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To Daniel. You inspire me.


DEPOSITORY FOR IMPOSSIBLE ARCHAEOLOGY

Pontus Dippel positioned his forehead against the scanner next to the elevator.

He wanted to do one last pass before he left for the night. The items downstairs, collected from all corners of the globe, were some of the rarest and most valuable artifacts in the world. Now they were safely stored in the Depository for Impossible Archaeology beneath the Institute for Post-Human Research.

A green beam flashed across his forehead, and the elevator doors slid open with a ding. Pontus entered, and two guard-bots wheeled in behind him as the doors closed.

When the elevator doors opened again, he was deep underground. He proceeded down a long hallway, stopping in front of a steel-clad security door. Neither Pontus nor the guard-bots noticed a dark figure materializing behind them.

Pontus placed his forehead on another scanner.

“Welcome,” a computerized voice said.

The door slid open with a quiet swish.

Suddenly one of the guard-bots said: “HALT!”

Pontus whipped around and spotted a figure coming toward them.

The dark hallway made it hard to see. But it was a woman. Her black, uncombed hair was draped like tentacles over part of her face, and yellow teeth snarled inside a grinning mouth. Something on her left hand glinted in the dim light.

“HALT!” the guard-bot said again.

But the woman continued onward. Then, with one swift movement, she raised her arm, and a beam shot out, vaporizing the two robots.

“No, it can’t be . . . ,” Pontus said, raising his hands in front of himself. “It’s not possible. You’re supposed to be . . . dead!”

Pontus shook his head as he backed away into the dark room.

The woman followed, closing the door behind them.
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William looked up at a red lamp in the ceiling. Bold letters on the lamp read LIVE. He could feel the heat radiating from the powerful stage lights nearby.

He glanced over at a stressed-out woman wearing a headset. She stood not far from him while busy workers passed behind her, carrying large cables and more stage lights. William kept his gaze on her. When she gave him the thumbs-up, it would be his turn.

His first appearance on TV.

Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined that he would find himself in a situation like this. It was as if everything had turned upside down now. After living under a secret name at an undisclosed address for most of his life, it now felt as though everyone knew who he was, or at least that they’d heard his name.

And tonight, because he had solved the world’s most difficult code, he was going to be on national TV. Slowly he was being turned into a celebrity. And he wasn’t sure he liked it.

The woman with the headset gave him the thumbs-up.

He heard applause from behind the stage wall and people calling his name. There was something menacing about hundreds of people he didn’t know shouting his name. William froze.

“William Wenton . . . where are you?” he heard the host’s voice calling from the stage. “Maybe he found some code back there that he had to crack first.”

The audience laughed.

Someone started chanting his name: “Will-yum . . . Will-yum . . .”

Soon, hundreds of voices were chanting in unison: “WILL-YUM . . . WILL-YUM . . . WILL-YUM . . .”

People clapped and stomped their feet.

The headset woman rushed toward him, motioning for him to get moving. She didn’t look pleased. William took a deep breath and slipped through an opening between two of the stage walls. He stopped as the bright lights hit his face. The audience burst into enthusiastic cheers. He tried to look around, but he was completely blinded by the spotlights.

“This way!” the host’s voice said from somewhere in the light.

As William began to walk, he caught his foot on a cable and fell flat on his face.

A few people gasped.

But there was one person who laughed.

William recognized the laugh right away. It belonged to Vektor Hansen, a self-professed genius and master code breaker. The same self-professed genius whom William had beaten by solving the Impossible Puzzle, the world’s most difficult code. And now Vektor Hansen was laughing so hard he could barely catch his breath.

William maneuvered his foot free and stood up.

“I hope you’re insured,” the chubby host said, waddling over to help him.

William looked in confusion at Ludo Kläbbert, whose whitened teeth beamed in a broad grin. William hadn’t seen Ludo since the man had served as the emcee at the Impossible Exhibit, where William had cracked the code that turned his life upside down.

Ludo led William over to a sofa and gestured for the boy to sit. Vektor Hansen stopped laughing the instant their eyes met. He became serious and stared at William through narrowed eyes, then scooted over to put as much room between himself and William as possible.

Ludo slipped around behind a desk and plunked himself back into his seat. He sat there and smiled at them for a while.

William glanced over at the two TV cameras rolling across the floor in front of them. One of them was pointed right at him, and he could see himself on a screen at the side of the stage. He’d always had pale skin, but he looked extra washed out now in the bright lights.

“So how does it feel, William . . . sitting here with the man you so epically humiliated a few months ago?” Ludo asked.

William glanced over at Vektor, who had his arms and legs crossed. His body language made his loathing of William very clear.

William knew that he had never tried to humiliate anyone.

“How does it feel?” Ludo repeated impatiently.

“I don’t know,” William said. “I mean, I didn’t mean to break the code.”

“ ‘Didn’t mean to break the code,’ ” Vektor said. “How can someone solve a code that difficult without even wanting to?”

“Vektor has a point,” Ludo said, looking at William. “How could you possibly have solved the Impossible Puzzle . . . by accident?”

William couldn’t think of anything to say, so he stayed silent.

In his own defense, he could have told them about the luridium. That 49 percent of his body consisted of this high-tech supermetal. A metal that allowed him to solve difficult codes in a trancelike state.

“He probably knew the solution beforehand,” Vektor said, squinting at William.

“Is that true, William?” Ludo followed up. “Did you already know the answer?”

“No . . . I didn’t know the answer,” William said. He glanced out at the audience, who were sitting on the edge of their seats in rapt attention. “That’s the truth. I didn’t know anything. It just . . . happened.”

They sat in icy silence for what seemed like forever. Then Ludo clapped his hands and grinned.

“We can’t get so carried away that we forget why we’re really here.” Ludo laughed, leaping out of his chair and pointing at the studio audience. “Are you ready to get started?”

The audience broke into boisterous applause.

“Are you ready for a challenge?” Ludo asked, now pointing at William.

“Um . . .” William hesitated. No one had told him about a challenge.

“Great,” Ludo cheered, snapping his chubby fingers in the air.

A woman with a stiff smile and wearing a long silver dress appeared from behind the stage wall. She was pushing a serving cart, and on it was a big silver platter with a shiny lid covering it.

William wondered what the lid could be hiding. It could be anything, but he knew it would be related to codes somehow.

Ludo turned to the audience. “Are you ready?” he cried, and pointed to the percussionist in the house orchestra beside the stage. An enthusiastic drumroll made the air in the hot studio vibrate. The audience started cheering again.

“What do you say?” Ludo shouted to the audience. “Should we give Vektor Hansen another shot?”

The audience responded with a YESSS! so loud the floor trembled.

“Do you want to see what’s underneath the lid?” Ludo pointed at the lid on the cart.

“YEEEEEEAH!!” the audience yelled, even louder.

And with a dramatic gesture, Ludo grabbed the handle on the lid and whipped it off.

A gasp ran through the studio audience.

William couldn’t believe his eyes. There were two colorful cardboard boxes about the size of shoe boxes on the platter. THE DIFFICULTY glimmered at him in large gold letters on the front. Under the letters was a plastic window revealing the contents: an oblong, metallic cylinder that looked like the Impossible Puzzle—the puzzle William had beaten Vektor Hansen in solving.

“Do you see what that looks like?” Ludo said, smiling at William.

Ludo picked up one box so the audience could see it too.

“These will be for sale in every toy store in the country tomorrow,” he said. An excited gasp ran through the crowd.

William was dumbstruck. He looked at the remaining box on the platter. He couldn’t believe it. A toy version of the Impossible Puzzle.

“Who wants to see two of the world’s best code breakers compete to see who can solve the Difficulty the fastest?”

The audience burst into raucous applause.

William glanced over at Vektor, who was sitting at his end of the sofa, smirking. Did people really want the two of them to compete at solving something that was going to be sold in toy stores?

Ludo Kläbbert raised his hands to signal the audience to be quiet. Then he turned to William. “Well, what do you say, William? Are you ready for a challenge?”

William looked over at the audience. Then at Hansen. He felt trapped. No one had told him there would be a competition. Vektor grinned at him, and William got the feeling that the man had known all about this. William had been tricked into this, and now there was no way out.

“But they’re not . . . real—” William said.

“Wonderful,” Ludo cut him off. “And what do you say, Vektor?”

Vektor removed his leather vest and gave his ponytail a toss. “I’m always ready for a good puzzle.” He cracked his fingers.

“The rules are simple,” Ludo said. “The first one to solve the Difficulty is the winner.”

Ludo nodded to the woman in the silver dress. She opened the boxes and set both cylinders on the table in front of the two contestants. Ludo raised his arms as if he were about to start a drag race and then glanced at the audience. Then he turned to William and Vektor.

“Are you ready?”

Vektor nodded.

Once again, William was about to protest, but he stopped himself. Yes, he had been tricked into something he didn’t want to do, but this was the situation he was in now. . . . In a split second, he adjusted his mind, looked at the puzzle in front of him, and nodded. “I’m ready!”

“GREAT,” Ludo shouted, then started counting. “THREE . . . TWO . . . ONE!” His chubby arms lingered for a couple of seconds, then dropped as he cried, “GO!”

In a flash Vektor snatched the cylinder in front of him.

William did the same. He could tell right away that the toy wasn’t the same high quality as the Impossible Puzzle. Most of the pieces were plastic, and the device was a lot lighter. Small squares that could be moved up and down divided the cylinder. Inside each square was a small symbol. William would have to move the squares around in a specific order until he had solved the code.

William glanced over at Hansen, who was already well under way. His long fingers flew over the device, twisting and turning the cylinder. Vektor was so engrossed in what he was doing that a drop of drool had started to develop on his lower lip.

William closed his eyes and concentrated, the way he always did when he was code breaking. He sat for a bit and waited for the luridium in his body to take over.

Then he felt it.

That unique sensation he always got. It started with a tingling in his stomach and then moved up his spine and out into his hands.

It was like everything around him disappeared. William saw only the cylinder he held in his hands. It was as if it began to glow before it seemed to come apart, the various sections floating up into the air in front of him. William knew this wasn’t really happening. Only he could see it. This was how the luridium in his body helped him organize the codes he solved. It was like some other force gave him the answers to the codes he wanted to solve, but then he had to do all the work. William looked at the floating symbols as they twirled and looped in front of him. Like they were trying to rearrange themselves. And in a way, they were. Then a pattern started to form in their movements. Some of the symbols moved upward, others sideways. William looked down at the cylinder and started moving the little squares around, mimicking the movements of the floating symbols.

Faster and faster his hands moved.

They twisted and turned the various sections of the cylinder at breakneck pace. And he knew that he was going to win. Nothing could stop him now.

A bright flash of light shot in front of his eyes. At first he thought someone had pointed one of the monstrous stage lights directly on his face, but then the light split up and formed little lightning bolts. It felt like they were inside his head. They darted around like a swarm of confused stars. And before he knew it . . . they were gone. Leaving only darkness behind.

Pain exploded in his head like a bomb, and he felt his body go limp.

Something was wrong.

His fingers were shaking uncontrollably. He could hardly hold on to the Difficulty, and the glow that had surrounded it an instant before was gone.

Something was very wrong.

His whole body started shaking, and he couldn’t control it anymore. His hands were so cold he could hardly feel them.

Then an image flashed in front of his eyes. It was like he was standing in a large cave where a huge glowing golden ring levitated in front of him.

And then William was back in the TV studio.

He looked down at the cylinder. He tried to hold on, but the cylinder slipped out of his numb fingers and dropped to the floor as if in slow motion. William watched in shock as the device hit the floor and shattered.

He stared in confusion at all the pieces lying on the floor in front of him.

The Difficulty was broken.

William looked up and then out at the audience. He could see people leaning over and whispering to each other. He reached for his head and looked up at Hansen, who was holding the two pieces of his toy up in triumph.

It had split in two. He’d solved it.

Hansen started hopping around like a deranged kangaroo, gloating: “I WON! I WON! I BEAT WILLIAM WENTON!”
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William sat at his desk.

He looked down at the metal cube he was holding in his hands. Strange symbols covered the entire surface. William pushed one of the symbols, it made a loud click, and the cube started vibrating. That meant that William had managed to solve it. He placed the cube on the desk in front of him. It was the last in a bunch of mechanical puzzles William had solved that night.

After his devastating defeat at the TV studio, he had gone straight home and up to his room. He had spent the rest of the night solving one code after another without any problems. Most of the codes that sat on the desk in front of him now were many times more difficult than that stupid toy.

What had happened at the studio? What had made his body shake that way? And what was that glowing ring that he had seen? The questions were piling up quickly.

William leaned back in his chair and looked out the window. Outside, there was only darkness. He felt tired but knew that he wouldn’t be able to sleep. He wondered what his grandfather was doing right now and where he was. William hadn’t heard a peep from him since he had left on a secret trip. And that was almost three months ago.

He leaned over and opened one of the drawers in the large wooden desk his grandfather had given him. He reached inside and lifted out something that looked like a metal crab. It was about the size of a dinner plate. William put it in front of him on the desk. The robot crab was part of a school assignment his teacher Mr. Humburger had given him. William had been working on the crab for weeks now, and it was almost done, but it still needed a few minor adjustments. William leaned over and grabbed a screwdriver from the desk and got to work.

•  •  •

A few hours later William was sitting at the kitchen table.

He hadn’t slept a wink all night, and his head felt like it was stuffed with cotton.

His mom stood with her back to him. She was making pancakes. She always made pancakes when William was feeling down. He looked over at a folded newspaper that was sitting on the table. The headline, in all caps, read WILLIAM WENTON: NOT SO BRILLIANT AFTER ALL. Underneath, there was a picture of the euphoric Vektor Hansen holding up his solved Difficulty, while William sat on the TV-studio sofa in a daze.

“Look . . . you can eat as many as you want,” his mother said, setting a plate with a mountain of pancakes in front of him.

William shrugged. He didn’t know which was worse: his defeat in a competition everyone had expected him to win, or the sensation he’d had of losing control of his body.

What was it that had come over him? Could it be some kind of medical condition? Epilepsy? Migraine? Brain seizure? He considered telling his mother. But she had been through enough these last years, and he didn’t want to worry her. He hoped that the seizure would be a onetime thing, and that it wouldn’t come back.

His mother noticed the newspaper on the table. She snatched it up and stuffed it under a pile of old papers on the kitchen counter. Then she turned to William and stood there watching him as he ate.

“Are you okay?” she said.

“Yeah,” William lied. “Why?”

“It’s just . . .” She paused, as if she wanted to plan her words carefully. “On TV . . . you seemed a little strange. Like something was wrong . . .”

“I’m okay, Mom,” William said, and forced a smile.

His mother jumped when something crashed out in the hallway. It sounded as if someone had dropped a piano down the stairs.

“He’s starting to get the hang of it,” she said, smiling. She seemed relieved to finally have something else to talk about.

“Mm-hmm . . .” William looked toward the door.

Then they heard another bang followed by a loud crash. His mother hurried out into the hallway.

“Is everything okay?” he heard her ask.

“Yeah. . . . It’s a minor calibration issue,” his dad said.

“Do you need any help?”

“Everything’s fine!” his father said, followed by a couple of thumps and the sound of breaking glass.

“I never liked that vase anyway,” his mother said as she backed into the kitchen again.

William straightened up. Heavy footsteps approached out in the hallway.

His father appeared in the doorway and continued at high speed into the kitchen.

“Hi, William,” was all he managed as he fixed his eyes on the empty chair next to William. “I can do this,” he said, gritting his teeth as he staggered toward the chair like a toddler.

He had metallic braces attached to the outsides of his legs. The braces ran all the way from his hips down to his feet and were secured with Velcro straps at the ankles.

William’s father was wearing a partial exoskeleton. William knew the prefix “exo” came from Greek and meant “outside.” He’d watched a lot of nature shows about animals with exoskeletons. Beetles, for example.

The contraption had been delivered to their door a few weeks before from the Institute for Post-Human Research and addressed to his father. An accompanying letter said that the exoskeleton was a new prototype they wanted him to test. It made it possible for people like William’s father to get around without a wheelchair. William knew that the Institute was trying to make a supersuit that would give the wearer superhuman strength and endurance. A great thing to wear when one was out in the field, searching through dangerous caves and jungles for hidden archeological artifacts and ancient codes.

In the beginning his father had flat out refused. He didn’t want anything to do with the exoskeleton or the Institute, and he’d wanted to send it back right away. But in the end William’s mother had managed to convince him to give it a try first. She might have been regretting that now. Their house looked like a herd of stampeding buffalo had stormed through it.

William’s dad stomped across the kitchen floor and crashed into the refrigerator. He tipped backward, hitting the kitchen counter and causing the fridge to wobble.

“It’s fine . . . it’s fine,” William’s dad said, grabbing the kitchen curtains.

The refrigerator door swung open, and a carton of milk toppled out. The milk glugged out across the floor, making it even harder for his father to remain standing.

“I’ll wipe that up,” William’s mother said.

His father let go of the curtains and glanced over at William. His face looked tense, but there was a hint of a smile.

“How are you doing today?” his dad asked in a strained voice as he staggered toward the table.

“Okay,” William lied again, setting a pancake on his plate.

His dad flopped onto the chair next to him. “Mmm, pancakes,” he said, helping himself to three of them from the stack. Then he looked at William.

“Don’t worry about what happened yesterday. We know you’re the best code breaker in the world,” he said with a forced smile.

Hearing his father say those words helped. A year earlier his dad had been so opposed to codes that he’d forbidden William from studying cryptology. But after the Institute had saved William from Abraham Talley, his father had slowly warmed up to the fact that William had code breaking in his blood. Just like his grandfather. And right now William felt good having a father who believed in him and backed him up. Even if he was wrong. William had tried to solve a toy puzzle, and he’d lost fair and square. There was no escaping that, and his self-esteem had suffered a major blow.

Now he feared that the luridium that kept him alive, and made him a code genius, was malfunctioning. He had to get in touch with his grandfather. He would know what to do. And he had to get back to the Institute for Post-Human Research. They could find out what was wrong with him.
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Mr. Humburger stood in front of the class, his arms folded, staring at them with his catlike eyes.

William glanced at his teacher’s sizeable belly. He could almost hear it counting down before it exploded and annihilated them all.

“Did everyone complete their assignment?”

Twenty heads nodded in unison.

“William? Do you have anything to show us?” Mr. Humburger asked, giving him a cold stare. “Or have you been too busy making a fool of yourself on live TV?” He chuckled, a laugh that ended as abruptly as it had begun.

Mr. Humburger had never thought much of William. He didn’t seem to like students who were smarter than him. And he didn’t like the fact that William was now called one of the world’s best code breakers.

“Did everyone get to see William’s somewhat clumsy TV appearance yesterday?” Mr. Humburger asked the whole class.

Everyone nodded.

“Great.” Mr. Humburger chuckled before turning his eyes back to William. “I hope what happened has made you a little less interested in codes, and more set on making an effort at school?”

William didn’t answer. After yesterday’s events he already felt quite beaten, so he couldn’t show any signs of weakness. If he did, Mr. Humburger would use every opportunity to break him down even further.

“Did you finish your assignment, William? Did you bring a project to present in front of the class?”

William glanced down at his backpack on the floor next to his desk. Of course he’d done his homework. He’d finished the mechanical crab. It was one of the coolest things he’d made in a long time.

“Well?” Mr. Humburger approached William with catlike footsteps and stopped in front of his desk.

William glanced at Mr. Humburger’s big belly, which was wobbling right in front of his face like a blob of jelly.

“He brought something! It’s in his backpack,” said a freckled girl who sat right behind him. She pointed to a thin metal leg that protruded up from William’s backpack. The leg jerked and wiggled. William regretted even bringing the crab to school. Right now, he just needed people to leave him alone.

“Well, let’s see it, then!”

William looked down at his backpack again. Now a second leg had appeared. It looked like the crab was on its way up anyway, so he reached down and carefully pulled it out and placed it on his desk.

“It’s a prototype, and fragile . . .” William didn’t have a chance to say any more before Mr. Humburger grabbed the crab.

“Well, what have we here?” Mr. Humburger mumbled, holding the metallic crab up in front of his face for a closer look.

“It looks like a crab,” Mr. Humburger said after examining it. He looked at William. “What does it do? Besides being some kind of mechanical . . . thing.”

Mr. Humburger knocked on the shell with his knuckles. The crab twitched and tried to wiggle free from his grip.

“It’s a feisty one,” Mr. Humburger said, and looked at William again. “Are you going to show us what it can do, or not?”

“Can I have it back now?” William said. He didn’t like the way Mr. Humburger was handling the crab.

“Of course you can have it back,” Mr. Humburger said. “After you’ve shown us what it does.” Mr. Humburger turned on his heel and returned to his desk.

William stood up and walked to the teacher’s desk.

“Think fast,” Mr. Humburger yelled, tossing the crab to him.

William caught the robot in midair and held it in both hands. He didn’t want to risk Mr. Humburger grabbing it from him again.

“Please explain what you’ve made,” Mr. Humburger said. His desk creaked as he sat on the edge.

William turned around to face the class. “Sandy is a mechanical crab . . . ,” he began, holding the crab up. “It can do several things. It can walk, it can climb, and it can fetch things.”

“Can it, now?” Mr. Humburger’s chubby face contorted into a malicious grin. “Show us, then. . . .” It was clear that Mr. Humburger didn’t have any faith in William’s invention.

William set the crab on the desk.

The little crab stood there without moving. William gave it a gentle nudge with his index finger, but nothing happened.

“Great work, William.” Mr. Humburger smiled.

A few of the students laughed. A tall, thin boy, who happened to be Mr. Humburger’s favorite, snickered loudly.

William glanced at the crab again. He wanted to grab it and run out of the room. But he didn’t.

The crab’s legs started scuttling, and the crab raced toward the edge of the desk. A gasp ran through the class.

“Catch it! It’s going to fall,” one of the girls yelped, pointing at the crab, which was moving at full speed. As the crab got to the edge, it stopped and changed directions.

“It knows when to turn around,” William said, looking up at the class.

Most the students looked impressed now, and William felt a little better.

“What else can it do?” Mr. Humburger said, glancing at his watch. “Besides move its feet. Each presentation lasts three minutes. You have thirty-eight seconds left to show us something other than a windup toy.”

“Sometimes it can climb up walls.” William swallowed dryly. Why was Mr. Humburger always picking on him like this?

“Sounds too good to be true,” his teacher said.

“It is true!” said William. Now he wanted to show the class everything his crab could do.

He set it on the floor, and the crab shuffled sideways until it hit the wall at the other end of the room.

“Time’s up,” Mr. Humburger said. “Collect the crab and return to your seat.”

William started toward the crab but stopped as a gasp ran through the class.

“Look!” a girl shouted, pointing at the crab, which was already halfway up the wall. Tiny sparks flew off its metal legs as it moved upward.

William seized the moment.

“It has a static-electricity generator in its belly,” he explained. “That’s the same as when you rub a balloon against your hair and then it sticks to the wall.”

The whole class stared at the crab, which scrabbled sideways up the wall until it reached the corner. It sat there for a little while before proceeding upside down across the ceiling.

OEBPS/images/9781481478304.jpg
]
]

D i B

—






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Translated from the Norwegian by Tara Chace

BOBBIE PEERS

Aladdin

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi








