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This one’s for all the Charlie and Violet fans—

THANK YOU!!






CHAPTER ONE
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It wasn’t every day that you got a letter from your dead grandmother. Especially one warning about an impending apocalypse and the end of life as you know it.

But what can I say? My life is fun like that. The letter itself wasn’t anything out of the ordinary—just a small rectangle of rough white rag paper with my grandmother’s initials—E. V. R.—scrawled at the bottom in fancy cursive. It was unquestionably legit, though.

The handwriting was small and neat and instantly recognized by my mother, and the ink was thick and bloodred and “not of this realm,” according to the witch queen.

The letter had been smuggled over through a network of rebels who had spent the last five thousand years warring against La Mano Peluda in the Land of the Dead. There weren’t many rebels left now—only a few pockets of resistance down there. I actually hadn’t even known they existed until a few hours ago, when Queen Joanna told us about them.

But not so surprisingly, my abuelita was one of their leaders. And according to her letter, in less than five hours, La Mano Peluda and its forces would unleash a devastating sneak attack on the Land of the Living. The worst part? According to that same letter, there wasn’t a single thing we could do to stop it. Not in the present, at least.

Which had brought us here, exactly sixteen miles below the graves of La Rosa Cemetery: Tomb City. The underground city of the undead ferriers of the dead. Up until the moment we passed through the Whispering Crypts, I’d been operating under the assumption that the letter from my dead grandmother that had arrived just this morning would be the weirdest thing I’d see today. I was wrong.

This far down the rabbit hole, the air was thick enough that you could tear holes in it with your fingers—a sticky gray curtain of ancient dust and dampness that stuck to my skin and iced me all the way to the bone—which, by the way, was precisely what the walls, floors, and ceilings were paved with around these not-so-pleasant parts.

So what exactly were the five of us doing this far down in the bowels of the “deadest” place on earth? Great question. Here are the CliffsNotes: (1) A psychic in the Land of the Dead had future-gazed a final epic invasion launched by La Mano Peluda, (2) the same psychic had pre-seen our defeat, (3) the prophecy (if you want to call it that) was corroborated by some unsettling dreams Joanna had been having lately, and (4) the success of La Mano Peluda’s upcoming invasion apparently hinged on something that, in the letter, my grandma had referred to as “the Five Donkeys.”

We had no idea what it was exactly, and neither did the rebels. The only known connection was to 1950s Cuba. That was pretty much all we had to go on.

Oh, by the way, here’s the letter:


The future is doomed. In less than five hours, La Liga falls. Death reigns.

It has been seen. Our only hope: solve the mystery of the Five Donkeys.

1956 Cuba.



Our plan was pretty straightforward. Because our defeat had already been divined, our only move was to travel back to the past and put a stop to the Five Donkeys, even though—not to put too fine a point on it or anything—we literally didn’t have the slightest clue what it was.

That was complication número uno. Complication número dos? Time travel was unquestionably, indisputably, unequivocally, and EXTREMELY illegal.

It had been outlawed by every sombra clan and every sombra society since the dawn of—well, time. Worse, the only way to travel back in time was through cracks in time-space, and those cracks could only be found down here, in the sleepless tombs below graveyards, the world of calacas. Queen Joanna had called it most likely a suicide mission. But the truth was, we were all as good as dead anyway, so why not roll the old dice?

Plus, if we did end up getting killed by the calacas, we already had both feet (and all the rest of ourselves) in “the grave,” so to speak, which would make it pretty convenient for all parties involved.

The massive fur-covered Hulk known as Juan the basajaun led the way through the gleaming corridors of bone. Our footsteps echoed softly off the polished bone floors and off the polished bone walls.

My head was already starting to spin circles around the rest of me. We’d made so many twists and turns that I would’ve had a better shot of acing my next algebra exam than of ever finding my way back to the surface. (FYI, I’d never aced an algebra exam in my entire life.)

On my left, Violet’s breath puffed in and out in small white clouds. On my right, my cousin Raúl’s teeth were chattering so loudly he might as well have been a hairless Chihuahua in the middle of a polar vortex. In all fairness, though, werejaguars aren’t exactly cold-weather animals.

As for me, my Morphling DNA was offering up all sorts of sporty options against the cold; and even though my body had cycled through everything from masses of Iberian sheep’s wool to the tough, bristly fur of highland cattle, nothing was quite doing the trick; and I was beginning to get a sinking feeling that the cold down here was more than just a temperature thing.

As the five of us continued deeper into this strange world of death and darkness, our shadows stretched out grotesquely in the pale green glow of the witchlight. They leapt and danced along the walls, almost as if they were as scared of the place as we were.

The burning emerald eyes of the witch queen bore straight ahead. She’d been as silent as—well, a tomb since we’d entered Tomb City. Her fancy, tiered gown embroidered with a stars-and-comets design swept the bony floors as we hurried along in the gloom, magia pouring off it in waves.

At last we came to the checkpoint before the Crypt Prison. A detachment of calaca soldiers, clutching gleaming spears of pure bone, stood guard before a great door in the shape of a skull and crossbones. Their fleshless fingers were wrapped tightly around their weapons, while the eyeless hollows of their eyes glared dead ahead. They looked like they’d been standing like that for about a thousand years. And maybe they had.

The entrance to the prison was sort of a revolving door. Only instead of glass there was bone, and instead of metal there was bone, and instead of hinges there was more bone, and instead of being sort of interesting—from an engineering point of view, at least—it was totally creepy. From every point of view.

Joanna said something in a language I did not understand, and the guards parted with a clatter of bones and we went in.

This is probably a good place to let you know about the first half of our plan. Before we could travel back in time, we needed to find someone who actually knew the way to one of the Time Cracks. In other words: We needed an insider. A calaca. One who didn’t just color outside the lines but greatly preferred it. And I’ll give you one guess who we chose….

“Say no more than you have to once you’re inside,” whispered the witch as we marched along the wide, gleaming halls of solid bone cells, the eyes of the imprisoned undead staring blankly out at us through the flickering torchlight.

“Don’t worry,” I promised her. “Nothing about this place puts me in a chatty mood.”

At the opposite end of the cellblock, we came to the most highly secured area of the prison—the holding pens for those who were awaiting the “Second Death.”

Two more guards were stationed here, calacas wearing sleek black capes—something like tilmatlis—and golden epaulets. They stood utterly still, utterly silent, much like the bodies they fastidiously ferried between the worlds. The gleaming shafts of their spears were crossed over the cell we’d come to visit.

“We will see the prisoner,” Joanna announced with all the authority of a seven-hundred-year-old monarch. (Which she basically was.)

But her words went in one bony ear and out the other. “Your visit has not yet been authorized.” The calaca’s raspy, bone-dry voice scraped the silent air. The parched bony lips did not move when he spoke. The dude didn’t even have lips. “Without authorization, this door will not be opened.”

“I am Queen Juana of Castile, witch queen and leader of La Liga de Sombras. I am accompanied by the Morphling. That prisoner therein has sensitive information, vital to stopping an impending attack. You will open this door, and we will see her.”

Silence. Long and deep.

Then the word “Wait” floated off the dry-as-bone lips.

A moment later, the calaca vanished. When he returned, he rasped, “You will see her now.”

The resounding clang of enormous locks being thrown open echoed through the vast and icy chamber. The cell door, made entirely of interlocking bones, was opened. Juan and I started right in, just like we’d planned, but the other calaca stopped him, raising a spear threateningly across the basajaun’s massive fur-covered chest. Big mistake.

A low growl rose from Juan’s throat as he bared his deadly fangs at the skeleton man.

But the esqueleto did not flinch. Instead he merely rasped, “Only the boy.”

“No,” countered Joanna. “He is the Morphling’s bodyguard and will not leave his side.”

The calaca’s hollow eyes went to the snow-white satchel slung under the basajaun’s enormous furry arm. “What do you carry?”

“The bones of an old friend,” answered the queen. “It is their custom.”

Seemingly satisfied—and probably just because he was such a big fan of bones in general—the calaca lowered his spear. Juan and I entered, and the door clanged shut behind us.

A split second later, Esperanza, who had been lying in the far corner, staring blankly at the wall, turned her hollow eyes on us.

“CHARLIE!” she screeched, leaping instantly to her bony feet. “Charlie, what are you doing here?!”

Esperanza was sort of an old calaca buddy of mine. We’d met about a week ago, when she’d tried to trick us into helping her out of a pretty bad spot that she’d gotten herself into. The poor girl had made a deal with that notorious black-market dealer, el Hombre Caimán, trading him a map of the secret location of the Golden Dooms in exchange for a special potion that would turn her human for a day. Unfortunately for her, the map had found its way into the hands of La Mano Peluda and nearly gotten Violet, Raúl, and me (not to mention everybody else in the Land of the Living) killed in the process; hence why she’d been sentenced to death by La Sociedad. But in actuality, she wasn’t as bad as all that. I mean, we all make mistakes, right? Anyway, she ended up saving my life, and that counts for plenty in my book.

“We came to say hi,” I teased, catching her in a giant hug as she lunged at me. “So, hi.”

Esperanza was frenzied, breathless—well, as breathless as someone without any lungs can be. “Charlie, I’ve been sentenced to the Second Death! Have you heard?”

“It’s okay. Everything’s going to be fine,” I promised her.

She gave me a funny look. “I’m glad to see that you’re taking my impending demise so cheerfully.”

“No, what I mean is, we’re getting you out.”

“WHAT?!”

I nodded over at Juan, who was busy reassembling the teaching skeleton we’d “borrowed” from Violet’s sixth-period biology class. (His hairy oversize nalgas were strategically positioned in front of the peephole in the cell door to block any prying undead eyes from seeing what we were up to in here.)

“Get it?” I said. “We’re making a swap!”

The empty sockets of Esperanza’s eyes seemed to bug. “But that isn’t going to work!” she hissed.

Honestly? I pretty much agreed with her. But what I said was “Why not? All you skeletons look the same.”

“That isn’t even real bone!”

“I know, I know… But what’d you want us to do? Raid a cemetery? Violet had to sneak that out of school! Wasn’t so easy.”

“No calaca will ever be fooled by that abomination! Look at it! It looks… awful!”

“Don’t speak ill of the dead,” I told her. “It’s not nice.”

“Estamos listos,” said Juan, clicking the last bone into place and positioning Esperanza’s body-double in the shadowy corner, on its side, just how she had been.

“Okay, your turn,” I whispered, turning back to Espe. “Start disassembling!”

It took Esperanza less than thirty seconds to pull herself completely apart, bone by bone, and then it took Juan about double that to transfer those bones into his now empty satchel.

Sure, it was super creepy, but so far so good.

“¿Cómo fue?” Joanna asked me as Juan and I walked out of the cell as innocently as two little lambs, Esperanza’s bones clacking quietly in the basajaun’s shoulder bag.

“The skeleton is in the closet!” I whispered. “Repeat: The skeleton is in the closet!”

(In case you were wondering, that was our code phrase for, We’re not dead yet; the mission is somehow still going to plan; keep moving!)

A look of tense satisfaction came over la bruja’s face. “Quickly now, children! Time is not on our side.”

“How long do you think before someone notices?” whispered Violet.

The queen thought about that. “Several weeks, most likely. A few days if they found us suspicious. A day if they found us mildly untrustworthy.”

We had just reached the revolving doors of Death and had started through them when I heard, from the opposite end of the cellblock: “¡PÁRALOS! HALT! THEY ARE TAKING THE PRISONER!”

Suddenly, something like an alarm began blaring through the Tombs. It sounded like the deep, reverberating rumble of a million and one bones being rattled viciously together.

BRRRRRRRRRRRRR! BRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR! BRRRRRRRRRRRR!

Ya tú sabes, I thought, and my insides agreed with me: My heart was doing its best impersonation of a silver carp, jumping halfway up my throat, while my stomach did its best impersonation of a bungee jumper, plunging somewhere down into my toes.

“And what if they notice within, say, about a minute?” I asked Joanna.

“Then they must’ve found us completely untrustworthy,” the witch queen replied coolly. “Y ahora, we run!”






CHAPTER TWO
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The five of us hauled nalgas down the claustrophobic corridor of carved and gleaming bone, the sparkly silvery glow of la bruja’s gown lighting the way.

Up ahead, the passageway whipped sharply left, then sharply right, then plunged sharply down at a terrifying steepness, spiraling us deeper and deeper into the guts of this cold, dead place. And the farther down we went, the colder and soggier the air became until our clothes clung to our skin like wet tissue paper and our hair hung dripping across our eyes.

At the bottom was something like a wide, stony chamber, sort of like a cave, only shallower like a niche; and in the fierce glow of Joanna’s bright green eyes, I finally saw it for what it really was: nothing more than a wall of bone and bedrock.

“It’s a dead end!” I shouted, my eyes desperately scanning the shadows for hidden passageways, a secret set of steps—something, anything!

But there was nothing.

No way out.

We were trapped!

“Everything in this place is dead,” replied the witch queen with terrifying calmness. “But this is not an end.”

The witch’s gown grew blindingly bright as she placed five heavily ringed fingers against the bone wall.

Then three things happened almost in the same instant: There was a flash of harsh white light between her palm and the wall, a sizzling crack of sound, and suddenly an explosion rocked my entire mundo! I fumbled sideways, plowing into my cousin, and when I found my footing and turned back to the wall, I saw that—¡guau!—she’d blasted a doorway-size hole in the bone and rock.

“This way, niños!” commanded the queen.

On the other side we discovered something like an elevator shaft, only instead of elevators, there were these huge rust-caked steel buckets attached to cables, some climbing quickly up, others gliding slowly down, which appeared to be hauling everything from pulverized rock to huge chunks of silvery ore.

As one came screaming up, the witch queen’s long, pale hand rose in a sort of stop gesture. And, surprise, surprise, that was exactly what the old rust bucket did!

“¡Súbanse!” Joanna ordered. Then, once we’d all crammed aboard, sardine-style, she cried, “¡Arriba!” and up, up, up we went, picking up so much speed that I was pretty sure I’d left most of my stomach about five or six floors directly below where we eventually (and abruptly) jerked to a rib-cage-rattling stop.

We all piled out, and I saw we were standing at the edge of some gigantic subterranean chamber, with stalactites dripping from the ceiling like fangs and stalagmites reaching up out of the ground like crooked, undead fingers. Mineral specks glittered in the dark stone, twinkling like fields of faraway stars, and there were at least two dozen tunnels leading into and out of this place in almost every conceivable direction.

“Now we split up!” said the queen. “Juan and I will draw the full fury of the calacas. You four keep yourselves from being seen.”

Beside her, the basajaun had dumped all of Esperanza’s bones out of the satchel and was helping Little Miss Humpty Dumpty put herself back together again.

That done, he reached into his beard and began pulling out all sorts of random stuff—something like a rake, an old baseball bat, a saw, a vintage yellow dress, and a rusty pitchfork. The dress was for Esperanza. The rest of the stuff was passed around.

“Armas,” he explained. The saw went to Raúl, Violet got the bat, Esperanza the pitchfork, and I, of course, got the leftovers.

“A rake?” I glared at him. “Dude, you said ‘weapons’ and then hand me a friggin’ gardening tool?!”

“That was all we could risk sneaking into the Tombs,” answered Joanna. “¡Dale! ¡Escóndanse atrás de las estalagmitas!”

There wasn’t any time to be all nitpicky about who had gotten what, so I took my crusty bargain-bin rake and the four of us did what the queen had told us to, scuttling into cover behind a shadowy outgrowth of stalagmites that had sprouted up near the wall. The next moment, I watched the backs of Joanna and Juan vanish down one of the passageways, and a moment after that a massive roar shook the walls.

“Is that their plan?” Esperanza half screeched, slipping into the dress. “Make a lot of noise and get pursued by the deadliest soldiers in the entire underworld?”

“It didn’t sound so bad when they first came up with it,” I admitted.

“This is a mistake.” Esperanza looked panicked. “We should’ve gotten off closer to the surface. We’re still too far down. We’ll never make it up there alive!”

“That’s okay,” I said, “because we’re not going to the surface.”

Esperanza’s jaw nearly came unhinged. “No? Then where are we going?!”

“To a Time Crack,” Violet revealed.

“WHAT?” Now her jaw literally came unhinged. I saw it disconnect from the rest of her head and everything. “We’ll NEVER make it to a Time Crack! Why do you even want to get to one?”

“We need to travel back in time,” I explained. “Something bad has happened.”

“He means something bad is going to happen,” Violet clarified. “We don’t know what it is, but the only way to stop it is to travel back to 1956 Cuba.”

“You’ve all gone mad!” screeched the calaca. “This cannot be done!”

“But is it possible?” asked Raúl. “The time travel part, I mean. Could you?”

“Could I what?”

“Get us back in time. To 1956 Cuba. ¿Es posible?”

“Of course it’s possible! Any highborn calaca can manipulate the magia of a Time Crack. But it has been eternally FORBIDDEN! Under no circumstances and not for any reason is time travel permitted among the clans!”

“Yeah, we know,” said Violet. “That’s why Joanna didn’t bother asking.”

“And since when do you ever care about following the rules?” I couldn’t help asking Esperanza.

She made a face like, Eh, fair point.

Suddenly, movement to the left caught my eye, and I snapped my head around in time to see an entire battalion of undead soldiers clutching spears and swords and bows of pure white bone come marching into the cavern in rigid formation.

I could say that my heart stopped the moment I saw them, but that would be a lie. My heart didn’t stop. It simply shriveled up and ran behind my liver for cover.

Not one of us moved or even dared to breathe as the calaca warriors pounded straight toward us, all grinning, deathless faces and hollow, undead eyes… and then past us, filing up the tunnel the witch queen and Juan had taken as the thunder of their marching feet made the very earth tremble.

“Which way to the nearest Time Crack?” Violet asked Esperanza.

But for several seconds Ms. Tall, Pale, and Bony said nothing, looking as conflicted as someone without any facial muscles can look. But then, I guess realizing that the four of us were pretty much stuck between a rock and a dead place, she rasped, “¡Vamos!” and slipped out from behind the stalagmites, waving for us to follow.






CHAPTER THREE
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Esperanza led the way down one of the tunnels, then through a series of mazelike twists and turns, which eventually spilled us out into some ginormous rock-walled chamber.

In all my breathless panic, I hadn’t realized it—hadn’t even heard the loud ringing of hammers on anvils and work tools—but we’d just run straight into what looked like an underground version of Santa’s workshop! A forest of mukis suspended on long ropes or standing on ladders hacked and hammered at lines of mineral veins in the rock, chipping fat chunks of ore into wooden buckets. The buckets zipped around on glittering cables, and everywhere I looked, giant steel cauldrons were bubbling with liquefied gold, silver, and bronze.

“This way!” shouted Esperanza, and we charged up a set of wooden steps that connected to the first level of a complex network of catwalks spanning the cave walls.

We zigzagged our way between dangling booted feet and swinging pickaxes, ducking hunks of falling stone and hoping not to get knocked in the head by the zipping buckets.

Along the way I swapped my rake for a shiny, brand-spankin’-new-looking ax, and the little goblin miner I’d swapped with didn’t sound too happy about the trade. Oh well. Blame Juan.

Suddenly, Violet cried, “We got company!” and I scanned up ahead to see a troop of skeleton soldiers racing along the catwalk toward us. They didn’t look like a welcome party.

“I’ll handle them!” shouted Raúl.

There was a wheelbarrow tipped on its side against the wall. Raúl picked it up and, swinging it around, charged the killer calacas as they charged toward us.

Wheelbarrow met bone.

The wheelbarrow won.

Think bowling ball versus bowling pins.

“¡Así mismo!” I cheered. Yep, it definitely paid to have a cousin who was a werejaguar warrior.

“¡Vamos!” shouted Raúl, frantically waving us on.

More skeleton soldiers had appeared below and behind us. Their spears whined and whistled past us as we scrambled along the bustling catwalk. Reaching the other end, we pounded down a steep flight of steps between two sky-high aisles of gleaming black caskets.

There must’ve been thousands of them—no, tens of thousands, all fifteen or twenty feet long and worthy of a spot in any chic vampire’s bedroom.

I realized Esperanza was bringing one with her.

“What are you doing?!” I screeched.

“I need one!”

“Don’t you think it’s a little late to be planning your funeral?”

“It’s not my funeral I’m planning!”

“Well, don’t you think it’s a little early to be planning ours?”

“Just help me!” she yelled.






CHAPTER FOUR
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Running for your life from a gang of deadly undeads while hauling a coffin fit for a bigfoot can make you feel a little ridiculous. Trust me—I would know.

On the plus side, though, it didn’t seem to be slowing us down much, and Esperanza was pretty insistent that we needed it, so I didn’t complain.

Halfway down a cold, stony corridor, our bony tour guide skidded to a heel-bone-grinding stop.

“What’s wrong?” yelled Violet.

The calaca’s face had somehow grown even more pale. “Skull and crossbones…,” she breathed. “They know.”

“Who’s ‘they’?” asked Raúl. “And what exactly do they know?”

“The Bone Guard. They know we’re heading for the Skull of Time!” Her hollow eyes slid to me, full of a dark sort of terror. “And they’re coming,” she whispered.

“But how do you know they know?” I shrieked, feeling—if possible—even more terrified.

“Because we calacas are connected by something like a hive mind. We can hear each other’s thoughts if enough of us are thinking the same thing.”

And suddenly I heard something—as close and clear as if the words had been spoken directly into my ears:

“Carlito, they’ve seen through our ploy. We will try to come to you, but you must move swiftly!”

Joanna. It was Queen Joanna. She’d spoken directly into my mind.

“We gotta move,” I said. “¡Vámonos!”

We raced through the gloom, Raúl out in front, running backward now, while Esperanza pulled GPS duties, shouting directions from the rear. This place was a maze—a dark, dank, never-ending maze full of false turns. We ran into more dead ends than I could count, and twice Esperanza stuck a bony finger into some unseen keyhole in the wall, opening secret passageways that spiraled us deeper and deeper underground.

After what felt like an eternity, we emerged in some mind-bendingly huge cavern, bisected by a shimmering green lake, which looked about as deep as it was wide.

But it wasn’t the size of the cavern or the fact that it contained the largest subterranean lake I’d ever laid these two brown eyes on that had my pulse racing, that had all of us staring.

It was the skull on the other side. The giant bony face with hollow eyes and a hollow, gaping mouth. It looked like the grinning entrance to the world’s creepiest carnival ride.

But that skull was unlike anything else we’d come across in this underworld sarcophagus. It was… alive. Alive with light and energy and vegetation. Vines, as thick and green as you’d find in any jungle, wound in and out of its bony crevices. Marigolds and orchids bloomed everywhere—high on its cheekbones, along its grinning jaw, in the middle of its hollow temples. I spied critters, too! Crawling over it. The living bones of iguanas, squirrels, and monkeys. But maybe even more impressive was the mighty flow of water—or something like water—pouring from the grinning mouth. It rushed out like a river (heck, it probably was a river!), feeding into the lake.

“What is that thing?” asked Raúl in an astonished purr.

“That’s what you came down here to find,” answered Esperanza. “The Skull of Time. Or a Time Crack, as you skin-people know it.”

“It’s amazing…,” whispered Violet, her lips hardly moving.

“¡Apresúrense! They’re coming!”

And that was when I heard them—or should I say, felt them….

The earth beneath our feet had begun to tremble. Tiny rocks hopped and bounced along the slate-gray ground. Then came the thunderous echo of a million marching feet.

The calacas had finally caught up to us.

“Throw the coffin into the water!” shouted Esperanza. “¡Rápido!”

Raúl was shaking his head. “WHAT?”

“We can’t swim those waters! They flow from the very source of time. Prolonged exposure will drive you mad!”

“So what are we gonna do?” I yelled.

“We’re going to use the coffin as a boat!”

Huh. I hadn’t thought of that. Moving quickly, we scrambled to the edge of the silvery lake, lowered the coffin boat into the water, raised the lid on its large brass hinges, and hopped in.

But it wasn’t long before we realized something wasn’t quite right….

“The current is against us!” shouted Violet. “We’ll never reach the other side!”

“We will if you three know how to paddle,” said the calaca, and then she began pulling herself apart again, handing her right arm to Violet and her right leg to me.

Raúl got her left leg and shouted, “You can’t be serious!”

“Paddle or die.”

We all chose paddle. It wasn’t a hard choice.

“This feels SUPER wrong!” I couldn’t help pointing out as we row, row, rowed our coffin gently up the stream. Esperanza was sort of flexing her foot in time with my rowing, and even though it was helping, it just made the whole thing even weirder.

As I rowed, I stared over the side of the boat—er, coffin—at the water. It wasn’t like any agua I’d ever seen. Crystal clear in some places and dark and red and inky in others.

But even stranger? Sometimes it felt like I was paddling through thick soup, like caldo gallego, and the world felt lazy and sluggish; and other times it felt like the seconds were flying by and I was paddling a million miles per hour through nothing at all.

“C’mon!” shouted Raúl, his muscles rippling underneath his T-shirt as he strained against the tide. “We’re almost there!”

But no sooner had he spoken those words than a flood of undead warriors swarmed into the cavern like a colony of angry fire ants. The Bone Guard. The undead warriors of Lady Death herself!

Their mesmerizing green-and-red-feathered headdresses bounced and swayed as they marched toward us in perfect military formation.

I glared at my primo. “You totally jinxed us, bro!”

A split second later, the air above our heads blurred as the calacas unleashed a deadly hail of spears in our general direction. And by “general direction,” I mean DIRECTLY at us!

“GET DOWN!” shouted Violet, wrenching the coffin lid closed. I heard the soft thunk! of the lid and then the deafening thwack! thwack! thwack! of about a thousand and one spears as they embedded themselves, quivering, in the thick, polished wood.

One hit with such incredible force that its gleaming bony tip actually penetrated all the way through the lid and came within an inch of penetrating my lid—right above my left temple.

Then the spear shower seemed to stop, and peeking warily out of the coffin, I saw that Team Undead was out of ammo!

“Ha!” I roared, throwing open the lid. “You’ll never catch us now, ya big sacks of bone!”

All of a sudden, as if in response to my words, the calacas crowding the edge of the lake started to come apart. What I mean is that one second they were just standing there, and the next, they’d collapsed into piles of crusty old bones. But then those crusty bones began behaving in a way that I really didn’t like. They started clicking and clacking together, creeping along the rocky ground like sentient puzzle pieces and inching out over the surface of the water to form a sort of—

No, it couldn’t be….

“THEY’RE BUILDING A BRIDGE!” I shrieked. “A FREAKY SKELETON BRIDGE!”

Bony fingers yanked me back down into the coffin. “Paddle!” Esperanza ordered.

A heartbeat later we reached the rocky shore. Scrambling out of our floating coffin, I’d turned to start toward the Time Crack when I heard: “Charlie, can I have my leg back, please?”

I realized I was still holding Esperanza’s kicking leg.

“Oh. Sorry.”

Once Mrs. Potato Head was ready to roll, the four of us took off across the carpet of sandy dunes toward the skull. But it wasn’t until we’d waded into the river that we felt its true power. The water was only up to about our shins, but the incredible force of the current made it hard to even lift your foot off the ground without losing your balance. I could feel its unnatural energy, too—surging up my legs, humming and buzzing in my ears like electricity.

And the weirdest part? As we reached the mouth of the skull and started in through its shadowy, vine-choked jaws, we hit some kind of wall—some invisible barrier.

“What’s happening?!” I yelled over the rush and roar of the water.

“The way is blocked for humans!” she explained, reaching past the barrier with her left arm like she was rummaging for something on the other side. “The four of you need to push! HARD! ¡VAMOS!”

So we did, even with the river tearing at our feet and gushing in our faces. Throwing a panicked glance back at the calacas, I saw, with another surge of terror, that the skeleton bridge had already touched down on our side of the lake and the undead soldiers were already pouring across in a bony, writhing mass of glinting swords and gleaming white skeleton heads.

“WHAT ARE YOU EVEN DOING?” my cousin roared at Esperanza, who was still groping around for something in the blackness of the skull’s mouth.

“I have to find 1956!” she roared back. “And I have to do it before the three of you push through or you’ll all be lost in time forever; so how about letting me concentrate, huh?”

Just then, an unearthly shriek tore through the vast emptiness of the cavern, a shrill, bloodcurdling sound that cut through even the clack and clatter of undead bone.

Whipping my head around, I saw—¡Dios mío!—it was Queen Joanna and Juan! The two of them were lurking near the entrance of the cavern. With another shriek, the witch queen unleashed a blinding column of explosive energy straight into the minerally ceiling, the blast dislodging an absolutely gargantuan hunk of rock!

Somehow Juan managed to catch it with his bare hands, and for a second there, standing with the planet-size sphere of rock held above his head like that, he looked like a fur-covered Atlas holding up the world. But the big guy didn’t hold it up for long. He let that thing fly. And boy, did it fly….

The boulder sailed through the air like a home-run ball, then crashed to earth like a meteor, rattling the ground hard enough to send an entire regiment of killer calacas stumbling into the lake.

But those were the lucky ones. Because now the boulder had begun to rock ’n’ roll, picking up sickening speed. It barreled up onto the skeleton bridge, doing its best impersonation of a rolling pin. Skulls cracked. Hips shattered. Ribs and femurs popped loose and went spiraling into the air like boomerangs. It was an anatomy lesson for the ages.

“¡ESO!” I cheered, watching the Boulder o’ Death leave a powdery trail of calaca dust in its wake.

But then I noticed something that wasn’t quite so cheer-worthy.

Raúl noticed it too. “Wait! That thing’s coming straight THIS WAY!” he howled in panic.

And he wasn’t kidding, either.

The first wave of the Bone Guard, though—the ones marching toward us with nothing but burning-hot death in the empty sockets of their eyes—were totally oblivious to that fact.

“Wanna take bets on who gets us first?” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

“PUSH!” cried Violet, throwing her shoulder against the invisible barrier like she was trying to bust through a door. “EVERYONE TOGETHER!”

The calacas were nearly on top of us now, less than fifty yards away, and not far behind, barreling this way like a runaway train, was the gigantic boulder.

“ABORT MISSION! ABORT!” Raúl made a move like he was going to bolt.

But Esperanza stopped him in his tracks. “No!” she cried, gripping his beefy arm. “You’re almost through! And I found 1956. I can feel it!”

“Well, that’s not all you’re going to be feeling!” I screeched, watching the incoming boulder bear down on us like a giant killer asteroid, squashing skeleton soldiers like bugs.

One calaca got steamrolled midstride, and his head popped off his spine like a bottle rocket. It arced, screaming, over the heads of about twenty other calacas to land (still screaming) in my unsuspecting hands.

The skeleton head screamed up at me.

I screamed down at it.

Then, panicking, I flung it into the mouth of time. The fuzzy blackness rippled like a silk sheet in the wind before swallowing the head.

“What’d you do that for?” Esperanza shouted at me.

“What? Did you know him?”

Esperanza rolled her eyes—er, sockets at me.

“CHARLIE!” Violet screamed; and even though we were maybe thirty seconds away from becoming roadkill, I knew that wasn’t why she was screaming.

We had slightly more immediate concerns. The front lines of the skeleton army had finally reached us, splashing loudly into the water with their bony feet.

I blinked, and they were less than ten feet away.

Wicked-looking blades swung upward.

Six feet.

Four.

The skeletons lunged.

Their daggers swept down in glittering arcs.

I shut my eyes. Raúl roared.

One foot away.

I had time to think, Would I rather die like an onion or get turned into a human pancake?

Thankfully, I never got a chance to answer that question, because in the next instant, I felt the barrier give way, heard Esperanza shout, “Here we go—hold on to your skins!” and the flow of the river suddenly reversed, sucking the four of us headfirst into the fuzzy, freezing blackness.






CHAPTER FIVE

[image: Image]

Up until two seconds ago, we’d been trapped in what basically amounted to a gigantic subterranean sarcophagus, facing down the business end of about two hundred gleaming white bone-swords. That all changed pretty fast, though. Because as we tumbled dizzily down the rabbit hole of time and then somehow out the other end of it, several things happened almost simultaneously: The cold, undead air of Tomb City was replaced by a lively tropical breeze, heavy with the scent of blooming lilies and butterfly jasmine; the gritty, stony riverbed beneath our feet was replaced by spongy earth and springy grass; the witchlight was replaced by sunlight, bright and deliciously warm on our sweat-soaked faces; and, oh yeah, the two hundred or so deadly calaca blades were replaced by about three times as many deadly obsidian-tipped chullachaqui spears. Apparently, the exit points of Time Cracks were just as guarded as the entry points. Guess we were lucky like that.

Anyway, it was a welcome party for the ages. And from the furious looks on the scowling, war-painted faces of the legendary forest gnomes, it was going to be the shortest welcome party ever.

“I think it’s time to show off our nalgas,” I told the gang, and nobody argued with me. But mission Run for Dear Life! was put on indefinite hold due to the complication of the rather large and rather obtrusive rock formation we discovered looming behind us.

The boulder, or maybe boulders—it was hard to tell from where we were standing—were as tall as houses and as wide as an alleyway, cleaved right down the middle as if split by a single tremendous lightning bolt. The gap in the rock was maybe five inches wide, and from deep within it came a hazy kaleidoscope of flashing lights—reds and oranges, blues and greens.

Something told me that we’d been spat out through there, but something else told me that, at least from this end, there was no going back.

If we couldn’t have guessed it from their fuming faces or the way they’d been angrily jabbing their spears at our throats, the chullachaquis clearly spelled out their displeasure at our unexpected visit by shoving us into the belly of some enormous hollow tree, then even more roughly into a pair of all-wood cells with wooden benches inside and thick wooden bars to make sure we stayed near those benches.

“It’s almost kind of funny in a way,” sighed Esperanza, leaning tiredly against the cell wall. “You broke me out of prison and saved me from being executed, only for us to wind up in another prison about to be executed.”

“You’re right,” I said, “that is almost funny.” Emphasis on almost.
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