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ONE

It was a dark night. No moon. No stars.

A soft breeze swept across the rooftop of the three-story building.

Crunch-crunch! The sound of footsteps running up hard behind me. I whirled around.

It was my best friend, Zeek Pilinsky, dodging skylights and exhaust pipes.

“We’ll never make it,” I whispered.

“Forty-five seconds, Noodle. We’ll make it.”

Zeek flashed me a big grin and punched his thumb up in the air. Then he trotted across the roof.

I love when he does that with his thumb.

But I still didn’t think we’d make it.

I followed him to a low wall at the edge of the roof and peeked over the side. “Three floors. It sure seems a lot higher when you look down.”

“Hey, getting down is easy. The tricky part is getting over there.” Zeek nodded toward the rooftop of the far building. It was at least fifty feet away.

“Impossible.”

Zeek laughed. “Sure it is. For everybody else in the world. But we’re Danger Guys, and we happen to have one of these.” Zeek held up a long thin rope with a claw tied to the end of it.

He’s right. We are Danger Guys, a couple of buddies who get into some major danger stuff. And right then, we were smack in the middle of another dangerous mission.

Zeek hurled the claw into the air toward the other building.

Fwing! It hooked tight over the edge of the roof.

What an amazing arm!

Yeah, that’s Zeek. Great at baseball, great at football, great at basketball. The star of Mayville.

He tied the end of the rope to a metal hook on our roof. Then he dug into his pocket and took out a couple of pulleys. The kind you hold on to.

“You first, Noodle. Over the side.” He handed me a pulley.

I looked again to the far roof. “I don’t know.”

“It was your plan, Noodle.”

He was right. It was my plan. I’m the plan man, the guy who thinks of all the ideas.

I’d even written this one down.

I whipped out a crinkled piece of brown grocery bag paper, unfolded it, and stared at the dotted lines and Xs. “I gotta rethink this.”

“Give me that!” Zeek grabbed the paper and shoved it in his pocket. “It’ll work. Let’s go.”

He was right. With his muscles and my ideas, of course the plan will work. We’re a great team. We do everything. We’ve done everything.

Well, not exactly everything. I imagined the long fall we would take if this plan did not work. We’ve never been broken into a thousand pieces.

“Twenty-eight seconds, pal.”

“Okay, okay.” I set the pulley thing on the rope and grabbed the sides with both hands. Just as I was about to leap off—

Errrkkk! A shiny black limo pulled up fast and screeched to a stop below. Six men in black suits tumbled out onto the sidewalk.

“Wait a second,” I whispered. “Who are—”

Umph! Zeek gave me a shove.

Zwirr! I slid down the rope to the far building.

Wump! I kicked against the wall when I hit it. Zeek slid down right after me.

A second later we were lowering ourselves down the wall, from window to window, like spider kids.

“This one,” I said, nodding at the window in front of me. “It’s in here. It has to be.”

“If it isn’t,” whispered Zeek, “we’re toast!”

I pushed lightly. The window opened.

We hopped down into the room. Zeek pulled out two pen-sized flashlights and tossed me one.

We darted across the room to where I thought we would find what we were looking for.

I searched. “It’s not here! We’re dead!”

Then I heard a rustle. My flashlight beam caught Zeek in the face. He was grinning, holding a sheet of paper covered with writing.

I smiled, too. “Bingo!”

Moments later we were out the window, on the ground, and scrambling across the grass to the main building.

“Spotlight!” Zeek hissed, pointing to a bright white glow flooding our path.

I froze and looked around. “Drainpipe!” I whispered. Zeek nodded.

We did a Double N-Double Z zigzag run to the far wall of the main building. It was one of Zeek’s famous football moves. It always worked.

In a flash, we were shinnying up the drainpipe.

We were quiet. We were fast. We were good. Noodle and Zeek, masters of the smooth move.

Up to the rooftop, through the skylight, into the building, and down to the floor. We were in a long dark hallway of the central building.

Zeek tapped my arm and nodded at a small gray door. “That’s it, but what about alarms?”

I checked my watch and shuddered. “Four seconds!” I said. “We’ll just have to risk it.”

We tore down the hallway. Zeek, the incredible sports star, took huge leaps. He reached the door first, grabbed the handle, and pulled hard.

It creaked.

“One second!” he cried.

I dived into the darkness.

RRRRIIIIIINNNGG!

Lights went on all around us. We were completely surrounded.

“Noodle Newton and Zeek Pilinsky!” echoed a deep voice.

That’s when the whole place exploded.
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TWO

The whole place exploded, all right.

In applause.

Zeek and I leaped out onto the stage in the Mayville School auditorium. Mr. Strunk, our teacher, jumped aside as we skidded over to the microphone.

Zeek handed me the piece of paper with writing on it. The paper we’d forgotten in our classroom and retrieved on our mission.

I flashed a smile to the crowded room and began to read. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. And teachers too, of course!”

“Ahem,” coughed Mr. Strunk. Everybody laughed.

“As part of the Mayville School Evening Learning Series,” I read, “it is our pleasure to introduce to you a world-famous husband-and-wife exploring team.”

“Since we first met them fighting underground treasure thieves,” Zeek added, “and then helped them battle sunken ship raiders, we’ve sure learned a lot about archaeology and other cool adventure stuff.”

“Yeah,” I went on. “Mr. and Mrs. Emerson are a couple of our favorite people. Because, well, they saved our lives about a gazillion times!”

More laughter from the audience.

“Please welcome the Emersons!”

The two adventurers walked onstage. Mrs. Emerson was really pretty, even if her hair was all bunched up in back like a teacher’s. But you’d never think she was a teacher. Teachers don’t wear exploring gear!

Mr. Emerson had a short beard and wore a really cool wide-brimmed sun hat. He looked like he had stepped right out of a safari movie. He gave a nod to Zeek and me. We smiled back.

“Thank you, and good evening,” Mrs. E. said.

Zeek and I walked to the side of the stage. I waved to my mom and dad sitting in the front row. Zeek’s parents and his sister, Emily, were right next to them. They all grinned back at us, but their smiles were weird. Really big, with all their teeth showing.

Mr. Emerson began. “This evening we’d like to tell you a little about our next expedition, to the tiny country of Maribo, deep in the jungles of Central America.”

“Cool!” whispered Zeek. “If only we could—”

But I was hardly listening. At that moment, the back doors of the auditorium opened, and six men in black suits stepped in. The same men from the limo outside.

Four of them were as big as pro football players. One was small and skinny with a really thin mustache. It looked like his lip was dirty.

The last guy was short and very pudgy. His hair was all slicked back, and he wore a shiny ring on each fat finger.

Every time he pointed, the other men went right where he pointed. He had a mean face. I didn’t like the look of him.

“They must go to another school,” Zeek said.

“Good one,” I said. “Let’s check them out.” I started up a side aisle to the back of the auditorium.

Zeek went with me.

“Tomorrow,” Mrs. Emerson was saying, “we go in search of the Golden Lizard of Maribo!”

Zeek and I got halfway up the aisle, but the pudgy-fingered suit guy suddenly pointed toward the back door, and the men filed out and disappeared.

“Ha! Scared of us,” whispered Zeek.

That’s when I heard it.

“… and what will make our search for the mysterious Golden Lizard even more exciting,” Mr. Emerson said, “is that we’ll be joined by a couple of junior explorers. Their parents have already said they can come with us.”

I froze. I looked over at my mom. She was smiling weird at me again.

“A couple of very active young adventurers,” Mrs. Emerson added.

“Z-z-z-zeek?” I said. He didn’t answer. His mouth was hanging open like it does when Mr. Strunk hands him back a test with an A on it.

“A couple of … Danger Guys!”

A roar went up in the auditorium. Cheers exploded off the walls. People were jumping up and down.

And that was just Zeek and me!

The next thing we knew, we were dressed from head to foot in official Danger Guy gear. Hats, supply belts, packs, canteens. The works.

It was eight in the morning, and we were at the airport with our families, piles of luggage, and the Emersons.

In fact, both Zeek’s parents and mine were taking a pleasure cruise at the same time as our big expedition. Our parents are almost as good friends as Zeek and me.

“Don’t worry,” Mr. Emerson was telling our parents, “the boys will be waiting for you safe and sound.”

“And with lots of exciting stories to tell you, I’m sure,” Mrs. Emerson added.

Zeek’s mom turned to us. “We’ll see you boys in three days, when our ship docks at the Maribo coast.”

“That’s right,” my mom added. “And don’t worry about us, we’ll be having plenty of excitement, too.”

Zeek’s sister, Emily, stepped over, reading from a brochure. “Three decks, tons of movies, games, and all the desserts you can eat!”

My mom laughed. So did Mrs. Pilinsky.

I turned to Zeek. “Do you see that? No tears or anything. We’re taking an expedition into unknown jungles in search of the supermysterious Golden Lizard, and our families are laughing.”

“Pretty sad, isn’t it?” Zeek said, shaking his head. “We probably won’t make it out alive.”

“Have fun!” my mom said.

“It’s a jungle of death!” I said. She just smiled.

“She’s trying to hide her fear,” I said to Zeek.

After we waved good-bye to our folks, Mr. and Mrs. Emerson told us about the Golden Lizard.

“Not very much is known about it,” Mr. E. said. “It could be something the size of a trinket, or it could be a huge statue. There are plenty of legends about the Lizard, though. It’s supposed to have some kind of magic power.”

“Cool!” Zeek said, nudging my arm. “Maybe it holds the secret of life, or something.”

Mrs. Emerson handed Zeek and me our tickets. Then she held out a wrinkled brown sheet of paper. “A few months ago, we discovered an old map showing the way to the Golden Lizard.”

“Wow!” cried Zeek, unfolding the crinkly paper. It showed mountains and rivers and jungles. A dotted line wound across the map.

I couldn’t believe it. “Zeek, this is it,” I said. “The expedition of a lifetime.”

Mr. E. reached over, unsnapped a pocket on Zeek’s jacket, and tucked the brown paper inside. “Take good care of this. Just in case.”

I turned to Zeek. He stared back at me. “Just in case what? You mean, this might really be dangerous?” I asked.

Mrs. Emerson looked around at the people in the airport. “There are some who would stop at nothing to find the Golden Lizard.”

“Flight 119 for Maribo,” a voice called out over the airport loudspeaker. “Your plane will board in thirty minutes.”

“That’s us,” said Zeek, snapping up his jacket pocket. “Let’s hit the trail.”

“Why don’t you kids order some breakfast first,” said Mr. Emerson, pointing to a little snack bar down the hall. “Mrs. Emerson and I will make sure our supplies are stowed on the plane. We’ll be back in five minutes.”

I nodded and headed over to the snack bar. I couldn’t believe it. I read the name on the outside. “The Waffle Shack. I love it!”

I live for waffles. They’re my absolute favorite food.

Zeek tapped me on the shoulder. “Try to control yourself, Nood. I’m going to check out the comic books at the newsstand. Order me a hotdog.”

“A hotdog?” I gasped, holding my hand over my mouth. “It’s eight in the morning!”

“Hey, I live dangerously.” He grinned. “Remember about the mustard, okay?”

I remembered, but I pretended not to. “Double squirt of Gold Spice, right?”

“Very funny, Noodle,” he said. “You know a single drop of that stuff makes my tongue go numb. It’s yellow poison!” He walked over to the newsstand.

I bought a king-sized waffle for myself, a plain hotdog for Zeek, and sat down at one of the tables. For a joke, I moved a big squeezable jar of Gold Spice mustard right next to the hotdog.

Then I slowly poured syrup on my waffle.

N.

I always pour the syrup on in the shape of a giant N. For Noodle, of course.

I was just putting the finishing touches on it when everything happened at once.

The Emersons stepped into the Waffle Shack just as six guys in oily black suits appeared.

The same guys from the night before!

Within seconds they closed in on the Emersons and had them completely surrounded!
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THREE

“Hey!” I shouted, jumping up from my seat.

The six guys whirled around and stared straight at me. The short one with pudgy fingers who pointed a lot walked over. Slowly.

Uh-oh.

Mr. Emerson gave me a quick frown and shook his head slightly.

It was a sign. I understood right away. I wasn’t supposed to let these guys know I was with the Emersons. I faked it. “Hey!” I shouted again.

“Hey, what?” the finger guy said.

“Hey, this waffle is tasty! Try one!”

“I ain’t hungry!” he snarled.

“Oh, okay,” I said. I sat back down.

“Crazy kid,” Fingers mumbled. He turned back to Mr. Emerson.

Whew! That was close. Luckily, he didn’t remember me from the night before. But, at just that moment, Zeek walked into the Waffle Shack, saw the Emersons, and started to call out to them.

“Boy, that Golden Liz—”

Oh, no! I had to act fast. I grabbed the first thing I could find.

It was the squeezable jar of Gold Spice.

Fllluuuurrrrrrppppp!

A thick stream of yellowy brown mustard shot through the air in a perfect arc and splatted on Zeek’s lip.

“Boy, that golden mustard!” I shouted. “Wow, but it’s tasty!”

The pudgy-fingers guy turned to me. “Again with the tasty?”

Zeek stopped and looked at me. He licked his lips. A look of horror came over his face. “Nooobble? I zed no busstudd!”

Fingers stared at Zeek. “Now there are two crazy kids! Let’s get outta here.” He did his finger thing, pointing down the hall, and the big guys led the Emersons away.

“Da Bemberbuns!” cried Zeek. “Wuz sappen wiz da Bemberbuns!”

“Those guys,” I whispered, “are the same ones from school last night. They heard the Emersons talking about the Golden Lizard. Now they want it for themselves!”

Zeek nodded, rubbing his lips. “An da mabb.”

“Right, the map. But they don’t know that we have it.”

“Im my bogget,” Zeek mumbled, patting his jacket.

Mrs. E. flashed a look back at us.

“I think she wants us to follow,” I said. “But we’d better stay out of sight. We’re no good if they catch us!”

“Awight. Less go!”

We trotted down the main hall of the airport, dodging in and out of doorways. Hopping over luggage. Hiding behind tourists.

The men made a sudden left down a corridor and took the Emersons with them.

I glanced at a sign on the wall. “Our flight is this way, too. Once we see where they’re going, we can alert airport security.”

“Securikee. No problumm.”

I looked at Zeek. “Hey, I actually understood you that time.”

Zeek kept rubbing his lips. “Ish coming back.”

We peeked down the hall and watched the men disappear through a door.

We crept up and opened it.

Warm air blasted us in the face. We were outside the terminal. And right there on the pavement was a sleek black minijet. Its engines were revving up.

Two of the black-suit guys were pushing the Emersons up the stairs into the jet!

“Holy cow, Zeek! They’re being kidnapped!”

Fingers was shouting above the noise of the engines. I heard only a word, but it was enough.

“Maribo,” he said.

Then, before we could do a thing, Fingers jumped in, and the jet started to move. In seconds it was roaring down the runway and into the air.

“The Emersons are in big trouble, Zeekie. We’ve got to follow that minijet.”

“And just how are we going to do that—flap our arms really fast?”

I made a face. “Our plane is here somewhere. Maybe we can beat them to Maribo.”

We ran over to a small hangar on the runway. A mechanic was just coming out.

“We’re looking for flight 119,” I said.

He wiped his hands on a cloth and pointed over his shoulder. “Right over there.”

I looked behind him. I couldn’t believe it. “Zeek. It’s—it’s—the space shuttle!”

The jet was shiny and long, all white, with big fins and wings shooting off it.

I was about to run up the stairs into it, when—WHOOM!—the engines blasted, and it slithered out of the hangar, shot down the runway, and vanished in a cloud of blue smoke.

“But—that’s our flight!” I cried.

“Not that one!” the mechanic shouted. Then he pointed to an old rusty shape in the back of the hangar. “That one!”

Zeek’s face shriveled like an old apple. “Um, Noodle? Isn’t that, like, the first plane the Wright Brothers tried? The one that crashed?”

Just then an old man stepped out from behind the rusty heap and shuffled over to us. Well, really he shuffled right past us.

“Where d’ya go?” he said. Then he turned around and saw us. “Oh!”

He shifted an old foggy pair of goggles to his forehead and stared at Zeek and me for a long time. “You’re not the Emersons.”

“Um, no, sir,” I said. “But we’re looking for their flight. Flight 119 to Maribo?”

“Heh-heh,” cackled the old man. “Well, you’ve found it! And you’ve found me, Montana Smith. Best dad-burn stunt pilot east of the Mississippi!”

“We’re west of the Mississippi,” I said.

He blinked and looked disappointed. “Oh.”

“We have to follow that jet, Mr. Smith,” I said, pointing at the black speck in the sky.

“Heh-heh,” he laughed. “Follow that jet!” He thought that was pretty funny.

He turned around, twice, finally spotted his plane, and shuffled slowly toward it.

We all climbed into the rusty old plane. Montana sat up front in the pilot’s cabin. Zeek and I jumped into the leather seats in back with all the Emersons’ equipment. Expedition-quality stuff. It was really crowded in there.

“Heh,” cackled Montana. “Strap in.”

We strapped in. The engine sputtered, groaned, and finally rumbled to life.

Three hours later Mayville was far behind. We were flying south over the mountains toward Maribo. Into the jungle.

And the mystery of the Golden Lizard.

I looked out the little window next to my seat. Civilization was far behind. The view below was solid green treetops as far as the eye could see.

The jungle. It was awesome.

Far in the distance, I spotted a fat white thing floating over the tops of the trees. “Look, there must be a football game over there. It’s a blimp!”

“Heh-heh. There ain’t no game there!” the pilot said. “Scientists use blimps to pick up and drop off supplies to teams working in the trees.”

CLUNKA! CLUNKA! BLAM!

The plane suddenly shook and dipped left.

“Whoa!” cried Zeek. “What was that?”

“One of our engines sounds in a bit of trouble,” Montana said, checking some dials. “Don’t matter. We’ll make it just fine with the other.”

I looked out the windows from one wing to the other. “Sir, this plane only has one engine.”

“Hmm,” said the pilot. “That is a problem.”

CLUNKA! CLUNKA! BLAM! BLAM!

The plane dropped suddenly.

“We’re going down!” Montana said.

“You mean here? Now? Into the trees?” I screamed.

VEEEEOOOUUUM!

The engine died, the nose turned down, and we dropped.

Yeah.

Here.

Now.

Into the trees.
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FOUR

KKKKKREEUUNNNCH!

The plane dived into the jungle, scraping its rusty bottom against the treetops.

Everything in the cabin was thrown around. Our gear hit the ceiling and slammed down to the floor. Zeek was tossed from his seat and landed flat across my stomach.

Ugh! My whole life flashed before my eyes.

Actually, my whole breakfast flashed before my eyes.

Waffles. Juice. Milk.

Then the plane did something weird. It spun around.

NNNYYYOOORRRR! The plane ripped through the trees, twisting and twirling down, down, down until we crashed into the jungle floor.

BLAMMO! We stopped.

Everything was quiet.

“What a mess!” snorted Montana Smith, looking back from the cabin. Everything was everywhere it wasn’t supposed to be. My breakfast was everywhere, too.

Montana kicked open the emergency exit hatch. It fell to the ground.

Heat poured into the cabin.

And I felt it, heard it, saw it, all at once.

The jungle!

Everything was moving. Monkeys jumped through the trees. Wildly colored birds crowed and sang. Insects buzzed loudly all around us.

It was awesome!

I turned to Zeek. I could see from his face that he was thinking the same thing. “The land of the Golden Lizard,” he mumbled. “Noodle, we’re here. This is really it!”

“The real thing,” I said.

Montana Smith adjusted his thick goggles and looked out into the jungle. “I’ll stay and radio for help. You boys better go on to Maribo City. Head for the palace. The Dutchman lives there.”

I jumped down from the plane and stood in the clearing. “The Dutchman?”

Montana’s face wrinkled up as he squinted through the trees. “Maribo City’s about … two miles … thataway.” He pointed into the jungle as if there were a path there. There wasn’t.

Zeek jumped from the plane fully loaded with jungle gear. He handed me the stuff I’d lost in the crash. “Suit up, pal. The Emersons need us.”

“Is Maribo City a big city?” I asked, pulling on my supply belt.

“Big city?” Montana cackled. “Heh-heh.”

He thought that was pretty funny.

We gave him the double thumbs-up anyway and pushed our way into the jungle.

And I mean pushed. The jungle growth was so thick we had to fight every inch of the way.

A couple of purple-and-green parrots fluttered over us, cawing and screeching. Sunlight flickered down through the treetops.

The whole jungle was alive. Tiny tree frogs in hot colors twitched on fat shiny leaves. Snakes slithered up branches. Butterflies hovered above us.

“This is amazing,” Zeek said. “Too bad the Emersons aren’t here.”

“Yeah,” I said, wiping the sweat from my forehead. “I have to admit I’m worried. They’re in trouble, and it looks like it’s up to us to save them.”

“Just like they’ve saved us.”

“A gazillion times,” I said.

We fought through leaves and roots and vines for a long time. Finally, it all started to thin out.

“Maribo City must be close,” I said.

“We’ll phone.”

“Phone?” I said.

“Sure. It’s a city. Every city has telephones,” Zeek told me. “We’ll just phone for help. It probably has an airport and lots of hotels and restaurants and stuff.”

“You think so?”

“Absolutely. Maribo City’s got to be big if it has a palace. And there’s a Dutchman, so it’s probably some kind of international hot spot. Boy, could I use a nice cold frosty—!”

Zeek stopped and grabbed my arm. Just ahead through the thick leaves we could see it.

Maribo City.

I counted.

One. Two. Three. Three buildings.

And one of them was a place where you go to the bathroom.

“Big city,” I said.

“Heh-heh,” said Zeek.

Then I heard something. Piano music and loud voices. Coming from one of the three run-down buildings.

A sign above the door read THE MARIBO PALACE.

“Some joke,” said Zeek, swatting a fly away from his face.

I tightened my supply belt, adjusted my canteen, and walked over to the Palace. Just before we went in, I gave Zeek a little smile and a thumbs-up sign. A fly landed on my thumb.

Zeek curled his lip. “After you, pal.”

I pushed the door open, and we stepped in.

“Hi, everybody, I’m Noodle Newton, and this is my friend Zeek Pilinsky, and we need help!”

Instantly, the piano playing stopped.

The talking stopped.

Everyone turned slowly and stared at us.

No one said a word.

Only the flies kept buzzing.
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FIVE

You could hear a pin drop in that place.

Actually, you could hear a cotton ball drop.

And judging from the nasty looks on everybody’s faces, they weren’t exactly happy to see us.

“HEY!” shouted a voice from the back of the room. “Vhat’s goink on up dere?”

Everybody in the place scurried aside when they heard the voice. In the back of the palace, in the shadows, sat a man.

A tiny man.

A very tiny man. You could hardly see him at the table, he was so small. He wore suspenders and a white shirt.

Well, I guess it was white a long time ago. It was sort of gray and stained and wrinkly now.

“Brink dem to me!” he said. But the people didn’t move. They looked like they were scared of him.

Zeek nudged me. “The Dutchman?”

“The Dutchman,” I said.

We walked over to his table. It was like walking to the front of the class when you knew your pants were ripped. Everyone was staring at us.

Everyone except the man. We couldn’t see his eyes. He wore a wide-brimmed hat pulled over his face. It made him look scary.

It probably made him hot, too. He was sweating a lot, and his cheeks were shiny.

But the worst part was, every few seconds he would flip a coin high in the air and catch it in his hand with a slap.

Flip. Slap. Flip. Slap.

He never looked up, but he never missed.

Then he started to speak.

Flip. “The junkie is very scary.”

Slap. “Kids should be home in der beds.”

Flip. “Your mommies vill vorry.”

Slap. “Your teachers vill mark you absent.”

I was getting a little annoyed with the coin thing. But I was willing to listen to a couple more weird sayings.

Not Zeekie. He eyed the Dutchman.

Flip. “At night, the junkie is vull of zounds—”

Then, just as the coin was starting to fall, Zeek reached out and—Whoosh!—grabbed it. “Listen, mister. We don’t have time to be scared. Our friends are in danger, and we need help!”

Everyone in the room gasped.

Then, complete silence.

Then, a wimper.

“Oh! I’m zo zorry,” the Dutchman said, peering up at us from under his hat. He looked like he was going to cry. “Yust don’t tek my qvarter avay. It’s not mine. It’s Mommy’s.”

Zeek shot a look at me.

And I thought the Dutchman was tough. Well, that was before “Mommy” came in.

WHOOM! The back door of the room blasted open. And someone stepped in.

Six feet tall. Three hundred pounds. Scar. Hairy chin.

“Mommy?” I mumbled.

“Who wants to know?” she exploded.

I could see Zeek staring at her chin. “I’d hate to meet Daddy,” he whispered.

“What are you kids doing in Maribo?” growled Mommy. “Don’t you know jungles are for grown-ups?”

Zeek stepped forward again. “But we’re here looking for the Golden—”

“ZEEEEEEEK!” I shouted. I looked around for some mustard to squirt. Nothing.

Everyone in the room tensed up and leaned closer to listen to Zeek.

Mommy eyed him suspiciously. “Golden, you said? Golden what?”

Zeek glared at me. I was drawing a blank. Then, he did an incredible thing. “Golden … um … Cracklies! Yeah, that’s it! We’re looking for some Golden Cracklies cereal. Boy, are we hungry! You know how the commercial goes—

“They’re crackly, they’re crispy!
The flavor’s strong not wispy!
They’re light and yet they’re bold,
    So bold!
The color is like—bum-bum—GOLD!”

Zeek can’t sing. With him, it’s like a weapon. It hurt my ears. Mommy looked as if she’d just been told she had to go on a diet. She was quivering all over. And the Dutchman started to wimper again.

But at least Zeekie didn’t give away the secret.

Suddenly, from across the room, a guy with a thin mustache that looked like dirt on his lip slithered toward us.

Zeek nudged me. “Psst, Nood. He’s wearing a black suit! He’s one of the guys who kidnapped the Emersons!”

Yeah, it was the one with the dirty lip. “I seen you two kids at the airport. I know what you’re looking for, and it ain’t cereal. If you want to see a certain couple of husband-and-wife explorers again, you’d better come with me. My boss don’t like to be kept waiting!”

The guy’s dirty lip started to twitch.

Zeek grabbed my arm. “He’s talking about the Emersons. What should we do?”

Before I could think of something brilliant, Mommy stomped over to the dirty lip guy. “Bug off, small fry! Come back when you grow a real mustache—like mine!”

Then she swung out her big stomach and—boing!—knocked Dirty Lip clear out of the Maribo Palace and into the dusty street.

I turned to the big woman and smiled. “Hey, thanks!”

“Sure, kid,” she said. “We don’t like nobody picking on nobody. It’s the code of the jungle. Besides, I like you two little critters. You got spunk.”

Suddenly—RRRROOOWWWW! A shiny black 4 x 4 Jungle Rover came zooming into the clearing. It skidded to a stop in front of the palace. Dirty Lip ran up to it.

The short guy with pudgy fingers opened the car door, listened to Dirty Lip, and pointed at us.

“It’s them!” cried Zeek. “They’re after us!”

“Yee-ha!” screeched Mommy. “Looks like we got ourselves a chase! Come on, boys!”

Then she picked us up by our supply belts, bounced out the back door, and tossed us into a rusty old Jeep.

“Hold on to your hats!” she called out, starting up the Jeep and slamming her foot to the floor.

“I just lost my hat!” shouted Zeek.

“Then hold on to your heads!”

And we sprang across the grassy clearing and plunged into the jungle—with the black Rover just inches behind us!
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SIX

I guess we were lucky that Mommy was such a crazy driver.

Every time the black Rover pulled up close, she did something wild with the steering wheel.

Like spin it. ERRKKK! We went slicing through some low bushy trees.

When the Rover caught up, Mommy jammed her foot on the gas and gave the wheel another spin. Errrrkk!

“This old jungle jalopy still has what it takes!” she called out.

“I don’t know if I do!” screeched Zeek.

Then Mommy swung a hard left, and the Jeep jumped off the road and headed down. And I mean down!

WUMPA! WUMPA! WUMPA! We hurtled down a steep hill. I bounced. Then my backpack bounced—and flew off into a tree.

“My gear!” I screamed.

“My rear!” Zeek screamed.

“One more turn up ahead,” shouted Mommy, “then I’ll slow down and you jump.”

“Better than speeding up and we jump!” Zeek snorted.

Mommy made one last crazy spin on the wheel and swerved down another hill. “Now!” she yelled.

We jumped.

Umph! Umph! We slammed into the ground and started to tumble.

I nearly swallowed a bush.

RRRR! The Rover tore off after Mommy’s Jeep. When we stopped rolling, I could hear her laughing far into the distance.

“Well, Zeek,” I said, pulling a big juicy leaf from between my molars. “Until those guys discover that we’re not in the Jeep, I think we’re pretty safe.”

Zeek stood up and looked into the jungle. “I think we’re pretty lost.”

“Maybe,” I said, “but we’ve got something they don’t.”

“You mean the map?”

I shook my head, forging ahead through the jungle. “No, it’s that danger thing. No one has it but us. We were born with it.”

Swish! Swish! I pushed through the leaves, slithering like a snake. I was getting into it.

Little spider monkeys swung from branch to branch above me as I went.

“But Noodle?”

“Don’t worry, Zeek,” I said, weaving through a thicket of vines. “Danger is what separates us from the rest of the world. Those guys will never even get close. We’ll dart here and there, creep all around them until—ta-dah!—we rescue the Emersons.”

“Noodle?”

“Zeek, we’re on a mission. And we’re good. We are so good that—”

“NOODLE!”

I stopped. I turned around.

Zeek was standing between two ninja guys. They were dressed in black from their ninja caps to their ninja boots, and they were holding Zeek off the ground.

Fingers came huffing up behind them. “Take them to the hut,” he snarled. “I’ll find out where that Lizard is if it kills them!”

He laughed a little at that. “Get it? If it kills them!” he said again. He thought he was pretty funny.

Zeek and I didn’t think he was so funny.

They dragged us far away from Maribo City, even deeper into the jungle. About an hour later we came to a small broken-down hut. It was a mess. All falling apart.

“So that’s where you live,” Zeek said.

“Not funny, kid!” Fingers snapped. “My house is bigger than this, way bigger!”

Then Fingers got angry. He started to stomp his feet.

I guess that’s what Zeek was waiting for.

In that instant, he twisted, flipped, ducked, and ran, just like when the quarterback yells “Hut-hut!” and Zeek leads our team, the Mayville Marmosets, to another amazing victory.

In a flash all that was left of Zeek was an empty space.

“Run, Zeek, run!” I yelled, just like at games.

“Get him!” shouted Fingers. Two ninjas ran through the trees where Zeek had disappeared.

Fingers pushed me into the hut.

I crashed right into some people inside.

It was the Emersons! They were being guarded by two more huge guys.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“We’re fine,” said Mr. E.

Mrs. Emerson nodded. “But where is Zeek?”

“Not far!” snarled Fingers.

“Are you kidding?” I started in. “You’ll never catch Zeek. He’s a Mayville Marmoset! He’s probably at home already, munching potato chips while the army loads up to come and blast you. He’s so far you’d need a satellite to track him. He’s—”

FLUMP!

A big pile of straw and sticks and something else fell through the ceiling of the hut and landed at my feet.

“You mean him?” asked Fingers.

I looked down at the lump on the floor of the hut. The lump looked back up at me and smiled.

I helped Zeek to his feet.

“Sorry,” he said. “I was trying to help everybody escape.”

I pulled some straw from his hair. “Hey, it’s the thought that counts.”

Fingers whispered, and the six ninja guys blocked the door. Solid.

“You’d better let us go,” I said, “or else.”

Fingers stepped over, breathing hard and tapping those fat fingers into my shoulders. “What are you, some wise-guy kid?”

“Um, no,” I said.

“Then you must be a stooge” he snarled. “My big ex-football tough guys here like to squash stooges like you.” Fingers pointed and the big guys stamped their feet hard on the ground.

I gulped. “Well, no, actually, you were right the first time. I am a wise-guy kid.”

Zeek stepped up, too. “That’s right, he’s not a stooge. He’s a wise-guy kid. We all call him that at school.”

“Well, good. Because I kill wise-guy kids!” Fingers shouted.

“Oh,” I mumbled.

Then he grabbed me and started to shake me up and down. “I want the map! Give me the map! I want the map!”

Each time Fingers said “map” he jostled me extra hard. I felt like a salt shaker.

He was getting ready to turn me upside down and pound my head into the ground when Zeek stepped in.

“Leave him alone! Here, take your stupid map!” Zeek held out a wrinkly brown piece of paper.

Fingers pushed me over to the Emersons and snatched the paper from Zeek.

“Zeek! No!” cried Mrs. Emerson. “The Golden Lizard!”

Fingers held the paper up to the hole in the ceiling Zeek had made. He started to read the squiggly lines on it.

“Sorry,” Zeek whispered. “I couldn’t let him bust my pal’s brain. We need that brain to get us past those linebackers blocking the door.”

“Oh,” I said. “I’m supposed to get us out of here?”

“You’re the incredible plan man!”

Zeek was right. It was up to me.

I thought about it while Fingers traced his pudgy fingers across the map. I actually came up with two plans.

My first plan, charging the colossal big guys head-on, seemed pretty dumb. They’d crush us for sure. But I wasn’t sure how far we’d get if we tried my second plan.

My second plan was to jump really high through the ceiling and fly away.

That was impossible.

Impossible? Or dumb? I went for dumb.

“Okay,” I whispered, “what we do is—I ask Zeek a question.”

Zeek gave me a look. “What question?”

“What do you call this kind of building?”

Zeek made a face. “A hut?” he whispered.

“What?” I said.

“A hut,” he said a little louder.

“What?” I said again.

Zeek was getting annoyed. “A HUT! HUT! HUT!”

That’s when my plan really started to work.
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It was awesome. It was amazing.

It was like three o’clock on Friday afternoon on the last day before April vacation.

When they heard Zeek yelling “Hut!” the ninja linebackers in the doorway thought they were back on the football field. They crouched low.

That’s where the really brilliant part of my plan came in.

Zeek and I dived over the guys, slid across their backs, landed on our hands, did flips, and hit the ground running.

“Do what we do!” I shouted to the Emersons. Zeek and I broke into our Double N–Double Z zigzag. The Emersons were cool. They did it, too.

Before any of the bad guys figured out what was going on, we were all deep in the jungle.

“Noodle!” Zeek cried, swatting leaves out of his way as he ran. “Incredible plan!”

“Here’s another one!” I yelled. “Into the trees!”

Zip! Zip! Zip! We jumped up into one of the really tall trees. It was great for climbing. Lots of branches. In a flash we were up near the top of the forest.

There were toucans and parrots flying all around, chirping and cawing.

Fuzzy little spider monkeys followed us up, hanging by their tails and swinging on vines.

“Eeep! Eeep!” they cried.

We all climbed some more, then I stopped.

“Hey,” I said. “Why are we climbing so hard? Fingers already has the map. He doesn’t need us anymore!” I sat on a branch and slumped down.

“Noodle’s right,” Mrs. Emerson said. “Fingers will find the Golden Lizard. All he has to do is follow the map.”

“You’re right,” Zeek said. “All Fingers has to do is follow the map.” He dug into his right sneaker and pulled out a wrinkly brown piece of paper. “Yeah, I figure he must be heading toward the Mayville School auditorium by now.”

“Auditorium?” Mr. Emerson said.

Then it hit me. “Of course! My plan to sneak into our classroom to get our speech! You gave that piece of grocery bag to Fingers! Man, you are one sneaky dude!”

“Yeah, well. If you can climb trees, then I can have brilliant ideas. By the time he discovers he has the wrong map, we’ll be so far away that—”

WOCKA-WOCKA-WOCKA!

A deep, angry whirring noise erupted through the air as six very loud, very shiny, very black helicopters came circling over the treetops.

“I guess he just discovered he has the wrong map,” I said. Zeek smiled a weak smile.

Suddenly, dozens of guys in black bodysuits started sliding down ropes from the helicopters.

“Last one on the ground is ninja lunch!” I said, jumping down to the next branch.

Swip! Swip! Swip! Leaves rustled on the jungle floor. I looked down to see Fingers pointing right up at us—and an army of guys in black jungle outfits climbing fast up our tree.

“Uh-oh,” gasped Zeek. “Ninja sandwich! These guys just don’t give up!”

My mind raced. My mind stalled. Nothing. No plans at all.

Just then, the monkey on my branch curled his tail back, caught a vine, and pulled it over to me.

“Eeep?” it chirped.

Some other monkeys pulled vines over for Zeek and the Emersons. It was just like in the movies!

“Are we thinking what they’re thinking?”

The ninjas closed in from above and below.

“I think so!” cried Zeek.

In a flash we were off, swinging like we’d seen the monkeys do.

Fingers stamped his feet, did his finger thing, and the ninjas started after us.

But we were too quick for them.

From vine to vine and branch to branch Zeek and I swooped like awesome Jungle Spider Danger Guys! “Danger Guys!” we screamed.

The Emersons seemed to like it, too. They swung after us and yelled out, “Danger Adults!”

A few minutes later we slid down our vines and landed on the jungle floor.

“Let’s go!” I cried, tearing off through the trees. “We’re off to see the Lizard!”

My heart was drumming. I pushed on. The jungle was dazzling, the air hot and misty, with sunlight flickering through layers of leaves.

I was really getting into it. Ziiiiip! I ran quickly over roots, through bushes, around trees.

“Faster!” I yelled. I dived ahead of everyone else. It was as if the jungle were calling me.

WHAM! It suddenly said “go away!”

In front of me was a mass of green so tangly and thick I couldn’t even see through it.

“This is one thick hedge!” I rubbed my nose.

Mr. Emerson stepped up behind me. He looked closely at the green tangly stuff in front of me. “This is no hedge. This is a wall!”

He was right. It was a wall, made of stone and overgrown with moss and vines and roots.

It was as high as a house, and it stretched away in both directions as far as we could see.

I listened. Something was different. The jungle was hushed. It was quiet all around us.

Zeek pulled out the map and studied it.

“This wall is hundreds of years old,” Mrs. Emerson said, running her hand over the stones. “There are ancient carvings under these vines.”

“What’s on the other side of the wall?” I asked.

Mrs. E. glanced back. She didn’t say anything.

Zeek slowly folded up the map and tucked it away. “We’re close,” he said. “I can feel it.”

A shiver went up my spine. I could feel it, too. There was something strange about this place. Something eerie. Something—

That’s when I spotted it.

A huge head carved in stone on the wall. It had big slanted eyes, a long snout, and jaws the size of a garage door. It was all overgrown, but I could tell it was a lizard head.

I said it out loud. “We’re here. The Kingdom of the Golden Lizard!”

Zeek bent closer to see.

Suddenly—KKKERRR-SLAHHH! With a horrible sound, the stones in front of us moved. The lizard jaws opened wide, grinding and grinding.

Gunky stuff dripped from the upper jaws, as if the stones hadn’t opened for hundreds of years.

Zeek and I peeked into the widening hole.

We were amazed by what we saw. We stepped forward into the jaws.

GRRR! The ground gave way under our feet!

We tumbled forward and—JUNNG!—the jaws slammed shut behind us!
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“Zeekie!” I screamed as I fell through the stone jaws.

I smushed my nose. Again.

Zeek tumbled into me, and we rolled fast down a dark stone hallway into an open courtyard. Broken columns and crumbled archways stood all around. Every stone was carved with a lizard shape on it.

“Boys!” Mrs. Emerson yelled. “Are you all right?”

I stood up and brushed myself off. “Yeah, we’re okay. I think.” Zeek nodded.

“The entrance is shut tight,” Mr. E. called out. “We’re going to search for another way in.”

“We’ll explore a little,” Zeek called back. We could hear the Emersons tracking away on the other side of the wall.

I looked around. The light flickering through the trees on this side of the wall was different somehow. Brighter. Sunlight danced on the stones.

“Noodle?” whispered Zeek. “Do you get the feeling that…”

“We’ve just entered another world?” I said.

“Yeah, the land that time forgot!”

I ran my hands over the wall carvings. “There are lizards carved everywhere.”

Fat toucans with bright yellow beaks fluttered through the old archways. Their cries echoed among the stones.

Shadows moved here and there over the markings on the ancient walls.

The lizard carvings led to a narrow alley between two rows of big wild plants. Arrow-shaped stones between the plants pointed up ahead to a clearing.

“Looks like we’re supposed to go this way.”

“Careful,” whispered Zeek, grabbing my arm. “I read a book once where these two buddies discovered an ancient temple that was booby-trapped and—”

“Zeek, this is no book. This is real life!”

I stepped on one of the arrow stones, accidentally brushing against one of the leafy green plants.

Suddenly the leaves parted, and I could see a pair of little green jaws opening and closing.

I stopped. “Um … Zeek?”

An instant later—SNAP!—the jaws jumped out at me and took a bite out of my shirtsleeve.

“Whoa!” I stared at the jaws. I stared at my shirt. It finally came to me. “Flytraps!”

SNAP! SNAP! SNAP! An instant later, hundreds of tiny jaws leaped out of the plants and lunged for Zeek and me.

“Guytraps, you mean!” he yelled. “With an appetite! Run!”

But the plants were too quick for us. They blocked our way, forcing us to make a stand.

“Hey!” yelled Zeek, fighting back. “I eat vegetables—they don’t eat me!”

SNAP! SNAP! They lunged closer, biting at our sneakers. “Maybe it’s revenge?” I yelped.

“Whatever!”

In a flash I unbuckled my supply belt and began whipping it at the snarling plants. “Bad broccoli! Back! Back!” I cried.

For an instant, the plants curled away. It gave us the chance we needed. I grabbed Zeek and charged ahead past the wild flowery jaws.

WHACK! WHACK! I swatted and leaped.

“Take that!” I cried.

Finally, we were out the other side.

Zeek looked back into the alley of hungry plants and wiped his forehead. “Kind of gives new meaning to the phrase ‘Plant Food.’”

I held up my torn shirtsleeve. “No table manners at all.” We backed away from the plants.

GRRRR! A strange sound echoed around us.

I turned to Zeek. “Did you hear that?”

GRRRR!

“You mean that?” He shivered. “That noise?”

“Yeah.” The sound faded away.

He shook his head. “Maybe it was nothing.”

I nodded. “Probably nothing.” We stepped into the clearing. On the far side was a high stone wall, and straight ahead, a doorway. “The Golden Lizard must be this way! It looks easy.”

Zeek came up behind me and glanced over my shoulder. “Except for that,” he said, pointing.

“Oh, that,” I said with a smile. He was looking at an ancient stone bridge over a stone pit. We had to cross it to get to the doorway.

“No way,” said Zeek. “Pits are where I really draw the line. I don’t go over old bridges that are booby-trapped to fall into old pits.” He started back toward the killer vegetables.

I grabbed his arm. “Hey, pal, that bridge has been here forever and will be here forever. Besides, big deal, there’s a little pit down there. I mean, what could happen?”

What could happen? Did I really say that?

I started across.

“I can’t believe I’m following you, Noodle. This is sure to end up bad. We’re not just going to walk over this bridge. Oh, no. We’ll fall. And I know there’s something waiting below!”

“Don’t worry,” I said, shooting a look down. It was shiny. “Just a little water in a little pit.”

But Zeek is usually right about things like this.

GRRRR!

He was right this time, too.


[image: image]


NINE

At the exact moment I heard that GRRRR!, the stone bridge, the one that had been there forever and would probably be there forever, tipped forward into the water, and we tumbled off.

Splash! The second we hit the water, the bridge went back to being a bridge again.

Ah! The old booby-trapped bridge trick!

Then I heard something sloshing around at the other end of the pit. The old killer animals in the pit trick?

CHOMP! CHOMP!

“Zeek,” I said. “We’re not alone here.”

Some bumpy things flashed across the water.

Zeek stared. “Maybe they’re friendly?”

CHOMP! CHOMP!

“Or maybe not!”

Two long alligators sloshed toward us. Their jaws opened and shut with a loud snap, practicing for when they ate Zeek and me.

“What’s with everything trying to eat us?” I cried.

“We’re tasty?”

I was about to say my last good-bye to Zeek when—

FWING! FWING! Two vines suddenly appeared dangling above us.

“Who? How? What?” Zeek sputtered.

I looked up into the trees and saw some little, furry brown monkeys swinging away. “Hey, that’s two we owe you!” I yelled.

An instant later, Zeek and I were climbing up the vines, hand over hand. We swung over and jumped down to dry land. The alligators snapped at the open air for a while before going back to their corner of the pit. No lunch for them.

“Whew! Somebody sure doesn’t want us to find the Lizard,” said Zeek. “What next?”

I scanned the trail behind us. We’d survived man-eating plants and man-eating animals. Going back didn’t look too appealing.

We stepped up to the doorway in the wall. “There’s only one way to go.”

Slowly I peeked into the opening. More high stone walls stood in every direction. Each had an opening. Through the opening I could see more walls and more openings. Sunlight flickered down on the walls.

It came to me in a flash. “It’s a maze, Zeek! This is a test! In fact, everything so far has been a test. To see if we can make it!”

“I like Mr. Strunk’s tests better.”

“Oh, I can feel it,” I said. “This is it. The final challenge!”

“You mean, the one that’s going to kill us?”

I made a face and stepped carefully into the maze. I walked from one little room to another, trying to figure out how it worked. It reminded me of something. I wasn’t sure what.

“Don’t worry, pal,” I said, “we’re close to the Golden Lizard now. We’re so close, I can taste it. Which reminds me. Do we, like, have any snacks? I’m hungry.”

Zeek didn’t answer. I turned. No Zeek.

“Zeekie!” I yelled.

“I’m over here!” came his voice from somewhere far away.

“Where are you?”

“I don’t know. I’m getting lost.”

My heart raced. What if there was something deadly in the maze? What if Zeek got lost and never made it out? What if I got lost? What if—

Then, it hit me. Food! I couldn’t stop thinking about food as I walked.

One particular kind of food. Waffles.

I stepped from one little square room to another. Waffles. Waffles. Waffles.

All of a sudden, it came to me. Yes! The maze! It was laid out like the little squares on a waffle!

In an instant I knew which way I had to go. I knew it like I knew my own name!

It was a huge maze and pretty tricky, but once I figured it out, I was through to the other side in twenty minutes flat.

Bright sunlight flickered down through the trees. I stepped out into a beautiful garden.

“Zeek!” I yelled “It’s easy! All you do—”

And there was Zeek, coming out of the maze, smiling. “Pretty crazy, huh?”

“Yeah,” I said. “When I figured out the maze was a waffle, I tried running through like I pour the syrup. In a big N shape. N for Noodle. And it worked!”

“I did a different letter,” he said. “Z for Zeek.”

I thought about that. “Hey, N and Z are the same shape!”

“Yeah, it all depends on how you look at it.” We laughed. Then Zeek stared past me into the garden. I turned. I saw them.

Heads.

Huge heads.

Six-foot-tall heads.

With purple eyes the size of basketballs.

And slithery red tongues sticking out from mouths with long teeth in them.

Big painted lizard heads. They were hideous. They were moving toward us. Closer. Closer!

“Stay cool,” Zeek whispered, backing up.

Sweat ran down my neck. “I wish!”

Suddenly, the painted heads tumbled to the ground. And in their place were—kids! Dozens of kids.

Some were our age, some older and some younger. They all had big wildflowers in their hair, and they were jumping up and down and laughing. It was cool!

A girl stepped forward. “Welcome to the Kingdom of the Golden Lizard. My name is Kalla.”

“Terrific,” I said. “You speak English. I’m Noodle and this is my friend Zeek.”

“I’m Bota,” said a boy. “You must be very brave and clever to have come this far. No one knows about our secret kingdom.”

I shot a look at Zeek. “Sorry,” I said, “but it’s not a secret anymore. Some very bad guys are coming to steal the Golden Lizard. I think we’d better talk to your king and queen so that—”

Bota started laughing. Kalla did, too. “King and queen? You’ve already met us!”

I made a face. “You?”

“All of us,” said Bota. “In our kingdom, all the children rule.”

“As for the Golden Lizard,” Kalla said, “well, it would be difficult to steal.”

Suddenly—RRRRRRR! The ground began to shake.

“Earthquake!” I screamed.

I ducked. Zeek dived.

The children laughed and pointed behind us. We turned to look.

“Whoa!” cried Zeek. “The Golden Lizard!”

“Holy cow!” I gasped. “It’s so—so—big!”

It was the Golden Lizard. And it was big.

Cut into the side of a large hill, hidden under a thick canopy of trees, was the shape of a giant lizard.

And the whole thing was made of gold.

“We like it because it’s shiny,” Bota said. “You see why we keep it a secret.”

Sure, the gold.

But the best part was what happened next.

RRRRRR! The ground shook again.

The rumbling got louder and louder and louder, until—KA-FLOOOOOOM! A huge spray of water burst from the ground right at the top of the hill, at the very tip of the Lizard’s tail.

Wave after wave of water shot up like a fountain and then rushed down the tail, through the body, and into the head of the Golden Lizard, which made a giant swirling pool at the bottom.

“Every ten minutes, the water comes,” said Bota.

I checked my watch.

“Like magic,” said Kalla.

I couldn’t believe it. “Zeek, you know what the Golden Lizard is?”

“Of course.” He nodded slowly. “Every kid knows. It’s a giant, megasize, overlong, extraterrific, superfun WATER SLIDE!”

Some of the kids ran up and jumped on the top of the Lizard’s tail. SPLOOOSH!—they shot down the slide, laughing the whole way.

“I’m next!” I yelled.

Suddenly, I froze.

WOCKA-WOCKA-WOCKA!

“Choppers!” cried Zeek. “Closing in fast!”


[image: image]


TEN

Black shadows circled over the trees.

“They’re back, Noodle,” said Zeek. “Fingers and his ninja creeps! If they find the Lizard, they’ll wreck everything!”

“We need the Emersons,” I said.

“Ah,” said Bota. “That explains the people we found at the entrance to our maze!”

Some giant heads came rustling through the bushes. With them were Mr. and Mrs. Emerson. Their clothes were kind of dirty and messy.

“Fingers’ army came charging toward us,” said Mrs. E. “We were lucky to escape.”

“Okay,” I said. “There’s no time to lose. We need a plan, and I just happen to have—”

“A plan?” said Kalla with a smile. “That’s what I do best!”

I blinked. “But I’m—I usually—”

“We need muscle, too,” said Zeek. “I—”

“Ah! That’s what I’m good at,” said Bota, flexing his arms.

Zeek turned and gave me a blank look.

All the kids crowded around, and Kalla explained her plan.

“Wow!” I said. “I thought we were the ultimate Danger Guys. But you kids sure know your danger stuff.”

“Of course we do,” said Bota. “Our people have been defending the Golden Lizard for centuries.”

The plan was set. The Emersons and Bota ran up to the Lizard. Kalla and the other kids picked up their heads.

WOCKA-WOCKA-WOCKA! The choppers swooped in low. Long ropes dropped out and dozens of ninjas slithered to the ground outside the main wall.

“We’ll never make it!” Zeek cried.

I checked my watch again. “Four minutes, Zeek. We’ll make it.” I punched my thumb in the air. He started to smile. He gave me a thumbs-up, too.

BOOM! An explosion rocked the main wall.

“They’re getting into the maze!” Kalla yelled.

“It’s show time!” I called back.

The kids knew what to do. They put on their huge heads and ran down to the maze.

“Phase one,” I said to Zeek, reaching over to a nearby bush. “You wrap yourself in these nice big leaves. Then I put on one of those heads, and you hoist me up on your shoulders and—”

“Ah,” said Zeek. “I like phase one!”

A few seconds later, Fingers and his army of ninjas broke into the maze and came marching through the little rooms. They had all kinds of ugly-looking guns and bombs and stuff.

They turned a corner and froze at what they saw. A walking plant with a six-foot lizard head staring down at them!

It was excellent! The guys in the front stopped short. The guys in back bumped into the ones in front.

“Halt!” I boomed out. “I am the Great Noodle-Zeek-eek-eek!”

I made my voice really low. It bounced inside the huge head and echoed out the mouth hole.

“Oh!” sighed Dirty Lip. Then he went limp. One of the ninjas caught him as he fell.

“Begone-on-on, you evil creatures-eatures-eatures!” I yelled. “Or I will-ill-ill …”

“Will what?” snarled Fingers. He was trying to act tough. But I could see he was shaking.

“I will … will … do something so-o-o terrible, you won’t like it-it-it! At all-all!”

“Ha!” Fingers shouted. “Well, there’s a hundred of us and only one of you!”

“Oh, yeah?” I boomed. That’s when Fingers ran right into phase two of the incredible action plan—kids!

Kalla and dozens of her friends in oversize painted heads poured into the maze from every direction, hooting and hollering.

“Yikes!” yelled one of the ninjas. He and the others started to run. The painted heads chased them deeper into the maze.

“Hey!” cried Fingers as he ran. “This place is dangerous!”

I had to laugh. He didn’t know how right he was! “Time for phase three, Zeek!”

We jumped out of our head, set it on the ground, climbed up on top, and hoisted ourselves to the top of the maze walls.

“Now!” I shouted. We grabbed superlong vines hanging from the trees, leaped off the walls, and swooped low.

The bad guys were all bunched up in the center of the maze, trying to hide from the big painted heads.

Zeek and I swung right over to Fingers.

That’s when we really got dangerous.

Well, that’s when our sneakers got dangerous.

We bonked Fingers and his ninjas on their heads as we spun on the vines, faster and faster.

It was so cool! Big adventure music was playing in my head. Zeek and I and all the Lizard kids were amazing. Total danger. Total guys. Totally smooth moves.

Fingers was getting dizzy trying to keep away from our dangerous feet.

“But there’s more!” I yelled, glancing at my watch.

“Could it be?” Zeek cried.

“That’s right. Phase four!”

Kalla and the kids ran out of the maze, leaving Fingers and his men swatting at our sneakers.

Kalla waved to Bota and the Emersons at the top of the Golden Lizard. That was the signal. They quickly moved some stones over the mouth of the water spout.

I heard rumbling. I heard churning. The water was building up—fast.

Suddenly—SPLOOSH!—a huge spout of water burst out from under the stones and spilled right over the Lizard.

The water completely flooded the maze, crashing from room to room until it hit the center—right where Zeek and I were making the dizzy guys dizzier.

KA-WHOOOOOOOM!

We’re talking tidal wave! It blew the bad guys off their feet and blasted them through every room of the maze and back out the wall into the jungle!

The whole army of ninjas took off in a flash. Dirty Lip stumbled after them.

I heard Fingers screaming something about never coming back.

“We were incredible!” I shouted.

“A whole kingdom of Danger Guys,” said Zeek, swinging up next to me on the top of the maze. “Doing the old syrup on the waffle trick!”

I smiled. “Yeah, it’s the little things, you know. They come in handy.”
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A few minutes later, the choppers were gone and we stood at the entrance to the kingdom.

“The Golden Lizard of Maribo is safe again,” Mrs. Emerson said.

Bota smiled. “You helped us save it.”

I looked around at the kids. “I don’t think so. We just added a little danger.”

“Danger,” said Kalla. “I like that word.”

“It’s how we make our living,” Zeek said.

Suddenly, I shot a glance up to the vines hanging above us, then over to the Golden Lizard. I nudged Zeek in the arm. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

He followed my gaze and started to smile. “Of course I am! How could I not?”

All the kids laughed. They were thinking it, too.

Zeek and I grabbed the vines and took a running leap. We swooped slowly over the whole kingdom, looking down on the ancient stones, green trees, and wildflowers.

At the top of the Golden Lizard, we let go.

KA-FLOOOM! Perfect timing!

We flew down that megasize, extraterrific, superfun water slide! We slooshed and tumbled through turn after turn, until—SPLASH!—we hit the huge pool at the bottom. The head of the Golden Lizard.

It was the ride of our lives!

At the bottom, Zeek and I jabbed our thumbs up.

A hundred little thumbs went up, too.

“Wow!” Zeek gasped. “Does it get any better than this?” I knew the answer to that.

In ten minutes, we were hiking back through the jungle with the Emersons. Two parrots flapped by us, cawing. A family of spider monkeys swooped in the trees overhead. “Eeep! Eeep!” they chirped.

All of a sudden, Zeek stopped and held up his hand. We all froze and listened.

“The kids,” said Zeek. “They’re sliding down the Lizard.”

“Laughing,” I said.

It was amazing to think about it. A secret world in the jungle. A world where kids rule!

I think we all felt good that the Golden Lizard was going to be safe.

WHRRR! A sound came from overhead!

We looked up. Coming in slowly over the treetops was a huge white shape.

“The blimp!” I cried.

“You betcha!” called a voice from inside. A crusty old face leaned out and smiled.

“Montana Smith!” shouted Zeek.

“The one and only!” the old pilot said. “This here floating cigar scooped me up, and here I am. Come on up. They got food—and lots of it! Heh-heh!”

A moment later, Zeek and I were gliding over the treetops, climbing a ladder up to the blimp. As we swung there, I could see all the way across the green jungle to the coast in the distance. Ships dotted the water like tiny specks.

“Our folks are out there somewhere on their cruise,” said Zeek.

“Yeah,” I said. “Hey, Zeek?”

“Yeah?”

“I’ve been thinking. It’s like, wherever we go, whatever we do, we find danger.”

“I know what you mean,” he said. He was quiet for a while. “Noodle, do you think it will always be like this? You and me, finding danger?”

I thought about that. The sunlight was turning orangey-red. A breeze swept quietly over the green treetops.

I breathed it all in. I had to smile.

“Yeah,” I said. “Always.”
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