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1308 AD


DEATH WAS STALKING THE OLD knight. The thought ripped him from his frozen, zombielike state. Behind him, the water churned; time was running out. He reached for the small pottery flask in his tunic, but clumsy fingers, numbed by the hours in the water, fumbled and it slipped from his grasp. He wouldn’t have needed it if he had only followed his orders.


Summoning the last of his strength, he lifted himself out of the water and onto the stones etched with ancient carvings. The oil lamp spluttered and hissed, the flame wobbled like a tiny yellow sail in the darkness. It was only a few feet away, but it felt like miles to a body drained of strength. Behind him, the water frothed and boiled as death readied itself. His legs refused to function, as if the lower part of his body had already accepted defeat, but the knight would not give in. He cried out in anguish. Not at the prospect of a painful death, but the thought of failure.


At the very fringe of the weak yellow glow given off by the lamp, the knight could make out the wooden chest. Within it lay his salvation. He dragged himself across the stones, their dull chill a welcome relief after the freezing water. For two days he had worked in the pool; that was what his hourglass had told him. But in the darkness it had felt like one long night. It was a task that needed four, but was entrusted to just one. Stopping only for sustenance, he had toiled with ropes and wood and pulleys, but time and cold had wearied him to the point of exhaustion. His brain had dulled; mistakes had happened. After a short break he had reentered the water to resume his work, but without his protection. He’d only taken it off to recharge it. Now he would pay the price.


As he edged closer to the light, a monstrous black shape burst from the pool. The knight heard the meaty thump as it landed nearby. Claws scraped on stone, and the beast scuttled toward the light as if it had decided to race the knight to his prize. The man could only watch as it attacked the chest, swiping it with its tail. Sparks flew as the iron edges of the wooden box scraped across the stones, then darkness and a splash.


The lamp flame grew, fed by the new movement of air. It lit the beast, revealing shiny black eyes. The surface of the pool settled; silence descended on the chamber. The knight pushed himself up and reached for his dagger. The beast, sensing the man’s last attempt at survival, lowered its head, locking both small black eyes on its target.


The familiar feel of the weapon in his right hand calmed the knight. He studied the fine lines and markings of the ornately carved blade for what he knew would be the last time and then reached for the waterproof pouch around his neck. From it he removed a well-worn piece of parchment. There was no need to look at it. He’d memorized his orders long ago and should have destroyed them as soon as he had. He’d almost left it too late. Ripping them in half, he screwed the first piece into a tight ball, cocked his arm, and let it fly toward the water.


That was when death came.


In the flickering glow of the oil lamp, the beast appeared to fly across the stones. Its glistening snout hit the ball of parchment, and the knight lost sight of it as rows of gleaming white teeth enveloped his legs. A loud crack echoed across the chamber as powerful jaws slammed together around his waist. With one last effort, he brought his dagger arm down onto his attacker’s skull. Man and beast rolled as one onto the lamp.


And then there was only darkness.





SEPTEMBER 2015


THE BOY HAD LIVED BY the river all his life, but he had never been this far up at night. Desperation had brought him, fueled by rumors and stories.


A tortured screech echoed from the other side of the river. He froze in the ankle-deep water, twisting his head in the direction of the sound. The rhythmic beat of flapping wings reached his ears, then another screech as the creature of the night soared somewhere overhead. The boy released the breath he’d been holding. He had only stopped for a few seconds, but his bare feet had already sunk into the mud. He lifted his legs free one at a time, but the filthy slime clung to him as if it wanted to hold him there forever. Something small and scaly slithered between his toes.


He was close now. There was just enough light from the waning moon to make his way. The riverbank rose above his head on the left; a rocky wall dotted with large, rounded boulders. Above them were the jagged outlines of trees, and behind that the perfect blackness of a pyramid towered into the night sky, its outline silhouetted by the pinpricks of a million stars.


The boy removed a penlight from his pocket. The weak glow illuminated no more than a dinner-plate-size section of the riverbank. He didn’t know what he was looking for, or even if he was in the right spot, so he studied the rocky surface inch by inch. Frogs serenaded him as he worked. The passage of time was marked by the moon’s arc across the sky. His painstaking search took him no more than one hundred feet over a couple of hours. The moon was almost down to the trees when the frogs suddenly fell silent. Only now did the boy appreciate how loud they had been. Their deafening roar had accompanied him all night. Now the stillness filled him with a growing unease.


Then he heard the waves. Not waves, ripples. But in the silence they seemed to roar toward him. The boy stepped back against the riverbank and pointed his penlight into the blackness at his feet. The ripples rolled in. In the deathly silence, he heard each one break against his legs. He watched them, entranced by their perfect timing, but as he stared down he realized they were getting bigger, wider.


The boy aimed his penlight outward and saw the beam swallowed by the blackness. He leaned forward, stretching his arm out. Two small, sparkling dots appeared. They grew, and the dots became eyes.


Too scared to scream and with nowhere to run, the boy watched the sparkling eyes float toward him. The water churned as he raised his penlight in a pointless act of defiance. In the glow, he made out the thick scales and then the perfect rows of white teeth as the crocodile’s jaws opened.


Now the boy screamed. A cloud of white mist burst from the beast. With the pain came sudden understanding. The boy stared down at the silver dart sticking from his thigh. His eyes felt heavy, and as he fell to his knees, the crocodile spoke.


“Elio, you were told never to come here.”


Elio wasn’t surprised the creature knew his name. The last thing he heard as his world went black was the sound of the beast laughing at him.




One week later
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SINGLED OUT


SAM BROKE OUT IN A sweat as all eyes turned in his direction. Behind him, he heard Andrew Fletcher snickering. They hadn’t been friends since Sam beat him to a spot on the four-man rowing team.


“I said come here, Force.”


Mr. Stevenson’s voice filled the classroom, and yet he hadn’t seemed to speak very loud at all. Sam got to his feet, wondering if voice projection was a skill they taught at teachers college. He pushed in his chair, taking care not to scrape the legs on the floor. It was one of Mr. Stevenson’s pet peeves. No point in making the situation worse than it already was.


Mr. Stevenson watched Sam approach, holding the note distastefully between two fingers. He waved it in the direction of the nervous junior who had delivered the message. The boy understood the meaning and scuttled for the door.


As Sam got to the front row, Mr. Stevenson screwed up the piece of paper and tossed it into the wire basket in the corner of the room. It was a good shot, no rim. Sam hoped the mutterings of appreciation breaking out around the room might be enough to snap the teacher out of his foul mood. But they weren’t.


“Settle down,” Mr. Stevenson growled. “If you are not Mr. Force, then you should be attempting this!” He waved the black marker in his other hand at the algebra equation scrawled across the whiteboard.


“But you, Mr. Force, have been summoned to the headmaster’s office.”


Sam heard Andrew Fletcher mutter something from the back of the class.


“An urgent matter, no doubt. Can you think of anything important enough to warrant the interruption of your lesson in Advanced Algebra?”


Sam assumed he wasn’t meant to reply, but he could think of hundreds of reasons to interrupt Advanced Algebra. For him, math ranked even higher than bathroom cleaning on his list of hated tasks at his boarding school.


“Well?” Mr. Stevenson pointed the marker at Sam accusingly.


“No, sir,” Sam replied.


For a moment the man regarded him with the same look he’d given the headmaster’s note, then he jabbed his marker at the door. “Off you go, then.”


As Sam left the room, Mr. Stevenson spoke again, loud enough for everyone to hear.


“You’ll have a lot to catch up on, Mr. Force. See Mr. Fletcher this evening. He can take you through the work you’ve missed.”


Sam grinned as he heard Andrew Fletcher’s muttered protests. He wouldn’t make a very good study partner, but it served him right. As Sam walked down the deserted corridor, he reflected on his teacher’s words. Mr. Stevenson was right. You weren’t called for during class unless it was very important. So what was he walking into?


THE LONG OAK BENCH CREAKED as Sam sat down. Looking around the office, with its floor-to-ceiling oak panels, old paintings, and grandfather clock, Sam realized that nearly everything in the place was creaky. That included Miss Ingle, the headmaster’s secretary. According to one of the boarders, whose older brother had also attended St. Albans, Miss Ingle had been at the school since it was founded. Sam didn’t think that was possible. It would mean she was . . . He couldn’t work it out—maybe he could have if he’d paid more attention in algebra—but he knew it would make her very old.


St. Albans was a grand school, if you were into that sort of thing. Huge old oaks and big stone buildings covered with moss dotted a well-manicured lawn. Sam thought it belonged in England, fifty years ago, not modern-day Boston. Not that Sam had ever been to an English boarding school. He could hardly remember anything about England. His last trip to that country had been over five years ago, before his parents died. No, not died, he corrected himself—disappeared.


Five years ago, Sam’s life changed forever when his parents were murdered. He’d been left to spend summer vacations in Cairo, with his uncle Jasper, and the rest of the year at St. Albans School for Boys.


But in July, everything changed again. In just a few days he had uncovered a conspiracy involving pyramids around the world and the famous Ark of the Covenant. He had learned his parents were involved, but more important for Sam, he’d been given hope that they were alive. His world had turned upside down, but almost as quickly as it had changed, he’d had to go back to being a schoolkid. It was impossible. Not with what he knew.


After his Egyptian adventure, he’d been desperate to keep going, to stay on the trail of his parents. But days had passed by with no progress. His uncle convinced him to return to Boston—a temporary situation, he had promised Sam, until he was able to get the appropriate resources in place. That had been six long weeks ago. Even Mary, who had been so keen to help him solve the mystery of his parents and the secret behind a worldwide network of pyramids, had lost interest. After Sam had returned to Boston, they had been in touch almost every day via e-mail, as they researched the information they had uncovered in Egypt. But in the last couple of weeks, things had changed. Her messages were less frequent, and the subject matter had become routine stuff about school and music. It was as if she had put their adventure behind her and moved on.


But Sam couldn’t. Not while there was still hope his parents were alive.


Sam had a nagging feeling that his summons to the headmaster’s office was to do with the events in Egypt. Since his return, he hadn’t felt the same about anything, especially schoolwork. His grades were dropping almost as fast as his bangs. And both had become a source of tension.


St. Albans liked its boys’ hair to look as well-groomed as its lawns, and both were cut often. Sam’s hair had already grown beyond an acceptable length when he returned from Egypt. It had been one of the first things the head teacher had commented on: “Be sure you’re front of the line when the barber visits this weekend, Force,” he had commanded. After that, it had become a thing for Sam.


He found an excuse to miss the barber’s school visit that weekend, and the next visit a few weeks later. In the outside world, Sam’s hair would not have even received a second glance, but within the pristine walls of St. Albans he began to turn heads. It was a small thing, but to Sam it had become a symbol of defiance. A personal reminder that he didn’t belong there anymore. Not when there were so many unanswered questions waiting for him in the outside world.


By the time the door to the headmaster’s office opened, Sam had prepared himself for a showdown about his hair. So he was totally unprepared when the two men inside greeted him with a round of applause.


The headmaster was clapping politely, but the man beside him looked like he was about to cry with joy as he slapped his small hands together so fast they were a pink blur. He was a short man, but anyone looked short next to the towering Mr. Billington, St. Albans’s headmaster.


“Come in, Sam, have a seat,” Mr. Billington said. He immediately sat down, looking relieved to have an excuse to stop clapping.


Sam eyed the chair in front of him, but the short man darted forward, gripped his hand, and started shaking it with the same energy he’d put into his clapping.


“Mr. Force, St. Albans’s best-kept secret, I think. How very, very exciting.”


Very confusing, more like it, Sam thought as he watched his hand being pumped up and down. The man spoke with an accent, and something about him was familiar. Then Sam placed it. He was St. Albans’s music teacher, Mr. Ber-something.


“Mr. Beroduchi has just received an e-mail informing us of your success, Sam,” the headmaster said, holding up a printout. At the top, Sam saw an old-fashioned logo.


“Yes, yes,” said the overexcited music teacher. He reached across the desk, grabbed the e-mail from the headmaster’s hand, and waved it triumphantly in Sam’s face. “My dear boy. Why did you keep your talent from me . . .” He glanced at the e-mail. “Well, no, this explains why. But, my boy, I can’t tell you how excited I am to find a pupil with an interest in opera.”


Sam had no idea what was going on. He studied the hyped-up music teacher, then the headmaster, searching for a sign that it was a stupid joke, but Mr. Beroduchi interpreted the look in a totally different way.


“Come now, Sam, the time for modesty is over. Now that you have fulfilled your dream.”


“My dream?”


“Yes, Sam.” The music teacher waved the e-mail in the air again. “Your acceptance into the Shonestein Opera Academy Scholarship Program.”


The headmaster cleared his throat to get Sam’s and the music teacher’s attention. “Come now, Mr. Beroduchi.” He motioned to the chairs in front of this desk. “Why don’t we give Sam a chance to collect his thoughts. He must be overwhelmed by the news.”


“Overwhelmed” wasn’t the word. “Freaked-out” was more accurate. Sam sat, and the beaming music teacher pulled his chair close to Sam and continued his excited chatter.


“When I first read the e-mail, I was shocked, to say the least. I had given up hope of finding a student who has my passion for the art of opera. Don’t worry, my boy.” The teacher thumped Sam’s shoulder with the same force he had put into his handshake. “The e-mail mentioned your reluctance to make your love of opera known.”


“It did?”


“Yes,” the teacher replied. “Your concern that you might not be good enough. Your desire to prove to yourself that you can compete on the world stage by submitting an audition to Shonestein’s Scholarship Program.” The beaming teacher eased up on the shoulder patting as he turned to the headmaster. “We must share this good news with the school, Mr. Billington.”


“Yes, we must do that,” the headmaster agreed. Sam could see Mr. Billington wasn’t as swept up in the moment as the music teacher. Fair enough. Opera? Wasn’t that something fat old men did? There was a good reason Sam hadn’t recognized Mr. Beroduchi straightaway. In his time at St. Albans, Sam had had nothing to do with the music department. He had zero interest in learning anything musical, and, until that moment, the music department had shown zero interest in him.


“Perhaps, Mr. Billington,” the music teacher said, “we could entice Sam to give us a performance before his departure.”


Sam’s mouth dropped, and his mind scrambled, but before he could form the most basic excuse, the headmaster stepped in.


“Regrettably, that won’t be possible. Mr. Force is required to leave this evening.”


“Ah yes, of course,” said Mr. Beroduchi.


“This evening? Where?” asked Sam.


“Why, Switzerland, of course,” said Mr. Beroduchi. “To the Shonestein Academy. The details are all in an e-mail that was addressed to you.” He took another piece of paper from the headmaster’s desk, and thrust it into Sam’s hand. It had the same fancy logo at the top. “This three-week course could set you on a path to operatic stardom, my boy.”


Sam’s head spun. Three weeks in Switzerland?


He tried to keep calm, but it was impossible.


Three weeks in Switzerland. At an opera academy he’d never heard of. When Sam couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.


Sam knew exactly what this e-mail was, and he needed time to study it.


He received a final supersized handshake from Mr. Beroduchi before being dismissed. A glance at the grandfather clock, as he hurried past the historically old secretary, told him he was about to be late for rowing training, but he couldn’t bring himself to care.


Sam slowed and read the letter, then studied it line by line, letter by letter. By the time he reached the minivan that would take him to training, he’d found the hidden message. It was a trick his uncle had taught him, using the first letter of each line. But Jasper wasn’t behind this. Sam knew the author of this e-mail because she had put the initial of her first name on the last line.


It wasn’t a prank.


Sam was holding his get-out-of-jail-free card.
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Dear Sam,


Today I am thrilled to confirm your scholarship with us. This is an honor you really should be quite proud of.  As you may be aware, for an opera singer you’re unusually young, but we were impressed by your audition tape, and our teachers see advantages in launching your operatic future as soon as possible. To that end, we would like you to join us in two days’ time in Switzerland.


May I suggest you pack and prepare for your departure. It is booked for this evening. Your documents are at the airport information desk in your name.


May I wish you well and say how happy I am to line up this chance for you.


Yarm Ralmevu
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FOILED


NOT EVERYONE WAS AS HAPPY about Sam’s operatic success as the music teacher. His rowing coach, Mr. Holk, had already been upset about Sam delaying the van. When he learned that Sam was leaving the country that evening, his mood dropped to the next level.


Sam sat through a lecture all the way to the river. Did Sam know there was only a week until the interschool rowing championships? Was he aware that the fours were a key event? Did he know how inconvenient it would be to replace him this late in training? Sam knew the answers to all these questions but kept his mouth shut. He didn’t want to anger the man further. The student’s nickname for Mr. Holk was “The Hulk.”


But they always said it behind his back and well out of earshot.


The Hulk burned himself out as the minivan pulled up at the school’s rowing facilities on the Charles River. Rowing was a popular sport in Boston, but Sam wondered if the school’s obsession was influenced by the fact that a lot of English schools were into the sport. Uncle Jasper liked to point out that the sport originated in ancient Egypt, but Sam didn’t think those Egyptians would recognize the lightweight fiberglass boats that competitive rowers used now.


St. Albans’s rowing shed was a barn-sized building that held over thirty racing boats of various sizes and ages. As the boys formed their teams and went to collect their equipment, Mr. Holk called out to Sam.


“No point in you training with us, is there, Force?”


Sam’s teammates looked confused, and for good reason. With the coach in his ear all the way to the river, Sam hadn’t had a chance to tell them what was going on.


“For those of you who don’t know,” Mr. Holk announced loud enough for the group to hear, “Mr. Force has decided rowing no longer interests him. He is leaving the country tonight to spend some time at a singing school.”


The looks among the group ranged from confusion to amusement, but Sam only cared about the three guys in his crew. They looked hurt. Sam knew it looked like he was letting them down. He wanted to explain what had really happened, but Mr. Holk hadn’t finished.


“Andrew Fletcher, you’ll take Force’s place in the fours. Okay, everyone, we are already behind schedule. Get to work.”


The group dispersed quickly, and Mr. Holk headed for the small speedboat tied up to the jetty. “You might as well make yourself useful in the shed,” he called out as he cast off. “The place could do with a fall cleanout.”


Sam watched the fleet glide up the Charles River, tailed by Mr. Holk yelling instructions through a loudspeaker. As they disappeared around the first bend, Sam went into the shed to look for a broom.


The team returned two hours later. The day was getting late; the temperature had dropped, and the boys were in a hurry to get their boats up to the shed and cleaned so they could head back to school for warm showers. That was when the coach sprang his parting gift on Sam.


“Good news, boys,” Mr. Holk announced as he walked up from the jetty. “Mr. Force has offered to clean up all the gear tonight. His way of saying good-bye and good luck with the national champs.”


The news was greeted with a few cheers and a burst of exaggerated laughter from Andrew Fletcher. None of Sam’s ex-teammates made eye contact with him as they got in the minivan. Mr. Holk was the last to board. “I imagine even opera singers need to stay fit, so I’m sure you’ll be happy to jog back to St. Albans.” He didn’t wait for a reply. The doors shut, and the minivan drove off.


Sam wasn’t surprised by the coach’s reaction to his deserting the team. The rowing champs were a big deal. They had been important to Sam, too, but not as important as the chance to find his parents. Letting down his teammates was the thing that hurt the most. He wondered if he should leave them a note explaining the real reason he was leaving, but decided against it. He didn’t want to do anything to blow his cover. He remembered the coded e-mail from Mary. He’d just have to hope she had it all worked out.


There were seven boats on the racks in the shed. Each one had to be squirted with the detergent bottle, scrubbed, and hosed down. It was a big job for one person, but Sam didn’t mind. In a way, Mr. Holk had been right about it being a parting gift from Sam. He hoped the teams did well, especially his. Even if Andrew Fletcher had taken his place.


Sam worked fast; he had plenty of time before his flight that night, but he wanted to get back to school and say a few good-byes. He had finished the last boat and was about to lock up when he heard bikes skidding on the gravel outside. They clattered against the side of the shed; then the sliding door was pushed back. The rays of the setting sun silhouetted three boys. They stood in the entrance while their eyes adjusted to the darkened interior. Then one of them spoke.


“You still working, singer boy?”


They couldn’t see Sam. He was behind one of the ceiling-high racks where he had just slid another boat into its cradle. He stood still, watching the boys. Fletcher’s voice had a nasty edge to it, and Sam ran through the layout of the shed in his mind. The only other way out was a door at the back. To get to that, Sam would have to go around the end of the rack, and he’d be seen.


Then he remembered it was locked anyway.


Sam calmed himself with a slow breath and walked into the open.


“There you are, singer boy,” said Andrew Fletcher.


“Have you guys come to help?” Sam smiled, trying to lighten the mood. It was the wrong move. He could tell Andrew thought he was being smart.


A sneer formed on the boy’s face. “Sure,” he said. The last boat was sitting on a washing rack. The boy kicked it and the lightweight fiberglass body flew off the rack and smashed onto the concrete floor.


“You fool! You’ve wrecked it,” Sam yelled with genuine horror as he gaped at the ruined craft. It was one of the newest boats, and the damage would be impossible to repair in time for the championships. He glared at Andrew. “Why did you do that?”


“I didn’t,” he said, grinning stupidly at his two friends. “We’re not even here, Force. You must have done it.” He approached one of the boats Sam had already stored away. “Thing is, Force, now that I’m on the team, I plan to stay. And if you can’t even be trusted to clean up, then the Hulk won’t want you back, will he?”


Fletcher’s friends exchanged nervous glances. “I thought we were only gonna break one,” said one of them.


Fletcher rounded on the boy. “One isn’t enough! I’m going to make sure little singer boy gets banned for life!”


Sam knew he had only moments to stop the fool. He bent down and reached for the pieces of shattered fiberglass closest to him.


“Wouldn’t bother tidying up, Force. The Hulk will know there are boats missing.”


But Sam wasn’t tidying up. He got back to his feet with the object he’d retrieved from under the broken shell. He aimed the bottle of detergent at Andrew Fletcher and squeezed.


The soapy liquid hit him in the eyes, and Andrew howled in pain. Before his two friends could react, Sam swung the foamy jet at them. With a few seconds of extra warning, one of them managed to get an arm up, but both boys still received enough to sting them.


“Don’t worry, it’s biodegradable,” Sam said as he sprinted for the door. He gave Andrew another burst, but his soapy ammo ran out. He tossed the empty bottle and it bounced off Andrew’s head as Sam raced up the driveway.


Mr. Holk insisted his rowers were fit. The jog back to St. Albans was a regular part of the program, and Sam was always among the fastest, so he figured his chances of getting away were pretty good.


But as he reached the end of the driveway, Sam realized he had made a fatal error.


Andrew and his friends had arrived on bikes.
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Even as he veered off the road and onto the grass, he heard angry shouts and the whir of bicycle wheels. He didn’t need to look back to know his pursuers were gaining on him, and Andrew was providing a commentary.


“I’m going to get you, Force! You hear me?”


Apart from his pounding heart, Sam could hear little else.


The sun had gone down, and the park got dark so fast the grass almost seemed to disappear under Sam’s feet. He headed back down to the road and glanced behind, hoping to see a car. How was it that in a park in central Boston on a weeknight there wasn’t one car to be seen?


There was no way he’d be able to get back to the dorms. A new plan formed in Sam’s mind. If he made it back to the rowing shed, he could lock the door and wait for Andrew and his gang to lose interest. He jumped the guardrail onto the road and turned back toward the river.


Behind him, the bikes skidded to a stop. As he flew down the hill, he heard the rhythmic hum of tires on blacktop. The bike gang was back in hot pursuit and would be on him in no time.


The whole crazy marathon had only lasted a couple of minutes, and Sam was right back where he started. It was his turn to skid to a stop in the gravel and allow himself a backward glance. The three boys were powering down the drive, led by the red-faced and even redder-eyed Andrew. He began mouthing words but was puffing so hard they weren’t coming out. Sam didn’t stop to lip-read. He stepped inside and heaved the sliding door shut. The last few inches slammed on a tire as Andrew Fletcher’s bike collided with the steel door. The boy lost his balance in the crash, and as he fell, the tire slipped out of the gap. Sam seized the chance to slide the door shut and lock it.


The booming sounds of hands beating on the metal doors filled the shed as Sam ran to the office and grabbed the cordless phone off the desk. When he returned to the doors, Andrew was shouting above the din.


“Force. Can you hear me? You’re dead!”


“I’m going to call the Hulk,” Sam said.


The banging stopped, and Sam heard the gang conferring in hushed tones.


“You won’t do it,” Andrew said confidently.


Fletcher had called Sam’s bluff, but he had no choice. He had a plane to catch. So he dialed.


“I made the call,” Sam shouted as he hung up. “The Hulk is on his way.”


“Sure you did,” Fletcher shouted sarcastically as he and his gang continued to beat the metal doors.


Sam returned to the office and searched for a key to the back door, but then he spotted a shape through the frosted class. Fletcher had one of his mates covering the back.


Sam returned to the front to wait. He’d figured on fifteen to twenty minutes, so the beam of light that washed through the gap under the sliding door five minutes later was a surprise. Fletcher and his mates were caught off guard too. Frantic shouts were followed by the sound of bikes skidding on gravel.


Sam eased the door open a fraction to check that the coast was clear. The plain brown car coming down the drive wasn’t what he’d expected, but it had worked perfectly. As it pulled up outside, Sam prepared to deliver his story. The car stopped, the driver’s window slid down, and Sam’s plan died. He froze. It was as if his whole body shut down. He opened his mouth to say something, to scream for help, but nothing came out.


Sam hadn’t seen the bearded man since the night in the desert, when his uncle lay trapped inside the buried ship. But he had thought of him every day. Now he was here in Boston.


Impossible.


Sam watched the man from the darkness. Part of him was screaming, Run! He might be able to break down the back door with one good kick. Damaging school property was the least of his worries now. But he didn’t move. The man in the car worked for the people who had tried to get rid of him and his uncle.


But he was also the only link to Sam’s parents. That kept Sam rooted to the spot.


The bearded man looked around and then appeared to make a decision. He opened the door and got out. Sam tensed, ready to run, but the man didn’t move. He bent down and grabbed his shin as if he had injured it. When he pulled up the bottom of his right trouser leg, the light from inside the car caught the glint of steel. No, not steel—tinfoil.


The lower half of the man’s right leg was wrapped in tinfoil.


“Who are you?” Sam yelled.


The man looked straight into the gap in the door, but Sam knew he couldn’t be seen.


“It’s okay, Sam. I don’t mean you any harm. I—”


“Where are my parents?” Sam yelled. “In Egypt, before he died, the man who worked for you told me my parents were still alive. He said you told him that.”


“He shouldn’t have,” the man growled.


“Why?” Sam yelled.


The man took a few steps forward. Sam tensed, ready to run for the back door, but the man stopped again and adjusted the tinfoil on his leg. Sam watched, more confused than scared. The man kept glancing up at the door as if he was afraid Sam was going to come for him.


“Are my parents alive?”


“I . . . I came to tell you . . .”


Another set of headlights swung into the driveway. The bearded man turned and leapt back into his car.


“Wait,” Sam cried. “Tell me what?”


As he turned the vehicle the man looked back to the shed. “If you’re thinking of going to Belize, don’t!” he called out. “Keep away from there. Belize is a dead end, Sam.”


The car’s wheels spun in the gravel as it sped up the drive. The bearded man had been spooked by Sam’s trick, and he couldn’t hang around either.


He slipped out, pushed the doors shut, and sprinted around the side of the building before the second car pulled up. Fletcher had been right. Sam hadn’t called Mr. Holk, but he had needed someone to show up and scare the boys off. Someone who wouldn’t ask questions.


Sam felt bad about ordering the delivery pizza. He had no money to pay, and no time to explain. All he cared about now was getting back to school to pack for a flight. The moment Sam realized Mary was behind the Swiss opera trip, he had known his true destination. And so did the bearded man.
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SLAYERS OF MAYHEM


Dear Sam,


Oh dear, that sounds a bit grown-up, doesn’t it? Dear Sam—mind you, this whole letter-writing thing is soooooo old-fashioned.


Now, to business. I hope you found the message I sent you in the letter from the opera school. Of course you did; you were the one who showed me the idea. But I bet you were surprised when your music teacher told you that you had won a scholarship for your opera singing! I remembered you saying how much you hate singing. Sorry, couldn’t help myself. But, in my defense, it wasn’t just for fun.


I needed a way to get you out of school for a few weeks—fast and without raising any suspicion. Shonestein Opera Academy is a real place, and they have a scholarship.


Once I found the opera school, I created a copy of their website and made sure that anyone using your school server to visit Shonestein would be rerouted to my site. That way, no one e-mailed the REAL teachers. Impressed? You should be.


Now, where was I? Oh, that’s right. So your music teacher bought the story, but your headmaster, Mr. Billington, seemed a little suspicious. He contacted your uncle to confirm your interest in opera. Except he didn’t. I took the precaution of monitoring any contact between St. Albans and Jasper, so I was able to intercept the e-mail and reply on his behalf.


Anyway, Sam, if you are reading this it means you found my hidden message, got to the airport, and received the package waiting there for you. Arranging a new passport and fake name was almost as difficult as the opera scholarship, but I’ll save that story because my hand is getting quite sore. Honestly, Sam, I don’t know how people used to write long letters. Typing on a keyboard is so much easier.


I hope you like your name. I think it’s quite smart. We couldn’t have you wandering into Belize as Sam Force, could we? There should be enough money, and I have booked you into the nicest hotel I could find in Orange Walk. I still can’t get over that name. You must find out the story behind it for me.


So this is it, Sam. Your chance to pick up the trail of your parents and hopefully learn more about the pyramid network. Thanks to our efforts in Egypt (okay, I’ll admit it was mostly your efforts, but I like to think I helped a little), we know my grandfather smuggled the Ark of the Covenant out of Egypt on submarine 518 in 1942, and that it was sent to Belize to be installed in a pyramid. Now you get to uncover the next part of this mystery. I had no idea there are pyramids all over Belize. Did you know they refer to them as temples in that part of the world? I’m sure you do. I know you’ve done lots of research into Lamanai, the pyramid complex near the spot sub 518 was found. Me too. I’ve enclosed some of my notes for you, and a copy of that newspaper article that triggered your parents’ trip. The more I read about Lamanai the more intrigued I get. The town of Orange Walk is the best place to start your investigation, don’t you think? It‘s not too far from Lamanai, and it’s where the policeman who found the sub came from.


I so wish I could be there, Sam. You’ve probably been wondering why I haven’t been in contact much in the past few weeks. It’s my father. The incident with the buried ship in the desert and your uncle almost dying scared him. I think he felt guilty because he was the one who hired your uncle to look into the mystery. The secrets behind the pyramid network destroyed my grandfather and have obsessed my father. I think he is worried I will end up the same. A few weeks ago he banned me from having any contact with you. I became concerned he was monitoring my e-mails. That’s why they suddenly got so lame. All those boring stories about my schoolwork were to put him off the scent. Don’t worry, I’m arranging a new number and e-mail address, and they’ll be untraceable.


I got you a notebook that you’ll be able to fill with lots of new sketches, and a fancy new smartphone. It’s the latest model and has a super-long-life battery—two weeks, apparently. So keep it on, and I will be in touch as soon as I can.


Okay, I have to go now. I am organizing a trip to Switzerland myself. Not to opera school—ski camp. Why, you ask? Well, I love skiing, and it is one of the few places my father will agree to let me go without Bassem. You remember my very talkative minder, Bassem, don’t you? He hates the cold and Father feels I’m safe up a mountain. It will be nice not to have the big guy watching my every move.


Okay, I seriously have to stop writing now. My fingers are cramping up big-time. I’ll be in touch with more helpful instructions before you get to your hotel. The Orange Walk Excelsior is one of the oldest in town and the grandest. No expense spared for my friend. But I also thought there might be a chance it’s where your parents stayed. Maybe they left some clues. Why don’t you ask a few subtle questions?


But don’t blow your cover. Remember, YOU ARE NOT SAM FORCE.


Good luck, not–Sam Force. I wish I were there to help. I’ll be in touch soon.


xxx Mary Verulam


PS: Notice anything interesting in the name of the person who wrote the letter from the Shonestein Academy?
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STORM UNCOVERS SUB BURIED IN RIVERBANK
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POLICEMAN FINDS WWII SUB BURIED IN RIVERBANK


A mystery, hidden in river mud for nearly seventy years, was uncovered recently. The discovery of the World War II submarine was announced by Felix Ramos, head of the Orange Walk Police Department, at a press conference yesterday. Officials say there are no records of the submarine in Belize in World War II, and they are mystified by the discovery. Superintendent Ramos said that a calendar found on board dates the sub’s arrival to 1942. Experts were also surprised by the location of the sub, saying it was incredible that the vessel made it so far up the New River. Superintendent Ramos said the submarine had been hidden in a small side stream near the ruins of Lamanai. Had it not been for the recent typhoon that washed away large sections of the riverbank, it would have remained undiscovered.
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Lamanai


Located on the New River in Orange Walk District on 950 acres of archaeological reserve, Lamanai features more than a hundred minor structures and over a dozen major ones. Lamanai is known for being the longest continually occupied site in Mesoamerica.


The thriving crocodile population in the nearby New River Lagoon gave Lamanai its name. It means “submerged crocodile.”


Only about 5 percent of the site has been investigated, and much remains buried or covered by jungle and bush. However, archaeologists do know that structures were built on top of other structures, sometimes leaving masks and other ornamental features from the older buildings in odd places in the new buildings.


“Hey, Chester.”


Sam was still thinking about Mary’s letter. He kept his eyes out the window and tried to ignore the boy in the seat in front of him. He was a few years older than Sam, with a mop of curly red hair and a mouthful of braces that sparkled every time he opened his mouth, which was a lot.


The boy and his parents had boarded the same flight as Sam in Houston, the last stop before Belize, and they were talkers, one of Sam’s pet peeves on plane trips. Luckily for him, they had been seated a few rows in front, but he had still heard them tell the cabin crew and everyone around them that they were regular visitors to Belize. They loved the weather, the people, the scenery. In the two-hour flight, they covered every single thing that appealed to them about the country.


And lucky him, when they finally got to Belize, the family got on the same bus. He had kept his head down and stayed off their radar, till now.


“Chester, I’m talking to you.”


Sam looked up and pretended he had only just heard his name. First Mary had made him a wannabe opera singer; then she had called him Chester. He decided that next time she created a false identity for him, he would have more input into it.


“I saw your name on your passport back at the airport.” The red-haired boy beamed as if he deserved special recognition for his detective work. “We were ahead of you in the line.”


Sam remembered. The boy’s mother had greeted the customs officer like an old family friend, with a big hug and a sloppy kiss, but Sam got the impression the shocked man had never seen the woman before.


“Chester’s a funny name,” the boy said. Sam couldn’t disagree. “Have they got lots of Chesters in England?”


Sam had no idea, but making him from England was another thing he would be asking Mary about. Not that he minded. He was half English anyway, thanks to his father, but he had always had an American passport. Being English was just another thing to remember.
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