


[image: 001]




[image: 001]
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—Jordan Weisman
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Nathan Richards stared up at the tall security fence towering over him. Despite the clouds gathering in the dark sky, sporadic moonlight glinted from the tight wire strands. Late-night traffic whizzed through Chicago and echoed through the surrounding alleys and narrow streets. The barrier surrounded a storage facility not far from his home. It looked intimidating, especially to someone who had to break in.


At least if the police catch me, Dad won’t have to go far to come get me. He steered his mind away from that unpleasant thought in case he jinxed himself. The night would go a lot better if he didn’t get caught.

Are we going to do this?

Irritated, Nathan glanced at his companion, but of course he couldn’t see him. He couldn’t see lost souls if he just looked at them on the home frequency. He pulled his iPhone from his pocket and tilted it so he could see his companion’s reflection on the screen. “If we could do this, I’d let you slip in there and get what you need. Otherwise it’s just me doing this, and I don’t want to get busted.”

The old man pulled fretfully at his beard, combing his fingers through the salt-and-pepper-colored tangle. His face was pale and thin, and his eyes looked like deep pits in his skull. He was short, not much taller than Nathan, but was way older than Nathan’s  thirteen years—older even than Nathan’s dad.


Sorry. The old man seemed to shrink in on himself. Dressed in rags and an ill-fitting hoodie, he looked like someone who had been thrown away. That was kind of what had happened to him. Then he’d died.

Nathan immediately felt like a bully, and he didn’t like that feeling. He’d dealt with bullies a lot at school, and he didn’t want to end up becoming one.

“It’s not you. I apologize.” Nathan put his iPhone away and contemplated the fence again. “I’m just having a bad day and I shouldn’t be taking it out on you.”

Actually, it was more like a bad four weeks. That was how long he’d been seeing lost souls and how long it had been since he’d seen his mom swept away by a soul vulture.

And there hadn’t been a thing he could have done about it.


For what it’s worth, I appreciate you doing this, Nathan. You’re very kind. I’m glad I found you. Herman’s voice sounded more confident.

“Yeah, well let’s see if it gets done before you start thanking me.”

Nathan felt a chill and he knew the lost soul had hovered closer to him. It was weird how attuned to them he’d become. Of course, part of becoming attuned to them had been learning how to not let all of them in all of the time. Mostly it was about avoiding reflective surfaces. Otherwise he’d never get any sleep at night.

Nathan had connected with Herman Borowitz through Eddie Dewar, a fry cook at the Easy Times Diner. Eddie had died several months ago, but he still hung around the diner, and Nathan occasionally asked him for advice. He didn’t know much about Kukulkan and the Game, but Eddie did know about lost souls.

Nathan stepped out of the shadows and adjusted the bolt cutters  inside his jacket. He wrapped his gloved fingers in the wire mesh of the fence. “If you see anybody, maybe you could yell. Or something.” Now that he was listening for Herman, Nathan could hear him.

Surely. You can count on me.


Great. That makes me feel all better. Nathan clambered up the fence, pushing his tennis shoes against it as he grabbed fresh holds with his hooked fingers. The bolt cutters inside his jacket thudded against the fence as he went up. He paused at the top of the fence, knowing he hadn’t broken any laws. Yet. But once he touched down inside the fence, he was a criminal. That was a bigger step than the physical act of climbing into the storage lot. Taking a deep breath, he dropped from the fence and tried to land on his feet. Instead, he misjudged the distance, came down wrong, and ended up falling in a loose sprawl that scraped his cheek and chin. Pain burned his face.


Are you all right? Herman sounded like he was right next to Nathan.

“Yeah. I’m terrific.”

That looked like it hurt.

Embarrassed, Nathan pushed himself to his feet and dusted off his dark jacket and black jeans. It was his version of spy gear for the night’s mission.

“Nah. I rolled with it.”

Looks like you rolled on your chin kinda hard.

“Did anyone see?”


No, we’re still alone. But I was watching you. In case you broke your neck. Herman leaned in, coldness brushing up against Nathan, and lowered his voice to a whisper. But don’t worry. This will be our secret.


“Thanks. Not exactly what I meant.” Nathan had expected alarms to flare to life. “Want to guide me to your storage unit?”

Herman walked beside Nathan and gave him directions through the squat one-story buildings. Nathan felt like he was walking through a Lego world, because all the brick structures were the same size and had bright orange doors.

He kept a map of the maze in his mind as he went. It was a skill he’d honed from playing video games. In the games, his habit of memorizing paths had saved him from trolls and kobolds and other nasties. Tonight he hoped it would keep him out of the hands of security.

In front of unit B-38, Nathan pulled out the bolt cutters and eyed the two locks on the storage unit’s sliding door. The locks looked really thick.


Is there a problem? Herman sounded close, and as always, it kind of creeped Nathan out that an invisible guy could follow him so close.

“I just wish we had the keys to these locks.”

We would have had to break into the morgue to get them.

“No.” Nathan was adamant about that. Aside from the idea of hanging around in a refrigerated room with a bunch of dead bodies, the idea of being around newly made lost souls freaked him out. “The bolt cutters are fine. We’re good to go.”

I’m glad, because I think breaking into the morgue would have been much more difficult. Also, it’s pretty unnerving looking at my body lying there.

Nathan shivered at the image.

I kept wanting to reach over and give myself a shake. Just to wake me up, you know?

“Maybe we could not talk about that part.”

Carefully, Nathan clamped the jaws of the bolt cutters onto the first lock. He set himself, then squeezed the handles together as hard as he could. The metal snapped with a surprising metallic ting that sounded really loud in the enclosed space. He froze and looked around, expecting a police SWAT team to suddenly rappel from attack helicopters with searchlights focused on him.

That looked easy. Was it easy?

Trying to relax, Nathan shrugged as if this was something he did every night. “It wasn’t as hard as I thought it was going to be.”

He set the bolt cutters again and snapped through the second lock. Then he lifted the locks out and laid them gingerly on the paved ground. Squatting, he caught hold of the handle at the bottom of the door and pulled. The pulleys shrilled as the metal door rolled up.

Pausing again to listen for any response to the noise, Nathan struggled to control his breathing. He wanted to run, but even more, he wanted to help Herman if he could. When none of the night sounds around him changed, he took a small flashlight from his jacket pocket and switched it on.

He shined the harsh yellow light on the contents of the storage unit and stepped inside.

 



 




For a moment Nathan thought he’d discovered a community garbage pile. Broken chairs, partially deconstructed lawn mowers, small appliances, several lawn gnomes and dozens of other things in various states of disrepair occupied the available space inside the unit.

“Starting your own junk yard?” Nathan eased around a scarred baby crib that had seen better days.


These are all things that I planned on fixing. Herman stood beside Nathan. I’m good with my hands, and there’s always someone who can use what I can refurbish. Another coat of paint, some tender loving care, and all of these things can be given to people who can’t afford them otherwise.


Nathan glimpsed Herman trailing behind him in the dead eye of a television set. The old guy gazed around like he was confused.

I just hate seeing things get thrown away when there’s still some good in them.

“Yeah. I guess so. But people like to upgrade sometimes.”

Herman shook his head. That’s a waste.


Nathan felt like pointing out the differences between the Game-Cube and the Wii, but decided not to. Herman didn’t look like he’d played many video games. Increasingly nervous, because the street noises sounded louder in the storage locker, Nathan glanced around.

“How am I supposed to find the key?”

It’s over there. In the jewelry box in the corner.

Nathan peered through the gloom and spotted a jewelry box about the size of his netbook between a unicycle and a Barbie Dream House.

Gently, Nathan moved the unicycle aside and picked up the jewelry box. When he opened it, he found a small key lying on the felt bed.

“You never said what this key is for.”

A safe deposit box in a bank.

“You have a safe deposit box and a storage shed?” Nathan couldn’t believe it. “Most homeless people have bags or maybe a cart.”


I had those too. I just had this other stuff as well. Herman sighed. I didn’t set out to be homeless, Nathan. It just sort of hap - pened. First there was the divorce. Then I lost my job. I couldn’t  even help support my kids, and they seemed happier with their mother’s new husband than they’d ever been with me.


Nathan felt sorry for the old man. Until lately, Nathan had never known his mother. He still didn’t know his father, even though he lived with him. Dr. Peter Richards stayed chronically busy with his work at the university and at the Field Museum. He was one of the foremost experts in Chicago in his field.


Now that I’m dead, I just want my sons to know that I loved them. Herman’s voice sounded weak and distant. I want them to know that I hadn’t forgotten them. That safe deposit box has birthday cards and letters I never sent them. But I want them to have them now.


“Wouldn’t they have gotten them anyway?”


Nathan, those people in the morgue don’t even know who I am. I’m going to be buried in a pauper’s grave. Or cremated. Herman paused. My. I hadn’t thought about that. You don’t suppose I’ll feel anything when they do that, do you?


“No.” Nathan gave that answer because he didn’t really know and he didn’t like the possibility that the old man would feel anything. It was . . . well, creepy.

Outside the storage unit, a car engine echoed in the alley, growing steadily closer.

“Time to go.” Before he put the box back, Nathan slipped an old, faded driver’s license from it and zipped it into his jacket pocket with the key. He shut off the flashlight and hurried toward the front of the unit. Now in the dark, he tripped over something he couldn’t see and went sprawling.
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Furniture, toys, and junk cascaded around Nathan in a clattering Armageddon. Herman’s whisper blew cold air into Nathan’s ear. Has anyone ever told you that you’re not exactly graceful?


Nathan pushed himself up. “I don’t have Daredevil’s radar sense. Darkness is not my friend.” He tried to move more stealthily toward the entrance.

Light suddenly shone outside the storage unit and the engine noise sounded much closer.

The security guard is coming to check the noise.

“You think?” Nathan paused at the front of the unit and tried to figure out what to do. For sure the open door would be seen. It was just a matter of when the—

“Hey! Kid! What are you doing in there?” The security van rolled closer to the storage unit.


Run! Herman brushed up against Nathan again, cold as ice.

Panicked, Nathan propelled himself out of the storage unit and streaked through the alleys between the buildings, backtracking the maze.

The security guard trained a spotlight on Nathan, and his shadow—impossibly long and lean—ran out ahead of him.

“Hey, you! Kid! Stop where you are or you’re gonna be in a lot of trouble!”


I’m already in a lot of trouble. Nathan caught hold of the corner of a building in order to cut his turn more tightly. Three more turns, with the van roaring behind him, and he was headed for the fence. There wasn’t a lot of open space, but the van was catching up, and he still had to make the climb.

He threw himself at the fence and clawed up it with his fingers for all he was worth. Halfway to the top, the security van came around the corner and roared straight at him, covering him with its headlights.

When he reached the top of the fence, Nathan threw himself over and dropped to the pavement on the other side, going down on one knee and throwing out his arms for balance.

The van roared straight at him. Partially blinded by the lights, Nathan watched, frozen in fear, as the vehicle raced toward him. For a moment, he thought the guard was going to drive through the fence and flatten him.

Then the brakes shrilled and the van slowed but still came fast enough that it couldn’t stop before nosing into the fence. The link mesh screamed and cut into the vehicle’s front end, gouging paint and leaving creases. But it held.


Oh man, that was close. Nathan swallowed hard. Then he pushed himself to his feet and ran into the shadows.
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Twenty minutes later, still shaking from the close call, Nathan stopped at a convenience store on his way home. He bought a hot chocolate and got change for the pay phone out front. He sipped the hot chocolate and tried to stop shaking. It was the end of May in Chicago, maybe a little cooler than average tonight, but he knew the temperature wasn’t why he  was shaking.


It’s kind of late, don’t you think? Herman was a breath of colder air in Nathan’s left ear.

Glancing at the convenience store’s glass window, Nathan saw the grayed image of Herman standing beside him. The old man looked like a drowned cat. Nathan took out his phone and checked the time. “It’s only eleven-twenty. That makes it nine-twenty out in Seattle. Your son will still be up.”

Finding Simon Borowitz’s phone number had taken Nathan a couple days of Internet searching, but he’d finally tracked the man down. His website said he was a software designer and Little League baseball coach, and he seemed like a nice guy.

It’s kind of late to make a call like this, isn’t it?

Nathan shook his head. Just called to let you know your dad is dead. Sorry you never got the chance to meet him. Not exactly something you’d find on a Hallmark card. “This isn’t a call that’s ever going to come at a good time. Trust me.”

Nathan knew that for a fact. He’d had to make a few of those phone calls over the last few weeks. Helping lost souls usually wasn’t easy, but he didn’t try to escape it. They needed help and helping them felt good. Most of the time. Some of the lost souls refused to appreciate his limitations and didn’t like when he refused to do certain things.


I suppose. Herman sounded worried. I wish the boys had stayed here in Chicago. Then maybe I could have seen them.



But you still wouldn’t have been able to talk to them. Nathan felt sorry for the old man. “Look, Herman, you want to leave this stuff—these cards and letters—for your kids. I think that’s cool. Kids need to know their dads care about them. But if you don’t want me to make this call—”


No. You’re right. I do want you to tell Simon. He can tell John. In the reflection Herman looked even sadder. This is the best I can do. I mean, the best we can do.


“You’re doing the right thing.” Nathan pulled up the phone number he’d gotten from the Internet and punched it into the pay phone. He didn’t use his cell for some of the calls he made on behalf of the lost souls because he was concerned about certain calls being tracked back to him.

A man answered at the other end. “Hello?”

“Mr. Simon Borowitz?”

Suspicion tightened the man’s words. “Who is this?”

“Mr. Borowitz, I have some bad news.” Nathan took a deep breath and told the man his father was dead. There was no easy way to say that. “I’ve got your address. I’m sending you a key to a safe deposit box your dad has in a local bank. He wanted you to have what’s in that box. I’m also sending you an old copy of his driver’s license so you’ll be able to identify him.”

“Is this some kind of sick joke?”

“It’s no joke, and I really am sorry.” Nathan felt hollowed out as he gazed at the reflection of Herman standing at his side. The old man had his hooded head turned down toward his feet. “Your dad, he’s been homeless for a long time. I think now that he’s dead, it would be a nice thing for you to take him from the morgue and find him a home.”

“I’m going to call the police! You can’t just—”

Nathan hung up the phone. He couldn’t help how people took the news. Something like this, it was always hard, and there was always a lot of pain. Even when people didn’t think there should be. The pain he felt in sympathy with the lost souls he was helping—and those they left behind—surprised him every time.

He reached into his jacket and took out the preaddressed padded envelope he’d brought. He tucked the key and the driver’s license into it. Neither the envelope nor the contents carried his fingerprints. He’d figured out pretty quickly what he should do to stay safe from people unhappy with his efforts.


Nathan . . . thank you. Thank you for everything you’ve done. Silver streaks ran down Herman’s withered cheeks in the reflection.

Nathan smiled a little at the man and felt better than he’d felt in days, but he was sad too. The old man would be on his way now. “No prob, Herman. I hope wherever you go that you’re happy.”


You too. Herman shoved his bony fists into the pockets of his hoodie and then turned and walked away. Even in the reflection, he just faded away and Nathan couldn’t see him anymore.

Feeling tired now, Nathan picked up his hot chocolate and walked back home. He slid the envelope into a mailbox on the street corner.

 



 




Back home, Nathan climbed up the drainpipe beside his room and slid back inside through the window. His computer monitor showed it was ten minutes before midnight, but he didn’t feel sleepy. Part of his restlessness came from the events of the night, and part of it was insomnia from his ADHD. He just didn’t need as much sleep as most people.

But the biggest cause for his sleeplessness was the game, the physical manifestation of the Game he had to play against Kukulkan for the fate of the human race . . . no pressure there, by the way. The board and pieces sat on the corner of his desk. He’d given up trying to put the game away. Over the last four weeks, he’d put it in his closet, returned it to his father’s bedroom where  he’d found it and taken it without asking, and even had tossed it into a trash can on his way to school. That actually had been kind of scary, because he’d changed his mind and rushed back to the trash can during lunch only to find the sanitation department had already made its pickup.

No matter what he did, the game was always there in his room when he got back. And it always had that one white piece sitting on the board, just waiting for him to take his turn. The game taunted him by its silence, and Kukulkan made it worse because he hadn’t been around either.

The board was flat and was printed with a series of concentric circles. The outer ring marked the passage of time, and the inner circles represented the frequencies, the different aspects of the true world. The white and black game pieces sat in the reserves spaces, and the dice were placed neatly one on each side of the board.

His opponent had already placed the jaguar piece on the white starting position. All Nathan had to do was roll the dice and place a piece on his starting position.

Except he wasn’t going to do that. The first time he’d played the Game against Kukulkan, he’d been reunited with his mother. She died giving birth to him on an archaeological dig in Mexico. Nathan still didn’t know what his parents were thinking by staying there when she was so close to having him—that seemed pretty dumb. But there was a lot he didn’t know about his parents.

For a while, four weeks ago, he’d thought he might get to know his mom. When he’d turned thirteen, he’d met Kukulkan, the Mayan god who had created the Game that a Champion had to play for the fate of their species in the world. Nathan had finally been given access to the powers he’d been given at birth by Kukulkan, and his mom found him and tried to explain the Game.  She’d taught him how to navigate through the frequencies and filter the lost souls, but mostly she just was his mom. He learned on his own, however, that playing the Game had a price.

Nathan was the current Champion for the human race, descended from a long line of family destined to play the Game against Kukulkan. According to Mayan calendars, the world would shift on December 21, 2012. The Game determined if humans continued into that new world. It wasn’t like playing Monopoly or Nanovor—if the Champion lost, the whole species would be wiped out.

Having unique powers and traveling the frequencies was cool. Nathan enjoyed that. He’d even liked getting to know Kukulkan, who was so different from Nathan’s dad—more present, more knowable, and definitely more fun.

In the end, though, Kukulkan had betrayed Nathan and stolen his mother away. She’d been taken by a soul vulture, a winged monster that turned souls into feathers and wore them like a fighter pilot wore combat kills. Once, when Nathan had gotten close to a soul vulture, he had heard the voices of those who had been captured. They were eerie and horrifying and very, very sad.

Since losing his mom, Nathan had refused to play the Game.

And he’d lost his powers to travel the frequencies. He hated that most of all. He’d gotten used to the idea of moving in and out of his primary frequency—the real world—whenever he wanted. He enjoyed it, except maybe when there were things on the other frequencies waiting to kill him. He could still fly every night in his dreams because Kukulkan had given him that gift on his birthday, but that only whetted his appetite for the frequencies. All he had in his dreams was his imagination. The frequencies were so much cooler than anything he could imagine, and that was saying a lot.

Tired but antsy, Nathan lay on his back on his bed and glared at the stacks of books and comics and graphic novels and video games. None of it appealed to him. He didn’t even want to poke around on FaceSpace and see what other people at school were up to.

Against his will, he looked at the wall over the game. Six pictures of his mom, Professor Felicima Diego Barrera Richards, were taped there. His dad was in four of them. Looking at the pictures made him sad, but he couldn’t bear to take them down. He wanted to be able to see her.

Someone knocked on his door. Nathan decided to ignore it. No one came into his room by choice.

“Nathan.” To his amazement, he realized it was his dad, who never came to his room. “Look, I know you’re up. I want to talk to you.”
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Nathan tried to think of some excuse not to answer the door and couldn’t. “Nathan.” His dad knocked again.

“Coming.” Reluctantly, Nathan heaved himself off the bed and shuffled across the floor, kicking dirty clothes out of his way to make a path on the floor.

As he reached for the doorknob, Nathan mentally reviewed everything that had happened at the storage place earlier. He was nearly certain that things had happened too quickly for the security guard to recognize him, and he still had his wallet, so he knew he hadn’t left any identification behind.

But had there been cameras? He wasn’t sure. He hadn’t checked and now he couldn’t remember. He should have thought about cameras—every spy video game he played used cameras to try to catch the hero. Had he gotten his photograph taken? Had the police used some kind of facial recognition software to find out who he was? The world was getting entirely too creepy to be anything but a law-abiding teenager.

Nathan opened the door. His dad was standing in the darkened hallway.

Dressed in a rumpled button-down Oxford shirt, and khaki slacks, with one blue sock and one brown sock and no shoes, and with his tie hanging loose, Peter Richards looked exactly like the  stereotype of a university professor and museum curator, an image reinforced by his glasses and his graying hair and beard. He was the kind of professor you loved or hated, because he got carried away by his passion for his subject and was unlikely to notice if you weren’t just as excited as him.

“Hey.” Nathan stood in the doorway.

His dad looked at him for a moment. “I thought maybe we’d talk.”

“Okay.”

His dad waited and then gestured awkwardly. “I thought maybe we’d talk inside your room.”

“I was about to go to bed.” Nathan instantly decided that even if he had to turn out the light and lie in bed in the dark for hours, it was better than talking to his dad.

“You can stay up a little longer. This is important.”

Nathan poked his head out the door and gazed down the hallway. There were no cops. His Uncle William and cousin Alyssa were missing too, so this wasn’t some kind of intervention.

“Sure.” Nathan stepped back.

“There’s a chair.” Nathan pointed at the chair in front of his desk and then sat on his bed. It was weird sitting there looking at his dad, waiting for him to speak. Nathan hadn’t done that since he was four or five, and usually that had been to listen to his dad talk about some artifact or another.

His dad sat down and looked even more uncomfortable. “Did I interrupt anything?”

“I was watching television.”

His dad glanced at the muted television, and Nathan felt like an idiot. The show was SpongeBob SquarePants. Not something cool like Avatar or Wolverine.

“Oh. Well, you can always DVR it.”

“It’s okay. I’ve seen this one. I was just about asleep.” Nathan waited. This was the way they’d been having conversations since he was a kid. It was all uphill, and seemed like whoever talked first was the loser.

“I came into your room this morning.”

Nathan felt a hot core of suspicion and anger bloom in his chest, but he tried not to show it. His room was off limits. Everyone knew that. “Why?”

“You know I normally respect your privacy. As you recall, I even managed to limit William’s visitations since he moved in with us after his divorce. That wasn’t easy to enforce.”

Uncle William was obsessively determined to clean Nathan’s room. That would have involved moving a lot of stuff and making it hard for all that stuff to be found again.

“I don’t go into your room.” Nathan immediately regretted saying that, but it just popped out of his mouth.

“I have always trusted that to be true, but I suppose I was wrong.” His dad pointed at the game. “I distinctly remember that being put away. In my room.”

Shamed, Nathan struggled for something to say. He had nothing.

“As to why I was in your room, I was looking for the book on Mayan mythology that I lent you a few weeks ago. You haven’t brought it back, and I need it for a project I’m working on for the museum.”

“Oh.” Nathan had been trying to find out more information about Kukulkan and the Game. So far, he’d gotten most of his information from his mother’s journals. Those were in a desk drawer, and he’d copied some of them onto a hidden website he’d set up so he could access the information away from home.

“I didn’t find the book.”

“I’ve got it. I meant to bring it back before now. It’s in my locker. At school.”

“That’s good. That’s a rare copy and would be hard to replace. Please bring it back as soon as you can.” His dad leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “Nathan, I don’t mind you having the game. Your mother wanted you to have it.”

“Then why didn’t you give it to me?”

“Honestly, I forgot about it.”


Like you forgot about her? His resentment flared. His mom was cool. She’d talked to him like he was a person, maybe been a little bossy about responsibility and homework, but she’d cared about him. Now she was gone.

“Maybe I can’t forget about her as easily as you can.”

Angry spots of color darkened his dad’s cheeks, and for a split second Nathan thought maybe he’d gone too far. Pain showed in his father’s eyes, and the pain won out over the anger.

“Nathan, I haven’t forgotten about your mother. It’s . . . it’s just hard for me to talk about her.” His dad glanced at the photographs taped on the wall. “I . . . she was a special person. Very special.”

“You don’t act like she was special. You never talk about her.”

“That’s not true.”

Nathan knew better than to argue. Nobody ever won in an argument between them. They fought only enough to keep space between them and ensure independence.

“Why did you go into my room?”

Caught off guard, Nathan scrambled to come up with an answer. The Game had drawn him to his dad’s bedroom by clicking pieces together. The noise had sent Nathan’s curiosity spiraling, and he’d had to find the source of the sound. When he’d  discovered the game, he couldn’t leave it behind.

His dad held up a hand and shook his head with a sigh. “Never mind. I know I was curious about my dad’s things too.” He smiled wistfully. “Man, he had such cool stuff. He’d traveled all over the world, had so many collections—kachina dolls, Russian puzzle eggs, Roman coins. He gave me the coins. I’ve still got them.”

Nathan knew that. He’d seen them.

Twisting in the chair, his dad gathered up the game pieces and the dice and then picked up the board. He glanced around and then nodded toward a folded television tray. “Can we use that?”

Although he dreaded the idea of touching the Game again because it got harder and harder not to play, Nathan grabbed the television tray and set it up between them.

His dad laid down the game board and replaced the pieces. “Do you know how to play?”

“Not really.” That was evidently the truth. In his first Game, he’d beaten Kukulkan, but he hadn’t defeated the god the right way. As a result, Kukulkan had allowed the soul vulture to take Nathan’s mom.

“Your mom was looking forward to teaching you to play. The game really isn’t that hard. Simple logic and board positioning.”

“Except the dice rolls don’t always come up with what you need.”

“No, they don’t. That’s the element of luck, or the favor of the gods. The Mayans were big believers in both. Looks like you’ve already started the game. Why don’t you take white?”

Nathan hesitated. He’d avoided the Game after everything in his life had seemed to come apart. He felt the need to play, and it was harder and harder to resist.

“Just play.” Evidently his dad mistook Nathan’s hesitation as a lack of confidence. His dad picked up the wooden dice. “I’ll walk  you through the strategy. Your mother and I played this a lot.” He smiled. “I enjoyed this because she almost always beat me at Scrabble. And checkers. She could really play checkers. But I was good at this. We broke even most of the time. That really bothered your mom, but she never said why.”

The idea of beating his dad at the Game really appealed to him. And he was going to play the white pieces, which were Kukulkan’s when they played the Game. This game wouldn’t count against him. He hoped.

“Sure. It’s your turn.”

Play progressed quickly, and Nathan discovered his father was a skilled player.

“What do you know about this game?” Having just won a battle, his dad studied the board and then moved Nathan’s losing piece back to the white starting position.

Nathan groaned inwardly. This game wasn’t going the way he’d hoped. His dad was mopping the floor with him. The dice just wouldn’t fall the way he needed them to.

“Not much.” Nathan rolled and moved another piece, trying desperately to catch his dad’s piece.

“It’s based on an ancient Mayan legend. This game is the reason we were down in Palenque.”

“Really?”

“Yes. Your mom and I have seen a few other game boards and pieces, mostly poorly made copies, but this one has been handed down in her family for generations.”

“So how old is it?” That was something Nathan was dying to know.

His dad shrugged and moved a piece closer to the center and then moved the sun piece ahead one space. “I couldn’t tell you. I don’t think your mom knew either.”

“Did you ever try running tests on it?”

“Your mom wouldn’t allow that.” His dad grinned a little. “I think she really liked the mystery. I suppose it made it easier to believe that her family had possessed it for thousands of years.”

“Thousands?”

“Yeah. Kind of cool, huh?”

Nathan rolled the dice and again came up with a low number.

“Your mom said that her grandfather gave her the board and told her she’d be playing Kukulkan for the fate of the human race.” His dad landed on another of Nathan’s pieces with his jaguar. They both rolled, and his dad won the battle again. He moved Nathan’s piece out one ring and across the board. Nathan hated that jaguar.

“Did she believe that?”

“I think she wanted to.”

Nathan hesitated. “Did you?”

His dad looked up at him and shook his head. “I’m an archaeologist, Nathan. I deal only in documentable evidence.”

Considering everything he’d discovered in the past month, his dad’s reply made Nathan sad, but that was just his dad’s way. If it wasn’t a fact, if it wasn’t measurable, if it didn’t behave in the same manner every time, he didn’t want to deal with it.

Two moves later, the sun piece reached the end of its run. His dad had beat him by getting two pieces to the center of the board. Nathan hadn’t scored at all.

His dad glanced at his watch. “It’s getting late, and I’m not as young as I used to be. If you’d like, maybe we could play again sometime.”

“Sure.” Nathan wondered if he’d have graduated college before that happened.

For just a moment, his dad hesitated. “Nathan, I’m glad you got the game. I don’t know when or if I would have remembered it. I guess I just blocked it out of my mind.” He glanced at the pictures on the wall. “Some things . . . they’re just hard to think about. Even after all this time.” He rubbed the back of his neck, a habit when he was puzzled or stymied. “I never expected that, you know.”

A lump formed in Nathan’s throat as he looked at his mom’s face and remembered how scared she’d been when the soul vulture got her. The way his dad had lost her couldn’t have been much different. Except it wasn’t his fault. “Yeah.”

“But I’d rather you didn’t sneak into my room again. If you want something, all you have to do is ask.”

Not trusting his voice with the guilt and resentment swirling in his gut, Nathan nodded. His dad said that, but Nathan knew it wasn’t true. His dad forgot a lot of things he’d asked for. Mostly he seemed to just forget about Nathan. But Nathan knew he got more freedom that way than other kids his age. It was a good trade-off.

“And keep the game out where we can get to it. I really would like to play you again.”

“I’d like that.” Nathan meant that even though he didn’t think a repeat session was going to happen. He watched his dad leave and pull the door closed behind him.

For just a moment, Nathan forgot about unfinished homework, how he still felt uneasy around Alyssa and her friends, and the fact that even though Arda wasn’t a friend, he was keeping his distance and was not taunting or bullying Nathan anymore. That was a plus.

Tired, Nathan lay back on the bed and thought about going to sleep. After all, he’d helped Herman Borowitz get his things to his sons, and he hadn’t gotten caught at the storage place. Maybe the  day hadn’t been so bad after all.

Then he glanced at the Game once more sitting on the corner of his desk. The same white piece was back in the opening move.

Nathan wanted to shout his frustration, but that would only wake the house and he wasn’t sure if Kukulkan would hear him. He was a god, right? Gods didn’t have to listen if they didn’t want to. At least, if he had the kind of power Kukulkan had, that was how Nathan would set things up.

“It’s not gonna happen.” Nathan stared up at the ceiling and tried to see past it. “I’m not gonna play. I’m done with all that, so you can just magic away all you want to. It won’t do any good.”

The Game sat there.

“Are you listening?” Nathan’s voice thickened with emotion. “I’m not gonna play that stupid Game until I understand what I’m playing for. You took my mom away. If I play again, I want to know what the stakes are before I start.”

Nathan glared at the Game as his voice faded away within the confines of the bedroom. At that moment, the tape holding one of the pictures of his dad and mom together curled away from the wall. The photo glided through the air and landed in the center of the game board.
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“Nathan, wake up. You’ve got to get your day started.” Alyssa’s sing-song voice would have fit an early episode in a season of American Idol: off-pitch and warbling. She had a great voice and could sing fantastically well. She was deliberately needling him. “Nathan, wakey-wakey.”

Although he wanted to yell at her to go away, Nathan resisted the impulse. Any response would give the win to his cousin. Besides, his alarm hadn’t gone off, and until it did, he wasn’t going to—

Music blared from his computer, a death-metal roar that filled his room.

On the other side of his bedroom door, Alyssa screamed in protest. “Turn off that horrid noise pollution this instant, Nathan Richards!”

Under the pillow, Nathan grinned. Score! Being able to irritate Alyssa first thing in the morning was great. Maybe it was even an omen of a good day. He definitely needed one.

The door opened and Alyssa strode in. Nathan peeked under his pillow and watched his cousin march across the room to his computer. Like that would do any good. He’d passcode protected—

Alyssa reached for the wall outlet and unplugged his computer and then switched off the battery backup. The monitor went dark like an eye closing, and the death metal came to an abrupt stop.

“Hey!” Nathan exploded out of bed. “You can’t do that. You could damage my computer.”

Alyssa placed the power cord in one of Nathan’s hands and smiled sweetly. “Not as much as that music could damage your brain. Trust me. Now. Breakfast. School.”

Blond and two years older than Nathan, Alyssa was beautiful and smart. Not only that, she fit in with everybody at school, all the geeks and the jocks and the freaks. Every group claimed her. Today she wore her hair up in a fashionably chic style, and had on a charcoal and Kelly green cowl-necked sweater and a black skirt over green leggings tucked into charcoal gray Ugg boots. The Fashion Police had never written up Alyssa Richards.

“See you downstairs in five minutes.” Taking another look at him, Alyssa grimaced. “On second thought, see you downstairs in ten. You need a shower. Do something with that hair.” She gazed around the room, which looked like a laundry terrorist had detonated a bomb. “And I hope you can find clean clothes.”

“I’ve got clean clothes.”

She left him standing there with the power cord in his hand.

As Nathan plugged the computer back into the wall, he glanced at the game. The picture of his mom and dad still lay in the center.

Last night he’d had trouble going to sleep. The idea that he might get to play again for his mom hadn’t left him alone. It was still bumping around inside his head. He wanted her back, and he wanted to be able to travel the frequencies again.

The problem was that he didn’t trust himself. He knew that. He’d beaten every game he’d ever played—except this one. His dad’s win over him last night had reinforced that.

Nathan couldn’t afford to play because he couldn’t afford to lose. Not a second time.

Just to be rebellious, Nathan arrived in the kitchen eleven minutes later. Alyssa ignored him. She just turned the page in the book she was reading at the breakfast table like she was totally absorbed in the material. But she probably wasn’t acting. Her mind was like a sponge.

“Good morning, Nathan.” Uncle William stood at the stove with tongs in hand as he turned breakfast sausages. He was a slightly younger, slightly heavier version of his brother. “Get a plate. Everything’s ready.”

Reluctantly, Nathan hung his backpack on a peg by the door, grabbed a plate, and began filling it from the dishes on the counter. Uncle William added three sausages.
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