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TWO 

The Coopers were cautious but not afraid. With firm resolve, they stepped into the clearing, moving carefully, observing every detail. Tomás followed behind, sticking close, eyes wary, the rifle and machete ready.

The camp was a disaster area with camp chairs knocked over, the tent half collapsed, the camp stove overturned on the ground, food and supplies torn, scattered, and spilled everywhere. It had been a mess to begin with, and now scavenging animals had made it even worse.

Jay found a small, thin reed stuck in a tree trunk near the tent. “Dad.”

Jacob Cooper went over and examined it without touching it. “Poison dart.”

Tomás nodded warily. “The Kachakas. They use poison darts and blowguns. The poison kills in seconds.”

Lila noticed the overturned vase and scattered orchids. “I bet these orchids were beautiful before they wilted.”

Tomás smiled crookedly. “Americans. They would pay lots of money for such flowers in their own country. Here, we see them everywhere.”

“All the tools are still in place,” Dr. Cooper observed, checking the collection of shovels, picks, brush hooks, and metal detectors near a tree. He found a large wooden chest, eased the lid open, and whistled his amazement at the contents.

Jay came to look. “What is it?”

“Explosives,” said his father. “That always was Ben Cory’s style: Just blast away and get the treasure out, never mind the historical value of the site.” He closed the lid gently, with great respect for what the chest held. “Let’s have a look in that tent.”

The tent had half-fallen. Dr. Cooper found a long stick near the firepit and stuck it into the tent to prop up the roof.

“We’ll have to gather up all these notes,” he said, indicating the papers scattered on the floor. “We need to know everything the Corys knew.”

“Careful!” Jay cautioned, pointing to another poison dart that poked through the tent.

Lila picked up one of the sheets of note paper. It was heavy, sticky, and stained red. “Euuughh.”

“I told you there would be blood,” said Tomás from outside where he nervously stood guard. “The Corys were slaughtered in this tent.”

There was blood, all right, spattered on the floor of the tent, on the clothes, work boots, and gear. The Corys had died violently.

Jacob Cooper kept his tone calm and even. “Lila, I think we need one more set of eyes and ears outside. We don’t need any surprises.”

Lila welcomed the idea. Her face pale, she quickly ducked outside.

Dr. Cooper drew a deep breath and spoke to Jay. “Let’s do it.”

He and Jay began gathering up the notes, drawings, charts, and maps from the tent floor, separating them from the shirts, socks, bottles, and boxes lying everywhere.

Jay spotted a small notebook partially hidden under some wadded up rags. He reached for it then jerked his hand away, his heart racing. “Dad!”

Dr. Cooper’s hand went to his gun. “What is it?”

Lila poked her head in. “What is it?”

Jay backed away from the pile. “There’s something under those rags.”

The rags were wiggling and heaving.

Lila stifled a cry of fear, pressing her hand over her mouth as Tomás stuck his head into the tent. “Qué pasa?”

“I think we’ve got a snake in here,” said Dr. Cooper. “Stand back.” He found a piece of broken tent rod and extended it toward the rags, prodding them slightly. The motion stopped. He slowly lifted the rags.

They saw a fluttering, a flash of dull yellow and heard a tiny, shrill scream!

Lila screamed as well, and Jay and Dr. Cooper ducked. A strange, fluttering, flapping shape shot from the rags and began banging and slapping against the walls of the tent like a trapped bird.

Tomás hollered, “Get back! Get back!” and plunged into the tent, swinging his machete. The thing continued to fly, land, leap, bump against the tent, and flutter over their heads. Lila jumped away from the tent; Jay and his father dropped to the floor. Tomás kept swinging.

SPLAT! The machete finally made contact and the animal landed on the tent floor, fluttering like a wounded bird, flopping about like a fish.

Jay and Dr. Cooper got to their feet. Tomás stood over the thing, machete only inches from it, venting his supercharged emotions in rapid, coarse Spanish. They started to approach.

Tomás shot his hand out toward them. “Stay back! Wait!”

The thing finally stopped flopping and Tomás relaxed, breathing in deep breaths of relief. He beckoned to them, and they approached as Lila stuck her head back into the tent, eyes wide with curiosity.

Tomás pointed at the thing. “Caracol volante. We call them carvies. A flying slug.”

“A what?” Jay exclaimed, still trembling a bit.

“Amazing!” added Dr. Cooper, bending for a closer look. “I’ve heard such tall tales about them! I never thought they were real!”

“They are not seen very often,” said Tomás. “They are rare and only come out at night.” There at Tomás’s feet, a loathsome little creature 	lay dead. It looked like a big garden slug, about six inches long, with a yellowish, slimy hide. But instead of feelers, it had tiny, black ratlike eyes. On either side of its soft, gooey body, glistening skin extended outward to form winglike fins, much like those of a stingray. Tomás used the tip of his machete to snag a fin and extend it to show the Coopers.

Lila came in and peered over everyone’s shoulder. “Wow . . .”

“Not a slug, actually,” Dr. Cooper explained to his kids. “But it is a member of the mollusk family— and one of the strangest.”

“Don’t touch it!” Tomás warned. “The slime is deadly poison, the same the Kachakas use to tip their darts.” He glanced quickly around the tent. “See? There is slime on the tent fabric and on some of the clothes. Be very careful. It will burn through your skin and kill you.”

Without having to be told, they all backed carefully out of the tent and then checked their clothes for any traces of slime.

“Most of it has dried up, which is good,” said Tomás. “It has to be fresh to burn through your skin.”

“What was that thing doing in there?” Dr. Cooper wondered.

“It was probably attracted by the blood. Carvies are flesh eaters: They feed on dead animals, blood, meat of any kind. There were probably others in the tent last night. This one decided to sleep under the rags.”

Jay shook his head. “So that’s one more thing to worry about—besides the biting insects, the poisonous snakes, and the hostile natives.”

“How far away is the Kachaka village?” asked Dr. Cooper.

Tomás shrugged. “I have never been there. It’s somewhere beyond the ruins, I think. But the Kachakas claim all this land, and they aren’t happy that we’re here.” Tomás cocked his head toward the woods just beyond the camp. “The Corys have already learned that. Come this way.”

They followed him into a small clearing. There, marked with crude wooden crosses, were three graves. “Ben Cory, John Cory, Brad Frederick,” said Tomás, pointing out each one. “Gone in one night, their treasure stolen.”

Jacob Cooper had seen enough. “All right, let’s get these materials back to the compound and see if we can sort them out. And then we’ll watch a movie.”



After hiking back to the compound, they ate a hurried dinner—roast pig cooked over the fire by Tomás’s coworkers—and then settled into their trailer to examine the notes left behind by the Corys. In the light of a gas lantern, Jay and Lila carefully cleaned, sorted, and stacked the materials, and Dr. Cooper laid them out in orderly fashion on the dinette table to study them.

“Hmm . . . ,” he said, using a small flashlight to illuminate some hard-to-read areas. “I’m impressed. The Corys put a lot of time into mapping out the ruins. Look here: Toco-Rey was built on top of the ruins of a previous city, which was built on top of the ruins of a previous city, and so it goes. It’s only about a mile square and used to be walled like a fortress. It would have been easy for Kachi-Tochetin to hole up there for years and defend his loot from his enemies.”

Lila spotted a dark, square shape someone had drawn near the map’s eastern edge. “I’ll bet that’s the burial temple Ben Cory wrote about.” She leafed through a pile of freshly scrubbed materials and pulled out a ragged-edged notebook. “Yeah, take a look at this.”

Dr. Cooper quickly flipped through the notebook, then compared the scribblings and sketches with the map on the table. “Lila, you’re right on the money. It is the burial temple. Ben Cory guessed they’d find the treasure there. He figured since Kachi-Tochetin was such a gold-hound, the old king probably had himself buried with it.”

Jay produced some smaller maps, roughly drawn with pencil and now faintly bloodstained. “I think these maps lay out the route they followed to get to the burial temple.”

Dr. Cooper laid the maps out on the table and traced the route with his finger. “Looks like the same route José de Carlon took centuries ago: up the slope past the waterfall . . . across the swamp . . . through the main gates of the city . . . around the Pyramid of the Moon and due north up the Avenue of the Dead . . .”

“Avenue of the Dead?” said Lila.

“Sounds inviting,” quipped Jay.

A knock on the screen door startled them. “Hello. How goes the battle?” It was Armond Basehart.

“I’m encouraged,” replied Dr. Cooper. “The Corys kept a thorough record. We should be able to retrace their route first thing tomorrow morning.”

Basehart was visibly pleased. “Good enough! Well, I have the Corys’ video ready. Come on over and have a look.”



Outside Basehart’s trailer, Tomás yanked the starter rope on a portable gas generator. Inside the trailer, the electric lights came on and so did a ten-inch color television perched in Basehart’s tight little living room. Basehart had the Corys’ palm-sized video camera wired to the television, and after fumbling a little with various switches and buttons, finally got the tape rolling and a picture on the screen.

The Coopers leaned forward as one person, gazing intently, and immediately recognized the Corys’ camp in the jungle. The camera jiggled, panning the camp, showing the tent, the campfire, the table and chairs. Even the vase of orchids was standing upright on the table, the orchids in much fresher condition. “And this is our tent, and over here we have the fire, and here’s our nice outdoor dining room . . .” went the cameraman’s prattle, the kind of silly stuff that always goes with home movies.

Then a young man appeared from behind the tent, carrying some firewood. He was tall and thin, with a smile so wide and teeth so white it caught your eye. “And here’s Brad, doing the chores . . . ,” continued the narrator.

Brad shot back, “Did you get a shot of the treasure?” 

“No,” the cameraman answered, “I’m doing establishing shots here.”

Then came a voice from off-camera, “Well, get the camera over here, Ben. You’re wasting Mr. Stern’s time.”

“Ehh, everybody’s gotta be a director.” The camera did a quick, blurry pan to the table near the firepit, and then it picked up the glimmer of gold— a lot of gold.

“Will you look at that!” Jay exclaimed in a near whisper.

“Here’s just a preview of what we found,” said Ben the cameraman, zooming in for a close-up of incredible gold artifacts: an ornately engraved vase of gold at least two feet tall, several golden plates and cups, a necklace of gold and jewels, and at least a dozen golden figurines only a few inches tall.

Hands entered the picture, holding another vase and wiping it down with a rag. “We found these in the tomb and carried them out through the tunnel. Everything is pretty dusty down there. We wore dust masks, but still came out of that place all dirty. No problem though. See here? It just takes a rag to clean the artifacts and they polish right up.”

The camera zoomed back to show John Cory, a long-haired, bare-chested man. John set the vase down and picked up some of the small figures to show to the camera, wiping them some more with his rag. “We have here tiny figurines of a bird-god, possibly another form of Quetzalcoatl, the feathered serpent god.”

Ben, from behind the camera, explained, “These were stationed all around the walls of the room like sentries, probably to guard the treasure from spirits of the dead, maybe even from living enemies—”

John butted in, “There were other guards there too, but they weren’t much help.”

Ben laughed. “No, they sure weren’t. We’re going to take the camera and some lights with us tomorrow. We should get some great shots of the treasure room and the tunnel—”

“If we can get past the slugs,” Brad quipped, coming into the picture and turning some of the artifacts for better viewing.

John agreed, “Yeah, the carvies can be a bit of a problem. They like the tunnels and underground areas just like bats like caves, but we’re dealing with it.”

“We’ll retrace our route for you,” came Ben’s voice from off-camera, “which closely matches the route taken by José de Carlon more than four hundred years ago.”

“The old guy was right about the treasure,” said Brad.

“But wrong about the curse,” said John, indicating the treasure on the table. “I mean, here’s the treasure, and here we are, safe and sound.”

“Okay,” said Ben, “let’s get this stuff into the tent.” Then, in a louder, announcer’s voice, “Stay tuned, folks, for tomorrow’s exciting venture into the burial temple of King Kachi-Tochetin!”

The television screen went to snow.

Dr. Basehart turned it off. “That’s it. They were ambushed and killed that very night. They never went back.”

Dr. Cooper looked at his kids for their reaction.

Lila was troubled. “Is the treasure worth it?”

Her father reflected on the question. “Some people are greedy enough to take the risk. For others, . . .” He sighed. “Well, we should be willing to ask that question more than once on this trip.”

“A tunnel,” said Jay. “We’re definitely looking for a tunnel.”

“Perhaps the original tunnel dug by José de Carlon and his men,” Dr. Cooper said. “And apparently inhabited by more caracoles volantes. ” 

“Oh great!” Lila moaned.

Dr. Basehart was quick to say, “But the Corys got around the carvies somehow. They got into the treasure room!”

Dr. Cooper rose to his feet. “And so will we. Let’s call it a day and get some shut-eye. We’ll confront those poisonous slugs—”

“And snakes,” added Lila.

“And hostile natives with poison darts,” added Jay.

“Tomorrow,” finished Dr. Cooper.



SIX 

Another man shouted at the chief and then spoke hurriedly, as if trying to reason with him. It must have been a good argument—the chief uncocked his rifle and lowered it. The two talked a moment, throwing suggestions and counter-suggestions back and forth and pointing at the Coopers.

Finally, the chief gave in and spoke in English. “We take you to our village.” He jerked his thumb toward the man who argued with him. “Manito says if you are really mukai-tochetin, it will do no good to shoot you. But he thinks you are not mukai-tochetin. He thinks maybe you are just stupid Americans. We find out.”

With some not-so-gentle prodding from their well-armed captors, Jay and Dr. Cooper started walking through the ruins toward the unexplored jungle on the other side.

Jacob Cooper’s anxiety was obvious as he told Jay, “We sure don’t need this right now. Lila’s still out there, probably dying.”

“So how do we get out of it?” Jay responded.

The chief was walking just ahead of them. Dr. Cooper called to him, “Uh, Chief . . .”

“Chief Yoaxa,” the chief informed him.

“Thank you. Chief Yoaxa. Listen, my daughter is lost somewhere in these ruins and in great danger. We were trying to find her when we found your daughter instead. Your daughter was being attacked by a, uh, a wild man. I don’t know how else to describe it.”

The chief gave Dr. Cooper a good, long look and then smiled craftily. “Oh yes. A wild man. A mukai-tochetin!” 

“Mukai-tochetin.” Jay was getting sick of the word. “What is that, anyway?”

The chief grinned as if being joked with. “You mukai-tochetin are very tricky. You try to test me, yes? But I know. When the great king Kachi-Tochetin was buried in his tomb, his best warriors were buried with him so their spirits would guard his treasure. You see? I know what you are.” His eyes narrowed with bitter anger. “But why are you out of your tomb? Why do you bother us? We do not like to be scared and screamed at and attacked! We have never bothered your treasure! We have not even seen it! We do not deserve the curse!” He gestured with his rifle, making his message clear. “You should go back to sleep in your tomb. Leave the living world to us!”

Dr. Cooper and Jay exchanged a glance. This was the Kachaka explanation for the toxin-induced madness!

“Chief Yoaxa, listen,” said Dr. Cooper. “I have good news for you. These people who are wandering about in the ruins are not the warriors of Kachi-Tochetin, not at all. They are explorers from America who have . . . well, they’re sick and dying. They’re out of their minds because—”

“Because they are ghosts.” The chief pointed his finger right in their faces. “And you are ghosts, dead warriors, just like them!”

“Chief, we are not dead warriors.”

The chief was getting impatient. “You attacked my daughter!”

Dr. Cooper was also getting impatient. “We did not attack your daughter! We saved your daughter from—well, from one of the sick Americans. He almost killed us and your daughter shot poison darts at us . . . If anything, we deserve your thanks!”

The chief got angry when he heard that. “See? You lie! Kachaka children do not shoot poison darts. We forbid it!”

“Well, that may be true but—”

The chief held up his hand. “No more talking! When we get to the village, we find out.”

They continued along a well-beaten path through the jungle. Eventually they reached a small village where at least two hundred men, women, and children waited anxiously for the return of their chief and his men. The village was an odd mixture of old and new, of civilized and savage. Grass huts stood alongside crude, wood-framed dwellings; there were campfires but also cookstoves. Both torches and oil lanterns lit the narrow corridor between the dwellings. A few folks didn’t seem to mind wearing little or nothing while they worked, yet most of the people were fully dressed in white garments, some skillfully embroidered.

As for the Kachakas’ choice of weapons, almost every warrior carried a blowgun on his belt, but many also carried rifles, pistols, and knives.

Some of the women in the village looked especially anxious, as if they had been dreading this moment. When they saw the limp body of the girl being carried by the two men, they threw up their hands and wailed in fear and anguish. With tears and rapid-fire babblings of concern, they gently took her from her two carriers and bore her into the nearest wooden shack where they laid her on a cot.

The chief stopped just outside the door of the crude dwelling, watching the women work to revive the girl, then turned to the Coopers. “See the pain you have brought? She has been missing since early evening, and we looked for her until it was a long time dark. We told all the children, ‘Don’t go into the ruins, there are mukai-tochetin there.’” The chief shook his head as he peered through the doorway at his unconscious daughter. “I think that is why she went. She has always wanted to see one.” He looked at Dr. Cooper. “Well . . . now she has.”

Jacob Cooper couldn’t help sighing in frustration. “Chief Yoaxa—”

“Follow me,” the chief said, waving his hand and leading the way.

The men holding the Coopers prodded them forward through the village, past the humble grass huts, clapboard shacks, firepits, and milling, curious people.

Jay noticed a man wearing a strange, disk-shaped charm around his neck. Then he saw another one. Then Dr. Cooper spotted two more.

The Kachakas were wearing the dried, stretched skins of caracoles volantes as jewelry!

“Carvies!” Jay exclaimed.

That made the chief turn his head. “You should be happy. We wear carvies to please you, but . . . I guess not today.”

Jay tried to win a few points. “Oh, but we’re very pleased.”

The chief brightened. “Then you are mukai-tochetin!” 

Jay made a sour face, mentally kicking himself.

Jacob Cooper coaxed some information. “I understand they’re poisonous.”

Chief Yoaxa enjoyed answering that question. 

“Oh, yes, they are poisonous. They will kill you just by touching you. Unless . . .”

“Unless what?”

“Unless you catch them in the morning. Then they don’t hurt you. We play with them, we cook them and eat them, and there is no trouble.”

Dr. Cooper nodded. “Yes. We’ve been told that.” 

They came to the end of the village and turned a corner. Directly ahead of them was what looked like a row of rabbit hutches and a large chicken pen, all made from poles and wire mesh.

The Coopers stopped short at the sight of the cages. The men behind them poked them forward.

The rabbit hutches and the chicken pen were full of carvies—yellow, angry carvies. The slugs came to life the moment the group approached. Flapping about in the cages, hissing, and chirping, they flitted from wall to wall, their little black eyes devilish and threatening.

“These carvies, they are special,” said the chief. “We caught them in the morning, so it was easy, but then we kept them in these cages until night. You do that and they get dangerous. Just watch.”

The chief pulled a small, sharpened dart from a quiver on his belt. Sticking it through the wire mesh, he rubbed its tip against a yellow carvy’s slimy back. When he withdrew it, the tip of the dart glistened.

Dr. Cooper eyed the dart carefully. “So this is the poison dart of the Kachakas?”

The chief held it up proudly. “Yes. We make them ourselves! Now watch.”

He skillfully inserted the dart into the blowgun that hung over his shoulder, then looked for a target. Some pigs were grunting and rooting in the grass nearby. He put the blowgun to his mouth, gave it a strong blast of air, and the dart shot like an arrow, sticking a pig in the flank.

The pig did more than squeal; it shrieked, twirled, grunted, scurried in a little circle, and then flopped to the ground, legs twitching. In only seconds, it was dead.

The chief grinned. “It works quick, you see? It can kill you. Unless . . .”

“Unless what?” Dr. Cooper asked.

The chief smiled jubilantly. “Unless you are dead already.”

Dr. Cooper’s heart sank. “Oh. Of course.”

“We have a legend: The carvies belong to the mukai-tochetin. Together, they guard the treasure. If you are one of Kachi-Tochetin’s warriors, the yellow carvies will not hurt you.”

Dr. Cooper could see where this was leading and did not like it one bit. “But as I’ve been trying to tell you, we’re not ghosts, or warriors, or anything else. We’re living, breathing American explorers.”

The chief shrugged again. “We’ll find out. If you are dead already, the yellow carvies won’t hurt you—so we’ll take you back to Toco-Rey and bury you where you belong. If you are just stupid Americans, the carvies will kill you—and I’ll admit I was wrong.”

Suddenly, the chief’s men had a much firmer grip on Jay and his father. They meant business.

Dr. Cooper tried to remain calm and rational, though being only a few feet from a swarm of yellow carvies made that difficult. “Chief, does it make any sense for the warriors of Kachi-Tochetin to have white skin, speak English, and dress like Americans?” 

This time the chief sighed. “The warriors we have seen in the ruins have green skin, they don’t dress much at all, and they don’t speak English. They yell and scream.”

Jay objected, “So what about us? We have white skin, we’re dressed, and we speak English! I mean, come on . . . !”

The chief thought about that for a moment, but he was a stubborn man, and all his men were watching. “Like I say, mukai-tochetin are very tricky.”

“Chief Yoaxa!” Dr. Cooper talked slowly and deliberately, trying to spell it out. “Listen to me: Those green, screaming warriors are Americans who have come in contact with the slime from the carvies. The slime has made them crazy, and it’s killing them. We’ve seen it. There’s a dead man in the ruins right now—and my daughter is still out there, poisoned, mad, and dying. Instead of killing us, why don’t you help us?”

The chief’s face lit up and he pointed his finger in Jacob Cooper’s face. “Ah! You see? You think you can fool me. Carvies don’t make you crazy. They kill you.”

“But—”

“Listen, I’m giving you a good deal. You should take it and be glad.”

Dr. Cooper looked at the chief, then at Jay, then back at the chief, thinking it all over. Then, strangely, he relaxed and nodded. “All right. You’ve convinced me. We’ll take your test.”

Jay did not agree. “Dad! You can’t let them do this!”

Dr. Cooper straightened his spine, drew a deep breath, and put a consoling hand on his son’s shoulder. “Son, there comes a time when we simply have to face our destiny like real men.”

“We do?” Jay looked up and read a message in his father’s eyes. “Oh. Uh, yeah, you’re right, Dad. Yeah. Like real men.”

The carvies in the big cage were drooling and hissing at Dr. Cooper even as he looked at the men guarding him. “Gentlemen, I agree to the chief’s offer. Shall we proceed?”

Dr. Cooper no longer resisted them, but stood there relaxed, willing and ready. He could tell they were impressed by that; their grip on him eased up a bit. He stepped forward to the cage door. “I only hope that once I’m dead, you’ll go out and find my daughter.” He looked at the chief. “And I believe your daughter will be all right. I think she only fainted.” He gently raised his left arm to remove his hat. The man holding him allowed him to do so. “Let justice be done.”

He turned to hand his hat to the men behind him. They were impressed by his gentle compliance; they actually released him.

The man who took his hat was the first to see a huge fist, and then stars. The other man caught Jacob Cooper’s left hook a fraction of a second later, and then he saw only grass.

Jay was expecting his father’s move and made some quick moves himself, first planting his foot behind the man on his right to trip him. Then he spun and planted his foot in the groin of the other man to give him something to think about.

“Run!” his father shouted, taking on three Kachakas while ten more closed in on him.

With his father holding back the Kachakas, Jay turned and ran like the wind. Out of the village and into the cover of the jungle, he had little idea of which way to go except toward the ruins. Tomás and Juan had to be out there somewhere. They had rifles and could help, if only he could find them! He could hear the struggle going on back in the village: the shouts, the blows. Then his father yelled one more time, “Run, Jay, run!” Jay tried to hold back his tears. In the dark of the jungle, he was nearly blind as it was.



By now, Dr. Cooper could see nothing but Kachaka faces, bodies, and arms. He was floating in a mob of angry, shouting natives. They held his arms, his legs, his hair. He couldn’t struggle or trip or punch or even move. It was over. From somewhere he could hear the chief yell an order. The mob started moving as one man toward the cage.

Dear Lord, he prayed. Just let Jay make it out of here. And remember Lila, wherever she is.

He could hear someone fumbling with the cage door. The carvies were going absolutely wild.

And then the crowd fell quiet. He could hear the chief’s voice now, not yelling but talking to someone. The someone was a woman.

The voice of a young girl joined them. He couldn’t understand the language, but she was speaking clearly. The chief’s daughter? It had to be!

The Kachakas carrying Dr. Cooper eased their grip and set him on the ground. Many of them actually let go and backed off. When enough of their bodies were out of the way, he could finally see that the chief was talking to a lovely woman, most likely his wife, and . . . oh, praise God! The chief’s daughter! She was still wearing Lila’s droopy, billed cap, and she pointed at Dr. Cooper, rapidly explaining something to her father. He kept objecting and trying to argue, but apparently she would not change her opinion.

Finally the chief straightened up, looked at Dr. Cooper with disappointment and embarrassment, and gave his men an order. They all let go of Dr. Cooper and gave him some space. One even returned his hat.

“My daughter says you did not attack her,” the chief admitted. “She says you . . .” He really hated to say it. “She says you saved her from a mukai-tochetin.” 

Dr. Cooper exhaled a sigh of relief. His shoulders relaxed as he returned the girl’s gaze. Her eyes were clear and beautiful. He could tell her mind and memory were intact.

She must have learned her heavily accented English from her father. “Gracias, Señor American, for saving my life.”

Dr. Cooper removed his newly returned hat to show his respect and gratitude. “You’re most welcome. And thank you for saving mine.” He stole a quick glance at the chief to make sure he was correct in saying that.

The chief was reluctant, but finally nodded yes. “You are not mukai-tochetin. One mukai-tochetin would not fight another.” He put his hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “This is María. María, this is . . .” 

“Dr. Jacob Cooper.” He took just a few steps toward the girl, reached into his shirt pocket, and brought out her small blowgun. “I believe this belongs to you.”

She took one look at it and shook her head. “Oh no,” she said emphatically. “That is not mine.”

 Hmm. Interesting. Dr. Cooper played along. “Oh. Well, it must belong to one of the men here.” He tossed it to the nearest Kachaka warrior, who looked it over, shook his head, and then passed it to the next. It began circulating among the men in search of an owner. “But please, can you tell me if you’ve seen my daughter? She’s about your age and height, with fair skin and long, blond hair. She’s lost somewhere in the ruins.”

The girl’s eyes betrayed some kind of knowledge, but she was hesitant to speak.

Jacob Cooper prompted, “That is my daughter Lila’s hat. Where did you find it?”

She still hesitated until her mother bent and spoke some quiet but firm words in her ear. Then she admitted, “I got this hat from a mukai-tochetin.” 

That brought a gasp from some of the women standing nearby and alarmed looks from all of the men, including her father.

“Tell him the rest,” her father ordered. “Tell us!” 

“She was a girl, like me. Her face . . .” She touched her cheek as she spoke it. “Her face was green, like a lizard.”

The Kachakas muttered to each other, exchanging looks of alarm.

“Did she attack you?” the chief asked with a suspicious, sideways glance at Dr. Cooper.

The girl hesitated, then answered timidly. “Sí. She . . . she jumped out of the bushes and screamed at me. She was like a crazy person. . . .”

“She was a mukai-tochetin!” the chief proclaimed as if trying to regain his pride. “What did you do?”

“I ran.”

“You ran away?”

“Sí.”

The chief patted her shoulder. “Ah. That was good.”

Dr. Cooper asked, “Then . . . how did you get her hat?”

The girl thought a moment, then replied. “I found her later. She was lying on the ground. And I took her hat.”

Dr. Cooper leaned forward. “Lying on the ground? Why? Was something wrong with her?”

The girl looked from Dr. Cooper to the Kachaka men and women to her father and mother, and then at Dr. Cooper again. “She is dead.”



EIGHT 

Dr. Basehart stepped into the trailer and then beckoned to someone outside. Immediately, Tomás climbed through the door, eyeing the kids grimly, ready to do his boss’s bidding.

“So I guess you’ve figured it out by now,” Dr. Basehart said resignedly. “There never was a raid on the Corys’ camp. I may as well tell you, the Kachakas can give quite a show of strength and they are excellent hunters, but when it comes to violent raids and murder . . .” He just shook his head.

“So what really happened to the Corys?” Lila asked.

“The same thing that happened to you. The ‘Curse of Toco-Rey.’ They went crazy, tore up their own camp, and then ran into the jungle like animals. As your brother can tell you, one of them is dead, his bones picked clean by the carvies.”

“But what about those graves?” Jay asked.

“Fake, just like the poison darts you found.” Dr. Basehart chuckled. “Well, one grave is genuine, as was the blood you found in the tent. Another worker of mine, Chico Valles, was killed by a crazed Cory. We buried him, then created two mock graves so we could tell our little story about a Kachaka attack.”

“But why?” Lila wondered.

Dr. Basehart’s eyes narrowed. “To settle the whole matter before anyone like you came along and started to ask questions. You and your family were brought here to find the treasure room of Kachi-Tochetin. What happened to the Corys was to be none of your concern.”

“But . . .” Lila couldn’t fathom Dr. Basehart’s callousness. “But these are people, human beings, in trouble! We can’t just let them die!”

Dr. Basehart brushed her off. “A few human lives are a small price to pay for what we’ve discovered.”

She became indignant. “No! Listen. If you’ve found a cure for the curse, then you’ve got to use it to save them!”

“They are beyond saving, my dear.”

“I got better!” Then she added, “And I think you know how!”

He weighed that for a moment. “I might. One more experiment would resolve a few problems, though.” He shot a glance at Tomás. “Bring the explosives. We’ll do this quickly.”



Dr. Cooper knew he could not hurry through the swamp if he wanted to get through it at all. So despite the agony of not knowing the fate of his children for a few additional moments, he carefully retraced the Corys’ trail markers and picked his way through. Once on solid ground again, he barreled down the trail through the entangling jungle, his arms protecting his face. His legs grabbed distance in long, powerful strides.

When he reached the Corys’ devastated campsite he raced right past it, barely giving it a glance. He had to get to the compound. He had to find his kids.



Hidden behind the Corys’ sagging tent, Armond Basehart held Jay while Tomás held Lila, their hands over the kids’ mouths so they could not cry out. Once he was sure Dr. Cooper was far past, Dr. Basehart prodded the kids with his gun—“Okay, let’s go”—and they headed up the same trail their father had come down.



Dr. Cooper pulled his gun as he reached the compound, his eyes alert for trouble. Dawn was approaching. The compound was quiet. There was a light on in Basehart’s lab trailer.

Taking cautious, silent steps and pointing his gun skyward, he approached the door of the trailer. Through a window he could see a man bent over the work counter, tinkering with samples and looking through the microscope. Dr. Cooper put his hand on the door handle, then jerked the door open suddenly, aiming his gun inside. “Don’t move!”

The man complied and became very still.

“Put your hands on the counter where I can see them.”

The man placed both of his hands on the counter, then said pleasantly, “Dr. Cooper. I’ve been expecting you.”

Dr. Cooper stepped through the door, still aiming the gun. “I’ve been expecting you too, Mr. Stern.”

“May I turn around and face you?”

“Hands in the air, please.”

The man raised his hands and turned around. It was Mr. Stern from the museum, all right, dressed in jungle fatigues instead of a fancy suit but still the dapper, gray-haired gentleman. “So it seems you’ve figured out our little ruse.”

“I’ve learned that the Kachakas know nothing of any raid on the Cory camp. They think the Corys are ghosts from the tomb. They’ve never even seen the treasure and the poison darts they use are quite different from the fake ones your people planted at the Corys’ camp—better, actually.”

Mr. Stern was impressed. “Very observant. But here’s something else for you to note.” He nodded toward the clothing Lila had left on the couch. “As you can see, we have your children, so I have plenty of advantage. That gun won’t do you much good. You’re a reasonable man. Perhaps you’d like to have a discussion instead of a shoot-out?”

Dr. Cooper kept the gun in his hand. “Fine. Let’s discuss my children.”

Mr. Stern liked that response. “Certainly. Armond Basehart has them. You’ll be glad to know that they are both alive and well, and Lila is recovering from her illness. Tomás and Juan found her in the ruins and brought her here where Basehart had a chance to run some tests. Thanks to your daughter, we’ve made some exciting discoveries.”

Dr. Cooper tightened his grip on the gun he was aiming at Mr. Stern. “Where are they?”

Mr. Stern smiled, amused. “Now doctor, you know I can’t give up my advantage. We haven’t had our discussion yet.” He looked at his raised hands. “And may I put down my hands?”

Jacob Cooper considered, then replied, “Cross your arms in front of you—and start explaining what you’re really up to.”

Mr. Stern crossed his arms and relaxed against the counter. “All right. First of all, my name isn’t Stern, and second, I don’t work for the Langley Art Museum. I have a few friends there who helped me set up our meeting in the museum’s work room, but that was purely for the sake of appearances. My real name is—” He stopped himself and smiled. “Well, let me just tell you the name I use in my profession. In all your visits to the Middle East, you’ve no doubt heard the name Manasseh.”

Dr. Cooper had heard the name. “The international weapons dealer?”

The man known as Manasseh nodded. “A supplier of weapons of all kinds to terrorists, revolutionaries, or anyone who wants to start a war. If you have the right kind of money, I don’t care whose side you’re on.”

Dr. Cooper knew he was facing a man with no trace of conscience. “So what do you want with me and my children?”

“Oh, exactly what I hired you for: to pick up where the Corys left off and find the treasure room of Kachi-Tochetin.”

Dr. Cooper was puzzled. “What would a weapons dealer want with ancient artifacts?”

Manasseh laughed. “Not the artifacts, doctor! The curse guarding them!”

“What?”

Manasseh’s eyes sparkled with devious delight. “Imagine entire armies stricken with madness— turning into raving animals, turning and attacking each other instead of the enemy, generals going out of their minds! Whoever possessed such a wonderful biological weapon could win a war without firing a shot!”

Dr. Cooper quickly scanned the work counter behind Manasseh. “So that’s what Armond Basehart was working on all this time?”

“Exactly. He acquired the journals of José de Carlon and developed the theory that the curse of Toco-Rey might be due to a rare toxin the Oltecas planted in the tomb. He came to me with his idea. I bought into it, and, well, here we are.”

“And you hired Ben Cory and his crew to find the tomb for you.”

“And to unwittingly serve as guinea pigs. They entered the tomb, encountered the toxin, and later went berserk, proving our theory. You can imagine our elation! We had discovered a toxin that had remained dormant for a thousand years but still came to life upon contact with human beings. It is the ideal weapon! It can be stored for years—sealed in shell casings, kept in jars, whatever—and still work when we want it to. But our archaeological team was reduced to raging animals, and we still didn’t know exactly where the tomb was. Besides, neither Basehart nor I had any intention of going into the tomb ourselves. So . . .”

“You hired me.”

Manasseh nodded. “And staged the raid on the Cory camp so you wouldn’t know our real intentions.” 

Dr. Cooper was appalled. “You’re a mad man.”

That only amused Manasseh further. “No, just a businessman. Thanks to the Corys, we were able to discover a perfect weapon that could devastate an army, a city, or a nation.” He pointed to a jar on the counter containing a preserved dead carvy. “And thanks to your daughter, who was affected by the toxin and then recovered, we were able to discover the cure. So we now have a product we can sell to the right people for millions. In a way, there’s treasure in the burial tomb of Kachi-Tochetin worth far more than the gold.”

Dr. Cooper wasn’t entirely impressed. “So what do you intend to do, start a carvy farm?”

Manasseh burst out laughing as if he’d heard a terrific joke. “That’s good, doctor! Very good! But let’s get to the real discussion here. You want your children, I want your cooperation. Let’s cut a deal.” 

Jacob Cooper said nothing. He just listened.

Manasseh made his pitch. “We need your expertise in further explorations of the tomb and any other sites that might contain the toxin. We’ll harvest the toxin, and any treasure you find, you can keep for yourself. You’ll be a millionaire, doctor, overnight— if you join us, and if you keep our little secret.”

“Assist you in profiting from the deaths of millions of people? You’re talking to the wrong man.”

Manasseh only smiled wickedly. “I’ve heard about your deep moral convictions, Doctor. But I’m willing to wager that your Christian morality can only govern you up to a point. Beyond that, well, as they say, every man has his price.”

“I got my Christian morality from God, and He’s a far greater treasure than you could ever offer me. I’m afraid I’ll have to decline.” Dr. Cooper raised the gun threateningly. “Now where are my kids?”

Manasseh eyed him a moment, then tested him. “We can throw in an immediate bonus, a little incentive: How about two million dollars—today?”

Dr. Cooper pulled the hammer back. “Where are they?”

“Two more million once you’ve found the tomb and make it accessible.”

Dr. Cooper spoke slowly and clearly. “I strongly suggest you take me to my children.”



Lila and Jay stared into the pit near the burial tomb of Kachi-Tochetin, closely guarded by Armond Basehart and Tomás. The morning sunlight was piercing through the trees and the carvies had returned from their night foraging. There were so many of them that their restful muttering and shuffling echoed out of the pit like the hum of a beehive.

“You gotta be kidding!” said Jay.

“Make no sudden moves or noises, and green carvies can be quite indifferent to your presence,” said Basehart. “Tomás, the ladder.”

Tomás seemed very nervous but obeyed, opening a bundle and removing a long rope ladder.

“Hook it over the wall and lower it down very slowly. Let’s not upset our little friends down there.” 

Tomás anchored the top end of the ladder to the wall, then let the ladder out one rung at a time, lowering it into the pit. The hum of the carvies stayed steady. So far, so good.

“Why do we have to go down there?” Lila asked. 

“Oh, indulge me,” said Dr. Basehart. “One final little experiment. Tomás here insists that green carvies are harmless. We’re going to find out if he’s right.”



Manasseh seemed to weaken. He’d tried several tempting offers to buy Jacob Cooper’s loyalty, but the Christian was unshakable.

“You certainly are a man of conviction.”

“Some things are more important than money,” Dr. Cooper said simply. “Now we can spend the rest of the day in a deadlock or we can bring everything to a conclusion. It’s up to you.”

Manasseh thought it over, then nodded. “All right.”

“Where is Dr. Basehart?”

“Actually, he and Tomás went into the ruins at first light to gather some more samples. I have your children. They’re locked up in a shed in back.”

Dr. Cooper gestured toward the door with his gun. “Let’s go.”

Manasseh made his way out under Dr. Cooper’s watchful eye. Then he led him around to the back of the trailer where the shed stood, still locked up with a padlock and two slide bolts. “This was rather hurriedly built, I’m afraid. We weren’t expecting to house prisoners.”

“Open it up.”

Manasseh took a key from his pocket and unlocked the padlock. The two bolts slid easily aside, but the door wouldn’t budge when he tugged on the handle. He turned to Dr. Cooper, looking apologetic. “As I said, we put this together rather in a hurry.”

Dr. Cooper stepped closer and grabbed the door handle. With both of them tugging, the door finally jerked open. It was dark inside. He could tell immediately his kids were not—

OOF! Something hit him from behind with tremendous force, hurling him through the door. The shed had no floor and he fell, tumbling head over heels through empty space until he landed with a soft thud. The dust rose up in a cloud around him, choking him, blinding him. He could feel it grating between his teeth, burning in his nose.

Struggling to his feet in the dim light, he blinked his eyes clear and discovered he’d fallen into a pit about eight feet deep. He could hear the voices of Juan and Carlos above, laughing and chattering. “Very good job,” Manasseh told them. “Muy, muy bueno!”

The door slammed shut and the pit went dark except for thin ribbons of light that came through cracks between the boards.

Manasseh had a quick conversation with Juan and Carlos, and then Dr. Cooper could hear the two men walking away. “Sorry to slam the door on you, Dr. Cooper,” Manasseh called from outside. “But we can’t let any of that fine green dust escape. The stuff is lethal.”

Jacob Cooper looked around as his eyes adapted to the dim light. The shed was sealed up with clear plastic and the air inside was murky with green dust. It covered the walls of the pit and lay several inches thick on the pit floor. He was covered with it. He could taste it.

And he wasn’t alone. A dead man sat in a corner of the pit, his eyes gone, his jaw hanging open, barely recognizable under a thick layer of green mold that covered his entire body.

“Dr. Cooper,” Manasseh called, “may I introduce you to John Cory, the only one of the Cory party we were able to recover and contain. We were lucky enough to find him in the jungle just after he died but before the carvies had a chance to pick his bones clean. And now that Juan and Carlos are gone and we can talk privately, may I also introduce you to the deadly curse of Toco-Rey, that lovely green dust.”

Jacob Cooper looked at himself. He looked as if he’d fallen into green chalk.

“I had to laugh at your question about starting a carvy farm,” said the ruthless weapons dealer. “Carvies aren’t worth the trouble. Their poison doesn’t drive you crazy, it just kills you. But this stuff . . . ! Remember the video of the Corys admiring the artifacts they’d brought back? Remember how John Cory wiped them down with a rag, wiping off all the green dust? It’s more than dust, Dr. Cooper. It happens to be a spore that can sit dormant for centuries until it infests the respiratory system of a human being. Once you inhale it, it germinates, giving off a toxin that turns you into a raving animal until . . . well, you saw what finally became of Brad Frederick and now John Cory: The spores grow into a deadly fungus that eats you alive. Kachi-Tochetin must have covered his treasure with the stuff, forever guarding it from outsiders. He was a clever old brute, wouldn’t you say?”

“Manasseh . . .” Dr. Cooper could hardly talk because of the spores in his throat. “What have you done with my children?”

“You’re still worried about them? What about yourself?”

“Manasseh!”

He laughed. “Basehart is taking them to the tomb to seal them inside. As you can see, this pit isn’t big enough for all of you. The ‘deadly curse’ of Toco-Rey is too important a secret for kids to know about. They must not leave the jungle to tell the world.”

Horror and anger coursed through Dr. Cooper’s veins. “NO! Manasseh, go ahead, take me, do what you want, but let them go!”

Manasseh scolded him. “Dr. Cooper, I’m already doing what I want with you. You see, we were hoping we could salvage some spores from the artifacts the Corys brought out, but unfortunately, the carvies found them and licked them clean. Then we thought maybe we could harvest spores from Brad Frederick’s body, but the carvies ate all of those too. So, since you won’t help us access the tomb to gather more spores, I guess you’ll just have to serve as a human incubator right here in this shed! As you can see, John Cory has provided us with a healthy crop of fungus already, and it won’t take long before you do the same.

Dr. Cooper could observe John Cory’s body being processed from flesh to fungus before his very eyes. “How long?”

“Oh, the speed of the infection depends on how much of the spores a person ingests. The Corys wore dust masks in the tomb, but received a light exposure from handling the dusty artifacts back at their camp. Their infection took awhile. Your daughter Lila got only a small dose, so her infection took some time as well. But Dr. Cooper . . .” Manasseh made a tsk-tsk sound. “With the heavy dose of spores you’ve inhaled, I would say you’ll be a raving maniac within an hour. As for the kids . . . well, it may be a few more centuries before anyone ever finds out what happened to them.” He laughed again, amused by his own cleverness. “Too bad for you it’s morning.”

“What? What was that?”

“Never mind. You should have taken the deal I offered you, doctor. You could have looked forward to being alive and rich. Good-bye.”



Jay and Lila stood very still on the soft, gooey floor of the pit, afraid to make any sudden moves. All around them, the walls were alive with an unbroken, living layer of green carvies. They were humming and twitching, slithering and sliming over each other’s bodies and occasionally flitting from wall to wall.

Tomás stood beside them with a gun in his hand, trying to act like a tough guy but obviously as scared as they were. Dr. Armond Basehart, suddenly cured of his claustrophobia, was just coming to the bottom of the ladder.

“Ah, yes . . .” said Dr. Basehart, shining his flashlight around the walls of the pit. “They just thrive down here, don’t they?” He shined his light sideways and found the tunnel. “And that would be the route into the tomb, correct?”

“Yes, sir,” said Jay, also pointing his flashlight that direction. “But this time it’s full of carvies.”

“No matter. A little green slime won’t hurt you.”

Lila couldn’t figure that. “But I thought . . .”

“Trust me. I’ve learned a lot from your blood tests, young lady—and from your nose. Go ahead.” He handed Jay an extra flashlight and then prodded them with the barrel of his gun. They started stepping slowly over the bones and through the carvies toward the tunnel. “Tomás.”

Tomás answered, “Sí, señor,” but he didn’t take a step or take his eyes off the thousands of little black eyes that looked back at him.

Dr. Basehart opened a bag he carried over his shoulder and brought out a hand-sized explosive charge with an electronic detonator. He put it in Tomás’s hand and whispered, “It’s preset for five minutes after you activate it. Get them inside, and then . . .” Tomás hesitated. Armond Basehart gave him a nudge. “Go on!”

Tomás pocketed the explosive, clicked on his flashlight, and followed the kids down the tunnel.

Jay and Lila kept moving, crouching down to stay clear of the carvies that clung to the stalactites above, and stepping gingerly on the slime-slickened tunnel floor.

They could see a light shining on the floor ahead of them. It was Lila’s flashlight, still lying where she had dropped it. When they reached it, Jay picked it up and handed it to her. “You feeling okay, sis?”

“I’m not sick or crazy, if that’s what you mean,” she answered. “But we’re not doing okay, not at all.” 

Jay looked back at Tomás. “Why are we down here?”

Tomás waved the gun at him. “Just keep moving.” Then Tomás looked back.

Dr. Basehart stood in the pit, still watching them go. “Farther, Tomás.”

Unhappily, Tomás waved his gun at the Cooper children. “Farther. Into the tomb.”

“Why do you listen to him, anyway?” Jay asked. 

Tomás smiled weakly. “Mucho dinero, muchacho. Much money.”

They came to the hallway that circled the inner chamber of the pyramid. This was as far as Jay and Dr. Cooper had gotten last time. Jay examined the intricate carvings in the wall—the ones they had guessed might be a warning not to proceed farther.

“How you doing, sis?” Jay asked again.

“I’m all right, don’t worry,” she insisted.

“Go on, get back farther,” said Tomás.

The kids walked down the narrow stone hallway, still stepping around and crouching under resting carvies.

“I think Dad was right,” said Jay, exploring the passage with the beam of his flashlight. “This hallway must go clear around the pyramid with an inner chamber in the middle.”

“So maybe there’s a door somewhere to get inside.”

Tomás watched the kids recede down the hallway, then called back up the tunnel, “They are inside!”

Dr. Basehart, waiting at the bottom of the pit, answered back, “Very good, Tomás. You may proceed.”

Tomás started fumbling with his gun, his flashlight, and whatever he had in his pocket while trying to keep an eye on the kids.

Dr. Basehart quickly reached into his bag, brought out another explosive charge, and looked around for a bare surface of stone on which to place it.

Suddenly, he heard a whisper from above. “Basehart! Basehart, can you hear me?”

Armond Basehart scurried to the center of the pit and looked up. It was Manasseh! “Have you taken care of Cooper?”

Manasseh made an “okay” sign with his fingers. “Tucked neatly away in the shed. Where are the children?”

Basehart smiled wickedly. “Inside the pyramid.” He held up his explosive charge and grinned. “It’s going perfectly.”

Manasseh smiled, very pleased. “Then let’s be rid of them.”

Basehart hurried to the tunnel entrance, anchored the charge, and set the detonator. “Tomás, you are far too trusting,” he whispered to himself.

On the ground above, Manasseh held a small radio transmitter in his hand. “I hate to share, Dr. Basehart.”

He pressed a button.

Dr. Basehart suddenly saw a red light on the detonator. 

The ground shook with a mighty explosion. Smoke, dust, pulverized rock and liquefied carvies shot out of the pit like a geyser.

The sound of the explosion rang through the stone hallway like a bell. Tomás was knocked off his feet and across the stony floor, his own unarmed explosive still in his hand. Jay and Lila dropped to the floor with their arms over their heads as the earth shook beneath their feet.



Standing in the jungle above, the man called Manasseh watched the dust and debris settle and smiled pleasantly, satisfied that the secret of the world’s most hideous biological weapon was now safe with him alone. He slipped the little transmitter into his pocket and started hiking back through the ruins.



Dr. Cooper had tested the walls of the pit for handholds, any way to climb out. He’d tried jumping a few times in an effort to grab the ledge above, but the soft ground broke away in his hand and he fell back, kicking up more of the green dust.

Next to him, the body of John Cory had all but disappeared under the rapidly growing fungus. Every time Dr. Cooper moved, more green fungus puffed around him.

His nose and throat burned. He could imagine the spores burrowing into his nasal membranes and throat lining. He was getting dizzy. Disoriented. Scared.




Jay and Lila ran back to help Tomás to his feet, and then they all raced up the tunnel, stepping around dead and stunned carvies, shining their light beams through the dust and smoke. When they reached the end of the tunnel, their worst fear was confirmed: the tunnel was blasted shut.

They were trapped.



NINE 

The kids. The tomb. The curse.

The cure.

Come on, Cooper. Think! Think! You’ve got to find a way out of here. You’ve got to save your kids. 

He felt like the ground was moving beneath his feet. He planted his hand against the dusty, dirty wall of the pit to steady himself.

A raving maniac within an hour? He could feel his mind start to spin even now. Millions of little spores were busy.

The cure. There was a cure. Manasseh said so. But what?

“Too bad for you it’s morning,” he had said, but what did he mean?

“Thanks to your daughter . . . we were able to discover the cure.”

Dr. Cooper’s mind wandered. He began to stare at the green, chalky walls and the rapidly vanishing remains of John Cory. Fear began to course through him. I’m finished. I’m going to die!

NO! He shook his head and forced himself to think.

Too bad for you it’s morning. A carvy in a jar. Carvy poison doesn’t make you crazy, it only kills you.

Too bad for you it’s morning. What happens in the morning? What can’t happen in the morning?

Wait. Wait. Morning slugs. The slugs are green in the morning, green and docile. They’ve been eating all night.

Green?

What did Manasseh say about the artifacts?

The carvies licked them clean.

And what did he say about Brad Frederick’s dead body? The carvies had eaten all the spores on it.

They’d found a carvy underneath a rag in the Cory tent. The Corys had used those rags to wipe the green dust off the artifacts. The carvy could have been attracted by the dust on the rags.

Jacob Cooper prayed, Dear Lord, keep my mind steady. Help me to think!

Yes! It had to be: The spores must be like candy to the carvies.

So what does that mean?

Why don’t the spores kill the carvies?

The carvies must be immune to them. They get happy and docile and turn green, but they don’t go crazy and die.

Lila helped Dr. Basehart and Manasseh find the cure.

Too bad for you it’s morning.

The yellow slugs must carry the antitoxin. But how did Lila get a dose of it?

He had a hunch. There were pieces missing. But it could be the answer. It had to be the answer, there was so little time.

Dr. Cooper’s breath was coming in deep chugs through his clenched teeth. His fingers were curled like claws.

No, this pit isn’t going to hold me! I’m going to get out of here! WITH GOD’S HELP I’M GOING TO— 

Without thinking, with a loud cry and a huge, semicrazed leap, he shot out of the pit and clamped two iron-strong hands onto the frame around the shed door. With a growl, several kicks, and a violent wrenching, he tore the door loose, snapping off the slide bolts and sending the padlock spinning into the weeds. He was free. He moved out in front of the trailers, groping about in the dark, trying to think, trying to plan.

Uh-oh. He could see Juan and Carlos bursting out of their little hut with rifles in their hands. They must have heard all the racket.

No problem. They took one look at him, screamed, and ran, first in frightened circles, and then to their land rover.

“Hey!” he called.

They didn’t even look back, but cranked up the old machine and roared down the rutted road toward civilization.

He didn’t know what had scared them, and he didn’t have time to think about it. Only one thought kept pounding in his hazy mind. Get to the Kachaka village!

With the speed of a gazelle, he bounded up the trail toward the ruins.



The man who called himself Manasseh walked along the Avenue of the Dead briskly, humming a happy little tune and thinking up his next move. He figured he could hire Juan and Carlos to harvest the spores from the shed—after the two incubators were fully used up, of course. He would have to devise airtight containers in which to store the spores as well as a way to measure them out and weigh them for marketing.

Then he would have to figure out a neat and clean way to dispose of Juan and Carlos. Perhaps they, too, should become incubators. As always, the secret had to be protected.

He stopped. He thought he saw movement in the bushes near an immense stone head, a likeness of a past king, no doubt. He drew his pistol from a holster at his side. He didn’t like having an animal sneaking around that close, especially when he didn’t know what kind of animal it was.

But nothing moved. He relaxed, put away the pistol, and quickened his step. He did not like this place. Too many things could go wrong, there were too many unknowns.

A scream! A pouncing figure struck him from behind before he had time to react. He was on the flat pavement stones, staring up at a green face, flaming eyes, bared teeth.

His screams echoed across the dead ruins for a quick, terrible moment, and then fell silent.



“We are going to die!” Tomás wailed, no longer the tough guy. He’d stuffed the explosive charge back in his coat pocket without thinking.

“Hey, come on,” said Jay. “Get a grip! We haven’t even weighed our options!”

They were huddled in the dark hallway under the pyramid, acutely aware that a man-made mountain of limestone lay between them and freedom.

“The tunnel we came through can’t be the only way out of here,” Jay insisted. “The priests got in another way. Dad and I were theorizing about that.” 

Lila was already exploring down the hallway. “Let’s have a look.”

They headed down the hallway, and Tomás followed timidly behind. As their lights swept over the cold stone walls, the sounds of their footsteps and breathing resonated up and down the long, narrow passage. The hallway, only six feet wide and just high enough to walk in, was laid out in a big square, tracing the shape of the pyramid but providing no way to reach whatever rooms might be inside. They explored it carefully as they worked their way around, finding a few primitive stone tools, some items of jewelry but no other passageways.

Then, when they rounded the third corner, they found a massive pile of rocks that appeared to have fallen in from above.

“What is this?” Tomás asked. “A cave-in?”

Lila studied the wall. “Look here, Jay. Slots in the wall, just like a ladder.”

Jay used his light to follow the ladder slots up to the ceiling. “Yeah, and look where they go: That used to be a way out.”

Lila’s heart sank. “But it’s full of rocks.”

Jay was not happy about his conclusion. “After they buried the king, they must have filled in the entrance to this level of the pyramid.”

“We will run out of air!” Tomás whined. “We will starve to death!”

Jay and Lila paid him no attention but conferred again.

“The Corys found the treasure room,” Jay mused.

“And we haven’t,” Lila added. “Which means they got in and out of here a totally different way.

Remember what Dad said? He thought the tunnel we used was dug out by the Oltecas. The Corys thought the tunnel they found was dug out by José de Carlon. There has to be another tunnel somewhere!”

“And it has to lead into the treasure room.”

“So if we find the treasure room we’re bound to find a way out through the other tunnel.”

Jay pointed his flashlight at the wall. “Is there any soft mortar along that wall? Tomás, help us look!”

They backtracked through the hallway, searching the inside wall with their lights.

“We’re looking for old mortar, for cracks. . . .” Jay instructed their captor-turned-helper. “Somewhere there has to be an entrance to the tomb that was sealed up after the king was buried. After a thousand years the mortar should be soft.”

They moved along quickly, tapping and poking at the wall as they went. Tick, tick, tap. The wall produced a solid, stony sound as they struck it. They kept moving, kept tapping.

THUNK. About halfway down the hall, Lila’s flashlight hit something soft, and she made a slight dent in the decaying, powdery surface. “Hey.”

“This could be it,” said Jay. He picked up one of the old tools they’d found and used it to chip at the soft spot in the wall. The material broke away freely, falling to the floor in dusty, jagged chunks.

“Hurry,” said Tomás. “Please hurry!”

Lila got into it, chipping and gouging with a sharp rock. Tomás found another rock and started bashing away, driven by fear.



The leaves and branches of the jungle raced by his face in a blur; the whole world kept tilting, first one way, then the other. Dr. Cooper felt he was running on the deck of a ship in a storm.

Dear Lord, keep me steady. Help me get to the Kachaka village.

The Pyramid of the Sun was right in front of him, so he must have passed through the gates of Toco-Rey, though he had no memory of it. The mind of an animal kept forcing its way into his head. He felt like a panther, running with the wind, hungry for blood, superpowered by a rage that made everything around him an enemy to be destroyed. His breath came in deep, guttural chugs. He had to force himself to think, to remember who he was and what he was doing. Though he felt amazingly strong, part of him knew he was getting very, very sick.

He had a hunch. Sometimes he forgot what it was, but he kept running for the Kachaka village anyway, trusting God would bring the memory back.

“You are Dr. Jacob Cooper,” he kept telling himself. “Run to the village. Run to the village.”

He raced up the Avenue of the Dead. In his desperate struggle to hold on to his mind he didn’t notice the blood or the remains of what had been the world’s most ruthless weapons dealer. He ran right by without slowing down.



Jay struck another blow against the wall, and this time the mortar and stones crumbled, falling into a cavity on the other side. “All right! We’re through!” He poked his flashlight into the hole and peered through. “Yeah. There’s a chamber in there.”

“Can you see anything?” Lila asked.

Jay swept his light back and forth, probing the darkness. “Whoa . . . oh wow . . .”

“What is it?” Tomás demanded.

Jay turned to them, jubilant. “It’s the treasure room! We’ve found it!”

They bashed and chipped and pounded with even greater determination, enlarging the hole, pushing the old stones and gray mortar into the chamber beyond. As soon as the hole was big enough to squeeze through, Jay did just that, crouching down, going one leg first, then his body, then the other leg. 

He found himself in a large, square chamber with carved pillars at each corner. The ceiling was at least fifteen feet above him. A huge, stone coffin took up the center. “Okay. Come on in.”

Lila hopped through the hole. Tomás poked his head in first, made doubly sure it was safe, and then squeezed through the hole with a little more difficulty.

All three were astounded. The walls around them held intricately carved figures of warriors, kings, and fierce, toothy gods. The four pillars had huge faces, all looking inward toward the coffin; they probably represented Kachi-Tochetin and his family.

The coffin in the center of the room was a huge box of limestone on a stone pedestal. It, too, was intricately carved with faces, suns, moons, gods, and plants that swirled in a continuous pattern all around its four sides. Carved into the lid was the stern face of Kachi-Tochetin, superimposed over the sun so that the sun’s rays seemed to emanate from the king himself.

But the real eye-catcher was the treasure. All around the room, stacked up high against the walls and taking up much of the floor, was the wealth of Kachi-Tochetin. Masks of gold and turquoise, necklaces and breastplates, piles and piles of coins and beads, golden cups, plates, vases, idols.

On a ledge around the room were more small golden images of Oltecan gods the Corys had referred to, positioned to stand guard over the treasure and the remains of the king.

Then came a gruesome discovery: In each corner, at the base of each carved pillar, was a length of chain. And on the floor, in a dismal, helter-skelter pile, were bones. Tomás let out a gasp of fear. Jay and Lila went to take a closer look.

“The guards the Corys talked about,” said Jay. “They must have been chained to the pillars to guard the king.”

“Buried alive!” said Lila.

Now Jay understood. “These must be the mukai-tochetin that the Kachaka chief talked about. They really were buried with the king!”

Tomás picked up a golden vase. He immediately put it down in disgust when he saw the green dust it left on his hands. “Eughh!” He slapped his hands against his pantlegs, stirring up a green cloud.

Now the kids noticed too. It was very dusty in here. A thick layer of green dust was all over everything. They’d left footprints in it. Everything they touched left a handprint—and left green dust on their hands.

“Wow,” said Jay, slapping the top of the king’s coffin and raising another cloud of dust. “Weird stuff.”

“The Corys talked about this dust too,” Lila remembered. “They were wiping it off the artifacts in that video—” She stopped. The smell in this place was oddly familiar. She tried to remember where she’d smelled it before. Thoughts came to her; memories. “Jay . . .”

She looked at her brother. He’d scratched his nose and left a green smudge. Just then, Tomás sneezed and wiped his face with his hand. That only drove more dust up his nose and he sneezed again, stomping his foot and raising even more dust.

“Jay!”

He was wiping off an artifact with his shirt sleeve. She could see the tiny particles dancing around in the beam of his flashlight.

“Jay, stop!”

He stopped. “Huh? What’s the matter?” Then he made a little face, rolling his eyes and teetering slightly. “Whoa! Did we just have an earthquake?” 



The Kachaka village! Jacob Cooper burst out of the jungle and recognized the small huts of grass and sticks, the ramshackle, plank structures, the busy people. . . .

He stumbled and fell in the grass, his head reeling. Why did I come here what for . . .

He heard excited shouts and people approaching. Come on Coop gedup you godda meg sense to these peeble . . .

With great strength he leaped to his feet again. “Where da chief? Lemme talk gotta get him or here!”

The women and children took one look at him, screamed, and ran away, wailing, waving their arms, sounding an alarm.

Fierce anger coursed through him. Whatza matter widese peeble? I’ll kill them! Kill them all! He ran after them, hands like claws, teeth bared. “Stop you iddits! Whatzamatta wi’yu?”

He stopped. What in the world was he doing? Oh man, Lord, I’m losing it! Help me! He dropped to his knees in the grass, trying to think, trying to clear his head. Calm down. Control, control! You have to get . . . you have to get . . . what do I have to get?

Then he heard a familiar, angry voice. “Doctor Jacob Cooper, the stupid American!”

He looked up. It was the chief, whose angry expression turned to one of fear the moment Dr. Cooper raised his head. The chief muttered, gawked at him, started backing away.

Dr. Cooper tried to speak clearly. “Chief Yoaxa . . .”

Yoaxa looked at the others who cowered behind him, staring at the weird animal that had burst into their village. He started hollering an explanation to them. Dr. Cooper couldn’t understand it, but he easily heard the word mukai-tochetin used over and over again.

Jacob Cooper struggled to his feet. “Please . . .” His voice came out like a growl. “I need . . . I need . . .”

“Go away!” the chief hollered. “You are mukai-tochetin! I knew it all along!”

Some warriors came running with rifles, spears, and blowguns, ready to use them all.

That brought a new fit of rage Jacob Cooper could hardly control. “You fools! Can’t I make you understand!” he growled. He was clenching his fists, shaking them at these stupid people— 

He stopped, horrified, at the sight of his hands.

They were lizard green.



ELEVEN 

Ben Cory had pinned Dr. Cooper and was trying to bite him, claw him, choke him. Cory was amazingly strong, but Jacob Cooper was still just as green as his opponent and still supercharged with enough toxin-induced strength to throw the wild man off and roll free.

The tunnel! He was stunned. He was on his belly in the brush in the middle of a fight, but he’d found it, dark, deep, and round like a gopher hole.

Ben Cory came at him again, staggering, growling, drooling!

Time to end this. The cage of carvies was close by. Dr. Cooper lunged through the brush, grabbed it, and leaped to his feet. He turned just as Ben Cory came at him—and he smashed the cage down over Ben Cory’s head. Cory’s head broke through the mesh and into the cage and the carvies pounced. The wild man screamed, spinning around, pushing and banging against the cage, trying to get free while the venomous slugs clamped onto his head.

Dr. Cooper had no time to waste. He tackled Ben Cory, flipped the cage door open, and plucked a carvy from Cory’s head with each hand. “Come on, guys, I need you below!” They didn’t want to go and shrieked and fluttered to get away as they hung from his fists by their tails. He held them firmly and they went with him as he scurried down the tunnel.

He had no light with him and just pushed ahead through the dark, his arm out in front to feel his way along. José de Carlon’s men did a good job. The walls of the tunnel were smooth and consistent, and there were no hazardous bumps or dips. They could have dug a little more headroom, though. Dr. Cooper had to crouch to get through.



Lila was careful to keep her distance from Jay, who seemed ready to chomp a piece out of her if she got close enough. On the other side of the room, Tomás squeezed through the hole in the wall and tumbled to the floor.

She grabbed a tall gold vase from a stone ledge and cradled it in her hands, ready to hit a homer with Tomás’s head if she had to. “Tomás, you come near me and I’ll knock your block off!”

“Get her, Tomás!” Jay hollered. “Get her!”

Tomás got to his feet but hesitated when he saw the vase in Lila’s hands. Then cunning began to show through those crazed eyes, and he smiled a crooked, wicked smile. “Oh, you godda use a weapon? Know me, I godda weapon too, know that?” He reached into his coat pocket and brought out the explosive charge with the detonator attached. “Dr. Basehart give me—to kill you!”

Oh no. Could a mad man be reasoned with? “Tomás . . . Don’t do anything stupid. Give me that bomb.”

He laughed a deep growly laugh and pressed a little button on the detonator. A red display flashed on: 5:00, 4:59, 4:58, 4:57 . . . “You get away? No you don’t!”

He lunged for Lila. She ran around the coffin, slipping in the dust and almost getting grabbed by her brother who was still trying to work himself loose from the chain. Don’t lose it, Lila! Don’t panic! Tomás came the other way around the coffin to head her off. She scrambled over the top of it, dropping the vase on the floor. Tomás leaped over the coffin to grab her but she ran around to the other side again, squeezing past her brother who nearly reached her. “Lord God . . . if you’ve got a way out of this, I’d be glad to hear it!”

“Lila!” came a voice from nowhere. “Lila, are you all right?”

She knew that voice. “DADDY!”

“Lila! Where are you?”

Tomás heard the voice, too, and stiffened with anger. “Where? Where? ” 

“Where are you?” Lila called.

Dr. Cooper had no idea. All he knew was he’d come up through the tunnel to a flat stone surface that seemed like it might move, but didn’t. With one hand hanging onto the hissing, flapping carvies, he only had one hand with which to explore or push. “I’m under a slab of stone. Can you see where it is?”

Lila looked at the pedestal under the coffin. Her father’s voice seemed to be coming from there.

In the moment she looked away, Tomás lunged for her.

He didn’t see the vase lying on the floor in front of him. He tripped on it, sailed through the air, and slammed into the coffin at full speed. It pivoted with a stony rumble as he rolled into a stack of gold cups and utensils. The bomb flew from his flailing hand and skittered across the floor; the display still blinked the shrinking time.

The pedestal was hollow. With the coffin spun cockeyed and leaving a gap, Dr. Cooper was able to poke his head into the middle of all-out chaos.

“Daddy, it’s a bomb!” Lila screamed, pointing at the device.

He jumped out of the tunnel to run to her.

Jay screamed at him, rattling the chain. Dr. Cooper hurled one of the carvies. It sailed through the air, spinning like a Frisbee, and hit Jay’s forehead with a loud splat. Now Jay really had something to scream about as the venom went to work.

“Look out!” Lila screamed.

Tomás came leaping over the coffin and landed on Jacob Cooper like a ton of bricks, knocking him to the floor. They rolled and grappled and tumbled into gilded battle shields and war masks, which crashed down around them like a chorus of gongs and dinner bells. Tomás was grabbing and clawing and looking for something to bite; Dr. Cooper was just trying to get out from under him.

Lila got into it, grabbing up a candlestick to hit Tomás on the head. WHAM! He swatted her away with his arm, and she fell against the coffin, hitting her head.

Dr. Cooper saw her sink to the floor, out cold. Then he saw Tomás take a swing at him and blocked it. With a quick twist and a good wrestling hold, he flipped them both over so he was finally on top.

Not for long. Tomás was young, strong, and supercharged with toxin. He threw Dr. Cooper off with one powerful shove, and he went sliding through a pile of gold trinkets.

The air was filling with green dust. Through the green haze Jacob Cooper could see little red numbers blinking across the room: 2:38, 2:37, 2:36.

“Lila!”

She didn’t answer. She didn’t move.

Tomás came after him again. He used a judo move to trip the man and sent him careening into another stack of gold dishes.

In the excitement, he had let go of the other carvy. Where was it? If he could just get the venom on Tomás . . .

Oh no. He spotted it on the corner of the coffin, happy as a clam, gobbling down the spores and already shifting color from yellow to green. Jay was close to that corner. Maybe he could reach it.

“Jay!”

Jay didn’t hear him. He was too disoriented, trying but unable to peel the carvy off his head.

Dr. Cooper dove for the bomb. Tomás dove for Dr. Cooper. They collided before Dr. Cooper could reach the bomb, and they went at it again. Dr. Cooper threw him off and reached for the bomb. Tomás grabbed him again and threw him over the coffin and into more crashing, tinkling treasure.

1:32, 1:31, 1:30 . . .

Jacob Cooper struggled to his feet, looked everywhere trying to get his bearings, coughed in the green dust, and then spotted the red numbers: 1:20, 1:19, 1:18. Tomás was coming after him again.

Another head popped up out of the tunnel under the pedestal! Ben Cory!

Oh no. Two of them?

Dr. Cooper shot out his left hand, grabbed the remaining carvy off the corner of the coffin, and prepared to throw it. It didn’t resist him. It didn’t hiss, or bite, or chirp angrily.

It purred. It was a beautiful, deep green.

I’m sunk, Jacob Cooper thought.

Tomás was half laughing, half growling, slinking like a big cat around the cockeyed coffin.

0:44, 0:43, 0:42 . . .

Ben Cory jumped up out of the tunnel and grabbed Tomás from behind. They fought, they growled. Tomás kicked. Cory hung on. They were busy, occupied with each other.

Dr. Cooper scurried the other way around the coffin and finally grabbed the bomb. 0:30, 0:29, 0:28 . . .

How do you stop this thing? Dr. Cooper tried pressing some of the buttons on the key pad. He tried cancel, he tried pound and star, he tried 000, he even tried reset. The thing just kept counting down, 0:15, 0:14, 0:13 . . .

Ben Cory finally got the upper hand, landing a punch to Tomás’s jaw that sent him tumbling over the coffin and to the floor, out cold.

Oh great! I’m next! thought Jacob Cooper.

No time left. Dr. Cooper ran for the hole in the wall. Maybe they would survive if the bomb exploded in the hallway.

Ben Cory jumped in his path!

Dr. Cooper braced himself. You or me, buddy, but this bomb’s going through that hole!

Ben Cory didn’t throw a punch. He held out his hand, palm up, gesturing, Let’s have it.

Dr. Cooper hesitated, not sure.

0:05, 0:04, 0:03 . . .

Ben Cory grabbed the bomb from his hand, and with amazing skill and dexterity tapped out the correct cancel code.

The display froze at 0:01.

There was a sudden, eerie stillness. Was it all over?

Ben Cory sighed, then tossed and caught the bomb playfully in his hand. “It’s one of mine. I know the cancel code.”

Dr. Cooper could just barely feel some relief setting in. “Ben Cory?”

Ben Cory looked at him curiously, cocking his head. “Jake Cooper? What are you doing here?”

“Oh . . . nothing special.”

“You look kind of green.”

Jacob Cooper chuckled, looking at his green hands. “You ought to see yourself.”

Just then, Lila moaned and stirred, rubbing her head. Dr. Cooper went to her. “Easy now. Don’t get up too fast.”

“Ooo . . .” she moaned. “What happened? Are we still alive?”

“Dad . . .” It was Jay! “Hey, is that you?”

Dr. Cooper couldn’t help smiling as he looked at his son. “Yeah. Is that you?”

Jay had finally gotten the carvy off his head and tossed it onto the coffin to join its buddy. “Oh yeah. It’s me.”

They were alive in the spooky, dusty treasure room of Kachi-Tochetin.



On the plane returning home from Central America, Dr. Cooper tapped out a journal entry on his notebook computer:

    We had to confine Tomás until Ben Cory and I could convince Chief Yoaxa to give us a few more yellow carvies for antitoxin. Upon seeing me, Ben Cory, and then Tomás recover fully, the Kachakas began to realize they were not dealing with spooky mukai-tochetin but with a sickness, and they became helpful friends.

    With great solemnity, we helped Ben Cory dig real graves, and the remains of John Cory and Brad Frederick were laid to rest in a peaceful setting near the waterfall.

    As for Tomás, Juan, and Carlos, the laws in that part of the world were rather vague about what to do with men who have been duped by  foreigners and doped by dust, so I doubt they will see much jail time, if any.

    The Kachakas found the remains of the man called Manasseh and buried him under the thick, entangling vines of Toco-Rey to be forgotten. We can only conclude that Dr. Armond Basehart perished in the bomb blast that sealed the first tunnel. We never found his remains at all.

    As for the deadly curse of Toco-Rey, we consulted a mycologist from Mexico City, who studied the fungus and its spores and discovered it was a whole new species never before identified. The Latin American Mycological Society wanted to name the new species after him, but he chose to give it the name Kachi-Tochetin, after the ruthless king who used it to curse his treasure. He theorizes that the Oltecas knew the carvies carried the cure for the spore toxin and so were able to survive. The Oltecas probably used foreign slaves who had never encountered the spores or the carvies to act as incubators in the tomb, chaining them to the four pillars until the fungus consumed them and filled the treasure room with spores.

    The fungus is still there in Toco-Rey and it is still deadly, but the strange flying slugs are also there, keeping nature in balance as they have for centuries.

    Happily, the secret of the deadly curse of Toco-Rey is no longer a secret. An international team of toxicologists have begun studying the  slugs and extracting their antitoxin, meaning the spores will no longer be of any use to ruthless weapons dealers.

    The treasure we found has been granted to the Langley Memorial Art Museum in recognition of their past work in preserving the history and artifacts of ancient civilizations around the world. The Langley Museum never really hired us, but I understand they have a bonus waiting for me as a token of gratitude. Nice people.

    To conclude, I’ll make one observation about all this treasure hunting . . .

Dr. Cooper looked up from his computer keyboard and across the aisle where Jay and Lila sat reclined in their seats, peacefully catching up on some much-needed sleep. Their skin was normal again, and except for some bumps and bruises, they were all right.

Dr. Cooper smiled as he typed, 

    Having found a fabulous treasure beneath the ground while in the act of saving my two children, I have affirmed one truth I will carry with me for all time: Apart from the dear Lord Himself, my children and my integrity are my greatest treasure, and having them safe with me now, I am the richest man in the world.
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