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Chapter 1

	The Celebrated Archaeologist

	The chandeliers of Dublin's Shelbourne Hotel cast golden light across the crowded ballroom, their crystal pendants throwing dancing shadows on the faces of Ireland's elite. Johnny O'Shea stood at the center of it all, champagne flute in hand, basking in the warmth of admiration that flowed toward him like a tide.

	"To Johnny O'Shea!" Professor Dermot Collins raised his glass, his voice booming across the gathered crowd. "The man who gave us back the Lost Tomb of Amenhotep! The archaeologist who's put Ireland on the map of great discoveries!"

	The room erupted in applause. Johnny smiled, the expression coming easily after years of practice. At thirty-eight, he'd perfected the look of humble gratitude, though his heart raced with the thrill of recognition. This was what he lived for, not the dusty artifacts themselves, but the moment when the world turned its eyes toward him and whispered his name with reverence.

	"Speech! Speech!" someone called from the crowd.

	Johnny set down his glass and raised his hands in mock surrender. "You're all too kind," he began, his Dublin accent softened by years of international conferences. "But I didn't do this alone. My team in Cairo worked tirelessly"

	"Ah, but it was your insight that found the tomb!" interrupted Lady Catherine Fitzwilliam, her jewels glittering as she leaned forward. "The papers say you deciphered texts that others had dismissed as meaningless."

	"Well," Johnny said, allowing pride to creep into his voice, "I suppose I've always had a knack for seeing what others miss."

	From the edge of the crowd, his wife Margaret caught his eye. She stood near the doorway in her emerald dress, her dark hair swept back, a small smile playing at her lips. But there was something else in her expression, a gentle warning, perhaps. A reminder not to let his ego swell too large.

	Johnny winked at her and continued. "The Amenhotep discovery was remarkable, certainly. But I believe it's just the beginning. There are still so many mysteries waiting to be uncovered, so many lost civilizations whose stories deserve to be told."

	"What's next for you then?" asked Thomas Brennan, a wealthy businessman who fancied himself a patron of the arts. "Surely after Egypt, anything else would be anticlimactic?"

	"On the contrary," Johnny said, warming to the topic. "I've been researching several promising leads. The world is full of treasures waiting for someone brave enough to find them."

	The crowd pressed closer, eager to hear more. Johnny felt the familiar rush of power that came from holding an audience captive. This was better than any artifact, this electric connection, this worship of his intellect and daring.

	"Daddy!"

	The spell broke as a young voice cut through the murmur of conversation. Johnny turned to see his son Liam weaving through the crowd, his bow tie already askew despite Margaret's best efforts. The boy was seven, all energy and mischief, with Johnny's bright blue eyes and Margaret's wild dark curls.

	"Liam, we talked about this," Margaret said, hurrying after him. "Your father's at a very important event"

	"It's alright," Johnny laughed, scooping the boy up. The crowd chuckled indulgently. "Ladies and gentlemen, my son Liam, the real treasure in my life."

	The words came automatically, the sort of thing people expected to hear. And they were true, Johnny supposed, though in that moment he felt a flash of irritation at the interruption.

	"Can we go home now?" Liam whispered loudly. "This is boring and Siobhan's in the car complaining about missing her party."

	"Soon," Johnny promised, setting him down. Margaret appeared at his elbow, taking Liam's hand.

	"Come on, love," she said softly to the boy. "Let's give your father a few more minutes."

	As they retreated, Johnny caught Margaret's eye again. There was understanding there, but also something else, disappointment maybe? Or concern? Before he could decipher it, a man materialized at his shoulder.

	"Dr. O'Shea, might I have a word?"

	Johnny turned to find himself facing a stranger. The man was perhaps sixty, impeccably dressed in a charcoal suit, with silver hair swept back from a tanned face. His accent was American, tinged with something else, Spanish perhaps?

	"Of course," Johnny said, instantly curious. "And you are?"

	"Victor Reyes," the man said, extending a hand. His grip was firm, his palm dry and cool. "I'm a collector of rare antiquities. And an admirer of your work."

	"Always pleased to meet a fellow enthusiast," Johnny said, though something about Reyes set him on edge. The man's dark eyes were too intense, too knowing.

	"I wonder if we might speak somewhere more private?" Reyes glanced around the crowded ballroom. "I have a proposition that might interest you. Something that could make your Egyptian discovery look like child's play."

	Johnny's pulse quickened. "Bold words, Mr. Reyes."

	"I never make claims I can't support." Reyes smiled, revealing perfectly white teeth. "I have information about a lost Inca village in Peru. Untouched, unexplored, and containing artifacts that would stagger the archaeological community."

	"The Andes have been thoroughly surveyed"

	"Not where I'm suggesting." Reyes pulled a leather portfolio from inside his jacket. "I have maps, Dr. O'Shea. Documents passed down through my family for generations. My ancestor was a conquistador who heard stories from the indigenous people before they were silenced. He spoke of a temple containing a golden relic, an idol of Supay, the Inca god of death."

	Johnny's breath caught. He'd read about Supay in his studies, a deity so feared that even the Spanish invaders had been reluctant to speak his name. Legend said the Inca had created a golden effigy to house his essence, believing it would protect them from enemies. But no such artifact had ever been found.

	"If such a relic existed, it would be invaluable," Johnny said carefully. "But these legends rarely pan out."

	"That's what makes you different from other archaeologists, isn't it?" Reyes leaned closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. "You believe when others doubt. You dig where others fear to tread. That's why you find what they miss."

	The words echoed Johnny's own thoughts so precisely that he felt a chill run down his spine. But the chill was quickly replaced by a burning curiosity, an ache that he knew all too well, the need to discover, to claim, to be the first.

	"I'd need to see your documentation," Johnny said.

	"Of course." Reyes handed him the portfolio. "Study it. Research it. You'll see I'm not spinning tales. But I should warn you, my family has kept these documents secret for a reason. The stories say the village was abandoned suddenly. The people spoke of a curse."

	Johnny laughed, the sound sharp in the intimate space between them. "Mr. Reyes, I'm a scientist. I don't believe in curses."

	"Neither did I," Reyes said softly. "But belief is irrelevant to truth, Dr. O'Shea. Some things exist whether we acknowledge them or not."

	Before Johnny could respond, Margaret appeared at his side. "Johnny, it's getting late. The children are exhausted."

	"Of course, darling." Johnny tucked the portfolio under his arm. "Mr. Reyes, thank you for this. I'll be in touch."

	"I look forward to it." Reyes melted back into the crowd with unsettling grace.

	As Johnny followed Margaret toward the exit, he felt the weight of the portfolio against his ribs. Inside could be the discovery of a lifetime, something that would cement his name in history forever, that would make the Egyptian tomb look like a footnote.

	He didn't notice the way Reyes watched him go, a strange sadness crossing the man's face.

	He didn't see the warning in Margaret's eyes as she glanced back at the mysterious stranger.

	And he certainly couldn't know that by accepting that leather portfolio, he had just sealed the fate of everyone he loved.

	The chandeliers blazed overhead, golden and glorious, casting no shadows at all.

	 


Chapter 2

	The Map

	The lamp on Johnny's desk cast a pool of yellow light across the ancient parchments, leaving the corners of his study in shadow. It was past midnight, but sleep was impossible. The documents Victor Reyes had given him lay spread across every surface, maps drawn in faded ink, letters written in archaic Spanish, sketches of symbols that made his heart race.

	Johnny traced his finger along a hand-drawn map, following a route that wound through the Peruvian highlands into regions marked only with warnings: Aquí hay monstruos. Here be monsters. The conquistadors had been a superstitious lot, but even they wouldn't have written such things without cause.

	Or would they?

	He turned to his laptop, pulling up his research on Supay. The screen's blue glow seemed harsh compared to the warm lamplight, but the information it provided was invaluable. Supay, lord of the underworld, keeper of the dead. The Inca had feared him above all other deities, yet worshipped him with a desperate reverence, appeasing the god who could take everything from them in an instant.

	"The golden idol was crafted by the greatest artisans of Cusco," Johnny read aloud from a Spanish chronicle dated 1547, "commissioned by the high priest Illapa. It was said to be hollow, the better to house the god's essence. Those who gazed into its eyes saw their own deaths reflected back."

	Johnny leaned back in his leather chair, rubbing his tired eyes. Poetic nonsense, of course. The conquistadors had been looking for gold, and they'd been willing to embellish any story that might lead to treasure. The "curse" was probably nothing more than disease or hostile locals protecting their sacred sites.

	He picked up another document, a letter written by Reyes' ancestor, Diego Reyes, to his brother in Spain. The paper was brittle with age, preserved behind plastic now, but Johnny could make out the spidery handwriting.

	"The natives speak of a village that angered Supay, and so he consumed them all. They say the idol was made with blood mixed into the gold, that it hungered for offerings. When the offerings stopped, the god took his payment in souls. I have seen the survivors, hermano. Their eyes are empty, their minds broken. They speak of screams in the night, of bodies found twisted like wet cloth, of children who aged to dust in hours. I believe them. There is evil in those mountains that even God's light cannot reach."

	Johnny snorted softly. Blood in the gold, ridiculous. And the descriptions of death were clearly exaggerated. Probably a volcanic gas leak or contaminated water supply. Ancient people always attributed natural disasters to angry gods.

	But even as he thought this, his eyes drifted to another passage, this one from a different source entirely, a British explorer's journal from 1823:

	"Our guide refused to proceed beyond the stone markers. He claimed the village was cursed, that all who entered died screaming. I thought him a coward, but his fear was genuine. He showed me scars on his arms, claimed they came from a shadow that had no form. I paid him double and he still would not go on. I went alone. I found the village. I found the temple. I found... I cannot write what I found. I took nothing. I left at dawn. The guide was dead when I returned to camp, hanged, though there was no rope. I buried him and fled. I will never return."

	The entry ended abruptly, the last words trailing off as if the writer's hand had shaken too much to continue.

	Johnny pushed the journal aside and focused on the map. The village was marked with a small cross, deep in a valley between two peaks. According to the coordinates Reyes had provided, it would be at least three days' trek from the nearest settlement, through terrain that was barely mapped even now.

	Dangerous, certainly. But not impossible.

	He imagined the moment of discovery, his flashlight beam falling on that golden idol for the first time in centuries. The photographs. The press conference. The exhibition at the British Museum with his name on a placard. Dr. Johnny O'Shea, the man who found Supay's relic.

	"You're still up."

	Johnny jerked in his chair. Margaret stood in the doorway, wrapped in her blue dressing gown, her hair loose around her shoulders. She looked younger in the dim light, more like the graduate student he'd fallen in love with fifteen years ago.

	"Couldn't sleep," he said, gesturing at the papers. "This is incredible, Margaret. If it's real"

	"If," she repeated, moving into the room. She picked up Diego Reyes' letter, her eyes scanning the text. Her expression darkened. "Johnny, this man is describing mass death. Horror."

	"Two hundred years ago," Johnny said. "From a conquistador trying to scare his brother away from competition."

	"And this one?" She held up the British explorer's journal. "And these?" Her hand swept across three other documents, all describing similar terrors.

	"Superstition. Natural phenomena misunderstood by primitive minds."

	"Primitive?" Margaret's voice sharpened. "These people understood their world, Johnny. Just because they explained it differently doesn't mean they were wrong about the danger."

	"You sound like you believe in curses," Johnny said, smiling despite himself.

	Margaret set the documents down carefully. "I believe in respecting things we don't understand. I believe in listening when multiple sources, across centuries, all warn of the same danger."

	"It's my job to investigate the unknown"

	"It's your job to excavate artifacts safely and ethically," Margaret countered. "Not to risk your life chasing glory."

	The word hung between them like an accusation. Johnny felt heat rise in his face.

	"This isn't about glory," he said, though they both knew it was a lie. "This is about knowledge. About preserving history before it's lost forever."

	Margaret crossed her arms, her green eyes searching his face. "When was the last time you were home for dinner? When did you last ask Siobhan about school, or play football with Liam in the garden? You're so focused on making history that you're missing your life."

	"That's not fair"

	"Isn't it?" She moved closer, placing her hand over his on the desk. "I married an archaeologist, Johnny. I knew what that meant. But somewhere along the way, you stopped being a man who studies the past and became a man who's running from the present."

	Johnny wanted to argue, but her words struck too close to the truth. He looked down at their joined hands, at her wedding ring catching the lamplight.

	"What if this is the discovery of the century?" he asked quietly. "What if I pass it up and someone else finds it?"

	"Then someone else gets the glory," Margaret said simply. "And you get to watch your children grow up. You get to grow old with me. You get a life, Johnny. Isn't that treasure enough?"

	For a moment, he almost agreed. For a moment, he saw the wisdom in her words, felt the pull of home and safety and love.

	Then his eyes fell on the map again, on that small cross marking the lost village. On the sketch of the golden idol with its hollow eyes.

	"I have to go," he said. "I'll be careful. I'll be safe. But I have to know if it's real."

	Margaret pulled her hand away, her expression closing like a door. "I know you do," she said softly. "I just hope it's worth what it costs."

	She left without another word, her footsteps fading up the stairs.

	Johnny sat alone in his study, surrounded by warnings from the dead, and began planning his expedition into the mountains where monsters were said to dwell.

	Outside his window, the Dublin night was dark and still. If he'd looked up, he might have seen his own reflection in the glass and behind it, just for an instant, a shadow that shouldn't have been there.

	But he didn't look up. His eyes were fixed on the map, on the promise of gold and glory.

	He never saw the shadow at all.

	 


Chapter 3

	Into the Jungle

	The Peruvian cloud forest swallowed them whole on the second day.

	Johnny had expected heat, but not this, a wet, suffocating blanket of humidity that turned every breath into an effort. The canopy above was so thick that only scattered coins of sunlight reached the forest floor, creating a perpetual twilight that played tricks on the eyes. Mist clung to everything, beading on leaves the size of dinner plates, dripping steadily like the forest itself was sweating.

	"Watch your step, Dr. O'Shea," Carlos called back, his machete flashing as he hacked through a curtain of vines. "The ground here is not always solid."

	Johnny nodded, too exhausted to speak. His shirt clung to his back, soaked through despite the supposedly breathable fabric. Behind him, David stumbled over an exposed root, catching himself with a muttered curse. The younger man had been Johnny's research assistant for two years, brilliant with languages and documentation, less brilliant with physical endurance.

	"How much further?" David gasped, pushing his fogged glasses up his nose.

	"We make camp at nightfall," Carlos said without turning around. "Maybe two more hours. Maybe three."

	Miguel, bringing up the rear with the bulk of their supplies, said nothing. The porter was a small, wiry man in his fifties who'd barely spoken since they'd left Cusco. His dark eyes constantly scanned the forest around them, and more than once Johnny had caught him making the sign of the cross.

	They'd been walking since dawn, following a trail that was barely visible even to Carlos's experienced eye. The guide was local to the region, recommended by the outfitter in Cusco as the best in the business. He knew these mountains, he'd said, though he'd grown quiet when Johnny mentioned their destination.

	"You're sure we're on the right path?" Johnny asked, consulting his GPS. The device kept losing satellite signal beneath the dense canopy.

	"The path, yes. The destination..." Carlos paused in his cutting, turning to face Johnny. His weathered face was serious. "Dr. O'Shea, I must tell you again, the village you seek, it has a very bad reputation among my people."

	"So you've mentioned," Johnny said, trying to keep the irritation from his voice. "Several times."

	"Because you do not listen." Carlos wiped his machete on his pants. "My grandmother, she told me stories. About the village that made Supay angry. About the screaming that echoed through these mountains for seven days and seven nights."

	"Carlos"

	"She said the stones remember. That the very earth there is poisoned with death." The guide's eyes were earnest, pleading. "Turn back, Doctor. There are other ruins, other treasures. This one should stay lost."

	Johnny felt David shift nervously behind him. Miguel had gone completely still, his knuckles white on the straps of his pack.

	"I appreciate your concern," Johnny said firmly. "But we've come too far to turn back on superstition. The university is expecting results. My reputation" He caught himself. "The historical value of this discovery is too important."

	Carlos studied him for a long moment, then shook his head slowly. "Very well. But when we find the markers, I go no further. You understand? The markers are the last warning."

	"What markers?" David asked.

	"You will see," Carlos said grimly, and turned back to the trail.

	They continued in silence, save for the constant drip of water, the calls of birds Johnny couldn't identify, and the wet slice of Carlos's machete through vegetation. The forest pressed in on all sides, a living wall of green that seemed to watch their progress with malevolent interest.

	Johnny tried to focus on the excitement of discovery, on the glory that awaited. But something about this place felt wrong. The air was too still, too heavy. And though they'd been walking through what should have been prime habitat for wildlife, they'd seen nothing, no monkeys, no sloths, not even insects beyond the occasional moth.

	It was as if the forest knew to stay away.

	"There," Carlos said suddenly, his voice tight. "The markers."

	Johnny pushed forward to see. Through the mist, dark shapes emerged, tall standing stones, perhaps seven feet high, arranged in a semicircle across the trail. They were ancient, covered in moss and lichen, but clearly man-made. And clearly intentional.

	"My God," David breathed, pulling out his camera. "These are incredible."

	Johnny approached the nearest stone, pulling a brush from his pack to clear away some of the growth. Beneath the moss, carvings emerged, his breath caught in his throat.

	The images were crude but disturbingly clear. Figures with their mouths open in silent screams. Bodies twisted into impossible positions. Children with aged faces. And everywhere, a recurring motif: a figure with hollow eyes and an open mouth, its hands reaching out as if to grab.

	Supay.

	"These are warnings," Carlos said from behind him. He hadn't moved closer to the stones. Miguel had actually backed away several steps, his face gray with fear. "They say, turn back, death waits ahead, the god is hungry."

	Johnny moved to the next stone, his academic interest overriding his unease. This one showed a progression, a village thriving, then a theft depicted (someone taking an object from a temple), then the same village in ruins, bodies strewn about like discarded toys.

	"It's a pictographic record," Johnny said, his voice taking on a lecturing tone. "A warning to other villages, perhaps, or to would-be grave robbers. This actually supports my theory, if they were this desperate to warn people away, there must be something valuable up there."

	"Or something terrible," David said quietly. He'd been photographing the stones, but his hands were shaking.

	The third stone was the most disturbing. It showed the idol itself or what Johnny assumed was the idol rendered in remarkable detail. The hollow eyes, the gaping mouth. But around it, etched with deep, angry strokes, were human figures. They seemed to be dissolving, their forms breaking apart into fragments, drawn inexorably toward the idol's mouth as if being consumed.

	At the base of this stone, someone had scratched additional marks, newer than the original carvings, but still old. Johnny knelt to examine them, pulling out his phone's flashlight for a better look.

	"Can you read it?" David asked.

	Johnny's Spanish was functional, his Quechua rudimentary, but these words were simple enough. His voice was flat as he translated: "Turned back 1823. Ten men. Only I remain. God is real. God is hungry. Do not wake him."

	"The British explorer," David said, recognition dawning. "The one from the journal."

	"Looks like he carved this on his way out," Johnny agreed. He stood, brushing dirt from his knees. "After he'd already seen the village. Notice he doesn't say there's no treasure, he just says he was scared."

	"Dr. O'Shea," Carlos said, and his voice carried an edge Johnny had never heard before. "I will not go past these stones. Not for any amount of money. You want to continue, you continue without me."

	Johnny turned to face his guide. "Carlos, be reasonable"

	"I am being reasonable!" The man's voice rose, echoing strangely in the still forest. "I have a wife, Dr. O'Shea. Three daughters. I have seen what comes out of these mountains, men who went in search of glory and came back broken, if they came back at all. I will not be one of them."

	"Then wait here," Johnny said, surprising himself with his own coldness. "We'll go on, document what we find, and return in three days. Keep the base camp ready."

	Carlos stared at him, something like pity crossing his face. "You do not understand. Once you pass the markers, there is no coming back. Not the same way you were."

	"Superstitious nonsense," Johnny said, though his voice sounded hollow even to himself.

	Miguel suddenly spoke, his voice hoarse from disuse. "I will not go either. No money is worth your soul, Doctor."

	David looked between them all, his face pale. "Johnny, maybe we should"

	"David, I need you," Johnny said, locking eyes with his assistant. "I need your documentation, your expertise. This is the discovery of our lives. Are you really going to let fear stop you?"

	David swallowed hard. For a long moment, Johnny thought he would refuse. Then, slowly, the younger man nodded. "I'll go. But just to document. We take pictures, measurements, and we leave. Agreed?"

	"Agreed," Johnny lied.

	Carlos began unpacking supplies, setting up a small camp with Miguel's help. Neither man would meet Johnny's eyes. As Johnny and David shouldered their lighter packs and prepared to continue, Carlos spoke one last time.

	"Doctor. If you see the god, do not look in his eyes. And whatever you do, do not take the idol. It is not treasure. It is a prison."

	"A prison for what?" Johnny asked despite himself.

	Carlos's answer was barely a whisper. "For everything that should not exist."

	Johnny forced a laugh and turned toward the trail beyond the markers. David followed reluctantly. As they passed between two of the standing stones, Johnny

	
	
	
	
	
	
	





