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S THE HELICOPTER settled into the jungle clearing, Ryker could feel
his promises slipping away from him.

The worst, he thought, was the promise to himself. He’d sworn he would
leave Lindsey alone, stay out of her life. And yet here he was, running to her
the first time she called.

The pilot sprung the hatch, and the hot, thick air of southern Mexico
washed into the cabin. Ryker struggled with his harness, still disoriented by the
high technology of the ship: holographic guidance systems; compressed,
tasteless food; the abstracted courtesy of the crew.

Of course, he thought, it took her five years to call.

Camarena, the field director of the expedition, was waiting for him as he
stepped down. Lindsey had mentioned her in the letter, warning him that
Camarena was hostile to the entire mushroom experiment and hadn’t wanted
Ryker to come.

“Buenas tardes,” Camarena said, extending her hand. Her hair was pulled
into a tight black knot, and her khaki work clothes were impossibly crisp.

“Buenas,” Ryker said, conscious of his worn jeans and the frayed elbows of
his dingy shirt. He wondered why Lindsey wasn’t there to meet him, and then
decided it was better this way, that they both probably needed the extra time.

Camarena led him uphill, out of the grassy plain and into the jungle. A few
turns of the steeply twisting path were enough to cut them off from the
landing area. Eerie insect harmonies drowned the noise of the copter, stranding
them in the timeless heat of the Mayan highlands.

Pieces of fallen temples littered the jungle floor, green with moss and half-
buried under decaying leaves. Mahogany, fig, and ramon nut trees arched up
to an invisible roof a hundred feet overhead. Through the veils of branches,
Ryker could glimpse a stucco hand or carved helmet, elements of a gigantic
unsolved puzzle.

Camarena hesitated, impatient, and Ryker tried to pick up his pace.
“Coming,” he said in Spanish.

He’d forgotten so much. The perfect stillness of the air, the beauty of the
ruins in the watery green light. Five years ago, when he’d first come to the
jungle, all the answers that he’d been looking for had seemed so close.

Five years ago. A shard of memory cut him deeply and without warning.
He saw himself and Lindsey in the tiny apartment they’d shared in graduate
school, sitting on the floor by the kerosene heater, their knees just touching,
Lindsey’s robe hanging open to show the flush still lingering on her breasts, her
long red-blond hair hopelessly tangled, the smells of sex and their mingled
sweat binding the two of them like a magnetic charge.
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Ryker winced and pushed forward.

TaHe pATH OPENED suddenly into a clearing about forty meters across. A
dozen or so foil hemisphere tents were set out in a rough circle around the
ashes of a campfire. The clutter on all sides of the tents looked like a fashion
photographer’s idea of a layout for a computer ad. Video terminals sat on
carved blocks of limestone, and the map lights of several processors blinked
through the clear walls of a bubble tent nearby. Various electronic scanners,
cameras, and measuring devices, half of which were completely mysterious to
Ryker, were strewn near the clearing.

Most of the work was going on back in the jungle. Ryker heard a mixture
of voices and languages: English, Spanish, Russian, and others too slurred to
identify. The only person working in the clearing was a Japanese who was
typing furiously at one of the CRTs. Camarena introduced him as Oishi,
saying, “He designed and built most of this equipment himself.”

“Konnichi wa,” Ryker said, bowing awkwardly, then switching to Spanish.
“Things have changed in five years.”

Oishi returned his bow and answered in English, “One becomes obsolete so
quickly these days.”

Obsolete. Before Ryker could decide if the insult had been intentional,
Oishi had turned back to his keyboard, and Camarena was excusing herself.
“Make yourself at home,” she told him. “If you need anything, just ask one of
the students.”

Ryker thanked her and watched her walk away. It was politics, he knew.
The Mexican government, particularly the powerful Instituto Nacional de
Antropologia ¢ Historia, had been won over by the recent breakthroughs in
parapsychology. They began insisting that every expedition include a member
trained not only in appropriate myths and folklore, but with a general occult
background as well.

The last time Ryker had seen Lindsey, she was close to getting her Ph.D. in
anthropology, but her letter said she’d taken advantage of the new laws and
become a parahistorian instead, with Aztec and Mayan specialization.

Since the nearly bankrupt United States government hadn’t funded any
fieldwork in over a decade, it had seemed like her best chance of getting on a
major dig.

But once she had the job, she had to contend with the prejudice of the old-
line archaeologists, Camarena included, who resented her influence. Not to
mention the fact that she resented norteamericanos living oft Mexico’s newly
stabilized wealth.

Now, because of his fluency in Mayan, Lindsey had brought Ryker into the
middle of it. And he’d let her, because of the incredible finds the expedition
had made.

They were all around him. At the west end of the camp a steep-sided
pyramid over twenty-five meters high was slowly emerging from centuries of
dirt and vegetation. Erosion had softened its outlines and loosened most of its
stones, but Ryker could still make out the mushroom-shaped designs carved
into the steps.
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He crossed the clearing and stopped in front of the “palace,” an intricate
complex of fallen walls on a ten-meter raised platform. Two stelae had been



