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Prologue

Extract from the journal of Alfonso Pezaro, a conquistador, written in the year 1550.



After being wounded in a battle with the Aztecs, Francisco and I became lost in the jungle, succumbed to fever and collapsed.
We awoke many days later, weak and dismayed to find ourselves in a concealed city with a strange people who worshipped us as gods. We were given fine food and taught their language, but kept prisoner in the king’s palace.
King Huemac ruled this city. He worshipped his mummified ancestor who lay nearby, encrusted with jade, in a golden room. King Huemac believed his ancestor demanded human sacrifice so he could live again and fly to the gods.
On the first day of the new moon, we were taken to a ceremony atop a stone pyramid beneath a terrifying volcano. There, an evil sorcerer, wearing a cloak of human skin, cut out the hearts of hundreds of people with an obsidian knife.
Shortly after this awful ritual, people began to die of the speckled fever. The sorcerer blamed us for the disease and demanded the king put us to death, saying we were not gods. We wanted to escape but the ever-watching eyes of our guards prevented us and the way out of the valley was hidden.
The king refused to have us killed but, eventually, he too sickened. We were taken to his bedside and ordered to cure him. While we were there, the king died. The sorcerer rushed us with his knife. We fought and mortally wounded him but he cursed us with his last breath.
We took his knife and precious jade box of secrets. Francisco opened the box, rifled through the sorcerer’s fetishes, and pulled out a drawing, showing the secrets to the city.
Using this drawing, we fled, but Francisco suddenly weakened. By the time we reached the jungle my friend moved no more. Fearing the sorcerer’s curse, I placed Francisco’s body in care of a jaguar and let a monster swallow the jade box. I left the sorcerer’s dagger to open the way.
I crossed a snake river and spent days lumbering through a swamp. I climbed a terrible ravine, where fever took me. I have no memory of how I was rescued.
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A Walk to the Waterfall

‘I can’t believe my dad’s going off to hunt for a lost Toltec city and leaving us out of it!’ Arky angrily kicked a stone on the steep jungle track. ‘And he’s not coming with us to visit the Aztec ruins like he promised.’

‘My stepfather’s paying for Doc to go exploring, but I’m not included like I was last time,’ Bear huffed, his face going red in the tropical heat. ‘It’s like I don’t count at all!’

‘I think you count,’ Arky replied, stopping for a moment to check Bear was okay. Arky’s disappointment about being left out of an adventure with Doc weighed like a stone in his gut. But if he felt bad, he knew his best friend must be devastated.

Bear had been in boarding school since their adventure together in Asia several months ago. Lord Wright, Bear’s stepfather, had paid for Arky and Bear to go with Doc on a trip to Mongolia. Many disasters had befallen them, but to everyone’s surprise they had discovered Genghis Khan’s lost tomb, his crown, the infamous Hand of Death and loads of treasure.

Their adventure had made them friends, so when Bear was sent to boarding school they kept in touch and chatted on their computers.

Arky knew Bear was very excited about being in Central America. Every time he had talked to Bear they had swapped information about Aztecs and their ancient stone cities. Arky even knew that the Aztecs had fought huge battles with the Toltecs. The Toltecs were a race of people who had similar beliefs to the Aztecs. They had mysteriously vanished, taking hoards of treasure with them.

‘Even your mum was surprised Doc’s not coming on our holiday.’ Bear sounded frustrated. ‘I bet she’s wondering why we had to come all the way to this sacred Aztec well just to be told Doc has a big expedition planned. He could have told her on the phone and saved us the trouble of driving out here!’

‘I guess he didn’t want to talk on the phone,’ Arky whispered. ‘Dad said he has to keep his discovery of the Spanish Diary secret. He said the diary talked about a mummified king encrusted with gold and jade. You and I both know that Rulec’s probably having my dad and your stepfather watched. If we suddenly changed our holiday plans and disappeared into the wilds, he’d figure out we were up to something.’

‘Rulec!’ Bear scowled. The cold-eyed billionaire had tried to kill Arky and Bear in Mongolia, and he’d also stolen Genghis Khan’s crown and the golden Hand of Death.

‘He’d try to steal the Jade-encrusted King if he knew about it.’ Arky walked faster along the track, trying not to think about Goran Rulec. He was a rich and powerful enemy of Bear’s stepfather, Lord Wright. If Rulec discovered the news about Doc’s Spanish Diary and the quest for a lost ancient city, he’d stop at nothing to get there first.

‘I guess you’re right,’ Bear reasoned. ‘I wonder if Rulec has spies out. What about the woman your dad hired to do the cooking and cleaning up at the camp?’

Arky thought about Camilla, the lady who was working at the camp. She had a beautiful smile and nothing was too much trouble for her. She even picked up Bear’s clothes and tidied the tents. Arky almost forgave her for having Mia with her. Her little daughter was pretty annoying. ‘Camilla speaks good English, so she might be able to pick up some gossip. But I can’t see her working for Rulec. Besides, I think Dad’s kept the news about finding the Spanish Diary very secret. He hasn’t said anything about it in front of Camilla or Mia.’

Bear groaned. ‘Mia followed me around all yesterday afternoon wanting to play baseball.’

Arky laughed. ‘She’s taken a bit of a shine to you! Doc and Pancho are packing everything up today and we’re all leaving tomorrow, so we’ll be rid of her then.’

Bear grimaced. ‘I only agreed to go on this stupid walk to get away from her!

Arky wiped the sweat out of his eyes. ‘You know, last night when Dad was telling us about the Spanish Diary and the clues in it that might lead to a lost city, I thought he was going to ask us to come with him. I was really shocked when he said we couldn’t come.’

‘Maybe he doesn’t think your mum would let us go,’ suggested Bear. ‘Maybe they’re discussing it now, which is why they told us to go for a walk and find this waterfall. You know how grown-ups always talk about stuff out of our hearing.’

Arky thought about Bear’s suggestion. ‘It can’t be just Rulec that Dad’s worried about. We coped with him last time and he knows we’re good at being out in wild places. Maybe you’re right—it’s Mum who doesn’t want us to go. Mum would rather climb mountains than go hunting for a lost city in a jungle. She knows we nearly got killed in Mongolia so I don’t think she’d want us to go.’

‘Pancho is going.’ Bear’s green eyes flashed jealousy. ‘What do you think of him?’

Arky thought about the man searching for relics in the sacred Aztec waterhole with his father. At first Arky had been amused by Pancho’s enormous moustache. The monster whiskers covered half of his chubby cheeks, hid his mouth and wiggled hilariously when he talked. Sometimes food got stuck in the hairs. Arky couldn’t watch him eat. ‘I don’t mind him,’ Arky replied, ‘but I think Dad was a bit disappointed. Dad was expecting a doctor of archaeology to come up here to help him recover artefacts, but he got Pancho instead.’

‘Pancho said he’s studying to become an archaeologist. I guess your dad thought it would be good experience for him to go on the expedition instead of us,’ Bear said.

‘He’s a good diver and he loves finding artefacts.’ Arky remembered how Pancho had enthusiastically shown the boys the jade and gold relics he had discovered in the depths of the Sacred Well. Pancho had also explained how the Aztecs had thrown the treasures into the waters as offerings to the water gods. ‘Maybe the lost city is underwater.’

‘Doc’s putting a team together and going into the jungle and there’s no room for us,’ Bear wailed again, not letting go of his disappointment. ‘Pancho will be there instead of us when they find the jade-encrusted mummy and a whole city. I can’t get over it!’

‘The city might not exist and they may just wander around in the heat.’ A large blue butterfly flitted in front of Arky’s eyes and he waved it away.

‘I wish we could read the Spanish Diary,’ Bear said. ‘Even Pancho hasn’t been allowed to see it.’

‘Dad said he scanned it into his computer and it’s locked in a hotel safe back in town,’ Arky grumbled. ‘We’ll never get the chance to see it.’

‘Is that the waterfall I hear?’ interrupted Bear, stopping to listen. The tropical heat was obviously getting to him: his face was as red as a beetroot. ‘Race you to it.’ He took off down the track and Arky had to run hard to catch him.

The path led them to the promised waterfall which tumbled into a pool. ‘Woo hoo, but I’m hot.’ Bear eyed the water.

‘Doc told us not to swim and asked us to come straight back for breakfast,’ Arky reminded Bear.

‘A few seconds to cool off won’t hurt.’ Bear smiled, ignoring Arky’s objection and peeling off his clothes. ‘It looks deep,’ he added, jumping naked into the water and emerging in a burst of bubbles.

Bear’s smile was so broad that Arky knew the water must be lovely and cool. He threw caution and his clothes away and leapt in after his best friend. ‘It’s great!’ He laughed, surfacing.

‘Beat you to the other side,’ Bear said, striking out. Bear was no sportsman, so he always stole the head start. Arky, light and wiry, kicked out after him. He swam hard and caught Bear in seconds. They both touched the opposite bank at the same time.

‘Tie!’ Bear laughed. ‘Beat you back to our clothes!’ This time, Arky won easily.

‘Get out!’ called a voice. A small girl with long dark plaits, wearing a long skirt and white shirt, stood on the track beside the pool, waving her hands furiously. ‘Get out!’ she shrieked.

‘Mia followed us,’ Arky whispered. He shouted at her. ‘We’re not playing baseball. Just go away! Leave us alone.’

‘Bad! Bad to have no clothes!’ screeched Mia.

‘Then go away and don’t look.’ Arky splashed water at Mia. ‘Go back to your mother.’

‘No. Bad! Candiru, candiru! Danger, candiru!’

‘Kangaroo?’ puzzled Bear. ‘She thinks there are kangaroos?’

‘This is Central America,’ yelled Arky, splashing water at her again. ‘There are no kangaroos. Go away!’

‘No, not kangaroo. CANDIRU! A feesh. It sweem up your weelly.’

‘A feesh?’ asked Bear, mystified. ‘It sweem up your wheelie?’

‘Fish,’ suggested Arky, ‘and it swims up your …’ He paled.

‘Good grief!’ yelped Bear, grabbing his privates.

Mia politely turned her back as the boys shot from the pool.

Standing in the sun, Arky and Bear frantically checked themselves for anything unusual. ‘I seem okay,’ said Bear, the colour coming back to his face. ‘Was she taking the piss?’

‘No,’ replied Mia, her back still turned. ‘I not go to the toilet.’

‘He means, are you teasing us?’ snapped Arky.

‘I not teasing. I see you swim,’ Mia replied. ‘I see danger. The candiru, he looks like a little toothpick. He swims up people. He eats blood. He kills animals and people.’

‘That’s why Doc told us not to swim,’ Arky grouched, pulling on his pants. ‘Couldn’t he just have told us about the fish?’

‘Are you dressed now?’ Mia asked. ‘Can I turn?’

‘Yes,’ replied Bear, still pale from his fright, as he pulled on his shirt. ‘How do you know if the fish has swum up you?’

‘If it swims up, it hurts, but it’s too late then,’ Mia informed them as she turned. ‘Many bad things in the jungle.’

‘That’s totally ruined my day.’ Bear shuddered, looking back at the pool. ‘I just don’t believe it!’

‘We’ll check she’s not having us on when we get back,’ Arky said. ‘But I suspect she’s telling the truth.’

‘She is beside you!’ Mia said indignantly. ‘I have a name. I tell the truth! I not go to heaven if I lie.’

Arky shrugged and, ignoring her, he and Bear began walking back to the campsite beside the Sacred Well.
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