her during their many travels would finally come in handy, as would the self-defense classes her mother had insisted on when she was younger due to her petite size and the remote locations they often visited. Add to those skills the ones she had learned in the survival course she had taken with Rafe, and she hoped she was set.

Of course, she also wished that none of those precautions would be necessary and that Rafe’s disappearance could be explained by something other than an ancient Aztec demon goddess.

They reached the settlement at the edge of the Devil’s Jungle when dusk was about to fall. During the course of the day the sun had risen high overhead, drying the soil and making their footing more stable but increasing the heat and humidity. Every bit of clothing on Cynthia was soaked and the fabric dragged and pulled with every step.

The sight of the small but carefully tended village was a welcome one.

The pueblo had been built in a narrow valley created by volcanic explosions that had occurred millennia earlier. The eruptions had formed a squat ridge of rugged hillsides that sprang up out of the jungle. At the farthest end of the valley, the land flattened once more and heralded the start of the Devil’s Jungle.

A collection of two dozen or so adobe homes with thatched roofs surrounded a zocalo—a town square—in the center of the valley. In the middle of the zocalo sat a rough-hewn stone fountain. Cynthia’s mouth watered at the thought of a sip of what she hoped would be clear, cool water from an underground spring.

The hillsides of the valley had been cleared of the thick jungle vegetation and planted using terraces cut into the ridges to increase the arable land and prevent mudslides during the rainy season. The practice was one the ancient Aztecs had used successfully centuries earlier.

To the farthest side of the village spread a flat area that had been cleared for sporting events. A rectangular field of packed dirt had two large stone rings at either end. A group of boys was kicking around a soccer ball, and as Cynthia watched, one of them sent the ball sailing through the stone ring.

Tlachtli, she thought, recalling the name of the ancient Aztec ball game as they continued toward the entrance to the village.

At the group’s approach through the mouth of the valley, a half a dozen or so villagers set out from the settlement and met them halfway. Hernandez seemed to have quite a rapport with the settlers. He had explained to his team during the trek through the jungle that many of the villagers had left their European ways back in Mexico City to embrace the culture of their Aztec ancestors. They referred to themselves as the Mexica people, refusing to use the name Aztec to identify themselves since it was given to them by the men who had stolen their land.


As Hernandez explained to the settlers in Spanish that Cynthia was familiar with their language and ways, a striking middle-aged man who had led the settlers faced her way and held out his hand. “We welcome you to Quetzalxochitl and hope you will have a comfortable night here before going on your way,” he said to her, but not in Spanish. Instead he used one of the Nahuatl variations that had survived the Spanish conquest of the indigenous tribes.

He wore a cotton loincloth and a cotton wrap around his shoulders. The fabric was decorated with bright colorful geometric motifs that identified him as the calpulli, or leader, of the settlers. The others behind him also wore loose, flowing cotton clothing in deference to the heat and humidity. The men were in loincloths and wraps, while the women dressed in sleeveless blouses and loose wraparound skirts.

Cynthia bowed her head respectfully to the calpulli and responded in kind, dredging up the Nahuatl words she had learned during her years of study. “We thank you for your assistance and understand your desire that we not intrude.”

His manner relaxed somewhat, and with a hint of a smile he released her hand and motioned for her and Hernandez to walk with him.

She fell into step beside the two men while the rest of their group brought up the rear. As they began their walk, the calpulli addressed her once again, this time using Spanish. “I assume you are more comfortable in this than our Nahuatl tongue.”

With a deferential nod, she said, “I am comfortable in either, but my team prefers English if that does not bother you.”

“What difference the language of one conqueror over another?” he said to her in English spiced with the exotic qualities of both his Spanish and Nahuatl tongues.

“Very true, but we are not here to conquer—”

“You are here for your friends and for the City of Gold, but I doubt that you will find either,” he said and increased the pace of his strides, almost racing down the path leading to the village.

She and Hernandez chased after him. “Is there some rush, Mr.—”

“Just call me Yolotli Yaotl. I no longer answer to any of the colonial names with which my spirit was imprisoned.”

“Heart of the Warrior,” she said, translating his name. “Why do I sense that you are not happy with—”

He stopped short, nearly causing Hernandez, who was following close behind him, to run him over. From behind Cynthia, Dani jostled her thanks to the abrupt stop.

The Mexica leader faced her and the only emotion evident on the broad planes of his face was fear. “There is talk from the other nearby villages that there is unrest in la selva del diablo. My people fear that the unrest has something to do with your friends. That if you stay here too long, the troubles will spread to Quetzalxochitl.”

She shot a look over her shoulder at Dani and then back to Hernandez before addressing Yolotli Yaotl once again. “Do you believe our friends are alive?”

“Pity them if they are. Now hurry. You must be safely settled before night comes.”

With a quick burst of speed, the calpulli rushed ahead down the dirt path, leaving her staring at his retreating back.

“What do you make of that?” Dani asked as she swung around and took a spot beside Cynthia for the remainder of the short walk to the village.

Booth leaned forward, sticking his shaggy-haired head between them. “I think that he believes Santiago and the rest would be better off dead than being held captive by whatever has them.”


“You mean ‘whoever’ has them?” Rogers said, jostling Booth aside with an elbow and earning a shove back from the younger and slightly homophobic curator.

“Boys,” Dani admonished, a chuckle escaping her before Cynthia shot the two men a warning glare.

“I would suggest you keep your antics under control. Once we leave here, we need to be alert.”

“Who died and made you boss?” Booth chided with a boyish grin that made it hard to get mad.

Rogers mumbled his acknowledgement and then rushed ahead to join Hernandez and the guides much as he had for most of the journey.

Cynthia hadn’t known what to expect once they reached the heart of the village. She had hoped for some friendliness, but what they got was a guarded reception from the settlers who were obviously leery of any outsiders. They apparently had an ongoing battle with the Mexican government about the lands on which they had staked a claim. Because of that, they viewed outsiders as potential spies who would report back any problems that the government could use against them.

Possibly due to the villagers’ suspicions, Cynthia’s group was shown to a clearing far off to one side of the settlement where they pitched their tents and made camp for the evening. As night fell and they gathered around a small campfire to cook some food, some of the more friendly villagers ventured over with fruits and freshly made txalcalli, a corn pancake similar to modern-day tortillas. But after the exchange of food and some pleasantries, the villagers hastily fled back to their homes, murmuring concerns about being out too late at night.

Cynthia tried not to read too much into their fears. It was impossible, however, to forget the calpulli’s comments about Rafe as night fell.

Almost complete darkness swallowed them up except for the flickering golden light from the campfire. It was an eerie and unnatural kind of gloom to someone who had grown used to the lights of the city. It roused memories of some of the nights she had spent with her parents out in the jungle as they did their research.

It was on a night like this one that they had died, she recalled painfully, and the thought dragged a shiver from her. She wrapped her arms around herself to ward off the sensation the dark created.

Dani noticed and playfully nudged her, trying to settle her nerves. “Weird, isn’t it? This is the fourth trek I’ve been on and I’ve yet to get used to it.”

Cynthia looked upward at a night sky that was so black, it seemed empty. Only the brightness of the North Star and a few other constellations broke the vast expanse of ebony heavens. The thought came too quick for her to stop it.

Was this the last thing Rafe saw before he died?

Dani knew her too well. “Don’t think about it. Think about finding the temple and what that will mean. Personally. Professionally.”

Professionally? Cynthia thought. There was only one thing that mattered to her.

“All I want is to find out what happened, Dani. And even though I pray Rafe’s still alive, I need closure if he isn’t.”

Dani tossed a small twig into the campfire. “Don’t give up hope. That’s not like you.”


“Face it, ladies. If Santiago and his team were alive, they’d have been found by now,” Booth said and rose, stretching his arms overhead. Without a good-night, he stepped away from the campfire and toward one of the tents, then slipped inside. The zip of the tent closing was loud in the quiet of the night.

Rogers stood up as well and shook his head. “Damn shame, losing such a fine man.”

With that, he sauntered over to his tent. He had pitched it on the edge of the larger tent that she and Dani intended to share and far from Booth’s. That left only Hernandez by the campfire, and as Cynthia met the team leader’s gaze, she noted his uncertainty.

“You don’t think they’re dead, do you?” she asked, rubbing her arms to banish the chill that had arisen despite the heat of the night. She told herself it was from the cooling evening air and not the discussion.

Hernandez poked a long stick into the campfire and a few logs shifted, sending a spray of glowing embers into the emptiness of the night sky. After, he shrugged. A furrow knit his brow as he said, “Yolotli Yaotl believes they may be better off dead. I don’t disagree.”

Dani patted Cynthia on the back, trying to comfort her, but something quickened inside of her. Something that straightened her spine and tightened her gut with determination. “We’re going to find out what happened. We’re going to find the temple no matter what.”

Hernandez snorted inelegantly and tossed his stick into the fire. Rising, he said, “Channeling Coronado, are you? Just remember how most of those conquistadors ended up.”








Chapter Four



Cynthia was awake way before the sunrise.

She had not slept soundly.

The discussion around the campfire the night before and the stillness of the night had forced memories of how her parents had died to rush out of her brain.

A few weeks earlier she had turned an awkward and lonely twelve. She had been playing by the campfire with a doll her parents had somehow had delivered to their remote camp. Her parents had been beside her, discussing the latest developments in their studies when they had heard the noise of booted feet crashing through the jungle and the cries of the men, which grew louder as they approached.

Somehow her parents had known the clamor meant trouble.

They had secreted her in a small belowground food locker they had built weeks earlier to protect their supplies from an assortment of wild animals.

Even now she could still smell the wetness of the earth and the ripe fruits in the shelter as they had slipped the plywood deck over her. Hear the rustle as her father draped a tarp over the wood and then the vibration of something heavy dropping into place above the locker.

She had curled up into a fetal position in a far corner, praying that nothing bad would happen. But then the screams had started. The deep voices of men shouting in a foreign tongue nearly drowned out the wails and cries of her parents pleading for mercy.

As the voices of her mother and father faded, the violence continued as the men had tossed their camp in a frenzy. Above her she heard the crash, thump and drag of items being trashed, and if possible she had made herself into an even tinier ball and continued to pray.

Eventually the still of the night replaced the gruesome sounds of the attack.

She had held on to her doll for the two days she had remained secreted beneath the ground until the local game wardens, having heard a report of trouble, had come to the camp to investigate.

She still had the doll tucked away in a drawer at home. It was her last connection to her parents.

Fighting back tears, Cynthia drove away those recollections and forced herself back to the now. In some ways Rafe had been right that she spent too much time letting the past dictate her life.

She hadn’t just been afraid to live her own life. She had been afraid to let Rafe live his for fear he would suffer an end much like her parents.

It didn’t help that her fears had not been misplaced.

With her arms pillowed behind her head, she listened to the quiet of the predawn morning. A peaceful morning filled with promise, she reminded herself as she battled those old demons.

Although it was dark, she would have to rise soon if they were to get underway with the sunrise and be able to take a break during the hottest part of the day.

Dani stirred beside her, stretching and then shifting to her side in the sleeping bag. She brushed back some errant locks of her straight blond hair, and with eyes still half-closed with sleep, she said, “Ready for the big day?”

Big day? Most would have said that finally leaving the quiet safety of the museum had been her big day, but maybe Dani was right. Maybe this was her big day. Today they would enter la selva del diablo, and somewhere in all that jungle, there might be an ancient temple and some hint of what had happened to her lover.


“As ready as anyone can be,” she replied, sat up and tossed aside the one flap of her sleeping bag. They changed quickly, replacing their shorts and T-shirts with the more protective but lightweight khakis they would wear for the remainder of their trek into the jungle. She strapped the heavy leather belt with the holstered pistol onto her waist and secured it well. For good measure, she made sure an eight-inch hunting knife was within easy reach on her left side and jostled the canteen toward the back of her belt to confirm it was still full. She had replenished her drinking supply with the sweet refreshing spring water from the fountain in the town’s zocalo.

On the way to the zocalo the night before, she had passed the adobe homes of the villagers. The large single-room structures had only one story, with high-ceilinged flat roofs to help deal with the heat and humidity. Only the calpulli’s home boasted a second story, a testament to his position as leader.

An occasional peek inside revealed that several relatives lived under one roof. Near the entrance to one home she had caught sight of a young woman twisting cotton and other fibers onto a stick while nearby an older woman, probably her mother, used a clay spindle whorl of brightly colored thread to make fabric on a small loom.

At the zocalo, a few villagers had also been gathering water in large earthenware jugs, while another group of men sat playing a board game.

They had shot her uneasy glances as she filled her canteen and Dani’s, but she had given them a smile and wished them good-night in Nahuatl, which somehow seemed to break past their reticence.

Cynthia wondered if the villagers would still be as cautious today as she exited the tent into the darkness of very early morning. Hernandez was at the ring of stones surrounding the remains of the campfire from last night. He had collected more deadfall and was starting another fire so they could prepare some coffee and breakfast. A few yards away their guides were loading up the two burros with their gear.

She and Dani turned their attention to taking down their tent and placing it beside Hernandez’s, which was already neatly packed and sitting close to the burros. With that done, they prepped the coffeepot and were taking dried meal packets from their rations when two of the female settlers approached, carrying a small cast-iron pot.

She recognized the pair from the night before when she had spoken to them at the zocalo. The one woman smiled at her and dipped her head in greeting. She held up the pot and offered it to her. Accepting the gift, Cynthia took the lid off the pot to find that it was filled with a thin but fragrant gruel containing an assortment of fruits and chilies. Atole, Cynthia realized and thanked the woman, as did Dani.

The second woman carried something wrapped in thin leather and also held it up for her to take.

Cynthia accepted the package and undid the leather wrap, exposing a ten-inch-long dagger made from polished obsidian. Gold obsidian, she noted as she shifted the knife in her hands and the minimal light from the slowly growing campfire played on the ribbons of tawny color in the otherwise ebony blade.

Unlike gold, which had been plentiful and therefore of lesser value, obsidian was hard to find and highly prized in Aztec culture. It was why sacred tools had been made from the stone.

It was also why she could not take the knife.

“I cannot accept such a treasured item,” she said and tried to return the dagger, but the woman would not reconsider her gift.


“You will need it in the jungle. Only sacred stone will protect you, not the metal that you wear,” the woman said and motioned to the weapons on Cynthia’s gun belt.

Cynthia shot a glance at Dani, who hunched her shoulders in response. Cynthia realized she had no choice. Bowing, she thanked the woman, but as the pair of settlers turned away, she called out, “Why? Why do you give this to me?”

The woman who had handed her the knife replied, “La selva took our brother many years ago. We tried to give it to your friends to protect them, but they would not accept it. Now we give it you since we do not want la selva to hurt anyone else.”

Both she and Dani expressed their gratitude once more, and when the women had gone, Cynthia examined the knife, wondering at its age.

“It’s handmade, but beautifully so. See the almost invisible chisel marks along the top edge of the blade,” she advised and pointed out the very faint nicks to Dani.

The handle on the knife was wrapped with leather strips that had been carefully oiled and bore a smooth finish that came with age and meticulous maintenance.

“Why do you think Rafe wouldn’t take it?” Dani asked and danced her fingers along the blade.

Cynthia shrugged. “Maybe its age? Or maybe he didn’t believe their warnings about a demon.”

“And you do?” Dani asked almost incredulously.

“I’m not willing to take a chance that they’re right,” Cynthia replied and tucked the obsidian knife into her waistband, close to the handgun. After, she sat down on the logs by the fire to share the atole with Dani, Hernandez and the others who were awake.

Booth and Rogers finally straggled from their tents a short time later, but made quick work of readying their gear. When they were packed, they joined the rest of the group by the fire for a quick bite before they finished cleaning up and returned the cast-iron pot to the women.

The first streaks of a pink-gray dawn were coloring the sky when they set off along with two of their guides down the path through the far mouth of the valley and into the Devil’s Jungle.

The vegetation was manageable at first but grew ever thicker and more tangled underfoot the farther they went, evidence of the fact that few traveled along the jungle route. All around them broadleaf vegetation blanketed the ground beneath large piñon pines, mangroves and fig trees. Here and there, nestled in advantageous places, were bromeliads and orchids, some of them in bright colorful bloom. From not too far away came the screeches of howler monkeys and the rustle of the trees as a group of them swung through the branches and in turn scared up a flock of hundreds of neon green parakeets that took noisy flight.

As the team cut through one swath of thick growth along the path, they startled a raccoonlike coatimundi that had been rooting through the nearby foliage and dirt below in search of insects. In a flash of red-brown fur, the animal scurried deeper into the underbrush.

In other circumstances Cynthia might have enjoyed the stunning flora and fauna she was seeing during the trek. She had delighted in that aspect of the travels with her parents, who had always taken the time to explain to her about the different locales they were researching for their primate studies.

For the first hour of their trek, the guides took turns at the lead, hacking at the thick growth and verdant tangle of vines with a sharp machete. They were replaced by Hernandez, then Booth and Rogers and then finally Dani, while Cynthia carefully kept an eye on her compass and the copies of the two maps to make sure they were heading in the right direction.


By noon they settled down for a short break next to a large waterfall and pool—one indicated on both maps as a key landmark. They drank from the clear, crisp spring water and refilled their canteens. Splashed the cool liquid on themselves and ate a nourishing lunch to provide the energy they would need for the rest of that day’s journey. They supplemented their lunch and supplies with some fresh mangoes from a tree growing close to the spring.

As Cynthia munched on the sweet orangey flesh of the fruit and reviewed the maps, she calculated that they were within a few hours of the edge of the city wall surrounding the temple. When she advised the team, she could detect the nervous excitement that rose up in all of them. She quelled her own emotions, afraid her own determination would make her act in haste. Sitting back on a fallen tree trunk by the pool, she attempted to rest during the worst heat of the day when what she wanted to do more than anything was to keep on trudging along until they reached the supposed location of the temple.

Dani sat beside her, equally eager until a loud inhuman howl filled the air, startling all of them from their rest.

The scream was eerily louder and scarier than that of any of the howler monkeys that they had passed along the trail.

The sound was followed by an unnatural silence, as if all life in the jungle had held its collective breath. A minute or so after that came the slow rise of the jungle noises again. The assorted chirps and clacks of birds and insects. The occasional clatter and screech of monkeys in the surrounding trees.

“What was that?” Booth asked, rose and grabbed his binoculars, scanning the treetops in their proximity and then farther away as the sound had definitely come from somewhere above them and at a distance.

“Hopefully not the demon goddess,” Hernandez said, but there was no hint of sarcasm in his voice. He was deadly serious as he swung his rifle around to cradle it in his arms. Tension was evident in every line of his body as he did a slow circle to check the jungle all around them. With a quick bob of his head, he turned to them and suggested, “Maybe we should get going.”

Cynthia wasn’t about to disagree with him. The spine-chilling sound had shaken her also. “Maybe we should.”

Unfortunately the two guides, who had been reluctant at the onset of their entry into the Devil’s Jungle, refused to go any farther despite the exhortations of Hernandez that they had agreed to accompany them and would not be paid if they abandoned them. Nothing could convince the two men to linger any longer in the Devil’s Jungle, leaving Cynthia and the others to proceed along the trail on their own.

With their number diminished, they split up the supplies and equipment that the guides had been carting among their various backpacks and the burros, gathered their gear, and checked the packs on the burros. Once all appeared in order, they set off again, Booth starting off in the lead this time, his motions strong as he used the machete to cut a swath through the underbrush and vines ahead of them. As before, it was tiresome work and they all took their turns.

Once more the sights and sounds of the jungle accompanied them, although there was a new alertness given the unnatural scream from before. But the howl was not repeated during their travels.

Nearly three hours into their journey, they hit a major stumbling block.

Cynthia stared at the imposing hillside before them that was nearly twenty feet high and stretched in an east-west direction for as far as she could see. Low grasses, tangled vines and small bushes covered its sloping surface while a trail of calf-high scrub brush ran along its base.


Hernandez stood beside her as she compared the location of the hillside to the two maps in her possession. Neither Rafe’s nor Cordero’s maps indicated the presence of any natural land masses at this position. If anything, by now they should have reached the outer protective wall of the Aztec city that had surrounded the temple.

“Are we in the right place?” Dani asked, squatting to review the laminated copies of the maps that Cynthia had laid on the ground while Cynthia double-checked their coordinates with her compass and GPS device. Both instruments confirmed that they were at the correct location.

“We are, but the hillside is not on the map, unless…”

She rose, peered at the sloped incline of earth and scanned the top of it in either direction. The uppermost edge was relatively level as was the east-west line of the tall mound. Too straight and too regular for it to be anything other than manmade.

Jamming her hands onto her hips, she looked at her team leader. “In Cholula they built a church at the top of what they thought was a hillside.”

“But it was really an Aztec temple that had been covered by centuries of growth and earth buildup,” Hernandez confirmed.

She nodded and gestured to the incline leading to the top of what she suspected was the earth-covered outer wall of the temple city. “If this is the outer wall of the city, it means we have one of two choices—lose the burros and scale this incline—”

“Or find another way past this big pile of dirt,” Dani finished.

“If we leave the burros, we lose a lot of equipment and food that’s too heavy to carry on foot,” Hernandez commented, shooting a fleeting glance at the packs on the animals.

“We also lose time if we try to find an alternate route but can’t,” Booth offered for consideration.

Cynthia surveyed the tall and daunting hillside of tangled brush and dense vegetation. Given the slant of the earth, they would also waste a good deal of time trying to scale it in addition to the loss of the valuable supplies and equipment.

Kneeling down next to the maps, she once again considered their location on the two versus what would be the most probable place for an entrance. The Aztecs regularly placed large avenues through their cities to allow for the easy transport of goods and people. By her calculations, the opening to one of those thoroughfares might be just a few miles away in an easterly direction.

Grabbing the maps, she explained her theory to Hernandez. With a satisfied nod, her team leader pointed in the direction she had suggested and said, “We go that way with the burros.”

A muffled grumble came from Booth, who seemed more inclined to ditch the animals and make the arduous climb over the hillside, but then he fell into place silently behind her. It left Dani and Rogers to handle the burros, with Hernandez in the lead, his rifle cradled in his arms once again. Despite his seemingly at-ease pose, Cynthia knew that with just a quick move he would be ready to shoot.

For good measure, she undid the safety strap securing the handgun in place on her holster. As she did so, the smooth leather on the handle of the obsidian dagger brushed against her hand, reminding her of the Aztec women’s concerns about the Devil’s Jungle.


The detour would eat up time, especially if she was wrong and the hillside was just that and not the buried walls of an ancient Aztec city. If they had to double back, they might find themselves having to make camp overnight in the jungle rather than in a more protected location. She didn’t relish the possibility of being out all alone where it would be more difficult to defend their camp.

Hernandez must have been thinking the same thing since he set a brisk and determined pace as they skirted the bottom of the hillside and pushed toward the spot where Cynthia believed the city entrance to be. Thankfully, the brush along the perimeter of the slope was low and easier to traverse than the copious growth in the jungle just a few feet away. Every now and then, however, a vine would tangle around her ankles, making her stumble. She did not let that daunt her and plowed on behind the team leader, eager to reach safety and, although she didn’t want to dwell on it too much, anxious to reach the village where Rafe may have stopped.

Unlike the swath of jungle through which they had traveled, the area around the hillside seemed devoid of much animal life, although the earthen berm was alive with thick vegetation and wildflowers in a riot of bloom. Here and there a beautiful monarch butterfly would flit by a colorful patch of blossoms, one of the few signs of life. Because of the lack of fauna, it was decidedly quieter with only the sounds of their booted feet and the occasional rustle of something in the brush as they marched.

With the faster pace set by their team leader, they reached a break in the hillside in a little over an hour. At the breach was a lower mound of grasses and shrubs no more than about six feet high and twice as wide. In the middle of the opening, a three-foot-wide path had been cleared of vegetation.

Booth rushed past her and Hernandez and scrambled up the path to the top of the berm where he stood, arms akimbo, and let out a low whistle. “Holy shit. You are not going to believe this.”

Hernandez helped Dani and Rogers to tether the burros to some small trees along the edge of the jungle. With the animals secured, they all made the short climb to the uppermost edge of the mound and paused as the enormity of what lay before them left them breathless.

From this vantage point, Cynthia was able to confirm her earlier hypothesis that the hillside they had just circumnavigated was too regular and large to be anything other than manmade. The earthen-covered walls formed a nearly perfectly square, although there were occasional gaps that hinted at other entrances along the perimeter. She had no doubt that beneath the dirt berm they would find the walls of an ancient pre-Colombian city.

The center of the hillside directly across from them rose up at least five times as high as any of the surrounding walls and extended well beyond the outer edge of the barrier. Based on the notations on the maps, she knew she was staring at what was likely the temple. Like the walls of the city, it had also been overtaken over the centuries by a buildup of dirt and vegetation.

“That should be the temple across the way,” she said and pointed at the immense mound that jutted up from the ground. Like the protective borders surrounding it, its shape was regular and clearly in the pyramidal shape in which the Aztecs and other Meso-American tribes had built their sacred structures.

Before that towering edifice and all within the area surrounded by the ancient fortifications was more jungle except for an area a mile or so away from the entrance, where there appeared to be a clearing of some sort. From this height and distance, it was difficult to tell what it was, although Cynthia assumed it was a settlement, as a smoky haze rose above the tree line, hinting at possible human life nearby.

“Over there, Booth,” she instructed, and he turned the binoculars in that direction.

“Hard to tell, but it could be a village.”


A village that was halfway to the temple across from them, she thought. Glancing up at the afternoon sky, she realized they still had a few hours until dusk and she shot a glance at Hernandez.

“We’ve got enough time to make it to the village before nightfall so we can make camp.”

“If they’re friendly, remember. We have no idea if Dr. Santiago and his team reached the village, and if they did, what kind of reception they received,” the team leader replied and shaded his eyes with his hand as he scoped out the area before them.

“Considering that Santiago and his group went missing somewhere in this area, that’s a big if,” Rogers added, pulling his own binoculars from his equipment belt and scanning the large area enclosed within the walls of the temple city.

“We go in cautiously and with a smaller group at first. If there’s trouble, the others who remain behind can call for help and return to the other village if need be,” Hernandez directed.

He glanced at her, his gaze narrowing as he considered her for only a split second. “Cynthia and I go in first since I may need her language abilities to communicate.” After he said it he waited, as if expecting her to refuse.

Just a few days ago, she might have dissented, still a captive to her fear. But now others were depending on her and she had to bank whatever concerns she had for the good of the group.

For the possibility of finding out what had happened to Rafe.

She nodded her agreement and then Hernandez addressed the others. “The rest of you can remain in the jungle until we judge the kind of reception we’re getting.”

With Hernandez directing, the team went into action.

The burros that Dani and Booth untethered balked at first about going up and over the mound and pawed the ground skittishly. Booth got his animal to proceed with a quick slap on the backside and Dani’s tagged along docilely. Rogers unslung his rifle as he went up the path, his features giving little away, although his eyes had a wary cast and his gaze constantly darted around the area around them.

Hernandez took the lead down the path on the other side of the walls, Cynthia immediately behind him.

A short distance away from the berm, at the edge of the jungle, was another path that appeared to be regularly traveled. Rather than machete their way through unknown terrain, Hernandez decided to follow the road more traveled.

Cynthia wondered if it was a wise choice, thinking that if the natives weren’t friendly, they might encounter dangerous discouragements along the well-worn trail, recalling a trap or two that her parents had avoided when she had been with them. Or maybe she had watched one too many Indiana Jones movies lately, she thought as she walked with her gaze shifting from the ground in front of her to the trail ahead, on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary. Hoping there weren’t any booby traps to deter would-be intruders.

Nothing happened. No snares underfoot or traps from above. Nothing but a fairly smooth trail that made their trip much quicker than the earlier passage through the dense jungle. Barely twenty minutes later, they neared the clearing they had pinpointed from the top edge of the walls and heard the sounds of human habitation not far ahead.

They split up as they had agreed earlier, Cynthia and Hernandez proceeding up the path toward the village while Dani and the others melded into the underbrush of the jungle, vigilant for any signs of trouble. They had their weapons ready as well as the satellite phones in case they needed to call for help, although with their distance from any major metropolis, assistance would take at least a day or more to reach them.


As she and Hernandez exited from the dense foliage of the jungle trail and slowly walked down the central path to the village, the people stopped what they were doing to watch them pass.

They were dressed much like the Mexica settlers in the village they had just left, in lightweight, loose-fitting clothes, although the colors were not as bright. Cynthia wondered if this might possibly be due to a lack of access to modern dyes. However, much as with the other villagers, their faces showed a combination of curiosity and fear.

If Cynthia had to take a guess, the fear took precedence, increasing her own anxiety. Could they be so fearful as to attack them? Was that what had happened to Rafe and his expedition? she thought, but corralled her worries as she trudged beside her team leader.

Never let them see your fear, her mother had once cautioned her when they had crossed paths with an aggressive group of orangutans during one of their missions. They had held their ground that day and the apes had pulled back and gone on their way.

Pulling her shoulders back, Cynthia matched Hernandez’s posture. His back was ramrod straight. His gun was still loosely cradled and she shot a quick glance at him, but there was nothing on his handsome visage that showed any emotion. A veritable poker face.

As they pressed onward, the obviously inquisitive villagers fell into place behind them, following them to the center of the small collection of adobe buildings. About a dozen or more single-story dwellings were laid out in the shape of a cross. At the center of the cross was a village square and as before, a fountain graced that space, although it was not as grand as the one in the other village.

Word must have moved more swiftly ahead of them since a squat, stocky man dressed in the colors of a calpulli already waited for them in the square. His arms were crossed against his massive chest and a grim set marred what might have otherwise been attractive features. His displeasure at their presence was clear, but then someone stepped between them and the calpulli.

There was something familiar about the presence of the tall and imposing man with his back to them. The pale beige fabric of the tunic he wore strained against his shoulders but draped loosely around a narrow waist and hips. Long, thick hair glinting blue-black in the light of late afternoon fell to his shoulders in shiny waves.

Cynthia didn’t know why he seemed familiar or why she felt an immediate connection.

“These are my friends,” the man said in Nahuatl, holding out his hand and motioning back to her and Hernandez. Turning halfway so that she could finally see his profile.

“Rafe.”

His name escaped her in a pained whisper.

She brought her hand up to her mouth, covered it to keep silent as the calpulli spoke.

“They will bring death and destruction to my people.”

“I will be responsible for them, Medicine Eagle. I will see to it that they leave before She rises once again.”

Leave? Cynthia thought. Leave when they had only just gotten there? When the seemingly impossible had happened and Rafe was still alive?

With a reluctant nod, as if sensing Rafe would not be dissuaded, the calpulli gestured to the jungle with a desultory jerk of stubby and aged-crooked finger. “There are others with them. Make sure you take care of all of them.”

A broad sweep of the calpulli’s arm sent the villagers into motion, returning his people to whatever they had been doing before the arrival of strangers had interrupted their day. Only Rafe remained in the town center.

When he finally turned to face them, his features were stony and almost as forbidding as the calpulli’s had been just moments before.


Cynthia walked toward him until she stood barely an inch away. His greater height had her craning her neck to look up at him and it occurred to her then that he seemed even bigger than before. More impressive and charged with a simmering physical energy that radiated from him.

Alive.

Rafe is alive and standing before me.

“We need to talk,” he said.

Ignoring the way that just the sound of his voice had her heartbeat racing with anticipation, she said, “You bet your sweet ass we do.”








Chapter Five



Hernandez glanced from Cynthia to Rafe, obviously sensing the tension between them. “If you two don’t mind, I’m going to radio for the rest of the team to join us.”

At Rafe’s curt nod, Hernandez did just that.

Rafe stood beside her, silent. Immobile.

It was not the reception she had imagined when in the wildest of her dreams she had found him alive.

When the others arrived a few minutes later Rafe advised, “I’ll show you where you can set up camp for the night.”

With one forceful stride he pushed away from Cynthia and it took a few of her hurried and shorter paces to catch up as he moved down one of the side streets and then turned toward the edge of the village. When she did reach him she finally asked the question that had been rattling around in her brain.

“How could you not let us know that you were alive? And where is the rest of your group?”

He stopped short and whirled to face her, hands fisted at his sides. A look of intense grief twisted his features. “Not now, Cyn. I’ll explain once we’re alone.”

Alone.

Alone with him again, she thought, and despite her anger at his chilly reception and the fact that he had been alive for all these months without getting word to her, joy rose up swiftly at the thought of being with him once more.

At her slow nod, Rafe turned and walked down the last leg of the winding side street until they were at the edge of a sizeable open area that the villagers had cleared from the jungle around them. To one side was a corral holding an assortment of livestock. To the left sat a small patch of vegetables containing various plants and the ever-present corn that was such a staple of the Aztec diet.

With a broad sweep of his hand, eerily reminiscent of the calpulli’s, Rafe motioned to the area of close-cropped grass between the corral and vegetable patch.

“Make camp here. Keep the tents close together and set up a schedule for an armed night watch.”

“Why do we need to be armed?” Rogers immediately challenged, striding up to stand before Rafe. Although Rogers was at least six feet tall and well muscled, he appeared puny compared to her lover.

Ex-lover, she corrected, telling herself that after their fight combined with six months of his absence and failure to contact her that was a more appropriate description.

“She may sense your presence and rise again. She—”

“Enough with the ‘she,’ Santiago. What are we facing here?” Rogers demanded, puffing up his chest and looking back over his shoulder at the rest of the team for support.

“She’s a monster, isn’t she?” Cynthia asked, recalling the entries in Cordero’s journal about the creature that had taken his men and the horrors that had followed until they had decided to leave the area.

“Eztli Etalpalli. Blood Wing. A demon demi-goddess. The natives believe She is descended from Izpapalotl, the Clawed Butterfly.”

“Jaguar claws and wings sharp as knives,” Hernandez recited, recalling the description of the goddess in Aztec mythology, and Rafe nodded.


“Eztli Etalpalli attacked us when we approached the temple. She has my brother David and one team member in her temple.” Rafe turned and pointed to the tallest and broadest of the mounds along the exterior wall.

Dani stepped up next to Booth and shot Cynthia a worried look. “But what about the rest of your team? Are they here with you?”

“Four are dead. She killed two of them during her attack, two later on. She has my brother and the last team member,” Rafe replied, his voice lifeless as he turned and stalked away.

Hernandez reacted immediately. “Set up camp as Dr. Santiago instructed. Make it two fully armed people per shift on the night watch. Also have the spare ammo within easy reach. Cynthia will go and find out more from Dr. Santiago.”

Grateful that he recognized what she needed, she mouthed a thank-you, spun around and chased after Rafe, but he had stopped not far from their intended camp for the night, as if he had been waiting for her. He stood in the dirt path leading back to the center of the village, head bowed and hands clenched tightly at his sides. As she approached, he glanced at her with sorrowful eyes and said, “I’m sorry.”

“You’re damn right that you should be sorry—for not letting me know you were alive.”

He shook his head and his sable hair, longer now after so many months, shifted with the strength of the motion. “I’m sorry that you came here, Cyn. You’ve risked your lives and the sooner you leave, the better it will be.”

She sensed he was getting ready to bolt once again, so she stepped in his way, barring his escape. She positioned herself as closely as she could, making it not only impossible for him to move, but for him to ignore her.

He had no choice but to gaze straight down at her from his greater height, but as before, the power of him enveloped her and she couldn’t resist touching all that strength. She laid a hand against his chest. The cotton of his homespun shirt was coarse against her palm, and beneath it he trembled.

Was it with fear or passion? she wondered until she met his gaze and knew.

“Take me somewhere private,” she beseeched.

With a loud ragged sigh, he complied. He reached up and took hold of the hand she had laid against his chest. She experienced a jolt of connection as skin met skin and the familiarity of his touch awakened old memories, but the sensation of something odd nestling there created concern.

He tempered his pace, aware that she couldn’t keep up with his longer strides. As they walked past the homes and villagers, the natives stared after them, faces still filled with both interest and apprehension.

Cynthia tried to ignore them, focusing instead on the man carefully striding beside her, wondering what else he would have to say once they were somewhere private.

He surprised her by not heading to any of the adobe huts along the street or surrounding the town square. Instead he turned up another broader path and continued onward until they were past the edge of the village once again and standing before an igloo-shaped mound in another open grassy field. The front of the mound had been excavated, revealing the stones and colorful Aztec tiles that had probably been hidden beneath the remaining vegetation-covered sides of the hillock.

Rafe pointed to the short opening in the middle of the excavated wall.


She had to bend to enter, the crude doorway being no more than about four feet high and three feet wide. When she was within, she realized that the structure had once been a steam bath. The vent to allow the smoke to exit at the top of the mound had been cleared of debris and weak afternoon light filtered downward, illuminating the bare furnishings within.

Rafe had set up a small cot alongside one wall. A torn but carefully mended sleeping bag rested neatly on the cot. On a stone bench beside the cot, Rafe had placed a rusty oil camping lantern. He walked over and lit it with a lighter that had also been resting on the bench. The lantern was surprisingly strong, creating a wide circle of light in the area around the cot.

The light played across the remaining items on the stone bench. A broken radio and cell phone, their pieces carefully placed beside one another as if someone had been diligently working on repairing them. The map to the temple she had seen so many months earlier. And finally, closest to the light and the cot, a picture of her in a protective leather frame.

The presence of the photo gave her hope but still left too many questions to which she needed answers.

“Why, Rafe? Why are you here? Living like this? Hiding?” she said as she faced him completely.

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Why don’t you at least try to explain?” she challenged.

With a long sigh, Rafe stepped closer to the circle of light and grasped the hem of the coarse cotton tunic he wore. His hands shook on the ragged edge of the cloth as he hesitated for just a breath’s length, but then he snatched the garment up and over his head, exposing his upper body.

She gasped with shock at the viciousness of the scars marring his once perfect physique. Deep ridges cut across his ribs on the left side of his body. At his right shoulder, two thick-scarred irregular circles led to more ridges, shallower this time, but no less painful to behold.

No doubt existed in her mind that such wounds might have been fatal. Should have been fatal, she realized as she stepped up to him and laid her hand on his side. Experienced the depth of the wounds beneath her fingers before she skimmed her free hand upward to his shoulder.

There she traced the edge of the ragged and heavy circular scars with her thumb and he sucked in a breath at that caress.

“She did this to you?” She laid her hand flat against the other deep scars at his shoulder. They were a sickly pink color, too new to have faded to the silver of fully healed wounds. Very visible against his skin, which had been tanned to a golden color by the tropical Mexican sun.

“She was trying to take me away, but I fought hard after she sank her talons in me. Somehow I managed to get her to release me and I hid in the underbrush. The screams—”

“I know. Believe me, I know.”

He cradled her jaw and stroked his thumb across her cheek. “I could never really imagine what it must have been like for you. How you suffered.”

Her throat tight with emotion, she managed to say, “You survive. You have to…for them.”

Rafe nodded and continued, finally understanding. “I heard David cry out. I wanted to go help him, but I was too weak. All I could do was lay there, praying for help, but none came.”

“What about the villagers?”

Rafe shook his head. “The villagers have lost too many of their own to the demon. They had to have heard the attack, but wouldn’t come out until the morning to see what had happened.”

“But they took you in? Tended to your wounds?” He became stiff as stone beneath the seeking touch of her hands as she kept them on his flesh, experiencing that odd sense of energy along his skin.


“I was near death,” he confessed and laid a hand over hers at his shoulder, stilling the motion of her hand. “I would have died if the calpulli hadn’t gifted me with part of his spirit.”

“Gifted you?”

“He is a nahual,” Rafe explained.

“A sorcerer? And you believe—”

“I didn’t at first. Besides, I was half mad with grief and the pain of the injuries,” he confessed.

“But you believe in his powers now?” she challenged, not as ready as he to accept such supposed claims.

“How else can you explain this?”

With a deep breath, he closed his eyes and stretched his arms wide, his hands spread open. At the centers of his palms came the first shimmer of something coalescing. A hum commenced, like that of a low electrical current, and as he exhaled slowly and then took another deep breath, held it, the power’s buzz seemed to grow beneath her fingertips on his skin.

The light in the room intensified and she jerked away from him. Uneasy awareness rose that the glow was coming from Rafe.

Small pinpricks of light now danced along his outstretched fingers and cavorted up to his wrists, static electricity winding around his extremities.

“Rafe?” she questioned and the light called to her, so she stepped toward him again, laid her hand on his bare chest. As she did so, a small tingle greeted her, and at that, Rafe dropped his hands and opened his eyes, breaking the electric connection.

“What was that?” she asked and rubbed her hand against the warmth of his skin.

“His nahual power, now mine. It’s the reason I didn’t come back to you. I needed to learn to control it. To use it to free my brother and the last team member.”

“You think your brother—”

“David is alive. Eztli Etalpalli has been leaving her victims for us to find. Drained of blood. Half-eaten. David hasn’t been one of them yet.”

“So you think they’re still alive? That she has them in the temple?” she asked, rubbing her hand back and forth against his chest, trying to comfort him with her touch. Trying to understand what he was now and how that changed whatever they had been or could be in the future.

“I’m hoping David and my other team member are still alive.”

And including Rafe, only three men had survived out of a team of half a dozen, she thought.

“Why are you insisting we leave? We can help you—”

“The demon will sense your presence and once She does, She may try to take you also. I can’t risk that,” he said and cupped the side of her face again. His palm was rough as she remembered it. The hand of a man of action. But as rough as his skin was, the caress was tender and filled with restraint.

He might say he wanted her to leave, but his touch said otherwise.

She slipped her hand over his, imprisoning it as she leaned in to his touch. Rubbed the side of her face against his palm. “I can’t leave you now. We won’t let you fight this battle alone.”

“Alone,” he repeated, and with a deep, body-shaking sigh, he enveloped her in his arms. Softly he whispered, “You can’t even begin to guess how alone I feel.”


She held him to her tightly, her hands pressing against the broad width of his back to meld his bigger body to hers. Rising on tiptoe, she nuzzled his face with her nose before lightly skimming her lips over his. However different he was, he was still Rafe, wasn’t he? And no matter the ultimatum she had issued about being first in his life or else, she still cared for him. Enough to not abandon him when he needed her.

As for where their relationship would go later….

“You’re not alone anymore. We’re here now. I’m here now and I’m not going anywhere.”

Eyes narrowed, Rafe considered her for far too many heartbeats. Pulling away from him, she shot him a quizzical look. This time he answered her unspoken question almost immediately.

“That’s a very different attitude from the Cyn who tossed me out the door in New York.”

To deny it would be a lie, so she didn’t. “I did a lot of thinking in the months you were gone. In the days since Cordero’s map—”

“Cordero?”

Realizing that Rafe was unaware of the reason for their presence at this village, she explained. “I was asked to authenticate a journal and map found in a Missouri cornfield. The items had supposedly belonged to a conquistador by the name of Juan Domingo Cordero and it turned out the documents were authentic.”

“And that’s what ripped you out of your safe little shell and brought you here?” he said, and there was no denying the anger and disappointment in his voice.

Cynthia stepped closer to him once more, reached up and tunneled her fingers through his thick hair before moving her hand downward to cradle his jaw. “You brought me here, Rafe. I told myself it was because I had to know what happened to you, but in my heart…I hoped you were still alive. That we could be together again.”

He groaned as if in pain and whispered, “I’ve missed you so. I was a fool to leave.”

She slipped her thumb across his lips and pushed up on the balls of her feet until the warmth of his breath played against her mouth. “And I was a fool to force you to go.”

With a shaky breath, he covered her mouth with his, seeking solace from the union of their lips. His actions greedy as he slipped his hands to her sides to press her upward and opened his mouth over hers time and time again, tasting her. Urging her to open her mouth to his, which she did, accepting the tentative thrust of his tongue and meeting it with hers.

She flattened her body against his, shocked by the hardness of new muscle and the jut of his erection. His skin was hot beneath her hands. Irregular where her fingers encountered the scars of his wounds, but smooth elsewhere and slightly damp with sweat.

The sweat roused the unique smell of him. She dragged in a breath and memorized it, wanting to experience every nuance of this moment. Of coming together with him again, ignoring any warning bells ringing in her head about the fact that anything having to do with Rafe could not be the way it had been before.

The time apart had changed both of them. It would take time for them to rediscover each other. There was even the possibility that this moment was all they would ever have again after that journey.

But she wouldn’t waste a second of this much-wished-for reunion with doubt.

Bringing her hands back around to his chest, she laid them against his thick pectoral muscles and rubbed the hard nubs of his nipples.


He moaned into her mouth at her caress and immediately responded, eagerly easing his hands beneath the hem of her light tank top, roughly pulling it upward to expose her upper body. As he tugged on the shirt impatiently, the fabric ripped beneath his hands, but he seemed too anxious to worry about the damage and all she wanted was to feel his skin along hers.

She continued her caress, plucking at his nipples. Wanting him to do the same to hers, which had tightened into hard peaks from the passion of their kisses and her anticipation of making love with him.

With a shaky hand, he ran the pads of his fingers over the swells of her breasts exposed by the demi-cups of her bra before he released the clasp. Her breasts spilled free and he immediately cupped them in his big hands. Teased his fingers along the hard peaks before gently rotating them between his thumb and forefinger.

Heat erupted between her legs as well as intense dampness as she became slick with want of his possession. It had been six long months. Lonely months imagining a moment much like this and yet she didn’t want to rush it for the world.

As he caressed her, she leaned forward and placed a kiss in the gap directly above his heart. With her tongue, she tasted him, salty and all male, before shifting her mouth to one of his nipples and sucking on it. The pull of her mouth soft at first, but then growing more daring as she gave the tip a love bite that dragged a ragged shudder from him and had him cupping her head close.

“Dios, Cyn. There hasn’t been a night I haven’t dreamed of being with you again.”

“You’re not dreaming this time, Rafe. I’m here and I’ve been wishing for this with all my heart.”

Her words released whatever restraint he might have possessed until then and dashed any plans she might have had for a slow taking. With determined hands he stripped away all her remaining clothes, pausing only to place a kiss here and there on the flesh he revealed.

She had barely managed to rip off his pants before he eased her onto the edge of the cot and gently spread her legs.

He stilled then, glancing down at her as she lay before him.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said as he tracked a hand down the length of her body, awakening heat as he slipped his thumb over her center and caressed the swollen nub.

“Rafe,” she cried out at the touch and lifted her hips, inviting him to join with her.

He didn’t hesitate a second longer, plunging into her moist depths with a powerful surge of his hips.

His rough entry pulled a gasp from her, stunned as she was by the force of it and the need that vibrated from his body and into hers. Shocked as she was by the sense of something else vibrating around them, energized and building in force as he moved within her.

She met his golden gaze and saw the growing glow of energy gathering around him. The nahual powers with which he had been gifted were alive and responding to the energy of their passion.

“Rafe?”

“I don’t want that to be a part of us. Changing what we feel for each another,” he said, his arms braced on either side of her as he clearly struggled for control.

She ran her hand along the line of his jaw and rose up, brushed her lips across his. Softly she whispered, “Then banish it from our bed.”

His uneven exhalation came against her lips and she lay back down, braced her hands on his shoulders as he closed his eyes. With each heartbeat that passed, the weird sense of energy slowly ebbed and dissipated from around him until all she could feel was Rafe. Solid. Substantial and very much alive.


With the forces of the nahual mastered, he met her gaze. With restrained power he shifted in and out of her, conquering her body until they were both on the edge. Shaking with the sensations created by his forceful possession and their long separation. By the fear of what he was now and how that might forever change what they had. If after all was said and done the only thing they had left was physical attraction.

She held on to her release, taming it so that she could continue to experience the wonder of him. The strength in his arms and the force in his hips. The size of him, so large and imposing as he surrounded her. Filled her. She had always found it erotic that a man of such power and stature could be so gentle with her.

She ran her hands along the muscled length of his arms as he continued to hold himself above her, but then she laid her hands on his shoulders and urged him down, wanting the weight of him against her. The subtle brush of his chest against the hard points of her breasts.

Raising her knees, she cradled his pumping hips with her thighs, deepening his penetration.

Sucking in a rough breath as her climax rose ever higher, threatening to overwhelm her, she kissed the side of his face. Worked her way up to the sharp slash of his cheekbone before following it to his nose and back down to his lips.

She kissed him over and over. Slipped the tip of her tongue in to touch his.

Hs breath exploded against her mouth and he stilled his motions, his big body shuddering against hers.

“Cyn. I don’t know how I survived without you all these months.”

“Sssh,” she urged, and with the gentle press of her one hand high up against his collarbone, she invited him to reverse their positions until he was on his back and she was riding him.

She braced her hands on his shoulders and then freed one hand to trace the scars there before bending to kiss them. After, she slowly dragged that hand along the deep ridges to his side, where she likewise ran her fingers along the evidence of his wounds. Her heart clenched as she imagined the pain he must have felt before she moved to a spot directly above his heart.

Its beat drummed powerfully beneath her palm, reminding her not to waste a moment with regret on what had been.

She shifted her hand to the side of his chest, where she caressed his hard brown nipple. Inside her his erection jumped in reaction, creating the need to move, which she stifled, still enjoying the sensation of him way too much.

He copied her actions, raising his hands up to tantalize the tips of her breasts, and she loitered for a moment, lost in the feelings he created. Relishing each tug and pull that sent a corresponding sensation to between her legs, where he filled her. The weight and heat of him begging for her to do more.

With a sigh she relented to that need and rose up until he almost slipped out of her, but then she sank down forcefully, moaning as the action stretched her and her stroke created friction against the slickness within.

He sat up and kissed her hard nipple. Sucked it deep into his mouth, dragging another strong contraction from inside her.

“Amor, that feels so good. Do it again,” she said as he shifted to her other breast and repeated the action. Bit it playfully before covering her nipple with his lips and sucking more intensely.


She closed her eyes as her body shook from the force of her passion and concentrated on caressing him as he nestled within her, her muscles tightening and releasing around him. Each deep contraction heightened her passion until she had to move against him once more, drawing the length of him in and out of her. Rousing ardor with each determined stroke.

He continued pleasuring her breasts with his mouth, but transferred his hands to her hips, helping her set a rhythm as she rode him. Her movements growing more hurried and more demanding as she neared the end of her restraint.

When he bit the tip of her breast, the nip of his teeth sharp yet pleasurable, she relinquished that hard fought control. With an exultant cry of his name, her climax exploded through her body, leaving her shaking in his arms. His erection still hard and buried deep within her.

Rafe rose up and kissed her, then wiped away the tears on her face.

She hadn’t realized it, but she was crying. Overwhelmed by the reality that he was there beside her. Alive and quite obviously well, but different.

“Amor, sssh. No regrets tonight,” he pleaded as he helped her lie down facing him, her one leg draped over his thigh as he remained nestled within her.

No regrets tonight, she thought. The regrets would come tomorrow, because she was certain they would argue about her staying with him.

She forced those thoughts from her mind, not wanting hurt and anger to impinge on what was happening. On the wonder that she always experienced in his arms and that he shared with her.

Rafe kissed her once again, the kiss one of invitation. Tender. Slow. Requesting entry into her mouth as his tongue danced with hers and he shifted his hips to deepen his penetration.

Only he didn’t move, seemingly content to rest within her warmth as much as she liked the fullness of him there, satisfying her. Keeping her joined to him in the most intimate of ways while he cherished her mouth with his. Used his hands to treasure her breasts, his actions tarried as he drew her ever upward into passion yet again.

Her release this time was deliciously delayed as pleasure washed over her in wave after wave until only little ripples lingered throughout her body.

It was then that he finally loosened his command and with a few short determined thrusts, groaned as he climaxed, but he still didn’t withdraw from her.

Rafe drew her close and twined his legs with hers, content to linger both within her and next to her. Their bodies nearly one as every possible inch of skin remained in contact while they lay there.

His hand stroked her back, a lazy up and down meant to soothe, but disquiet was rising up in her faster than she wished.

Covering one of the scars on his shoulder with her hand, she said, “I won’t leave in the morning, even though that’s what you want.”

He sighed the way a parent might when faced with an obstinate child and slipped his hand beneath her chin. Tipping her face up with gentle pressure, he said, “We’ll discuss this in the morning.”

“Discussion usually means that two people will actually exchange ideas, but I don’t get the sense that’s what you plan.”

He chuckled and laid a finger against her lips. “Can you do one thing for me?”

“Only one?” she teased, arching a brow.

“Cyn-ful, chica. I can think of at least a dozen things we will do later tonight—”

“But you want to do something else right now and it has nothing to do with me and you and this awful army cot.”


“Correct,” he said with a nod.

“So what do you need me to do?” she asked, brushing back an errant lock that had fallen forward.

“I need you to help me find a way to kill Eztli Etalpalli.”








Chapter Six



Rafe watched as Cynthia leaned over the scrap of parchment that the village’s calpulli had given to him months earlier. He had placed it on a narrow table-height ledge built into the wall of the steam bath and moved the lantern over to provide her light. The glow from the lantern bathed the ancient parchment, which was written in an archaic form of Nahuatl. When combined with the poor quality of the inks and the decay thanks to the document’s age and exposure to the heat and humidity in the jungle, the inscriptions on the parchment were nearly illegible. He had been able to make out a few words here and there, but not enough to make sense of it.

In order to help Rafe, the calpulli had relayed the stories of Eztli Etalpalli and how she had come to inhabit this particular temple, but that, too, had not helped him devise a way to defeat the demon.

He hoped that now that Cynthia was here with him, she could add pertinent details to what he already knew.

As she stood in front of the table, considering the document, Rafe stepped close to her and laid a hand on the rough cotton tunic she had removed from him just a short time earlier. It hung on her shorter frame down to the tops of her thighs and she’d had to roll the sleeves back several times so that they wouldn’t droop over her hands.

Her choice of garment had been necessitated by the fact that he had torn her shirt beyond wearing in his haste to free her of it. Not that he minded her selection. Cyn had beautifully shaped legs that were long for her petite body. He liked the sight of their toned strength beneath the hem of the tunic.

Tempering the rise of his renewed need, he said, “Medicine Eagle, the calpulli, tells me that Eztli Etalpalli had been sent here by her mother to guard the many treasures Izpapalotl had been given by her worshippers.”

Cyn leaned forward and after peering carefully at the document, nodded and circled a garbled section of characters on the parchment with her finger. “There’s something here that would seem to confirm that. Izpapalotl had charged her daughter with care of the treasures, but it also says that Eztli Etalpalli grew tired of getting her mother’s castoffs. She felt she was as powerful as her mother and began demanding tribute of her own. Blood tribute.”

Rafe pressed against Cyn’s back and swept his arm around to note another section on the manuscript. “If I’m translating this correctly, Izpapalotl grew angry with her daughter’s greed—”

“And disowned her. It may be why we’ve not heard of Eztli Etalpalli before in any of the codices detailing the Aztec gods and goddesses. She may have been banished before the codices were written,” Cynthia offered.

“Without widespread knowledge of her and with the temple in such a remote location—”

“Her mother’s gift of the temple of gold turned to banishment far from civilization and any worshippers,” Cyn responded and laid her hand over his as it rested on the document.

Her skin was soft against his and as he bent his head to kiss the side of her face, he smelled her scent, a hint of orange blossoms beneath the muskier aroma from her travails through the jungle and their lovemaking.

“I’ve missed your smell,” he said, realizing for the first time how something as simple as her fragrance had always brought peace to his adventurous life. In the many months they had been separated, he had come to appreciate what he could not before—that Cyn imparted balance and contentment to his otherwise chaotic existence. Without her, his life had felt like a puzzle missing key pieces.


“Hmm,” she murmured and arched her head back to give him greater access to her neck. “I think you’ve missed more than that,” she teased, reaching behind with one hand and playfully skipping the pads of her fingers up and down his awakened erection.

He eased his hand over hers and urged it back around to the parchment, needing one more answer before they satisfied their mutual desire.

“How do we kill her? What is her weakness?”

He knew his debility—Cyn. He would die to make sure she would be safe. As he grasped her hips with his hands, splaying his fingers across the soft skin there, she circled one section on the manuscript with a shaky finger.

“Here. It says something about only darkness as black as her own can deliver the killing strike.”

He hadn’t been sure of the translation, but now Cyn had provided him with an answer, cryptic as it was. With that riddle to consider for the future, he no longer needed to wait on something that was far more pressing at the moment.

He eased her hips back toward his and she spread her legs, inviting his possession with the slow back and forth of her buttocks along his erection. Slipping between her thighs, he sought out the center of her, hesitating until she gave another wiggle of her hips to urge him on.

Bending, he breached her entrance, sinking into the warm slick depths of her vagina. He sucked in a breath to rein himself in as her ardent response welcomed him, wanting to experience the pleasure of their union for as long as he could. Wanting to be one with her in every possible way, he moved one hand downward to find the nub at her center and brought his other hand up to her breast.

As he caressed her, she moaned and shifted her hips against his, an unhurried shift and press that nestled him even deeper within her.

Her actions drove away all thought of anything besides her. He wrapped his arms around her waist and held her tight as he drove into her, spurred by her soft cries of pleasure and the movement of her hands against his buttocks and arms, urging him on.

Her cry of satisfaction came harshly only a short time later, echoing against the hollow walls of the steam bath. The ripple of her contractions milked him, caressing his erection and urging him ever closer to her core until he could no longer hold back.

His body jerked as he spilled his seed. The heat and wet of her wrapped around him as he plunged into her yet a few more times, enjoying the final moments of his climax and hers.

Her body sagged against his and his own knees weakened from the force of their release. With slow measured breaths that matched hers, he finally found the strength to ease from within her, grab her up in his arms and carry her back to the small army cot.

Lying her down on the slick surface of the sleeping bag, he joined her, his body pressed against her petite length. He wrapped his arms around her and entangled his legs with hers, needing that connection of skin to skin. Needing to feel the reassuring beat of her heart strong beside his. Of the warmth of her breath, filled with life and stability, spilling against his skin.

With a long calming breath, he inhaled her scent once again and clearly understood one painful thing at that moment.

Come the morning, Cyn and her team would have to leave.

***

The screams of the villagers dragged Cynthia from sated slumber. She and Rafe had made love more times than she could remember and her body was both sore and tired from the loving.


Despite that, she moved quickly to grab her pants, holster and Rafe’s shirt after the first few cries came from outside the steam bath. She was out the door of the structure in just under a minute, her pistol in hand and Rafe immediately behind her, bare except for the pants he had managed to slip on.

Beyond the walls of the steam bath, a potent and inexplicable presence buffeted her.

“What is that?” she asked, searching the night for an explanation.

Rafe pushed her behind him and back toward the entrance of the steam bath as he looked upward, exploring the night sky. “She is here.”

Eztli Etalpalli.

Cynthia shoved past Rafe to take a spot at his side and tracked his gaze, remembering the descriptions of Izpapalotl and wondering whether Eztli Etalpalli would be like her mother—claws like jaguar’s and knifelike wings.

A few seconds later, something large swooped through the dark sky at the far edge of the village, the loud beat of its wings, click-clacking like maracas at times, echoing through the dim night. The shape was way too large to be a bird, but moving so swiftly that she hadn’t been able to really get a glimpse of it. But she had noticed one thing: whatever it was had been flying over the area where her team was camped.

Rafe had realized the same thing. “She’s going for them.”

The staccato pop of gunfire suddenly joined with the cries of the villagers. A loud, inhuman screech rent the night air and was followed by a woman’s frantic cry.

“Dani,” they said in unison.

Cynthia could no longer just stand there. She raced down the winding path toward their encampment, Rafe at her side. With each step she kept on hoping that no harm had come to her friend. But as they approached the tents, Dani screamed again. Her friend’s entreaty sounded farther away, as did the grating howl that followed the forceful flap of wings stirring the air. Rattling sickeningly in the night sky.

The tent closest to where she had heard Dani had been flattened. The fabric was so badly shredded that it would be unusable. The other tents were in varying states of destruction and at first sight there was no sign of the rest of her team.

She called out their names and a shaggy blond head emerged from one pile as Booth finally crawled out from beneath the fabric of his collapsed tent. The side of his face bore a scrape much like road rash and a purpling spot higher up that would surely turn to a bruise by morning.

Rogers rushed from behind a pile of hay that had been resting against the hand-hewn beams of the corral. Bits of straw and chaff stuck to his clothes, but he seemed all right otherwise.

Finally, Hernandez emerged from the jungle underbrush, clutching one shoulder. Beneath his hand, his arm was red with blood. Along his ribs his shirt was torn and marked with yet more blood. He staggered toward them, clearly unsteady, and Rafe quickly rushed to his side. He wrapped his arm around Hernandez’s waist and helped him in the direction of the tents, settling him on the bale of hay behind which Rogers had hidden.

Tossing aside the rent fabric of her tent, Cynthia quickly located a first-aid kit in the rubble, grabbed a big wad of gauze from it and went to Hernandez. She applied the gauze to the gouges raked into his ribs and instructed Rafe to apply pressure on the makeshift bandage so she could deal with the deeper puncture wound high up on his shoulder, which was bleeding quite heavily.


Rafe did so and Hernandez winced as Cynthia used antiseptic on his shoulder wound. She wadded gauze against the injury and then tightly wrapped a bandage around it, hoping the pressure would be enough to stem the flow of blood.

“She got Dani,” Hernandez confirmed, his voice tinged with pain.

“Eztli Etalpalli?” Rafe asked as he stood beside her as she finished tending to the team leader, turning her attention to his lesser injuries.

Hernandez nodded weakly. “I think that’s what it was. It’s tough to say since it all happened so fast.”

Rafe met her worried gaze and then shook his head. “That doesn’t make sense. The demon wouldn’t take anyone unless she’s without—”

“A meal?” Booth said and pointed toward the remains of one tent, where the disarray of the ruined fabric covered something man-sized.

Rafe rushed over and yanked the fabric away to reveal the bloody and partially eaten remains of a man. His shoulders sank with defeat and his body seemed to deflate into itself as he knelt beside the man and bowed his head.

Cynthia joined him, afraid that it would be Rafe’s younger brother, but the half-eaten man lying dead on the ground was unfamiliar to her. “Is he—”

“Jones, our Meso-American specialist. Which leaves her with only David. And now she took Dani. It makes no sense that she would take Dani unless….”

Unless Rafe’s brother was either dead or close to it, she thought.

She laid a hand on Rafe’s shoulder, trying to offer him comfort as he carefully covered the man’s corpse with the torn tent fabric, but he shrugged off her sympathy. Beneath her hand his body vibrated with anger.

“In the morning, once I’ve buried him, I’m going after her.”

He wrapped the man’s body in the tent to safeguard him until morning, rose, and with a quick look that communicated that he would brook no disagreement over his decision, he pointed to what remained of their camp. “You can pack up what you have left and return home as soon as it’s light. In the meantime, all of you grab your sleeping gear and come with me.”

As he had earlier that day, he strode away alone, his long sharp paces quickly eating up the distance between the steam bath and their camp, but Cynthia refused to chase after him. Much like she refused to accept the unilateral plans he had made.

She walked to Hernandez and checked his wounds before they moved. The deep lacerations on his ribs were ragged, but the pressure Rafe had applied earlier had stemmed the flow of blood. The deeper wound on his shoulder was still bleeding. It took a few butterfly bandages to close up the gash and finally control the blood loss. For good measure, she grabbed the tetanus shot from the vaccines in the kit and injected him.

As she finished the first aid, she examined his face and detected the pallor beneath the olive color of his skin. Her team leader was in no condition to go anywhere in the morning. “You’re going to have to take it easy for a few days.”

He shook his head in denial, but then his knees wobbled as he tried to stand and he plopped back down onto the bale of hay. She grasped his good shoulder to keep him upright and he said, “We can’t let Santiago go alone tomorrow. I got these cuts when the sharp bones on her wings whipped past me. It’s the rattle you hear when she’s flying—her exposed skeleton knocking together.”

“I agree that Rafe can’t go alone, Enrique,” she said. She turned to the other two men. “Someone needs to stay with Enrique, but Rafe and I need one of you to go with us in the morning. Which of you will it be?”


Booth and Rogers exchanged guilty looks before shaking their heads, shame in every line of their bodies. Booth spoke first. “It would be suicide to go, Cynthia. She’s too much for us to handle.”

“We need to get reinforcements. We can call for help,” Rogers added, looking away from her condemning gaze.

Cynthia jammed her hands on her hips and walked right up to them so they had no choice but to face her. “And wait a day or two for the cavalry? The longer we delay, the more likely either Dani or David end up dead.”

Silence followed her statement, making it clear to her that it was a useless battle to get their assistance. Better Dani or David dead than them, they probably thought.

“Pendejos,” Hernandez muttered beneath his breath and stood, but as before, he wavered and Cynthia slipped beneath his arm to steady him.

“Follow me back to Rafe’s. We’ll decide what to do in the morning,” she said, although she had already made her decision.

Hernandez was too physically weak to go whereas the other two were just too weak-willed. She recalled Gardner’s comments about them being all false bravado and realized that their prior exploits had probably never entailed any serious threats to their lives. They weren’t prepared to handle the situation they were facing.

And she was? she wondered. But the answer came quickly.

She had done nothing while her parents were being hacked to death. The ever obedient and quiet child hadn’t uttered a word as she had followed her parents’ instructions and hidden.

As Cynthia had grown older she had asked herself more than once if the outcome would have been different had she left her little hole and gone for help. If she might have made a difference if she had come out of hiding and helped her parents fight off their attackers.

It had taken her years to accept that she could not have changed the outcome of that night.


But this time she would not just sit by and wait. This time she could make a difference.







Chapter Seven



While he waited for Cynthia and her group back at the steam bath, Rafe set up a blanket as a screen to provide him and Cyn some privacy from the other men. He also moved his cot out into the bigger area he had reserved for the men so that Hernandez would have somewhere comfortable to rest and regain his strength after his injuries.

A forage to the nearby livestock area had yielded a few armfuls of sweet-smelling hay that he used together with his sleeping bag to fashion a bed of sorts on the ground for him and Cyn.

When Cyn and her team entered, she helped Hernandez to the cot and silently motioned the other two to take whatever space they could on the floor. Clearly she thought they didn’t deserve better, which made him wonder what they had done to piss her off.

With a glare in his direction, she walked past the screen he had set up, chin tilted upward at a defiant angle.

He spared only a glance at the men settling down for the night, but it was enough to confirm to him what he had already suspected.

Cyn intended to go with him in the morning and none of the other men would be accompanying her.

As he faced his lover, there was no doubt about what she was determined to do, judging from the set lines on her face and the challenge in her posture. Her shoulders were thrown back, head held high the way a bantam rooster might try to fool a larger opponent. Her hands were braced on her hips, legs slightly apart as if ready for action.

He met her gaze directly and in a soft whisper implored, “It’s crazy for you to even think it.”

“She’s got my best friend, but more importantly…I won’t let her take you from me again.”

Of all the arguments she could have made, he hadn’t expected that one. He also knew he couldn’t deny the truth of her statement. Eztli Etalpalli had taken him from her in so many ways. Ways she didn’t really understand and maybe never could. And if she couldn’t come to comprehend who and what he was now…

“I’m not the same man I was before,” he said and to prove it, he held his hands out and called forth the energy floating about the room, directing it to enter his outstretched hands.

The energy danced along his fingertips, eliciting tiny twinkling sparks of lightning.

Cynthia watched the display and shook her head. “You say the nahual breathed his life into you—”

“And made me nahual. It’s part of the reason I’ve stayed here—to learn what I could with this power. To maybe use this gift to free my brother.”

She walked to him, seemingly without fear of what she was seeing. He held one electrified hand up, as if to warn her to stay away, but she took hold of that hand and twined her fingers with his.

With that physical connection, the sparks flew from him and encircled her hand. She jumped as if shocked and murmured a surprised gasp as his energy traveled into her hand.

He released his hold on the energy quickly, breaking the electrical arc between the two of them.

He had expected her to sever the physical connection also, but instead she closed the distance between them and cradled his cheek with her free hand. “Explain to me what this power means to you and how you can use it to free our friends.”


Cynthia had always been his anchor. The one safe haven to return to after one of his many adventures. He had realized over the months of separation how much he had missed her steady and calming presence. When they had fought, she had accused him of never placing her first. In reality, she had always been his bedrock, only he hadn’t been able to understand that.

He understood it now as he reassuring presence slipped from the hand on his cheek into his heart, soothing the troubled turbulent emotions that had been simmering there for so long. Emotions that had jumped to the forefront once again with the demon’s attack and kidnapping earlier that night.

With a nod, he urged her to return to their makeshift bed and lie with him. She did so, fully dressed given the presence of the men on the other side of the temporary screen. That didn’t stop him from slipping his hand beneath the loose fabric of his shirt that she wore and grasping her waist with his hand.

“Talk to me, Rafe.” His name escaped her lips on a sigh as he caressed the skin of her midriff with the pad of his thumb.

“As I lay dying after Eztli Etalpalli attacked, all I could think about was you. About what a fool I’d been on our last night together.”

She ran her thumb across the smooth line of his cheekbone in a soothing gesture. “But you were right in a way. I had let my fear keep me from doing so many things.”

He covered her hand with his and urged it down to his mouth, where he pressed a kiss into her palm. “And now you’re not afraid anymore?”

A sad smile crept onto her lips. “Still afraid, but willing to take the risk so that we can be together.”

“As am I, mi amor. Your words about being first made me angry that night, but I realized the anger was misplaced. I was angry at myself for not being able to explain how important you were to me…are to me.”

Her gaze shimmered with tears of joy and she grasped his hand, brought it to her lips where she kissed it and asked, “So where do we go from here?”

“The power the nahual shared with me lets me gather power from the free-floating energies in the space around us. I can also share those energies with others—”

“So you can heal them like he healed you?” she asked.

“In time I can, but not yet,” he said and continued with his explanation. “I can also take a piece of energy from someone or something else and incorporate it into my physical self. By doing so, I can become whatever allowed me such liberties.” He punctuated each detail with the gradual exploration of her body, moving his hand across the dips and valleys of her body. Moving it ever upward until he cradled the heavy weight of her full breast in his hand and gently kneaded the tip of it, his desire for her overriding anything else at the moment.

“So you can also shape-shift?” she asked, placing her hand on his chest. Rubbing her palm across the nub at the center of his pectoral muscle.

He shrugged. “I’ve done it with the help of the nahual, but my control still needs improvement.”

“And you plan on using this power that you can barely control to go it alone against Eztli Etalpalli?”

“What choice do I have? Besides, you brought weapons—”

“Which are probably useless against a demon demi-goddess,” she reminded and stroked her hand lazily across his chest.


“‘Only darkness as black as her own can deliver the killing strike,’” he repeated, recalling Cyn’s translation of the parchment the calpulli had given him.

“Only darkness and maybe me,” she urged, clearly determined that he would not battle the demon without her.

He stilled the motion of his hand at her breast. “Why you, mi amor?”

“There may be some inscriptions within the temple walls. Something that will clue us as to what we need to do to defeat her. I can read those messages better than anyone else here.”

He thought of the great danger they would face, but as he met her gaze, he once again noted the resolve there as well as the strands of fear woven through her bravado.

He wanted to tell her that they might die. Or worse yet, that they might live as Eztli Etalpalli’s slaves and snacks until She decided to finish them off. But in the depths of Cynthia’s dark eyes, he recognized that she understood that and was still willing to take the risk.

This was a different Cynthia than the one he had left back in New York who had favored safety and security above most things. This Cynthia seemed more indomitable. Stronger. Or maybe she had always been that way beneath her calm center and he had never seen it, too wrapped up in his own sense of strength.

Regardless, he liked the change and he intended to explore the new facets she was revealing.

Bending his head, he kissed her until she was breathless and clinging to him. Until he had touched every part of her that he could, memorizing each precious curve and inch of skin. It was only then, with their bodies vibrating with unfulfilled need, that he tucked her close.

As much as he wanted to make love to her again, he could not with the men sleeping barely ten feet away.

“Try to rest. Morning will come sooner than you think.”

She latched on to his arm and twined her legs with his, murmuring as she did so, “Don’t even think of leaving without me.”

***

Early the next morning they held a short memorial service for Rafe’s team member. Jones was laid to rest beside the other dead expedition members in a small cemetery that the villagers had created some distance away from their homes. As Rafe tossed the last shovel of dirt over Jones’s grave, he tried not to lose hope of finding his brother and Dani alive. When Cyn’s gaze met his, he knew she was fighting the same battle as she thought about them.

Hernandez was in worse shape than the night before, his eyes glassy and skin flushed with fever as he sat near the graveside on a small stool they had saved from what remained of their camp. Rogers and Booth stood nearby, eyes averted from Rafe and Cynthia. Their shame hanging over them as Rafe and Cynthia concluded the memorial and then left to head to the temple.

They had salvaged what they could from the supplies Cyn’s team had brought to pack for their trip. Besides the communications gear in case they needed to call the team members who were staying at the village, they were armed to the teeth. Both he and Cynthia had rifles and handguns. A lot of extra ammo. Two large knives, a machete and the gold obsidian dagger with which Cyn had been gifted by the women in the other settlement.

He wondered about the utility of the latter. The blade wasn’t cutting sharp and to thrust through anything of consequence might require a great deal of force. Force and close personal contact.

Getting that near to Eztli Etalpalli would be impossible.


Nor did he want to get that close, he thought as they traipsed through the jungle, each of them silent as they were lost in their thoughts about what was to come.

It was late afternoon by the time they reached the multistory mound of earth beneath which the temple was located. His gut clenched as he recollected the last time he had been here. How when he had dared to confront the demon up close and personal, it had nearly cost him his life.

He paused at the edge of the jungle just before the temple mound, sweat dripping from every pore of his body. His muscles aching from the many swipes of the machete that had been necessary to clear the way here. The trip had taken them several hours even though he calculated that the actual distance from the village was no more than a few miles. The underbrush in the jungle along the way had been thick and difficult to traverse since few dared to venture this close to the demon goddess’s home.

Cyn kneeled beside him while he scanned the area around the temple. Her face was ruddy and sweat stained, as were her clothes. With a deep breath, she slipped off her heavy pack and silently eased it to the ground, painfully aware that stealth was of the utmost necessity.

He admired her perseverance and strength. Not once had she faltered during the trek, keeping up a grueling pace, taking her turns to cut away the tangle before them, but it was clear she needed rest, and truthfully so did he.

He eased off his pack and placed it next to hers. Then he sat down and pulled out his copy of the map to the temple. After reviewing it, he said in a soft whisper, “The entrance isn’t far. Just another thirty yards or so to the east.”

Cyn examined the map and nodded in agreement. “Not far at all, but do we risk going in during daylight?”

Last time Rafe and his team had approached the temple in full light with disastrous results, but Eztli Etalpalli was normally a nocturnal creature. “She’s more active at night, so we might be able to get inside once She leaves.”

“You didn’t enter before?” She wiped at a line of sweat trailing down her face with her forearm. The muscles on her arm were trembling from her earlier exertions.

He shook his head. “The entrance was barred from within. As we attempted to open it, Eztli Etalpalli surged out of the entrance and attacked us.”

Rafe pulled his canteen off his belt and offered it to her. Cyn took it from his grasp, drank down a healthy amount before returning it and asking, “So how do we get in?”

“I’m hoping that the nahual powers may help us. If the lock on the door is mystical, I may be able to tap into the supernatural energy and—”

“Use your own power as a key. What if it’s just a plain old rusty lock?”

With a shrug, he replied, “We’ll deal with it then. Why don’t you lean back on your pack and take a short nap? You need the rest and it’ll be a few hours until dusk. I’ll take watch.”

“Wake me in an hour so you can get take a break as well,” she said and did as he had suggested, pillowing her head on the bulk of her backpack, a tangle of low ferns along the jungle floor providing a relatively soft resting place.

He leaned against his own pack, the rifle draped across his thighs. For good measure, he pulled his handgun from the holster at his waist and placed it within easy reach while Cyn napped beside him. As she shifted in her sleep, her soft derriere pressed against his thigh and he laid his hand on her waist, needing the connection with her.


An hour passed too quickly as his mind ran through the many scenarios of what might happen. Cyn didn’t stir the entire time, exhausted as she was from the difficult trip to the temple. He let her sleep on despite her earlier request that he wake her. She had gotten little rest last night and would need her strength for what was to come that evening.

In the interim, it was time to prepare for something he had only done a few times before and only with the assistance of the village calpulli who was also the nahual who had saved him.

Raising his hands to the sky, he focused on them and the bright sun above. He visualized how the bits of energy floating in the cosmos were being pulled toward him, as if he were some kind of magnet. Little by little, the image in his head became reality. A tiny glimmer began in his palms and then grew to a stronger glow. Suddenly that glow coalesced into balls of energy in each of his palms and a tendril of power snaked out, encircling his wrist.

Within him Rafe sensed the power growing, first as a slight warmth deep in his core. It grew stronger and more intense, filling him from deep in his groin up to his chest until he felt as if he would explode if he didn’t sever the connection.

Closing his fists, he broke the nahual link to the cosmos.

He was breathing heavily, the gathering of the power having taxed him somewhat, although within him the energy waited to be dispersed when he needed it.

He hoped that when the time was right, his newfound powers would not fail him.

That he would not fail Cynthia.

***

A soft nudge on her shoulder woke her.

Cynthia roused and realized from the gray-blue sky above that the sun was beginning to set. She had been asleep for a few hours. As she stretched out the kinks in her back, she shot Rafe an accusatory glare.

“You were supposed to wake me.”

“You needed to rest, but we should get moving.”

He held out his hand to help her up. He had already slung his immense backpack over his shoulders, carrying the weight as if it wasn’t any kind of burden.

She picked up her pack, struggling a bit with its bulk as her muscles protested the strain. They were already sore from her earlier use of the machete. Rafe quickly moved to help her slip it on, easing some of the pack’s weight for her. With the pack dragging at her and the straps digging into her shoulders, she readjusted the weight to try to make it more comfortable. Once she was set, she accepted the rifle he held out to her and shifted the bolt back to check the ammunition in the gun.

The noise of the bolt action seemed loud in the growing quiet of dusk.

Rafe brought a finger to his lips, reminding her of the need for stealth.

She nodded and he slipped out into the narrow grassy path along the temple wall, moving swiftly in the direction of the entrance. As the skies continued to darken with the approach of dusk, he occasionally looked up at the sky. Cynthia did also, expecting another appearance by the demon demi-goddess, but it remained peaceful as night continued to fall.

When they finally neared their objective, the last remnants of the sun were shining on a break in the temple wall ahead of them.

The entrance, Cynthia realized. Illuminated by the sun’s setting rays for anyone to see. Maybe even to signal Eztli Etalpalli that the friendly night had come and She was free to seize her blood tribute.

Rafe held his fist up in a stop signal and then quickly motioned for her to retreat back into the jungle. He did as well, careful to make his progress as silently as possible.


He squatted down amid the protective cover of the underbrush and she did the same, waiting. Anticipation making her hands sweat on the stock of the rifle. Her heart raced with both fear and anticipation as Cynthia waited for the moment when the demon might emerge.

Beside her Rafe seemed calm, but as their gazes met, his apprehension was obvious. With a tight smile, he ran his fingers down her cheek in a gesture meant to soothe.

A second later a faint scuffle snagged her attention. The sound seemed to echo against something hollow.

In the final rays of the sun, a sharp edge glinted ahead of them in the area of the temple entrance. Shiny like a knife, piercing the coming night with its brightness.

Another scuffle followed. Louder and not as hollow sounding. A second spot of brightness joined the first—talons, she realized.

Sharp. Long. Lethal.

Reflecting the fading sunlight.

With speed beyond anything she had ever seen, the talons flashed and retracted from sight. Suddenly a large wooden door swung open at the temple entrance.

An immense whoosh filled the night air and a breeze washed over her as an incredibly large body disappeared into the last rays of the sun. A screech, familiar and frightening, seemed to call out a warning to beware and was followed by the eerie clatter of bony wings.

The door immediately slammed shut and the night stilled, becoming almost alarmingly quiet as if the animals in the jungle understood the demon was on the hunt.

“It’s too much to hope that the door is still unlocked,” she said, leaning close to Rafe.

“We can hope,” he teased, forcing a smile onto his face in an attempt to ease her fears.

He removed his backpack as she did, wanting freedom of mobility in case Eztli Etalpalli returned while they were trying to breach the portal.

As they neared the door, it became clear that it had been added to the structure by the Spaniards, maybe as a way to contain the demon. The door boasted their distinctive style and wrought-iron trappings. Contrary to their hope, the door had locked behind the winged demon and the mechanism was plain old metal.

Rafe covered the lock with his hand, attempting to use the nahual power, but the lock defied his initial attempts to release it since there was nothing mystical about it.

A mouse scurried by at their feet as he worked on the lock and Rafe muttered a curse beneath his breath.

“What’s wrong?” she said and laid a hand on his arm.

“Shy of either shooting or blasting this door open—”

“Which is bound to bring the demon back in a flash—”

“We need another way to get in,” he finished, bent and caught the small gray field mouse against the jamb of the door.

“Rafe?”

He cupped the mouse between his large palms. A twinkle of static electricity began to encircle his hands and in low tones he said, “Step back, Cyn.”

She did and watched in amazement as the glow began around the small creature and then a dance of sparks intensified until it was nearly impossible to see the body of the mouse between Rafe’s palms. So intent was she on focusing on the mouse that she didn’t realize the sudden change in Rafe’s physical form until the hair began to sprout along the backs of his hands.


She immediately looked up but caught only the barest glimpse of the gray-brown fur covering his entire body before he seemingly disappeared before her eyes, leaving two nearly identical mice on the ground. Kneeling, she went to examine them, but one mouse scurried away into the underbrush. The second mouse—slightly larger and with Rafe’s beautiful topaz eyes—seemed to nod at her before it scampered off in the direction of the temple door.

Rafe ran back and forth along the bottom of the door, searching for a way to enter. Then he stopped and squeezed his head through a small gap at one of the corners where weather and other rodents had eroded the wood. Slowly he eased the rest of his body through the tiny opening until finally all that was left was Rafe’s mouse tail. With a little whip of that he disappeared behind the temple door.

A little more than a minute passed before the low groan of metal against metal was followed by the creak of wood as the door began to open. Cynthia didn’t waste a second in grabbing their backpacks and lugging them to the entrance where a pale-looking Rafe waited.

His clothes were drenched in sweat and his face glistened, highlighting a sickly pallor beneath his tanned skin.

“Are you okay?”

He nodded. His voice when he spoke was strained. “Just need to find a place to rest. That took more energy than I expected.”

Beyond the door loomed complete darkness and Cynthia snagged a flashlight from her pack and panned its beam into the temple to reveal what was within: a large anteroom, decorated with Aztec mosaics and drawings, and a few stone benches. Beyond the anteroom were two tunnels and as she shifted the light along the floor, a pattern of odd-looking footprints in the dirt revealed from which direction Eztli Etalpalli had likely emerged.

She kept the flashlight beam trained on the tracks in the soil. They were the shape of a human foot, but longer and with the scrape and drag of her talons in the toe region. “She came from the tunnel to the right.”

“Which means David and Dani could be there,” Rafe said. He had unpacked his handheld lantern and turned it on, illuminating the entire room with its brighter light and confirming the path of the tracks from the one tunnel to the door.

“Or she could have them in another holding area and that’s where she rests. Either way, you’re not strong enough for us to face her, so it’s door number two,” she quipped and shone the light in the direction of the other tunnel.

“You’re right. If we can find a place where I can recharge, we’ll be in better to shape to handle her when She returns.”

He headed to the hallway, holding the lantern high up and in front of him as they walked deeper into the demi-goddess’s den. The walls along the tunnel were decorated with drawings and tiles in colors undimmed by the sun. The joyful brilliance of the artwork was an odd counterpart to the stories it told—ones of deadly sacrifice to satisfy the goddess.

Cynthia paused in front of one panel of drawings and inscriptions that explained how Izpapalotl had fallen in love with a nahual human and taken him as a lover while posing as a normal woman. The union had resulted in a child: Eztli Etalpalli. A panel a little farther down detailed the demon demi-goddess’s birth and life up until the time of her banishment.

Unlike her full-blooded goddess mother, Eztli Etalpalli lacked the power to assume human shape, even though her father had been mortal and a nahual. Because of that, Izpapalotl had kept her far away from civilization, fearful of what others might do to the half-demon child.

When Eztli Etalpalli had grown enough to defend herself, coming into her own powers, Izpapalotl had demanded of her worshippers that they build this temple for her daughter. That they deliver their tributes there for safekeeping.

The rest of the story they already knew: Eztli Etalpalli’s dissatisfaction and greed had led to her exile deep in the jungle.


After examining more of the panels, they moved on and about fifteen yards into the structure, they came upon another room, smaller than the anteroom and with only one hall leading from it deeper into the temple. As before, there were some stone benches and a fire pit next to which sat a mass of upended volcanic rocks. As she looked upward, Cynthia realized there appeared to be a small opening near the top, although it had been partially obscured by the dirt and vegetation that had covered the temple over the centuries.

“A steam bath. Probably for her priests.”

Rafe outstretched one hand palm up and closed his eyes. “The energy here is still strong.”

He faced her and handed her the lantern. “Let’s rest here so I can prepare.”

She didn’t question him. The tone of authority in his voice conveyed that his decision was above challenge. Rafe had always been in control in the past. While it might have bothered her before, she acknowledged that she had become empowered in her own way now and could handle Rafe if he got too overbearing

Much as she had after his declaration last night that she was leaving the village in the morning.

As he took a position close to the remains of the fire pit, she dropped her knapsack against the opposite wall and waited to see what Rafe would do next.








Chapter Eight



Rafe was pleased that Cyn had decided not to challenge him. All his attention had to be focused on restoring his physical energy so that he could protect them and hopefully save his brother and Dani.

He almost staggered to the floor as he released his bag and it dropped to the ground. He was incredibly weak from the shape-shift to the mouse. The first couple of times he had transformed, the nahual had been there to assist him in channeling the animals’ energies and those of the free-floating forces around them. He assumed that was the reason he hadn’t been as debilitated as he was now. The nahual had likely assisted him with some of his own energy to lend a hand with those earlier transformations.

As he plopped onto the floor, he crossed his legs and held out his arms. With a deep measured breath, he closed his eyes and concentrated on his hands, beginning the process of gathering the energy. Then he turned his focus to his physical core, bringing it into alignment to accept the power swirling around him.

He started with the small bits of energy adrift in the cosmos, fragments left behind by the normal order of things. Slowly he sensed them filling his center, replacing the power he had exhausted during his shape-shifting.

As he reached out a little further, the energies of the blood sacrifices done centuries before became stronger, almost painful. The spirits of the dead who had remained behind on this plane battered at his body and mind to enter, seeking a physical place to inhabit. Some sought to become corporeal again while others wanted to exact revenge. He wondered if the darkness of these restless spirits was what was necessary to kill Eztli Etalpalli, but realized that by accepting them, he might forever lose himself to their twisted needs.

He murmured a protest against them, trying to steel his will and close off access to their demanding energies. Suddenly a calming touch entered the field of his aura.

Opening his eyes, he realized Cyn was seated before him, resting her hands on his shoulders, balancing him. Supporting him.

“There’s great sadness and pain here,” he said, trying to explain what he was experiencing.

She nodded and rubbed her hands back and forth along the width of his shoulders. “I could sense it. See it.”

“See it?”

“Your aura changed color. It became vivid red, like blood.”

He brought his hands to rest over hers, deepening his connection with her. It strengthened his resolve against the invasive spirits of the dead. “I was fighting them. Trying to keep them away, but it was difficult until you came.”

“We are stronger together than we are apart.”

He caressed her hands, then moved his down the length of her arms until he had mimicked the position of hers, resting lightly at the tops of her shoulders. His thumbs along the fragile lines of her collarbones.

Seemingly fragile yet he sensed the iron will beneath.

“We are stronger together than we are apart,” he repeated, and with her gentleness acting as a buffer against the energies of the sullen souls, he finished gathering what he needed and then broke his connection with her.

“That was weird,” she said and rubbed her arms, as if to ward off a chill. “I felt it…you. Like I had stuck my tongue on a nine-volt battery.”


He chuckled at her rather apt analogy of the sensation but then grew immediately serious. “We need to investigate the rest of the temple now, before She returns.”

With a quick dip of her head, she agreed. “Let’s grab our weapons and lights and go.”

Armed to the teeth and with the illumination of the lantern lighting the tunnel, they slowly proceeded down the hall. Their steps were measured as they held up the lantern and examined the other drawings and inscriptions on the walls, hoping for some additional clues as to how to handle the demon demi-goddess.

But in this section of the temple, the images and writings on the various walls spoke instead of a great treasure to be found. Some of the tiles depicted various jewels and gold being gathered in a large room—a room already brimming with treasures.

It was with some excitement that they kept on moving forward, but it was more about their eagerness to find their companions than the promised spoils depicted centuries earlier.

They soon found themselves running into a dead end, however, and realized the hall had likely been built as a decoy to deceive visitors seeking treasure into the cul-de-sac. The latter seemed confirmed as they heard the harsh grate of bone along stone and a heavy footstep growing ever stronger, vibrating the ground beneath their feet from the approach of the demon.

With there being no sense in trying to escape, they set the lantern several yards away from them, where it would illuminate the lone stretch of tunnel but allow them to remain in the darkness. Taking up spots close to the last turn, they hid behind the edge of the wall as they waited for Eztli Etalpalli to make her appearance.

Rafe had a secure grasp on the stock of the rifle and Cyn held her weapon tight as she stood across the way from him. There was no fear in her gaze, just determination. He admired her courage, but the time for admiration was short-lived. A louder thump and quake of the ground ahead of them was followed by an ear-splitting screech that bounced violently along the walls of the tunnel.

She had arrived.

With a nod to Cynthia to let her know of his intent, he peered around the corner and down the length of the hall.

The lantern illuminated where Eztli Etalpalli stood barely thirty feet away, as fearsome-looking as the first night he had seen her and barely escaped with his life. Her almost human head rose more than seven feet above the ground and nearly scraped the high ceiling in the tunnel. Her immense wings were made of a tough, nearly impenetrable hide and bony protrusions as sharp as knives jutted out at the end of each rib of her wings. The skeletal protrusions clattered and clacked against the narrow passage as she took a step down the tunnel.

Her thick, stout body was clearly female, although covered with scaly green-blue flesh that shimmered from the light of the lantern. The scales slowly gave way at the neck to smoother, nearly human-looking skin although it still had a verdant cast.

Her humanity, or what remained of it, was most apparent in her face, which contained the normal parts of a mortal countenance: eyes, ears, nose and mouth. That was where any resemblance to a woman ended. Her teeth were dangerously long and multi-rowed like a shark’s. A needle-sharp nose was covered in slime of some kind and the irises of her eyes were slitted and almost catlike in color and appearance. They reflected the light from the lantern eerily, seeming to glow as she looked in his direction and her ears, elongated and elfin-looking, perked up.

As the demon saw him poking around the corner, she rushed forward.


The ground shook beneath his feet from the weight of each of her footsteps. The strike of her wings against the stone sounded like a baseball card stuck in the spokes of a bicycle. Sparks flew here and there from the contact of the bony protrusions along the wall.

Rafe defended himself against her charge, dropping to one knee and opening fire with his weapon.

Cynthia reinforced him from behind, efficiently working the bolt action on her rifle as she shot time and time again at the monster.

It wasn’t enough, he realized as their bullets did little to slow Eztli Etalpalli’s advance. The shots bounced ineffectively off her skin and ricocheted against the walls of the tunnel.

He tossed aside the rifle and yanked his machete from his side. He was about to charge ahead to meet her head on when the demon suddenly leaped into the air.

Before he could react, she swept him aside with a swipe of her dangerous wings and drove past him, knocking Cyn into the wall with a forceful push of her muscled arms.

Rafe immediately righted himself and rose, machete in hand.

Cynthia had fallen to the floor and the monster was nearly on top of her, trying to stomp on Cyn with one of her taloned feet, because this part of the tunnel was too narrow for her to really move her big bulk.

Rafe raised his machete and jerked it down with all his might, slashing at the demon’s wings. The machete reverberated in his hand from the force of the blow as it encountered the hard rib of bone. He hacked at the demon again and again and one of the skeletal points finally flew off.

The demon screeched as if in pain, but that didn’t keep her from continuing to try to flatten Cyn, who was rolling from side to side in an effort to avoid Eztli Etalpalli’s dangerous clawed feet.

Rafe pressed on with his attack, continuing to hack at her wings with brutal swipes of his machete. Piece after bony piece fell away, but they were immediately replaced by others as the demon regenerated her body before his eyes.

Fear filled his gut as he realized he might be fighting a losing battle. His actions appeared to be nothing more than a nuisance, as he seemed unable to truly wound her.

Raising the machete ever higher, he put all his weight behind the stroke, bringing it down higher up on the demon’s shoulder with as much force as he could muster, praying it would be enough to pull the monster off Cyn.

 

Cynthia was in a world of pain. The talons on the demon’s feet had grazed her side, igniting fire along her ribs. Her forearms were a bloody mess from fighting off Eztli Etalpalli’s attempts to bite and claw her. The blood was warm against her skin. The metallic smell strong in her nostrils together with the rank smell of decay spewing from the demon.

She tried to grab for a weapon since she had lost the rifle after the initial blow, not that the rifle had been doing any good.

As she rolled to her side to avoid yet another vicious kick from the monster, Eztli Etalpalli roared with anger and whirled to face Rafe, who was viciously hacking at her with the machete.

With the distraction, Cynthia was able to grab the handgun from her holster. Pointing it upward, straight into the belly of the beast, she opened fire, but the bullets just bounced off the thick hide and ricocheted dangerously close to her.

Cursing beneath her breath, she tossed aside the pistol and reached for the handle of her knife, but the sheath on her belt was empty.


She must have lost the weapon after the first mind-numbing blow against the wall of the temple. Her hand slipped through the empty space where the knife had been and she encountered the smooth leather handle of the gold obsidian blade.

As Eztli Etalpalli swept her wing across Rafe, the sharp protrusions tore into his body and the force of the blow tossed him back a few feet. The demon’s position, however, exposed a piece of flesh between her thigh and groin where the scaly skin seemed thinner and almost translucent.

Cynthia took the risk.

She grabbed the stone blade and drove upward, her aim true and the blow hard.

The obsidian blade passed through the skin with little resistance.

The demon howled in pain and shuffled away from her. As she did so and the knife slipped out of her body, greenish blood spattered from the demon’s wound onto Cynthia’s skin. It burned her flesh, hot and caustic as acid.

Cynthia crab walked away from the demon, her movements awkward and filled with pain. A strange sound snagged her attention beneath the loud howl of the beast. A gurgling and wheezing noise. It took her a second to realize it was the sound of Rafe’s rough breathing as he lay motionless a few feet away.

Eztli Etalpalli had clearly injured him badly when she had lashed out at him with her wing.

Cynthia forced herself to breathe deeply, controlling the fear as the rattle in his chest grew louder with each second that passed. His lungs were filling with blood from his wounds, drowning him.

The pain of the burn marks on her hand and forearm faded as she realized she had to act quickly in order to save him. She couldn’t let her pain or fear deter her from what she had to do.

Knife held tightly in her hand, Cynthia lunged forward and jabbed the obsidian dagger at Eztli Etalpalli as the demon stood over Rafe, intending to inflict more damage. The dagger broke skin time and time again, magically slipping through even the demon’s dense hide with little resistance.

The demon, sensing that victory was no longer so sure, gave one final swipe of the air around her with those dangerous wings, driving Cynthia back, before she turned and retreated down the hallway.

After Eztli Etalpalli had flown away and disappeared around the corner of the tunnel, Cynthia immediately raced to Rafe’s side. The sounds of his labored breathing became even louder with the din of battle gone.

“We’ve got to get you back to the village,” she said as she pulled open what remained of his shirt to reveal the complete extent of his injuries.

 

Rafe looked down at his side and realized Eztli Etalpalli’s talons had not only raked deep furrows along his ribs, but one of the protrusions must have gone clear through his side, puncturing a lung.

“No…time,” Rafe said as dark circles began to dance in front of his face. Cold had settled in his gut. He would die here on the floor of the temple, suffocated by the blood filling his lung if he didn’t do something quickly.

He tried to speak to tell her what to do, but couldn’t. His body was responding to the fluid in his lungs, forcing him to cough and spit up blood.

Cyn must have understood how close he was to death. She slipped her hand behind his back, picked him up in her arms and held him tight. Rubbing her hand across his hair, she kissed his bloodstained lips and murmured, “Hold on, my love.”


He nodded weakly and, mustering his flagging strength, somehow managed to whisper against her lips, “Do you trust me?”

A strange thing to ask with his life in the balance, but Cynthia seemed to sense that it was somehow right. They both knew he was something more than he had been six months earlier. Something that probably scared her as much as she wanted to deny it.

But as the worried beat of her heart drummed against the fading throb of his, he hoped she still knew that he was her Rafe. That she did not have to fear him.

“I do,” she said on a ragged breath as she bit back tears.

He took hold of her hand and eased it over the wound in his side. Closing his eyes, he centered his attention on her strength. On the power of her life beating close to his and called forth her life energy. The buzz of power grew on the surface of her skin and slowly leaked into him as he pulled it from her. It warmed his flesh and hesitantly pushed away the chill that had erupted along his body.

“Focus, Cyn. Join me,” he urged, knowing he needed yet more of her life to restore his.

 

Cynthia fought back her fear for Rafe and did as he asked, imagining that nascent warmth penetrating downward. Visualized bone and flesh coming together, knitting closed.

She shot a glance at him and witnessed the aura of power limning his body and hers—not two distinct energies, just one combined force.

We are stronger together than we are apart, she thought.

As she watched, the air around them danced with the glimmer of light and energy that skipped along the surface of their merged aura before joining with it, making it grow with each tiny addition.

Centering her thoughts on the wound beneath her hand and the increasing throb of power flowing between their bodies, she concentrated on her breath and allowed it to slowly deepen. Experienced the answering cadence of his inhale and exhale, not as labored as it had been before.

She envisioned his body reabsorbing the blood that had been choking him to death and the warmth beneath her hand blossomed into intense heat. Healing heat that moved from her and flowed into his side. Returned to wash over the minor injuries on her hand and arm. As the energy eddied and ebbed between them, it was joined by the current drawing strength from the air around them, which continued to fill her body until it vibrated with energy.

“Rafe,” she said almost fearfully, afraid of the growing charge of power within her and whether she could contain it. The energy swelled within her until it suddenly burst from them like an overinflated balloon, leaving them both shaking in each other’s arms.

“Cyn?” he asked, almost as if afraid of what she might say.

“That was…amazing. Scary.”

As she glanced down at his side, fresh new skin had already sealed the wounds made by the demon’s talons and the burns on her hand and arm.

Rafe was as pale as when he had shape-shifted and she realized she was also feeling a little drained from the transference of the energy that had saved him. She fell back against the wall of the tunnel but continued holding him in her arms, unwilling to break the physical connection between them.

Rafe nestled against her but asked, “Are you okay?”

“A little weak, but okay. And you?”

“I’m fine thanks to you and this,” he said, picking up the obsidian dagger from the ground beside them.


He held it up and examined it. The demon’s blood had stained and eaten away at parts of the leather handle, but the blade itself was undamaged. “‘Only darkness as black as her own can deliver the killing strike.’ You were able to hurt her with this dagger.”

She nodded, recalling the ease with which the knife had sunk into the demon’s flesh. The black golden-streaked stone had been more effective than any of their modern weapons.

When Eztli Etalpalli returned, the darkness Rafe held in his hand would be the key to killing the demon and saving their friends.

“We need to plan,” she said and took the knife from his hand.








Chapter Nine



The thud of Eztli Etalpalli’s footsteps and grate of her winged bones and feet resounded along the narrow corridor, warning that She approached. Unlike before, her steps were slower, seemingly more cautious as she neared.

Cynthia shot a nervous glance at Rafe and when he nodded, they took their agreed-upon positions in the steam bath. She tucked herself behind an immense overturned stone table and the wall of backpacks they had piled on top of it.

Rafe sat against one wall out in the open, still wearing the bloodied and torn shirt from Eztli Etalpalli’s earlier attack. He slumped over, his head hanging downward and his eyes closed, hoping to make the demon demi-goddess believe that he was still injured and possibly unconscious.

Maybe even dead and ready to become her next meal.

Several feet away from him on the ground sat a gold obsidian dagger—a decoy. Rafe had used some of the fresh energy he had gathered after Cynthia had helped heal him to coat her plain old metal dagger with a veneer of the obsidian from the real blade. The use of his power had drained him and he’d had only a very short time to recharge with the demon likely to return at any moment.

As before, the spirits of those sacrificed had tried to enter him, but with Cynthia’s touch, Rafe had driven them back. Her body still tingled in parts from joining with him and it scared her to think about what such a bond meant. What his new powers would mean in the long run to their relationship.

That is if they survived this adventure.

She had known there might be danger on this expedition, but she had hoped it would not involve risking her life.

Much like her parents had probably not expected to lose theirs.

In retrospect, all those months without Rafe had shown her that living without love was merely existing. If there was one thing she had known about her parents, it was that they had loved each other and her intensely during the short span of their lives.

She wasn’t about to let the demon steal away both Rafe and that newfound knowledge.

Clutching the real obsidian blade tightly in her hand, she focused on the now and waited for Eztli Etalpalli. Her hands were wet and stuck to what remained of the leather wrapping on the handle of the dagger. Where her skin met the smoother stone beneath, the obsidian had been cold to the touch at first, but the heat of her body had warmed the stone until it had almost become part of her hand.

Just thermodynamics or something mystical? she wondered, worried about how she was changing as well.

She released the dagger for only a moment, then reestablished her grip on the handle. When she struck with it, her hand had to be steady and sure. They wouldn’t have a second chance to be that close to the demon.

The ground trembled beneath her feet, warning her that the time for action was near.

Another scrape of stone came from down the hallway as the demon’s bony wings dragged against the walls and then deadly silence followed.

She held her breath, anticipating the moment. Murmuring a short prayer.

The silence evaporated with a howl from the demon as she flew into the room and landed with a thundering thud on the dirt floor. Silence followed once more, but then came a sniff and a rattle from deep in the monster’s throat, like the sound of a cicada in the summer heat.


Cynthia wanted to peer past the backpacks and see the demon but knew she couldn’t let curiosity get the better of her. Surprise was a key element of their plan. She couldn’t give herself away too quickly if they were to succeed in defeating the demi-goddess.

Another low long rattle filled the quiet of the room and was followed by the noisy footsteps of Eztli Etalpalli as she stepped further into the space.

Her steps were slow. Guarded.

Cynthia sensed the monster was being cautious. The demon knew they possessed the obsidian dagger—the one thing that had been able to hurt her.

She held her breath, waiting. Listening. Attuned to every noise in the room so that she would know where the demon stood. Know when to make her appearance.

Another footstep sounded. Closer. Uncertain. But then a second step came, faster than the first. Followed by a quick third.

Cynthia could discern from the sound and vibration beneath her feet that Eztli Etalpalli was now near the edge of the room, directly before Rafe as he slumped by the wall, but also immediately across from where she hid beneath the backpacks and tucked far to the back edge of the stone table.

She needed the demon to be well beyond her position. She needed the demon’s back to her so that she could emerge from her hiding spot and strike her blow.

The next footstep that came was closer to her instead of moving in Rafe’s direction.

So not good, she thought, holding her breath. Steeling even her heartbeat to remain motionless as yet another small quake traveled along the ground and communicated that the demon was headed her way.

The rattle sounded again, away from Rafe. Closer to her.

Even with her fear, the scientist within wondered if it was some kind of sonar to help the demon identify the location of her prey. When the noise came the next time, it seemed as if it was almost right on top of Cynthia’s hiding spot. As she took a slow and measured breath, the stench of blood and rot emanating from the demon’s body filled her nostrils.

Eztli Etalpalli paused beside the mound of the backpacks.

A sniff and another rattle from deep within her throat erupted so near that Cynthia almost jumped with surprise. But then she heard Rafe’s low groan.

The demon stilled above her for a moment and then moved toward Rafe’s position, enticed by his ploy.

Eztli Etalpalli’s steps were quicker and less measured, making Cynthia hope that their ruse had worked. That the demon would expose some weakness.

As another footstep sounded, farther away, Cynthia finally peered through a tiny gap in the mound of backpacks covering the overturned stone table.

Eztli Etalpalli stood about a yard away from Rafe, who remained in his slumped position on the ground. The demon seemed to be considering his condition. She tentatively reached out with her foot and kicked Rafe’s like she might test the tire of a car.

Rafe remained virtually immobile. Not even a small twitch shifted over his body to ruin his deception. Only his shallow regular breaths provided any indication that life remained in his body.

Cynthia admired his fortitude, uncertain she could do the same.

At Rafe’s lack of reaction, the demon picked up her arms and spread her wings wide. She emitted a high, ear-piercing screech as if to celebrate her presumed victory.


The position was just the one for which they had been hoping. With her wings spread wide, the demi-goddess’s back became exposed to attack.

It was time.

Cynthia pushed off the backpacks while leaping over the edge of the table. She immediately rushed Eztli Etalpalli, the dagger held high overhead in both hands.

Sensing Cynthia’s approach, the demon glanced back over her shoulder, but it was too late.

Cynthia launched herself at the demon at the same time that Rafe rolled to his side and scooped up the transformed metal dagger.

She leapt upward and plunged the knife high up into Eztli Etalpalli’s back, using the weight of her fall to drive the blade even deeper, through thick skin and muscle.

The demon roared with pain and twisted her body violently, throwing Cynthia off with an immense shake of her wings.

Cynthia landed roughly against the floor, the air driven from her lungs by the force of the impact. As she slowly rolled onto her hands and knees, she realized the demon was reaching behind her back with her arms, trying to pull out the blade.

Rafe took advantage of that new opening in Eztli Etalpalli’s defenses.

He charged the monster and sank the transformed blade deep into the demon’s chest, directly opposite where Cynthia had struck her dagger home.

The demon stilled and then staggered, rocking from side to side on those dangerous clawed feet.

Rafe quickly rolled away from the demon and raced to Cyn’s side.

They waited, vigilant as the demon stared down at the blade in her chest with clear disbelief. Her wings drooped down and she unsteadily reached for the blade in her chest with her taloned hands as she wavered on her feet. Over and over she attempted to grasp the slick handle of the knife, tearing at her own flesh until she slowly crumpled to her knees.

A pitiful keening sound escaped her lips a second before she tumbled backward, seemingly in slow motion.

When the demon landed on her back, the force of her fall drove Cynthia’s gold obsidian blade completely through her body.

Totally impaling her heart and delivering the final fatal blow.

Only darkness as black as her own can deliver the killing strike, Cynthia thought, and in the space of the heartbeat that followed, the demon’s body exploded into a mushroom cloud of dust. The particles stayed suspended in the air for a moment in time before settling into a thin layer of brown grit on everything within a few feet of where her body had rested just seconds earlier.

“Dios mío,” she whispered beneath her breath, but then Rafe took her into his arms and pulled her tight. Gratefully whispered against the side of her face, “We did it.”

We did, she thought, but her joy at the victory was tempered by too many conflicting emotions and worries. As Rafe shifted back to look at her face, he realized it as well.

“Let’s go find Dani and David,” he said and released her. Grabbing his lantern, he led the way from the steam bath and back to the anteroom where they had first entered the temple. He held the lantern upward and illuminated the hall, revealing the demon’s tracks in the dirt floor.

They hurried down the passage from which the demon had emerged, assuming that Dani and David would be hidden somewhere deep in her lair. About ten feet into the passage, they found that the hall branched into two tunnels that led deeper into the temple. There were demon tracks down both tunnels, forcing them to make a choice.


At the fork, she glanced at him, wondering if they should separate to explore, and he said, “We’re stronger together than we are apart.”

With a bittersweet smile, she agreed and followed him down the one fork, but even as she did so, she considered that so many things were different now. He wasn’t who he used to be and neither was she. This adventure had forced them together, but in the cold reality of their normal world, she feared where their lives would lead them.

Whether it would be together or apart.

Those thoughts hounded her down the long hall, which seemed almost interminable given their desire to find Dani and David.

At the end of the tunnel they encountered a thick wooden door, barred from the outside this time. Rafe easily removed the wooden beam that kept the portal secure and nearly ripped the door from its hinges in his haste to enter.

He rushed in and she followed.

Dani sat against the far wall, apparently unharmed. She cradled Rafe’s brother in her arms, and where David’s arms and legs were visible, it was clear to see he was painfully thin and pale. Almost bloodless. His body was bruised and battered, but as he stirred at their entrance, relief came that he was still alive.

Rafe took a hesitant step toward Dani and his brother, almost as if unable to believe what he was seeing, but then he rushed over, knelt and embraced David, their dark heads nestled together.

Dani rose shakily, using the wall behind her for balance as she gave the two brothers some space for their reunion.

Cynthia approached her friend, grateful that Dani was still alive. When she finally stood before Dani and sensed the vitality coming from her, she embraced her friend in a heartfelt hug.

“I knew you would make it here in time,” Dani said against the side of Cynthia’s face as she held her friend tightly.

“I wasn’t so certain,” she said, and as they stepped apart, she realized Rafe had picked up his brother in his arms. David lay there limply, but as his gaze met Cynthia’s, he offered up a weak smile.

“Good to see you again,” he said, his voice frail and hoarse.

She walked over and laid a comforting hand on his shoulder as Rafe cradled him, almost like a baby. “It’s good to see you also, David.”

Glancing up at Rafe, she detected the relief in his eyes, and with a dip of his head he walked away and made the long trip back to the steam bath where they got David settled comfortably.

“I’ll get a fire started outside so we can heat some water. Get some grub going,” Rafe said after shooting a look up at the partially covered hole in the steam bath’s roof and apparently deciding it wouldn’t allow enough smoke to exit.

Cynthia placed a hand on his arm as he reached for supplies from his backpack. “Dani and I will do it. You need some time with your brother.”

He didn’t argue, and she and Dani scooped up what they would need and headed out of the temple. It was almost morning, she realized with surprise. Only a dozen or so hours had passed yet so much had happened in the space of one short night.

Efficiently, quickly and almost silently, they got the fire going and heated water from their canteens in a cooking pot.


Before the water got too hot, Cynthia returned some to a small bowl so Rafe could use it to clean his brother’s injuries. When she went to head back into the temple, Dani stopped her.

“I’ll take it. I want to see how David is doing.”

She nodded and understood that in short time Dani and David had spent together, circumstances may have created some sort of bond as her friend had cared for the injured man. There would be time enough for her to talk to her about it when they got home.

Home.

Could it ever be the same back home after all that had happened in the brief space of just a few days? Could she ever be the same with all that she had learned about herself and Rafe?

Those thoughts occupied her mind as she prepared the food, adding a dried meal packet of beef stew to the remaining water. After she finished emptying the packet into the pot and had given it a stir, Rafe emerged from the temple. She rose and met him as he walked to her side.

“How is he?” she asked, laying her hand on his arm to try and stay connected with him.

“Shaken. Weak. Apparently Eztli Etalpalli had planned on finishing him off soon, which is why she grabbed Dani.” He jammed his hands into the pockets of his pants and rocked back and forth on his heels, clearly uncomfortable.

She rubbed her hand up and down his forearm, trying to offer comfort. “He’ll be fine.”

“Will he? Will any of us ever be fine again?”

A muscle jumped along the straight line of his jaw and she reached up, stroked his face. “We will deal with this.”

He nodded, but the faraway look in his topaz gaze told her that he believed otherwise.

Awkwardly they finished prepping the meal with Cynthia improvising some dumplings from another mix. She added water to the packet and shaped the dough into a rough circle that she laid on the simmering stew. Covering the pan, she hoped there would be enough steam to cook the dough. A short time later, she opened lid and smiled as she saw it had worked. With Rafe’s help, she spooned the finished dumplings into bowls and ladled the thick stew over them.

Dani had helped David clean up a bit and he was ensconced in one of their sleeping bags, his bare chest giving testament to his ordeal. His ribs were sharp ridges in his sides and his previously muscular body lacked any tone. Dark bruises and scratches were scattered across his torso and arms.

As he saw Cynthia enter, he favored her with a stronger smile and there was no denying his resemblance to his older brother. The grin was the same, as was the gleam in his golden eyes, which had a touch more green than Rafe’s.

Dani helped David sit up and lean against Rafe’s backpack for support.

When Cynthia handed him the bowl, his stomach growled noisily, dragging chuckles from all of them.

They sat together to eat, although conversation was minimal. Part of it was hunger. A small part of it.

David quickly finished his bowl and Dani handed over what was left in hers. At his questioning glance she said, “I’m full.”

He didn’t hesitate to take it or the rest of what Cynthia and Rafe offered up as well.

By the time David finished, he was rubbing his belly, which looked like it had a slight bulge that had not been there before. “Dios, it feels good to finally eat something normal. Whoever said bugs are protein needs their head examined.”

David’s comment and boyish grin pulled a chuckle from even his brother, who had remained troubled despite their victory over the demon.


“I guess you’ll forgo the chocolate-covered crickets I picked up in Mexico City?” Dani teased.

“You’re kidding, right? Chocolate-covered crickets?” David nudged her with an elbow and she blushed, demurely dipped her head and laughed.

“Just kidding. Unless Cynthia secreted some chocolate in her backpack?”

“Sorry, but I didn’t risk it in this heat,” she said.

“You’re SOL, David,” Dani teased yet again, pulling yet another smile from Rafe’s brother.

The moment of camaraderie was short-lived, however, as Rafe said, “We should clean up and get some rest. We’ll have a lot to do later.”

“Sure thing. I’ll help David get settled for the night,” Dani said and it was clear she planned on staying with David, concern still evident in her gaze.

Which left Rafe and Cynthia to finish cleaning.

They were silent as they gathered up the dishes and returned outside where they sparingly used their water to wash up. The silence lingered, pregnant with anxious thoughts, as they returned to sharing the remaining sleeping bag. They set it up across the way from Dani and David, but rest didn’t come easily.

Rafe’s body was tight against hers. Tense from the events of the last twenty-four hours and possibly with the awareness that only uncertainty awaited them once they returned home.

She didn’t recollect when the tension faded and she fell asleep. Nor when Rafe left her side. She only knew one thing the next morning.

She woke up alone.








Chapter Ten



Rafe knelt before the ashes of what remained of Eztli Etalpalli, still in disbelief about all that had happened, but the images in his brain of his dead friends and of his brother’s almost skeletal body reminded him that it hadn’t been just a nightmare.

It had all been too real.

He bowed his head low, begging God for peace for all She had taken from this life and promising to make things right for the families of the men who had been killed.

For starters, he would have to go to the authorities and attempt to explain how his men had been killed. Then he would arrange for all of the bodies of his team members to go home.

Home, he thought, wondering where that was for him now, but then the answer came immediately.

Home was with Cyn.

But with Eztli Etalpalli gone, Cyn and the rest of her team could proceed with their exploration of the temple.

Once he had returned to the village, he would have a different path to follow. One that would take him away from her.

A footstep sounded behind him and he jumped up and whirled, still in overdrive from the events of the day before.

Cyn.

Standing at the door, her stance hesitant. Wary. Did she now finally comprehend the way that he did? That he might no longer belong in the world that they had once shared. That when this adventure was over, they might head in different directions.

As the light in her eyes darkened, he realized she understood without his even speaking. “You’re not coming with us.”

A statement, not a question.

“I’ll help you get back to the village. After that…there are things I have to finish. People who will want answers from me about the team.”

“Answers that none of us can give without losing our credibility.”

With a brusque exhale, he said, “Credibility.”

He thought of all who had been lost to the demon and said, “Will our credibility bring back all those dead men?”

“No. Nothing can make that right. Ever. But we had nothing to do with that.”

He glanced away and shook his head. “I led them here. To Eztli Etalpalli and this god-forsaken temple.”

She strode across the short distance until she stood right before him. He could still smell her underlying scent, fresh and alive, beneath the muskiness. It took all his control not to reach for her, but then she cradled his jaw and urged him to face her.

“You didn’t know what would be here.”

The images of the maps flashed in his brain along with something else. “You knew.”

She nodded. “Cordero warned of a demon in his journals. He told of how the demon had carried away and eaten his men.”

He relinquished his control and touched her cheek with the pads of his fingers. Her skin was soft and warm. Vital. He couldn’t imagine not ever touching that skin again and yet…

“If you knew of the danger, why did you come?”

She shrugged, almost nonchalantly. “I had to come for you.”


Emotion overrode all logic and rationale. He enveloped her in his arms, every inch of their bodies making contact. With that physical connection, and the sorrowful joy it brought, the nahual energy rose up between them. It enveloped both of them with its strength, charging every cell in their bodies with need. Binding their spirits as their life forces melded, recognizing their souls were meant to be together.

Before it could become more, more than either of them could live or die with, he took a step away, breaking the link.

His body was trembling as was hers, but it had to end here.

“I need to set things to right, Cyn. I don’t know how long that will take.”

“I…”

Cynthia stopped, her throat tight with emotion. Her body abuzz with the feel of Rafe. Of his physical presence. Of the emotions that had swirled around them only moments before.

She wanted to say that she understood, and maybe a part of her did. The logical scientist realized that there would be things he had to do that might keep him away. But the woman wanted to deny what he said. Wanted him to say he would return to her and that somehow they could find a way to be together.

Instead she said nothing, just nodded and left Eztli Etalpalli’s lair with its stench of death and evil.

Left Rafe.

While he might be returning to the village with them, she finally realized that the Rafe she had known and loved was gone to her and that a future with the new Rafe was uncertain.

***

Rafe had David’s arm thrown over his shoulder, supporting his younger brother as they walked from the steam bath to the anteroom of the temple. Dani was at Cynthia’s side and she noticed now that her friend bore a wealth of bruises and some scratches from where Eztli Etalpalli had grabbed her two nights before.

It was Dani and David who paused, almost simultaneously, at the far end of the anteroom and stared down the tunnel to Eztli Etalpalli’s lair.

“We never went down the other hall,” David said and glanced up at his brother.

She could see that Rafe wanted to ask what it mattered what was down that other passage, but he didn’t. Quite frankly, after his many months of imprisonment, David warranted at least that much consideration as compensation for his ordeal. Another few hours in the temple would not change things one way or the other.

With a sympathetic nod, Rafe helped his brother down the tunnel. When it forked, he took the hall that led away from the demon’s lair of death, his lantern held high to illuminate the way.

Cynthia and Dani followed behind, keeping alert in case Eztli Etalpalli hadn’t been the only danger in the temple.

They encountered nothing of consequence as they wound their way along the tunnel, which seemed to take them deeper and deeper into the bowels of the temple. The air grew damp and chilly the farther they traveled. Musty from the humidity deep below ground and the small pools glistening underfoot where water had seeped through the temple walls and collected on the floor. Darkness swallowed up the evidence of their passage, and luckily the path turned out to be the only one to follow. Unlike before, there were no other forks along the way.

Cynthia would have expected more twists and offshoots to discourage any would-be marauders, but then again, maybe Eztli Etalpalli had been enough of a deterrent to invaders.


Even the walls in this area were different, lacking any adornments, as if this tunnel was of no consequence and didn’t rate consideration.

Nearly half an hour had passed in silence when Rafe and David finally stopped. Before them was another large wooden door, barred from outside much as the one to the demon’s lair where Dani and David had been kept prisoner. Eztli Etalpalli had clearly believed no other defense was necessary with her guarding the door.

“Can you stand on your own?” Rafe asked David, and when his brother nodded, he released him and handed him the lantern.

David took a shaky step back to Dani’s side and she slipped her arm around his waist. Because he was so weak that holding up the lantern was difficult, Dani took hold of the light so that they could all see the door clearly.

Rafe shot a look at her and she nodded, worked the bolt on the rifle and brought it to her shoulder to be ready to fire. The gold obsidian blade that had helped kill the demon was tucked into her gun belt, and after a moment’s thought she slung the rifle back over her shoulder and grabbed the dagger instead.

With an accepting nod at her actions, Rafe grabbed the handgun from his holster and with it in hand approached the door.

He easily lifted the wooden beam from across the front of the door and tossed it aside. It landed softly against the dirt of the tunnel floor. The door creaked loudly when Rafe first moved it and seemed to be stiff, as if it had been some time since it had been opened. He had to shoulder it aside forcefully to fully open the door.

As he did so, Dani and David approached with the lantern.

Dani handed Rafe the lantern. He took it in his free hand and glanced back at her and she understood.

They would take this step together.

Rafe and Cynthia moved through the door almost as one, and inside, Rafe held the lantern high as Dani and David immediately rushed in to join them. All four paused just a foot into the room, the sight of the treasures before them stunning them motionless.

Piles and piles of gold, jewels and other riches reflected back the light of the lantern.

The room was the size of a football field and rose about two stories high. The treasures within filled most of the floor space and were stacked to about ten feet above the ground. Small paths ran amid the mounds of precious artifacts. Here and there a crude mannequin wore vestments that were adorned with gold, silver and jewels. Other mannequins boasted armorlike articles made completely from the precious metals and gems.

A city of gold, Cynthia thought and glanced at her partners.

They fanned out to examine the various objects and she soon realized that the artifacts within the room were from a number of different cultures. Spanish. Aztec. Mayan. Pre-Colombian.

Priceless, it occurred to her as she slowly walked back to the entrance of the room and was joined once again by Rafe and the others.

So many riches yet there was only one thing they could do with them.

***

Cynthia stared at thick pile of pages comprising the inventory list from the temple. It had taken them weeks to catalogue all the treasures they had found in Eztli Etalpalli’s City of Gold and even longer for them to lay down the groundwork for a full excavation and restoration of the temple and city walls surrounding it.


Nearly two months had passed since she had seen Rafe, who had been busy dealing with the authorities investigating the deaths of his team and making the arrangements to bring the men home to their families. Contacting their loved ones to explain what had happened.

Although what could he explain that they would believe? she thought, recalling her own team’s reticence to discuss the existence of the demon. Booth and Rogers had waited back at the village, waiting for Hernandez to be stronger and intending to go back to civilization for more help if she and Rafe had not returned in a reasonable time. But she was certain that none of them would say a word about the demon and risk their standing in the archaeological community.

She got the sense that the Mexican authorities hadn’t pressed too deeply about the deaths, apparently aware of the many tales over the years of how people went missing in that area. She only hoped that the family members would accept whatever rationale Rafe and the authorities had decided to use to explain the deaths.

Thumbing through the pages of the inventory again, she realized that once the museum and the Mexican government got the bulk of the items, what remained would be divided between her team and Rafe’s as per agreed-upon finder’s fee. She had convinced her team, however, to donate a part of their portion to the families of the dead men and to the two villages where they had been welcomed during their travels to the temple.

None had hesitated, especially considering that even though they were only getting a small portion of the treasure, there had been so much that their shares were still worth a great deal of money.

She intended to give a large share of her spoils to villages and to the two women who had presented her with the dagger that had saved their lives. As for the dagger—she shot a quick look across the way to the bookshelf in her office where the gold obsidian blade rested in a case she’d had specially made to hold the item.

A knock came at the door and she called out, “Come in,” expecting it to be Dani, who was supposed to review the inventory with her one last time before they passed it up the bureaucratic chain for processing.

Instead Rafe walked in.

Her heart skittered in her chest and her breath caught for a moment before she forced herself to breathe.

Rafe was dressed in a charcoal gray suit whose fabric strained against the massive width of his shoulders. The suit’s color made his hair seem even darker, with blue-black highlights that gleamed beneath the ceiling lights in her office. The longish waves of his hair brushed the collar of his jacket. He wore a brilliant white shirt with a rather conservative blue-and-gray-striped tie. The brightness of the shirt was a marked contrast to the tan he had from his many months in the strong Mexican sun.

She rose as he strode toward her desk and stood there, a large package wrapped in brown paper and twine tucked tight beneath his arm. He crossed his hands before him and laced his fingers together as if to keep from reaching for her.

“You look well,” he said and just the sound of his voice strummed alive passion in her body.

“So do you,” she replied and held out her hand to invite him to sit. Awkwardness filled the air considering how they had parted, with both of them uncertain about their future together. In the long weeks of separation, she had missed him intensely but had not reached out to him, afraid of rejection. Leery of his new powers. Almost as equally scared that she craved what he had become way too much.


She wanted to reach out to him now. Take him into her arms and find out if the bond between them was still strong. Still alive.

But she didn’t move, telling herself she needed him to make the first move while chastising herself that he had by walking into her office.

He shifted the package from beneath his arm and held it out to her with both hands, foreclosing any belated action she might make.

She shot him a quizzical look and he explained. “Medicine Eagle heard about your generosity in giving away such a large part of your reward and asking your expedition to share theirs with the villages. He wanted to thank you for that and for ridding his people of Eztli Etalpalli.”

“And this is his way to say thanks?” she asked and took the package into her hands. It was heavy, the material within the wrapping dense, making her wonder at was beneath the simple brown paper.

She carefully placed the package in the center of her desk and stood there, considering it uncomfortably as Rafe took a seat. His body was poised on the edge of the chair, forearms on his thighs and hands laced together once again as he leaned forward, clearly anticipating what she would do.

Carefully she snipped off the twine and then unfolded the brown parcel paper to reveal the leather-bound journal within.

She ran her hands over the surface, experiencing the sensation of old. Savoring the patina on the leather from the many hands that had touched it over the centuries for she had no doubt that the journal was quite old.

Because of its apparent age, she sat and removed a pair of gloves from her top desk drawer and slipped them on to safeguard the journal. Gingerly she opened the tome and slowly turned the thick parchment pages. As she skimmed the entries in the chronicle, she realized that it dated back before Cordero’s diary.

With anticipation, she examined the notations with their scratchy script and beautifully drawn sketches detailing early scenes of Mayan life. About a dozen pages into the book, she noted the map pinpointing the locations of various Mayan cities in lower South America, including one position with which she was not familiar.

“What is this?” she asked, jabbing at a spot on the hand-drawn map with her gloved finger.

Rafe stood and peered down at the journal. A small smile came to his face as he said, “I had hoped you’d pick up on that. As best as I can tell, it’s a sister city to Machu Picchu.”

“A sister city?” She racked her brains but could not recollect a mention of any such location from any of the materials she had studied over the years.

“And not just any old Mayan development,” he said and continued with his explanation. “Apparently Ponce de Leon was looking on the wrong continent.”

He sat on the edge of her desk and reached for the journal. Flipping ahead a few pages, he then returned it to her and motioned to one of the entries. “But I could be misreading the entries, which is why I brought it to you.”

Cyn peered down at the journal and read through the entry detailing the wonders to be found at the Mayan city, including the fountain that De Leon had sought so eagerly.

“The entry claims that this sister city has a fountain of youth.” She leaned back in her chair and considered him, trying to gauge his demeanor, which up until now had been mostly serious except for that earlier hint of a smile.


Now a broader grin broke out on his lips. “I think it’s more like the center of a power source rumored to provide all kinds of healing energies.”

She was prepared to tell him he was crazy but reminded herself about the man-eating demon they had both barely escaped months earlier as well as Rafe’s unusual new powers. In comparison, a source of healing energy didn’t seem all that far-fetched.

“So what do you plan to do with this information?” She motioned to the journal.

He shook his head and pointed at her. “Not me. You. The gift was made to you.”

She skimmed her fingers over the pages, once again relishing the age of them. Knowing that any tests she ran would be wasted, because she had no doubt about the authenticity of the journal, although she still would follow protocol and confirm the provenance of the document. But as she met Rafe’s inquiring gaze, she also knew she had no doubt about something else.

“Do you think we should go find this fountain of youth?”

He shrugged, appearing noncommittal, but a twinkle grew in his dark gaze and the grin remained as he said, “Only if you think you can spend life eternal with me afterward.”

She thought about all that had happened in the last few months. About all the changes.

She considered this possible new adventure and that it might bring yet more mayhem into her life. But as Rafe moved toward her and cupped her cheek, ran his thumb across her lips, the buzz of energy arced between them, awakening desire. Reminding her of what would be missing from her life if she didn’t take another risk and embark on this journey.

“So when do we leave?” she asked as she rose from her chair and walked to stand in front of him as he sat on the edge of her desk.

He chuckled, glanced at his watch and said, “Is tomorrow too soon?”

“Tomorrow? Why so long a wait?” she teased and dragged her fingers through the thick locks of his hair.

He grasped her hips and gently urged her into the V formed by his legs. They were face-to-face thanks to the difference in their heights, and he rubbed his lips against hers and said, “It’s tomorrow, because I want to spend the rest of this day making love to you.”

Heat erupted across her body as she imagined having him in bed. Having him inside her, but not just for tonight. For life eternal as he had said earlier.

“Sounds like a plan,” she confirmed and opened her mouth to his. Embraced him in her arms and knew one thing: The best adventure of her life was just about to begin.
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