
        
            
                
            
        

    
 
    Charlie Wilford and the Order of the Knights of Time- I 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE MYSTERY OF QUEEN NEFERTITI 
 
      
 
    C. T. Cassana 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Text © C. T. Cassana, 2010 
 
    All rights reserved 
 
    English translation: Martin Boyd, www.dialogos.ca 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    For my mother and husband, 
 
    the people who have helped me most in life. 
 
      
 
    And for Ignacio, Diego and Sofía, 
 
    the people who have made it infinitely better. 
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    CHAPTER I: The Order of the Knights of Time 
 
    An ancient legend tells that a long, long time ago, there lived a just and pious prince named Olwelin. Although but a young man, this prince was a great scholar and a powerful wizard, a master of the Magic Arts, Alchemy and Astronomy. 
 
    In those dark days, brutality and misfortune had devastated the European continent. Whole populations were decimated by plagues and diseases, countless fratricidal wars left carnage in their wake, and long periods of famine drained the compassion from the hearts of men, forcing them to commit heinous acts just to survive. 
 
    Driven to despair by these calamities, Prince Olwelin swore that he would not rest until he had found a formula that would alleviate the suffering and want that afflicted his people. When they saw him lock himself away in the castle tower and work tirelessly night after night, his courtiers imagined that the prince was trying to find the philosopher’s stone, a mythical substance capable of transforming ordinary metal into gold; or perhaps the elixir of life, a magic potion that offered immortality. But Olwelin’s real objective was none other than to invent a device that he could use to rewrite history itself, to make it more just and humane.  
 
    One tranquil starry night, the good prince met with his most loyal and valiant knights in the Throne Room, where he announced to them that he had successfully completed his task. To everyone’s amazement, Olwelin explained that his discovery would never offer gold or immortality, but what it could offer was peace, brotherhood and justice for his people. However, for this to happen, he needed their help, and believing them to be the best men in his kingdom, he invited them to join a secret order whose mission would be to fulfill this noble purpose. 
 
    This honor, however, required great sacrifices on their part, because from the moment they agreed to take the oath of allegiance they would have to promise never to have contact with their families again, never to reap profits for themselves or their families from the power he was entrusting to them, to adhere blindly to a strict code whose terms they could not yet know, and to submit to a new hierarchical order that they would be informed of only after joining the order. The consequence of breaking this oath would be death or, worse still, a lifelong imprisonment filled with humiliations and suffering. 
 
    One by one the men took the oath, and thus were invested as Knights of the Order of Time. When this was done, the prince explained the rules of the Order and the mission entrusted to them, and he gave each one a magical object that would help him fulfill his task.  
 
    That same night, Olwelin used his magic to travel into the future, and thus he learned of the amazing scientific and technological advances that humankind would make in years to come. His scientific heart marveled at the progress made in medicine that would allow men to stay young even into their old age, at the construction of huge buildings unimaginable in his day, at the development of incredible devices called “machines” that would perform the most grueling tasks and allow men to travel great distances, and even to fly. 
 
    Following that first voyage, and when he had seen that the Knights of Time had faithfully fulfilled their mission, Olwelin made many more journeys, always driven by this thirst for greater knowledge. The knowledge thus obtained enabled him to apply certain scientific advances to devices that he had made, to improve them and make them indestructible. 
 
    On none of his visits to the future did the prince ever try to find out what had happened in his kingdom since the days of his reign. But one evening, while wandering through a big city library in search of some books on biology and botany, Olwelin strayed into the history section and felt a sudden temptation to discover the date on which his reign would end. To his surprise, his name only appeared on a long list of rulers, with no mention at all of any important detail about him or his reign. He searched in other books but found nothing further about himself, although he did learn of terrible events that humanity would face, inconceivable massacres, genocides, bloody wars, injustice, treachery, assassinations... Horrible events that would take place in different parts of the world in different eras.  
 
    Olwelin spent many hours poring over dozens of books that related these events, many of them illustrated with images showing the suffering and brutality of which the human race was capable. 
 
    The naive prince’s heart was broken that evening. Only then did he comprehend that however many centuries might pass, the nature of men would never change, for dwelling side by side in that nature are the most wondrous virtue and the most terrible meanness, capable of ennobling or corrupting the human soul. 
 
    In great despair, Olwelin returned to his own time, knowing that his creations would be too dangerous if they fell into the hands of men who were reckless, greedy or obsessed with their own glory. To take them back from the knights in whom he had entrusted them would be futile, for they were indestructible and sooner or later would end up in somebody’s possession. The only solution was to ensure that they always remained in good hands. 
 
    So once again he called his knights together, this time to share his fears with them and to announce that the mission of the Knights of Time had changed. Rewriting the past no longer mattered, because the course of history would inevitably end up being perverted in any case. Now their sole objective would be to keep the existence of their invention in the utmost secrecy, under the firm control of the Order, and to establish mechanisms that would ensure that the society would endure forever. 
 
    The knights honored the prince’s wishes, even after his death, for they had been well-chosen as the best men to fulfill the mission entrusted to them. The objects that Olwelin had created were passed from father to son and the Order has endured into our times in the greatest of secrecy. Its mission has never changed, but its rules have, as new generations of knights adapted them to the changing times and to suit their own interests.  
 
    Many of the objects entrusted to them are still in their possession today... but not all of them. Some of them slipped out of the hands of the Order and disappeared forever; for as Prince Olwelin himself had learned, in the heart of man dwells a meanness capable of perverting the noblest purposes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER II: Another Chaotic Move 
 
    Although Franz Schneider knew that he had in his possession one of the most valuable objects in the world and that many men would be prepared to kill for it, he never thought that such a thing might really happen. And certainly not on that very night. 
 
    But as soon as he noticed a man following him at a distance, he sensed the worst and knew that he had been found out. 
 
    Franz felt a wave of panic sweep over him. Without looking back he quickened his pace, intent on reaching the safety of his house  
 
    He was barely able to control his nerves as he opened the door to his apartment. After crossing the threshold and closing the door behind him, he froze, his back pressed against the wood. 
 
    “What if he’s gotten inside?” he thought. “What if he’s stalking me, waiting until I give away where I’m hiding it before he kills me?” 
 
    A drop of sweat trickled down his forehead. Franz didn’t even dare to wipe it away. All his attention was focused on detecting the faintest sound or the slightest change that might have occurred in his luxurious apartment. 
 
    After standing frozen there for several minutes (which seemed to him like hours), he conjured up the courage to walk to the dressing room next to his bedroom. He looked furtively around him to ensure that nobody was there, and then moved the small portrait of his father that hung on the wall to reveal a tiny keyboard. Still shaking with fear, he entered the security code and a huge wooden panel opened smoothly, exposing a chamber that contained a single object.  
 
    Franz took a deep breath and stretched out his hand to take his salvation at last. But at that moment, just as he had suspected, a shadow lunged at him from out of the dark.  
 
    . . . 
 
    From his bed, Charlie looked at the calendar that was still hanging on his bedroom wall, on which a date was circled in red: November 21, 2013. The day of the move. He looked around him at his empty room and the boxes piled up on one side. He was not at all happy about having to leave. 
 
    It all began when his mother, Maggie Wilford, got the job of Director of Conservation at the British Museum in London. Unfortunately, the museum board had decided that a person with the level of responsibility that she would have should be living close to the museum. And so the Wilfords had no choice but to move down to the big city, leaving behind their beautiful house in Cambridge with its enormous garden, where Charlie had his own playhouse. 
 
    “I’ll bet I won’t even be able to have my own hideout in the new house,” he grumbled. 
 
    As if guessing his thoughts, Marcus, his father, came in and sat down on the bed on the pretext of tucking him in. 
 
    “We’ll be fine in the new house. It’s older than this house and it’s a little run-down. The garden is smaller too,” he said, as if he wanted to get the bad news out of the way first. “But the house itself is bigger. The attic is rather dark and gloomy, very large, with a lot of nooks and crannies. I can’t imagine your sister Lisa going up there, so I’d say it was the perfect place to set up your own secret spot,” he suggested with a conspiratorial wink.  
 
    His father’s suggestion cheered Charlie up a little, although he concealed it behind a long sigh of resignation.  
 
    “The house used to belong to the Conwell family,” Marcus went on, “a family of important archeologists and historians that has always been closely connected to the British Museum. The last Conwell to live in the house was Solomon, who was a bit of a hermit, but an expert in history and archeology. He worked at the museum. You must have seen the library. It was an absolute treasure. It was his son who sold us the house, and we bought it for a steal. Until your mother and I signed the sale agreement, we weren’t even sure whether the price he was offering was just a joke.” 
 
    Charlie listened indifferently to this explanation, quite unaware that all this information would be of great value to him only a few weeks later. 
 
    “I don’t care about the house, Dad,” he replied. “What bothers me is that now we’re going to have to go to a new school and make new friends...” 
 
    “I know, Charlie, you’re quite right,” admitted Marcus. “You two don’t get any benefits out of all this, but we need to support your mother. She’s worked very hard to get this. It’s her life dream. And how could we stay here while she’s living in London? We’d only see her on the weekends and in the long run it would be bad for everyone. It’s better for us all to be together, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yes, I guess so.”  
 
    Marcus leaned over his son and gave him a kiss on the forehead. Then he turned out the small blue lamp on the bedside table and left the room, leaving the door ajar.  
 
    Charlie lay in bed, trying to imagine what the new house, and his new life in it, would be like. But neither he nor any other member of his family had any idea how that old mansion in London would change his destiny.  
 
    Forever.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Franz Schneider barely felt the pinprick that injected the fatal toxin into his veins. Clearly, his assailant was a professional. The toxin killed him quickly and painlessly, and it would be utterly undetectable. When the Swiss police examined his body, they would conclude that Mr. Schneider had died from a sudden heart attack. They wouldn’t even find the pinprick on his neck, made with an experimental hypodermic microneedle that left no mark. 
 
    As soon as Franz Schneider had fallen to the floor, his assailant, Max Wellington, bent over him to remove the simple ring he was wearing on his right hand. But just as Max was about to complete the task, a heavy blow to his head knocked him out, and he collapsed on top of Mr. Schneider’s corpse. 
 
    . . . 
 
    It was the third time that the Wilford family had moved house and, according to Marcus, there was no reason to assume that disaster wouldn’t strike again. Although he was not a pessimistic man, his experience with moving house had always been catastrophic.  
 
    On their first move, which was to Cairo, the airline lost all their suitcases and they never got them back. On the second move, when they went to live in Cambridge, they lost several boxes containing books and notes that Marcus had compiled over years and years of archeological study and research; an unspeakable tragedy. 
 
    On this third occasion, only God knew what might go wrong. This was why Marcus watched over the movers vigilantly to make sure that each and every box was loaded onto the truck. 
 
    After looking over the house one last time, the Wilfords got into their car and followed the moving truck to London, keeping it in their sights at all times. 
 
    After passing in front of the British Museum, the convoy drove on for a few yards and then turned a corner, where a rusted sign warned of a dead end. Lining both sides of this quiet street were elegant Victorian mansions, all white and all identical. Down the middle ran a narrow, tree-lined median strip that ended in a small roundabout, on which two horse chestnut trees fought over the limited terrain.  
 
    Marcus parked right at the roundabout. There, solitary and proud, stood an old, gloomy-looking redbrick mansion in an evident state of disrepair. When he saw it, Charlie was amazed that his mother would have agreed to buy such a place.  
 
    The boy got out of the car to get a closer look. Although it wasn’t ugly, its facade was certainly odd, with one half curved and the other half straight. It was utterly unadorned and seemed to have been deserted for a long time. Nothing in its simple, almost innocent appearance gave any hint of the powerful secret that this run-down mansion hid inside it. 
 
    “What do you think, children?” asked Marcus. 
 
    “It’s awful, Dad,” stated Lisa flatly. “It’s the ugliest house on the whole street, and the oldest.” 
 
    She turned around to look back at one of the white houses they had passed on their way down the street. 
 
    “That one there is for sale,” she said, pointing out the window. “You could have bought that one instead of this one.” 
 
    “Darling,” replied her father while he undid his seatbelt, “this house was a real bargain.”  
 
    Maggie got out of the car with a broad smile, as if her daughter’s reaction didn’t matter to her in the least. She reached gently into her handbag and took out a key, which she used to open the front door of the old house. Charlie saw her disappear inside and made to follow her. Suddenly, his mother came out the door again with an expression of rage and disbelief. Her face began to flush red and her expression turned increasingly livid.  
 
    Charlie knew that expression all too well: when his mother got that way, she was like a pressure cooker on the point of exploding. 
 
    Marcus got out of the car. He knew that expression too, and obviously realized that something was wrong. It was nothing that he shouldn’t have expected; after all, they were moving house. 
 
    Meanwhile, Maggie had gone back inside. Her furious steps pounding from one end of the house to the other could be heard from the street. The sound did not bode well. 
 
    “Bloody hell!” they heard her exclaim. “How dare that presumptuous bastard do this to us! That arrogant, infantile imbecile! That swindler! That tasteless philistine!” 
 
    Charlie didn’t grasp the full meaning of all these colorful descriptions. He wasn’t even sure if they were meant to be insults, because the insults that grown-ups used were sometimes so fancy that it was hard to tell whether they were criticizing someone or giving them a compliment. Wouldn’t it have been easier to say “stupid snot-face” or “pea-brained twit”? An expression like that would leave no room for doubt. 
 
    But what was clear was that his mother was angry, even furious. And that fortunately she was not cross with him, although this was something he could never be totally sure of. 
 
     “Bloody idiot!” screamed Maggie.  
 
    Charlie realized that his mother’s insults were becoming comprehensible, so the situation had to be pretty serious. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” asked Marcus as he climbed the steps to the front door of the house. 
 
    “That bloody philistine has left everything here! He hasn’t painted the house as we agreed, and he hasn’t taken the furniture. It’s all still here! And now, how are we going to move our bloody things in???”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Although Max Wellington had nerves of steel, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of terror when he saw Franz Schneider’s lifeless body stretched out next to him. Clearly, something had gone wrong. He tried to get up, but his head was aching terribly and he felt stunned. With some difficulty he managed to sit up and, in spite of the risk he was running, he took a few moments to size up the situation. 
 
    The sun’s rays were streaming in through the large window of the adjacent bedroom. Max looked at his wristwatch and was shocked to discover that it was 10:30 a.m. He had been lying there for more than 11 hours. 
 
    His eyes panned over the body of Franz Schneider and the room they were in. The ring that his unfortunate victim had been wearing was gone and, what was worse, the safe was empty.  
 
    Clearly, someone had followed him. The idea that both he and the person who had struck him on the head had come upon Franz Schneider at the same time and that their paths had crossed in that dressing room by pure coincidence was quite implausible.  
 
    Although the booty had been taken, the fact that Max was still alive made one thing clear: his attacker was one of his brethren, one of the members of the Order of the Knights of Time. A far from honorable member, who was prepared to get what he wanted by playing dirty, but not crazy enough to take the risk of killing one of his own. 
 
    Max had not managed to see him, and thus he had no idea who it might have been; sadly, however, there were several knights who he believed were worthy of suspicion. Working out who it had been would be quite a complicated task, as his attacker would keep what he had stolen a secret. 
 
    The sound of the doorbell to the luxurious apartment interrupted his thoughts. It appeared that Mr. Schneider had a visitor. By this point, not only would people be missing his victim, but very shortly they would also begin wondering where he was. In a few hours, Max was supposed to chair the board meeting for Aurum, his business group, in Manhattan, thousands of miles away.  
 
    Still slightly stunned, he rummaged through the small briefcase he had brought with him. Luckily, his adversary hadn’t taken it, perhaps imagining that it belonged to the unfortunate Mr. Schneider. Max opened the case and took out the sophisticated cleaning device that he kept inside it. In no time at all it would erase any trace of his presence in Mr. Schneider’s apartment over the past night. 
 
    . . . 
 
    After a while watching his parents talking frantically on their cell phones with the former owner of the house and with the real estate agent and begging the movers to wait a little until the situation was cleared up, Charlie assumed that the grownups were working out an agreement on how to resolve the problem, whatever that agreement might be. So he slipped inside the house with the innocent intention of seeing for himself whether things were as terrible as they seemed. His mother had told him to wait in the car, but boredom got the better of him, and anyway he could always use the excuse that he needed to go to the bathroom. 
 
    The boy wandered around the house with a mixture of curiosity, excitement and suspicion, like an explorer on his first journey through a wild jungle. Just as Marcus had assured him, the house was huge, although inside it also looked rather old and dingy. The air was thick and damp, with a stale, musty odor that the strong smell of mothballs failed to mask. On the first floor was the living room, the library, the kitchen and a washroom; on the second were three bedrooms and two bathrooms; and on the third was a huge and quite promising attic, which Charlie barely had time to explore. All the rooms had walls with maroon, mustard or olive-green wallpaper with large relief designs and old damp stains. Every room was crammed with dark wood furniture and objects which, although they looked good and might even have been antiques, gave the impression of something out of a Sherlock Holmes movie, and were certainly quite out of keeping with his mother’s tastes. It was clear that Maggie had not thought much of the decor. She preferred pretty and elegant places, well-lit and sparsely furnished, always with bright or white colors. That was no doubt why she was so angry. 
 
    Before anyone could miss him, Charlie sneaked back out to the street to check how things were going. He was starting to feel hungry, and although he wouldn’t have minded ending up at McDonald’s, he seemed to be the only one who realized that it was almost lunchtime. 
 
    “What’s happening, Dad?” he asked Marcus as he approached him. His father was still pacing up and down the sidewalk, talking frantically into his cell phone. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” replied his father, covering the microphone with his hand.  
 
    The moving truck was gone, but nobody seemed to have noticed. Lisa was sitting in the back seat of the car, listening to music with her headphones on. She greeted Charlie with an angry look when he approached her and gently pulled one of her headphones out of her ear. 
 
    “Where’s the truck?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s gone,” she replied blandly. “It’ll come back this afternoon, if we end up staying in this house. Of course, I have no idea where they’re going to put our things if the whole place is already packed with furniture. With all this trouble they’ll probably just buy the house across the road and give back this one.” 
 
    Charlie sat down next to his sister and put the headphone in his ear. The music was pretty good, and he got so comfortable that before he knew it he’d fallen into a deep sleep. 
 
    . . . 
 
    When Charlie woke up, he found himself lying on his side on a dark brown leather couch in the library, breathing in that peculiar smell of stale air and mothballs. He felt dazed, a little confused and somewhat overheated. He pushed off the overcoat that his father had covered him with and sat up slowly, peeling his sweaty cheek off the leather.  
 
    He cast his gaze around the room while he shook off his lethargy. On every wall there were shelves crammed with books from the floor up to the ceiling. If the moving truck didn’t come back, he thought, at least his father would have reading material to console himself with. 
 
    The couch was on one side of the room, facing one of the bookcases. It had buttons sewn all over the back making little dimples in the surface, and it was so old that the leather was wrinkled and scratched all over. He was sure that if he jumped up and down on this couch, nobody would scold him for it.  
 
    On the left side of the room, a large glass door with a curious coat of arms in the middle opened out onto the garden. Right opposite the window was a rather large desk filled with little drawers that would be perfect for storing some of his belongings.  
 
    This room wasn’t bad, except for the portraits of two old men who gazed at him from the wall with stern and sour expressions. As Charlie took a moment to look them over, first one and then the other, he couldn’t repress a shiver that ran from the nape of his neck all the way down his spine. Although they were only two ordinary paintings, their gazes were so piercing that the two faces looked like they were made of flesh and blood. 
 
    He read the names “Horatio Conwell” and “Solomon Conwell” inscribed on little plaques attached to the bottom of each painting, while he tried to decide which of the two looked more unpleasant. “Jeez,” he said, “it’s not like it’s my fault they left you hanging here.” 
 
    He jumped up from the couch and chuckled to himself as it occurred to him that these two old grouches really had been left hanging, waiting for their family to come back for them. His mother wouldn’t like these pictures at all, and would no doubt get rid of them pretty promptly.  
 
    He opened the heavy wooden door and went out in search of food, still feeling the glares of those two nasty old codgers burning into the nape of his neck. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Quite a lot had happened during his nap. The movers had returned and were working hard to fit the contents of the truck in the different rooms of the house. It looked like the only fashionable houses Lisa was likely to enjoy would be those of their new neighbors, and only if she managed to get any of them to invite her over some time. 
 
    “Hi, Dad,” said Charlie when he found Marcus. “Are we staying?” 
 
    “Yes, Charlie. We’re keeping everything. The house, the library, and the furniture. A real bargain!” 
 
    “Mum isn’t cross anymore?” Charlie asked, wanting to make sure before going in search of her. 
 
    “A little. It’s going to be a bit of a mess until we get the house organized, but she’ll get over it, you’ll see.” 
 
    Clearly, his mother’s anger had not abated. It would be best to leave her alone until the danger had passed. 
 
    “Dad, I’m hungry. Can I have something to eat?” the boy asked. 
 
    “There are some soft drinks and sandwiches for you in the kitchen. Take whatever you like.” 
 
    Charlie made himself comfortable at the kitchen table and began wolfing down the snacks that his parents had left for him, while he watched the three workers from the moving company bring all the family’s furniture and boxes into their new home. 
 
    . . . 
 
    After the Aurum board meeting, Max was supposed to attend another important meeting that day. A secret meeting of the utmost importance, known to only a few men on Earth: the monthly meeting of the Order of the Knights of Time.  
 
    Max prepared himself in strict accordance with the etiquette that marked the occasion. He then rushed off to the headquarters of the Order, the home of Emanuel Gentile, its Grand Master: an old, quiet villa located on the outskirts of Rome.  
 
    He arrived early enough to speak privately with Mr. Gentile and inform him of the events of the previous twenty-four hours. Max also wanted to be present for when the other knights arrived, so that he could study their reactions when they saw him and try to detect which one of them might have attacked him the night before. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” Emanuel said to him. He embraced him warmly, a gesture that would only be permitted when they were alone together. 
 
    Max smiled with a solemn expression, and while they took a long walk through the garden he told his host about what had happened. The Grand Master listened without uttering a single word. When Max finished his story, Emanuel remained silent for a few minutes longer, as they walked along side by side. 
 
    “This is terrible news,” he said at last. 
 
    Max nodded gently. 
 
    “I’m afraid we don’t have much time left,” the old man went on. “Very soon I must appoint a successor and my decision must be ratified by the Grand Council. These are tumultuous times, and I am finding it harder and harder to impose my decisions without facing fierce opposition.” 
 
    Max said nothing. He knew that Mr. Gentile’s position had been weakened considerably of late. The rival families that sought to succeed him had been gaining supporters in the Order and the Grand Council by buying favors and corrupting some of its members. But Max made no mention of these things. His friend and mentor didn’t need to hear that his weakness was becoming increasingly obvious to the others.  
 
    “There is only a handful of men that I can even trust, and you are the only one I would want to designate as my successor. But I know that if I propose you, I will face some strong resistance, so strong that I may not be able to overcome it. That is why we need to postpone the process of choosing a successor for as long as possible.” 
 
    “I understand,” replied Max. “And I thank you for your trust in me.” 
 
    “In the meantime, you need to make yourself the best candidate of all, someone that nobody could compete against, a knight who stands out above all the rest. You possess all the qualities that a grand master needs: intelligence, virtue, temperance, courage, diplomacy, discretion... But other knights have a higher standing than you. And it is essential that you improve your position.”  
 
    Max knew that his friend did not intend to reproach him for what had happened; nevertheless, he couldn’t help but feel ashamed. 
 
    “And you need to hurry, my son. My strength is beginning to fail me. I am tired, and I wouldn’t want to leave this world without knowing that I am leaving the fate of humankind in good hands.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    When night fell, the Wilfords took a break to sit down to dinner together. Maggie improvised a delicious spaghetti dish with a tomato sauce, and even managed to find the boxes containing their dishes and cutlery so that she could serve dinner on them. 
 
    “I have no intention of eating with some stranger’s crockery and cutlery,” Charlie heard her grumble. “I feel like a squatter in my own home.” 
 
    It seemed a strange reaction to Charlie, considering that everything in the house that they were using belonged to those same strangers. But a mother’s reactions are nearly always unfathomable. 
 
    “Mum,” he dared to ask, “what are we going to do with all these things now? Are we going to throw them out?” 
 
    “Certainly not, darling!” Maggie replied with a surprised expression. “A lot of the things here are real treasures, and I think we’re really quite lucky to be able to keep them. But the man who sold us the house should have taken them. That’s what we agreed.” 
 
    “And what are we going to do with our things?” asked Lisa. “I like them more than all this old stuff.” 
 
    “We’re waiting for a document to arrive tomorrow that will confirm that the old owner has given up ownership of all these things and that everything in the house now belongs to us,” explained their mother. “Then we’ll be the legal owners of everything here and we’ll be able to decide whether we keep everything, or whether there’s anything we want to sell or throw out.” 
 
    “Do you mean that we get to keep everything for the same price?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “Yes, Charlie,” replied Marcus. “All for the same price.”  
 
    “What a steal!” exclaimed the boy. “There are things so old here that they could even be antiques. That guy is really dumb.” 
 
    “That ‘guy’ is a rotter,” retorted Maggie. “He should have left the house empty, painted and clean; and thanks to him it will take us a lot longer to settle in here. And he’s also quite heartless. He has left behind everything that belonged to his father and his grandfather, the great Horatio Conwell, without caring in the slightest that they would end up in the hands of strangers. It’s clear that the only thing he’s concerned about is money. He didn’t even want to spend a single penny to preserve his family’s memory!” 
 
    Charlie gathered from this that his mother admired this Horatio fellow. Maybe she wouldn’t want to get rid of the two old curmudgeons on the wall in the library after all. 
 
    . . . 
 
    In spite of all the lives he had cut short, Max Wellington never suffered pangs of conscience. He didn’t think of himself as a ruthless killer or a despicable criminal; he was a distinguished member of the Order of the Knights of Time, a direct descendant of one of the men chosen by Prince Olwelin himself, and a promising candidate for the next Grand Master. 
 
    As his ancestors had done before him, Max was totally loyal to the Order and its sacred mission to guard and protect the magic objects created by the prince. The knights’ duty was to protect humankind from itself, from its weak and selfish nature, and the magic objects possessed a power so great that it could only unleash the most perverse desires and the most contemptible vices of any man, even the most upstanding. This was why these objects had to remain in the hands of individuals specially trained in the sacred task of guarding them, following the strict code of the Order and subject to the vow of total obedience to their Grand Master and to the Grand Council that governed them.  
 
    The fulfillment of this noble task was the life’s purpose of every knight, regardless of the price he had to pay or whether he had to break the law or commit apparently heinous acts. His mission was more important than his family, his personal interests and even his own life. 
 
    It had been that way for centuries, and it had to continue that way forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER III: Horatio Conwell 
 
    Within a few weeks, Charlie saw the dark and sinister appearance of the house begin to soften. The Wilfords hired some painters who stripped the wallpaper off the walls and painted them in bright and clear colors. Some furnishings were moved to the attic until they could decide what to do with them, and their place was filled by more modern and functional furniture.  
 
    Maggie turned out to be an aficionado of rarities and antiques, and she decided to keep a lot more of the former owner’s furniture than Charlie would have liked. At any rate, he had to admit that his mother had a special talent for making their house a nice and cheerful place to live. 
 
    Marcus settled effortlessly into the library, whose original appearance he unfortunately left unchanged, except for increasing the concentration of books per square yard. Unbelievably, the portraits of the two old grumps were left in the same spot, as if their parents had decided to pay them some kind of absurd homage. Every time that Charlie entered the room, he couldn’t keep but dart furtive glances at them and feel the same shivers he had felt on the first day, especially when he passed in front of the portrait of Horatio Conwell. From the wall, the two curmudgeons smiled at him triumphantly, smug in the knowledge that they had not been banished to the attic, watching Charlie’s every movement as if they were ready to tell him off at any moment. Those two grouches must have been such a pain in the neck that the former owner of the house hadn’t wanted to take anything with him that might remind him of them. 
 
    Luckily, the attic was exactly as his father had described it the night before the move, and it didn’t take long for it to become Charlie’s personal refuge. At first, he was forbidden from entering the attic until they had decided what they would do with all the furniture and knick-knacks stored there. But as time passed, the huge task of classifying everything and working out what to do with it turned into a less pressing obligation for which they never seemed to find the right moment.  
 
    So Charlie’s parents ended up letting him make himself at home up there without much objection, other than one of those vague parental warnings to be careful that do more to reassure the parent than to admonish the child. 
 
    The forgotten realm of the attic had everything that an 11-year-old boy could dream of: old furniture filled with rare objects from bygone eras, a huge wardrobe filled with shabby old clothes, books stuffed into wooden boxes, trinkets, letters, old maps and even a globe of the world with borders and countries that had long ceased to exist.  
 
    But best of all, he was the absolute ruler of that realm, and no other member of the family seemed to have the slightest interest in poking around up there. In fact, in no time at all he had set up his own study at an old dilapidated desk, very similar to the one his father had in the library, but adorned with block front drawers with a small winged sphinx on the base. 
 
    Noticing that Charlie was spending more and more time in the attic and that he had set up his own corner up there, Maggie made an attempt to organize it and tidy it up a little, but the boy managed to dissuade her with the help of his father. 
 
    “Come on, Maggie. If you arrange it your way, you’ll take away all the charm,” Marcus told her, taking her by the arm to lead her back downstairs.  
 
    One rainy autumn afternoon, Charlie was trying to gather together his trading cards, which had ended up scattered through various drawers of his desk. He had only managed to find a few of them, so he reached up to look through the top drawers. In order to see clearly to the bottom of each drawer, he stood on his tiptoes and leaned forward, supporting his weight on the small winged sphinx on the base.  
 
    Suddenly, he heard a muffled groan and the statuette gave way and snapped off, revealing a small hole behind it.  
 
    “I’ve ruined it!” he thought as he examined the damage.  
 
    He was sure that his mother would tell him off for breaking an antique; when it came to furniture, he was not to be trusted. Although it was an old desk that only he used, she would no doubt deem it as valuable as the old couch in the library or the portraits of the two old codgers.  
 
    The boy picked up the figurine and tried to put it back into position, but it fell off every time he tried.  
 
    “Bloody hell!” 
 
    He would have to go downstairs to get the tube of glue that his father kept in his desk, where he would no doubt still be working. If his father saw him take it he would know at once that he had broken something, so he decided he should try one more time to fit it back on before going for the glue. 
 
    The sphinx smiled at him with its little wooden wings drawn up against its body as he tried with all his might to push it back into place once more. But the statuette fell off yet again. 
 
    Determined not to give up hope, he brought the lamp that stood on the desk down to the opening to check whether there was something obstructing it, and he discovered a tiny rectangular piece of wood inside it. He stuck his finger inside forcefully and tried to pull it out, but found he couldn’t move it. He then pushed it down as if it were a piano key. At that moment, a loud, dull thud made his heart jump. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Taken aback, Charlie examined the small black hole in front of him, gaping in disbelief at what had just happened. The small piece of wood that he had just pressed was in fact a button to open a secret trap door in the front of his desk.  
 
    The pupils of his eyes had dilated completely and he could feel his heart beating furiously in his chest. This was certainly the most exciting thing that had happened since they had moved into the house.  
 
    Slowly he reached a finger out to the opening and pulled the panel away to reveal a small compartment with an envelope concealed inside it. 
 
    “Wow!” he exclaimed in excitement. “A secret hiding spot!” 
 
    He reached his hand in carefully and pulled out the envelope, bringing it under the light to inspect it. It was very fine quality paper, like the kind his grandparents would use. The original white color had turned yellow with the passage of time, and it was sealed with a wax seal that bore an engraved image of an hourglass. On the back of the envelope a phrase was written in an elegant, old-fashioned script that reminded him of his grandmother Louise’s handwriting. 
 
    “Et modo quae fuerat somnium, facta via est,” he read aloud. “Latin?! What am I supposed to do now?” 
 
    Charlie held the letter in both hands, weighing up for a moment whether or not he should open it. The fact that somebody had gone to so much trouble to hide it made it tremendously interesting and tempting, but the quote in Latin confused him. What if he got into trouble for opening a letter that turned out to be entirely in Latin anyway? The boy raised the envelope and brought it closer to the lamp, trying to catch a glimpse of what was inside. 
 
    “I can’t see anything. I don’t know why they like to use this kind of paper,” he said, referring to all adults in general. 
 
    He then remembered that hidden in his desk he had a small knife that he could use to open the wax seal carefully without tearing the paper, so that he could seal it up again without leaving any sign that it had been opened. And if it didn’t work, he could take the letter to school and throw it out in a wastepaper bin there when nobody was looking. Especially not his nosy sister. 
 
    “Problem sorted,” he declared, while he took out the knife and began the delicate operation. 
 
    Once he had opened the envelope, he took out a piece of paper which, fortunately, was written in English. The boy read it aloud: 
 
    “In the autumn of my life, I write these words to bequeath to you, my descendants, my most beloved possessions. 
 
    Of all of these, the most valuable is without doubt the name of my ancestors, which I received unblemished from my father and which I leave unblemished to you, trusting that you shall preserve it likewise and shall wear it with the pride and decorum it deserves. 
 
    A dedication to the constant search for knowledge and truth has always been a characteristic quality of our family, as has the courage necessary to pursue both under any circumstances. This has brought us moments of joy and of sorrow but, above all, a solid and well-deserved reputation as honorable people. Enjoy it as well and keep it intact, so that those who follow you may likewise value and enjoy it. 
 
    I have provided that the bulk of my fortune and properties remain in the hands of the family, this house being the most beloved of all. Preserve it forever in the name of the Conwells, along with the magnificent treasure it conceals. Its appearance is simple but its value its inestimable, because it will enable you to live a thousand lives in one, to take part in unimaginable adventures and to expand your knowledge immensely.  
 
    I know that you will be able to find it, and when you do, remember that you are its legitimate and lifelong owners. However, you must understand that its worth is so extraordinary that many shall seek to take it from you; you shall be the object of envy and your lives shall not be free of dangers and hardships. That is why you must trust in no one, enjoying this treasure in total secrecy and with the utmost discretion, acting always honorably and ethically, as befits a member of the Conwell family. 
 
    Go forth, then, and prove that you are worthy of that name. 
 
    Wishing you luck and good fortune, 
 
    Horatio Conwell” 
 
    “Wow, a treasure!” exclaimed Charlie, thunderstruck. “Could it be for real?” 
 
    Charlie noticed that the letter was signed by the old man from the portrait in the library, and was dated September 9, 1969. He then re-read the last few paragraphs to make sure that he had understood the letter perfectly, in spite of its overwrought style. It spoke of a treasure, a treasure of extraordinary value, to be exact. He took a moment to calm down and then began wondering how he would be able to find it, when he saw that along with the letter there was a second sheet of paper with a poem in Latin that he could only just barely read. 
 
    “Latin! This guy was a real pain!” he moaned, shaking his head in annoyance. “It would have been so easy just to put a map in here...” 
 
    At that moment he heard his mother’s voice calling for him to come down to dinner. 
 
    “I’m coming!!” the boy replied.  
 
     He picked up the envelope again to put the letter back in, and as he did so he found that it also contained an old, tarnished metal key, around 3 inches long, with an elaborate plant motif on its head. Next to the key he found a large silver ring, with three waves engraved on its surface. The boy pulled out both objects and held them up to the light to see them more clearly.  
 
    Maggie called him again, but this time the tone of her voice didn’t sound so friendly. Charlie knew that he’d better put everything away and go downstairs at once, or she would come upstairs to get him. 
 
    “I’ll be right down!” he shouted. 
 
    He hurriedly shoved everything into the envelope and put it back inside the secret compartment. He then ripped a strip of paper out of one of his notebooks, folded it up as many times as he could and forced it down into the gap in the desk, followed by the sphinx. The figurine smiled knowingly at him, this time without falling from its spot, as if the whole thing had been no more than a trick so that Charlie would discover its secret. 
 
    The boy left the room and charged noisily down the stairs so that his mother would hear that he was on his way. As he did so, his brain was besieged with one question after another. Why did this Horatio guy go to so much trouble to hide a letter if he wanted his family to find it? Why did he put a ring and a key in the envelope? What kind of treasure is simple in appearance but of inestimable value? Suddenly he was struck by the terrible thought that the former owner of the house had already found it. He broke into a cold sweat and his heart began racing once again.  
 
    Maybe that’s why he had sold the house and hadn’t even bothered to take anything in it, because he already had what he needed... But if he did, why would he have left the letter there for anyone to find? It didn’t make much sense, and of course it wouldn’t help him keep the existence of the treasure a secret.  
 
    Maybe Horatio’s descendant wasn’t quite as clever as the old man had hoped. Perhaps he only cared about the money and all that stuff about the family name and history meant nothing to him. So the dummy sold them the house with everything it contained, without knowing that he had missed out on the chance of finding a treasure.  
 
    Charlie felt calmer now. He had two theories and a poem in Latin to help him work out which of them was correct. Why did it have to be in Latin? 
 
    . . . 
 
    Before going into dinner, Charlie went into the library for a moment. As he passed in front of the portrait of Horatio Conwell, the boy timidly raised his eyes. He got the feeling that the old man was looking angrier than ever. 
 
    “It looks like I’ve found your little secret,” he muttered softly. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked Marcus, who was still working at his desk. 
 
    “Nothing, Dad. I asked you if you knew whether there was a basic Latin dictionary around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Of course, there are several. What do you want it for?”  
 
    “Huh? Well,” the boy stammered in reply. He was so excited about his discovery that he had forgotten to prepare an excuse. “It’s for school. I wanted to look up that thing that Caesar said when he got to the Omicron.” 
 
    “Charlie, Omicron is a letter in the Greek alphabet. The quote you’re referring to is what Caesar said when he crossed the Rubicon river. I think you’re going to have to ask your mother to tell you the story again,” replied his father, placing a hand on his son’s shoulder and leading him gently toward the kitchen. 
 
    Just before they left the room, Charlie felt the need to cast a quick glance back at the painting of the old curmudgeon, and this time he thought the portrait was smiling at him with a mocking air.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Maggie was an excellent storyteller. When the children were little she started telling them classic fairy tales like the ones that she and so many other people had been raised on. As she couldn’t remember them in much detail, she picked up a couple of books with the most popular stories, like “Little Red Riding Hood”, “Hansel and Gretel” and “Thumbelina”. But when she read them to her children at dinner time or just before bed, she found she simply couldn’t read them as they were written. 
 
    “My God, Marcus!” she had exclaimed with horror. “These stories are totally barbaric! I’d forgotten how cruel so many of them were. How am I going to tell them that Little Red Riding Hood and her grandmother slash open the poor wolf’s belly while he’s asleep to put stones inside him? Or the one about the father leaving his own children in the woods because they eat too much!” 
 
    So Maggie decided to replace the classic fairy tales with different stories which, to her mind, were far more instructive. Stories of heroes and villains, of conquerors and their victims, of brave warriors who fought evil tyrants, of days long ago in lands far away. Fictional characters like Little Red Riding Hood, the Three Little Pigs or Puss in Boots were replaced with real figures like Cleopatra and Marc Antony, Julius Caesar, Napoleon Bonaparte, Admiral Nelson, Sir Ernest Shackleton, Madame Curie and Alexander the Great. All these figures were mixed together in an amalgam of eras, names and places that Maggie tried to put in order with the help of a map of the world located opposite the kitchen table. 
 
    “Darling,” said Marcus at dinner that night, “I believe Charlie wants you to tell him the story of Julius Caesar.” 
 
    “Well,” explained Charlie, “actually I’d rather hear the story of this house. We’ve been living here for months and we don’t know anything about it.” 
 
    “But I thought you wanted to hear Caesar’s story so you could tell it tomorrow in class,” interjected Marcus. 
 
    “It’s fine, Dad. I’ll look it up in the books in the library. You always say we should learn how to look things up in books. And we’ve heard that story lots of times,” replied the boy. 
 
    “Yes,” Lisa chimed in. “Tell us the story of the house, Mum. For once in our lives, Charlie and I actually agree on something.” 
 
    “Well, I only know a few things about it,” said Maggie. “A promising young architect named Edmund J. Jones built it in 1905 for his wife. Unfortunately, she died giving birth to their first son, and Mr. Jones was totally devastated and never wanted to live in the house. For years it remained empty, totally deserted, until in 1925 it was bought by Horatio Conwell.” 
 
    Charlie jumped at the mere sound of the name. It was the old man from the painting and the writer of the letter he had found in the attic. Maggie gave him a surprised look and then went on with her story. 
 
    “Horatio Conwell was a prestigious professor of ancient history at Oxford, but when his father died he had to give up teaching and move to London to look after the family business. He was a very talented businessman as well, and he made a fortune without ever losing his reputation as an honorable gentleman.  
 
    “But his real vocation was in the academic world, which he never left behind completely, which is why everyone always called him ‘Professor’, and he was very well known. He was a prominent member of the British Academy and a supporter and patron of the British Museum.  
 
    “When Horatio died, his son Solomon inherited this house. Just like his father, Solomon studied history and archeology at Oxford. He was also connected to the museum. He worked there his whole life and he was the first lead curator of the British Library before it was moved to the new building at St. Pancras. 
 
    “However, Solomon was a rather reserved and introverted man, and a much less capable businessman than his father, so the huge family fortune was eventually decimated. Solomon had a son, Maurizio, who is the one who sold us the house.” 
 
    “And does he work at the museum too?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “Oh, no!” replied Maggie. “Unlike his grandfather and his father, Maurizio has never been brilliant at anything and he’s had some spectacular business failures. From what I know, his parents got divorced and his mother took him to live with her on the Côte d’Azur, where she raised him in an atmosphere of luxury and extravagance. His parents barely even spoke to each other, so Maurizio had almost no relationship with the Conwell family. Rumor has it that he was only interested in money, and he only came to London for the reading of the will of his father, poor old Solomon. In fact, he didn’t even go to his funeral.  
 
    “Eventually, Maurizio’s financial situation became unsustainable, and to cover all his debts he was forced to sell all his possessions in England at a loss. This house was one of them, and although Solomon had stated in his will that he wanted it to remain in the hands of the Conwell family, the heartless rat ignored his father’s request and put it up for sale.” 
 
    “And that’s where we came in and bought it for a steal,” added Charlie. 
 
    “Exactly,” replied his mother. “But then he didn’t even come and sign the contract, or check whether there was any object or family heirloom in the house he might want to keep.”  
 
    Charlie tried to hold back a huge smile as he listened to his mother. His second theory appeared to be confirmed. This Maurizio was beginning to look like a dimwit who had sold them the house without even suspecting that it contained a valuable treasure. 
 
    “And how do you know so much about the Conwells?” asked Lisa in an inquisitive tone. 
 
    “Well, my dear, the Conwells were very important and well-known people at the museum. In fact, it was a colleague of mine, Miss Rotherwick, who informed me of the chance to buy the house and who told me the family’s story.”  
 
    That night, Charlie cleaned up and went to bed with unusual speed. He was quite tired, but above all he needed to ponder over the professor’s letter and the story that his mother had told them at dinner. Once in bed, he went over both in his mind, trying to piece together everything down to the smallest detail, and as he did so he felt a great sense of excitement overwhelm him.  
 
    Quite possibly, he was on the verge of making a great discovery, just like a character from the amazing stories that his mother always told them. 
 
    . . . 
 
    After the death of his young wife, Professor Horatio Conwell was never the same again. Fearing that he would never recover his will to live, Sir Robert Ashworth, his mentor and dearest friend, tried to help him by appealing to Horatio Conwell’s one weakness: his love of archeology.  
 
    After months of dogged insistence, Sir Robert finally convinced the professor to agree to oversee the reconstruction work on an old Cistercian abbey located on one of his properties in Wales. Actually, for years Horatio himself had reproached his good friend for failing to do anything to prevent the state of total disrepair into which the little monastery had fallen. 
 
    Horatio moved there provisionally and hired six strong, burly men to help him carry out the tasks of cleaning and clearing up the site. None of these men knew anything about archeology, so the professor supervised all their movements and directed them patiently to ensure that the recovery and classification of the building’s remains was performed as meticulously as possible. 
 
    One balmy summer afternoon, while they were working on bracing the foundations of the building, one of the workers struck his spade on an object buried deep down next to one of the building’s outer walls. At first he thought it was a rock, but the dull, metallic thud he heard made him realize that it was something else. Intrigued, he crouched down and dug through the thick sand with his hands until they touched something cold and smooth. 
 
    Without revealing his discovery to the others and working practically in the dark, he continued to dig with his hands until he had uncovered the lid of what looked like a treasure chest. Before going on, he looked up to make sure that no one had seen him. Trying to control his nerves, he stuck his hand into one of his pockets and pulled out a box of matches. Once again, he looked around to ensure that nobody was nearby. If it turned out to be something valuable, he would cover it up again and come back for it under cover of night so that nobody would know what he had found. 
 
    As if fearing to make any noise that might give him away, he lit a match as discreetly as he could and bent down to get a closer look at his discovery. It was indeed a metal chest with two simple ribbed lines and an hourglass on its lid. The emblem was too simple to be the coat of arms of some wealthy family, but perhaps the chest contained something valuable that could be sold to an antique shop. 
 
    The heat of the flame on his fingers interrupted his train of thought. The man blew out the match and lit another so that he could take a second look at the chest before hiding it. 
 
    Then a voice behind him dashed all his plans.  
 
    “Have you found something, Mr. Evans?” 
 
    Before the man could answer, the light of Professor Conwell’s flashlight flooded the whole ditch, illuminating the half-buried chest. 
 
    “Seems so, Professor,” responded Evans, trying to conceal his annoyance, although he really had no idea of the amazing opportunity that had just slipped through his hands. 
 
    “Good work!” the professor congratulated him as he looked over the chest from above. Then he turned back to where the other men were to call for reinforcements. “Gentlemen, come here! It seems we have found a small treasure!” 
 
    The other men ran toward the ditch and crowded around him, trying to see what it was. One of them jumped nimbly into the hole to help Evans, who hadn’t stopped cursing his bad luck. 
 
    Within a few minutes, the two men had extracted the object from the ground and brought it up to the surface and into the sunlight.  
 
    Horatio knelt down and looked it over carefully. It was a black metal chest, of medium size, adorned only by two fine ribbed lines that ran from one side to the other and a simple hourglass located just above the lock.  
 
    Just as Evans had guessed, Professor Horatio knew that the symbol was too simple to be a family coat of arms. Moreover, and more intriguingly, the hourglass was not a common element of Cistercian symbology, suggesting the chest had nothing to do with the monks who would have lived in that little monastery. Furthermore, the hourglass on the chest had the peculiarity that the sand in it didn’t fall from top to bottom, but flowed in the opposite direction, which obviously had some kind of special meaning. The professor also noticed that whoever had buried the chest seemed to have gone to a lot of trouble to ensure that it would not be easily found. Perhaps this was because whatever it held inside should not have been in the hands of men dedicated to prayer and a pious life.  
 
    With a swift motion, Evans took his spade and delivered a dull blow that knocked the lock right off. Although he wouldn’t be able to keep it now, at least he could confirm whether the chest contained some valuable object that might have changed his life. 
 
    All the men took a step forward to be able to see every detail. But just when Evans reached down to open it, Horatio took him by the arm firmly to stop him.  
 
    “Believe me, gentlemen,” he said. “I am just as curious as all of you to know what might be inside this chest. But it has been found on the property of Sir Robert Ashworth, and only he should have the privilege of finding that out.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    The following morning, Charlie jumped out of bed, got dressed and ate breakfast hurriedly without anyone having to ask him to get ready even once. This was a totally unprecedented event that surprised all the members of his family.  
 
    While they were still getting dressed, the boy sneaked into the library and picked out a small Latin dictionary. When he got back from school he would use it to try to translate the poem on the sheet of paper he’d found with Professor Conwell’s letter.  
 
    As his mother had explained the night before, old Horatio had left a will, so it was clear that the letter he had found was not a last testament but a secret message for his descendants, revealing that he had left them an important treasure. For some reason, the professor didn’t seem to trust his son, much less his rotten grandson, so clearly he had decided to hide the letter for another, more intelligent family member to find. What the professor hadn’t counted on was that the house would end up in the hands of another family altogether… although, luckily, it was a decent, upstanding family whose members were exceptionally clever. 
 
    Charlie stuffed the dictionary into his backpack and slipped out of the library as stealthily as he had entered. When he passed in front of the portrait of Horatio, he walked solemnly, with great care not to look at him; he didn’t want to find a look of reproach in the old man’s eyes.  
 
    . . . 
 
    As soon as he got back from school, Charlie ate a rushed snack and then made his way straight up to the attic, Latin dictionary in hand. With great patience, and even greater difficulty, he looked up each of the words that made up the sentence on the envelope and the poem that Professor Conwell had written, one by one.  
 
    Trying to apply a rigorous scientific method, he re-wrote everything on a sheet of paper, copying down the words that he could find in English, and the ones that didn’t seem to be in the dictionary in Latin. Perhaps it would all make some kind of sense once it was done. 
 
    After an hour of tedious searching, all he had managed to achieve was a pounding headache and the translation of a few words. Feeling rather demoralized by the result, he took the paper in both hands and read it in silence. 
 
    “Bloody Latin!” he exclaimed, pounding his fist on the desk. 
 
    Trying to control his bad mood, he read the words he’d scribbled down once more. He didn’t understand a thing.  
 
    That bloody Horatio was a cagey, crafty old man, but Charlie was a pretty resourceful boy, and considering that what was at stake was no less than a treasure, he wasn’t about to give up yet. 
 
    First of all, he would go down to the library again and get one of the bigger dictionaries he had seen there. In his morning raid he had grabbed the smallest one so that he could hide it easily in his backpack, but he had seen two other much larger ones where he would surely find the missing words. 
 
    Having decided on his course of action, he hid everything away and sneaked down to the library. Unfortunately, his father was working at his desk, as he did every afternoon, and Lisa was sitting on the leather couch studying. It seemed she loved the library; she spent countless hours there reading, doing her homework or studying, especially if her father was there too, which was most of the time. 
 
    Charlie stopped for a moment at the door, weighing up whether or not to enter. If he did, either of the two might see him take the dictionary and would be curious to know why. And if they asked him, he wouldn’t be able to use the same excuse he’d used the previous evening.  
 
    Another option would be to wait until they left, but by then it would be late and he’d have to take his bath or have dinner, which would leave him with no time to translate the poem. And to let another night go by with the knowledge that there was a wonderful treasure somewhere in the house without doing anything about it was too much to ask. 
 
    He peeked in through the doorway again to evaluate the situation. Both his father and his sister looked absorbed in their work. If he pretended to be looking through the animal books on the shelf next to the one with the dictionaries they wouldn’t pay him much attention. He would have to be especially careful with Lisa, because she was the nosiest busybody on the planet, and because from where she was sitting she would easily be able to see the books he pulled off the shelf.  
 
    Charlie entered the room and greeted them as nonchalantly as he could. 
 
    “Hi!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Hello, Charlie,” replied Marcus, without raising his gaze. 
 
    Lisa didn’t even respond. Everything was going according to plan.  
 
    The boy made for the bookcase with the animal books and thumbed through a couple of them: My First Dinosaur Book and Life on the African Savanna. Before putting them back on the shelf he shot a sideways glance at the others. His father was typing away on his laptop and Lisa was underlining important points in her exercise book. It was the perfect moment. He reached out his hand quickly and took down one of the dictionaries, and slid it under the book about the African savanna. It was a very large and rather heavy dictionary, but not the biggest one, which he left on the shelf to avoid raising the suspicion of his sister. 
 
    He walked out of the library without a word and went up to the attic. He had to hurry, because it was getting close to his bath time. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Charlie concluded with satisfaction that it had been worth the risk. He didn’t manage to translate all the missing words, but he did find quite a few of them, and at least deduced the meaning of a few others, which he annotated with question marks to indicate that he wasn’t completely sure what they meant. Like any good researcher, he had to apply the scientific method as rigorously as possible. 
 
    Once he was done, he hid the dictionaries so that nobody would see them, and he read the poem again. When he did, he realized that his efforts had not been sufficient: it still didn’t make any sense.  
 
    Frustrated by his failure, he recalled the story of the light bulb that his mother would tell them when he or his sister wanted to give up on something. More than a thousand attempts were necessary to find a material that could withstand the passage of electricity so that it could be used to produce an incandescent filament. Inspired by the great Thomas Edison, Charlie decided that he wouldn’t give up either; not without first trying to find the missing words in the biggest Latin dictionary in the library. Late that night, while the others were asleep, he would go downstairs to get it without the danger of being seen. 
 
    Cheered up by his new plan, he gathered up the message in Latin and his translation to hide it all away in the secret compartment.  
 
    But when he picked up the envelope he remembered something which, inexplicably, he had overlooked until then.  
 
    . . . 
 
    On Thursday nights, Horatio Conwell would go to Sir Robert Ashworth’s house to have dinner with his old friend, a custom that had remained unchanged since the professor had first moved to London and that had rarely been missed. On each visit, Horatio would thank his host with an elegant little gift, such as a box of fine Belgian chocolate or Cuban cigars or a bottle of French cognac.  
 
    But that Thursday, the first after the discovery at the abbey, his gift was an old dark-colored chest, which the professor placed on the table in Sir Robert’s library.  
 
    Although the lock was broken, Sir Robert had no doubt that its contents would be exactly as they had been found. Horatio was the most honest man he had ever known in his whole life and would never take anything that didn’t belong to him. 
 
    However, when he saw his friend’s eyes sparkling with a mixture of satisfaction and curiosity, Sir Robert realized that Horatio didn’t even know what was inside the strange chest. Clearly, the good professor had left the honor to him. 
 
    “Good Lord, Horatio! Don’t tell me that you haven’t looked to see what’s inside!” he exclaimed with chagrin. “What if there’s a skeleton in there? Or vermin?”  
 
    “I think your imagination is getting the better of you, Sir Robert,” replied the professor. 
 
    “Who knows... Perhaps it’s a relic. And although it may well belong to an important saint, I have no desire to wrestle a dead man’s bones right before dinner.” 
 
    “I think not. Look at the hourglass here on the lid. This symbol has nothing to do with any saint.” 
 
    “You know that the only history I’m interested in is the history found in books. Whatever may be inside this chest, it is yours,” stated Sir Robert flatly.  
 
    Horatio smiled at his friend’s words. He had expected a reaction something like this, but not that Sir Robert would not even have the slightest interest in knowing what was inside the chest. 
 
    “Perhaps there is something valuable inside,” he suggested. 
 
    “I don’t care!” replied Sir Robert with a shake of his head. “Whatever it is, it is yours. And furthermore, I would be grateful if you would take it away this very evening and inspect it at your home. For now, let’s have dinner and forget the matter.”  
 
    Horatio obeyed his friend’s wishes, and although he couldn’t get the chest out of his mind for the rest of the evening, not once did he betray any sense of haste or impatience for the dinner to end.  
 
    However, as soon as he got home, before even removing his coat and hat, he locked himself in the library and set down the mysterious black chest to find out at last what it contained.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie took the key and the ring out of the envelope. He then unfolded the sheet of paper with his translation and reviewed it anxiously. 
 
    Moments later, with a smile of satisfaction he confirmed his hunch: just as he had suspected, the word “key” was there, in Professor Horatio’s message in Latin. Clearly, the message was a series of clues, clues that would lead him to the treasure, clues that explained what he had to do with the key and the ring that he had found inside the envelope. That was why the professor had kept them all together, because they were all needed to find the treasure. 
 
    Almost beside himself with excitement, he picked up the Latin dictionary once more and opened it on the desk. But this time he went to the back of the book, to where the words were translated from English to Latin. With his pulse racing, he looked up the word “ring”. 
 
    “Ring, ring... Here it is,” he said, pointing to the word with his index finger. “Ring: anulus”. 
 
    Then he picked up the message in Latin, trying to find “anulus” in that sea of meaningless words.  
 
    “It’s not here! Why isn’t it here?” he asked in a fluster. 
 
    He picked up the ring between his fingers, turning it around while he examined the waves engraved on the inside. 
 
    “So, what are you doing in the envelope?” he asked the little object, his eyes fixed upon it. 
 
    Charlie examined the ring for a moment longer and then slipped it onto the ring finger of his right hand. “The old guy must have had fingers like sausages,” he thought, because the ring was huge. He closed the dictionary, hid it inside the old wardrobe that stood in one corner of the attic, and sat down again at the desk. Carefully he folded the letter, inserted it in the envelope and then made to take off the ring to put it back in the envelope as well.  
 
    He froze with disbelief at what he saw: the ring had shrunk to fit his finger. Suddenly anxious, he tried to pull it off again and again without success.  
 
    Charlie took a slow and deep breath, trying to calm down. Could this really be happening? When he had put it on, the ring had been much bigger than his finger; he was completely sure of it. And now it was just his size. It wasn’t too tight, but he couldn’t get it off. Without much hope he tried again, while thinking that at least he had put it on the right finger. 
 
    At that moment, Marcus opened the door and looked in to tell them that it was bath time. 
 
    “Okay, Dad,” the boy replied with a startled expression, hiding his hand under the desk. 
 
    Fortunately, his father left as quickly as he had appeared, without noticing anything. 
 
    Charlie tried to get the ring off one last time, again without success. Still a little bewildered, he decided to put the letter away and leave the ring on. He would try to take it off again in the bathroom, soaping up his hand so that it would slip off easily.  
 
    He wasn’t going to let panic get the better of him. He had the situation under control. 
 
    . . . 
 
    At dinner, Charlie was rather quiet. He had tried unsuccessfully to get the ring off by every method he could think of, until his finger had turned red. He knew that sooner or later somebody would notice it, although that night he felt far too tired to have to come up with an explanation. So he tried to keep it concealed, holding his hand under the table after each spoonful, until finally the dreaded question was asked. 
 
    “What’s that ugly ring you’ve got on?” asked his nosy sister. 
 
    “I found it in the attic. It’s mine,” replied Charlie, with a sullen expression. 
 
    “What a nerve!” Lisa protested. “Why do you get to keep it?” 
 
    Charlie replied only by glaring at his sister with a fierce scowl. 
 
    “Leave him be, Lisa,” said Maggie. “It’s only a trinket. I don’t see why your brother can’t keep it if he found it.” 
 
    “Fine, I couldn’t care less,” retorted Lisa with an indifferent tone. “It’s really ugly anyway. But the next thing I see that I like, I’m keeping.” 
 
    Charlie was going to respond, but he didn’t feel like getting into an argument with his sister. So he continued eating in silence. Better to leave it at that, he thought. At least he wouldn’t have to try to take the ring off in front of his family, because if anyone did try to get him to do so they would all end up realizing that something fishy was going on.  
 
    Lisa said nothing more either, convinced that she had won the fight. Marcus and Maggie then turned the conversation onto work matters, and for once neither of their children showed any signs of wanting to interrupt them. Maggie explained the troubles they were having organizing the monographic exhibition dedicated to Nefertiti, one of the most popular queens of ancient Egypt, but also one of the least known. The event was vitally important to the museum, which had been working on the preparations for nearly four years.  
 
    Practically all the artifacts that had been found that bore some relation to Nefertiti were spread around museums all over the world, and a few museums were fighting over certain pieces. Of course, in archeology this was quite a common occurrence and nothing to be surprised about. In the last few weeks, however, things had taken a turn for the worse. A major television network had aired a report on the Egyptian queen that frankly exposed the rivalries between the different institutions, featuring directors from a few museums making some rather blunt statements on the matter. This sparked an open war in the museum world, and consequently some museums had hinted that they would no longer lend out their pieces, even for the exhibition at the British Museum. And if they didn’t, the exhibition would be a paltry display, and wouldn’t have the significance and international impact they had been aiming for.  
 
    In view of this situation, the museum’s board had commissioned Maggie with the task of going through the huge collection in the Egypt Section and picking out any piece, however insignificant, that bore any relation to the queen, so that it could be exhibited if no agreement with the other museums could be reached. 
 
    “Imagine, Marcus!” sighed Maggie. “There are more than 76,000 objects stored on ancient Egypt alone, and given the way they’re classified around 3,000 of them could be in some way related to Nefertiti and her era. And we have to go through them all, just in case we have to exhibit any of them!” 
 
     Charlie continued listening to his mother’s complaints about the massive task entailed in rooting out a few pieces that probably won’t be of much importance in an exhibition that seemed to be cursed in advance. Under normal circumstances, he would have asked his mother to tell the story of Queen Nefertiti, but his Latin translating work had left him exhausted and all he really felt like doing was going to bed. 
 
    Before he lay down, he set his alarm clock for 1 a.m., when he would go downstairs for the fattest Latin dictionary in his father’s library. He placed the clock carefully under his pillow, next to his flashlight, so that nobody else would hear the alarm. Then he closed his eyes and fell asleep.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie felt his mother shaking his shoulder gently. 
 
    “Come on, sleepy head!” she said. “Didn’t your alarm go off?” 
 
    The boy opened his eyes and bolted upright. He had slept through the night! He remembered hearing the alarm and wrestling with the clock and with his own exhaustion in an effort to get up. But clearly, sleep had won out in the end.  
 
    He improvised a new plan to get the dictionary that he needed. He jumped out of bed, grabbed the clothes that his mother had laid out for him on the chair and shut himself up in the bathroom before his sister could enter. When Lisa came out of her bedroom, she was surprised to find the bathroom door locked. The bathroom was always free at this time.  
 
    “Charlie?” she called out, trying to open the door. “Are you going to be much longer? God! Don’t tell me the little runt is going to become an early riser now.” 
 
    “Use Mum and Dad’s bathroom!” shouted Charlie from inside. 
 
    Lisa reluctantly took his suggestion, but a minute later she was back pounding at the door. 
 
    “Dad is taking a shower!” she complained. “Are you going to be much longer?” 
 
    “I’m finished,” said Charlie, humming as he opened the door. 
 
    Things couldn’t have worked out better. His sister had just entered the bathroom to get dressed and would be quite some time. He had always been amazed at how long Lisa took in the bathroom every morning, although since she had turned fourteen this troubling habit had become much worse. 
 
    As soon as she closed the door, Charlie went to check the whereabouts of the rest of the family. His father was still in the shower and Maggie was preparing breakfast downstairs. It was the perfect moment.  
 
    Charlie raced up to the attic and took out the dictionary he had hidden in the wardrobe the previous evening. He then slipped stealthily down the stairs so that his mother wouldn’t hear him, crept into the library, and put the book back on its shelf, before taking down the largest dictionary of all. Finally, he darted back upstairs to hide the dictionary in the attic. On his way past the bathroom he heard the sound of the toilet flushing: Lisa would be coming out at any moment. He leaped up the rest of the stairs to the attic and hid the dictionary in the wardrobe.  
 
    Mission accomplished. He’d done it! 
 
    The boy closed the door behind him and went back downstairs as quietly as he could. The bathroom was empty and his sister was just coming out of her bedroom.  
 
    When Charlie got down to the kitchen, his mother looked up with a smile. 
 
    “Good morning, darling! Are you all ready for school?” she asked while she served the cereal. 
 
    At that moment, Lisa and Marcus also entered the kitchen. 
 
    “Good heavens, Charlie!” said his father. “This is turning into a good habit.” 
 
    Charlie smiled, unable to conceal his satisfaction. 
 
    “Yes, it’s because I’m a machine!” he declared, while Lisa sat down beside him with an annoyed expression and began eating her cereal.  
 
    . . . 
 
    When Horatio opened the chest to see what it contained, he was utterly astonished. The object inside it was far too extravagant to belong to a group of monks who had taken a vow of poverty. But the most alarming discovery was the story contained in the little book he found there alongside the object.  
 
    The story was so extraordinary that it could only be the product of the ravings of a wildly demented or superstitious monk. However, as tremendously disturbing as it was, something told him that it was all true. 
 
    Whoever it was who had hidden the chest feared that the wrong person would make off with the object it contained, because it was not only incredibly powerful, but also indestructible. Aware that sooner or later it would be discovered, its mysterious owner had set a test for the one who found it, so that only someone truly noble, wise and persistent would be capable of putting together the pieces that would make it work. All these pieces had been carefully hidden in other Cistercian abbeys, which could only be found by deciphering the clues written down in the book. 
 
    Driven by the hope of finding all the pieces, Horatio worked in absolute secret for many months, studying the book in detail, unraveling the clues it contained, and visiting the ruins of the monasteries to search each one of them. 
 
    Upon finding each piece, he hid it away in the black chest. If what he had read in the book were true, what he was piecing together was the most powerful object that had ever existed.  
 
    An object so powerful that perhaps it should never even have been unearthed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER IV: Busted! 
 
    As soon as he got home, Charlie repeated his usual afternoon ritual to avoid raising suspicion. He washed his hands, put his house slippers on and had his afternoon snack. His father barely even had to hound him to do his chores, or even to clean up the kitchen table; but Marcus was a little distracted and didn’t seem to realize how smoothly things were going that afternoon. Meanwhile, Charlie took every precaution imaginable, making sure that the others were all going about their business before slipping up to the attic. From the door, he peeked into the library and saw Marcus working at his desk and his sister sitting on the old couch. 
 
    “Perfect!” he exclaimed as he turned to climb the stairs. 
 
    Once in the attic, he took the huge dictionary out of the wardrobe and sat down to get to work. He spread his sheet of paper with the translation and the Professor’s poem in Latin out on the desk. One by one, he looked up the words that he hadn’t been able to find the previous afternoon. 
 
    “Lucem, lucem, H..., I..., L...” he muttered as he flipped through the pages of the book. “Longe, lentus...” 
 
    He was concentrating so hard that he didn’t notice that he was no longer alone in the room, that someone was sneaking toward him, watching his every move with a malicious smile. 
 
    “Busted!” she said suddenly. 
 
    Charlie looked up with a start and saw his sister smiling smugly at him. 
 
    “My, my,” she drawled sarcastically as she moved around behind him. “You’ve become awfully interested in Latin lately, haven’t you?” 
 
    Charlie moved his hand discreetly, trying to cover the professor’s letter and the translation he had written. 
 
    “You’d better start explaining to me what it is you’ve got there, runt,” she said in a threatening tone. “And what it is your plotting. You can’t fool me. I know you’re hiding something.” 
 
    The boy hesitated for a moment. If he shared his discoveries with his nosy sister, she would want to take over the investigation, giving him a lot of orders and ultimately ruining the whole thing for him.  
 
    “I’m not hiding anything,” he answered at last. 
 
    “Come on, Charlie. I’m not as naive as Mum and Dad. You’ve taken three Latin dictionaries out of the library, suddenly you’re walking around wearing a ring that you only just found despite the fact you’ve been poking around in the attic for months, your alarm is going off at midnight, and to top it all, you’re now the first one in the whole family who’s ready every morning. You’re up to something. I know it.” 
 
    Charlie didn’t say a word. His prying sister never missed a thing. 
 
    “Either you tell me what it is, or I’ll tell on you,” she threatened. “Mum and Dad will want you to tell them what’s going on, and your fun times in the attic will be over.”  
 
    Charlie listened in silence. He knew that his sister would keep on pressing him until she had found out everything; she was too nosy to give up. 
 
    “You’ll never be able to come up here and play again,” she added. “And, for your stubbornness, I’ll tell them about the chocolate bars you keep in the bottom of your wardrobe. And that it was you, and not the movers, who broke mum’s vase.” 
 
    Clearly, Lisa knew everything. Charlie stared at her for a moment, feeling like a mouse trapped in the claws of a merciless cat, and finally agreed to share his discoveries with his sister. 
 
    “Promise me first that you won’t say anything to Mum or Dad,” he said before he began explaining. “About what I’m going to tell you now, about any of the things you just said, or about anything else you know. You won’t tell them anything at all.” 
 
    “I promise,” replied Lisa, raising her hand solemnly.  
 
    “And that you won’t call me ‘runt’ anymore.” 
 
    “Agreed. But only if you tell me the whole story.” 
 
    “I found this letter hidden in a secret compartment in the desk.” 
 
    “What compartment?”  
 
    “This one here,” replied Charlie, showing it to her. “The letter is from Horatio Conwell, the old geezer in the painting in the library.”  
 
    “Yes, yes, I know who he is,” said Lisa, moving her head impatiently. “But what’s so important about it?” 
 
    The girl reached out her hand for the boy to give her the letter. 
 
    “Because it mentions a treasure,” answered Charlie. 
 
    Lisa read the letter in silence. Like her brother did, she had to read the paragraphs that mentioned the treasure a couple of times, and couldn’t help wondering whether it could really be true. 
 
     “And what does all this have to do with the Latin dictionaries?” she said when she’d finished. 
 
    Charlie then gave her the sheet of paper containing the poem.  
 
    “This came with the letter. I suspect this poem has clues to the location of the treasure,” he explained, unable to conceal a certain pride. “That’s why I took the dictionaries, to try and translate them.” 
 
    Lisa examined the letter and the poem.  
 
    “Charlie, either you’re very clever or you have the wildest imagination in the world,” she said. “And the ring?”  
 
    “It was inside the envelope, along with this key.” 
 
    “Let me see it,” ordered Lisa, holding out her hand. 
 
    “I can’t take it off,” said Charlie in a pitiful voice. 
 
    “Rubbish!” she exclaimed, and she began trying to pull the ring off her brother’s finger. 
 
    After several attempts, she gave up. 
 
    “I’ve tried everything, Lisa. Even with soap, like Mum does. But it won’t come off. It’s like it shrank on my finger when I put it on.” 
 
    The girl stared at him for a moment. She then began looking over the secret compartment, the letter, the poem, the key... The idea that there was a treasure in the house seemed to her more like something out of the stories their mother told them than real life, but it was all quite intriguing. And if Lisa Wilford had a weakness, it was her inability to keep her insatiable curiosity in check. 
 
    “And have you managed to translate the poem?”  
 
    “This is all I’ve managed,” answered Charlie, showing her the sheet of paper with his translation. 
 
    Lisa took it and read it to herself. 
 
    “This makes no sense at all!”  
 
    “I know,” replied Charlie glumly. “But now that I’ve told you everything, you can help me. Maybe you can work it out.” 
 
    “Me? Translate this? Are you mad? I hate Latin!” 
 
    Lisa took a blank sheet of paper and copied down the phrase on the envelope and the poem included with Horatio’s letter. When she’d finished, she folded the paper and stuck it in her trouser pocket, along with the translation that her brother had done. 
 
    “Put everything way,” she commanded. “And go get your coat. We’re off.” 
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “The important thing isn’t to have all the answers yourself, but to have reliable sources,” she reasoned as she made for the door. “If you’re right and it’s a secret code, we’ll crack it. Don’t be long. I’ll wait for you downstairs.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    When he saw the chest on the table in his library and his friend’s serious expression, Sir Robert realized that this was an important matter. On their weekly meetings, neither he nor Horatio had mentioned anything about the chest or its contents again. Indeed, he had dismissed the matter from his mind entirely, having assumed that it contained nothing more than some old letters or documents that this friend had probably taken to studying. 
 
    However, Horatio’s face revealed that whatever it contained, it was something much more significant than he had at first assumed. Although Sir Robert did not know why his friend had not mentioned anything about the chest in such a long time, he had no doubt that he had his reasons. 
 
    Horatio waited for him to close the library door and come over to the chest. He then opened it solemnly, showing his friend its contents, which, he explained, he had found in the little abbey owned by Sir Robert and in several others that he had visited. He also showed him the little notebook he had found in the chest and he offered a brief summary of the extraordinary story it contained. 
 
    Sir Robert listened in silence, stroking his silver mane of hair and making no attempt to interrupt his friend. Horatio was certainly not naive and would never have taken a story to be true without verifying it first, particularly a story as incredible as this one.  
 
    “I have not tested its powers myself,” explained the professor. “If I had done so, it would have become mine forever. And this is yours; it belongs to you... But I am afraid that everything I’ve told you is true.” 
 
    Sir Robert stood staring in silence at his friend for a few moments.  
 
    “This doesn’t change things, Horatio,” he said at last. “You know that I only enjoy history when I can read it in a book, sitting comfortably in the armchair in my library. I told you that whatever was in the chest was yours, and I stand by my words; and the truth is, I can’t think of a better man than you to make use of such a power. I would only ask two things of you. First, from now on you must watch your back at all times. And second, you must never miss our Thursday dinner. I have always enjoyed our conversations, but I have a feeling that from now on your stories will be truly thrilling.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa told Marcus that she was going to the museum to see her mother. She went there quite often, but this would be the first time she would take Charlie with her. 
 
    Together they walked the two blocks from their house to the British Museum. Stationed at the entrance was a security guard as big as a wardrobe. Lisa greeted him with a familiarity that surprised Charlie. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Steve,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Hi, Lisa,” the man replied. “Have you come to see your mother?” 
 
    “Yes. I’ve got my brother Charlie with me today. We want to surprise her.” 
 
    They walked through the halls of the building until they came to a wing of offices. Lisa greeted all of the museum staff as she passed them; she seemed to know everybody. 
 
    Suddenly, she stopped in front of an office from which emerged the strains of classical music. On the door was a sign that read: “Helen Rotherwick - Documentation Officer”. That name sounded familiar to Charlie, although he couldn’t recall where he had heard it before. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Miss Rotherwick,” said Lisa as she entered. “I’d like you to meet my brother, Charlie.” 
 
    “Good afternoon, Lisa,” replied the woman, turning down the volume on her stereo. “Have you come to see your mother?” 
 
    “Well, yes, we have come to see her, but the one I really wanted to see is you.” 
 
    “Oh! And why is that, my dear?” asked the woman, removing her glasses. 
 
    “You see, Miss Rotherwick,” said Lisa, walking over to her, “I was wondering whether you could help me with a poem in Latin. My father is very busy preparing a talk and my mother says that there’s nobody else in all of London who is more proficient in classical languages than you are.” 
 
    “Really?” said Miss Rotherwick, visibly flattered. “Exaggerations, my dear, exaggerations. But let me see this poem of yours.” 
 
    Lisa handed her the paper on which she had copied out the poem in Latin and the translation that her brother had done. 
 
    While she read it, Charlie observed Miss Rotherwick closely. She would have been around sixty years old. She wasn’t excessively gray-haired or wrinkled, but her hairstyle and her manner of dress made her look older. She was a handsome woman, but her expression was grim and serious, giving her a somewhat unpleasant look. Her way of speaking was at once tremendously well-mannered and extraordinarily stern; she could not be said to be impolite, but she seemed a little distant. In short, she looked to Charlie like a real old prune. 
 
    “Oh, my dear!” exclaimed Miss Rotherwick, shaking her head. “I think you need to work harder on your Latin. This translation is plagued with errors.” 
 
    “Oh, really?” responded Lisa, blushing a little. 
 
    “It’s my fault, Miss Rotherwick,” interrupted Charlie. “I asked Lisa to let me do it this once.” 
 
    “Oh! That is marvelous,” replied the woman with a surprised expression. “What studious children! However, if you wish to learn Latin, you must first study the basics.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick read the poem aloud in a notably solemn tone. She then offered an explanation that was rather more detailed than Lisa and Charlie would have liked on the use of the genitive and the vocative, and other aspects of vital importance in Latin grammar, while she corrected Lisa’s translation. Finally, just when Charlie began to feel a burning desire to rush out in search of his mother, Miss Rotherwick read out what she had scribbled down on the paper. 
 
    “What but just before was a dream 
 
    has now become a highway. 
 
    Only the wise, the brave, 
 
    and those who possess the truth 
 
    are worthy of finding the path of the light. 
 
    When you hear the song of the lord of the night, 
 
    find the flower of the goddess of the rainbow, 
 
    and her sister, the first flower of spring. 
 
    Together they will lead you 
 
    to a place where you will not see your reflection, 
 
    but a brilliant flash 
 
    shall guide you so that, with the key, 
 
    you may sail along the river upstream.” 
 
    “You are amazing!” exclaimed Lisa. 
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” replied Miss Rotherwick, visibly pleased by the acclaim of her small audience. “And who did you say is the author? I only recognize the first line, which is a quote from Martial, although here it says ‘dream’ when in reality it is ‘pathway’. The rest, I must admit, is a little odd and rather complicated for your age. I don’t remember having seen it before, and I have read nearly all of the classics.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve forgotten the author’s name,” said Lisa. “Anyway, you wouldn’t know where we might find our mother, would you?” 
 
    “I’ll call her right now,” answered the woman. “The poor dear is terribly busy with the Queen Nefertiti exhibition.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve heard,” remarked Lisa.  
 
    “It’s all been a ghastly headache,” said Miss Rotherwick in a sorrowful tone. “It was going to be the big event of the year for the museum, but now it seems that it is all going to the dogs.” 
 
    “Gosh, maybe we’ve come at a bad moment, if she’s so busy with the exhibition,” said the girl. “Could you just tell her we’ll see her at home? I wouldn’t want to bother her.”  
 
    “Very well, my dear. I’ll tell her,” replied Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    Lisa took Charlie by the arm and led him swiftly down the hallway. 
 
    “Where are we going?” asked her bewildered brother. “Aren’t we going to wait for Mum?” 
 
    “Wait for Mum? Are you mad? We have no time to lose!” exclaimed Lisa, quickening her pace all the more. 
 
    “But what’s going on?” asked Charlie, struggling to keep up with his sister’s quick step. 
 
    “Today is Friday, and Mum and Dad will be going to the movies.” 
 
    “So?”  
 
    “Don’t you get it, runt?” said Lisa, without slowing down. 
 
    “You promised never to call me that again.” 
 
    “Sorry, sorry. Today we have the perfect opportunity to look for the treasure. Mrs. Davis will be coming to look after us, and as usual she’ll be glued to the telly all night, and won’t even get off the couch until Mum and Dad get back.”  
 
    “So why are we running then? She won’t have arrived yet.” 
 
    “Exactly!” said Lisa, stopping suddenly and turning to look at him. “You were right, that poem contains clues, riddles that we have to work out. If I look them up on the Internet, maybe I can find the answer, but as you know, ever since the ‘incident’, Dad only lets me use his computer when he or Mum are home. So stop asking so many questions and hurry up.”  
 
    Charlie saw the sparkle of determination in his sister’s eyes. Nothing could stop her now, so he decided simply to shut his mouth and try to keep up with her. Within a few minutes they had reached their house.  
 
    Before going inside, Lisa stopped in front of the door.  
 
    “Alright, this is what we’ll do,” she said, bringing her mouth close to Charlie’s ear so that nobody else could hear.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Marcus hated electronic devices. He always said that learning to use them took too much time and effort, and by the time you had worked it out, the device in question was obsolete and you had to learn to use another one. Virtually the only electronics that he had incorporated into his daily routine were his laptop, his cell phone and an MP3 reader to listen to music. Whenever Maggie wanted to tease him, she would add the electric shaver her husband used every morning to the list of modern devices he’d mastered. 
 
    As far as computers and the Internet were concerned, Marcus recognized their advantages and used them more than he liked to admit, but he couldn’t help but feel a certain aversion to them and to the rate at which they were changing the world. Marcus had enjoyed a happy childhood in the country, always out in the open air surrounded by animals and playing with whatever his natural environment afforded him. It saddened him to see that his children, especially Lisa, had an excessive dependence on new technologies. 
 
    Reluctantly and with considerable resistance, he finally agreed that his daughter could have a smart phone, her own computer, and use the Internet with reasonable supervision. Maggie tried to make him understand that Lisa belonged to a generation for whom technology dominated everything and that it made no sense trying to isolate her from it; instead, they should be giving her parameters for its correct use. 
 
    But everything changed when Lisa became embroiled in an unfortunate episode of harassment against another girl at her school. Although they had not participated directly, Lisa and her friends were aware of what was going on and followed the escalating persecution of the girl as if it were a harmless soap opera. Their morbid curiosity to see how things got worse overcame their awareness that the situation was cruel and unjust and would end up turning violent sooner or later.  
 
    When the truth came out and Marcus discovered that his daughter had been following all the gossip, abuse and slander against her schoolmate on her cell phone and on a well-known teen chat room as if it were all just a bit of fun, he was furious. Although she was not directly responsible for the attacks, he deemed her both an accomplice and an accessory, and concluded that both the smart phone and the computer had afforded his daughter the opportunity to act as an anonymous and hypocritical participant. Consequently, he decided to deprive her of both devices indefinitely, until she had demonstrated that she was sufficiently responsible to use them without getting into trouble herself or creating trouble for others. From that moment on, she could only use the computer under strict parental supervision and her state-of-the-art smart phone was replaced by an obsolete cell phone, which only allowed her to make calls and send text messages. 
 
    Lisa meanwhile came up with the innocent term “the incident” to refer to what had happened, in an effort to conceal an unspeakable feeling of shame for her participation in the episode. 
 
    What she didn’t realize was that as long as she continued to use this euphemism, in her father’s eyes she was as guilty as she had been on the day it all began. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Horatio Conwell always kept the two promises he had made to Sir Robert on the night that he had tried to give him the chest for the second time. 
 
    Every Thursday he arrived punctually at his friend’s house for his weekly visit, to share amazing stories which he embellished with amusing anecdotes that made his host laugh out loud. 
 
    Sir Robert listened to his dear friend’s tales with great enthusiasm; however, as if he were afraid to have his suspicions confirmed, he never asked him whether he had ever been caught up in a difficult or compromising situation. Yet he couldn’t help but feel greatly relieved each time Horatio arrived safe and sound for their Thursday night dinner. 
 
    The professor, for his part, didn’t want to worry his friend unnecessarily, and so he never told him of the dangers he had to face; nor did he mention the rumors he had heard about mysterious men whom he believed had powers like his, but whose behavior was neither as honorable nor as peaceful.  
 
    Nevertheless, Horatio did his best to keep the other promise he had made to Sir Robert, being careful always to watch his back. He never spoke to any other person about the wondrous object he possessed, even when Sir Robert died and he felt hemmed in by his loneliness. 
 
    Horatio Conwell was fully aware that he held a power in his hands that was greater than anyone could possibly imagine. 
 
    And that any man, even the most mild-mannered, would be tempted to do anything in order to possess it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER V: What Kind of Treasure Is That?! 
 
    Charlie and Lisa went straight to the library. Incredibly, Marcus was not working at his desk. 
 
    “Dad?” the girl called out. 
 
    “I’m in here,” replied her father from the kitchen.  
 
    “Have you finished working?” asked Lisa by way of greeting. “Can I use your computer?” 
 
    “Where is your mother?” asked Marcus without answering her question. “I thought she’d be coming back with you.” 
 
    “We came back early,” explained Charlie. “We didn’t want to bother her.” 
 
    “Can I use your computer?” Lisa asked again. 
 
    “I’ve already turned it off. Tomorrow I’ll let you use it for a bit.” 
 
    Lisa was about to press the matter when Charlie interrupted her. 
 
    “Dad, when are we going to start planting in the garden?” he asked. 
 
    Lisa shot him an annoyed look; if he distracted their father she wouldn’t be able to talk him into letting them use the computer. 
 
    “It’s still a little early, Charlie. It’s only January,” said Marcus, his eyes on the hot dogs he was preparing for their dinner. 
 
    “And when will the first flowers come out?” the boy asked. 
 
    Lisa smiled; she was beginning to understand her brother’s strategy. 
 
    “Well, we won’t have flowers until spring,” said Marcus. 
 
    “And what is the first flower of spring, Dad?” asked Charlie. “That dimwit Jimmy Stevenson says it’s his mother’s roses, but I think there are others that come out earlier.” 
 
    “Traditionally they say that the primrose is the first flower of spring, but I think there are others that bloom earlier, although I doubt Jimmy’s roses would be among them.” 
 
    “We could plant one that’s really pretty... oh, what’s it called?” said Lisa, pulling an expression as if she were trying to recall something. “A flower that a goddess really liked...” 
 
    “What goddess?” asked Marcus. 
 
    “One who went around in a rainbow,” answered Lisa, feigning an absent-minded look. 
 
    Just as Marcus was about to reply, the doorbell rang for nearly ten seconds without stopping, as if somebody was trying to crush the button outside. Mrs. Davis had arrived. Marcus raced out to answer the door.  
 
    “Children, we’ll continue with our flower conversation tomorrow,” he said on his return, followed by a small, rotund woman. “For now, I’ll leave you with Mrs. Davis. I’m going to pick up Mum at the museum and we’ll go straight onto the cinema from there.” 
 
    He gave each of them a farewell kiss on the cheek. 
 
    . . . 
 
    As Lisa had predicted, Mrs. Davis sat down in front of the television as soon as the children had finished dinner. As usual, she commandeered the remote control of the only TV set in the house, to ensure they would watch her favorite program: a contest in which popular figures with no previous dancing experience competed to win the title of best dancer on the show. 
 
    Lisa and Charlie usually stayed to watch it with her for a while, but that night, to their babysitter’s surprise and despite the fact that the competition was a real nail-biter, the children went to the library to read instead.  
 
    They both sat down on the old leather couch. Lisa took out the sheet of paper on which Miss Rotherwick had written her translation and in pencil she wrote “primrose” to the right of the words “the first flower of spring.” They spent some time reading the poem in silence, neither one coming up with any other contribution toward solving the mystery. 
 
     As if in search of inspiration, Charlie looked around the room and his gaze fell on the portrait of Horatio Conwell. 
 
    “That guy gives me the creeps,” he said. “I feel like every time I see him he’s looking at me differently.” 
 
    Lisa raised her eyes to look at the painting. 
 
    “What the...?!” is all she managed to say.  
 
    Then she froze as she stared at the canvas. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she exclaimed. 
 
    Charlie looked at her face, trying to work out what was wrong with her, but she went on staring at the portrait with a stunned look. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Or have you lost the ability to speak?” 
 
    “Look at the painting, Charlie,” she replied at last.  
 
    The boy looked at the painting again. His gaze fell right on the professor’s eyes, which seemed to be mocking him once more. 
 
    “I really can’t stand that guy,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    “Look at it closely. Forget about the professor and look at the details. Don’t you find anything strange?” 
 
    “The only thing I find strange is that it’s still hanging here.” 
 
    “Luckily for us!” exclaimed the girl. “Look, he’s wearing your ring!” 
 
    “You’re right!” said Charlie, raising his own hand toward the professor’s hand in the portrait. “And the strangest thing is that it fits him but it’s tight on me. You see? I wasn’t joking. The ring shrank when I put it on.” 
 
    Lisa took a few steps back to look at the whole painting. 
 
    “This is amazing!” she said after a moment. “We’ve got everything right here under our noses! Everything in the poem is there in the painting: the river, the owl, who must be the lord of the night... Look at the flowers the professor is holding in his hand. I’ll bet one of them is a primrose.” 
 
    Charlie fixed his gaze on the canvas. Until then, he had only ever paid attention to the grumpy old professor, and had never noticed that the portrait was indeed quite odd. Behind Horatio were some mountains and a river with a boat sailing on it. There was also an owl on a branch, holding a mirror in one talon and, in the other, a key very much like the one he found in the envelope together with the ring. The professor was wearing a black cape from which his hands emerged. In one hand he held an hourglass, and in the other were two flowers, one yellow and the other purple.  
 
    Charlie stood speechless next to his sister. Indeed, all of the objects mentioned in the poem and the ones he had found in the envelope were represented in the painting, but he had no idea why. 
 
    “Of course!” exclaimed Lisa. “They must be symbols; they all have to have a meaning.” 
 
    She went over to one of the bookcases and looked through the books there.  
 
    “Here it is,” she said, pulling one off the shelf. “Signs and Symbols: Meaning and Use Throughout History.” 
 
    She sat down at Marcus’ desk and began looking up each object, noting down its meaning on the same sheet on which Miss Rotherwick had written her translation. Suddenly Mrs. Davis appeared; obviously, the contest had cut to a commercial break. 
 
    “What are you up to, children?” she asked. “It’s time for you to get to bed.” 
 
    “Mrs. Davis!” exclaimed Charlie when he saw her. “How’s the contest going?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s getting really exciting!” answered the woman, forgetting the order she had just given. “Jenny Bridges worked so hard all week and prepared a fantastic number, but the poor thing tripped over as soon as she started...” 
 
    “What a shame!” said Charlie. “I’m sure the jury will overlook it. She’s the keenest contestant on the show. Is she still losing weight?” 
 
    “Six pounds this week!” replied Mrs. Davis, with obvious admiration for her favorite contestant. “She has such will power, she does.” 
 
    “She sure does!” agreed Charlie. “And what about that snooty contestant, Monnie Hudson? Has she danced yet?” 
 
    “Not yet, no,” answered the woman. “With any luck she’ll fall over too, and tear her dress, the show-off!” 
 
    “Isn’t that the show’s theme song?” asked the boy, as if straining to hear the sound coming from the living room. “I think it’s back on...” 
 
    “Oh, I’d better go!” responded the woman, who turned around at once and rushed from the room. 
 
    “We’ll go to bed right away!” called Charlie as he watched her leave. 
 
    When they were alone again, Lisa let out a laugh. 
 
    “Nicely managed,” she said between chuckles. “That was quite the distraction tactic.” 
 
    “Bah! Simple psychology,” he replied, feigning modesty. 
 
    Lisa turned her attention back to the book. They had to make the most of the time they had, because it wouldn’t be long before the next commercial break. Charlie, meanwhile, began studying the portrait of the professor closely. 
 
    “It really is quite weird,” he said. “A sailboat going upriver instead of down, the sand in the hourglass falling upwards instead of downwards... Whoever painted this clearly never heard of the Law of Gravity.” 
 
    “Listen to this,” Lisa interrupted him. “According to their symbolic meaning, all the objects mentioned in the poem and that appear in the painting as well can be classified into three groups. The first group is objects associated with wisdom and knowledge, which are the owl, the key and the mirror. The second group are symbols of time, like the hourglass and the river. The third group are objects that have no relationship with each other, like the primrose, which means that the person holding it will find a hidden treasure, and the boat and the other flower, which I don’t know the meaning of.” 
 
    “The flower reminds me of the patch of irises that Mr. Simon had in the garden in Cambridge.” 
 
    “That’s it!” exclaimed the girl, unable to repress her excitement. “I’ll look it up!” 
 
    Lisa thumbed through the pages of the book quickly. From the living room came the sound of the passionate cheers of the audience at the end of a tango. 
 
    “Iris: from Latin ‘iris’, in honor of the Greek goddess Iris, who would transport the souls of women to the underworld and would place this flower on their tombs to adorn them. In the 12th century, Louis VII of France included the iris in his emblem for the Crusades, which is why it came to be known as the ‘Fleur-de-Louis’, and later ‘Fleur-de-lis’, becoming a habitual symbol of the monarchy since that time. Its three leaves represent truth, wisdom and courage. It has also been used as a symbol of the Holy Trinity.” 
 
    “Didn’t the poem say something about wisdom and truth?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “Yes, right at the beginning. And in the professor’s letter too, when he said that courage and a dedication to the truth and the search for knowledge were qualities of his family.”  
 
    “What I don’t understand is why the boat appears in the painting, but not in the poem,” remarked Charlie. 
 
    “That’s true. And the mirror too. The boat might be related to the river, which according to the book symbolizes the irreversible passage of time. And the reference to the reflection and the flash could have something to do with the mirror, which is associated with wisdom.” 
 
    Once again they heard a torrent of applause and cheers coming from the living room. It seemed that Mrs. Davis was really enjoying her show that night. 
 
    The children continued with their ruminations, trying to unravel the mystery. They both felt extremely excited, as if they were the protagonists of one of the many adventures that their mother had told them. 
 
    “That leaves the hourglass. I don’t know what connection it could have with the poem,” observed Charlie. “Unless it’s the sand where they planted the flowers.” 
 
    At that very moment, Mrs. Davis burst into the library with an expression of profound disappointment on her face. It was clear that Jenny Bridges had been eliminated.  
 
    “Are you still up, children?” she said. 
 
    It wasn’t a question, or even an affirmation. It was a full-scale scolding. 
 
    “You see, Mrs. Davis...” Lisa tried to explain.  
 
    “Off to bed!!” bellowed the woman. 
 
    Lisa put away all the papers, returned the books to the bookcase and ran up the stairs along with Charlie. Behind them they heard the heavy footfalls of Mrs. Davis, who followed them to ensure that this time the children were doing as they’d been told.  
 
    Before entering her room, Lisa looked back for a moment. 
 
    “Psssst!” she whispered loudly. 
 
    Charlie turned around to face her, just in time to see his sister give him a wink and a big smile.  
 
    . . . 
 
    As if he knew that his time had come, on the afternoon of September 9, 1969, Horatio Conwell felt the sudden need to take the ring off his finger. He was not ill, nor did he feel his health was failing, but for some time he had been feeling alone and tired of living. And when he found that the ring slipped smoothly down to the tip of his ring finger, he felt neither worry nor sorrow; only a certain sense of urgency to leave all his affairs in order, because at most he had nine hours left to live.  
 
    He had known that this moment would come, and he had prepared for it. He possessed an indestructible and tremendously powerful object which, if it fell into the wrong hands, could wreak terrible harm on the world. He therefore had the responsibility to ensure that such a disaster would never happen. 
 
    Some time back, the professor had considered returning everything he had found to the Cistercian abbeys where the monk, its previous owner, had hidden it all. But the world had changed a great deal, and all those abbeys had now turned into tourist attractions. And the idea that everything might end up in the hands of some ignorant tourist was a prospect he found utterly terrifying.  
 
    Another option he had considered was to bequeath the extraordinary power to a person in whom he trusted completely; but sadly, such a person did not exist. All the men that Horatio had admired were dead, and his only relatives were his son Solomon and his young grandson Maurizio. 
 
    Solomon was a good man, but his character was too weak and sullen to be able to bear such a burden for the rest of his life. Perhaps his grandson Maurizio would grow to be a great man and a worthy bearer of the Conwell name. And if not, it would be another of his descendants, for Horatio Conwell was proud of his lineage and his family name, and he trusted that sooner or later a successor would appear who would be able to assume the burden of the bequest. Only time would tell who would be worthy to possess such a wondrous power; his one duty was to ensure that it would be a Conwell and not some random stranger. This seemed to be the best option... and the only one he had. 
 
    However, just as the monk had done, Horatio determined to put whoever discovered the powerful secret to the test, and thus would he ensure that only someone truly noble, wise and persistent would attain it. 
 
    The house – his house – would not be the only hiding place, although it would be the starting point where the first pieces of the puzzle would be found. In his will, he had stated his desire that the house remain always in the hands of the Conwell family, and he knew that Solomon would follow his instructions without question. He had no cause for worry. The secret, as wondrous as it was dangerous, would never leave his family.  
 
    When everything was ready, he went over his notes one last time and then tossed them into the flames of the fireplace. For a few moments he stood motionless, watching the papers burn. Then he took the poker, broke up the charred remains into pieces and mixed them with the rest of the ashes until there was no sign left of them. Finally, he put away the letter he had written, after placing the ring he had worn on his left hand for nearly four decades inside the envelope.  
 
    “An exceptional secret for an exceptional man,” he said to himself, trying to imagine the Conwell who would end up discovering it.  
 
    When he had finished, he sat down on the couch in the library with a glass of fine cognac in one hand and Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations in the other.  
 
    And in silence, in the peace of the night, he waited for death to come. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa was sleeping peacefully when she sensed someone breathing beside her. She opened her eyes and jumped when she saw Charlie standing next to her bed. 
 
    “What are you doing standing there?” she asked. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “A while. I was kind of afraid to wake you up.” 
 
    “And so, why are you in here?”  
 
    At this question, Charlie sat down on the bed and practically fell on top of his sister.  
 
    “What if we’re being too clever?” he said. “What if some of the things aren’t clues? What if they’re not the meanings you said?” 
 
    “Symbols, they’re called symbols,” corrected Lisa. “And speak quietly or you’ll wake up Mum.” 
 
    “Symbols, then,” Charlie continued in a whisper. “Some things might be symbols, but others might not.” 
 
    At that moment, Charlie seized his sister by the wrist and pulled her out of bed. He turned on a flashlight and marched out of the bedroom with Lisa in tow. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked. “What time is it?” 
 
    “And what if the key in the painting isn’t a symbol, but the same key that was in the envelope? And what if we need to search for a lock to open something where the treasure is hidden, or where there are other clues?” 
 
    Charlie was speaking as fast as a machine gun and Lisa listened, still too sleepy to follow his reasoning. The boy entered the library, pulling his sister by the arm, and stopped right under the portrait of the professor. 
 
    “Help me,” he said. 
 
    “To what?”  
 
    “To look behind it,” answered Charlie as he lifted the painting. 
 
    “Wait! At least let me turn a light on.” 
 
    Lisa switched on the lamp on Marcus’ desk, which gave off a slender circular light that was barely strong enough to illuminate half of the painting, leaving the rest of the room shrouded in shadow. 
 
    “I’ll hold it and you look for the lock,” she said, bringing a chair over to the portrait. “And hurry! This thing weighs a ton.” 
 
    Charlie jumped up onto the chair and slithered behind the picture like a lizard. From the other side Lisa could see him wriggling, moving the flashlight from one side to the other. 
 
    “Come on, Charlie,” she urged him. “I can’t hold it any longer.” 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” said her brother, slipping out from behind the portrait. 
 
    “So where do we look?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe it’s around here somewhere.” 
 
    The boy shone the flashlight around the room, lighting up the furnishings and objects that had been cloaked in darkness. Lisa followed the point of light with her eyes, as if the room had become an improvised stage on which a play was to be performed.  
 
    Books, books, and more books. Pictures of the Wilfords that Maggie had placed on one of the shelves, an old hourglass, a small, tarnished globe of the world, more and more books, a little wooden frame with an engraved owl on the top of the bookcase, an old Chinese marble statuette... 
 
    “Do that again!” exclaimed Lisa, with a start. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Shine the torch around the room again!” 
 
    Charlie started over. 
 
    “Higher,” his sister instructed. “Shine the light on exactly the same spots as you did before.” 
 
    The boy obeyed, trying to follow the same path, while his heart beat faster and he felt increasingly excited. 
 
    “There’s an hourglass,” said Lisa. “Keep going, move the light.” 
 
    Charlie understood at once. The objects in the painting and the poem also seemed to be distributed around the room. He jumped up and ran to turn on the main light. 
 
    “And there’s the owl,” he said, pointing it out.  
 
    Lisa took the sheet of paper and Charlie moved next to her to read it. 
 
    “On that wall is the mirror,” he said. “And I have the key and the ring.” 
 
    Lisa looked over the translation and marked off the objects they had located like she was marking off items on a shopping list. She was also anxious and tremendously impatient to discover where all these clues would lead them. 
 
    “We’ve still got the flowers, a river and the boat,” she said. 
 
    Charlie began turning around in circles, searching the whole room. 
 
    “The stained glass in the window,” he said, pointing with his finger. “There’s a coat of arms with two flowers and a book with more words in Latin.” 
 
    “They were on the family’s coat of arms!” exclaimed Lisa. “But I can’t see the boat, or anything related to a river.” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s in the garden, on the outside,” said Charlie with great excitement, as he opened the glass door that led out to the yard.  
 
    The cold night air flooded the room. Charlie walked outside, shivering, and swept his flashlight over the facade of the house.  
 
    Nothing. Nothing at all. Disappointed, he shone the light on the wall again and moved it from one side to the other, as if expecting something to jump out of the darkness. As he did so, a powerful shaft of light shone through the glass and into the room.  
 
    Inside the library, Lisa felt her heart jump. 
 
    “The path of the light.” 
 
    And then she knew not only that the treasure was real, but that they had it within their grasp.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa turned off the lights and went out into the garden with the poem in her hand. It was extremely cold and Charlie’s teeth were chattering noisily. 
 
    “Charlie, you really should put a coat on,” she said without looking at him, her mind clearly occupied with more important matters. 
 
    The boy entered the house and came back out to the garden a few minutes later. He had his coat on now and was holding his sister’s in his hand. He found her in front of the glass doors, engrossed in her analysis of the poem, which she read out loud in a soft voice over and over. 
 
    Trying not to distract her, Charlie put her coat over her shoulders. Lisa lifted her huge green eyes and fixed them on the coat of arms on the glass. She didn’t blink, and almost looked like she was in a trance. She knew that they had all the pieces of the puzzle in front of them; all they had to do was figure out how they all fit together. 
 
    Charlie held his breath, sensing that his sister was on the point of cracking the mystery. 
 
     “On the coat of arms there are two flowers intertwined, as if they were sisters,” said Lisa, reasoning aloud with the utmost concentration. “One of them represents courage, wisdom and truth; the three qualities of the Conwell family mentioned in the professor’s letter. The other one symbolizes that whoever has that flower possesses a treasure. That confirms what we already know: there’s a treasure in the family that you can only find if you’re a worthy member of the family.” 
 
    Charlie listened in silence, leaving his sister to continue with her deductions.  
 
    “It also says that first you have to find the flowers, so the coat of arms has to be the starting point,” she went on. “After that it says that they will lead you to a place where you won’t see your reflection, but a flash, so it must have something to do with the mirror.” 
 
    Lisa took a step forward and brought the flashlight up to the coat of arms on the glass, pointing directly at the mirror hanging on the wall. Suddenly, a ray of light bounced off the mirror toward the carving of the owl, illuminating two small mirrors that served as the owl’s eyes.  
 
    Charlie stifled a shout of amazement and ran into the library to see what was happening more clearly. Two thin rays of light shone from the owl’s eyes right across the room, converging right above a circular frame that adorned one of the wooden panels covering the walls of the room. The boy rushed over to it and pushed it to one side to reveal a small lock. 
 
    “Bingo!” he exclaimed happily.  
 
    He then raced back out to the garden to announce to his sister that they had found the treasure.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie stuck his hand in the pocket of his pajamas and took out the key to insert it into the lock. He was still shivering from the cold and was so nervous that his hand trembled uncontrollably. 
 
    “Let me do it!” said Lisa, snatching the key from him.  
 
    She was nervous too; she could hardly believe what was happening. They had found a treasure, or at least were about to. 
 
    She took a deep breath and inserted the key into the lock. She turned it gently but firmly, because it was a little stiff. One turn, two turns... and the wooden panel opened outwards. The children pulled the little door back slowly, holding their breath. 
 
    “The torch, turn on the torch,” said Lisa.  
 
    Charlie switched on his flashlight and slipped inside the compartment, while his sister opened the small door completely to see better. What they had discovered was a small cubicle, around five feet high by five feet wide and of approximately the same depth. The space was so small that Charlie only just fit inside, with enough room to spare for Lisa, who didn’t want to miss a thing, to stick her head in. 
 
     Inside the compartment, Charlie saw a black metal chest with an hourglass engraved on the top. Like the hourglass of the wax seal on the letter and in the portrait of the professor, the sand appeared to be falling upwards instead of downwards.  
 
    Charlie took a deep breath and reached out to open the chest while his heart beat frantically. He imagined he was about to find a huge treasure of gold, precious stones and other riches.  
 
    “Mum said that everything in the house is ours now, didn’t she?” he asked, stopping suddenly. “She said that we’re the legitimate owners now, right?” 
 
    “For God’s sake!” exclaimed Lisa. “Just open it, will you?” 
 
    “But it’s ours, right?” he asked again, wanting to be sure. “We’re the owners, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yes, Charlie! Now open it, for God’s sake!” 
 
    Charlie lifted the lid and shone the flashlight inside the chest.  
 
    But he didn’t say a word. 
 
    “What’s inside?” asked Lisa. “Come on! Say something or you’ll give me a heart attack!” 
 
    Still with his back to her, the boy raised a hand to show her a piece of black velvet cloth, and then in the other hand he held up a leather-bound notebook. 
 
    “This is what’s inside,” he replied, his disappointment palpable. 
 
    Lisa took the cloth and stretched it out between her hands. 
 
    “A cape and a book??” she exclaimed, incredulous and disheartened. “What kind of treasure is that?!” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Charlie, who by now had untied the leather cords that held closed the covers of the book. “And guess what? It’s got the little hourglass engraved here too. And there are whole pages written in Latin here. This is too much for me, Lisa. I’m going to bed.” 
 
    “Me too. Here, put the cape and the book back.”  
 
    Charlie put the cloth in the chest, but not the notebook. 
 
    “I’m going to keep it to have a look at it. Maybe there’ll be something in English in here,” he explained. “At this rate, either we’ll have to learn Latin or start working with the Documentation Officer.” 
 
    “Miss Rotherwick,” clarified Lisa. 
 
    They turned off the light and went silently back upstairs to their bedrooms. Outside, the first rays of dawn were filling the garden.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa struggled to crawl out of bed. Her whole body ached, her stomach was churning and her head felt like it was about to explode. 
 
    “This must be what a hangover feels like,” she muttered. “I don’t think I’ll ever drink alcohol in my life.” 
 
    When she entered the kitchen, she found her parents in their pajamas, sitting at the table in front of the remains of a plentiful breakfast, enjoying a relaxing Saturday morning. Marcus was reading the newspaper and Maggie was looking over some papers that bore the British Museum letterhead. 
 
    “Good morning, darling. Aren’t you feeling well either?” asked her mother when she saw the dark rings under her eyes. 
 
    “What?” said Lisa, not knowing how to answer. 
 
    “Your brother is in bed. He said he has a very bad headache,” explained Maggie. “I just took his breakfast up to him because he said he didn’t have the strength to get up.” 
 
    “Really? As a matter of fact, I’ve got a bit of a headache myself,” answered Lisa, as she sat down to eat. 
 
    “What a shame!” said Marcus. “We were going to suggest taking the bikes over to Hyde Park for a ride.” 
 
    “Maybe this afternoon, Dad. I’m going to check on Charlie.” 
 
    She climbed the stairs and entered her brother’s bedroom. Charlie was polishing off some scrambled eggs and toast.  
 
    “So you’re sick, are you?” she said, sitting down on his bed. “What a faker!” 
 
    “Bah! I’m a resourceful guy.” 
 
    Lisa watched her lanky, freckle-faced brother in silence for a while. Although to her he was mostly a nuisance, she had to admit that the little runt was indeed resourceful and self-confident. He had a knack for making people like him without doing anything special to win them over. He always seemed to say the right thing at the right moment, which always drove her crazy. He was quite ordinary to look at, but when he smiled his face was transformed, giving it a pleasant and attractive quality. And Charlie had an extraordinary knack for smiling. 
 
    “Look what I found in the book,” he said while he chewed on a piece of toast. “Another letter, and what looks like a bracelet. For a man, this guy sure was into jewelry.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call this jewelry. And what does the letter say?” 
 
    “I haven’t opened it yet. I was waiting for you. We’re supposed to be a team now.” 
 
    Lisa was touched by her brother’s words, although she couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt as well. If she had been in his place, she wouldn’t have waited for him. 
 
    “Alright, well, I’m here now,” she said. “Come on, read it.” 
 
    Charlie wiped his fingers on the bed sheet and picked up the letter. It had a wax seal with an hourglass, just like the one on the letter he’d found in his desk. 
 
    “Here, open it with the knife,” suggested Lisa. 
 
    Charlie broke the seal and opened the envelope. Once again, inside there was a letter and a poem in Latin. He lay the poem to one side and read the letter aloud. 
 
    “If you are reading these words it is because you have passed the first test. It gladdens me that you have risen to the challenge and have proven yourself worthy of the name of Cromwell.” 
 
    Charlie looked up, interrupting his reading. 
 
    “This means two things,” he said. “One: that we’ve got more tests to pass, which I hope are a little harder than the first one, because it was dead easy. And two: that the old guy was really full of himself about being a Conwell, probably because he’d never heard of the Wilfords.” 
 
    Lisa smiled at her brother’s appraisal. The discovery of the cape had made him cocky, although she had to admit that the little runt had passed the test with flying colors. 
 
    “Go on, keep reading, Mr. Wilford,” she said. 
 
    “You have found the greatest and most mysterious of treasures. Fools value gold alone, but the wise know that there is nothing more precious than time.”  
 
    “Lisa, he’s calling us fools,” he interjected, “because I can assure you that I would have been happier if that chest had been full of gold coins.” 
 
    And he went on. 
 
    “Time will now be at your command. You will be able to visit the past, and to see the peoples and places of bygone eras with your own eyes. Your time in this world will still be finite, but you will be able to live a thousand lives in one.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. Is he saying that with the cape we can travel in time?” interjected Lisa this time, with a mixture of amazement and incredulity. “Is that what you think he’s saying too?” 
 
    “I think so, although the old guy might just be joking,” replied Charlie with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, he seems to have gone to a lot of trouble for a joke. And in the portrait the professor doesn’t look like a person with much of a sense of humor.” 
 
    She sat in thoughtful silence for a moment and then stood up. 
 
    “Wait here a moment,” she said, and then rushed out of the room. 
 
    A few minutes later she came back with the translation of the Latin poem in her hand. 
 
    “Listen: ‘What but just before was a dream has now become a highway,’” she read. “The dream of every archeologist or historian to be able to see everything they’ve studied. Not just the remains of the civilizations, but the civilizations themselves, in all their splendor. Remember how Miss Rotherwick said that in this line somebody had changed ‘pathway’ to ‘dream’? And then this thing about sailing up the river. The river is the passage of time... The irreversible passage of time, it said in the book. By sailing upstream, you go to where the river begins. In other words, you’re traveling into the past.” 
 
    To Charlie this all seemed like sound reasoning, so he decided to accept it right then and there. It was that moment when he realized what it really was that they had found. 
 
    “Time travel!” he exclaimed with eyes wide open. “We’ll be able to see cars and cities of the future, and travel to Mars! Or go to see other galaxies!” 
 
    “Hmm,” replied Lisa, shaking her head. “I think it only refers to traveling to the past... But my God, Charlie! Just imagine meeting Cleopatra, Joan of Arc or Madame Curie. Being able to see Imperial Rome, or the Colossus of Rhodes, or to find out how and who made the statues on Easter Island...” 
 
    “Or to see a Tyrannosaurus Rex, or the Vikings, or the Trojan horse,” her brother chimed in. “Or to meet King Leonidas, or Admiral Nelson...”  
 
    The two children recalled the stories that her mother had told them over the years, all the epic adventures and the characters who had taken part in them. Now all those stories would be within their reach; they would be able to see them first-hand. 
 
    “Finish reading the letter. Let’s see what it says,” said Lisa. 
 
    “You must understand that you hold in your hands an extraordinary power, which you must use responsibly and wisely, with the sole purpose of expanding your knowledge and experience. History is filled with unjust and unfortunate events, and on many occasions you will be tempted to change them in the conviction that it is the right thing to do. However, you must take into account that any change you make to the past will affect the lives of past, present and future generations, and you may even endanger your very existence. Take care, then, not to interfere with the course of history. 
 
    “From this moment on you must be alert, for there will be others who will seek to snatch a power so great from your hands. Your only defense will be the absolute discretion you exercise to protect yourself from such people. Never reveal to anyone what you possess, for this is the only way to keep yourselves safe. 
 
    “I know that the boatman’s visit is very near. I am ready for my departure from this world, but the one thing that worries me is that something so powerful might fall into the wrong hands. For some time now I have felt that I am being watched, which is why I have hidden the four annuli, the little ring-shaped devices that fit onto the bracelet and make it work, together with the instructions for their use, in places that are very dear to me. These four are the only ones I have managed to find in my life, although I know that there are others, and that there are other capes like this one. 
 
    “Seek out the annuli with the help of the clues you shall find alongside them. Each annulus shall lead you to the next. Find them all before you travel in time, for only with all four will you be able to enjoy your voyages fully, to immerse yourselves completely in the places and ages you shall visit and, most importantly of all, to avoid danger and mischance. Remember that although your longing may be great, you must not embark on a voyage without being assured of your return or without meticulously preparing each of your journeys through time. 
 
    “Please follow all of my instructions as precisely and honestly as you can. 
 
    “Good luck, and may you enjoy your travels. 
 
    Horatio Conwell.” 
 
    The last few paragraphs hardly even worried the children. All they could think of were the great adventures they would have, and obviously an adventure would not be an adventure without a few risks. But neither of them wanted to stop to think what the specific dangers and hazards that the professor warned them of might be. They didn’t even assign the slightest importance to the fact that there were other capes like the one they had found. 
 
    Lisa examined the poem in Latin and the book they had found with the cape. When she opened it, she saw that it contained a single booklet made up of a few pages stitched together, all fastened to a rod. There were some empty rods too, and she imagined that these were intended for the instructions to the annuli that they still had to find. She recalled having seen this rather rudimentary binding system in some binders made for old coin collections that their Grandfather Henry had. 
 
    “Let’s start by translating the poem that came with the letter. It must have the clues that will lead us to the first annulus,” said Lisa. “We’ll also read the book, in case we find something that might help us.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry to say that although it has some parts written in English, most of it is in Latin.”  
 
    Lisa thumbed through the pages of the book. 
 
    “For now we’ll focus on translating the poem that contains the clues,” she said. “So far we’ve done pretty well. We’ll sort out the book later; maybe the English and the illustrations it has will be enough, and we won’t need to translate the Latin parts as well.”  
 
    “In spite of everything, I think we make a good team,” said Charlie, raising his hand.  
 
    Lisa slapped her palm against her brother’s. 
 
    “Even better than Howard Carter and Lord Carnarvon,” she replied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER VI: But Where on Earth Is the Annulus? 
 
    Reading the book turned out to be rather more tiresome than expected, because although it contained only a few pages, it included whole paragraphs in Latin. Fortunately, there were also explanations in English and numerous drawings that helped give the children a basic idea of what it was they should be looking for. 
 
    On Monday afternoon, to compare notes, Charlie and Lisa decided to identify the basic points of their investigation at a meeting in the attic, which was no longer Charlie’s private study but the headquarters of the Wilford Siblings. 
 
    “Number one,” began Lisa, taking notes down on a piece of paper, “we know that what we’ve found can be used for time travel.” 
 
    “Two,” Charlie added, “to use it, we need the cape, the ring and the bracelet. All together. The Book of Time seems to be some kind of instruction manual that tells you how to travel.” 
 
    “Three: the bracelet is a chain, possibly made of silver, into which we need to insert a series of little ring-shaped devices called annuli. We know that the professor hid four, but we don’t know why so many are needed or what they do.”  
 
    “Four: the old guy thought that his descendants would be really clever, which is why he didn’t leave any of the annuli here. Only a few clues, in Latin of course, to help them find the first one. This is irrefutable proof that there is no annulus for traveling into the future, because the professor never knew that his only descendant wouldn’t be very smart and that now the cape is in the hands of the Wilfords.” 
 
    “Good observation,” laughed Lisa. 
 
    “Five,” Charlie continued, “supposedly, along with each annulus we’ll find clues that will lead to the next one, although we have plenty of reason to fear that they’ll be in Latin too.” 
 
    “Six and last,” said Lisa, “if we don’t find the first annulus, we won’t be able to find the others. And our time-traveling days will be over before they began. Charlie, I think we have no choice but to translate the clues in Latin.” 
 
    “We make Champollion look like an amateur,” remarked the boy with a sigh. “Deciphering hieroglyphics was a piece of cake compared to this.” 
 
    “Right,” said Lisa, putting everything away into the secret compartment in the desk. “We’ll get started tomorrow.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    As a member of the order of the Knights of Time, Max Wellington worked hard to recover capes that had fallen into the hands of people outside the secret society. Although he was not the only hunter of illicit time travelers, Max’s achievements had made him one of the society’s most esteemed and envied members.  
 
    Any of the capes would allow its owner to travel into the past, but not all of them were created equal. When he designed them, Prince Olwelin took his inspiration from his own army, giving specific powers to each cape in accordance with its rank. Those with a higher status were more powerful and fewer in number than the capes of lower ranks. Another distinctive sign of its status was the velvet color of the garment itself. And there were some extremely rare capes with highly unique powers that made them especially valuable despite the fact that their rank was not so high. 
 
    The position held by the knights within the Order was determined by the number of capes they possessed and by their highest-ranking cape. This made recovering time capes vitally important for any ambitious knight, because if the cape that his ancestors had received was not important enough, he could always move up within the organization by recovering other lost capes of a higher rank.  
 
    According to the rules of the Order, when a knight recovered a cape, he could keep it provided he used it honorably and in strict accordance with the code. He also had to inform the society of his new possession and to submit it to the ultimate control of the Grand Master. This ensured that the knights of the society would make every effort to recover any capes that had gone missing, and that once they were found those capes would remain in the power of the order’s rulers.  
 
    Thanks to his great skill, Max possessed numerous time capes, although unfortunately his rivals had many others, some of a higher status and therefore with greater powers than those that Max had acquired. 
 
    Although the rules of the Order made it very clear that all recovered capes must be declared without exception, this rule was not always observed and the whereabouts of some capes were kept secret. This was one of the most serious breaches of the code that a knight could commit; nevertheless, the temptation to possess a secret cape was often too great to resist, as it gave its new owner the chance to use it freely, with no rules or limitations other than his own desires and ambitions. On his time travels, Max had heard stories of diabolical knights appearing suddenly, committing horrific acts and then vanishing like maleficent phantoms. Rather than dismissing these stories as superstitions or legends, Max suspected these mysterious demons were in fact members of the Order who traveled to other eras using one of the secret capes to make themselves rich or to satisfy their darkest desires. 
 
     Many of these secret capes had even passed on from father to son for generations and were in the hands of certain family clans that formed part of the Order. Their guilt had never been proven, but Max and other loyal members suspected certain families, more powerful and better positioned within the organization, who were competing with one another to take Emanuel Gentile’s place. 
 
    This was why Max’s sole mission in this life was to become the next Great Master, so that he could unmask and destroy these traitors once and for all. And when he did, he would purge the Order and restore its original principles so that it would be as it had been in the times of Prince Olwelin. It was an ambitious endeavor, but he was prepared for it... or at least so he thought.  
 
    . . . 
 
    The following afternoon, Lisa and Charlie went up to their headquarters with the medium-sized Latin dictionary. The smallest one had clearly proven inadequate last time, and they thought it best not to take the biggest so as not to arouse suspicion in case Marcus needed to use it. 
 
    The children began the task with great enthusiasm, but their utter ignorance of Latin soon plunged them into the depths of despondency. 
 
    “Lisa, this is boring,” said Charlie. “There has to be a quicker way to do it...” 
 
    “There is. Knowing Latin. Do you remember how quickly Miss Rotherwick did it?” 
 
    “We could ask her to help us again, but we should take some kind of draft version, and I suppose she’ll tell us off again for our bad translation. And I can’t tell her again that I did it, because she’ll think that you’re lazy and that you’ve made me your personal slave or something, to do all your homework for you.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re right,” replied Lisa pensively. 
 
    Charlie stared at the paper with the few words they had managed to translate... and all the others they still had to find.  
 
    “What if we ask Dad for help?” he suggested. 
 
    “We could. But what do we tell him if he asks what it’s for?” 
 
    “We could tell him we found the paper with the poem in the attic. If we always ask the same person, they’ll get suspicious; but if one day we ask one person something and another day we ask another person something else, there’s less chance of anyone realizing.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess you’re right. The worst part isn’t having to translate this one, but knowing that there are still another three to do before we find all the annuli.” 
 
    “We have to take advantage of the fact that we’re surrounded by adults who know a lot and who are all pretty busy,” added Charlie. “If we ask them for help and give them the impression that it’s nothing important, they’ll do it. After all, who’s going to imagine that we’ve found a time-travel cape?” 
 
    “Alright. We’ll show the poem to Dad. From what I can tell, they’re only clues, not an exact description of the place where it’s hidden. I don’t think it should be too compromising.” 
 
    The children went downstairs together to the library, where they found Marcus working. 
 
    “Hi Dad,” said Lisa as they entered. “Are you really busy?” 
 
    “No, darling,” replied Marcus, tapping away on his computer. “What do you need?” 
 
    “Well, we wanted to ask you if you could help us translate this,” she replied, handing him the paper while looking over to Charlie. 
 
    The boy returned her gaze and then turned his eyes on his father. Marcus stopped typing to take the piece of paper from Lisa. After examining it for a few moments, he asked the dreaded question. 
 
    “Latin!” he exclaimed. “Where did you get this from?” 
 
    “We found it lying around,” said Lisa in a distracted tone as she sat down on the couch, “but we don’t know what it means.” 
 
    “Hmmm, I see,” replied Marcus. “And you want me to translate it.” 
 
    “Well, Dad,” said Charlie, “only if you’re not too busy and if your Latin isn’t too rusty.” 
 
    “Alright, let’s give it a try,” their father answered with a smile. “I think I still remember a thing or two...”  
 
    Without raising his eyes from the paper or pausing to think, Marcus began improvising a translation. 
 
    “It’s a poem: 
 
    ‘Of all places, my most beloved, 
 
    where so much of my life I have spent, 
 
    in my childhood, my youth and my old age. 
 
    A thousand faces it has, 
 
    all of them beloved. 
 
    Many lost forever 
 
    and only a few recovered. 
 
    Therein lie my treasures, 
 
    my life, my history. 
 
    But only one is my most private refuge, 
 
    my dearest refuge’.” 
 
    “Very nice, Dad,” said Charlie. “And what does all that mean?” 
 
    “It’s a poem,” explained Marcus. “A kind of ode to a place that the poet has an affection for.” 
 
    “But if it’s about a place, why does he say that it has a thousand faces, and all that about so many being lost forever?” the boy asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” replied Marcus. “Maybe it’s not referring to a specific place, but to something more general. For example, instead of talking about a particular park, you talk about what a park means to you or all the parks you’ve been to in your life. Or you don’t talk about your school in particular, but about what school has meant in your life.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad,” said Lisa, picking up the paper discreetly. “Well, we don’t want to bother you. We’ll head upstairs...” 
 
    “Alright, but only for a little while,” said Marcus. “It’s almost bath time for you both of you.” 
 
    “Okay, Dad,” replied Lisa as she left the room, followed by her brother. 
 
    The two children went back up to their headquarters. When he looked at his sister, Charlie noticed that her eyes were shining and he realized that she had worked out a clue. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll bet you anything that the poem is talking about libraries.” 
 
    “How do you know?”  
 
    “It all fits. The poem says that it’s where he keeps his treasures and the treasure we found was in the library. I think he’s trying to say that he keeps all his treasures in libraries, but also, in this case, he’s talking about the one that’s dearest to him, the most private one of all: his personal library.” 
 
    “And what about all that stuff about a thousand faces?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “Think about what Dad said. It refers to a place which, at the same time, is a lot of places. The professor was a scholar. He probably spent a lot of hours of his life in the library, in a lot of libraries.”  
 
    “And why does he say that thing about so many being lost forever?” 
 
    “The cape is a time-travel device. Obviously, a man like him wouldn’t have missed out on the chance to visit some of the legendary libraries of the past, like the one in Alexandria or the one in Pergamon.” 
 
    “And how are we going to search the library with Dad working in there all day? The truth is Dad himself could have written that poem.” 
 
    “We have two options. We could go downstairs tonight while Mum and Dad are asleep, or wait till Friday when Mrs. Davis comes.” 
 
    “Till Friday?” protested Charlie. “But today is Tuesday! We’ll lose the whole week.” 
 
    “Fine, then we’ll do it tonight. I’ll put my alarm on for two o’clock and I’ll come to your room to wake you up. Have your torch ready.”  
 
    “Roger!” replied the boy eagerly. 
 
    “But let’s get one thing clear, little brother,” said Lisa, changing her tone of voice so that she sounded more like her own mother. “No pretending you’re sick tomorrow. If you’re tired, grit your teeth and bear it. If you don’t, they’ll end up finding us out.” 
 
    “Alright!”  
 
    “Now let’s go have our showers,” ordered Lisa. “We have to get to bed early tonight.” 
 
    Charlie obeyed his sister, although he doubted that he would be able to get to sleep before she came to wake him up.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Thousands of miles away, Max Wellington entered a post office in Manhattan and marched directly over to the post boxes. In a swift motion he removed the soft black leather gloves that protected his hands from the cold and took out a key chain upon which hung a single key. Without hesitation, he inserted it into a lock right in front of him and opened the little silver door of the post office box. He then reached in and felt inside.  
 
    It was empty.  
 
    No letter had been received in that post box in 137 weeks. And he was beginning to grow impatient.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa woke up Charlie as promised, although the boy was slow to rouse himself and get out of bed. 
 
    “Come on, Charlie,” urged his sister. “If you don’t get up, we’ll leave it for Friday.” 
 
    They crept down to the library and closed the door as quietly as they could. 
 
    “Where do we start?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” answered Lisa with a shrug. “While Dad was translating the poem, I wrote down a few words that might help us remember: ‘beloved place’, ‘youth’, ‘a thousand faces’, ‘lost and recovered’, ‘treasures’, ‘life and history’ and ‘most private and dearest refuge’.” 
 
    “Right,” said Charlie, as he walked around the room, “we can assume that ‘beloved place’ and ‘youth’ are because all his life the professor always loved going to the library. That was the part where he said he had been there in his childhood, his youth and his old age.” 
 
    “The ‘thousand faces’ is what Dad explained. A place that is also a lot of places, like libraries.” 
 
    “I’m going to give my stamp of approval to the explanation of ‘lost and recovered’ that you gave today.” 
 
    “Why, thank you.”  
 
    “The part about treasures and that it’s his most private and dearest refuge is a corny way of saying that this is the library we’re looking for, because it’s his personal library and he probably spent all day in here.” 
 
    “That just leaves ‘life and history’. It says that his life and his history were here, but what is that referring to?”  
 
    “I don’t know. There are a lot of things of the professor’s here. Maybe he had a diary.” 
 
    “Maybe. Let’s look through the books.” 
 
    They each went over to a different book case and began reading the titles of the books they found there. 
 
    “‘English Grammar’, ‘Latin Etymology of European Languages’,” began Lisa. 
 
    “‘Relativity for Beginners’, ‘History of Science’, ‘Animal Life’,” read Charlie. 
 
    “They’re ordered by subject. These are the language books, those ones there are science.” 
 
    “Look for the history books. In the poem it says ‘history’.” 
 
    Lisa looked over the shelves reading the titles of the books. Charlie watched her from where he stood. Then he noticed that above each book case was a small sign with the name of the subject on the shelves below. 
 
    “It’s over there, Lisa!” he pointed. “There’s a sign that shows the subject, like in any library.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    They both went over to the history shelves and began looking for a book that might be related to the professor. They were so focused on their task that they didn’t notice that someone had opened the door. 
 
    “What are you two doing up?” said a voice. 
 
    The children jumped around to see their mother standing before them, with her arms crossed and glaring at them with an expression somewhere between surprise and annoyance. They both gaped speechlessly at her for a few moments. 
 
    “I had a nightmare,” blurted out Charlie at last. 
 
    Maggie continued glaring at them in the same pose. 
 
    “And he was really upset, so we came down to read a story,” added Lisa. 
 
    “For God’s sake, children!” their mother said finally. “You have hundreds of books in your bedrooms, and in the middle of the night you have to come down to the library to look for one?” 
 
    “The Happy Prince,” exclaimed Charlie. “I wanted Lisa to read me that one, Mum. And I couldn’t find it in my room.” 
 
    “The Happy Prince?” echoed Maggie. “That’s not the best story for chasing away a nightmare, darling. The only happy part of it is in the title, and whenever you read it you always say how sad it is.” 
 
    Charlie stared at his mother, not knowing what to say. His choice of story hadn’t been the best, although it seemed that his mother had bought the excuse. 
 
    “But it’s my favorite...” he said. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go back to bed,” replied Maggie. “I’ll stay with you for a bit, and next time, come tell me and let your sister sleep.” 
 
    They all climbed back upstairs and Maggie accompanied Charlie to his room. 
 
    “Good night, Lisa,” she said to her daughter before she went in. “And thank you for looking after your brother.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Although her children had a harder time than usual getting up that morning, Maggie was quite understanding with them.  
 
    “Good morning, darling,” she said as she woke up Charlie. “Did you sleep well the rest of the night?” 
 
    “Yes, Mum,” he replied. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Alright then, you get up and get dressed. I’m going to get breakfast ready.” 
 
    Charlie and Lisa bumped into one another at the bathroom door.  
 
    “Be quick,” the boy said. “We have to eat breakfast fast so we have time to do a search while Mum and Dad finish getting ready.” 
 
    “Are you mad? If they see us in the library again they’ll realize.” 
 
    “Realize what? If they ask me, I’ll just say I’m looking for the book again.”  
 
    “No, Charlie!” exclaimed Lisa in an urgent whisper. 
 
    “Fighting over the bathroom again?” said Marcus, who had just appeared in the hallway. “Come on, Charlie, let your sister go in and you can use ours.” 
 
    “Okay, Dad,” responded the boy. 
 
    When Lisa came downstairs, her parents were finishing their breakfast. 
 
    “Where’s Charlie?” she asked. 
 
    “He’s in the library looking for The Happy Prince,” replied Maggie. 
 
    Lisa felt her face blush when she heard the answer, as if she had just been caught doing something wrong. But her parents went on eating as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “He practically inhaled his breakfast,” added Marcus. “He looked more like a boa constrictor than a boy.” 
 
    Lisa ate as quickly as she could, picked up her things and went back upstairs to brush her teeth. While her parents finished getting ready, she slipped into the library, where Charlie was still searching through the books. 
 
    “Have you found anything?” she asked. 
 
    “Absolutely nothing. These are all real history books. There’s nothing here about the old guy.” 
 
    Lisa walked over to the professor’s portrait and searched it for a new clue, something they hadn’t noticed before. 
 
    “There’s nothing here that could help us,” she said, studying the canvas. “I have no idea where on earth that annulus could be.” 
 
    Just then, Maggie came in with a book in her hand and a big smile on her face. 
 
    “Here it is,” she said, handing the book to Charlie. “I told you it was in your room.” 
 
    The boy recognized it as soon as he saw it. The Happy Prince by Oscar Wilde. His favorite book. 
 
    “Thanks, Mum,” he said. “The search is over.” 
 
    And the Wilfords left the house together, like any other cold and damp autumn morning.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Although he was an extraordinarily powerful man, Max Wellington was completely unknown to most people. Unlike other big men of business, he prized anonymity and discretion above all else. He didn’t seek popularity or public recognition, making an effort instead to remain largely anonymous in spite of being the owner of one of the biggest business groups in the world.  
 
    He tended to move in a very small circle for a man of his position, quite outside the world of New York City’s high society. Whenever possible he kept discreetly in the background, hiding behind his huge corporate organization and behind a select group of directors who represented him at events to which he was invited. 
 
    Even his appearance seemed intended to enable him to go unnoticed, while at the same time allowing him access to the most exclusive places in Manhattan. He was a tall, good-looking man who dressed in an elegant but conventional manner, in designer clothes that were nevertheless always simple and free of any showy or ostentatious detail that might call attention to him.  
 
    His routine was meticulously planned and he always followed it strictly, leaving no room for unexpected changes. 
 
    Furthermore, Mr. Wellington did not seem to need anybody and nobody knew much about him. Not even Simon Bennet, his personal assistant, for whom the enigmatic behavior of his boss had become an almost perverse obsession.  
 
    Despite his efforts and the fact that he had been working for him for eleven years, Max Wellington’s private life remained a mystery that Simon had not been able to unveil. In all that time, he had been unable to identify a single personal relationship of any kind; if Max Wellington had friends or lovers in this world, he took care of all his dealings with them himself. Simon had never been ordered to send flowers to a woman, or to make reservations at romantic restaurants or hotels. Nor had he ever heard about any parties or private trips with friends; in fact, he didn’t even know the name of any of Max’s friends. 
 
    But worst of all was the firmly disciplined manner that his boss maintained to keep his life a secret. His conduct was flawless, almost as if he were a character from one of the many spy movies that Simon so enjoyed watching. He never let slip a single detail, however insignificant it might be. Not once had he committed an indiscretion like leaving a scrap of paper with notes on it in the wastepaper basket, or accidentally mentioning some personal engagement. There were no compromising charges on his credit card accounts, and he never received any calls that might have revealed the tiniest piece of information about his private life. Simon never even found a single forgotten object in his overcoat, in his office or in the rooms of his house to which he had access. 
 
    Max Wellington was an utterly inscrutable man, almost like a ghost.  
 
    And Simon Bennet had the misfortune of working for him. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Much to Lisa and Charlie’s frustration, that afternoon Marcus was working at his desk with his usual dedication and constancy. While Lisa sat in the library pretending to study or read a book as she so often did, Charlie managed to call their father away from time to time on the most outlandish pretexts, such as getting down objects for him in high places out of his reach, or helping him find his scooter. Marcus agreed resignedly to these requests, but Lisa had no luck finding a single new clue during his brief absences. 
 
    By the end of the afternoon, the two children were sitting on the brown leather couch together, looking up at all the books on the shelves, wondering whether the annulus they sought might be hidden in one of them. 
 
    “There’s at least a thousand,” said Charlie as he stared at the books. 
 
    “A thousand what?” asked Marcus, without lifting his eyes from his work. 
 
    From his desk he couldn’t see which way the boy was looking, but Lisa could and immediately understood her brother’s real meaning. 
 
    “A thousand different things you can do when you’re bored,” replied Charlie. 
 
    “But there’s only one that I think is worth doing,” answered Lisa. 
 
    Marcus assumed that this was one of the many senseless conversations that his kids liked to engage in from time to time, so he continued working in silence. His intervention was unnecessary unless their conversation turned confrontational. 
 
    “And how am I supposed to know what it is?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “Maybe you should pay a little more attention,” responded Lisa. 
 
    “Yes, maybe I should pay more attention to the details,” said the boy. 
 
    “Exactly,” nodded Lisa. “It’s probably right in front of your nose but you’re not seeing it, just like last time.” 
 
    The conversation didn’t sound very friendly and Marcus was surprised that by this point neither of the children seemed to be getting angry. 
 
    “Yes, but this time I think we’ll have to consider the subject,” said Charlie. 
 
    “What subject?” asked Lisa, failing to grasp her brother’s meaning. 
 
    “The subject that is right in front of your nose,” answered Charlie meaningfully. 
 
    Marcus went on working in silence; he would wait a little longer, but if the children continued talking to each other like this he would have to tell them off. Lisa looked to the top of the book case in front of her, to where the word “History” was written. 
 
    “And what’s so special about my subject that makes it different from the others?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “Just that a screw’s missing,” replied Charlie. “Or several.” 
 
    Lisa’s eyes opened wide until they almost sprung from their sockets. The signs above each book case bearing the names of the subjects were all secured with four fat brass screws. All except the sign bearing the word “History”. 
 
    “You’re right,” replied Lisa with a smile. “I’m missing a screw, or several. And I’ll prove it to you when it’s time for the dance.” 
 
    Marcus looked up and saw that both his children were smiling. Neither one seemed to be upset with the other, or even slightly annoyed. 
 
    “Time for your showers, children,” was all he said as he turned off his computer. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Friday night finally arrived, and with it the long-awaited arrival of Mrs. Davis. Lisa and Charlie did the same thing they did every Friday night when their parents went to the movies. For dinner they had the hot dogs that Marcus had left for them while they patiently waited for the TV dance competition to start, when their rotund babysitter would take her seat on the couch clutching the remote control and the huge bowl of popcorn that Marcus had also prepared for them. 
 
    However, that night, Mrs. Davis decided to change the usual routine without prior consultation. As soon as the children had finished their dinner, she sat down at the kitchen table with the Monopoly box in her hands.  
 
    “I challenge you both to a game,” she said. 
 
    “What about the dance contest?” asked Charlie in a fluster. 
 
    “Oh, my dear!” replied the woman with a mournful tone. “Now that Jenny Bridges is gone, it’s just not the same.” 
 
    “But, what about that big-headed Monnie Hudson?” the boy asked, trying to contain his rage. 
 
    Mrs. Davis hadn’t paid the slightest attention to them in months, and now, just when they had to find the first annulus, she had decided she wanted to be their friend. 
 
    “I’m going to read in the library for a bit,” said Lisa. 
 
    “Oh! Wonderful!” replied Mrs. Davis. “If you like, I can read you both a story.” 
 
    Lisa shot Charlie a worried look; having their babysitter in the library with them would be the worst thing that could happen, as it would rob them of any chance to search for the annulus. 
 
    “Go on, Charlie, you play,” said Lisa. “I’ve got a headache today, but you’re always asking me to play Monopoly with you. Now you have a chance.” 
 
    The boy glared at his sister. Why did he have to be the one who had to entertain Mrs. Davis? It was true that he got along with her better than Lisa, not because he liked her, but because he knew how to handle her. In reality, the old lady’s way of talking to them annoyed him too, and he thought her just as much of a pain in the neck as his sister did.  
 
    “Alright, Mrs. Davis,” he said, giving Lisa a look that made it clear that she owed him one. “But don’t complain if I win everything and leave you without a pound to your name.” 
 
    “Good heavens, my dear!” replied the woman, feigning embarrassment. “What a cheek you have!” 
 
    While Charlie and the babysitter fought it out in the kitchen for ownership of London’s main streets, Lisa slipped into the library. The sign with the word “History” was quite high up, so she would have to bring the step ladder over to reach it. She lifted it up to move it a few yards, to the sound of the hysterical laughter of Mrs. Davis, who had just bought Trafalgar Square. Lisa felt sorry for her poor brother and did her best to hurry so that she could go to his aid as soon as possible. The ladder was heavy, so she simply leaned it against the shelf of the history book section, without fitting its safety hooks to the iron cross bar that ran along the top of the bookcases. 
 
    One rung, two rungs... Charlie had just landed in jail and the babysitter was celebrating the fact with a malevolent laugh. Three rungs, four rungs... 
 
    “Oxford Street!” squealed Mrs. Davis. “I’ll buy it!” 
 
    The sound of the old lady’s delighted exclamations set Lisa’s blood boiling. She seemed to forget she was playing against a child and was gloating over her good fortune. Lisa cocked her head to listen, waiting for her brother to throw the dice: if he got doubles, he would get out of jail. She was so focused on listening to the game that she didn’t realize that she had placed all her weight on one side of the ladder and that it wasn’t properly secured. 
 
    Just as Charlie threw the dice, a loud bang came from the library. Mrs. Davis made to get up, but Charlie was faster than she was. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mrs. Davis,” he said, gesturing for her to stay where she was. “Lisa probably just dropped a book, but if it’s something more serious I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Alright, dear,” replied the woman, remaining seated. 
 
    Charlie rushed into the library and found Lisa trying to put the ladder back in place. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked as he helped her. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Help me lift it to put it in place properly.” 
 
    The two siblings raised the ladder a little and latched the hooks onto the bar. Lisa began climbing again. 
 
    “Lisa, Mrs. Davis is having such a good time that I’m worried she’s going to want to play Monopoly with me every Friday...” 
 
    “I know, Charlie, I know,” she said, as she reached the top rung. 
 
    “I can put up with it tonight,” he went on in a mournful tone, “but what’s going to happen when we have to look for the other annuli? We have to get her back into the dance contest somehow, or I’m going to miss out on all the discoveries.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” responded Lisa, who was now trying to lift up the “History” sign, without success. “As soon as I find the annulus, I’ll go turn on the contest and start screaming about how exciting it is so she’ll come and watch it. I’m sure she’ll fall for it.” 
 
    “Charlieeee!” they heard Mrs. Davis call from the kitchen. “Is everything alright, children?” 
 
    “Go back to the kitchen, Charlie,” said Lisa. “Or she’ll come in here and start snooping around.” 
 
    “I’m coming, Mrs. Davis!” called Charlie, turning to go back to the game. “God, I feel like I’ve been condemned to the galleys.” 
 
    His sister was still at the top of the ladder, trying to move the sign from one side to the other. 
 
    “Lisa,” remarked Charlie before leaving the room, “the professor would have made sure that nobody could find it by accident, while dusting or something. There must be some kind of mechanism, a special way to open it, maybe in the desk or the compartment where the cape was.” 
 
    Charlie left the room and went back to his seat at the kitchen table. 
 
    “Your turn, dear,” said Mrs. Davis impatiently. “Was anything wrong?” 
 
    “No. Lisa just dropped a book,” answered the boy, his eyes fixed on his opponent’s large pile of 100-pound notes. He could have sworn that it had grown in his absence. 
 
    Back in the library, Lisa decided to follow her brother’s suggestion. She pushed the sign first to one side, then to the other, then upwards and then downwards, all without result. She then tried pressing each corner, but the sign would not move. Then she placed two fingers on each of the two lower corners and pressed. 
 
    Clack! 
 
    The sign came off in her hands, revealing a small rectangular hole. Charlie had been right. Lisa stuck her hand in slowly and found a dust-covered envelope, which she took out carefully. She shook off the dust and held back a sneeze. Then she put the sign back in place, moved the ladder across to another bookcase, and slipped up to the attic to hide the latest finding in the desk. She would open it later, when she had her partner with her.  
 
    She went back downstairs, sat down in front of the TV, and turned up the volume so that it would be audible from the kitchen. That night the contestants had prepared some amazing numbers and the audience was applauding wildly. In little more than three minutes, Mrs. Davis was sitting in front of the TV set, with the remote control in one hand and the bowl of popcorn on her lap. 
 
    Lisa and Charlie sat with her. They had to make sure that their babysitter would choose a new favorite from among the contestants, preferably one who was likely to last all the way to the end of the season. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER VII: You Knew Each Other? 
 
    As he did every Monday, Max Wellington left his office at exactly 10 a.m. His personal assistant, Simon Bennet, helped him ceremoniously to put on his overcoat, handed him his soft black leather gloves, and escorted him to the elevator while they went over Mr. Wellington’s agenda for that afternoon.  
 
    This was a ritual that was invariably repeated every Monday, from 10 a.m. to 12 noon. And of all the activities that formed part of Max’s routine, this one was possibly the most intriguing to Simon, mainly due to its frequency and its bizarre punctuality. 
 
    He had therefore made some inquiries about these Monday morning outings and had discovered that wherever his boss went he did so alone, because the services of his chauffeur were never called for.  
 
    From the office window, Simon would watch him walk down Fifth Avenue, blending in with the crowd until he was out of sight, almost always by the time he reached the corner of 45th Street. The furthest he had ever managed to keep his eye on Max’s slender form was one sunny spring morning when he saw him reach 44th Street before he vanished completely.  
 
    On each of these mysterious outings, Simon felt tempted to run after him and follow him through the streets of Manhattan to find out whether he walked all the way to a particular destination, if somebody came by to pick him up or if he hailed a cab. The truth was that he had a hard time imagining Max Wellington using any form of transportation other than his luxurious black limousine. 
 
    As obsessed as he was with these strange outings, Simon never worked up the nerve to follow Max, and this day was no exception. He dared only to fix his gaze on the form of Mr. Wellington as he walked briskly along Fifth Avenue, until he was lost in the crowd. 
 
    He then went back to his desk and went over his long list of tasks, waiting for the routine check-up call from his boss. He always called at the same time, on a number that he used exclusively for when he was away from the office, always with the excuse of giving him some errand or asking some question that he had forgotten, which was always sufficiently trivial as to leave Simon in no doubt that, in reality, Max’s only purpose was to ensure that he was still at his work station. 
 
    At exactly 10:07 a.m., the black phone rang. Simon waited until the end of the second ring before picking up the receiver of the primitive device, which had no call-diversion or call-waiting features.  
 
    “Yes, Mr. Wellington,” he said as he wrote something down in his notebook. “Don’t worry, I’ll call right now.” 
 
    Max smiled slightly while he put his cell phone back in the inside pocket of his jacket. Then he picked up his pace to get across 43rd Street before the traffic light changed. 
 
    . . . 
 
    On Monday afternoon, Charlie and Lisa were finally able to hold a meeting in their headquarters. The weekend had been filled with family outings and plans organized by their parents, particularly Maggie, in an effort to compensate the children for all the time their parents had been spending working lately. Under normal circumstances, the children would have been delighted to go out to the movies, or ride their bikes through the park, but now all these family activities held up their investigations to a point that was almost annoying, and they couldn’t wait for the weekend to end so that their parents would go back to their usual busy work schedules. 
 
    They opened the letter and, just as Professor Conwell had said, inside it they found a ring-shaped device—the first annulus—together with the instructions for its use and a new poem in Latin that would provide them with the clues to find the next one. 
 
    “‘Locus anulus’,” read Lisa as she held the little ring between her fingers. “According to the notebook, this one is for traveling in space, to go from one location to another.”  
 
    “The place annulus,” her brother baptized it. 
 
    Lisa examined it carefully. It was quite thick and heavy, and inserted into it were some small dials with engraved numbers that could be turned to choose a particular combination. 
 
    “They look like the little locks you see on briefcases that need a secret code to open them,” remarked Charlie. 
 
    “Yes, here it says that it’s to put in the coordinates of the place where you want to go. First the latitude, then the longitude.” 
 
    “Why do you think the old guy would have chosen this annulus to be found before all the others?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I guess he would have had some reason, and that we’ll find out when we translate the poem.” 
 
    Charlie picked up the sheet with the handwritten text in Latin. This time there was something new: the drawing of a circle with an open book and some words written inside, which he read aloud: 
 
    “‘DOMIMINA NUSTIO ILLUMEA’. Isn’t this the book that’s on the coat of arms on the library window?” he asked, showing the drawing to his sister. 
 
    “You’re right. Why would he have drawn it?” 
 
    Lisa took the Latin dictionary out of the wardrobe and tried to translate the words. 
 
    “Nothing. I can’t find any of those three words,” she said, slamming the book shut. “Well, we’re off to a good start, aren’t we?” 
 
    “So what do we do now?”  
 
    “If we ask Dad for help with the poem, he’s going to wonder why we keep finding all these poems in Latin and he might want to come up to the attic to poke around in the professor’s things. And that would not be good for us.” 
 
    “What if we ask Mum?” suggested Charlie. “We haven’t asked her for help yet.”  
 
    “Alright. But we’ll do it at the museum so that Dad isn’t around.” 
 
    “So then, let’s go see her. It’s still early and Dad won’t care if we go.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Max Wellington entered the post office on Eighth Avenue and went straight to the area where the post boxes were located. 
 
    Sally Straw smiled blushing at him from the counter and nodded gently by way of greeting. She had spent the whole morning waiting for 10:35 a.m. so that she could see him arrive, just as he did every Monday and every Thursday at the same time. Like a lovestruck teenager, she waited for that attractive and charismatic man to pass by, knowing that their relationship was unlikely to ever go further than a brief greeting twice a week. 
 
    Although she had only ever exchanged a few words with him, Sally knew quite a lot about Max Wellington. Her colleague Dave had revealed to her the identity of the mysterious visitor, further feeding her fascination for him. According to Dave, although Max Wellington looked like any other Manhattan executive, he was in fact a distinguished business mogul, the owner of the great business empire Aurum. He was also an important philanthropist, though too modest to make a show of it. Indeed, few people knew about the many cultural projects that Mr. Wellington had financed, including countless archeological digs in different parts of the world. 
 
    Dave also admired him and had always been particularly impressed that a person as immensely rich as he was would come to collect his mail in person, a fact he felt was yet another sign of his unassuming nature.  
 
    When Sally asked him how he knew so much about the man, Dave explained that years ago his son had worked as a copy editor for a magazine. One of the many jobs the young man was assigned was to do a report on Max Wellington and his business empire. He worked hard on the job, but in spite of his efforts he couldn’t find much information on him. Just when his expertise as a journalist began being called into question, his editor-in-chief received a call. It was Richard Spencer, Aurum’s press officer. He explained that he knew that the magazine was working on an article on the corporation, and that a reporter was asking its employees and clients about the company and about Mr. Wellington. He also made it clear that it would be extremely difficult to find enough information to run a report on him.  
 
    Just when the editor-in-chief expected a warning of dire consequences if they didn’t drop the project, Richard Spencer told him that he would gladly meet with the young journalist the following morning to offer him all the help and information he needed.  
 
    There was only one condition: he could write about the company’s activities and its support for cultural initiatives, but Max Wellington’s name must not appear anywhere. Not even a single mention of him, by his express request. Max Wellington detested the frivolous celebrity enjoyed by many big business owners and their efforts to grab media headlines; he considered such behavior more appropriate to movie stars than businessmen. In his view, a person with thousands of employees around the world should present an image of responsibility and stability which, he was sad to note, many of his peers very sorely lacked. Of course, his request for anonymity was honored to the letter. 
 
    While his admirer recalled all these things as she leaned over the counter to gaze at him, Max removed his gloves and took the key chain out of his pocket to open the silver door of the little box. He then reached in and felt inside.  
 
    It was empty.  
 
    . . . 
 
    The children didn’t take long to get to the museum. Steve, the guard they had seen last time, wasn’t at the door, but Charlie noticed that her sister seemed to know the one on duty that day just as well. 
 
    When they reached the office wing, they found Maggie’s office empty. They stood in the threshold for a few moments, staring into the room. Boxes were piled up on the floor and on the chairs. The desk, normally tidy, was buried under a mess of papers and photographs of archeological pieces that their mother must have been studying. It was obvious that Maggie was really very busy. 
 
    “So now what do we do?” asked Charlie, without noticing that the door behind them was open. “Who’s going to translate the Latin poem for us?” 
 
    “Perhaps I could help you,” responded a voice behind them. 
 
    Lisa felt her blood freeze: that wasn’t her mother’s voice. She turned around to confirm her suspicions. 
 
    “Miss Rotherwick!” she said with a smile, trying to seem nonchalant. 
 
    “Hello, children,” said the woman in a friendly tone. 
 
    Charlie also made an effort to act naturally, aware that he had just made a big mess of things. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Miss Rotherwick,” he said. “Do you know where our mother is?” 
 
    “Oh! She’s in a meeting, my dear. Several other museums have informed us that they will not lend us their pieces for the exhibition,” explained Miss Rotherwick, with a worried look. “If things go on this way, it will be a disaster for the museum. Our reputation could be seriously damaged.” 
 
    “I’m very sorry to hear that,” said Lisa. 
 
    “How can I help you two?” asked the woman. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry. It’s nothing,” replied Lisa in a casual tone. 
 
    “I heard that you needed to translate something in Latin. I don’t think you’ll see your mother until dinnertime, so if you show it to me, I’d be happy to help,” offered the woman kindly. 
 
    Lisa hesitated for a moment. This was not what they had planned, and she was worried that Miss Rotherwick might find it suspicious that they seemed to have so many poems in Latin to translate. But the woman’s innocent smile suggested that she saw no significance in their need for her to be their translator once again. 
 
    “We don’t want to bother you,” said the girl apologetically. 
 
    “Come now, my dear,” responded Miss Rotherwick, holding out her hand toward her. “It really is no bother at all. It will only take me a few minutes.” 
 
    Lisa stood motionless for a few seconds, not knowing what to do. Refusing Miss Rotherwick’s help now would be most impolite and much more suspicious than accepting it. After mulling it over a little while longer, she put her hand in her pocket and pulled out the professor’s poem. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick opened it and stared at it in silence for a few moments, which to Lisa seemed an unusually long time. Finally, the woman recited the lines slowly, translated into English. This time she offered no explanations of Latin grammar or verb declination. She simply translated while Lisa wrote down what she said. 
 
    “Not a crossing for those condemned to death, 
 
    but for those thirsty for wisdom. 
 
    Dwelling place of Normans and kings, 
 
    and residence of more than a thousand wise men. 
 
    Although there are dozens, 
 
    only in the oldest of all 
 
    shall the lion and the unicorn 
 
    bid you welcome. 
 
    The third letter is on some, 
 
    but only on the one you seek 
 
    the letter is the number one hundred.” 
 
    “And what do the words inside the book mean?” asked Charlie, pointing to the drawing in the margin. “‘DOMIMINA NUSTIO ILLUMEA’.” 
 
    “You don’t read them right across like that, my dear,” replied Miss Rotherwick thoughtfully. “You have to read the left page first and then the right: ‘DOMINUS ILLUMINATIO MEA’. ‘The Lord is my light’.” 
 
    “Oh, I see!” exclaimed the boy. “That’s why we couldn’t work out what it meant.” 
 
    “Thank you so much for your help, Miss Rotherwick,” said Lisa. “We don’t want to waste any more of your time. We’ll go back home.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” answered the woman. “I wasn’t doing anything important. You can stay a little longer if you like.” 
 
    “It’s late,” explained Lisa, in rather a blunter tone than she would have liked. “We should be going.” 
 
    “In that case, I’ll see you out,” said Miss Rotherwick pleasantly. 
 
    “Oh, we don’t want to trouble you,” replied Lisa in a nervous voice. 
 
    “It is no trouble at all, my dear,” was the woman’s rejoinder. “It’s my pleasure.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick walked out of the office ahead of Charlie and Lisa, while she began a casual conversation about the rainy weather they had been having and how the children were doing in school. When they reached the end of the hallway, she turned to the right. 
 
    “Isn’t it that way?” asked Lisa, pointing to the left. 
 
    “This way is quicker, my dear,” explained Miss Rotherwick somewhat absently, before resuming their conversation 
 
    Lisa answered her questions as they passed through a room filled with huge portraits. Charlie walked a few steps behind them, looking at the paintings, when suddenly one caught his eye. 
 
    “Look at that! It’s the old grouch!” he blurted out. 
 
    Only then did Charlie remember that they were not alone, and he looked to see whether Miss Rotherwick had heard what he said. 
 
    “What was that, my dear?” asked the woman, visibly annoyed. “I suppose you are referring to the illustrious Professor Conwell.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s what I meant,” said Charlie apologetically. 
 
    Lisa glared fiercely at her brother. It was the second time he’d put his foot in it that afternoon. 
 
    “A true gentleman. Unfortunately, these days there aren’t many like him left,” said the woman with the utmost solemnity. “Possibly the most admirable man I have ever known in all my life.” 
 
    “You mean you knew each other?” asked Charlie in surprise. “Aren’t you a little young for a man that old?” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick blushed for a few seconds and cleared her throat. She didn’t quite know what to make of Charlie’s question. 
 
    “Well, I suppose I should take that as a compliment, my dear, although you should be more careful with the way you express your opinions,” she said. “I was very young when I began working for Sir Horatio Conwell.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that Sir Horatio worked in the museum,” remarked Lisa, as she tried to recall the story of the Conwell family that her mother had told them some weeks back. 
 
    “He did not, my dear,” replied Miss Rotherwick. “I was his personal secretary for six years, until he died. Then I came to the museum to work for his son, Solomon Conwell.” 
 
    “And if the ol... I mean, the professor didn’t work here, why do they have his portrait here?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “This room contains portraits of the museum’s biggest patrons and benefactors,” explained Miss Rotherwick. “And Sir Horatio was one of the biggest of all.” 
 
    “My mother mentioned something about that when she told us the story of our house,” said Charlie. 
 
    “He had a fascinating life,” continued Miss Rotherwick. “Perhaps you would like to know more about it.”  
 
    Neither of the two Wilfords knew how to answer. Although knowing more about the professor’s life could be of great help to them in their investigations, they didn’t know how they could justify their interest in his life to Miss Rotherwick. But the woman saved them the trouble of having to invent an excuse. 
 
    “Come see me tomorrow at the same time as today,” she said casually. “I’ll wait for you in my office and I’ll tell you about him.” 
 
    She then accompanied the children to the main door of the museum and said good-bye. 
 
    “See you tomorrow,” she said with a smile. “Don’t forget.” 
 
    The Wilford siblings set off back home. Lisa walked along in silence, feeling confused. She didn’t know whether to be happy or worried about what had just happened. Everything seemed to have gone well. They had the translation of the poem, Miss Rotherwick didn’t appear to suspect anything, and she had even invited them back to give them details about Professor Conwell’s life that would surely be of use to them. It had all gone well... too well. So well that it was troubling. 
 
    “Lisa, I’m sorry for putting my foot in it,” said Charlie. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I don’t think Miss Rotherwick suspects anything. Like you said before, who’s going to imagine that we’ve found a cape to travel back in time?” 
 
    A heavy silence enveloped them once again. Not even the noise of the cars or their footsteps on the pavement as they turned into their street seemed to break it.  
 
    “Are we going tomorrow?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “I don’t know if we should.” 
 
    The two siblings continued on their way down the quiet road. They were barely thirty yards from their home now. 
 
    “Lisa,” said Charlie, “if you don’t tell me what’s worrying you, I’m going to have a nervous breakdown.” 
 
    She kept on walking without a word, trying to sort things out in her head.  
 
    “Miss Rotherwick said that she was the professor’s secretary for six years,” she said at last. 
 
    “So?” asked Charlie, trying to work out what was bothering his sister. 
 
    “The handwriting, Charlie,” answered Lisa pensively. “When I gave her the professor’s letter, she didn’t seem to recognize his handwriting, which seems strange considering how long she worked for him.” 
 
    “You’re bonkers!” exclaimed Charlie, rolling his eyes and moving his hand in circles in a gesture that suggested his sister had a screw loose. “How is she going to remember after so many years? If the poem had the professor’s signature, it might be a little bit odd if she didn’t recognize it, although even then I’d understand, because when she started working with the old guy she was just a young girl and now she’s practically a mummy.”  
 
    Lisa felt somewhat reassured by her brother’s reasoning. 
 
    “Anyway, this time I didn’t understand a thing that the poem said,” added the boy. “And in the last letter the old guy said that the annuli were hidden in places that were important to him. We know that they’re libraries, but knowing something about his life would make things a lot easier. Don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yes, I guess so, although we might be able to find something in Wikipedia. I’ll think of some excuse to keep Dad from suspecting anything when he sees me looking up information on him.” 
 
    “Alright, so let’s check Wikipedia, and if that doesn’t help we’ll go see Miss Rotherwick. And don’t get paranoid on me. Remember that the professor never told anyone anything about the cape. It was his secret. After all...” 
 
    “... Who’s going to imagine that we’ve found a cape to travel back in time?” they said together in unison, as they started walking again. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Miss Rotherwick closed the door with her foot while she put down the shopping bags in the front hall. The house was quiet and dark, and she fumbled for the switch to turn on the light.  
 
    Ever since her old cat, Cicero, had died four years ago, she had been coming home a little bit later every night. Keeping herself busy helped mask the loneliness and monotony of her life, which left her little to hope for or to look forward to. That was why she put all her time and energy into each new project that the museum’s directors assigned her.  
 
    After taking off her coat, she slipped out of her shoes and walked with them in her hand over to her state-of-the-art stereo unit. For a few moments she stood thinking in front of the player, trying to decide on an appropriate musical piece for that night. At last she chose Mozart’s Concerto for Piano No. 21; dear old Mozart had a piece for any occasion. 
 
    While she listened to the music she got changed, put away her shopping and prepared a simple dinner, which she ate with little interest and even less haste. She then put down the tray on the coffee table and made up her mind to do what she had been putting off all evening. 
 
    She took the stepladder out of the kitchen, brought it into the study and positioned it in front of the storage closet. With some difficulty and trying not to lose her balance, she pulled down a heavy box wrapped in faded gift paper and placed it on the floor. She knelt down beside it, and before she opened it she took a deep breath, trying to undo the knot she felt twisting in her stomach.  
 
    The dust on the lid made her sneeze a few times when she removed it. After blowing her nose with a handkerchief, she took out some old notebooks and laid them down carefully next to the box, while she felt a wave of nostalgia wash over her. Then she picked up a brown folder, laid it on her knees and opened it. For years she had kept a collection of notes handwritten by her beloved professor, Sir Horatio Conwell. A great man, more learned and well-mannered than any other she had ever known; a true gentleman, for whom she had worked for six wonderful years. The best years of her life.  
 
    The professor had a very clear and elegant handwriting, fine but strong, plain yet at the same time enigmatic. She had never before seen handwriting that so faithfully reflected the personality of its owner. She would have recognized it anywhere, and that afternoon, when the charming Mrs. Wilford’s children had shown her that poem in Latin, she had known at once that it was his.  
 
    She had no idea what the poem meant, or what had driven the professor to write it, but she knew him well enough to know that it could not have been for mere entertainment. The poem was a riddle, just like the first one that the children had translated. That first time, the girl and her brother had been more cautious, bringing her a sheet that they themselves had written, but she now felt sure that it was the professor’s as well, and that there were more. 
 
    She put everything back in the box, while she pondered what to do. The best course of action would be to help the children, while ensuring that they suspected nothing. If she made it easy for them, perhaps they would get used to coming to her for help, and she might even win their confidence. And thus she would be able to unveil the mystery. 
 
    . . . 
 
    The following afternoon, Lisa asked her father for permission to look up some information about the British Museum on Wikipedia. Marcus acquiesced, although he kept his eyes on the screen while Lisa was at the computer, just as he had always done since her punishment had been established. 
 
    After a quick browse on Google, Lisa dove into the wealth of information on the website about the museum. Marcus was reading the information on the screen with interest when Charlie interrupted them. 
 
    “You’re a cyber-addict, Lisa,” he chided. “You always take the easy way, as if there weren’t better ways of finding things out.” 
 
    Lisa and Marcus continued reading on the computer screen while Charlie pulled out a heavy volume of the Encyclopedia Britannica from one of the bookshelves. As he did so the book fell to the floor and his father jumped as if he had just dropped a baby. 
 
    “Careful, Charlie!” he scolded him. 
 
    “Sorry, Dad,” responded the boy as he carried the book over to the couch and began thumbing through the pages noisily. 
 
    Marcus tried to concentrate on the screen, but the sound of the pages almost ripping took all his attention. 
 
    “Slowly, Charlie, slowly,” he said. “It’s a book; handle it with more care.” 
 
    Charlie slammed the volume shut and went over to the book case again. 
 
    “I can’t find it. Maybe it’s in this one,” he said, pulling out another which, incomprehensibly, also slipped through his hands to the floor. 
 
    Marcus couldn’t take it anymore and he got up to help him. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Charlie!” he said. “What are you looking for?” 
 
    “The British Museum.” 
 
    Marcus carried the volume gingerly back to the book case and pulled out another one. 
 
    “You have to look in this one, Charlie,” he explained. 
 
    Marcus opened the book carefully, turning the pages slowly. On the computer Lisa had opened a couple of new tabs, typing carefully so as not to make any noise. In one she did a Google search for the words “lion and unicorn”, while in the other she looked up Horatio Conwell in Wikipedia. 
 
    Marcus found the entry on the British Museum in the encyclopedia and was about to return to his seat when Charlie grabbed him by the sleeve. 
 
    “It’s more complete here, isn’t it?” he said. 
 
    “I don’t know, Charlie. I haven’t had the chance to see what’s on the Internet yet.” 
 
    Silently and at a frantic pace, Lisa read through the information displayed on the screen. When she saw her father coming back to her, she closed all the Internet tabs at once. 
 
    “I’m finished, Dad,” she said. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, darling,” he replied, jumping up again to help Charlie put the encyclopedia volume away. 
 
    “By the way, Dad,” said Lisa. “Do you know what that book is that appears on the coat of arms in the stained-glass window?” 
 
    Marcus turned to look at it. 
 
    “It’s part of the coat of arms of Oxford University. What you see written there is the university’s motto, ‘Dominus illuminatio mea’. In English it means ‘the Lord is my light’.” 
 
    “You know so much, Dad!” said Charlie. “More than Wikipedia and Encyclopedia Britannica combined.” 
 
    Marcus smiled as he sat back down at the keyboard of his computer.  
 
    “We’re going to take a walk around the museum, to see if we can see Mum,” said Lisa. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a very good idea,” replied Marcus. “I’m afraid that she’s too busy right now to have guests dropping in.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Dad. If she can’t see us, we’ll just go see some mummy that looks interesting,” said Charlie, in a cryptic allusion to the appointment they had made with Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” promised Lisa. 
 
    Marcus nodded and returned to his work. He had used up precious work time searching for the British Museum.  
 
    . . . 
 
    “Were you able to you find anything?” asked Charlie as they left the house. 
 
    “Poor Dad!” replied Lisa, laughing. “When you dropped that book the second time, I thought he was going to die.” 
 
    Charlie smiled sheepishly. It was a bit low to strike at his father’s weak spot as mercilessly as he had done. 
 
    “But it worked,” he retorted with a shrug. “Did you find anything?” 
 
    “Only that Horatio studied ancient history at Oxford, and that later he was a professor there. That’s obviously why he put the university’s coat of arms on his window. But I didn’t find anything else. There was a lot of information, but I didn’t see anything that might be a clue for us.” 
 
    Moments later they reached the museum. Miss Rotherwick greeted them sitting at her desk, which was perfectly tidy and occupied only by a tray of cakes and a discreet tea set. In the background an opera was playing in which a baritone was singing in a dark and gloomy voice.  
 
    “Ah! You’re here!” she said when she saw them. “Have a seat, please.” 
 
    The woman picked up the coffee pot and poured hot chocolate into two cups. 
 
    “I hope you like it,” she said. 
 
    She then went on speaking, as if wanting to relieve the children of the burden of having to be the ones to start the conversation. 
 
    Lisa examined her, trying to detect a hint of suspicion in her eyes. But Miss Rotherwick was as calm and obliging as always, although her expression and tone of voice seemed rather more friendly than usual.  
 
    “Where were we?” said the woman, adjusting her spectacles. “Ah, yes! Sir Horatio Conwell. He was a great man; the symbol of a great era, which, I’m afraid, is now long gone.”  
 
    Lisa and Charlie listened to her while dipping the cakes in the hot chocolate that she had served them. 
 
    “Horatio was born into a family of very high standing. His father was a wealthy Welsh businessman, a very warm and affectionate man who tried to ensure his family’s happiness. And from early childhood, Horatio stood out for his intellectual faculties, although he never showed as much interest in his father’s business. His true passion was ancient history, so he went to Oxford and, thanks to his remarkable talent and brilliant academic record, he was admitted to Merton College, one of Oxford’s most prestigious colleges.”  
 
    The woman rose from the table and picked up a book with a black binding on one of the bookshelves. “Colleges of Oxford, Cambridge and Edinburgh,” Charlie read on the cover. Miss Rotherwick opened it up on the table and turned the pages slowly, as if she wanted to illustrate her story with images of all she was telling them. 
 
    “It is Oxford’s oldest college and is still an absolute jewel of a place today,” she went on, while she showed them pictures of the college in the book. “Although they have built several extensions over the years, it still has many of the original medieval buildings.”  
 
    The children listened attentively to the woman as she spoke. She was as good a storyteller as their mother, although Charlie couldn’t help but find fault with her frequent habit of veering off topic. 
 
    “This is the Mob Quad,” she said, pointing to a picture in the book, “the central courtyard that leads to the chapel and one of the jewels of the college. The other is without doubt the library, the oldest in all of Oxford, although many people mistakenly believe that it is the Bodleian.” 
 
    Lisa suddenly felt a rush of blood to her head. Miss Rotherwick was unraveling the life of Professor Conwell, but also the clues in the poem that she herself had translated the previous afternoon. She looked at Charlie out of the corner of her eye; her brother had also realized that the oldest of all libraries, the one alluded to in the poem, was the library at Merton College. But unlike Lisa, Charlie was perfectly calm, quite certain that Miss Rotherwick had no idea why this information was so important to them. 
 
    “Well, it does look like a nice college,” remarked the boy. “But I like the one in the Harry Potter films more.”  
 
    “That’s Christ Church College,” explained Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “Maybe you could show me the pictures,” said Charlie, “when we’ve finished looking at this one.” 
 
    Lisa took a deep breath and tried to relax. Her brother was handling the situation very naturally, and their conversation sounded like a simple chat about colleges in Oxford. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick went on turning the pages as she explained the history and architecture of Merton. An aerial view, another showing the whole complex from some nearby gardens, a sundial on the wall, the main entrance... Lisa felt her brother give her a kick under the table. In the entrance was a large stone arch, and above it was a sculptural relief with a bishop kneeling down and praying next to a tree, a lion and a unicorn. Lisa took another deep breath. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick went on with her story. 
 
    “They say that the library is one of the oldest and most beautiful in the whole of the United Kingdom. It dates back to the fourteenth century and still has much of the original woodwork, like the panels, screens and shelves.”  
 
    A huge picture of the library showed two rows of wooden bookcases filled with old books. On the aisle-side of the shelves were egg-sized plates with the letters of the alphabet in capitals, and on the lateral side was what appeared to be a sign with the subject of the books found in each row. Lisa felt another kick in the shin, this time stronger than the last. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll end up studying there one day. But I don’t know, because our parents went to Cambridge, and you know...” said Charlie, raising his eyebrows in allusion to the historical rivalry between the two universities. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick smiled at him and Lisa relaxed once again. 
 
    “And what did you say the college in the Harry Potter films is called?” the boy asked.  
 
    “Christ Church College,” responded the woman. “In addition to Harry Potter, a number of very important real people studied there as well, such as Lewis Carroll, and thirteen prime ministers.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick began turning the pages in search of the pictures of Christ Church College, but she stopped before she reached them. 
 
    “Look, here’s a curiosity,” she said. “At Oxford there is a copy of the Bridge of Sighs in Venice. Curiously, in Cambridge there’s another, although it is not as close a copy as this one. The bridge connects the old building to the new one at Hertford College. In Venice it was used by prisoners on their way to the Doge’s Palace, and here it is used by students. Quite a paradox, don’t you think?” 
 
    This time it was Lisa who gave her brother a kick. It was exactly what the first line of the poem referred to. However, Miss Rotherwick hadn’t appeared to make the connection and went on through the book until she found Christ Church College. 
 
    “One has to admit, it is magnificent,” she said, admiring the picture of the dining hall, famous since its appearance in the film about the young student wizard. “But it has other far more noteworthy elements, like the Cathedral, the tower and the Tom Quad.” 
 
    “I think I see Harry flying on his broom,” said Charlie. 
 
    At that moment, a familiar voice interrupted the conversation. It was Maggie, who had come to ask Miss Rotherwick some questions. 
 
    “Children! What are you doing here?” she asked. 
 
    “Hi, Mum,” said Charlie, jumping up to give her a hug. “We’re trying to decide which university we’re going to go to. Right now we’re looking at Oxford, and it’s pretty cool. I’m not so sure anymore that I want to go to Cambridge.” 
 
    Maggie smiled at her son, whom she still found it difficult to imagine donning a cap and gown. 
 
    “I hope they haven’t been bothering you, Helen,” she said. 
 
    “Not at all, my dear,” replied Miss Rotherwick. “They are charming children. I hope you’ll come back to visit me so we can continue our story.” 
 
    “Alright!” said Charlie. “But don’t forget the tea.” 
 
    Lisa blushed at her brother’s words; she would have been quite incapable of saying such a thing, but the little runt blurted out things like that without a second thought. 
 
    “Of course, my dear,” replied Miss Rotherwick kindly. 
 
    Charlie kept his gaze on her for a few moments. Perhaps she wasn’t such an old prune after all, although it was true that the poor woman didn’t have very good taste in music or clothes. 
 
    “Tonight I’m going home with you,” said Maggie, saying good-bye to Miss Rotherwick with a big smile. “I think I’ve earned it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER VIII: 51° 45′ 3.82″ N, 1° 15′ 7.59″ W 
 
    After dinner, Lisa slipped into Charlie’s room. Her parents were generally quite strict about bedtime, but it was worth running the risk of receiving a mild reprimand. 
 
    “We have to go to the library at Merton College,” she said as soon as she entered. 
 
    “So, we’ll tell Mum and Dad we were so impressed by Oxford that we want to go there to choose a college,” suggested Charlie, who was already tucked into bed. “I’ve still got a few years to go, but it won’t be long for you.” 
 
    “They won’t buy it, Charlie. Besides, you need a student pass to get into the libraries, and we don’t have one.” 
 
    “So then, what do we do? Mum and Dad’s passes would be for Cambridge and I doubt Oxford would accept them.” 
 
    “Ahh, but have you forgotten already? We can use the cape and the bracelet to transport us there,” said Lisa, sitting down on his bed. “You said yourself that there had to be a reason why the professor arranged it so we’d find the place annulus first.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that. And how do we do it?” 
 
    “We have to find the coordinates of the Merton library and its opening hours. I think Friday night would be a good time to go, when Mrs. Davis is here.” 
 
    “And how do we get them?” 
 
    “Wow, Charlie! For handling face-to-face situations you’re amazing, but as a strategist you’re a disaster. Tomorrow I’ll go online and show Merton College to Dad, and hopefully we can go on Google Earth to get the library’s coordinates. I have a strong feeling you’re going to need his help again to make sure you don’t drop any more books... But don’t get too carried away. You know it drives him crazy.” 
 
    Lisa gave her brother a wink by way of goodnight and left the room. She was anxious and excited about the idea of using the cape for the first time, although she couldn’t help but feel a mild sense of panic as well. As the elder sister, she was the more mature of the two, and if anything went wrong she would have to bear the burden of guilt for the rest of her life. 
 
    . . . 
 
    The paleontologist Oswald Butler was writing some notes down in his field book. The dig had been going more slowly than expected, and both the number and the significance of the findings had been disappointing. In the last few months their luck had left them, and the pieces they had dug up would be deemed valuable only by an amateur enthusiast.  
 
    Further north, however, other colleagues (whom Doctor Butler considered his rivals) had made amazing discoveries, adding further to his anger and frustration. 
 
    If he didn’t make a major discovery soon, the foundation that was sponsoring them might cut them off. Furthermore, he would be turning fifty-eight in June, and he knew that it wouldn’t be long before he would have to retire from field work. The chance of making a discovery was becoming increasingly remote, and if things went on this way his only legacy would be a brief footnote in a few bibliographies, thanks to a couple of boring paleontology manuals he had written many years ago. 
 
    He let out a long sigh to calm his anxiety. He needed a change of fortune. And he needed it urgently. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Marcus surrendered his seat at the computer to Lisa. He was used to all kinds of questions from his children, on every topic imaginable. Both he and Maggie had always tried to encourage their kids’ curiosity and thirst for knowledge, and judging by the questions and requests they’d been getting from them for some time now, their efforts had been successful. Perhaps too much so. 
 
    “I just want to show you one thing, Dad,” Lisa assured him. “Yesterday, Miss Rotherwick showed us some colleges at Oxford that were really cool. She had a beautiful book on them, but I wanted to see what comes up in Google Earth when you fly over Oxford and see the buildings.” 
 
    Marcus stared resignedly at the screen. He had a couple of speeches to finish writing and his editor was constantly pressuring him to complete the book he was working on. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Dad,” Charlie interjected, in an effort to cheer him up. “Miss Rotherwick is going to show us the colleges at Cambridge too so we can see what they look like inside. Then we can do a virtual tour there as well and you can show us the places where you studied again.” 
 
    “I’m relieved to hear it,” said Marcus with a smile. 
 
    Lisa swept over rooftops, towers and terraces in the university town as she headed for Merton College. She remembered that Miss Rotherwick had shown them a picture of a big courtyard called the Mob Quad, where the library building was located. She kept her eyes on the counter where the numbers of latitude and longitude changed at a lightning pace with the slightest movement of the mouse. She enlarged the image more and more until the building was too pixelated to see clearly.  
 
    “Gosh, darling,” said Marcus. “At that range you could see a fly on the head of some poor balding professor.” 
 
    Lisa calculated the location of the library and gave the agreed signal. 
 
    “I think I’m getting a headache!” she exclaimed. 
 
    At that moment, Charlie got up and went straight over to the encyclopedias. 
 
    “Dad, do you think there’d be a picture of the college in here somewhere?” he asked as he tried to pull out one of the books. 
 
    “No, Charlie, I’m sure there wouldn’t,” replied Marcus, leaping over to the bookcase and pushing the book that Charlie had grabbed hold of back into its place on the shelf. “It isn’t an illustrated encyclopedia.” 
 
    Lisa winked at Charlie; she had taken down the coordinates. She then continued to navigate a little longer through the streets of Oxford. Charlie gave it a try as well, taking a couple of swoops and dives over the Christ Church College tower, as if he were Harry Potter himself, chasing after the golden snitch on the back of his Nimbus 2000. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa went over the detailed instructions in the Book of Time carefully to ensure that the explanations given in English and in the drawings were sufficient to understand how to make the trip. As she and her brother had agreed, if everything was clear enough they would dispense with translating the parts in Latin, but she couldn’t help but think of the professor’s warning that the most important thing was to be sure of the return journey. 
 
    The girl fitted the annulus onto the bracelet and set the coordinates for the Merton College library. She then turned the little dials until she had lined up all the stars engraved on each one, which would serve to transport them back to where they had started from. When she went to the Merton library with Charlie, there could be no mistakes. 
 
    First of all, however, she had to make sure that they both could make the journey together, just as the drawings in the Book of Time appeared to indicate. Their trial destination would be a place close to their house, so that they could get back quickly if anything went wrong. Finally, the place Lisa chose was the roundabout just outside in the street. To find out the coordinates, the children took the GPS that their grandfather Henry had given their father last Christmas, in a moment of excessive generosity and scant common sense.  
 
    After their afternoon tea, the kids met in their headquarters. Lisa also wrote down the coordinates that the GPS showed for their current location in the attic, just in case they might need them at some point. She then looked over the Book of Time once more to make sure that everything was clear.  
 
    “Alright,” she said nervously. “We have to go down to the roundabout to take the exact coordinates. We’ll do a test tonight so we can make sure that nobody sees us appear out of thin air in the middle of the street. We’ll get the cape out and come up to the attic so that Mum doesn’t catch us by surprise again. If everything goes well, tomorrow night when Merton Library is closed, we’ll go in search of the second annulus.”  
 
    Charlie nodded. His sister had everything planned perfectly. 
 
    “We’ll watch the dance competition for a while and then go to bed early,” she went on. “We’ll tell Mrs. Davis that we have to get up early on Saturday. Then we’ll meet here and take our first trip.” 
 
    The children went out together into the street and stopped under the chestnut trees in the middle of the roundabout.  
 
    “Here,” said Lisa, taking a piece of chalk out of one of her pockets and marking a small cross on the ground with it. 
 
    She took out the GPS and wrote down the exact position in her notebook. The device had a margin for error of less than one yard, so she made sure she was far enough away from the trees, fearing the possibility of reappearing inside one of the trunks and ending up trapped there next to her brother for all eternity. 
 
    Lisa was only too aware that all her conclusions about the cape were no more than suspicions and conjectures. She didn’t know for sure how it worked, and although she was extremely keen to begin traveling with it, she couldn’t keep the doubts and fears that something might go wrong from plaguing her constantly. 
 
    At dinner that night, Marcus asked his daughter a few times if she was alright. She assured him that everything was fine and that she was just a bit tired. But she looked very serious and barely spoke a word the whole meal. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa woke up Charlie at exactly three o’clock, certain that by this time of night they wouldn’t bump into anyone in the street.  
 
    Her brother got up with a swiftness that surprised her. He was evidently as nervous as she was, and had been just as unable to sleep properly. 
 
    Once in the attic, she entered the coordinates on the bracelet and placed it on her brother’s wrist. From what she could make out in the Book of Time, the traveler had to have the ring, cape and bracelet all on at the same time. To begin the journey, they only had to give a small clasp on the lock of the bracelet a 180º turn.  
 
    Lisa took the cape out of the wardrobe where she had hidden it and began draping it around Charlie’s shoulders. It was quite long, suggesting that the professor must have been a tall man. The velvet appeared to change color depending on how it reflected the light, going from black to dark blue and even to a bright cobalt. Lisa spread it out before doing it up, taking care that her brother wouldn’t be tripped up by it. However, after fastening the three buttons at the neck, she was surprised to find that the garment had shrunk to the boy’s size. It looked as if it had been custom made.  
 
    Charlie noticed the perplexed look on his sister’s face. 
 
    “What did you expect, Lisa?” he said. “It’s magic. It’s all magic: the cape, time travel... and the same thing happened with the ring, remember?” 
 
    Lisa looked at Charlie and her expression changed. He was right. 
 
    “Well, the reason for doing this test is to confirm two things,” she explained. “That the cape works, and that we can travel together. If I can’t go with you, I’m afraid you won’t be able to travel until you’re at least fourteen. And only if by then you’re as mature as I am.” 
 
    Charlie was tempted to respond to this last remark, but thought better of it. If the cape worked (and he certainly hoped that it would), certain questions would be rendered academic. 
 
    “We have to hold onto each other tightly, as if we were a single person,” Lisa continued. “Then you have to turn the clasp on the lock and we’ll be off.” 
 
    She had barely finished this last sentence when they felt a violent jolt and everything began whirling madly around them as if they were a small handkerchief inside a washing machine on the spin cycle. This lasted only a few seconds, but to the children (and especially to Lisa) it seemed an eternity.  
 
    When she opened her eyes, feeling rather dizzy and nearly falling over, she was utterly overjoyed by what she saw. They were in the very spot they had marked on the sidewalk, both together and still in one piece. Lisa smiled in exaltation and relief. They’d done it! Now she knew that there were no limits at all; they would be able to go anywhere. 
 
    “That was amazing!” exclaimed Charlie, trying to steady himself. “We’re on the exact spot you marked! This is awesome!” 
 
    “Shhh! You’ll wake up the neighbors!” Lisa scolded him, but still with a smile on her face.  
 
    “The only problem is that it makes you really dizzy.” 
 
    “Yes, but it doesn’t last. Anyway, let’s get going. Now you have to set every dial to the star, hold onto me and turn the clasp again.” 
 
    Charlie began following his sister’s instructions, but as he did so he saw that the numbers of the coordinates changed when he moved.  
 
    “Look, Lisa!” he exclaimed. “When I move, the dials on the annulus turn. I think they show the position of my location at any time; it’s like a compass, except it tells me the exact coordinates of where I am. Strange; it didn’t do that in the attic.” 
 
    Lisa looked at the bracelet in surprise.  
 
    “I guess you must have activated it when you turned the clasp. Maybe it only works once you start traveling. Come on, hurry up,” she said suddenly, as if shaking herself out of a reverie. “It’s twenty past three in the morning; if somebody sees us here, we’ll be in trouble.” 
 
    Charlie carried out the instructions his sister had given him. As soon as he turned the clasp, they began spinning wildly once more and in an instant they were back in the attic.  
 
    Although the side effects were somewhat unpleasant, the test had been a success. On Friday night, while their parents were on their weekly night out and Mrs. Davis was enjoying a lovely dance spectacle with popcorn in hand, they would travel to the library at Merton College, one of the oldest libraries in the United Kingdom, and the place where the second annulus was hidden. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie began yawning noisily and sliding down on the couch, trying to find a comfortable position. Mrs. Davis felt the boy’s backside press against her left thigh, but she went on eating her popcorn without a word.  
 
    After she’d taken a couple more handfuls, Charlie yawned and suddenly shifted again, giving her another shove. She couldn’t believe that the boy was falling asleep just at that moment, when her favorite contestant was about to hit the dance floor.  
 
    “Go to bed, dear,” she ordered brusquely. “Go up and brush your teeth. I’ll be up in a bit.”  
 
    “Alright,” replied Charlie between yawns while nestling into the space he’d managed to take over on the couch. 
 
    The presenter came out onto the dance floor and, with a perfect smile fixed on her face, announced the imminent appearance of Mrs. Davis’ new favorite. 
 
    “Coming up next, Rebecca Gibbs will be with us,” she beamed, whisking back her long blonde hair in a coquettish gesture. “Stay in your seats so you don’t miss a single step of the wonderful cha-cha-cha that she has prepared for us.” 
 
    “Charlie, go to bed!” barked Mrs. Davis. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Mrs. Davis,” said Lisa, rising from the sofa and taking hold of her brother’s hand, “I’ll take him upstairs and get him tucked in. I’m kind of tired too, so I think I’ll go to bed myself.” 
 
    The woman smiled contentedly and returned her attention to her box of popcorn.  
 
    “See you next week,” said Lisa by way of farewell, so that their babysitter wouldn’t feel under obligation to go upstairs to say goodnight to them. 
 
    “See you next Friday,” said Charlie. 
 
    They clambered slowly up the stairs while Mrs. Davis immersed herself fully in the cha-cha-cha, shuffling her feet on the carpet as if she was the one on the dance floor. 
 
    Charlie began climbing the second flight of stairs up to the attic when he noticed his sister heading for her bedroom. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked in a whisper. 
 
    “To change my clothes,” she replied, as if it should have been obvious. “If someone should catch us in the library, it’ll be a disaster; but it would be a million times worse if on top of it all they see me in my pajamas.” 
 
    Charlie merely stared at his sister; he should have known. 
 
    “And you should change too,” she added. “At least if they catch us, it won’t be so weird.” 
 
    The boy went into his room and got dressed. He then returned to the stairs, where, to his bewilderment, he had to wait a few minutes longer until his sister was ready and they could finally adjourn to their headquarters. 
 
    Lisa took the cape out of the wardrobe and put it on her brother. She then sat down on the desk and opened the notebook where she had written the coordinates of the Merton College library. 
 
    “51° 45′ 3.82″ N, 1° 15′ 7.59″ W,” she said, turning the little dials one by one. 
 
    Charlie watched her sister complete the operation while he did up the three buttons on the cape. When she was done, Lisa grabbed the flashlight and the translation of the poem and put her arms around her brother. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “Ready,” replied Lisa, holding him tightly. 
 
    The boy turned the clasp on the bracelet and waited to feel a whirling sensation like the one they had felt when they traveled to the roundabout. But this time it was even stronger. They were still feeling dazed when they opened their eyes and found themselves in the Merton library, dimly lit by the street light streaming through a line of enormous windows above their heads.  
 
    “It’s beautiful!” exclaimed Lisa, looking around at the two rows of bookcases that ran down either side of a wide central aisle. “My God, Charlie! We can go anywhere with that cape!” 
 
    “Well, just wait till we have all the annuli,” replied the boy with satisfaction, imagining the infinite possibilities offered by the amazing gadget they had discovered.  
 
    Lisa walked around the room in wonder, still unable to believe that the cape had brought them there. The shelves were filled with hundreds of old books, and in front of each bookcase sat a narrow wooden bench that seemed to welcome readers, inviting them to peruse any of the volumes there at their leisure. As she looked over the books, Lisa couldn’t help but think of her father. 
 
    “It’s all just like in the picture that Miss Rotherwick showed us,” said Charlie. “It’s like we were in one of those movies where the kids jump into a book.” 
 
    At that moment they heard voices coming from outside. Lisa felt a sense of relief that she had changed out of her pajamas; at least her police mugshot would look good. 
 
    “We’d better get to work,” she said, unable to hide her agitation. 
 
    Charlie nodded and at once began walking around the library, wondering where their search should begin. He then noticed that just like in the library in their house, each bookcase had a sign indicating the subject of the books found on its shelves. The signs were attached to the frame on the side so that they could be read easily while walking down the aisle. 
 
    “There are several bookcases with ‘History’ here,” he said, taking it for granted that the envelope they were looking for would also be hidden behind one of the plaques. “Ancient History, Medieval History, Modern History... How do we know which one it is?” 
 
     Lisa read over the translation of the poem in search of an answer. 
 
    “This must be the clue,” she said, pointing at the piece of paper. 
 
    “The third letter is on some,  
 
    but only on the one you seek 
 
    the letter is the number one hundred.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’d better figure it out fast. Mum and Dad will be back soon, and they always come to our beds to give us a goodnight kiss.” 
 
    Once again they heard voices and noises outside that set them even more on edge. There was more activity in the college at this hour than they had expected. 
 
    Lisa walked down the center aisle, looking for any hint related to the lines she had just read. When she reached the end she turned around, and then she noticed the plaques with capital letters on the frames of the bookcases. In addition to being classified by subject, the books also appeared to be ordered alphabetically, probably by title or by author name. Thus, the letter A was repeated on several shelves, as the alphabet started over again for each different subject. 
 
    Charlie saw his sister staring hard at the shelves from where she stood near the entrance to the room, and he went over to stand next to her. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered, keeping her eyes on the shelves. 
 
    “Think aloud, then. That way we can work it out together. Two heads are better than one.” 
 
    Riotous laughter and the voices of several people charging noisily down the stairs outside interrupted their ruminations. 
 
    “Look at the shelves,” explained Lisa, her agitation rising. “There are letters on the sides, but the alphabet starts over several times on different bookcases.” 
 
    Charlie looked to where his sister was pointing. 
 
    “Read the lines out again,” he said. 
 
    Lisa read aloud: 
 
    “The third letter is on some, 
 
    but only on the one you seek 
 
    the letter is the number one hundred.” 
 
    “All the bookcases have letters; there’s always some letter that is the third one.” 
 
    “Yes, but the poem refers to one particular letter, one that is a hundred.” 
 
    “Well, the one that repeats the most is ‘C’. It’s the third letter on a lot of book cases,” said Charlie, stepping closer to one of the shelves and pointing. “A, B, C...” 
 
    “That’s it!” exclaimed Lisa. 
 
    She swept down the aisle, shining the flashlight on the signs with the names of the subjects, until she reached “Mathematics”. 
 
    “The Romans wrote their numbers using letters. ‘C’ is the third letter in the alphabet, but it’s also the number one hundred in Roman numerals. So it must be here, in the Mathematics section, where the letters are numbers too,” she concluded, slapping the shelf where the letter ‘C’ appeared. 
 
    The girl took out a hairpin and tried to stick it into the small space between the plaque and the bookcase.  
 
    “Here, try with this,” said Charlie, handing his sister his father’s Swiss army knife.  
 
    Lisa eyed him for a moment, hesitating over whether she should tell him off for having taken something he shouldn’t have. Finally, on hearing the voices of more students wandering around outside, she decided to leave the matter and get on with the job as quickly as she could.  
 
    “Hurry, Lisa. It sounds like there’s a party going on outside,” urged Charlie. 
 
    She used the blade of the knife to force the plaque off at different points, until at last she managed to dislodge it. When he saw it was loose, Charlie reached out quickly, grabbed it between his fingernails and pulled at it with all his might.  
 
    “It’s really stuck,” he complained. 
 
    “Let go. Leave it to me,” said his sister, handing him the knife. 
 
    Lisa felt an intense pain on her fingertips as she pried the plaque away, until it came off in her hand. A small, dark opening was revealed behind it. She shone the flashlight into it and saw a rolled-up envelope stuck to the walls of the hole. She slipped two fingers in and managed to pull it out with some difficulty.  
 
    “It’s from the professor,” she said when she unrolled it and saw the unmistakable wax seal with the hourglass. 
 
    Meanwhile, Charlie put the plaque back in its place, knocking it back into the wood with his bare fist. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he urged Lisa. “It’s twenty past twelve. Mum and Dad will be back any minute.” 
 
    Charlie threw his arms around his sister, placing his hands against her back. He couldn’t understand how the time had passed so quickly. They had to get back to bed at once or their parents would discover their absence. They always got home before midnight. 
 
    The boy turned the clasp on the bracelet... but nothing happened. They were still in the library at Merton College. 
 
    “Come on, Charlie, let’s go,” said Lisa anxiously. 
 
    “I already did it,” he replied, trembling with fear. “But it’s not working.” 
 
    “Did you set the annulus to all stars?” 
 
    The boy let go of his sister to check.  
 
    “I forgot,” he said sheepishly, while he set the dials as quickly as he could. 
 
    “Quickly, quickly... Come on, hurry up or they’ll catch us and it’ll be your fault.” 
 
    Barely able to control his nerves, Charlie changed the position of all the dials, checked that they were all showing stars, and then turned the clasp. After a moment of being caught up in a forceful whirling spin, he was back in the attic.  
 
    He sighed in relief. It had all gone well.  
 
    Just then he realized what he had done and he was besieged by panic. He was indeed back in the attic, but he had left his sister in the library at Merton College.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa didn’t know whether to scream or to cry. She hadn’t taken her cell phone with her, so she couldn’t even call the little runt to tell him that he had left her behind. And even if she could have done so, that only would have complicated things further. Charlie still didn’t have his own phone, so if she had wanted to talk to him she would have had to call the house number. And it would be Mrs. Davis or their parents who would answer the phone.  
 
    The only option she had was to find a way of getting out of the library and to ask to borrow a phone from some student at Merton who, hopefully, wouldn’t notice that she was a little young to be studying at Oxford. After taking a nervous breath, she walked straight to the exit. She took hold of the handle firmly and tried to open it. 
 
    “Damn it!” she exclaimed. 
 
    The door was locked. Unless she could manage to pick the lock with a hairpin, she wouldn’t be able to get out until morning. And that was only assuming that the library was open on Saturdays.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie tried to calm down and think. He didn’t have much time, so he had to push down the terror he was feeling and work out a solution. After pacing around the attic a few times, he got his head straight and remembered: Lisa had put in the library’s coordinates while sitting at the desk; she had copied them out of a notebook that she had left there on the desktop. 
 
    The boy ran over to the desk and found with relief that the little book was still there. He tried to calculate how much time had passed since he had left Lisa behind, and he prayed that his sister would still be in the library. If she had already left, it would be impossible to find her.  
 
    Before his mind began coming up with any crazy scenarios, Charlie made an effort to concentrate on the long line of numbers written down in the notebook. He couldn’t afford to make a mistake with any of them, or he might end up somewhere else instead of the Merton library. 
 
    “5...,1..., 4...” 
 
    One by one he set the coordinates, wondering all the while why on earth they had to be so terribly long. When he had finished, he read them over a couple times to make sure that he had entered them correctly. Then, just when he was about to turn the clasp to go in search of Lisa, he heard the front door of the house slam and the voices of his parents greeting Mrs. Davis.  
 
    . . . 
 
    It was utterly ridiculous, but it was the only thing she could do. Lisa got down on her knees in front of the lock and, with her hairpin in hand, tried to repeat a trick she had seen so many times in movies and that had always seemed so absurd to her. 
 
    Then she heard a voice behind her that almost gave her a heart attack. 
 
    “Lisa!! Lisa!! Where are you?” 
 
    The girl got up and ran to her brother. 
 
    “Damn it, Charlie! How could you have left without me?” 
 
    “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I was nervous! And if you keep telling me off, I’ll end up doing the same thing again.” 
 
    Lisa shut her mouth and held onto her brother with all her might while he set the stars on the bracelet once again. 
 
    “Mum and Dad are walking in the door!” he told her. “I think they’re going to catch us this time. Hold on tight; here we go.” 
 
    The boy embraced his sister like he never had before and turned the clasp on the bracelet. Seconds later, he found himself back in the attic, this time with Lisa at his side.  
 
    “I’m going to check on the kids,” they heard their mother saying. “See you next Friday, Mrs. Davis.” 
 
    “Lisa, run! Mum is coming to give us a kiss,” said Charlie when he heard her. 
 
    They both hurried out of the attic and downstairs as quietly as they could. On the ground floor, Maggie had just begun climbing the stairs.  
 
    When they reached the second-floor landing, the children went their separate ways to their respective bedrooms. But first, Lisa grabbed her brother by the arm.  
 
    “Put your pajama top on over your clothes and get into bed,” she whispered. “Pretend you’re asleep and for God’s sake, don’t smile!” 
 
    The boy hurried into his room and did as Lisa had told him. When he got into bed, he lay down on his side and closed his eyes. Just as he did so, his mother entered the room and sat down next to him. She placed a hand on his forehead and kissed him on the cheek. The poor boy was sweating. Gently, she pulled the bed covers halfway down his chest. Then she kissed him again, and got up to go check on Lisa.  
 
    When she opened the door, the light from the hallway streamed into the room. Maggie pulled the door to slowly without noticing the running shoe that was protruding slightly out of the cover at the foot of her son’s bed. In his haste, Charlie had only had time to put on his pajama top, but he was still wearing his shoes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER IX: Welcome to Jurassic Park! 
 
    On Saturday morning, the kids held a meeting in their headquarters. After a few stern reprimands from Lisa and a few brief apologies from Charlie, they turned their attention to what they had found the night before. They were both anxious to know what the second annulus they had found was for. 
 
    “There’s another annulus, the instructions for it and another poem in Latin to find the next one,” announced Lisa upon opening the envelope. 
 
    “And what’s this one for?” 
 
    “‘Tempus anulus’, the time annulus,” said Lisa solemnly, riffling through the instructions and then filing them away in the Book of Time. 
 
    “We hit the jackpot!” cheered Charlie. “Now we can travel to the past!” 
 
    “Hey! Not so fast! Remember that Professor Conwell said that we shouldn’t travel in time until we had all the annuli.” 
 
    “So?” replied Charlie, as if he were the only one capable of working things out. “He also said that there were more annuli and that he only had a few of them. So obviously, he traveled to the past without waiting to find them all. He’s good at giving advice that he didn’t even follow himself.” 
 
    Lisa listened to her brother in silence, not knowing how to respond. 
 
    “Besides, the poem with the clues for finding the next one are in Latin again,” the boy went on. “It would be better if we try this annulus now, you know, to leave a little time before we go asking Mum or Dad for help to translate them. Or would you rather that we ask Miss Rotherwick?” 
 
    Lisa said nothing while she weighed up their options. The little runt was right, at least, about the need to leave a little time before asking for help again with the Latin. She still didn’t know what to make of their last visit to Miss Rotherwick, and that made her uneasy. 
 
    Charlie studied his sister’s expression; he almost had it in the bag, he thought. 
 
    “Our last trip came off perfectly,” he added.  
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far...” 
 
    “Well, anyone can make a little mistake. But everything was planned perfectly, and it worked. That’s the real key, planning things properly.” 
 
    “And not forgetting to hold onto me,” added Lisa. “Alright then. We’ll read the explanations in the notebook, and if everything is clear, we’ll make our first journey in time. Do you know where you want to go?” 
 
    “Of course! To see dinosaurs.”  
 
    “Are you mad? What if we meet a Tyrannosaurus Rex?” 
 
    “We come straight back, obviously. The only danger would be if it hugs me and comes back home with us, although if it did I’m sure it would decide to eat Mrs. Davis before it ate us.” 
 
    Lisa smiled at her brother’s wisecrack. 
 
    “But dinosaurs lived millions of years ago,” she said. “And the annulus doesn’t even have room for that many numbers.” 
 
    Charlie took the annulus from his sister. She was right. It seemed unbelievable to him: who would think of inventing a contraption to travel back in time without being able to visit the age of the dinosaurs? Annoyed, he took the bracelet out of the compartment in the desk and fitted the annulus onto it. In silence he began turning the numbers around and around, trying to find the earliest date possible, until a triumphant smile broke out on his face. 
 
    “Look at this,” he said, showing the bracelet to Lisa. 
 
    She looked at it in astonishment. The annulus was a wide cylinder containing eight small dials with numbers. Lisa deduced that the first two were for the day, the second two for the month and the last four for the year. To the left of these eight was one more dial with two single marks: “B.C.” and “A.D.”. Charlie turned the dials back as far as they would go, back to the 1st of January 9,999 B.C., and when he did so another dial with a number appeared, so that 9,999 could be changed to 10,000, and so on.  
 
    “I think we really can go see dinosaurs,” he concluded. 
 
    “It’s incredible,” said Lisa, who watched how the little dials appeared and disappeared. 
 
    “It’s magic,” replied her brother, with an air of self-importance. “If the cape and the ring can get bigger and smaller, why wouldn’t it happen to everything else?” 
 
    Lisa nodded while she continued to study the bracelet. The time annulus appeared to operate in a very similar way to the place annulus; it even had the stars as the means of returning home. 
 
    “When do we go?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll read the notebook, and when I’ve got it all clear I’ll tell you.” 
 
    Charlie responded with an annoyed frown. His sister was too meticulous, he thought, especially since she had unilaterally declared herself the chief strategist of their team. 
 
    . . . 
 
    That morning Dr. Oswald Butler woke up with a feeling that things were about to change. Some weeks earlier he had decided to move the work site half a mile to the west, to a small plain as barren as the one they had been digging at for months.  
 
    The paleontologist felt like a gambler who had just begun betting on red after a hopeless losing streak on the black. Waiting to see whether the elusive Lady Luck might finally smile on him, he spent the whole afternoon pacing nervously from one end of the site to the other, watching over every movement made by his workers. 
 
    The hours went by with no results and the sun began to set over the Black Hills. Dr. Butler looked at his watch and calculated that they had at most half an hour of daylight left. He felt a wave of rage and frustration wash over him, and he cleared his throat in an effort to dissipate it. Just when he was about to give the order for everyone to begin packing up, he heard a phrase that he had been dreaming of hearing for months. 
 
    “Doctor, there’s something here!”  
 
    Everybody crowded around Alice Powell, and Dr. Butler pushed his way through to her. She was the most competent person on the whole team; if she had raised the alarm it was because she had found something truly important. 
 
    “What is it, Alice?” asked Butler, unable to conceal his anxiousness. 
 
    “I don’t know, Oswald, but it’s clearly a skeleton.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa spent a few days studying the instructions in the notebooks that they had added so far to the Book of Time. Although she didn’t have much information, she developed a clear idea of what they needed to do to be able to travel in time. Her doubts were not related to the operation of the cape, but to whether they themselves were knowledgeable enough to make such a journey. Every time she thought of it she felt overwhelmed by a feeling of vertigo, which might have been due either to the burden of the responsibility or to her irrepressible desire to do it. 
 
    Charlie, meanwhile, tried to keep his impatience in check by re-reading all his books on dinosaurs, with special attention to the illustrations of landscapes and terrestrial species. The boy studied the pictures of dense forests of conifers, palms and ferns where huge creatures grazed or were hunted by ferocious predators, and he imagined himself hiding behind a large thicket, watching the whole scene in person. 
 
    One of his books detailed the places where the remains of each species had been found, and there was a world map showing the main fossil sites around the globe. Although there was a large number of findings concentrated in southern England, the specimens found there seemed to Charlie to be too harmless and friendly to be worthy of a visit. 
 
    The best destination was clear: if they wanted to see real dinosaurs, they had to go the western part of the United States. That was where the most impressive species had been found, including the king of the dinosaurs, the Tyrannosaurus Rex. Fortunately, the map didn’t include pictures of the specimens found in each location, but was marked only with little circles of different colors indicating whether they were marine, terrestrial or airborne species. Lisa had never shown much interest in dinosaurs, so it would be enough simply to show her the map and one of the more harmless species that had been discovered in that region.  
 
    Charlie also carefully studied a complete graph showing the different time periods into which the prehistoric era was divided, the millions of years spanned by each one and the species that had lived then. The Tyrannosaurus had lived in the Late Cretaceous, 65 million years ago, just before the dinosaurs had suddenly disappeared from the face of the earth under mysterious, cataclysmic circumstances that science had yet to uncover.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Maggie came running to Miss Rotherwick’s door, knocked on it quickly and opened it before being invited to enter. Helen Rotherwick lifted her gaze from the screen of her computer, surprised by her colleague’s brashness. 
 
    “Oh my God, Helen!” said Maggie, gasping for breath. “Come, you have to see this!” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick understood at once that it was something important. Without a word, she saved the file she had been working on and rose to accompany Maggie.  
 
    The two women walked at a brisk pace down various deserted passageways while Maggie gave her colleague a brief explanation. It was twenty to six in the afternoon and nearly all the museum staff had already gone home.  
 
    Maggie unlocked the door to Laboratory 4 and locked it again once they were inside. She went over to the table and turned on the lamp of a large magnifying glass. She gestured to her colleague to take a look. Miss Rotherwick looked through the glass for a few minutes without saying a word.  
 
    “What do you think?” asked Maggie at last. 
 
    “It looks authentic,” replied Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    Maggie nodded. 
 
    “Yes, I think so too, but we have to verify it,” she said.  
 
    “We mustn’t do anything risky or hasty,” remarked Miss Rotherwick, “especially given how things have been lately.” 
 
    “I know, Helen, I know. Let’s not say a word to anybody until we are completely sure.”  
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ll help you in any way I can,” said Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “Thank you, Helen. I knew I could count on you.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Once the place and time of their destination had been decided, the wait seemed unbearable to Charlie. His sister was taking an incomprehensibly long time studying the only three notebooks they had found so far. Finally, on Tuesday afternoon, the boy called an urgent meeting in their headquarters. 
 
    “When are we going?” he asked his sister as soon as the meeting began. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she replied. 
 
    Charlie took advantage of Lisa’s indecision to take the initiative and be the one to make the plans this time. 
 
    “Actually, it doesn’t matter when we go,” he said. “With the bracelet we can come back to the same point we left at. That’s what happened when we went to Merton; we came back to the same spot. Now, with the time annulus we’ll come back to the same spot and at the same moment that we left.” 
 
    “Yes, I guess it will work the same way because the mechanism is the same. All we have to do is set the dials to stars and turn the clasp.” 
 
    “Which means that we could go tomorrow, or any time. Nobody will miss us because for everyone else no time will have passed.” 
 
    Lisa nodded her head in agreement. 
 
    “So we’ll go tomorrow,” said Charlie. “If we leave it till Friday, Mrs. Davis might end up spoiling our plans with another game of Monopoly.”  
 
    The boy picked up the map with the main fossil sites and showed it to Lisa.  
 
    “I think the best place for us to go would be South Dakota or Colorado. That’s where the gigantic sauropods used to live,” he explained, showing his sister an illustration. 
 
    The picture showed a placid herd of large dinosaurs grazing and watching over their eggs and young with expressions of idiotic docility. The whole valley was a haven of peace, free of the threatening presence of terrestrial or airborne predators. Lisa contemplated the bucolic landscape and couldn’t take her eyes off a litter of baby dinosaurs breaking out of their eggs under the watchful gaze of their loving mother. 
 
    “Alright,” she said. “But we’ll only stay for a few minutes and then we come back. No strolling around. I don’t want to run into any flesh-eating monsters or giant mosquitoes.” 
 
    “Okay, Lisa,” replied Charlie begrudgingly, so as not to make his sister suspicious. “And how are we going to find the coordinates?” 
 
    “We’ve got the GPS. I just have to look up South Dakota and we’ll be set.” 
 
    “I have to admit, you’re a genius,” said Charlie. “A true genius.” 
 
    He closed the book and took it down to his bedroom to put it back in its place, just in case Lisa, for the first time in her life, suddenly felt a desire to look through it. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Surprisingly, Charlie was late for their meeting. Lisa was double-checking the coordinates for their new destination while she waited for him. Finally, the boy made his dramatic appearance. 
 
    “Welcome to Jurassic Park!” he exclaimed as he opened the attic door, holding the flashlight like a microphone. 
 
    When she saw him, Lisa couldn’t restrain her laughter. Charlie was wearing his explorer’s outfit and had brought all his gear: butterfly net, canteen, compass, a backpack containing tweezers for taking samples, bags to store them in and, of course, his camera. 
 
    “What are you dressed up as?” the girl asked him between laughs. 
 
    “You dressed up to go to the library at Merton,” retorted Charlie with an irritated look. 
 
    “That was different.” 
 
    “It sure was. How many times in your life have you had the chance to see a real live dinosaur?” 
 
    “Come on, you’re not taking all that with you. Remember, we’re only going to be there for a few minutes.” 
 
    She went over to her brother and took the backpack, net and canteen from him. 
 
    “But the bags and the compass I’m taking,” protested Charlie.  
 
    “I think it would be better if you changed your clothes. What are we going to tell Dad if he sees you dressed up like that?” 
 
    “The truth. That I’m hunting dinosaurs.” 
 
    Lisa shrugged her shoulders and picked up the bracelet to check that the dials were all set correctly. Once more she checked the coordinates for South Dakota and the time period they had to travel to. Then she put the bracelet on her brother’s right wrist and wrapped the cape around his shoulders. 
 
    “And don’t go forgetting me this time, alright?” she said, putting her arms around him. 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    The boy embraced his sister and reached for the clasp on the bracelet. He imagined that this time the whirling sensation would be much more intense and much longer. After all, it was a journey 65 million years into the past. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Suddenly, he felt extremely cold and had the sensation of floating in a void. He was still dazed by the tremendous jolt he had just felt, as if a hurricane had yanked them right out of their quiet attic.  
 
    Lisa no longer had her arms around him; in fact, he couldn’t see her anywhere, although her incessant shouting rang in his ears. 
 
    “Wake up, Charlie, wake up!” she was shouting. “Swim towards me, quickly! We have to get back!” 
 
    A wave slapped him in the face and filled his mouth with cold, salty water. 
 
    “Come on, come on! Swim towards me!” Lisa called out again.  
 
    Charlie rubbed his eyes and turned around in a circle, trying to make sense of what was happening. All he could see around him was water. There were no ferns, or palms, or giant trees like redwoods. Only a dark blue sea, churning constantly and tossing him to and fro. The boy saw his sister a few yards away and tried to swim toward her. He was freezing and the waves kept hitting him in the face.  
 
    “We have to go back, Charlie!” he heard her scream. “Swim towards me!” 
 
    Lisa had worked out before her brother that something had gone wrong. She had no idea what location or time they had ended up in, but she was sure that it was some point in prehistory. And that this was not the peaceful valley she had seen in Charlie’s book.  
 
    The girl swam with big strokes trying to reach her brother, but the waves kept pushing her back in the opposite direction. The water was frigid and she feared that they wouldn’t be able to survive in it much longer. In the distance she could make out dry land, but it looked too far away for them to reach it by swimming. The best option was to try to get out of there with the help of the cape.  
 
    “Where are we?” she heard Charlie say. 
 
    “I don’t know.” she replied. 
 
    Charlie swam toward her while the waves crashed into him mercilessly. Lisa saw her pale, scrawny brother struggling with all his might and she could tell that he wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer. 
 
    “I’ll swim towards you!” she cried, trying to make her voice heard above the roar of the waves. “Just stay where you are and set the bracelet to the stars! We have to get back!” 
 
    The boy obeyed, and began turning the dials on the bracelet while he fought to keep afloat. 
 
    Lisa started swimming as hard as she could in the direction of her brother. She had just begun wondering how long they would have before some prehistoric creature appeared when something made her look up. A noise resembling the flapping of an enormous sail in the wind was moving toward them. She didn’t know which way to look, and she felt overcome by a sense of terror. 
 
    Charlie heard it too, but didn’t dare to shout. 
 
    “Hurry, Lisa, for the love of God,” he begged in a whisper, as if his sister could hear him.  
 
    The sound grew louder, as if a huge sailboat was on the point of mowing them down. Then they saw the silhouette of an enormous flying dinosaur swooping toward them at full speed. Its wings were extremely long, like the wings of a giant bat, but with a much more tapered shape and with two small claws protruding in the middle. Despite its disproportionately large beak and crest, the beast’s head movements were quite graceful, as if scouring the waves for its next prey was an effortless exercise for it. Charlie recalled having seen specimens like this one in his books: a prehistoric and much less friendly version of the pelican. 
 
    Lisa looked back to her brother, trying to control her fear. At that moment, the animal let out a blood-curdling screech and swept past them just a few yards above their heads. Lisa didn’t know whether the creature was merely on a reconnaissance flight, whether it was trying to capture them, or even whether it had noticed their presence. But she had no intention of sticking around to find out, so she kept swimming hard to where Charlie was. 
 
    “They’re flying dinosaurs!” screamed the boy. “We must be close to the shore!” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter! We can’t make it to dry land! We have to get back right now! I just hope the cape works in water!” 
 
    “I didn’t mean that!” answered Charlie. “I mean that if there’s land nearby, there are also other dinosaurs!” 
 
    He was barely able to finish his sentence. A deafening roar came out of the water about a hundred yards away, and there appeared a creature with an incredibly long neck ending in a tiny head which, if it hadn’t been attached to such a huge body, would have been absurdly amusing. 
 
    Although he knew the name of nearly every specimen in his books, Charlie couldn’t recall what this beast was called either; he could only remember that it resembled the Loch Ness Monster, that it had enormous teeth and that in his books it was always depicted with an expression that was far from pleasant. In particular, he recalled a picture in which a dinosaur just like this one was coming out of the water devouring a prehistoric swordfish, while in the depths swam others of its species, all with extremely hungry looks on their faces.  
 
    The boy began swimming in the direction of his sister. 
 
    “Come on, Lisa! Let’s go!” he shouted. 
 
    There was barely a yard and a half between them; a couple more strokes and they would be able to get out of there before some dino-monster made a snack out of them. 
 
    Suddenly they heard another screech accompanied by the sound of flapping wings behind them and Charlie knew at once that the flying dinosaur had returned. It looked like the danger would come from the air and not the sea. And judging by the expression of terror on his sister’s face, the danger must have been pretty serious. 
 
    “Dive, Charlie, dive!” she screamed desperately. 
 
    The boy obeyed with a speed that he himself found surprising. He no longer felt cold, and his heart was beating faster than it ever had before in his life. He opened his eyes and saw that Lisa was also under water. Trying to control his panic, he tried to keep down for a few moments longer, while shooting tentative glances down below them. 
 
    Up on the surface, the flying dinosaur had miscalculated its attack, and it turned away to make another approach to try to capture its tiny prey. Its circular flight had alerted another two specimens in the area, who swept toward it with the intention of fighting it for the prize. 
 
    Charlie and Lisa brought their heads above the surface to take a breath. The girl took two more strokes and threw her arms around her brother. 
 
    “Have you reset the bracelet?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” answered the boy, close to sobbing. 
 
    “Hurry, hurry!” she pleaded. 
 
    In the sky above, a new flapping of wings announced that their potential captors were closing in. Lisa looked up and saw three creatures circling above them. One of them would manage to catch them sooner or later.  
 
    The closest one began to rise up in preparation to take a dive at them, while Charlie turned the dials frantically. 
 
    “I’ve got it!” he said. 
 
    Lisa pulled his wrist toward her to make sure. All the stars were in the correct position. She pulled her brother to her and hugged him tightly. Screeches coming from different directions announced that the beasts were beginning their attack in a race to make off with this curious prey. 
 
    Lisa watched them in terror.  
 
     “Dive down!” she squealed. “We’ll do it under water!” 
 
    They both took a deep breath and plunged down as fast as they could. On the surface, one beast gave another a fierce peck to chase it away from the hunt, while the third had begun a swift dive to capture its victims under the water. 
 
    Lisa pulled Charlie further down when she felt her brother embrace her tightly and move his hands to turn the bracelet clasp. Then she felt a fierce jolt, as if they were being sucked down a huge drain. 
 
    In the water, the flying dinosaur was just about to catch those weird creatures in its beak when suddenly they disappeared mere inches away from it. Its dinner had vanished. 
 
    It would take millions of years and a complex evolutionary process before the first predators would get a chance to taste human meat. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa and Charlie were huddled together and trembling in the attic, unsure whether they were shivering from the cold or the fright, although neither of them said a word about it.  
 
    They took a few moments to finally let go of each other and acknowledge that they were back in their safe and comfortable world. Years later, both of them (and especially Charlie) would remember that experience as one of the most exciting of their lives; but at that moment if they had seen a lizard they would have squashed it without remorse. They were drenched and frozen stiff.  
 
    “We’ve got to warm ourselves up,” said Lisa. 
 
    She hid the cape away in the wardrobe and took Charlie down to the bathroom.  
 
    “Take off your clothes and hide them,” she told him while she turned on the hot water faucet. “I’ll take a shower in Mum and Dad’s bathroom.” 
 
    Charlie followed his sister’s instructions. He was exhausted and needed a good shower.  
 
    A few minutes later, his father knocked on the door and peeked into the room. 
 
    “Why are you taking a shower?” he asked, astonished.  
 
    “I was feeling a bit tired,” replied Charlie. “I had a hard day at school.” 
 
    “Well, if you like I can make dinner earlier tonight and you can go to bed early,” said Marcus.  
 
    Charlie nodded, and his father headed for the attic in search of Lisa. From the staircase he heard the sound of running water in his bathroom and guessed that his daughter must also have been having a shower. He turned around and went down to the library, without ever entering the children’s secret headquarters.  
 
    If he had, he would have found a huge puddle and a long trail of water leading to the old wardrobe where his children had hidden an old black velvet cape.  
 
    . . . 
 
    The extraction of the Elasmosaurus was proving successful. The largest bones were already out of the rock and only the smaller ones were left. The team was working keenly and at a good pace. 
 
    Dr. Oswald Butler was supervising the day-to-day operations almost obsessively; they had found a fossil in an excellent state of preservation and he didn’t want anyone to damage it at the last moment. If he had to leave the site on an errand, he always left Alice Powell in charge, knowing that she would be as careful as he himself was to ensure that everything was done with the utmost rigor. 
 
    Oswald left early that morning, but Alice requested his presence at the excavation site shortly after he had gone. When he found her, he discovered that the loathsome Mathias Lewis had made it there ahead of him. He truly detested that man and was looking forward to the end of the dig simply to be rid of him for a while.  
 
    For the excavations Oswald had accepted financing from the Ophiura Foundation, which covered all of his expenses. In exchange, the organization was to keep a portion of the discoveries and required that one of its members be on the excavation team, in order to report even the smallest finding as soon as it was made. Oswald adhered to the agreement scrupulously, but he couldn’t abide the suspicious and meddlesome attitude of that man, more befitting a KGB agent than a paleontologist.  
 
    “I hope this is important, Alice,” said Dr. Butler, inadvertently taking out his frustration on his assistant.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Oswald, but I just wanted you to see this,” she responded, pointing to something in the dirt at her feet. “We found it under one of the vertebrae of the Elasmosaurus.”  
 
    Oswald took it out carefully and prepared to make a preliminary evaluation. 
 
    “That won’t be necessary,” said Mathias Lewis, snatching it out of his hands. “I’ll send it to the Foundation for them to study.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa entered her brother’s bedroom and found him dressed in his plush pajamas, tucked in his bed with his soft, cozy bed cover pulled right up to his neck. When she saw him, she couldn’t help but think of how but a few hours earlier they had been on the verge of being devoured by a winged dinosaur; and for a moment it all seemed unreal. 
 
    “How are you feeling, runt?” she asked, sitting down next to him. 
 
    Charlie shuffled over to give her room. 
 
    “I didn’t feel like reading about dinosaurs,” answered the boy, showing her the Adventures of Tintin comic he held in his hands. 
 
    Lisa approved his choice with a nod of her head, while she reached over and tousled his hair affectionately. She, however, needed to find some answers. She was sure that she had entered the correct date and coordinates; she had checked it several times while waiting for Charlie in the attic. But clearly something had gone wrong, and she wouldn’t rest until she had found out what it was. She went over to the bookshelf and chose what looked to be the biggest and most serious book on dinosaurs and their time. She then sat back down on her brother’s bed. 
 
    Charlie watched his sister thumb through the pages, worrying that she might realize that the specimens found in South Dakota were not exactly the most placid of species. But Lisa was not trying to identify the creatures that had attacked them that afternoon; she was trying to find an explanation for why they had ended up in the sea instead of on dry land, in a tree-covered valley like the one her brother had shown her the day before. 
 
    After flicking back and forth through the pages, she went to the table of contents and read it carefully. She then turned the pages slowly again until she stopped at page 30. There, under the heading “The World of the Dinosaurs”, while her brother looked on in astonishment, she found a series of maps of the Earth that showed the location of the major land masses in each time period. On every map, a thin red line indicated the current positions of the continents, so that the geological evolution of the planet could be easily appreciated. 
 
    In the first maps, the world had a single land mass (Pangaea), which subsequently split into two supercontinents (Laurasia and Gondwana), which would in turn break up into the six continents we know today. In the Late Cretaceous, 65 million years ago, the Earth looked a lot like it does now, except that the major continental masses were closer together and had not yet taken up their current positions. Lisa put her index finger where she estimated South Dakota to be in the twenty-first century and, just as they had that afternoon, her finger fell into the Pacific Ocean, a short distance away from the North American coastline. 
 
    “I should have realized,” said Lisa with regret. “I’ve studied all this, but I didn’t think of it for a second.” 
 
    “And I must have seen it in my books at least a thousand times. I guess Mum really is right when she says that everything, absolutely everything we study can be applied in our lives,” remarked Charlie in an effort to console her. “Even something that happened 65 million years ago.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER X: The Great Queen Nefertiti 
 
    Charlie decided to play it safe and let a few days go by before suggesting to Lisa that they take another trip. He didn’t want to pressure her if she didn’t feel ready for it, in case his sister ended up deciding to postpone their journeys in time indefinitely. 
 
    He knew, in fact, that he wouldn’t have to wait long at all. They had both been raised on hundreds of exciting tales from history, and the temptation to travel to see them first-hand was too strong for either of them to resist. It was clear that visiting the dinosaurs had not been a good choice; fortunately, however, there were hundreds of places and people that both he and his sister were interested in and would be able to go see without having to run the risk of being eaten again. 
 
    During this brief respite, Charlie spent his time checking over and completing his exploring equipment, adding a few things that he might need.  
 
    Luckily, when they traveled to the Cretaceous, Lisa had made him leave the backpack containing his camera behind; otherwise, it would have ended up waterlogged. Sitting at his desk, the boy examined the small device he held in his hands, and realized that he had better not take it with him on their journeys. The camera would attract too much attention wherever they went, and anyway, he would only be able to share the pictures with his sister. But the chance to photograph places and people from other times was too tempting, almost irresistible, so he slipped it into an inside pocket of the backpack, just temporarily, until he had finally made a decision on the question. 
 
    What he couldn’t find, as much as he searched, was his little compass. It had been a gift from his father and he was very fond of it. He particularly loved the fact that it was almost identical to the old compasses used by real explorers, although his had reflective paint on the needle so that you could see it in the dark. He was sure that he had taken it with him when they went to see the dinosaurs, but with all the excitement and shock he couldn’t remember seeing it on his return, so he decided to ask his sister about it. 
 
    “Hi, Lisa,” he said as he entered her room. “You wouldn’t know where my compass is, would you?” 
 
    “No,” she replied. “Isn’t it in your backpack?” 
 
    “No, I’ve checked already.” 
 
    “Well, don’t worry. It’ll turn up. In the meantime, we’ll use Dad’s GPS. It has a compass function.” 
 
    “In the meantime?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “You didn’t think we were going to stop time traveling, did you? This time it’s my turn to choose where we go.” 
 
    Charlie tried his best to contain his joy at this good news. 
 
    “And have you decided where it’s going to be yet?” he asked nonchalantly. 
 
    “Not yet. I’m trying to decide between Cleopatra and Joan of Arc.” 
 
    “Bah!” exclaimed the boy, trying to hide his contentment. “A girl’s adventure! Just what I was afraid of!”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Max Wellington greeted the young woman smiling at him from behind the counter and went to open his post office box. Nobody in his organization knew of the existence of this box, which he had acquired long ago in the name of a small company whose activities were completely unrelated to Aurum.  
 
     Since then he had been coming personally every week to check it for mail. He had been doing it for years and he would continue to do it as long as he could. Despite being one of the most powerful men in Manhattan, or even in the whole country, Max Wellington knew that some things are too important to delegate to others. And this was one of those things. 
 
    When he opened the little silver door, the light flooded into the compartment and Max could see a letter there. He had not yet turned around, so nobody, not even his fervent admirer, Sally Straw, saw Max’s pleased expression as he took it out. Still facing the box, he checked the postmark on the letter: Hill City, April 4, 1962. Max slipped it carefully into the inside pocket of his overcoat and closed the box. Finally, there was news.  
 
    He would have to make a journey at once.  
 
    . . . 
 
    On Monday afternoon, Maggie came back from the museum earlier than usual, loaded up with shopping bags. For the first time in weeks she didn’t look tired or worried. In fact, she looked totally euphoric, like she had on the day she was offered the post of Director of Conservation at the British Museum. When he saw her, Charlie worried that they had offered his mother some new position that she had been dreaming of for years and they would have to move to another city. He couldn’t help but feel distressed by the thought of having to leave the house, where there were surely more amazing treasures yet to discover. He was also far from pleased by the idea of having to say goodbye to the new friends he had made at school, even that annoying Jimmy Stevenson. 
 
    On seeing Maggie, every single member of the family asked her what was going on. But she only responded with a broad, enigmatic smile, and said she would tell them at dinner. She then went into the kitchen with all the shopping bags and closed the door behind her. 
 
    After a while, which for Charlie seemed an eternity thanks to his hunger and curiosity, Maggie opened the door and called them all to the table. Racked with mixed emotions, the boy obeyed. The dinner smelled wonderful, his mother was beaming, and she had set the table in style, even with candles. It was clear that she wanted to celebrate something, and unfortunately it wasn’t the birthday of any family member or a visit from their grandparents.  
 
    Charlie sat down at the table expectantly, his belly rumbling loudly. Maggie took off her apron and served wine in tall glasses of crystal so fine that they could easily have been broken with a simple toast. 
 
    “I have to tell you all something amazing,” she said at last, still smiling. 
 
    Everybody listened attentively, except for Charlie, who understood that his suspicions had been confirmed with that first sentence alone. Trying to guess what was going to happen was alright most of the time, but in cases like this it was just a bother. While he had been spending the whole afternoon mulling over the matter, the others had been calm, free of the worry of knowing that they were going to have to move again. No doubt once she found out, Lisa would be thinking the same thing he was. So far they had only discovered two of the four annuli mentioned by the professor, and there might be another one hidden in the house, or more clues hidden among the things in the attic. Convincing his mother that they had to take all those things to the new house, wherever it may be, would be an impossible task. 
 
    Their poor father would also be pretty upset when he realized that he had to leave his precious library, where he said he felt even more at home than in his own bed. 
 
    Charlie interrupted his ruminations for a moment to check the reactions of Marcus and Lisa to the news. But unfathomably, they were both smiling happily and, it seemed, sincerely. Baffled by what he saw, he decided to tune into his mother’s words and find out what was going on. But just at that moment, she finished speaking. 
 
    “Good heavens, my dear!” exclaimed Marcus. “This is wonderful news!” 
 
    “Thank you, Marcus,” gushed Maggie. 
 
    She leaned over her husband and they kissed on the lips, which only served to increase Charlie’s anxiety all the more. 
 
    “Mum, you’re going to be famous!” said Lisa. 
 
    “Thanks, sweetheart,” her mother replied. “Well, there are still a lot of loose ends and a lot of things to do.” 
 
    While he tried to guess whether Maggie was referring to the fact that they had to find a new house, prepare for another move or look for a new school, Charlie noticed that everybody else was looking at him expectantly: he was the only one who hadn’t congratulated his mother. 
 
    “Well, that’s great, Mum!” he said half-heartedly. “Just as well we haven’t opened all the boxes yet.” 
 
    Maggie looked at him as if she didn’t understand his remark; this was odd, because his mother always took a very practical approach to things. Perhaps he hadn’t been effusive enough and his disappointment had been too obvious. To make up for it, the boy got up and hugged his mother tightly, giving her a noisy kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “Congratulations, Mum,” he said. 
 
    For a moment Maggie felt as if her son were congratulating her on beating him at checkers, but she was too excited to nitpick. 
 
    “Thank you, darling,” she replied, kissing him back on the cheek. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Max Wellington entered the only hotel in Hill City. It was a rather modest, two-story establishment with just over twenty rooms. Normally, the ones on the first floor were enough to accommodate all the guests staying at the hotel, although this year the excavations had attracted numerous paleontologists and journalists and it had been necessary to open the second floor a couple of times. It was proving a good year for business, and there was even one man who had been staying there for ten nights in a row. A new record. 
 
    “Would you like a room?” asked the owner when Max arrived at the counter. 
 
    “I’m just here to visit a guest. His name is Mathias Lewis.” 
 
    “Whom shall I say is calling?” asked the man, lifting the telephone receiver. 
 
    “John Smith,” replied Max. 
 
    “Ahh, yes, he is waiting for you,” said the hotel owner, hanging up the phone again. “You can go right up. He is in Room 115. Would you like to leave your suitcase here?” 
 
    “Thank you, but it won’t be necessary.” 
 
    Max climbed the stairs and walked down the hall in search of Room 115. When he found it, he rapped on the door with his knuckles. Mathias Lewis opened it and sighed with relief when he saw him. 
 
    “Come in, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    Mathias looked over his visitor before beginning to speak. He had hardly changed at all since the last time they had seen one another, four years earlier. He looked just the same, with the same cold gaze as before, and the same polite yet direct manner. He was even dressed in the same way: Levi’s 501 blue jeans, cowboy boots and a checkered shirt. He was holding a brown leather bag that reminded him of the mysterious travelers in old Western films. Indeed, he looked as if he had just stepped right off a movie screen. 
 
    “In your letter you said you’d found something,” said Max. “May I see it?” 
 
    Mathias opened a drawer in the desk and took out a small, clear bag containing a little golden object. Max took it and looked it over carefully, without taking it out of its wrapping. 
 
    “Where was it?” he asked. 
 
    “The report has all the details,” explained Mathias. “They found it under vertebra number 53 of an Elasmosaurus.” 
 
    “Depth?”  
 
    “About fourteen feet.” 
 
    “Period?” 
 
    “Late Cretaceous, of course,” replied Mathias. “That would make it around 60 or 70 million years old, although that makes no sense at all.” 
 
    Mathias watched as his visitor put the object away, together with the report he had just given him, into one of the pockets of his bag. He didn’t dare ask him anything, although he had many questions. The Ophiura Foundation paid him a generous salary to do a very easy job. All he had to do was to keep his eyes open and report anything unusual that occurred at the excavation site; and this, of course, met that description. But he couldn’t tell anybody or ask any questions.  
 
    “When did they find it?” asked Max. 
 
    “I’ve included the date and time in the report as well: April 4th, 1962, at 10:17 a.m. That same day I came to town and sent the letter, and since then I’ve been staying in this filthy hotel waiting for your visit,” explained Mathias, in an effort to clarify that the fact that eleven days had passed since the finding was no fault of his. “I know that this is important and I would have notified you sooner if I’d been able to call a phone number or send a telegram somewhere, instead of having to send a letter to a post office box in Manhattan. Next time...” 
 
    “... You will again follow the protocol established by the Foundation,” said Max, bringing an end to the matter. “You have done a good job, Mathias. Go back to the dig site and send another letter to the same post office box if there is any other news.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Smith.” 
 
    The two men bid farewell and Max left the hotel quickly. He had to get back to Manhattan as soon as possible. 
 
    . . . 
 
    The next afternoon, Charlie was packing up some of his belongings in a few empty boxes that had been left from their move, when Lisa burst into their headquarters. 
 
    “I know where we’re going,” she said without further ado. “We’re going in search of Queen Nefertiti.” 
 
    “Who?” asked the boy. 
 
    “Who else? We have to help Mum with her research. I’ve found some things in the encyclopedia, but I think we need some first-hand information. Let’s go to the museum.” 
 
    Charlie accompanied his sister, walking behind her listlessly. He was not in a good mood, and he was bothered even more by the fact that Maggie’s excitement seemed to have spread to the rest of the family, and he couldn’t share his feelings with anybody since they would all think he was just being selfish and wasn’t happy for his mother. 
 
    “When are we going?” he asked flatly. 
 
    “As soon as possible.” 
 
    “Why the rush?” said Charlie, still exasperated by the thought of their impending move. 
 
    “Come on, Charlie, you heard Mum,” his sister replied. “We don’t have a minute to lose.” 
 
    When they reached the museum, they passed under a big banner that read: “Nefertiti: 18 April - 5 October 2014.” They made for the office wing and went directly to Miss Rotherwick’s office. 
 
    “Hello, children!” smiled the woman, who also seemed to be in an excellent mood.  
 
    Charlie imagined that perhaps she was happy that his mother was leaving, because Maggie was very clever and knew a lot of things, and this had a tendency to annoy most people who, curiously, considered such a quality a defect rather than a virtue. It was a simple matter of jealousy.  
 
    Indeed, the music that Miss Rotherwick was listening to that afternoon was cheerful and bright, suitable for a celebration. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Rotherwick,” said Lisa. “My mother told us the great news yesterday.”  
 
    “Isn’t it wonderful?” responded the woman. “Your mother has achieved something quite extraordinary.” 
 
    “Oh, she told us that it had all been thanks to your help,” said Lisa. 
 
    “Not at all, my dear,” replied the woman modestly. “All the credit should go to Maggie.” 
 
    Charlie glared angrily at Miss Rotherwick. It was clear that she’d had something to do with the fact that his mother had been offered a job somewhere else. An old mummy like her must know a lot of people in other museums, but it was unbelievable that she had no qualms about admitting it so openly. 
 
    “It’s quite important, isn’t it?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “I would go further than that, my dear,” said Miss Rotherwick, so wrapped up in their mother’s news that she seemed to have forgotten about Professor Conwell that afternoon. “If the investigations bear fruit and our suspicions are confirmed, it could be the most important discovery since the finding of Tutankhamun’s tomb, back in 1922. A new milestone in archeological history that will give your mother her own place among the greats.” 
 
    Charlie noticed that Miss Rotherwick had begun to speak in a rather overblown academic tone that seemed out of keeping with the occasion. It also made no sense to him that the conversation should have turned to Queen Nefertiti, and away from their upcoming move. 
 
     “My mother said that they believe the papyrus found refers to Nefertiti, but it doesn’t mention her name so it can’t be proven that it’s talking about her,” Lisa went on. 
 
    “That’s right,” nodded Miss Rotherwick. “Several elements suggest that it is referring to her, but we cannot prove it. Fortunately, it appears to be the first of a pair of scrolls, because it is numbered on the back. So we believe that there has to be another one, which might be more specific.”  
 
    “And are they going to present this one in the exhibition?” asked Lisa.  
 
    “Well, my dear, that is rather a delicate matter. As you know, there is a great deal of controversy around Nefertiti at present; relations between the museums that hold pieces related to her are not at their best; and, as if that weren’t enough, there are different and often contradictory theories about her life and her significance. That is why we cannot present a hypothesis that we are unable to prove. We are the British Museum and we have a reputation to keep up.”  
 
    “But it’s a really important discovery,” retorted Lisa. 
 
    “Yes, but only if we can prove beyond any doubt that it is indeed referring to Nefertiti.” 
 
    “So what are you going to do?” asked the girl. 
 
    “We are looking for the missing scroll,” explained Miss Rotherwick. “If we’re lucky and we find it, we will be able to reconstruct the life of the mysterious Queen Nefertiti and possibly even determine the location of her tomb. And if we’re successful, it would be a great triumph for the British Museum; we would once again be the world leader in the field of archeology, standing out above all the other museums.” 
 
    For several minutes, Charlie had been listening carefully to everything Miss Rotherwick had been saying without drawing any conclusions about it, but at that moment he could detect a strong whiff of nostalgia in her words. 
 
    “But Miss Rotherwick,” he said, “the British Museum is already really important.” 
 
    “Indeed, my dear,” replied the woman, “it is one of the most important museums in the world, along with the Louvre, the Cairo Museum, or the Pergamon Museum in Berlin. But it has been decades since it was behind a great discovery, a truly significant one that marks a turning point in Egyptology. Opportunities like this come along only once every hundred years, and only if one is lucky; so we must take advantage of it.” 
 
    “And how do you plan to find the scroll?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “We’ve turned the museum’s whole collection upside down, but so far we haven’t found it. All our pieces related to ancient Egypt are being examined, and there’s more than 76,000 of them. And all the documents on the era too, in case we can find another clue.” 
 
    “On Nefertiti’s era?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “No, my dear, on the era when the papyrus was found. We are trying to reconstruct its history to work out where it appeared, and whether it really was one of a pair of scrolls as we believe. From what we’ve been able to discover so far, it was found by the group of scholars who accompanied Napoleon’s troops on his campaign in Egypt. After winning the Battle of the Nile in 1801, Hutchinson’s soldiers confiscated all the ancient Egyptian treasures that were in the hands of the French and they were brought to the British Museum.” 
 
    “That means that it’s been in the museum for more than two hundred years,” observed Lisa. 
 
    “Approximately,” nodded Miss Rotherwick. “But for some reason it had been left forgotten in our archives since then, and nobody had realized its importance until your mother saw it.” 
 
    “But how could that have happened?” asked Charlie.  
 
    “When all those objects arrived here, nothing was known about Queen Nefertiti or about the history of ancient Egypt that would have made its value clear. In those days, other pieces were considered far more valuable, like sculptures, bas-reliefs, stelae... And of course, the Rosetta Stone, which from the beginning captured all the attention, as they knew that it would be a key to deciphering hieroglyphics because it had...” 
 
    “... because it had the same text written in Greek, in Demotic and in hieroglyphs,” interrupted Charlie, showing off his knowledge. “But a papyrus scroll is still a papyrus scroll.” 
 
    “Of course,” agreed Miss Rotherwick. “And in this case, it could be a scroll of vital importance for reconstructing the last years of Nefertiti’s life. But just think that thanks to that oversight, your mother may well become famous, because by staying hidden, the papyrus was never studied by any Egyptologists before she came to work at the museum.” 
 
     Charlie nodded as if he had decided to forgive whomever it was that had been guilty of overlooking the papyrus all those years ago. 
 
    “And if the missing scroll isn’t here, where could it be?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “Only God can know that for sure,” replied the woman. “We have several theories. One is that a French scholar accompanying Napoleon’s troops might have hidden it. Luckily, in that case, it would be in the Louvre; perhaps they’ve also overlooked it and haven’t realized how important it really is. Or it might be in the hands of some private collector, or in a family of descendants of one of the members of Napoleon’s expedition, kept as a family heirloom that has passed from one generation to the next.” 
 
    “Yes, it seems a lot of people like leaving heirlooms to their descendants,” said Charlie in allusion to Professor Conwell’s cape. 
 
    “And if they don’t find it?” asked Lisa.  
 
    “Then I’m afraid that all our hopes will go no further than a mere dream, a desire that will never be fulfilled. The papyrus we have doesn’t mention the name of Nefertiti anywhere, because whoever wrote it seemed to want to protect her identity. We have deduced that it is about her based on the information it gives, and because it calls her ‘the beauty of beauties’, a name very similar to Nefertiti, which means ‘the beauty has come’. But we can’t prove it for sure. And all of this may go no further than conjecture, just one more hypothesis like so many others about her. And as I said, the museum cannot put forward any theory that it cannot prove.” 
 
    “I see,” said Lisa, as if she had suddenly been awoken from a lovely dream. 
 
    Just as she’d told her brother before coming to the museum, they had no time to lose. They had to leave at once to search for Queen Nefertiti or the person responsible for those scrolls. There was no way she was going to allow an opportunity like this to slip through her mother’s hands. 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to have a book on the story of Nefertiti that you could lend me, would you, Miss Rotherwick?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course, my dear,” replied the woman kindly. “I have dozens, but take this one. It has a whole chapter on her. It’s very entertaining, and also quite thorough.”  
 
    Miss Rotherwick handed her a black hardcover book. On the front cover was a picture of the famous bust of Nefertiti, possibly the most beautiful and enigmatic of all the queens of ancient Egypt.  
 
    . . . 
 
    On the walk home, Charlie tried to put his thoughts in order. He was still amazed by everything he had just heard in Miss Rotherwick’s office; it seemed that they had found something really important, but he didn’t know exactly what it was all about or what it had to do with his mother’s new job and their moving plans. In other words, he hadn’t understood a thing; and worst of all, he seemed to be the only one in all of London who had no idea what was going on.  
 
    The boy walked in silence alongside his sister, trying to come up with the question he needed to ask that would get Lisa to explain everything without making himself look like a complete idiot. But they were only one block away from home and he didn’t have much time left to think. 
 
    “All that stuff that Miss Rotherwick said was pretty interesting, wasn’t it?” he began furtively. 
 
    “I think the word ‘amazing’ would be more appropriate,” replied Lisa, without slowing her pace. 
 
    “I guess the plan to go see Nefertiti has something to do with what she told us,” continued Charlie. 
 
    “Well, of course it does!” responded his sister, as if it should have been obvious. 
 
    “What I don’t understand is how Mum is going to keep investigating this Nefertiti business when we leave.” 
 
    “But Mum won’t even know we’ve gone. The cape will always bring us back to the same moment we left at.” 
 
    “No, I mean that if we leave London she won’t be able to keep working on it,” the boy tried to explain. 
 
    “Charlie, Mum won’t be affected in the least by us doing a little time travel.”  
 
    At that moment the children turned onto the lane where they lived. When he saw their house at the end of the street, Charlie stopped short. 
 
    “What I’m trying to say is, if we’re all going to be moving somewhere else for Mum’s new job, she won’t be able to keep investigating this Nefertiti thing,” he said. 
 
    “New job? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You know, the thing we were celebrating last night.” 
 
    Lisa stared at her brother incredulously. The night before, their mother had given them full details of the biggest archeological scoop of the year, and the little runt hadn’t understood a thing. The boy saw how his sister was staring at him and decided to confess. 
 
    “Alright, Lisa. I was a little distracted last night thinking about stuff, and I didn’t really listen to everything Mum said,” he admitted, sitting down on a sidewalk bench. 
 
    Lisa couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “You didn’t listen to everything or you didn’t listen to anything, Charlie?” she asked bluntly. 
 
    The boy responded with a gaze. He didn’t know anything about the big news, as if the night before he hadn’t even been there. This explained his strangely cold reaction, and the fact he wasn’t the least bit excited about what was happening. 
 
    “I thought Mum had been offered a new job and we were going to move somewhere else,” he explained. “And I got a bit mad, and started thinking about my stuff and the truth is I didn’t pay much attention.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Charlie! You’re hopeless!” said Lisa, laughing. “But I’m relieved to know it; I’d thought you’d lost your adventurous archeological spirit after what happened with the dinosaurs and you didn’t want to time travel anymore, or something like that.” 
 
    “Are you kidding, Lisa? Did you think I was going to be scared out of time travel by a couple of prehistoric pelicans?” retorted the boy in an outraged tone. “I’m shocked, Lisa. I never would have thought something like that about you.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    “Nefertiti was the Great Royal Wife of Akhenaten, Pharaoh of Upper and Lower Egypt from 1351 to 1334 B.C. 
 
    “After the first years of his reign, Akhenaten, also known as ‘the heretic pharaoh’, decided to ban the worship of Amun, the most important of all the Egyptian gods. With this measure, the pharaoh sought to combat the tremendous power that the priests of Amun had acquired in recent times, stripping them of their lands, riches and privileges, which passed into the hands of the king. 
 
    “Shortly thereafter, Akhenaten decreed that the only god who could be worshiped was Aten, the sun god, represented by a solar disk that extended its protective rays over its subjects. This represented a great blow to the people, who for centuries had been worshiping dozens of different gods. The Egyptians were a superstitious and very religious people who had a god for practically every situation or problem that could arise in their lives. It was almost impossible for them to give up their wide and varied pantheon to worship only one deity.  
 
    “Furthermore, all their gods were represented by figures that were human, animal or a combination of both. As a result, the Egyptians were not accustomed to identifying with something as impersonal as a simple solar disk, however divine it might be. 
 
    “Another extremely unpopular measure taken by the pharaoh was his abandonment of Thebes, the city which had a long tradition as the imperial capital. Akhenaten ordered the construction of a new city, which would be dedicated entirely to his god, and he transferred his court there. This city, called Akhetaten, was on the east bank of the River Nile, in the middle of the desert half-way between Thebes and Memphis. In our times, it is known by the name of Tell el-Amarna. 
 
    “Nefertiti always accompanied her husband and supported him in his political and religious reforms. The queen’s beauty was legendary even in her day, but she also seemed to have had an exceptional ability to thrive in courtly life, performing an important role as Great Royal Wife in official ceremonies, religious rites and delegations on behalf of the royal family. In all these events, and for the first time in the history of ancient Egypt, the queen was almost on the same level as the pharaoh himself, and enjoyed practically as central a role.  
 
    “Nefertiti and Akhenaten had six daughters, but no son who could inherit the throne. However, the succession was assured when the pharaoh had a son by a secondary wife. 
 
    “In spite of her great importance at court, Nefertiti seems to have disappeared without a trace in 1337 B.C., the fourteenth year of Akhenaten’s reign. 
 
    “Her fate remains a mystery, although various theories have been posited to explain it. One possibility is that the Great Queen died suddenly, or that she fell into disgrace for unknown reasons. Others suggest that Smenkhkare, a pharaoh who ruled briefly after the death of Akhenaten, was actually Nefertiti. 
 
    “Whatever may have happened, the name of Nefertiti disappeared without any trace. Neither her tomb nor her mummy—which would help explain how her life ended—have been found, and so the true story of the most beautiful and mysterious of all the Egyptian queens remains as yet unknown to humankind.” 
 
    After reading the chapter on Nefertiti, Lisa closed the book that Miss Rotherwick had lent her that afternoon, and studied the beautiful bust of the queen that appeared on the cover. Charlie had been listening to her attentively, making sure that this time he didn’t miss a thing.  
 
    “So now could you explain to me all this business with the papyrus scrolls?” he asked meekly. “What’s the discovery that Mum has made that makes it so important?” 
 
    “Look,” began Lisa, “the papyrus that she found tells the story of a really important woman, of extraordinary beauty, who had a secret meeting with the high priest of Amun to ask for his help. In those days, people were only allowed to worship Aten, so by meeting with this priest the woman was putting his and her own life in danger. She took that risk because she was totally desperate, as she was being punished by Amun for having offended him terribly. In revenge, Amun had made it so that she could only conceive girls, but not the male child that she wanted so much to give her husband. The woman begged for divine forgiveness, saying she had done what she did out of love and loyalty to her husband, but above all because she was afraid of facing a terrible punishment. She also promised that if Amun would grant her a male child, she would ensure that the boy would lift the ban on worshiping the god, restore his temples to their former glory, generously compensate his priests for the humiliations suffered, and reinstate Thebes as the imperial capital.” 
 
    Charlie listened to Lisa without knowing whether what she was telling him was a piece of history or a tedious episode from one of the soap operas that his sister liked so much. 
 
    “Don’t you get it?” asked Lisa impatiently. “It’s clear that this happened during the reign of Akhenaten, because it says that by seeking help from a priest of Amun she was risking her life. It also says that she is very beautiful and very important, and that she had offended Amun. Remember that Nefertiti took part in the religious rites to worship Aten and that she supported her husband’s decisions. In other words, when the pharaoh banned people from praying to Amun, she didn’t do anything to stop it.” 
 
    Charlie listened carefully to Lisa, trying not to lose the thread of the story; it was a shame that the ancient Egyptians hadn’t thought to give their gods names that were a little more distinguishable from each other, or at least some epithets that might make the story easier to follow, like “Aten, the pharaoh’s god” and “Amun, the banned god”.  
 
    “It also says that she could only have daughters, but she needed to give her husband a son,” Lisa went on. “In those days only men could inherit the throne, so having daughters was no use at all. In return, she promises that the son she has will allow people to worship Amun again, that he’ll give riches to the god’s priests and make Thebes the capital again. And that, Charlie, is something only a king could do. So this woman can only be the wife of a king, and furthermore, she plans to be the mother of the next one. In other words, she’s a queen.”  
 
    Just when Charlie was about to ask why out of all of the pharaoh’s wives this mysterious woman had to be Nefertiti, his sister gave him the answer. 
 
    “And remember, only Nefertiti was famous for being really pretty, and also she had six daughters but no son, while other wives of the king did have sons,” she explained. 
 
    The boy nodded. It was clear that Lisa loved these kinds of complicated and gossip-filled stories, because she had grasped the whole thing perfectly. 
 
    “And what’s so important about the papyrus scroll that’s missing?” he asked. “I mean, I don’t know, but going in search of a missing piece of papyrus doesn’t sound that exciting.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, because in this case the papyrus we have to look for is like a treasure map that has been torn in two, and we have to find the missing half.” 
 
    Charlie opened his eyes wide as he listened to his sister’s words. Suddenly the challenge sounded much more important and promising. 
 
    “You see, the papyrus that Mum has found doesn’t tell the full story about this woman,” explained Lisa. “It only says that the priest decided to help her and that he has sent her some amulets of the god Amun so that she can bear a male child. But the rest of the story is cut off. And on the back the scroll it’s been numbered in pencil with the marking ‘VD 1/2’. That suggests that it’s the first of two scrolls that tell this woman’s story. And that’s why it’s so important to find the second one, because that way we’ll know how the story ends.” 
 
    “What a bother!” exclaimed the boy. “Just when it gets to the exciting bit, the rest of the story is missing.” 
 
    “Yes, but we’re going to find it,” said Lisa in a bold voice. “And if we don’t, we’ll find out what happened to the queen and bring some clues back to Mum so that she can work it out.” 
 
    “What if we don’t find anything?”  
 
    “You heard what Miss Rotherwick said. None of this will go any further than a simple dream, an unconfirmed suspicion that Nefertiti betrayed her husband by asking for help from the priests of the god he hated so much.”  
 
    “Well, yes, but she did it with good intentions,” said the boy, in an effort to defend the poor queen. 
 
    “That is exactly what we want to find out,” replied Lisa in a tone that exuded suspicion. “Whether she did it with good intentions, or just to have a male child who could be the next pharaoh, so that she could stop the child her husband had had with his second wife from taking the throne...” 
 
    At this remark, Charlie wondered what it is that makes girls get so spiteful whenever they come across a pretty woman. And in this case it wasn’t just a very pretty woman, but a queen to boot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XI: The Cat and the Crocodile 
 
    Lisa spent the next few days preparing every detail of their journey. This time, it wasn’t just a pleasure trip, or a bit of time-traveling tourism. Now they had a clear objective, a mission to accomplish: to find Nefertiti or any clue as to her whereabouts. 
 
    She immersed herself in the task of gathering all the information she could on the life of the Egyptian queen. She then focused her research on the place where they would be able to find her: Akhetaten, the city that the pharaoh had ordered to be built in the middle of the desert in honor of his god, Aten.  
 
    Luckily, her father’s library was filled with books on ancient Egypt with illustrations showing how the original city might have looked, as well as modern tourist guides with detailed information on the location today. 
 
    From all her research, Lisa came up with an ingenious plan, which she presented to Charlie in their headquarters. 
 
    “Akhetaten, known today as Tell el-Amarna, stretched out in a long strip about fifteen kilometers long by three kilometers wide,” she explained, with the help of a map that recreated the city as it had been in ancient times. “The pharaoh designed it meticulously, placing the Royal Palace and the Great Temple of the Aten in the center.”  
 
    Charlie looked at the picture and imagined himself strolling solemnly down the wide Royal Road, escorted by an opulent entourage that cooled him with fans made of gold and long white feathers. 
 
    “A few years after the pharaoh died, the court returned to Thebes and the city was abandoned. Subsequent pharaohs ordered the buildings to be pulled down and the stones were used for other constructions far away,” Lisa went on. “However, it has been possible to reconstruct the outline of the city because the foundations are quite well-preserved. And better still: the ruins of the city can be visited today.”  
 
    By this point, Charlie was coming to the doors of the palace, approaching them like a distinguished dignitary arriving for a meeting with the beautiful queen. 
 
    “We’ll get to Nefertiti in two stages,” Lisa continued. “The main problem we have is that it’s unlikely that we’ll bump into the queen walking around the city, and I doubt the Egyptians will open the palace doors to us just so we can go in and say ‘hi’.”  
 
    Charlie was kneeling down now, about to kiss the soft hand of the lovely Nefertiti, when he realized what his sister had just said. 
 
    “And why not?” he asked, annoyed.  
 
    “It’s estimated that at that time more than 40,000 people lived in Akhetaten, Charlie. Even though it was three thousand years ago, Egyptian society was well organized.”  
 
    Charlie stared at Lisa. Clearly, he didn’t understand what she was getting at. 
 
    “It would be like if today you tried walking right into Buckingham Palace to see Queen Elizabeth,” she said. “They may not have had security cameras, alarms or infrared sensors in those days, but I think we can assume that the pharaohs were well protected and had a personal guard to keep just anyone from walking up to them.”  
 
    “But we’re not just anyone,” retorted Charlie. “We’re time travelers who are coming to clear the queen’s name.” 
 
    “Not to clear her name; we want to complete her story,” corrected Lisa. “But tell me, how do you think you’re going to explain that to her? Do you speak ancient Egyptian?” 
 
    Charlie fell silent for a moment, trying to come up with an answer to his sister’s question. 
 
    “We could take the books on Nefertiti and something that shows that we’ve come from the future,” said the boy. “A radio, or a mobile phone, or even Dad’s GPS. They’ll be amazed by that for sure.” 
 
    “For sure, especially when they see they don’t work. Charlie, think for a moment. All those things operate by satellite, remember? And three thousand years ago there were no satellites up there.” 
 
    Charlie fell silent once more. 
 
    “Well, then, we’ll take something that works on batteries, like my camera or your iPod,” he suggested. 
 
    “I don’t think that will be enough. And anyway, it would make things unnecessarily complicated for us.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Lisa. Maybe it would be better to follow the professor’s advice and look for all the annuli before we do any more time travel. Maybe there’s one that turns you into an important person so you can go wherever you like.” 
 
    “Charlie, that’s only a guess, and we’d lose a lot of time that way,” said Lisa. “The exhibition is in nine weeks, and we have to get Mum her clue ahead of time so that she can work out what happened.” 
 
    “So then, what do we do?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “It’s simpler than it looks,” said Lisa, happy to finally be able to present her ingenious plan. “We’ll go to Amarna as it is today, and pretend we’re just a couple of tourists visiting the ruins of the city. We’ll find the exact spot where the queen’s chambers were and take their coordinates with the GPS. And when we’ve got them all, we’ll go back in time to look for her.” 
 
    “We won’t need the GPS, Lisa. Once we’re there the bracelet will give us the coordinates of any place we go, at any time.” 
 
    “That could be dangerous. Somebody might get curious about the bracelet. It would be better to use the GPS.” 
 
     “And why do you want to note down the coordinates of Nefertiti’s rooms if we’ll already be there?” asked Charlie. 
 
    Lisa let out a deep sigh when she saw that her brother hadn’t grasped the strategy she was proposing. 
 
    “We have to appear and disappear in each spot quickly, like magic,” explained Lisa. “Remember, there could be a guard at each door, and if they see us they’ll try to capture us. We can’t just go wandering around like we were taking a Sunday stroll. Don’t forget that we’ll be intruders.” 
 
    Charlie pondered everything his sister had said for a moment. Lisa was right, and her plan was the most sensible solution under the circumstances. But appearing and disappearing in the palace rooms like an evasive ghost trying to keep from bumping into its victims was not exactly what he had imagined for their first meeting with the Great Queen Nefertiti. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Max Wellington ordered his secretary to ensure that nobody bothered him until further notice. He then shut himself up in his office and spread the reports from the two experts he had consulted out on his desk. Although both were reliable specialists, each of them had received the task of completing only part of the required research. Neither one knew about the origins of the object, or the location or circumstances under which it was found. Max was the only one with all the information; he alone knew all the details and their real meaning. He was the only person who had all the pieces of the puzzle and the only one able to put them together in order to make sense of this strange discovery. 
 
    He sipped at his coffee while he read the dossiers he had received. The object was a mid-range to high-end pocket compass that a well-known German company had been manufacturing for the past eleven years. The model was the Greenwich 4, classic design, simple but reliable. It had a diameter of 45 millimeters and weighed 37 grams. The outer casing was made of gold nickel and had a protective cover made of the same material. 
 
    The annual production of this model ranged between three and five thousand units, and it was sold mainly in Europe, the United States and Japan. The usual points of sale were sporting stores, specialty shops and department stores. 
 
    No fingerprints or DNA traces were found on the object in question. Moreover, it was in a terrible state of preservation and no longer worked. 
 
    On the back were engraved the letters “CW”, perhaps referring to the initials of its owner, which might have been an individual or some kind of organization. The engraving had been made with a sharp object, like a knife or scissors, in quite a slapdash fashion. 
 
    To this information, Max Wellington added a couple of conclusions of his own, knowing that neither of the experts would ever have been able to guess them. The owner of the compass had a fondness for dinosaurs, given that he had traveled 60 to 70 million years back in time to see them. And more importantly, that journey in time had occurred at some point between 10:30 a.m. on Monday, February 3, 2014, and 10:30 on Monday, February 10, 2014; a little over one week ago. 
 
    . . . 
 
    It was a hot afternoon in Tell el-Amarna. Lisa and Charlie were walking around the ancient city with a large group of British tourists submissively following a guide through the ruins. 
 
    The girl had told her brother to forget his explorer’s outfit and wear something that would make him look like a typical tourist. After searching thoroughly through the drawers of his dresser, he found some summer clothes that his mother had forgotten to put away: a Lacoste t-shirt with a large crocodile on the front and a pair of shorts with numerous pockets sewn on the front and back. The boy had also decided to bring his backpack, in which he had packed his cape and a few other things he deemed necessary. 
 
    Lisa, meanwhile, had found a pair of shorts with copious pockets that she often used on trips to the country, and a Puma t-shirt that her grandmother had given her for her last birthday and that had quickly turned into her favorite. Although she had no special interest in brand-name clothes (above all due to Marcus’ influence), she had an embarrassing weakness for that particular shirt. She loved its yellow color, wildly bright and cheerful, and the contrast it made with the brand logo, the silhouette of a large black puma leaping forward. The Puma brand name did not appear anywhere, which soothed her conscience whenever she felt she was betraying her father’s ideals. 
 
    Dressed as they were, Charlie and Lisa wandered among the ruins of the ancient city of Akhetaten like any other tourists. The only details that would have given away the fact that they weren’t just any travelers were that they were not accompanied by an adult and that Lisa kept writing feverishly in a notebook, taking down the places named by the guide and the coordinates that a GPS indicated to her for each one. But nobody seemed to suspect anything. Only the guide noticed that the young woman had an irritating fascination with where Queen Nefertiti lived, ate and slept, because she had asked about it nearly every single minute of the mere half hour that had passed since the tour began. 
 
    Charlie walked next to his sister, watching the sweaty tourists dragging their feet as they looked around at the rows of bricks that rarely rose any higher than their knees. These people must have been at least as disappointed as he was, although nobody seemed to dare to complain, perhaps because it was abundantly clear that the guide was a grumpy, ill-tempered woman. He and Lisa hadn’t spent a single penny to travel there, and hadn’t even paid the price of admission to the enclosure where the ruins were. But this trip must have cost the other poor tourists a fortune, and all to see a few pathetic, collapsing walls, bordered here and there by circular stones on the ground which the guide referred to as columns. Every now and then they came upon the odd sign which, rather than explaining what had once been there, defied the imagination and, above all, the intelligence with its description.  
 
    “House of the King,” read Charlie as he looked out over an empty terrace pock-marked with holes, which might easily have been dug out by the guide herself with a couple of buddies with the intention of fooling the naive tourists. 
 
    “Here is where the Great Royal Palace once rose majestically above the city,” she explained pompously, sheltering herself from the heat under a red parasol. “And on this side was the Great Bridge, which joined the Palace to the House of the King, located to our right.” 
 
    Charlie looked over to the lumpy pile of rocks which, according to the guide, was the bridge. He then turned to his sister, but she seemed to have left her capacity for critical thinking and common sense behind in London, as she silently wrote down every word spoken by the guide, a woman who seemed as dry and lifeless as the desert itself.  
 
    “And which one were the Queen’s chambers in?” asked Lisa. 
 
    The guide eyed her with disdain. This girl was wearing out her already limited patience with her constant interruptions. 
 
    “... The bridge ran over the Royal Road and its walls were decorated with gorgeous color scenes depicting the royal couple, a pond and a garden,” the woman went on. 
 
    Charlie turned back to look at the mound of dirty, eroding bricks. To claim that such a pile of dust was once a bridge was already a stretch, but to assert without blushing that it also had paintings of the queen with gardens and ponds was simply outrageous.  
 
    “And how do you know that? The Egyptians took all the stones from the city when the pharaoh died, so it would be impossible to know what was painted on the walls,” remarked the boy defiantly. 
 
    That was it. Since the beginning of the tour, the guide had put up with the girl’s incessant questions, but that her brother should now cast doubt on the veracity of her explanations in front of the other tourists was something she wasn’t about to accept. They had only just begun looking at the Great Royal Palace and still had to visit the Northern Palace, and she had no intention of allowing these two brats to ruin the tour. 
 
    “Where are your parents, boy?” asked the woman in a dull tone. 
 
    Charlie pretended not to hear the question, but the guide fixed him with a fierce glare. 
 
    “I asked you where your parents are,” she fumed, shooting an angry glance at Lisa as well. 
 
    The children froze for a moment, not knowing what to say. 
 
    “They’re over there, with another group,” explained Charlie.  
 
    “And why aren’t you with them?” inquired the woman. 
 
    “Because you explain things so well,” replied Charlie in an effort to calm her. “I understand everything much better.” 
 
    “I know why. It would be because this afternoon I’m the only English-speaking guide. And you two are English, are you not?” 
 
    Lisa and Charlie stared at the woman, trying to think of a reply that would get them out of the situation. 
 
    “May I see your tickets?” she asked, cutting them off before they had the chance to answer. 
 
    Lisa took her brother’s backpack and began opening the zipper. 
 
    “I think they’re in here,” she replied, her eyes still fixed on the woman. 
 
    The guide waited impatiently in front of her and then suddenly turned around, as if the few seconds Lisa had spent searching the backpack had been far too long. 
 
    “I see,” was all that she said. And she went in search of the nearest security guard. 
 
    Lisa grabbed Charlie by the hand and took off running in the opposite direction. Things had turned ugly and they needed to escape before they got worse. They had to travel back into the past at once, but they couldn’t do it in front of all those tourists watching on curiously. They had to find a hiding place where they could do it, and quickly. 
 
    The children jumped over some blackened ropes that marked the boundaries of the areas where tourists were allowed to walk, and ran straight over a pile of ruins. When they saw what they had done, the tourists began shouting accusingly at them and calling out to the guard and the guide to come back quickly. 
 
    “Look how mad they get for stepping on a few rocks!” said Charlie as he ran. “It’s not as if there’s anything here left to ruin.” 
 
    “Come on, Charlie! Don’t stop!” replied Lisa, visibly nervous. “Those walls over there look a little higher; we have to hide.” 
 
    The guide and the guard ran past the group and jumped over the ropes to chase after the children. 
 
    Lisa looked back. They were about a hundred yards ahead of their pursuers, who were already beginning to look tired from the run and the heat. She and Charlie were close to the walls, but they still had to cross a terrace with a series of stones forming a large square in the middle. That had to be the lovely pond of which only the border remained, like the skeleton of a beautiful animal dried out in the sun. On one side, a sign indicated that they were standing on the ruins of the Small Temple of the Aten. 
 
    “That one on the left!” said Lisa, pointing to one of the walls. “It’s the tallest.” 
 
    Before skirting around the wall, the girl looked back to see the guide and the guard, who had begun crossing the terrace. They didn’t have much time, as their pursuers would soon catch up to them. 
 
    The children ran around the wall, which fortunately was tall enough to block them from the view of the tourists. 
 
    Lisa took the cape out of the backpack and put it over her brother’s shoulders. Then she took hold of the bracelet to enter the date they had to travel to, when she heard the guide call out a few yards away. Their pursuers had crossed the pond and the woman was giving instructions to the guard to go around the other end of the wall and cut off the children’s escape.  
 
    Lisa hesitated for a moment. She could choose to send them back to the safety of the attic of their house, or enter the date that they had planned to travel to. While she tried to make up her mind, she looked into her brother’s eyes.  
 
    “Come on, Lisa,” said the boy. “Let’s see if this Nefertiti was as good-looking as they say.” 
 
    The guide came walking slowly around one end of the wall, gasping for breath. There was no rush. After working there for seven years, she was familiar with every corner of the ruins and knew that the brats were hiding behind what was left of one of the temple pylons. They couldn’t come out without being seen. At last she had them.  
 
    Sensing that her pursuers were close, Lisa grabbed her brother’s hand and moved the time dials quickly. Year 1336 B.C., just one year after the disappearance of the Queen. Then the two siblings wrapped their arms around each other and Charlie turned the clasp on his bracelet. 
 
    When they reached the other side of the wall, the guide and the guard found only sand and pebbles scattered on the ground, but no sign of those damned children. They had vanished as if in a dream.  
 
    “I don’t get it,” said the woman, shaking her head. 
 
    Then she turned back, still panting, and returned to the group of tourists, trying to recall where she had left off in her explanations. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Max Wellington didn’t trust in luck. That was why for years he had designed and perfected a system that enabled him to detect time travelers without having to be constantly journeying all over the world and all through history to find them. This system was based on three pillars. 
 
    The first involved monitoring the antiques market closely through different intermediaries, keeping track of any antique objects put up for sale in any corner of the world. Time travelers had a habit of bringing antique objects back to their era and selling them off in order to pay for their high standard of living. This was how Max had managed to discover the identity of Franz Schneider and several other targets. 
 
    The second pillar was what he called “the intelligence center”, a supposed news agency specializing in strange, supernatural or unexplained events occurring anywhere on the planet, both now and in the past, because Max knew that many if not all such events involved time travelers.  
 
    The agency’s sources were as diverse as tip-offs from informants who used to work for the police, fire brigade or public authorities, news stories reported in the mainstream media, unauthorized access to official or private databases that compile this kind of information... There were no limits on how the news might be obtained.  
 
    On receiving a story, the investigators would make further inquiries in an effort to complete it and document it insofar as was possible. All the details were gathered on a predetermined and carefully structured file stored on the news agency’s intranet. Its employees assumed that the center sold this information to sensationalist newspapers, magazines with esoteric or paranormal content and television documentary programs. They never suspected that the only person who had access to their work was Max Wellington, who reviewed the news arriving from all over the world on a daily basis.  
 
    Despite having such a limited audience, the efforts of these investigators never went unappreciated. Max was a meticulous and persistent man, who took his work very seriously. When a piece of news seemed important to him or when he thought it might be related to a time traveler, he would visit the witnesses and the scene of the events to make his own inquiries. Sometimes, the information proved reliable; other times, it was the product of the superstitions or the imagination of the people concerned, about whom Max had quite an extensive and rather amusing collection of stories which, sadly, he was unable to share with anybody. 
 
    The third pillar of Max’s system was his “network of sentinels”, an initiative on which he had spent a lot of time and money before it finally began bearing fruit. The idea was simple, but highly effective: since 1916, Max had partially or fully financed countless archeological and paleontological excavations all over the world, always through one of his many foundations. In return, the foundation would keep a portion of the pieces found, and reserved the right to choose which ones it would take. And more importantly, it was agreed that one of the foundation’s employees—the sentinel—would remain on the excavation site at all times and would be informed of any detail or finding of any kind. The sentinel had orders to confiscate any rare or unusual object that was found, to inform the foundation immediately of the discovery and to keep the object in safekeeping until someone came to collect it on the foundation’s behalf.  
 
    There were occasions when an excavation already had a private or public sponsor covering its costs, leaving Max unable to participate financially in it or to monitor its findings. In such cases, if the excavation was important, Max would exploit human frailty by bribing a member of the team with access to the discoveries. In exchange for a substantial reward, the individual in question had to keep him informed and ensure that any rare objects ended up in his hands.  
 
    In any event, and whatever the status of the sentinel might have been, the only way in which the information could be sent was by letter, which had to be sent to a post office box in New York City, located at the General Post Office on 8th Avenue, which decades later would be re-named the James A. Farley Post Office Building. Max acquired the post box mere days after the post office opened in 1916, in the name of a small company that was not related to his business group, Arum, and he had kept it ever since. 
 
    Every Monday at the same time, he would go personally to check whether a new letter had arrived. In this way, from the comfort of his home in the twenty-first century and without neglecting his obligations, he could monitor whether anybody had made a journey in time in the previous week with a reasonably good chance of success. If the traveler was careless, which was surprisingly common, he would leave some trace behind him in some past era, altering the course of events from that exact moment.  
 
    Max knew that in the temporal dimension everything operated in a similar way to the spatial dimension. Just as his briefcase could not be on the living room table and in his office at the same time, a traveler could not visit his own past, because this would require him to be in two places at once.  
 
    And just as Max’s briefcase would remain in his office until the exact moment when somebody moved it to the living room, the same would happen with objects lost in time. They would only reach the place and the era that the traveler visited when he took them with him, never a minute before; and they would only remain in the place visited if, while there, the traveler was careless and lost them. 
 
    If Max was lucky, the forgotten trace would appear in one of the countless fossil sites, tombs or excavations he was monitoring, which would occur more often than might be expected, because time travelers tended to have a weakness for visiting well-known historical places and figures.  
 
    When some lost object appeared, Max’s sentinel would inform him by sending him a letter, which would appear suddenly in his post office box. That small variation in events would be perceptible only after the journey in time had been made, just as his briefcase would only appear on the living room table after it had been moved there. It didn’t matter whether the sentinel had sent his letter years or even decades earlier: it would only appear in Max’s post box after the trip to the past had taken place.  
 
    And that is precisely what had happened when somebody traveled millions of years back to visit dinosaurs in South Dakota, where a small compass had gone astray. Although Dr. Oswald Butler’s team had found it under the vertebra of the Elasmosaurus in June 1962 and the sentinel had sent the letter immediately, Max did not find the letter in his post box until February 10, 2014, fifty-two years later, in spite of having checked it the previous Monday.  
 
    This left no room for doubt: during the last week, and more specifically between February 3 and February 10, 2014, a traveler (and clearly a novice) had taken a seat to play at the board of time. It was possible that his initials were C. W., and of course he did not appear to be a very experienced or careful player, which made it likely that he would soon make another mistake. 
 
    And when he did, Max Wellington would be waiting, ready to hunt him down. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie and Lisa broke apart and looked around them. The little wall that they had been hiding behind was now enormous, some fifty or sixty feet tall. They took a few furtive steps away from it while they tried to work out where they were. A large, empty courtyard, illuminated by the light of dusk, spread out before them. The children moved around it in silence, admiring the walls and columns of the temple in wonder. Covering the walls were beautiful, colorful paintings depicting the pharaoh in different scenes: worshiping the solar disk, sitting on his throne, shooting an arrow from a chariot, or punishing his enemies. Each scene was framed by borders with geometrical motifs or extremely long hieroglyphs, giving the whole place an orderly and harmonious quality. The children had seen countless reconstructions of ancient Egyptian temples in their father’s books, but none of them did justice to or even came close to reproducing the beauty and splendor that surrounded them now. 
 
    They were shaken from their reverie by a desert wind blowing a few long, narrow flags, like enormous colored ribbons, that hung atop a row of masts. 
 
    “Right, so let’s look for the Queen,” said Lisa. “We’ll use the coordinates that I’ve collected, but with some slight adjustments. The guide always took us along the pathways and kept us outside nearly all the buildings, so if we change the coordinates a little, maybe we can get inside.” 
 
    “OK.” 
 
    “If we don’t like what we see, just move the dial a little and we’ll go somewhere else.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll do a test.” 
 
    Charlie moved the dials showing the coordinates and suddenly appeared a few yards away from his sister; another slight change, and this time he appeared on the far end of the huge courtyard.  
 
    Lisa laughed when she saw him appear out of nowhere in a different spot each time. 
 
    “And above all, don’t forget me,” she told her brother. 
 
    “That depends,” he replied with a cheeky expression. “Seeing as how the Queen is so pretty, I might just swap you for her.” 
 
    Lisa gave a mirthless laugh, crossing her arms in front of her as if demanding an explanation. 
 
    “After all,” the boy added, “she’s desperate to have a son. Maybe we can adopt each other.” 
 
    “And what are you going to do with two mothers?” said Lisa, mussing up his hair. “Come on, let’s go. It’ll be dark soon.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    After entering the first coordinates, the children appeared on a wide but largely empty avenue. The temple facade, much more majestic and impressive than the courtyard where they had been moments earlier, was now behind them. On both sides of the street, two imposing walls closed off the royal precinct from the rest of the city.  
 
    They walked together down the avenue, admiring the buildings and the people who passed them by and eyed them curiously. They had gone more than three thousand years back in time, but that broad and elegant road could easily have belonged to their era.  
 
    “If it weren’t for the lack of cars, satellite dishes and Coke ads, I’d say we were just in a different country in the twenty-first century,” said Charlie. 
 
    “It’s incredible to think that all this is going to disappear,” added Lisa. “No doubt all these people think this city is going to be here forever, that it will be eternal.” 
 
    “The pharaoh wouldn’t be too happy if he knew that in a few years they’re going to be pulling it all down to recycle the rocks.”  
 
    They both arrived together at a big stone bridge rising over the avenue to connect the two walled enclosures of the royal palace and other official buildings. The walls of the bridge were decorated with beautiful paintings of the royal family, gardens and ponds with flying ducks. When he saw them, Charlie let out a sigh, as if he wanted to apologize to the guide. 
 
    “The bridge that connects the House of the King to the Royal Palace,” said Lisa, pointing to the building on their right. “The queen must be in the Palace, so we have to get in there.” 
 
    The children withdrew to one side of the street to prepare for another leap in space. The place they had chosen was not exactly secluded, leaving them exposed to the gazes of the passers-by, but that didn’t trouble them in the slightest. Perhaps it was because they were so excited that they were on the verge of euphoria, or because the whole scene seemed so unreal, but it was clear that they felt less frightened by that largely unknown society and the people around them than by the tourists of their own time. They didn’t feel the need to be careful, but were quite prepared to appear or disappear wherever and in front of whomever they pleased. It was all simple, feasible and extremely exciting.  
 
    In the blink of an eye they were inside a small courtyard surrounded by columns in the shape of lotus leaves or in a beautiful room decorated with frescoes of ducks and other wild animals. They went slipping in and out of the different rooms of the palace without problems or mishaps. When they heard voices or footsteps, they simply turned the clasp again and appeared in a different room even more beautiful and luxurious than the last.  
 
    Suddenly, they appeared in a large and sumptuous chamber, furnished more opulently and abundantly than any of the others they had visited until then. On one side of the room was a narrow table, resembling a dresser, with a mirror and several gold boxes filled with jewels. Lisa admired its fine motifs, the precious stones embedded in it, the nail polish of different colors... it all looked worthy of a queen. 
 
     Meanwhile, Charlie had gone over to what appeared to be a bed and decided to lie down on it, pulling back the wispy white curtains that surrounded it. It was curious, he thought. These people knew how to build temples and palaces in great style, not to mention their skill in painting, yet inexplicably they had trouble with the most basic things, like how to make a simple bed. There was no mattress, not even a pillow; just some netting made of strips of leather joined to a wooden frame, and a curved structure of the same material that appeared to serve as a headrest.  
 
    The boy couldn’t resist the temptation and flopped down on his back, with his arms crossed over his chest, in a pose like the mummy of Tutankhamun. 
 
    Lisa was still engrossed in all the jewels, searching for some clue as to their owner, and she didn’t notice that someone was coming up behind her. She only realized that she and Charlie were not alone when she heard a question, spoken in a threatening tone and in a language she did not understand.  
 
    When she heard it, Lisa turned around and saw a very slim, pretty girl pointing a gold dagger at her. Lisa held her gaze, keeping calm, while she tried to guess who it might be. Judging by the jewels in the box and the ones she was wearing, by her distinguished bearing and the fine white pleated tunic she had on, she must have been an important member of the royal family; perhaps one of Nefertiti’s daughters. Lisa calculated that she would have been a little older than Charlie, although she was dressed and made up like a grown woman. 
 
    She also noticed that behind the girl who was threatening her was another who looked even younger, dressed much more simply and frozen with fear. Lisa deduced that it must be a servant. 
 
     The girl holding the knife was breathing fast and also looked frightened, but not enough to lower her weapon. When she saw that Lisa wasn’t answering her, she asked again, frowning and raising the dagger. 
 
     “Charlie, stay still where you are,” said Lisa with a smile, speaking pleasantly and without raising her voice. “I don’t think they’ve seen you.” 
 
    The Egyptian girl stared at Lisa, clearly not understanding what she was saying. Then she asked her question again, but this time rather more aggressively than the last. 
 
    Lisa realized that this was getting serious, so she decided to take a chance. 
 
    “Nefertiti,” she said as clearly as she could. “I’m looking for Queen Nefertiti.” 
 
    The Egyptian girl took a step back. Her face filled with terror, followed by profound indignation, and she began to scream. Her servant reacted to the screaming and ran out of the room to alert the guard. In a few seconds, she came back with several soldiers who surrounded Lisa and pointed their spears at her. They were all dressed in a garment resembling a white skirt that left their torsos bare, and their heads and bodies were clean-shaven. 
 
    Although they had the intruder surrounded with no way of escape, the men looked quite nervous. At first, Lisa thought that it was because of her appearance, which was very different from any Egyptian girl; but then she noticed that they seemed extremely agitated and realized that they were discussing and pointing at her shirt, as if there were something about the silhouette of the black puma jumping forward that terrified them. 
 
    “Charlie, stay hidden and keep calm,” Lisa said again in a sweet voice, as if she were speaking to the guards. “Wait until things have calmed down and then come and find me.” 
 
    The boy listened to her while holding his breath, watching the scene from out of the corner of his eye and trying to decide what on earth to do. His head was swimming with confusion while he watched his sister surrounded by nine or ten men with their weapons trained on her. It was unlikely that he would be able to break through them to reach her, and utterly impossible for him to appear at her side using the cape. 
 
    “If they catch you, they’ll take the cape away and we’ll be stuck here forever,” added Lisa, trying to keep the fear she felt from overpowering her voice. “Everything will be fine. I know you’ll do it.” 
 
    Suddenly, a man much taller and more muscular than the others burst into the room. When she saw him, Lisa guessed he was the chief, because he was the only one wearing a flat necklace and because he slapped aside two guards who didn’t even dare to raise their eyes to look at him. 
 
    The man walked right around her while looking her up and down with disdain. When they were face to face again, he fixed his stare on her. Lisa lifted her gaze timidly until she was looking into his black eyes, filled with rage and contempt. In that glare was no sign of the astonishment or anxiety she saw in the eyes of the other soldiers; only a ferocity that froze her with terror. On seeing her reaction, the man smiled smugly, as if he enjoyed the effect that his presence had on others. 
 
    Then he bowed his head before the Egyptian girl and walked out of the room, followed by the guards, who led Lisa away as their prisoner. 
 
    The Egyptian girl remained standing, watching the soldiers depart. With a regal bearing and an impassive expression, she waved her hand in the air and curtly ordered all the palace staff to leave her bedchambers, where they had come when they’d heard her screams. Only the servant who had been with her when they had discovered the intruder was allowed to stay. 
 
    After everyone was gone, she sat down on the golden chair beside her dresser, and as she looked at the same jewels that Lisa had been admiring moments before, she broke down and cried.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie couldn’t take it any longer. He had spent too long lying on the rickety bed with the back of his neck against that ridiculous wooden headrest, listening to the girl weep inconsolably while her servant tried in vain to pacify her. And he couldn’t decide which of the two things was making him feel more uncomfortable. 
 
    On several occasions he came close to turning the clasp on his bracelet to get out of there, convinced that sooner or later his head would explode. He tried to distract himself and imagined appearing and disappearing in his reclining position in the most ludicrous situations: on the table where the pharaoh and his court were dining, under the street bridge like a time-traveling vagrant, right in front of the burly guards who had taken his sister away, or even in the bed of the beautiful queen herself. Anywhere would be better than where he was right now, and the company would surely be more cheerful. 
 
    But as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t leave yet. First he had to get his backpack, which he had left at the foot of the dresser where the girl had decided to weep for all eternity, or at least until he had turned as stiff as Tutankhamun’s mummy. 
 
    Seeing that the girl was still sobbing and seemed to have the energy to go on for a while longer, he decided that the time had come for action. He felt as if he were in a James Bond movie, in one of those scenes where the world’s most famous secret agent had to rescue a package containing some valuable object of vital importance to the Crown without anybody noticing his presence. He had seen scenes like that hundreds of times and he knew exactly what he had to do. He just needed to sneak stealthily over to the backpack without either of the two girls seeing him, grab it in one swift move and escape as quickly as he could with the help of the cape. By the time the two girls had a chance to react, he would have disappeared before their eyes. A risky plan, but simple. 
 
    Charlie got up, holding down the uncomfortable headrest so that it wouldn’t bang against the bed. He rose gradually, placing his feet on the floor and moving almost in slow motion, without making a sound. The weeping had not abated by the time he had completed Phase 1 of the approach. Everything was going according to plan. 
 
    Very quietly he drew in a deep breath, preparing to begin Phase 2, without doubt the most dangerous phase of the whole mission. Now he had to make it five or six yards to a point right behind the enemy, without having his presence detected. He was not afraid; he had undergone rigorous training and was prepared to deal with situations like this. Surprise and stealth were his secret weapons.  
 
    Resolutely he pulled back the bed curtains... without realizing that he was treading on the end of one of them with his left foot. “Whishhhhh!” The sound of tearing cloth suddenly cut through the silence in the chamber.  
 
    The girl jumped up, brandishing her dagger once again and pushing her servant to one side. Right behind her she found another intruder, a boy, staring at her with a petrified expression, and who looked even more bizarre than the girl the guards had led away only moments before. 
 
    “Oh, shoot,” said Charlie when his eyes met the girl’s. 
 
    She moved closer to him, her weapon held at the ready while she looked him over carefully. He must have been about her age, perhaps a couple of years younger, although he didn’t have a shaved head with one long lock like other boys. Instead, his whole head was covered by a short but messy mop of hair. 
 
    Charlie worried that the scene with the soldiers and spears that he had witnessed with his sister might be repeated, this time with him in the starring role of prisoner. He had to avoid this any way he could... he had to go straight to Plan B. 
 
    “My-name-is-Char-lie Wil-ford,” he said, speaking slowly and enunciating each syllable that came out of his mouth.  
 
    The girl continued to hold up her dagger, albeit with a little less force and conviction than before. Clearly this intruder was not particularly threatening, although he was certainly very odd. 
 
    “I-come-from-Lon-don, Eng-land,” Charlie went on, raising his arms slowly to show the palms of his hands. “I-come-in-peace.” 
 
     His whole body was draped in a material that she had never seen before, that changed color from black to cobalt blue depending on how the light hit it. It was open at the front and he was wearing more clothing underneath it, but she couldn’t see it clearly. 
 
    Seeing that his words appeared to calm the girl and that the servant was practically in a state of hypnosis, Charlie decided to continue with his explanations. 
 
    “We-come-from-the-future,” he went on, “and-we-don’t-want-to-hurt-you.” 
 
    Charlie raised his hands higher in the air, revealing the huge crocodile emblazoned on his shirt. When she saw it, the girl opened her eyes wide as if she had seen a ghost. 
 
    “Sobek!” she exclaimed, staring at him almost without blinking. 
 
    At that moment, Charlie remembered how nervous everyone had become when they saw his sister’s shirt, and fearing a similar reaction, he decided to go without further ado to Plan C. Everybody knows that any diplomatic mission is more persuasive if it is accompanied by a demonstration of force. 
 
    The boy turned the clasp on his bracelet to disappear and reappear at a frenetic pace in different points in the room, while the two girls watched, completely stunned. 
 
    “Sobek!” repeated the girl with the dagger in her hand, and this time she knelt down submissively, leaving the knife on the floor. 
 
    Her servant also prostrated herself before him, as if he were a god. 
 
    Charlie picked up the weapon and put it away as a precaution: he would hate to be stabbed in the back like some careless spy in a B movie. 
 
    Then he looked for a moment at the two girls, trying to weigh up the situation and deciding whether to rethink his strategy. He had the backpack with the map of the city and Lisa’s notes that would help him find her. But now the enemy had surrendered unconditionally to his overwhelming superiority, and he could use this to reach this sister. It wasn’t that he needed help from anyone, much less from a girl with an excessive fondness for weeping and a servant who looked frightened of her own shadow. He would find Lisa on his own sooner or later, but who knew how many rooms he would have to appear in before he did. He was sure that the girl who had threatened him with the knife would know where they had taken her. It was obvious that she was somebody important in the palace, probably a princess who could come and go wherever she pleased. With her help, the rescue mission would be faster and more discreet. 
 
    It was decided; he would allow her to take part in the mission. After all, even James Bond worked better when he had a girl by his side. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Captain Senre entered the guards’ headquarters with his men and the prisoner behind him, and marched over to the cell block.  
 
    He had to report urgently to his superior, the Chief of the Pharaoh’s Guard, and give him a first-hand account of what had happened before anybody else told him the news. He thought it best to present the whole thing as a minor incident and play down the fact that an intruder had managed to get all the way to the royal chambers before being apprehended. As Captain of the Palace Guard, he was directly responsible for preventing such a thing from happening; and if it were deemed serious, he would be accused of negligence and punished severely. 
 
    He had to act quickly, but also decisively. The soldiers who had caught the girl were frightened, some even terrified. On their way out of the palace he had heard them mutter and argue among themselves over the true identity of the prisoner. Some said she was a Hittite spy, others that she was a Hyksos assassin who had tried to kill the pharaoh’s daughter; still others that she was a priestess of the goddess Bastet who was trying to put an evil spell on her.  
 
    Senre knew that unless he took control of the situation, in no time at all there would be whispers all over the city and sooner or later one would reach the ears of the pharaoh, which would mean the end of his career and possibly even of his life. 
 
    Before leaving, he called his men to attention. He could see the fear in their eyes, and smell it on their skin. He seized the intruder by the arm and pushed her roughly into a spot in front of them. He looked her over carefully; he had to admit, everything about her was strange. He had traveled all over Upper and Lower Egypt and to many of the neighboring kingdoms, but he had never seen such odd shoes and clothes, or a complexion so pale, like the face of the full moon, nor had he ever heard a language anything like the one she spoke. But the most disturbing thing of all was the color of her eyes: deep green, like the waters of the Nile.  
 
    The captain took a step forward and gave his men a stern rebuke to ensure their silence. 
 
    “You call yourselves soldiers, but you’re as cowardly as a gaggle of superstitious women,” he told them, his disdain palpable in his voice. “I have heard you mutter and talk without a hint of shame about how frightened you were by a simple girl. You’re an absolute disgrace.” 
 
    The men stood still in silence, not knowing how to answer. Captain Senre paused for a long time, allowing the silence to stoke the profound sense of shame they all now felt. 
 
    “You claim that she is a spy, a priestess, even an assassin,” he went on in a mocking tone. “And that she has terrible powers.” 
 
    With a swift and precise movement he pulled out his sharp knife and brought it up to Lisa’s neck, pressing its point to her skin without actually piercing the flesh. The girl let out a scream of terror. 
 
    “What assassin is this, who is frightened by the edge of a blade? What spy lets herself get captured by a young girl? And what priestess shrieks instead of using her magic?” 
 
    The men lowered their eyes while Senre vented his anger on them. 
 
    “If this fool of a child has managed to reach the royal chambers, it wasn’t by her powers, but because of your negligence,” he fumed. “The pharaoh will call for the heads of the ones responsible, and I swear by Aten that I would deliver them up to him gladly.” 
 
    The soldiers began to shift uncomfortably; the fear they’d felt only moments before over the intruder now turned to fear for their own lives. Some of them forgot that they were in formation and couldn’t help but raise their hands to their necks, as if fearing they might lose their heads at any minute. 
 
    “For many moons now you have been under my orders, and I know that you are good soldiers,” continued the captain, softening his tone of voice as if he were trying to level with them. “I know that you’re brave and I understand that this girl’s strange appearance might perhaps have blinded you. I will do what I can to save your lives, and I will try to present this whole incident as a matter of no importance.”  
 
    A few of the soldiers let out sighs of relief while others smiled hopefully.  
 
    “I shall go at once to see the Chief of the Pharaoh’s Guard, and shall speak to him on your behalf. Everything will be taken care of, for you know that he trusts what I tell him. But, if another mistake like this should occur, I myself will have your heads.” 
 
    The men nodded and Captain Senre turned to leave. 
 
    “One more thing,” he said, turning back toward them. “Throw the intruder in the holding cell and let no one see her or talk to her. Two men shall stand guard at the main door to the cell block, and none of you will talk about what happened today to anybody, not even to the woman with whom you share your bed. If the pharaoh got wind of this, there would be nothing I could do to save your lives.” 
 
    The captain left the room and the men carried out his instructions at once. The one who had looked the most frightened of the prisoner now approached her and led her into the cell, giving her a rough push and laughing cruelly when he saw the girl fall to the floor.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie sat down on the floor next to the Egyptian girl and spread the map of the city out before them. The servant remained standing a few yards back, watching them attentively. 
 
    “We’re here,” said Charlie, pointing to a place on the map with the solemnity of a field marshal. “We have to find Lisa before that brawny bloke does anything to her.”  
 
    The princess looked at him with an inquisitive expression, making an effort to understand him. 
 
    “Lisa, you know, the girl who was with me. I don’t know why, but the bald guy with the big necklace looked mad at her and I’m worried he might hurt her,” the boy explained, while trying to act out what he was saying with his hands. 
 
    The girl continued to stare at him in bewilderment and Charlie realized that she wasn’t understanding him. Resolutely, he picked up his backpack and took out his sister’s notebook. Finding the pen, which was down at the bottom under everything else, proved a little more complicated than he’d expected, so he pulled out a few objects and placed them on the floor. One of them was the book that Miss Rotherwick had lent them. 
 
    “We’re looking for Lisa,” he went on, while on a page of the notebook he sketched a figure with long hair and a shirt with something on it that looked more like a cave painting than a puma logo.  
 
    Charlie looked at his artwork with satisfaction, convinced that the girl would recognize it to be Lisa. But when he looked at the girl, he saw that she was staring entranced at the cover of the book; she had stopped paying attention to him the moment she saw the picture of the statue of Nefertiti. She had never seen it before, but she knew that it must have been a portrait made by a sculptor of the court. She also recognized at once the beautiful face of her mother, dressed up in her gold necklace and royal headdress.  
 
    “It’s your mother, isn’t it?” asked Charlie. 
 
    The girl only answered in her language, so the boy tried to confirm his suspicion. He remembered seeing a bas-relief where the queen appeared with the pharaoh and their daughters, so he thumbed quickly through the pages of the book and showed the girl the picture. 
 
    “Is that your family?” Charlie asked again, while pointing to the members of the royal family. “Akhenaten, Nefertiti, and...” 
 
    “Meritaten, Meketaten, Ankhesenpaaten,” the girl continued, pointing to the pharaoh’s daughters in the picture. 
 
    “Are you here?” asked Charlie, pointing to the girl and then down at the photograph. 
 
    “Ankhesenpaaten,” she replied, pointing at the girl who appeared sitting on the queen’s shoulder, gently stroking her face. 
 
    “You? Ankhe...” 
 
    “Ankhesenpaaten,” nodded the girl. 
 
    “Would it be alright if I just called you Anki? It’s shorter,” said Charlie apologetically. “You Anki, me Charlie.” 
 
    “Charlie,” repeated the girl with a smile. 
 
    She then picked up the book gingerly and looked at it, turning the pages and studying the writing and images that appeared on them. It was obviously some kind of divine object, made with a material forbidden to men, much softer and shinier than papyrus. Inside it there were windows through which the gods could see the old pyramids, sculptures and other belongings of the pharaohs, their jewels and even their mummies naked and stripped of their grave goods, because the gods did not value a man’s position or wealth, but only the purity of his heart. There were also a lot of hieroglyphs, the sacred writing, but the gods also seemed to have another type of writing, for themselves alone, which they did not wish to share with men. 
 
    Charlie saw the girl staring in a daze at Miss Rotherwick’s book and decided to give her a few more minutes, understanding that she might need to get her thoughts in order before joining him on his adventure. 
 
    It was then that Ankhesenpaaten understood everything that had happened that afternoon. Her mother had told her the truth: there were other gods apart from Aten; gods that had been offended by being proscribed and having their worship forbidden throughout Egypt; gods that were punishing the royal family because of it, taking its members one by one until the pharaoh gave in and restored their right to be worshiped. Gods who, in spite of everything, were generous and prepared to forgive them. It wasn’t these gods that she should fear, but the fanatical ire of the king. 
 
    Her mother had told her about all of them, teaching her their names, their powers and their identifying features so that she could recognize and differentiate them. Amun, the sun god, depicted wearing a headdress with two feathers and the solar disk; Isis, mother of all the gods, who embodied a mother’s unconditional love for her husband and children; Horus, the falcon god, responsible for bringing souls before Osiris, the god of the dead; Sobek, the crocodile god who created the Nile, god of fertility but also of danger and disorder. And Bastet, the goddess with the head of a cat and the body of a woman. 
 
    It was clear that these two beings who had appeared in her room were envoys of Sobek and Bastet, if not reincarnations of the gods themselves. What she couldn’t understand is why they had chosen to appear in the form of children, stripped of all solemnity and with only a simple symbol of their divine identity on their garments: a crocodile and a black cat leaping forward. At least Sobek had shown something of his powers; Bastet had allowed the soldiers to capture her without the slightest resistance. Perhaps they were testing her faith; and she had almost failed them. But now that she had understood the situation, it wouldn’t happen again. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but we can’t wait any longer,” said Charlie, pointing once again to the portrait of Lisa he had drawn a few minutes earlier. “You have to help me find my sister.” 
 
    Ankhesenpaaten looked at the drawing and nodded. She turned to the map of Amarna, and after studying it for a moment she pointed to a spot on the page. Charlie looked at the caption written at the place she pointed to. 
 
    “‘Police Headquarters’,” he read aloud. “Wow, these Egyptians really were organized!”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa ran her hand over her neck until she found the place where Captain Senre had placed his knife. She found that she didn’t have a cut there, but even so she felt that fear and helplessness were overpowering her, and her eyes welled up with tears. After a few minutes, she breathed deeply and dried her cheeks. She had to calm down at once and work out a plan that would get her out of there, or at least buy her some time until her brother found her. 
 
    She wondered fleetingly whether Charlie would be able to do it or whether the guards would capture him easily, but she chased the thought out of her mind and forbade herself from thinking about it again. Now was not the time to be doubting her brother’s abilities; instead, she should have been working out what she would do the next time the soldiers opened the door of her cell. 
 
    The chief of the guards seemed to have been in a hurry to go, but first he had given his soldiers a stern reprimand, as if wanting to make sure that everything would work like clockwork in his absence. Lisa had noticed the fear that the men had felt toward her and that none of them had dared even to touch her until the chief had arrived. He was the only one who didn’t seem afraid of her, so she had to do something before he came back. 
 
    She searched in her pockets and laid out the weapons she had one by one: a pack of mint-flavored bubblegum, a flashlight and her parents’ old cell phone with no signal. And her only ammunition: her ingenuity.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Ankhesenpaaten went to her servant and spoke for a moment with her. The girl looked at her and nodded, although her expression left no doubt as to the worry that plagued her. When the princess finished talking, they embraced one another.  
 
    The servant then left the room and came back a moment later. She shook her head as she said something to Ankhesenpaaten, while pointing toward the door she had just gone out through.  
 
    The princess listened with a worried look and then turned to Charlie. 
 
    “We can go,” she said. “Taheri will know what to say if someone comes looking for me. But we have to think about how to get rid of the soldiers outside my door.” 
 
    Charlie didn’t understand a word, but he did understand the situation. Ancient Egypt wasn’t so hard to comprehend after all. 
 
    He also felt that it wouldn’t be wise to go strolling around the palace, as everybody would be on the alert after the discovery of an intruder. This meant that the best option would be to go straight out to the street. He took out Lisa’s notebook and set the coordinates for the avenue where the bridge was. He then turned to Ankhesenpaaten and put his arms around her, with an apologetic smile. 
 
    “Don’t think I go hugging every girl I meet,” he explained, blushing. “I don’t know why, but with Lisa this was easier.” 
 
    Ankhesenpaaten opened her eyes in surprise and couldn’t keep from stiffening up. No stranger had ever dared to touch her, much less embrace her, even if they were an envoy from the gods. 
 
    “You have to hug me back,” said Charlie, placing the girl’s hands around his waist. “It’s the only way for this to work.” 
 
    The girl became even tenser and Charlie hurriedly turned the clasp on the bracelet. Although it happened to James Bond quite often, he wasn’t keen on the idea of getting a slap on the face in the middle of a secret mission. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa listened to the “Crazy Cat” tone one more time before adjusting the alarm and putting her cell phone on maximum volume. She then went over her plan in her mind to make sure that she had calculated the times right and remembered the sequence she had to follow. 
 
    She took a few deep breaths. Then she focused on smoothing down her hair and clothes, trying to shake out her nerves, although she didn’t succeed entirely. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she thought. “I can hold them at bay.” 
 
    Finally, she went over to the door and knocked on it twice with all her might. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie and Ankhesenpaaten appeared out of nowhere in the middle of the avenue, a mere few yards away from the bridge with the paintings of the royal family and the ponds.  
 
    Still in something of a daze, the princess pulled away from Charlie. When she looked around she understood that the divine envoy had used his powers to transport them out of the palace. She realized that they were now out on the street that she would see whenever she crossed the bridge leading to the Great Temple of Aten, or when she looked out the palace window to wave to the people with the other members of the royal family. But this was the first time she had ever walked on that street. 
 
    Charlie pulled out his map and tried to get his bearings. 
 
    “We have to go that way,” he said, pointing to a small lane that led off to the right. 
 
    They began walking in the direction he had indicated. 
 
    “I’m really sorry that we’ve frightened you,” he said apologetically. “We didn’t know you were in the room; otherwise, we would have introduced ourselves. Lisa didn’t want to poke around in your things or steal them or anything; it’s just that we thought they were your mother’s.” 
 
     Ankhesenpaaten didn’t understand the divine envoy’s words, but his tone of voice sounded sincere and relaxing. Apart from Taheri, she had never spoken with anyone so calmly and without the feeling that her interlocutor wanted something from her. She used to be able to do it with her mother or with her sisters Meritaten and Meketaten. But those happy times were gone forever. 
 
    “I’m eleven years old,” Charlie went on, pointing to himself and then holding up all ten fingers, followed by one finger on its own. “And you, Anki? How old are you?” 
 
    “Eleven,” she said in her language, holding up ten fingers and then one on its own. 
 
    “I think there are a lot of scorpions around here, and the black cobra that spits venom in your eyes when it feels threatened,” continued Charlie. “I’d love to see one of them, although I don’t think you’re wearing the right shoes for it. I’d also like to see a desert fox, the ones with the really big ears. I’ll bet those mountains over there are filled with them. But I wouldn’t want to bump into a hippo; in all the National Geographic articles they say they’re very moody, and when everyone says the same thing, it must be for a reason...” 
 
    Ankhesenpaaten smiled while she listened to the words of the boy-god and their cheerful sound, although she didn’t understand a word he was saying. The cool night breeze was a welcome relief after the heat of the day. In the distance, dogs were barking in a noisy conversation and the song of the crickets stopped wherever they stepped. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Two dull thuds like the pounding of a mallet broke the silence of the night. The soldiers keeping guard by the main door to the cell block looked at one another, uncertain how to react. Another two thuds, this time louder, unsettled them all the more. 
 
    “Pentu, go down and see what the prisoner is doing,” one guard ordered. 
 
    The other guard hesitated. After the captain’s lecture he couldn’t show that he still feared the intruder, and they had been warned that one more mistake would not be tolerated. 
 
    “Go on, go to her cell and see what she’s doing,” his companion insisted. “Or are you afraid of a simple girl?” 
 
    Pentu opened the door and entered the passageway to the cells. Another two thuds rang out from inside the cell where the prisoner was being held.  
 
    The soldier peeked in through the bars of the door, trying to see her, but it was too dark inside.  
 
    “What are you doing? Don’t make me come inside or you’ll get what’s coming to you!” he shouted so that his companion would hear him clearly. 
 
    There was no answer, but the banging stopped. Pentu stood for a moment longer at the door and then turned around to go back to his post. He had barely made it halfway down the hall when he heard two more thuds. 
 
    “Shut that fool of a girl up!” spat out the other soldier. 
 
    Pentu was furious. He cursed his fate and the girl for deciding to cast her spells just when he happened to be on duty. He pulled back the bolt on the door slowly and opened it cautiously. Without daring to enter, he looked around for the prisoner, but his torch barely lit up half the cell. Trembling, he gripped his weapon and stepped inside, leaving the door open behind him, while he tried to get his eyes accustomed to the darkness. 
 
    Suddenly he heard the sweet meowing of a cat. He tried to control his panic as he realized that his fears had not been unfounded fantasies. He had been right all along. On the way from the palace, he had warned his companions that the girl was a priestess of the goddess Bastet, if not the goddess herself. Her eyes were green like a cat’s, the like of which they’d never seen before; her skin was ghostly white and her features were feline. But worst of all was her strange yellow tunic, the color of bad luck, which bore a black cat leaping forward in what was clearly an attack position. 
 
    He also had warned them of the goddess’ character: peaceful in appearance but fierce and destructive if she were made angry. And everybody in Egypt knew that the goddesses had been angry for a long time, as they had shown with the droughts and epidemics of recent years which they had used to punish the people. 
 
    The meowing became fiercer until finally it turned into a shriek. At that very moment, a light appeared out of nowhere, illuminating only the face of the prisoner from her chin to her forehead. Pentu froze with fear and silently begged the goddess not to unleash her wrath on him.  
 
    Then she began speaking very slowly in a language he could not understand, but in a tone that was threatening and sinister. Finally, she stopped speaking and a green ball began to emerge from her mouth, growing larger and larger until it covered half her face. 
 
    Terrified, Pentu managed to find just enough strength to turn around and run out of the cell screaming. It was obvious that the goddess was just about to tear his heart straight out of his chest.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie and Ankhesenpaaten were right in front of the police headquarters when they heard a great commotion inside the cell block and saw a group of men come running out. But the screams coming from inside didn’t stop; in fact, they grew louder, and Charlie had a feeling that it all had something to do with his sister. The two children sneaked over to the main door and slipped inside, taking advantage of the fact that it had been left wide open and unguarded. On the other side there was a courtyard with stables to the right and a building on the left. Charlie guessed that would be where they had his sister held prisoner. 
 
    “Go to the stables and wait for me there,” said Charlie, while acting out what he was saying with his hands. “I’ll go get Lisa; you hide until we come back.” 
 
    Ankhesenpaaten nodded and went over to the stables. Charlie stayed where he was next to the side wall of the building, trying to come up with a plan. The screams and shouts coming from inside were growing louder, so he had to think of something fast. But his mind was a blank. The boy opened his backpack and searched inside it. Then he adjusted the dials with the coordinates on his bracelet and disappeared.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa successfully repeated the trick with the flashlight and the bubblegum for any other soldiers who came near her. Taking advantage of the shock it inspired in her audience, she managed to reach the main door of the cell block without much trouble. She had programmed the alarm on the cell phone to ring every thirty seconds, creating a continuous cycle that went from soft meowing to wild shrieking. The first guards proved quite impressionable and fled almost at once without staying to watch the spectacle for too long.  
 
    But things were beginning to change; either because only the bravest men were left now or because of the repetitive nature of the trick, she saw that her act was beginning to lose force and was no longer having the same effect. In fact, she had been repeating it now for several minutes for a group of soldiers blocking her path who were looking at her more with curiosity than with terror, and certainly with no sign of wanting to flee. One even began pointing his spear at her, with a clear intention of taking her prisoner again. It wouldn’t be long before they did, and the chief would also probably appear soon to restore order. 
 
    Finally, one of the men took a step forward and raised his weapon against her with a look of determination. The other soldiers were shaken out of their bewilderment and followed his example, and Lisa knew at once that the show was over. The soldier who had taken the initiative took her roughly by the arm and seized the flashlight, staring her in the eyes the whole time to show that he wasn’t afraid of her. He turned her around roughly to lead her back down the dark passage to her cell, and the other men gathered around just in case the sorceress tried to surprise them with another trick. 
 
    They had not even gone a yard when they heard the shout of a boy behind them. The men turned around but barely had the chance to see him before a flash of light blinded them. They all began screaming in fright, dropping their weapons and releasing the prisoner. The more cowardly among them fell to the ground and hid their heads in their hands while howling in terror; the braver ones remained standing, rubbing their eyes with their hands.  
 
    Lisa picked up the flashlight that had fallen to the floor and ran over to Charlie. The flash would take a moment to load before her brother could take another shot with the camera.  
 
    “Just in time!” she said, taking him by the arm and running for the exit. “I was running out of tricks.” 
 
    The children raced up the stairs until they came to an empty room.  
 
    “Come on, Charlie,” said Lisa. “Let’s go home. We’ll come back some other time.” 
 
    “We can’t, Lisa. Anki is waiting for us. She’s put her life in danger to help us.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” asked Lisa with a confused look. 
 
    Charlie took his sister’s hand and led her to the stables. On the stairway could be heard the voices of the soldiers, who had overcome their fear and were now coming after them.  
 
    “She’s waiting for us in the stables,” Charlie explained. “And guess what? She’s one of the daughters of Nefertiti herself!” 
 
    They entered the stables and Lisa discovered to her surprise that it was the same girl who had threatened her with the dagger and called for the guards. 
 
    “How on earth did you convince her to help us?” she asked her brother. “Don’t you think it might be a trick to capture us again?” 
 
    The girl knelt down in a sign of respect to the goddess Bastet, or her envoy, which in any case was the same thing. 
 
    In the courtyard, the soldiers had come out en masse in search of the prisoner and her new accomplice. Lisa peeked out cautiously and saw, much to her dismay, that the group was being led by Captain Senre. She turned back to where Ankhesenpaaten and Charlie stood to explain the situation to them. 
 
    “I asked her about her mother and she pointed to a place outside the city,” said Charlie. “We have to go there.” 
 
    Charlie opened the map and showed the place to Lisa. 
 
    “That’s a long way away, Charlie, and we don’t have the coordinates to get there with the cape. All the guards are looking for us and I can assure you that they mean business. And any tricks we could do would only work the first couple of times; after that they’re not impressed anymore.” 
 
    “Yes, but everything will change if they see us with the pharaoh’s daughter!” retorted the boy. “And she’s going to take us to see Nefertiti! Come on Lisa, we have to take advantage of this opportunity. We could take three horses and go there right now.”  
 
    “The ancient Egyptians didn’t ride on their horses. We’d have to go in one of those chariots. Besides, I have a bad feeling that the only thing we’re going to find in that place is her mother’s tomb. It’s right next to the cliffs, in a place where they’ve found some of the tombs of important people.”  
 
    “And wouldn’t that be the great discovery that would make Mum famous? Don’t you remember what Miss Rotherwick said?” retorted the boy. “Come on, Lisa! Don’t chicken out now. We’re one step away from glory and you get scared by a few guards. I promise not to leave your side again, and if things turn ugly, we’ll grab the cape and get out of here.” 
 
    Lisa thought it over in silence for a moment. Then she raised her head and nodded resolutely. 
 
    “Alright,” she said. “Here’s what we’ll do.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Captain Senre called the soldiers to attention and began giving orders. He had a total of ten men to capture the intruders; eleven including himself. 
 
    “We will split up to catch the sorceress and her accomplice,” he barked. “All the men who have fled will pay with their lives for their cowardice. And if any of you show the slightest hint of fear again, I will cut your nose and ears off myself and finish you off with my dagger.”  
 
    The men shifted uncomfortably as they heard these words, while from the stable came the sound of the horses whinnying. 
 
    “Two men will come with me into the stables, two will inspect the whole building from the basements up to the top floor, two will stay here at the door making sure that nobody goes in or out, and the rest will patrol the vicinity around the headquarters. If you find them, raise the alarm and we’ll all come to meet you.” 
 
    The captain raised his arm to indicate that his orders were to be carried out at once. But before they broke out of formation, a menacing noise emerged from the stables and suddenly a team of horses came galloping across the courtyard. The men all jumped aside, except for two unfortunate soldiers who didn’t have time to get out of the way and were trampled by the stampede.  
 
    After hitting the ground and rolling out of the way, Captain Senre got up just in time to see that the intruders were escaping in a chariot being pulled by a fine young stallion. And that wasn’t all. In the chariot with them they had a hostage: none other than Princess Ankhesenpaaten.  
 
    . . . 
 
    The children headed north through the city, galloping at full speed through the streets, which were quiet and deserted at that time of night. Lisa gripped the reins firmly while Charlie and Ankhesenpaaten held onto the sides of the chariot with all their might. 
 
    The moonlight shone brightly on the buildings of the city. Lisa and Charlie observed them as they rushed past, surprised by how modern they looked; the whole city seemed much more contemporary than they ever would have imagined. They raced past beautiful villas with large gardens and well-tended orchards, which shrank into the distance as they moved further away from the city center. The villas gave way to simple adobe buildings that became smaller and more crowded together as they moved along, until finally they were passing little shacks where only poverty reigned.  
 
    It occurred to Lisa that the big cities had had their suburbs even three thousand years ago, although no history or art book ever mentioned them.  
 
    Ankhesenpaaten, meanwhile, gaped in astonishment at how different these parts of her city looked from the beautiful, majestic and luxurious places that had been all she had ever seen until that moment. She had never stopped to think about the places where the servants and common people lived; but now that she saw them she felt a pain in her heart. 
 
    Finally they left the city behind and rode into the desert, which greeted them with a cold breeze. The white and rocky terrain shone in the moonlight, contrasting against the black starry sky in a way that Charlie and Lisa had never seen before.  
 
    Lisa slowed the chariot down so that their horse could recover from the tremendous effort it had exerted in its race out of the city. Ankhesenpaaten protested when she saw what Lisa was doing, knowing that Captain Senre would be right behind them; but the divine envoy did not pay her much attention, perhaps because she was still angry with her. 
 
    Charlie also took a moment to take a breath. He was exhausted and, above all, hungry. The previous trips they’d made had been quite short, and until now it had never occurred to him that it might have been a good idea to bring along a snack in case the journey ended up being a little longer. Now that he had learned his lesson, he decided that next time he would think ahead and pack a lunch box with something simple: a few ham and cheese sandwiches, a hamburger and fries, some spaghetti and meatballs... As he imagined all this food, his belly began groaning even louder. Then he remembered an unfinished chocolate bar that he had left in the inside pocket of his backpack from a recent camping trip. Trying not to lose his balance, he took off the backpack and then slung it back over his shoulders, but this time with the front part against his chest. 
 
    “Bingo!” he exclaimed when he found a small wrapper that looked half full. 
 
    When he took out the chocolate, Lisa caught sight of it and at once noticed how old it looked and the fact that it was half-eaten. 
 
    “That looks like it’s gone off, Charlie,” she said with a look of disgust. 
 
    The boy smiled cheekily and held up the wrapper so that she could see it clearly in the moonlight. 
 
    “It says here: ‘Best before November 2013’,” he read. “But, strictly speaking, it’s 1336 B.C. here. So it’s still good for another 3,300 years.” 
 
    The boy opened the wrapper while Ankhesenpaaten watched on in astonishment. He took out a few little round pieces of chocolate and held them up in the palm of his hand. There were eight left, so he gave three to each girl and kept two for himself. He had to be a gentleman, even in desperate times. 
 
    Lisa looked at the little chocolate pieces for a moment and then popped them all in her mouth. She was hungry too.  
 
    Charlie smiled as he watched her, and then noticed that Anki was staring at the chocolate in bewilderment. He gestured to her to show that it was food, and then began taking a few small bites of his ration, trying to make them last as long as possible.  
 
    Ankhesenpaaten stared at him for a moment longer; she felt truly honored that the divine envoys would share their food with her. Then she turned her attention to the food itself. It was perfectly circular in shape and had a soft, silky surface, a dark brown color and a wonderful smell. The girl put one of the pieces in her mouth. It was as sweet as honey and much tastier than any of the palace delicacies, which were brought from every corner of the kingdom. She had never tasted anything so delicious. The princess let the chocolate melt slowly in her mouth, savoring its flavor, and then put the other two pieces away for an important occasion.  
 
    Moments later, Lisa made a signal for the princess to hold on again, and then urged the horse back into a gallop. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Captain Senre’s reduced troop left the city for the tombs to the north. They had lost precious time recovering a few horses, hooking them up to some chariots and working out the direction that the intruders had taken.  
 
    The pharaoh would have one of his fits of rage when he found out that his daughter had been kidnapped. But if Senre could bring her back safe and sound to the palace, his services would be rewarded with immense riches, he would be promoted to Chief of the Pharaoh’s Guard and he would be decorated with two or three golden bees in recognition of his bravery. 
 
    The rumors that the intruders were divine reincarnations of Sobek and Bastet, which by now were no doubt spreading all over the city, would infuriate the fanatical Akhenaten. The pharaoh was completely obsessed with ensuring that the country worshiped the god Atun alone, and so Senre decided that the best approach would be to present the whole incident as an obvious conspiracy against the royal family, possibly concocted by the priests of the temples of Shedet and Bubastis, which were dedicated to the forbidden gods. The magic displayed by the intruders would reinforce the theory that they were a real priest and priestess, and would make his feat in rescuing the princess from their clutches even more impressive. 
 
    With a shout he ordered his men to pick up the pace. There wasn’t a minute to lose on the night that would change his life forever. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa stopped the horse at the place that Ankhesenpaaten had indicated. She climbed down from the chariot and helped the princess to do the same. The Egyptian girl looked around her and walked a few yards over the barren and rocky ground. 
 
    “It is there,” she said, pointing to some rocks piled up at the bottom of the cliff. 
 
    Charlie and Lisa looked to where she was pointing and wondered for a moment whether the princess had understood what they were looking for.  
 
    “Nefertiti?” asked Charlie to make sure. 
 
    “Nefertiti,” replied Ankhesenpaaten, nodding her head. 
 
    The Wilford siblings looked in bewilderment at the place the princess had pointed to. There was no sign of commemorative statues, stone constructions or any distinctive marking appropriate to the tomb of a great queen. Nothing more than a small pile of rocks, and a few yards further on, a small and insignificant portico whose entrance had been bricked up. 
 
    “This simple place is where my mother awaits the visit of the god Anubis to guide her on her journey to the afterlife,” said the princess. “This is the best proof that her heart was pure and her acts were noble. When my father discovered that she was trying to reconcile with Amun and the other gods, he banished her from the city and imprisoned her in the Northern Palace, where she died a short time later. My father never forgave her and refused to allow her to be buried with the riches and grave goods befitting a queen, condemning her instead to penury for all eternity.” 
 
    “I don’t understand a thing,” said Charlie. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Just nod and smile,” replied Lisa. “We can’t go into the tomb with her; she might get too upset. The best thing to do is to listen to her, and to note down the coordinates on the bracelet so that we can come back another day.” 
 
    “Another day?” asked Charlie with a mixture of surprise and rage. “I’ll go inside myself and you stay here with her and wait for me. It’ll only take a moment.” 
 
    “Are you mad, Charlie?” replied Lisa. “What if something happens and you can’t get out? We’re not breaking up again. We agreed we wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    At that moment, Ankhesenpaaten pointed to a cloud of dust rising into the black sky. 
 
    “Captain Senre and his soldiers,” she said. “You must go. He won’t do anything to me; he’ll take me back to my father safe and sound, trusting that he will be rewarded for it.” 
 
    Lisa and Charlie looked to the horizon and saw that the cloud of dust was moving closer at a great speed. Beneath the cloud, a group of men riding in chariots was charging toward them, commanded by the captain of the royal guard.  
 
    “We have to go, Charlie,” said Lisa urgently. “If that man catches us again, we won’t have another chance.” 
 
    “And what about Anki?” asked the boy. “We can’t just leave her here.” 
 
    Ankhesenpaaten pulled out a ribbon that she wore in her hair, made of brightly colored threads in the shape of delicate lotus flowers, and she gave it to Charlie. 
 
    “Tell the god Anubis not to forget my mother, but to come in search of her once my father, Pharaoh Akhenaten, is dead. When that happens, I shall return to open her tomb and shall order that they fill it with riches for her to enjoy in the next life. When you see Nefertiti, give her this ribbon, and tell her that her daughter Ankhesenpaaten misses her and longs to see her again. Tell her that I will meet her in paradise, where we will enjoy eternal life together with my sisters, who no doubt are already waiting for us there.” 
 
    She moved closer to him and gave him a kiss on the cheek. Then she looked back to Lisa and bowed gracefully to her, before turning away and walking in the direction of the approaching guards. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XII: This Isn’t a Team Anymore 
 
    Max Wellington pulled an envelope out of the post office box and examined it with satisfaction. It was postmarked November 30, 1922, in Luxor, Egypt. Anybody who had a reasonable knowledge of the history of archeology—and Max, of course, certainly did—knew the significance of that date. It was just a few days after the greatest finding in modern archeology: the discovery of the intact tomb of Tutankhamun, the Boy Pharaoh. 
 
    Max opened the envelope and read the short note in silence. 
 
    “Send your contact to the Hotel Farouk, Luxor, on January 7 at exactly 12 o’clock noon. Have him ask for Mr. Jones and bring 2,000 pounds sterling with him.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    In spite of the urgent nature of the situation, Lisa let a couple of days pass before calling a new meeting in their headquarters. She felt that her brother needed to rest before embarking on another journey.  
 
    Since their return from Amarna, Charlie hadn’t been the same. He was immersed in a state of depression and had lost his usual cheekiness and good humor. But their time was running out, and now that they knew where to find Queen Nefertiti’s tomb they had to visit it and find some clue for Maggie to discover. 
 
    Apart from her brother’s gloomy mood, another thing that was troubling Lisa was just what kind of clue they needed to find so that their mother would work out where the tomb was. On the one hand, it had to be clear enough to lead her to it before the exhibition started. On the other, Lisa knew that the Egyptian government currently had exclusive power over authorizing any excavation in its country. This meant that the clue they gave their mother had to be free of any suspicion about its origin, in order to avoid a whole new conflict over the figure of Nefertiti. In any case, she thought, perhaps this was something that could be worked out later, depending on how the events unfolded and what clues they found when the moment came.  
 
    Charlie arrived at their meeting late and visibly apathetic. When she saw him, Lisa became even more worried. 
 
    “Alright,” she said, closing the notebook she had on the table. “Tell me what’s wrong with you.” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong with me, Lisa,” he replied in a tone that was far from convincing. 
 
    “Come on, Charlie. We’re in the middle of the biggest adventure of our lives, we’ve gone to ancient Egypt, we’ve rubbed shoulders with princesses and faced real soldiers, we’ve seen an incredible city... and you look like you just got back from a funeral. I really don’t get it.” 
 
    The boy lowered his gaze and said nothing. Lisa kept her eyes on him, as if she wanted to give him time to respond. 
 
    “Come on,” she said softly. “Do me a favor and tell me what’s worrying you.” 
 
    “It’s Anki. She risked her life to take us to her mother’s tomb because she had something important to tell us. She put her life in danger, Lisa, and we didn’t understand a single thing she said.”  
 
    “No, but at least now we know where the tomb is.” 
 
    “Yes, but... what if everything she told us was important? And what if we mess everything up because we didn’t understand it?” 
 
    Lisa sat in silence, not knowing what to say. 
 
    “We should have listened to the professor and looked for all the annuli before going to Amarna,” added Charlie. 
 
    “I don’t know what the annuli have to do with all this,” replied Lisa with a shrug. 
 
    “Maybe they have a lot to do with it,” retorted Charlie in an annoyed tone. “Haven’t you stopped to think why he was so insistent about finding all of them before traveling? Haven’t you ever wondered what they’re for? We have one for traveling in space, another one for traveling in time... What do you think the others do?” 
 
    “I really don’t know...” 
 
    “Well, what if they’re for understanding other languages, other writing systems...? In his letter, Professor Conwell said that...” 
 
    “Yes, I know what he said,” interrupted Lisa, who was a little uncomfortable with the turn the conversation had taken. “That they would help us to immerse ourselves in the ages we visit.” 
 
    “And also to avoid danger,” added Charlie, growing increasingly excited. “I don’t know why you don’t want to follow his advice. You’ve always been the reasonable one and I’ve always been the rash one. I don’t know why you want to ignore me now.” 
 
    “Because we’d lose precious time...” Lisa protested. 
 
    Charlie went over to his sister and placed his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “And what does that matter to us...? Or haven’t you realized yet that we’ve got time in our hands?”  
 
    Lisa sat silently for a moment, struggling between her brother’s quite well-founded arguments and her own desire to unveil the mystery of Queen Nefertiti before the exhibition began. 
 
    “I’ll make you an offer,” she said at last. “Tomorrow we’ll go check the tomb, just to see if we can bring back some clue for Mum that could help her find it. Then we’ll look for all the annuli, and if you want, we’ll go back to Amarna to visit Anki so she can tell us her story again. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed,” nodded Charlie after a brief silence. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Just before closing the door to his office, Max gave his secretary the order that absolutely nobody was to bother him.  
 
    He drained the cup of coffee on his desk and took out the keys to open a huge safe that was hidden behind a sliding wooden panel. He set the secret combination and opened the safe; he then took out a long maroon-colored velvet cape and threw it over his shoulders. He also took out a bracelet consisting of a silver cord on which were a series of ring-shaped devices, also silver, with numbers and other symbols engraved on them, and he placed it on his right wrist. One by one he turned the little dials that would take him to the time and place of his appointment.  
 
    Before leaving, he checked one last time to make sure everything was correct. Local time at point of destination: 11:30 a.m.; date: January 7, 1923; place: a discreet lane in the city of Luxor, Egypt. Then he turned the clasp on the bracelet and disappeared.  
 
    . . . 
 
    This time it was Lisa who prepared their travel pack, and she did so as painstakingly as she could. From her father’s well-stocked library she borrowed a text book on archeology that Marcus had bought to teach his children the finer points of his profession.  
 
    With the help of this small manual and the experiences from previous journeys, she drew up a list of everything she should take. A flashlight, replacement batteries, tweezers, freezer bags for any samples they collected, a hard cardboard folder to protect them, the camera with the battery charged, mint-flavored bubblegum (just in case), a notebook, a charcoal pencil in case they needed to transfer some bas-relief to paper, a pen, water and a little food... 
 
    The moment of truth had arrived, the time to enter Nefertiti’s tomb, to find some kind of evidence that might help reconstruct her story. Perhaps her daughters’ mummies were with her too, including poor old Anki. That would be a great discovery, but it was obvious that Charlie wouldn’t take it well. It was clear that he wasn’t yet mature enough, that he hadn’t really understood that any friends they made on their trips to the past would be dead—and long dead—in their own era. It was a reality that they had to face without sentimentality, with the scientific spirit of a true archeologist. 
 
    She looked through her dresser for the clothes she had worn on their visit to Amarna, or Akhetaten, as it was known then. The girl spread her yellow shirt out over the bed, running her hand over the image of the black puma that had possibly saved her life. Indeed, that shirt had brought her good luck, so she would wear it again when they went to visit the tomb. For a few seconds she wondered whether she was making an objective decision, appropriate to a scientist-in-the-making, or whether perhaps it was based on superstition and foolishness. If it was, she had no right to reproach Charlie. 
 
    She folded the shirt up, dismissing the absurd idea. It was her favorite shirt, and that was all. And if even soccer players had one, there was no reason she couldn’t have one too.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Max Wellington walked briskly through one of the most crowded neighborhoods of Luxor, wearing a cold expression on his face. Not many foreigners were seen in that part of town, so he would be a tempting target for the countless children begging for change, and for other street wanderers with darker intentions. Clearly, the sentinel had chosen this part of the city to ensure that their meeting would go undetected, without thinking that in these streets the presence of a Western man was especially noticeable. A typical mistake of a beginner, thought Max. 
 
    At twelve noon on January 7, 1923, as requested in the letter he had received in his post office box, he crossed the threshold of the Hotel Farouk, a grimy and run-down two-story building. In the lobby, small and dark, there was a wooden counter and a man who spent most of his time swatting flies. 
 
    “Mr. Jones,” said Max by way of greeting.  
 
    His informant had checked in with a false but extremely common name, which was as obvious to him as it was to the hotel receptionist. 
 
    “Room 111,” replied the man blandly, signaling with a movement of his head to the stairs that led up to the second floor. 
 
    Max climbed the stairs and knocked at the door of the room in question.  
 
    “Who is it?” called a voice from inside. 
 
    “It’s John Smith,” answered Max, who always used the same name when he met with his informants. 
 
    The door opened, but only just enough for a short man to stick out his pudgy head. 
 
    “You’ve come in person?” he asked. “Do you have what I asked for?”  
 
    “Of course,” replied Max coolly. 
 
    The man eyed him suspiciously for a moment, as if doubting his own good fortune, and then let him in, closing the door immediately behind him. Max glanced around the room and could see that its dilapidated appearance was in full keeping with the rest of the hotel. 
 
    “Right,” said Mr. Jones, holding out his hand. “Give me the money.” 
 
    “First, let’s see if what you have is worth the fortune you have asked for,” replied Max. 
 
    The little man hesitated for a moment, while a bead of sweat slid down his forehead and into his eyes. 
 
    “Trust is the foundation of our business,” asserted Max. “I trust that the information you give me is true; although don’t doubt for a minute that I will verify it. And believe me, I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes if you’ve lied to me. But I would get nothing out of tricking you, as I need you to keep me informed of any other unusual occurrences.”  
 
    The sentinel pondered Max’s words. Then he adjusted his glasses and went over to the dresser, took out a tiny package wrapped in white cloth, and began his story. 
 
    “Carter and Lord Carnarvon entered Tutankhamun’s tomb on the 26th of November, along with Lady Evelyn and Callender. The next day they went in again, this time with an electric light, and allowing a small group of archeologists to go with them. In the first room, the antechamber, there were hundreds of incredible objects piled up everywhere; treasures and marvels that the world could not even imagine. It’s not a very big room, but it’s crammed with statues, carriages, furniture, beds, pots... and everything made of gold. The gold of the pharaohs...” 
 
    Max saw how the little man’s eyes shone with avarice as he uttered these words. His contact with that wondrous treasure had ignited his greed, which was perhaps why he had asked such a high price for the information.  
 
    “Even though they had seen it the day before,” the informant went on, “Lord Carnarvon and Carter almost fainted at the sight of it; the truth is, the treasure was so amazing that we all nearly did...” 
 
    The little man looked at Max with irritation. At that moment, surely anybody should be excited to hear a first-person account of the wonders found in the tomb of Tutankhamun. The news of the discovery had spread all over the world and nobody spoke of anything else. But this man listened to him with an utterly expressionless look, without a hint of curiosity or surprise, as if he already knew everything he was going to say. 
 
    “Go on,” said Max. 
 
    “As I was saying, there were hundreds of objects piled up; it was an absolute mess. We walked around the antechamber looking at it all in a trance. I studied everything very closely, in case I found something out of the ordinary, just like you’d asked me to. Believe me, it was no easy task, because everything there was amazing...” 
 
    “Get to the point,” interrupted Max, who had grown impatient with this long-winded explanation. 
 
    The man nodded, clearly annoyed, and continued: 
 
    “Apart from all the riches, there was food, drink, and flowers. My companions barely paid them any attention, perhaps thinking them too insignificant, so they went on their way into a small adjoining chamber that was also replete with treasures. However, there was something in this collection of offerings that caught my eye: all the food was arranged in ceramic pots and dishes around a small golden chest, as if they were all intended to highlight its importance. Out of curiosity, I opened the chest, and I found a fine linen handkerchief that had something wrapped up inside it. While no one was watching, almost instinctively, I reached out and picked up the handkerchief, leaving the chest empty. I hid it in my trouser pocket, and caught up with the rest of the group. Only when I was alone in my room was I able to confirm the importance of my finding. Never before has a hunch been as spot-on as mine was.” 
 
    The little man stopped for a moment to observe Max and make sure that he now had his full attention. Satisfied with his listener’s change in attitude, he decided to extend the pause a little longer. 
 
    “It’s hot,” he said. “Would you like a little water?” 
 
    Max shook his head. 
 
    “So then, what was it that you found?” he asked impatiently. 
 
    “Although it was November, it was hot that day...” said the little man. 
 
    Max restrained himself from leaping forward and shaking him to demand that he get to the point at last. 
 
    “Of course...” he agreed calmly, in a remarkable display of self-control. 
 
    “So, when I opened it, my first reaction was dismay that I had made a mistake and that it was actually my handkerchief. It’s an old vice of mine, you know?” said Mr. Jones. 
 
    Max didn’t understand the meaning of all these explanations and he felt that his patience was reaching its limit. As if reading his thoughts, the little man, satisfied with his childish revenge, decided to bring it to an end. 
 
    “Chocolate,” he said, opening up the white linen handkerchief.  
 
    Max looked inside the cloth and saw two small, round brown pieces, somewhat shapeless and rather unappetizing to look at. 
 
    “Chocolate?” he asked. “Are you sure?”  
 
    “I know it seems impossible; but believe me, it’s chocolate,” asserted Mr. Jones emphatically. “I was so surprised that I even dared to try it, in spite of the pharaoh’s curse. And I assure you that it’s chocolate, although it has all but lost its flavor now. So, I think I’ve earned my money,” he said, holding out one hand to Max while delivering him the handkerchief in the other. 
 
    Max took the envelope out of the inside pocket of his jacket and gave it to Mr. Jones without a word. He then took the handkerchief and put it away carefully. 
 
    “Does anybody else know?” he asked. “Have you shown it or talked about it to anyone else?”  
 
    “Absolutely no one,” replied the man, who had begun opening the envelope. 
 
    “And for your own good, I trust you will not do so now,” said Max, fixing a threatening gaze on him. 
 
    Mr. Jones swallowed hard and then ran his thumb over the edge of the wad of bills, silently regretting that he hadn’t asked for more. 
 
    “Keep me informed if there is anything else to report,” said Max. 
 
    “It will be hard to bring you any more objects. They’ve established a very tight control over everything. It would be very risky, and if I managed to get a hold of anything, the price would be much higher. They’re clearing out the antechamber so they can open the burial chamber; they’re taking pictures of everything and making a detailed inventory before transporting the pieces to Cairo. Mr. Carter has been a meticulous investigator. When they open the burial chamber, I might find something else of importance. But I think it will be some time before you have any news from me; it will take months to catalog everything in there.” 
 
     “It could even be years,” said Max before leaving the room. “Keep your eyes open, and let me know of anything else.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Smith, of course.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa grabbed Charlie’s wrist in a fit of annoyance. 
 
    “Let me do it!” she blurted out. “It’s getting late and at this rate we’ll never get going.” 
 
    “I told you, it’s stuck,” said Charlie. 
 
    The girl ignored her brother’s words and checked over the dials on the bracelet. The coordinates that her brother had entered were correct. Then she checked the date. Wrong. It was wrong... It wasn’t that it was all that important, but she preferred to travel to the tomb a few days before their first visit to Amarna. That horrid chief of the soldiers had really taken a dislike to her. And although he was a brute, he also seemed quite intelligent, so he might have taken the precaution of stationing a few guards at Queen Nefertiti’s tomb to try to capture them if they came back. Pondering this possibility, Lisa decided to push back their visit to March 7, 1336 B.C., one week before they had run into Captain Senre, when he would not yet have had the slightest suspicion of their existence. 
 
    But for some stupid reason the little dials on the time annulus wouldn’t go back far enough. After several attempts to enter the date, month and year in a different order, she gave up and decided that she would have to accept that they wouldn’t be able to go any further back than March 7, 1327 B.C. The earliest date she could select was nine years after their last visit to Amarna. 
 
    “What on earth have you done, Charlie?” she snapped at her brother, while she made sure everything was ready. “Did you get it wet? I told you not to take a shower with the bracelet, but to put it away with the cape...” 
 
    “And that’s exactly what I’ve done, Lisa. It’s not my fault that it’s got stuck,” he said, trying to excuse himself. 
 
    “Well, you must have done something, because it’s not working properly,” she insisted. “It’s not a toy. It’s a serious instrument. I hope you haven’t taken it to school to show your friends...” 
 
    “Lisa! I told you I haven’t done anything! Stop telling me off and let’s go,” replied Charlie angrily. “Anyway, there’s no need to get all worked up about it. The tomb should still be there.” 
 
    Lisa decided to drop the matter so as not to make things worse. She put her arms around her brother and waited for him to turn the clasp on the bracelet. 
 
    . . . 
 
    The lab studies were conclusive. Although the sample examined had practically lost all of its organoleptic qualities, it was clear beyond any doubt that it contained sugar, milk and cocoa butter. In other words, it was chocolate.  
 
    Max decided not to request a study to corroborate the age of the sample. Given where the sentinel had found it, it seemed certain that it had been left in Tutankhamun’s tomb when he was buried, along with other offerings made to the dead king. It was too extravagant a story for Mr. Jones to have risked his life by inventing it. But of course, as the little man had said when they had met in the run-down hotel in Luxor, its presence there made no sense. If someone were to discover that the chocolate was more than three thousand years old, it would set off alarm bells because that was simply impossible. 
 
    Indeed, cocoa didn’t even reach Europe until the discovery of America. Christopher Columbus had brought it back from his fourth voyage to the New World, although at first it didn’t attract much attention because of its unpleasant taste and appearance. In 1528, Hernán Cortés introduced it at the court of Emperor Charles V, but this time preparing it just as the Aztecs did, as a sweetened drink seasoned with spices. It became a hit with the royalty and nobility, and thus turned into a luxury product. Over time, chocolate consumption spread across Europe, and then all over the world. Preparation methods also evolved, but it wasn’t until 1849—three hundred years after Europeans were first introduced to it—that the first chocolate bar was sold, and with it the possibility of eating it in solid form, as until then it had only ever been consumed as a drink. It was therefore completely impossible that the ancient Egyptians could even have known about chocolate, much less how to prepare it in solid form. 
 
    The only mystery that Max had to solve was whether this chocolate belonged to “C. W.”; whether it was this careless traveler who had gone back in time to meet Tutankhamun, one of the most famous pharaohs in our time and yet one of the most insignificant in the history of ancient Egypt. 
 
    A DNA study to check for biological traces of the traveler was totally out of the question. Mr. Jones appeared to have handled and even chewed on the sample, which meant it would have been contaminated. Traces of the traveler would not have survived the passage of time, and in any case in the process the labs might have detected that the chocolate was much older than it logically could have been. Once again, there was a risk of setting off alarms, and Max might be asked to answer some difficult questions. And that was one of the very few things that Max Wellington could not do. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Maggie knocked gently at the door to Miss Rotherwick’s office.  
 
    “Come in, my dear,” answered the woman. “Have you managed to arrange it?” 
 
    “Mozart, Violin Concerto No. 3,” said Maggie, referring to the music playing on the stereo. “I love this movement.” 
 
    “It’s one of my favorites,” replied Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “Yes, it’s all arranged,” said Maggie, smiling broadly as she took a seat. “I have to be in Paris tomorrow to meet Mr. Chartier, the director of the museum. I’ve got them to let me stay the whole week and to allow me to review their Egyptian collection personally.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful, my dear!”  
 
    “Helen, why don’t you come with me? This discovery is as much yours as it is mine. It would be so exciting if we both found the papyrus scroll together.” 
 
    “Thank you, my dear, but I loathe traveling,” replied Miss Rotherwick good-naturedly. “Besides, somebody has to stay here to make sure that the preparations for the exhibition continue as they should.” 
 
    “The others are here to take care of that...” 
 
    “Really, I’d prefer to stay. But make sure you let me know if there’s any news.” 
 
    “You’ll be the first to know,” said Maggie, rising from the chair to leave. “By the way, I almost forgot. Lisa gave me this book for you. She said that you’d lent it to her and asked me to thank you.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick reached out to take the book with the picture of Queen Nefertiti on the cover and placed it to one side on her desk. 
 
    “I hope she enjoyed it,” said Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “Yes, I think she did,” answered Maggie. “Lately she and Charlie have been quite excited about all this. All they seem to do is read books and ask about Nefertiti and the papyrus scroll. I think they’re conducting their own investigation into it,” she said, smiling. 
 
    “They are wonderful children.” 
 
    “Yes, they are... Well, I’d better get home. They still don’t even know I’m leaving.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    After the first few moments of shock, Charlie and Lisa took a few steps around, trying to recognize the place. Initially, Lisa wasn’t sure exactly what was different, but just had a vague feeling that something had changed. Then she remembered the pile of rocks next to the tomb and felt her heart sink when she realized they were no longer there. Nervously, she approached the small portico entrance and had to restrain her rage when she saw that the wall protecting the tomb was gone. All that was left was some rubble scattered on the ground that would have done nothing to keep out the tomb raiders. 
 
    Charlie looked at it in dismay, but said nothing. Lisa would blame him for the whole thing. Knowing her like he did, he could tell that the rage was boiling up inside her and would explode at the slightest provocation. He was sure that his sister blamed him unfairly for what had happened, but he preferred to assume this rather than have it confirmed. If Lisa said anything to him that even sounded like a reproach, he might just give her his opinion of how she was managing things. And at that moment a new argument would not help at all. 
 
    Lisa took the powerful flashlight out of the backpack and crossed the threshold of the entrance, jumping over the rubble. The shaft of light shone down a passage some ten yards long, according to her calculations. She knew that normally there would be several walls to seal, separate and protect the tomb from the outside, and she prayed that the others were still intact. She walked down the dark passage, neither very slowly nor with great haste, pointing the flashlight a few steps ahead of her. She was afraid of reaching the end and having her worst forebodings confirmed. 
 
    A stone lying on the floor told her she was right. Then another, and another larger one, convinced her. They were in the tomb of Queen Nefertiti, a tomb unknown to history, that had yet to be discovered... but only by the inhabitants of the twenty-first century, because it was clear that somebody had gotten there ahead of them. 
 
    The two siblings jumped over a second pile of rubble that was all that remained of the seal to the actual tomb, and entered a small antechamber. They were utterly devastated to find that it was totally empty. Lisa swept the light over the walls and floor, checking every corner, trying to find some forgotten object, however insignificant it might be, that might make them feel better. But there was nothing left. 
 
    On one side there was some more rubble and another doorway, which they passed through with more sadness than curiosity, as if weighed down with grief by what they were about to see. Another, smaller room opened before them, also empty. There was nothing, absolutely nothing that could give them a clue as to the whereabouts of Queen Nefertiti. 
 
    Lisa was furious. Her disappointment was so great that she couldn’t think of how else they might try to find the queen. She didn’t consider that if she wasn’t there at that moment, she would not be there in the twenty-first century and thus Maggie would never be able to find her. She only felt a fuming rage that she could barely control and that had begun to bring on a mind-numbing headache. 
 
    For Charlie, however, the disappointment hadn’t had the slightest effect on his usual astuteness, and he knew at once that his mother would never be famous for discovering Nefertiti’s tomb. Unless, of course, they helped her out, because they must have found a time-travel cape for something. They only had to discover what on earth had happened since they’d left Anki at the foot of the tomb. Everything that was happening only served to confirm that they had to find all the annuli mentioned by the professor in his letter, in case there was one that might help them communicate with the people they visited.  
 
    The boy looked furtively at Lisa and saw that this wasn’t the best moment to bring all this up with her. It would be wiser to wait until she had calmed down a little and could think clearly. Unaware of her brother’s ruminations, Lisa continued moving the flashlight around the chamber, determined to find something there. 
 
    It was then that Charlie realized. They were so obsessed with discovering the treasures and the mummy of the poor old queen that neither one of them was paying attention to the details.  
 
    “Lisa, doesn’t this tomb seem strange to you?” he asked, taking the flashlight from his sister to shine it over the walls. 
 
    “Because it’s empty, perhaps?” replied Lisa sarcastically. 
 
    His sister was looking for a fight, but Charlie took the chance of sharing his discovery with her anyway.  
 
    “Look at the walls and tell me what you see,” he continued. 
 
    “Nothing, Charlie. I see nothing. Just like in the rest of the tomb.” 
 
    “Exactly! And didn’t it occur to you how weird that is? There should be something...” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” interrupted Lisa, whose anger prevented her from pondering what he was trying to tell her. “There should be a sarcophagus, treasures, statues...” 
 
    “And paintings on the walls,” added Charlie. “But there’s nothing at all. Not a single painting of the queen, or a hieroglyphic... nothing.” 
 
    The girl held her tongue rather than admit that her brother was right. 
 
    “Come on, Lisa. The Egyptians painted absolutely everything, even their bridges. Remember what the temple and the palace looked like. In all the books there are always paintings decorating everything, and yet...” 
 
    “And yet what? That doesn’t mean anything.” 
 
    Now it was Charlie who held his tongue. 
 
    “It means something, Lisa, but we don’t know what,” he said at last, unable to reach a more definitive conclusion. “The fact that there are no paintings might be a clue.” 
 
    “And what do we do with that clue, Charlie? Do we tell Mum so that she can come here and become famous for finding a tomb with nothing in it? ‘Dr. Margaret Wilford has discovered the tomb of Queen Nefertiti, we think, because actually it’s totally empty and there’s nothing that might confirm that it was hers,’” she said, imitating the voice of a news reporter. “‘But we have the assurances of her children, who received the information from the daughter of the deceased queen more than 3,000 years ago...’” 
 
    Charlie burst out laughing at his sister’s sarcasm. 
 
    “Well, I don’t see what’s funny,” she retorted furiously. “If you hadn’t...” 
 
    Lisa cut herself off before making the accusation. A good argument might help her to release the tension she had built up, the rage she felt at finding the tomb empty; perhaps even to relieve the headache that not only wouldn’t leave her, but was growing stronger every minute. But it wouldn’t help Charlie to keep calm. 
 
    “If I hadn’t what?” asked the boy defiantly.  
 
    Now he was looking for a fight almost as keenly as Lisa. 
 
    “If you hadn’t broken the bracelet. We would have come when I said we should have and it would all still be here. But you never listen to me!” 
 
    “I ALWAYS listen to you! YOU’RE the one who never listens to me, Lisa. In spite of the fact that I’M right and YOU’RE not,” replied Charlie. “We always have to do what you say, because you’re not capable of listening to others.” 
 
    Lisa stared at him in silence, not knowing what to say. She didn’t feel better and her headache was getting worse. But now Charlie was on a roll. 
 
    “You don’t take my opinions into account. The only thing you do is give orders. And that’s why I’d rather travel in time on my own; I don’t need you at all.” 
 
    “Well, I’d say you need me a lot, runt. If it weren’t for me, you’d still be looking up words in Dad’s Latin dictionary,” replied Lisa in a mocking tone. “Not to mention who found the cape and the annuli. Or the number of times you’ve made a mess of things.” 
 
    At that moment she knew that she’d crossed the line, and she regretted having spoken so harshly. Charlie’s face made it clear that he was upset that she gave him no credit at all for his part in their adventure. 
 
    “Come on, Charlie, don’t get mad. I know I went a bit too far, but there’s no need to get like that. We’re not such a bad team...” 
 
    “As long as you keep calling me ‘runt’ and treating me like that, this isn’t a team at all,” the boy answered furiously, seizing his sister by the arm. “And you’d better hug me because I’m leaving,” he added, reaching for the clasp on his bracelet. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Maggie was surprised to find that the kids didn’t seem happy that she had come home early that day. They were both very serious and appeared to be angry, although neither one would explain what was wrong. She looked at Marcus with a worried expression that revealed the guilt she felt for spending so little time at home. Marcus’ kindly gaze returned her look with a knowing and comforting smile. They had discussed the topic many times when they were alone and he always encouraged her to go on with her research.  
 
    “It’ll only be for a little while longer,” he would say. “It’s too important a finding for you to pass up.” 
 
    Maggie shut herself up in the kitchen and prepared a good dinner, forgetting about Charlie’s strange reaction the last time she’d done so.  
 
    When it was ready, they all sat down at the table and she announced her news to the children. 
 
    “I have to go to Paris tomorrow,” she said, almost apologetically. “I’m going to the Louvre, to review their collection with them, in case the papyrus scroll happens to be there. Maybe we’ll get lucky... I’ll be back on Friday.” 
 
    The children said nothing, while Marcus gave his wife another smile.  
 
    “We’ll be fine, Mum,” he said in a falsetto tone, as if imitating one of the kids. “We hope you get lucky and find it there.” 
 
    He then tried to liven up the conversation a little, asking the children about trivial matters, in the hope that one of them might go along with it. But he wasn’t very successful. Lisa said only that she’d had a bad day and that her head hurt. Charlie didn’t even bother to offer any explanations at all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XIII: Ankhesenpaaten 
 
    Ankhesenpaaten broke away from the funeral procession for a moment and went to look at the offerings for her husband, the foods and drinks that the pharaoh would need on his journey to the next life. Despite the efforts of the priests to arrange them appropriately, they were all crowded together and looked rather disorderly due to the limited space in the cubicle.  
 
    Indeed, the king had died unexpectedly before his twentieth birthday and would have to be buried in a tomb that was not at all in keeping with his royal rank.  
 
    The young queen stood still, gazing at the delicacies, when suddenly her thoughts took her away from there and her whole life flashed before her eyes in an instant. 
 
    The happy years of her childhood came back to her, and she saw herself surrounded by all her family. Those were the days when her mother, the beautiful Queen Nefertiti, was happy at the side of her father, Pharaoh Akhenaten. Back then he was still a bold reformer with a vision, who sought to liberate his people from the yoke of oppression that the priests of Amun had placed upon them; but he was also a proud man who lacked the skill to deal with the fierce resistance that such profound changes would provoke. Every hardship, every problem, every setback had the effect of gradually grinding him down, until he had turned into a ruler who lived in fear of treason, an arrogant despot who would listen to no one. Not even to his wife, whom he had begun to despise for having blessed him with six beautiful and loving daughters but no male child. 
 
    Little by little, the king turned his back on his wife, his family and his people. He paid heed only to his sycophants, to the servile courtiers who applauded his increasingly erratic decisions, and concealed from him the real problems that were afflicting the country.  
 
    Ankhesenpaaten was still a child when death came into their lives, and with it the pain and tragedy that would hound their family from that time on. In a little more than two years it took three of her sisters: the two youngest and the beloved Meketaten.  
 
    Pain consumed the beautiful Nefertiti, abandoned by her husband and besieged by sickness and sorrow. The queen convinced herself that she was responsible for all their misfortunes, for such tragedy could only be a punishment from the gods for having offended them by denying their right to exist and to be venerated by men, as they had been since the dawn of time.  
 
    She had supported her husband; she had backed his decision to ban the worship of any deity other than Aten, the Sun God; she had participated actively in all the rites and ceremonies led by the pharaoh. Indeed, she never tried to dissuade him, although in her heart and her soul she knew that it was utter madness. And now the gods were punishing her, denying her the male child that she and her husband so desperately wanted, and snatching from her the daughters that she loved so dearly. She had to do something to bring an end to so much misfortune. And she had to do it at once. 
 
    In the utmost secrecy she contacted the high priest of Amun in the city of Thebes, who since the prohibition had been continuing his priestly duties surreptitiously. He helped her win back the favor of the gods, to obtain their forgiveness, and to make a pact with them that would change the fate of her family and of all the people of Egypt. The gods would grant the beautiful queen a son, the heir that would bring her husband back to her side. In exchange, she promised to ensure that the boy would restore the worship of all the gods that her husband had proscribed, and especially the great Amun. 
 
    But something went wrong, and before the queen could conceive the promised child, the pharaoh discovered her betrayal. Blinded by rage, he carefully considered the punishment that his wife should receive, and finally chose the one that would surely be the cruelest and most humiliating. Nefertiti would be confined to the Northern Palace, far from the court and deprived forever of her daughters. Her only company would be Tutankhaten, the pharaoh’s only son, who had been conceived with a secondary wife. For the rest of her life, the ill-fated queen would be forced to look upon the sign of her failure, the heir that she had been unable to give her husband.  
 
    But far from being a torture, that boy became the great hope that would keep her from losing her mind. With him she shared hours of play, her vision of life and her deepest affection. Some months after her banishment, the queen died; but by then she had left a profound impression upon the future king that would mark his life forever. 
 
    Before they had time to recover from their pain, death dealt the royal family another blow and took away two more princesses. The only one left was Ankhesenpaaten, the last person living with pure royal blood, fruit of the union of the pharaoh and the Great Royal Wife. A coveted treasure that would give royal legitimacy to the man who married her; a great temptation for any ambitious man and a terrible curse for Ankhesenpaaten herself. 
 
    Obsessed with the purity of his lineage, the first to take her as a wife was her own father, the insane Akhenaten, who would also die but a few months later. Then she was wed by her half-brother, Prince Tutankhaten, who at the time was only nine years old, five years younger than she was. The strong men of the court believed that this royal couple would be easy to manipulate so that they could hold the real power in the background, which was indeed the case for the first years of their reign. But as the “Boy Pharaoh” began to grow and mature, so did his determination to rule and to be the one who directed his country’s destiny. Unlike his father, Tutankhaten was a patient and diplomatic boy, who never forgot the teachings of Queen Nefertiti or the promises he had made her before she died.  
 
    With great skill, the young king convinced his advisers of the wisdom of returning the capital to Thebes and abandoning the cursed city that his father had built in the middle of the desert. The worship of Egypt’s ancestral gods was officially restored and the royal family could give up the god Aten, who had brought so much misfortune, to embrace the god Amun once again. The king and queen altered their names to symbolize this change, so that they were no longer Tutankhaten and Ankhesenpaaten, but Tutankhamun and Ankhesenamun. 
 
    The pharaoh also won the heart of his half-sister, who by that time was an aloof young woman disillusioned with the nature of men, who only seemed to care about the royal lineage. Tutankhamun treated her with tenderness and affection, sought her advice in matters of state and valued her opinion above all others. With gestures both little and large he won over his wife, gaining her affection and transforming it into true love.  
 
    One of these gestures, and perhaps the most important, was his order to build a fitting tomb for Queen Nefertiti and her daughters in the Theban necropolis on the west bank of the Nile, and to move her remains there once it was done. 
 
    Ankhesenamun found happiness once more, clouded only by the fact that she was unable to give her husband an heir. In their few years of marriage she gave birth to two daughters, both of whom were stillborn. Although the pharaoh reassured her by pointing out that they were still young, she suspected she bore the blame for this turn of events. Perhaps the gods were punishing her for having taken part in the rites of the god Aten with her parents, or perhaps she had committed some fatal mistake when the divine envoys had come to her all those years ago. 
 
    The young queen always believed that the gods took away those who had fulfilled their mission in this life. They took away the good-hearted, so that they no longer had to suffer the betrayals and deceptions of this world, enjoying instead the pleasures and serenity of eternal life, as had happened to her mother and sisters. And they took away the evil, so that their hearts would be devoured by the beast Ammit and they would be punished to wander forever, as no doubt had happened to her detested father. The sudden death of her husband, Pharaoh Tutankhamun, seemed to prove her right, that the gods indeed took away the just so that they could receive their reward sooner rather than later. 
 
    Tears welled in her eyes, and when she wiped them away she came back to the present, in front of the offerings that the priests had prepared for her young dead husband. Slowly, the widowed queen opened a little golden chest that she had brought with her and took out a fine linen handkerchief in which she had wrapped the delicious food that the divine envoys had shared with her when they had taken her to her mother’s tomb so long ago. She had kept that sacred ambrosia ever since then; she had never eaten it, because for some reason she felt that she was not worthy of it. But her husband was, and she knew that he would be happy to be able to enjoy it in the presence of the god Amun. 
 
    Carefully she placed the little chest in the middle of the offerings, while she wondered what mission Amun could have reserved for her that was keeping her alive, alone, parted from all her loved ones. Whatever it might be, she hoped that she would fulfill it soon and meet the god’s expectations so that he would allow her to see her husband, her mother, and all her sisters once again. No doubt it would be a difficult mission, for she was the last woman with pure royal blood, who would give royal legitimacy to whomever should marry her. A treasure for anyone who coveted the throne, and a curse for her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XIV: Yersinia pestis 
 
    Miss Rotherwick spent the whole afternoon classifying and organizing the papers piled up on her desk. Since the discovery of the papyrus scroll, there had been a huge quantity of documentation to check, which had upset the impeccable order that normally reigned in her office.  
 
    After a couple of hours of arduous work, she went over to the door of the office to contemplate the results from there. She smiled with satisfaction when she saw that everything was in its place, except for a couple of details that she had overlooked.  
 
    In one corner were a few forgotten folders, which she quickly stored away in a closet. She then went back to her desk and picked up a small pile of books she had left there. Holding them carefully in the crook of her arm, she walked over to the bookshelf and began putting them away one by one. When she took the second-last book, the last one still resting on her arm tipped and fell, crashing loudly to the floor. As it fell, a piece of paper flew out of its pages and landed a few feet away. 
 
    “For the love of God!” she cried, as she picked up the book and pressed with her fingers to flatten down the corners, which had been bent by the impact. From the cover, the bust of Nefertiti smiled at her, oblivious to the accident. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick stepped forward to pick up the piece of paper and she examined it curiously. She never left anything inside books, as that was a good way to ruin them and to lose whatever had been placed inside them. As she looked over it she saw that it was a map, with the word “Amarna” written on it in capital letters. The book containing the paper was the one she had lent to Maggie’s children, so it seemed that they were indeed conducting their own investigation just as Maggie had said. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick studied the drawing with amusement at first, but was surprised to find just how detailed it was. Next to the main buildings there were even annotations that appeared to be their geographical coordinates. The handwriting was small and quite neat, except for one caption written to one side, over a somewhat out-of-proportion oval, which was much larger and more childish. This writing was right next to the mountains in the north, a good distance from the area where the tombs of some of the important figures of Pharaoh Akhenaten’s court were located. Miss Rotherwick read the words written over the oval with a mixture of surprise and curiosity. 
 
    “Nefertiti’s tomb.” 
 
    She folded the paper carefully and put it away so that she could give it to Maggie when she got back from Paris.  
 
    . . . 
 
    When she got home from school, Lisa informed her father that she still had a headache. Marcus was troubled to discover that her pain had been constant for the last twenty-four hours and he decided to call the doctor. 
 
    “Dr. Rogers told me that you should take this,” he told her, giving her a pill. “He says that as there are no other symptoms it’s probably nothing serious, but if the headache is still bothering you tomorrow we’ll go see him.” 
 
    Just before dinner that evening, Lisa began suffering from chills, body pains and a fever. These were some of the symptoms that Dr. Rogers had mentioned when he had tried to reassure Marcus. 
 
    “If it’s only a headache, it doesn’t sound serious,” he had said. “It would be worrying if she had a fever, body pain, stiffness or some other complaint as well. In that case she would need urgent medical attention.” 
 
    When he recalled these words, Marcus became alarmed and decided to take his daughter to the hospital that same night. 
 
    Charlie was still mad at his sister, and although he was sorry to see her lying on the couch in her weakened state, he was careful to keep his distance so that he wouldn’t have to be nice to her. A headache with a bit of a fever and an overly worried father were not enough to excuse the insult of the day before.  
 
    Meanwhile, his father dialed Mrs. Davis’ number repeatedly in a fruitless effort to contact her, as it seemed that somebody had to look after Charlie while Marcus took Lisa to the hospital. At last, Charlie heard his father speaking anxiously to someone on the phone, and he assumed that he would be spending that evening watching some stupid show on TV with his babysitter while they dug into a bowl of popcorn. It wasn’t so bad for a Wednesday night, he thought. But his father promptly dashed that plan to pieces. 
 
    “Pack up whatever you’ll need for school tomorrow,” he told him as soon as he hung up the phone. “I’ll get your clothes and your toothbrush, and you take care of the rest. We leave in five minutes.” 
 
    Charlie stared at him in bewilderment, making no move to follow his father’s instructions. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there like a halfwit!” Marcus scolded him. 
 
    “But where are we going?” asked the boy. 
 
    “We are going to the hospital. You are going to sleep at Miss Rotherwick’s house,” he informed him flatly. “And hurry up; I’ve agreed to meet her at the main door of the museum in ten minutes.” 
 
    Charlie needed a few seconds to work out whether this change of plans was good or bad. “A massive stroke of luck,” he decided at last. He had to take advantage of it however he could. 
 
    He marched upstairs while he thought about everything he should take with him. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Miss Rotherwick showed Charlie to her guest room. He barely had time to settle in and poke around in a couple of drawers when she came to tell him that dinner was ready. Charlie took the sheet of paper with the poem in Latin that he and Lisa had found with the time annulus, and slipped it into his pocket. At dinner he would try to get his host to translate it, and he might even manage to direct the conversation so as to find out the place that the clues in the poem were hinting at. Before he left his house, he had hidden the cape, the bracelet and a few other useful things in the bag that his father had prepared for him. If he was clever enough and luck was on his side, he might be able to go in search of the third annulus that same night and perhaps even find it. 
 
    He would then be able to prove to his big-mouthed sister that she wasn’t needed on the team, that he could work things out for himself and find all the annuli, and even the tomb of Queen Nefertiti, without her help. No doubt she would beg him to let her back on the team, and maybe he would find it in his heart to take pity on her... Perhaps he would take her back, but only if she promised not to give him orders or to undervalue his part in everything they had done. 
 
    Charlie washed his hands and went into the living room, where a classical melody was playing.  
 
    “I guess you really like music, Miss Rotherwick,” he said as he came in. “Every time I see you you’re listening to something.”  
 
    “Call me Helen, my dear,” replied the woman, smiling at Charlie’s observation.  
 
    “Wow, look at the dinner table! It looks like how my mum sets ours when we have guests over.” 
 
    “That is because tonight I have a guest of honor,” she said, nodding her head softly to indicate that she was referring to him. 
 
    Charlie placed the cloth napkin over his knees and tried to put on his best manners to impress his host. She began by asking him the usual questions about school and how he was doing in his studies, but she soon moved onto subjects that were of more interest to both, like the Nefertiti exhibition. More by instinct than by cool calculation, Charlie followed the conversation enthusiastically, without rushing things. Every detail that Miss Rotherwick told him was genuinely fascinating and useful to him to better understand the life and times of the Egyptian queen. In any case, putting on his most charming face and winning his host’s trust at dinner would make it easier for him to ask her to translate the poem.  
 
    Meanwhile, Miss Rotherwick was enjoying their talk a great deal, and was impressed by her guest’s wit, his curiosity and, above all, his knowledge, which was quite extensive for a boy of only eleven years of age. 
 
    “... And many of these pieces were found among the remains of the city or in the tombs in the cemeteries on the city outskirts,” explained Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “And are they going to display the mummy of Pharaoh Akhenaten at the exhibition?” asked the boy. 
 
    “Well, actually, Akhenaten’s tomb was never found. There are suspicions that one of the mummies found in the Valley of the Kings in Thebes might be his, but nobody knows for certain.” 
 
    “In Thebes?” echoed Charlie in surprise. “I thought the pharaoh didn’t like Thebes and that’s why he ordered the city of Amarna to be built in the middle of the desert.” 
 
    “And you are quite right, my dear,” said the woman with a pleased expression.  
 
    Maggie really must have been proud of how knowledgeable her son was. 
 
    “But then why did he have his tomb built in Thebes and not in Amarna?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “It is believed that they originally buried the pharaoh and other members of the royal family in Amarna, but due to the threat of tomb raiders, they moved them to the Valley of the Kings, where they would be better protected.” 
 
    “Oh, of course!” exclaimed Charlie.  
 
    That would explain why Nefertiti’s tomb had been empty. 
 
    “But you wouldn’t know when they moved them, would you?” he asked. 
 
    “It is believed that it could have been a few years after his death, when the capital of the kingdom was moved back to Thebes.”  
 
    “Hey, Helen, do you know whether they’ve ever found any unpainted tombs?” asked Charlie, trying to make sense of what they had seen in the queen’s tomb. 
 
    “Unpainted?”  
 
    “Yes, you know, with no paintings on the walls or any of that.” 
 
    “This question wouldn’t be related to your investigations, would it?” asked the woman, recalling the remark that Maggie had made the day before. 
 
    The boy froze. How could Miss Rotherwick have known? 
 
    “My investigations?” he repeated. 
 
    “Yes, the investigations that you and Lisa are conducting on Queen Nefertiti,” she explained. 
 
    Charlie felt seized by panic. How on earth had she found out? 
 
    “How do you know that we’re investigating her?” he asked, almost involuntarily. 
 
    “Your mother told me, my dear. I hope you don’t mind my knowing.” 
 
    “Our mother knows?” asked Charlie, his surprise growing by the second. “I haven’t told her anything; it was going to be a surprise,” he added, thinking of the moment when he and his sister would give Maggie the clues to find the queen’s tomb. 
 
    “Perhaps Lisa told her, or perhaps you two haven’t been careful enough with your secret and your mother has found you out. Don’t forget that she is a very intelligent woman.” 
 
    Charlie made an expression as if he didn’t understand what she was talking about. Then Miss Rotherwick took out the map of Amarna and handed it to him, certain that the boy would remember that they had left it in the book. Instead, Charlie thought that his sister must have shown it to his mother, who in turn showed it to Miss Rotherwick. Typical of Lisa, he thought, who was as careless with her own secrets as she was with other people’s. She was as much of a blabbermouth as she was a nosy parker.  
 
    But if their mother knew everything, why hadn’t she said anything to him, other than that they should be careful? Did she really think it was alright for them to travel back in time as long as they were together, like when they went to visit her at the museum? Knowing Lisa, she would have told only a small and carefully-chosen portion of the truth and, as always, her mother would have swallowed it hook, line and sinker. No doubt she would only have talked about the palaces and the artworks, but not a word about the guards or, of course, the dinosaurs. 
 
    “And what does my mother say?” he asked curiously. “Does she think it’s okay?” 
 
    “Not only that, my dear. She is very proud of you both, and I assure you that if I were her I would be too,” explained the woman, thinking of how well-mannered and knowledgeable these two children were. 
 
    “You think it’s okay too? You don’t mind if we investigate on our own?” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick found this question strange. It was obvious that there was nothing wrong with their trying to learn about Nefertiti and her life, and trying to crack the mystery of her tomb was much more interesting and educational than any video game. But the noble-hearted Maggie always insisted that without Miss Rotherwick she never would have discovered the significance of the papyrus scroll she found in the museum, and she always made sure that both of them received the credit. Perhaps that was why the boy was mixing up fantasy and reality, and somehow felt an obligation to ask for permission from her as well. 
 
    “Not only do I not mind, but I am tremendously pleased about it,” she said, with a touch of emotion. “And I hope you won’t hesitate to come to me if you need help with your investigations.” 
 
    Charlie was stunned. It was clear that he had misjudged both his mother and Miss Rotherwick. And perhaps his father as well. The fact that it was no longer a secret robbed the mission of some of its excitement, but there was no doubt that it would also have its benefits. 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it, I do need your help,” he confessed, “because our investigation has hit a road block.” 
 
    “A road block?” repeated Miss Rotherwick curiously. It would be delightful to know how these two children played at being archeologists. 
 
    “Yes, we went into Nefertiti’s tomb, but it was empty.” 
 
    “Empty?” asked the woman, eager to hear the details of their game. 
 
    “Completely empty. There was absolutely nothing. The outside wall was knocked down and so were the inner walls; the entrance to the tomb and to the funeral chamber. But the weirdest thing of all was that there wasn’t a single painting or sculpture. Nothing. There was nothing. A little strange for the tomb of a queen, don’t you think?” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick was surprised, once again, by the extraordinary knowledge of this eleven-year-old boy, and the peculiar nature of the story that he and his sister had made up. 
 
    “That’s why I asked you about the paintings, because of course it seemed pretty strange to me,” continued Charlie. “But now I understand that it would have been silly to make a tomb with paintings and all that stuff if you’re just going to pack it all up and take it to Thebes. That’s probably what Anki was trying to tell us.” 
 
    “Anki?” asked Miss Rotherwick, assuming that the children must have had a friend involved in the game as well. 
 
    “I mean Ankhesenpaaten,” said the boy. “You know who that is, right?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” replied the woman, marveling at the fact that Charlie also knew of her. “She was the third daughter of Akhenaten and Nefertiti, and Great Royal Wife to Tutankhamun, with whom she reigned for only a few years.” 
 
    “That’s the one,” replied Charlie matter-of-factly. “I call her Anki because it’s simpler, but of course when I met her she was still a princess and she wouldn’t have minded. We became good friends, you know?” 
 
    His host’s expression suggested to Charlie that perhaps she didn’t believe that he had really struck up a friendship with the princess, so in part to convince her and in part to show off, he took from his pocket the ribbon that the Egyptian girl had given him when they had said goodbye. Miss Rotherwick stared at it in astonishment; it looked a lot like others they had in the museum. Her first reaction was to wonder whether the children hadn’t taken their game a little too far, suspecting that perhaps they had stolen it from Maggie’s office on one of their visits. Then she noticed that the weave was in perfect condition and even looked new. The colors were vivid and bright, not dulled by the passage of time. Perhaps it was an imitation, although it would have taken a knowledge of weaving that was far too sophisticated for a simple children’s game. 
 
    While Miss Rotherwick pondered these things, Charlie went on recounting the details of his story without even taking a breath. 
 
    “Me and Ankhesenpaaten got along really well, and we had no trouble understanding each other even though we didn’t speak the same language. When we left, she gave me her ribbon and a kiss, and to Lisa she only said goodbye with a nod. We didn’t want to go into her mother’s tomb while she was there, so we agreed we’d go back later. Then we decided to go back a week earlier, but the bracelet got stuck and we could only go back as far as nine years later, to 1327 B.C. Weird, isn’t it? And when we got there, we found the tomb was empty, with no paintings or anything.” 
 
    As Miss Rotherwick went on listening to the story she began to sense, without knowing why, that what Charlie was describing was more than a mere children’s game of make-believe. 
 
    “Then Lisa blamed me, as if I could control what the ancient Egyptians were doing or make the bracelet work when I wanted it to,” said the boy with a shrug.  
 
    “The bracelet,” said the woman, in an attempt to clarify what he was talking about. 
 
    “Exactly, because we didn’t know half the things the book of instructions says because they’re in Latin, and we were going everywhere with only two annuli, instead of the four the professor said there were.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick felt her heart skip a beat. She knew beyond any doubt that the boy was referring to Professor Conwell. At some point in the conversation, her words had made her guest believe that she knew something, something that she did not actually know but had suspected for many years. A secret that Horatio Conwell had always concealed and that Maggie’s children seemed to have uncovered now that they were living in his old house. Something related to the poem in Latin that she had translated for them before and which the boy was now about to reveal to her unwittingly.  
 
    That was when she realized that she had to tread cautiously and follow the conversation closely, quietly picking apart every detail, undoing every thread with the utmost care until she had at last unraveled the mystery. She held her tongue to avoid giving herself away. She had Charlie’s complete confidence, so she left it to him to lead the conversation. She only nodded and agreed with him. 
 
    “And that’s where I need your help, because me and Lisa are mad at each other.” 
 
    “Of course, my dear,” said the woman, measuring her words. “And what do you need?” 
 
    “I need you to translate the poem,” said Charlie, taking the sheet of paper out of his pocket and handing it to Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    She took it as naturally as she could, trying to keep her hands from trembling and to bring her heartbeat back to its normal rate, fearing that Charlie might hear it pounding. For a few seconds she sat in silence while she struggled to control her emotions, which ran wild when once again she saw the handwriting of her beloved Professor Conwell. 
 
    “Do you have something to write with?” asked Charlie, oblivious to what she was feeling. “It helps to have the translation on hand when you’re looking for the annulus.” 
 
    “Of course,” replied the woman, rising to get a paper and pen, which she gave to the boy. 
 
    Then she cleared her throat and dictated her translation slowly. Now and then she made a pause and repeated what she had said so that he could get it all down. It was essential that Charlie did not suspect a thing. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Marcus looked once again at the clock on the wall in the hospital waiting room. Under normal circumstances, his kids would have been in bed asleep for quite some time. He took out his cell phone and saw that he had three missed calls from Maggie. Before dialing her number, he cleared his throat and took a swig from a bottle of water he had just bought. 
 
    “Hello, darling,” he said when she answered the phone. “How are they treating you?” 
 
    “Marcus!” replied Maggie in a sleepy voice. “What’s going on? I called the home number over and over and nobody answered. And I called your mobile again and again too...”  
 
    “I’m sorry, I only just realized. I think the house phone isn’t working and I didn’t hear the mobile. The kids complained that you hadn’t called, but I thought you’d probably gone out to dinner with the people from the museum.” 
 
    “They invited me. They’re very good hosts. But I was too tired. So I had dinner here at the hotel and then went to bed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for waking you. Any progress?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “It’s still early days.” 
 
    “Anything new there? Are the kids alright?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine. Nothing exciting happening here,” lied Marcus. “I’ll call you tomorrow so you can talk to the kids. Get a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “Alright, darling. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    As if trying to wipe it clean, Charlie ran his hand over the paper on which he had just written the translation of the poem and read it aloud: 
 
    “There were more than thirteen hundred 
 
    when forty thieves came in,  
 
    all of them illustrious, some of them exceptional. 
 
    Zeus’ daughter welcomed them 
 
    not so much for their wealth  
 
    as for their indispensable wisdom. 
 
    Fifteen steps and then ten more  
 
    will lead you to the resting place  
 
    of the pure-hearted thief’s apprentice, 
 
    written by one of the forty  
 
    with absolute mastery.” 
 
    “Was the professor ever in jail?” he asked when he finished. 
 
    “Of course not, my dear!” answered Miss Rotherwick, rather taken aback by the question.  
 
    Charlie tried to explain. 
 
    “You see, every annulus has been in a library where the professor spent a lot of time. In some poems he said they were his favorite places.” 
 
    The woman nodded; the boy was right. 
 
    “So we have to find out which library he’s referring to, and as it says here that there are a whole bunch of thieves, well...” added Charlie to justify his question. 
 
    “I’m afraid he’s referring to his club, the social club he belonged to,” she replied. “The professor went there nearly every evening.” 
 
    “And there were thieves in his club?” asked Charlie, a little confused. “I thought there would be important people there, rich people.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick let out a laugh. 
 
    “And you are quite right. Professor Conwell was a member of the Athenaeum Club, one of the most prestigious in all of London. It was created not so much for men of great wealth as for esteemed intellectuals, the most outstanding figures in the fields of the humanities, the sciences or the arts. Its name is taken from Athena, goddess of wisdom, the arts and learning, and Zeus’ daughter. You see, at a few points in its history the club suffered from some financial difficulties, and to resolve them it increased its member numbers. For the second expansion, when it had 1,360 members, it was found that this wasn’t enough and it was decided to admit forty more. This group came to be known as the ‘forty thieves’. But as the professor says in his poem, those thieves included some very illustrious people, like Charles Dickens and Charles Darwin.” 
 
    “And there was a library in the club?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “Of course. The Athenaeum Club has one of the best private libraries in the whole city.” 
 
    “Great. And you wouldn’t happen to know the address and the hours of this club, would you?”  
 
    The woman walked over to her desktop computer and looked up the information online. 
 
    “107 Pall Mall. And it closes at 11 p.m.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick checked her watch and was horrified to see how late it was. The time had flown by. 
 
    “My goodness! It’s five to eleven! If your parents find out that you were still up at this time...” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I won’t tell them. Besides, this is the perfect moment to visit the Athenaeum.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, my dear. It is very late, you have school tomorrow, and...” 
 
    “Hey, Helen, you wouldn’t want to come with me, would you?” interrupted the boy. “I think I could do with a little help to find the annulus.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick didn’t know what to say. On one hand, she knew that Charlie should be in bed, but on the other, she was dying to crack the mystery, to see with her own eyes what all this was about, and she might not get another chance to do it. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” said Charlie, taking her silence for assent. “I’ll just go get a few things.” 
 
    The boy rushed into his room and pulled the cape out of his bag. He took Marcus’ GPS and entered the address of the Athenaeum in to obtain its coordinates. With the utmost care, he set them on the bracelet, correcting the position to ensure he would appear inside the building and not in the middle of the street, and then slipped it onto his wrist. Finally, he put on the cape, grabbed his flashlight and went back to the living room to find Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Marcus was beginning to get desperate, with no book on hand to calm his nerves, when a tall man wearing a long white coat and an amiable smile burst into the waiting room. 
 
    “The Milfords?” he asked. 
 
    Marcus looked around him for a response that could not possibly materialize: he was the only one in the waiting room. 
 
    “The family of Elisabeth Milford?” said the man in the long white coat. 
 
    “It’s Wilford,” replied Marcus with relief. Finally there was some news about his daughter. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said the man, scribbling the correct name on one of the sheets on his clipboard. “I’m Dr. Price.”  
 
    “How is Lisa?” asked Marcus, offering his hand to the doctor to introduce himself. “I’m Marcus Wilford, her father.” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “She’s in a stable condition. She still has a fever and a headache. We’ve run a lot of tests, and fortunately we’ve been able to rule out various serious conditions, like meningitis.” 
 
    Marcus wasn’t entirely assuaged by this news; he could see that the doctor had more to tell him. 
 
    “But she’ll have to stay here,” continued the doctor, “until we have a clear diagnosis. We’re running more tests and perhaps tomorrow we’ll have a clearer picture.” 
 
    “Can I see her?” asked Marcus, visibly worried. 
 
    “You can stay the night here with her, if you wish. Her room is 1504.” 
 
    Marcus went to pick up his things when the doctor turned around to ask him one last question. 
 
    “Excuse me, but has your daughter or any member of your family traveled abroad recently?” 
 
    “No. Well, my wife has gone to Paris, but she hasn’t come back yet. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Just a routine question,” replied the doctor, before turning to leave. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Robert Newman had only just begun the night shift and was already feeling drowsy. His co-worker Dennis had changed his shift on him, and as always he had done it at the last minute. It was incredible how Dennis was always messing up the schedules that had been posted weeks in advance without anybody telling him off for it.  
 
    Robert had been working for more than ten days straight, without a single day off, and he felt too exhausted to face another long night on guard in that gloomy old building. And meanwhile, the dissolute Dennis would be enjoying a night of revelry with one of his many girlfriends, all thanks to the excuse that he’d come down suddenly with a cold. 
 
    Sitting at the table set up to one side of the wide entrance hall, Robert tried to keep himself awake by reading the sports pages, but his eyes closed obstinately while he just barely kept his head propped up on one hand. Every now and then, sleep would overtake him and his head would bob down before lurching back up to its original position. He had been carrying on with this pitiful, neck-breaking dance for some time, until suddenly a noise brought him to his senses. He despised that old building and the way it creaked like the bones of an old woman; but this sound had been different from the others, sharper and more intense, and suggestive of a foreign presence. When he heard it, he opened his eyes and, without knowing why, turned his gaze toward the stairway. 
 
    Then he saw them there, on the first landing. An older woman with a boy embracing her. The woman was wearing a black overcoat; she had her eyes closed and looked a little stunned. The boy was wearing a cape that covered his whole body, and he looked at Robert with a half-smile that sent a terrible shiver right through him. Robert sprang up in his chair and rubbed his eyes before looking again to confirm the shocking sight before him. At that instant, the ghost of the boy gave him a smile that he would never be able to forget, and waved goodbye; he then put his arms back around the poor woman, who still had her eyes closed, and the two disappeared. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie looked around the elegant hall and deduced with considerable satisfaction that they were inside the Athenaeum Club. He had practiced a lot with the bracelet and had become quite an expert with it. He could accurately calculate how much he should alter the coordinates in order to appear inside a building and, once there, how much he should turn the dials to move a few yards in one or another direction. He had also learned that to go up or down from one floor to another he had to appear on the ramps or stairways that connected them, just as he would if he were walking. 
 
    A few yards ahead was a beautiful and stately marble staircase that led to the second floor, and a sign indicating that the library was upstairs. The only problem was that there was also a security guard sitting at a table, his head leaning on one hand. The building had a night watchman, which was something he hadn’t counted on. 
 
    Luckily, the man hadn’t seen him; indeed, he seemed to be asleep. Miss Rotherwick was still recovering from the dizzying effects of the cape and had her eyes shut tightly, completely unaware of the risk they were running of being found out. 
 
    Charlie decided not to lose his nerve and to keep going. He only needed to make a few quick appearances and disappearances on the stairway to reach the second floor. If he did it quickly and discreetly, neither the guard nor Miss Rotherwick would realize what was going on. And if things turned ugly, he could simply use the cape to get them back to her house and at worst have to face a mild reprimand. It was worth a try. 
 
    The boy adjusted the dials and appeared with Miss Rotherwick on the first landing of the staircase. The woman was still in a daze and had her eyes shut. Charlie looked over to the guard and saw that he was still asleep. So far, so good. He calculated the distance to the second flight of stairs leading up to the second floor, and adjusted the dials on his bracelet. But just as he made to turn the clasp, the security guard opened his eyes and stared straight at them. His bovine gaze turned into a look of terror and he went pale as if he had just seen a pair of ghosts. No doubt the poor man would have considered the possibility of thieves breaking into the building, but never that the intruders would be a boy and an elderly woman. That would only happen in nightmares... nightmares of ghosts. 
 
    Charlie froze for a moment. They’d been found out, and under these circumstances the logical thing to do would be to set the dials to go back to Miss Rotherwick’s living room. But then Miss Rotherwick, who hadn’t seen a thing, would want to know what had happened. And explaining it to her wouldn’t help at all, because then she might decide that using the cape was too dangerous. No, he needed to present only the cape’s positive side, leaving out the potential hazards its use entailed. 
 
    Besides, although he didn’t know why, the security guard didn’t look to him like much of a threat. His uniform couldn’t neutralize the dopey expression on his face, which, mixed as it was with fear, really looked quite comical. This thought emboldened Charlie a little more, and a sardonic smile broke out on his face. He then tried to make his expression as macabre as possible and raised his hand to wave to the stunned guard, before turning the clasp on the bracelet and transporting himself and Miss Rotherwick up to the second floor. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Robert needed a few minutes to recover from the shock before picking up his walkie-talkie. 
 
    “Alpha 2? Alpha 1 here. Come in, Alpha 2.” 
 
    Alfred Sullivan, the guard on duty upstairs, answered in an annoyed tone. In his more than twenty years in this job, he had never before had such terrible work partners. One was an incorrigible party-boy who skipped work whenever he felt like it; the other, a total idiot who seemed to think that being a security guard was the same as working for Her Majesty’s Secret Service. 
 
    “What do you want, Robert?” he asked, making his irritation as obvious as he possibly could. 
 
    Robert didn’t know how to answer. If he said anything about ghosts to Alfred, all his co-workers would make fun of him mercilessly. They already did whenever they could, and almost always for no reason. And now if he gave them a wonderful excuse like this, there wouldn’t be a single person in the whole company who would miss the chance to laugh at him. 
 
    “I think I heard something,” he said at last. “Possible intruders in the building. Keep on the alert.” 
 
    “This building is more than a hundred and fifty years old, Robert. It’s mostly made of wood, and the wood creaks. Of course you heard something!” replied the veteran security guard. “Don’t bother me again with your tomfoolery.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie looked at the four walls of the room where they had just appeared and saw that they were covered with bookcases. It was the third room they had visited in their brief but eventful journey through the Athenaeum Club.  
 
    After dodging the security guard, they had arrived on the second floor and immediately after that had zapped into another room that appeared to be a lounge, with comfortable leather couches for the club’s members. All of the rooms were lit dimly by the building’s emergency pilot lights and the occasional lamp that had been left on here or there. The rooms were very large and had a stately look. From the lounge they went onto a room full of tables and big curtains draped over some enormous windows. Then they appeared in what must have been the restaurant, and finally, just when Miss Rotherwick was beginning to sway from her dizziness, they came to a large room with more leather couches and shelves lined with books, although not enough to warrant a title as one of the best libraries in London. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick opened one eye and staggered over to one of the couches to sit down. 
 
    “Oh my God!” she moaned, covering her face with her hands. “What happened?” 
 
    “Don’t worry; it makes you a little dizzy at first, but you get used to it. I hardly even feel it now.” 
 
    The woman took a deep breath and lowered her hands. She couldn’t believe what her eyes were showing her; it was simply impossible.  
 
    “The Athenaeum Club!” she exclaimed, incredulous. “We’re inside! H… h... h... how did you do it?” 
 
    Charlie smiled without saying a word, and she remembered that she shouldn’t keep asking questions if she didn’t want to make him suspicious. She had no idea how much of all this she was supposed to know, and if she asked the wrong question the boy would realize that it had all been a sham, a big misunderstanding. The best thing to do was to go along with it and take in everything that happened.  
 
    So far, what had happened was utterly fantastic, not to mention unbelievable. The boy had brought her to the Athenaeum Club, and not merely to the front door, but inside one of its reading rooms. And apparently they had done it with the help of nothing more than a velvet cape. A cape with powers to transport people from one place to another and, it would seem, to do much more, given that at dinner Charlie had spoken of a visit to one of Nefertiti’s daughters. 
 
    “It’s an incredible sensation, although I didn’t expect to be so dizzy,” she said, trying to play down her shock. 
 
    “You’ll be fine in a minute. Okay, let’s start looking,” said Charlie, taking out the sheet of paper with the translation of the poem.  
 
    Miss Rotherwick nodded. They had to try to find the “annulus” that the boy had mentioned, which seemed to have something to do with the cape and with Professor Conwell. In the process, she would be able to gather a little more information about what was going on. 
 
    “Alright,” she said. 
 
    “The poem talks about fifteen steps,” remarked the boy. “I guess that refers to the staircase at the entrance that you have to go up to get to the library. Except I think it had more steps than that.” 
 
    “This isn’t the library, my dear. It’s one of the four reading rooms next to it. They’re all connected, so I think the library should be that way,” said Miss Rotherwick, pointing to a door at the far end of the large room. 
 
    Charlie took his flashlight out of one of his pockets and they walked together to the door. 
 
    “Helen, if you’re not a member here, how do you know this place so well?” 
 
    “The Athenaeum Club is open to visitors, and I came to see it a few times. I also have a book on the most prestigious clubs in London, and of course, it has a lot of information about this one.” 
 
    When they reached the door she turned the knob, but it wouldn’t open. 
 
    “Oh dear, I think it’s locked,” she said. 
 
    “I’m afraid we’ll have to use the cape again,” remarked Charlie. “But it’s only a few yards; this time you won’t even feel it.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Old Alfred Sullivan was still sitting at the table at the end of the hallway on the second floor of the Athenaeum Club. Since his dimwitted partner’s interruption he had managed to read the “Finance” section without being disturbed again. He spread out his newspaper and turned the page to fold it carefully, ensuring that all the corners were together and the paper looked neat and tidy in spite of its enormous size. 
 
    When he had finished the operation and was about to begin reading the “Society” pages, he was interrupted once again. But this time, it wasn’t his stupid partner. 
 
    Alfred rose to his feet and pricked up his ears. He could hear voices; a woman and a boy, he thought. Perhaps Robert had brought in a radio, despite the fact such things were not allowed. But curiously, the voices were not coming from downstairs, where his partner was on guard, but from the drawing room, which was on the second floor, a few yards away from his table. 
 
    Alfred picked up his walkie-talkie to confirm his partner’s position. 
 
    “Where the devil are you, Robert?” he asked gruffly. 
 
    When he heard the question, Robert knew that Alfred had come across the intruders too. 
 
    “A... a... at my post,” he replied, swallowing hard. 
 
    “Have you turned a radio on somewhere?”  
 
    “No, Alfred, I don’t have one here. According to point 7.2 of the Internal Regulations, radios aren’t permitted.” 
 
    Alfred shook his head in annoyance while he walked toward the room where the voices were coming from. The door was locked, and before opening it he put his ear against the wood to check if he could hear anything or if it had just been his imagination. At that moment, Robert came up behind him, trembling with fear. Alfred knew that his partner wasn’t cut out to be a night watchman, but now he was paler and more frightened than he had ever seen him before.  
 
    “What the devil’s the matter, Robert?” 
 
    “You saw them too.” 
 
    Alfred didn’t reply. 
 
    “The woman and the boy. You saw them,” stammered Robert.  
 
    “No, but I heard them. They’re in there,” answered Alfred, while searching for the key to open the door. 
 
    “Be careful, Alfred. They’re... they’re not... They were on the stairs, and then, ‘whoosh!’, they just disappeared.” 
 
    “What the devil are you trying to say, lad?” 
 
    Alfred put the key in the lock, irritated and slightly unnerved by Robert’s remark. He opened the door slowly, and peeked in through the opening. Robert felt his heart beating madly, and without realizing he clutched at his partner’s arm before stepping into the room. 
 
    “What the devil do you think you’re doing?” Alfred snapped at him, shaking his arm free. 
 
    Robert let go shamefacedly, and the two guards entered the room. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie pointed his flashlight at the walls of the room so that he could see it more clearly. Now they really were in a library, the most beautiful library he had ever seen. All the walls were covered by tall, stylishly framed wooden book shelves, reaching up at least thirty feet high. The roof was decorated with elegant plaster moldings and from the center hung a round lamp with a classical design. On a side wall, a flight of steps led up to a wood and metal platform that ran alongside the shelves, which, far from spoiling the room’s appearance, vested it with a magical quality, seeming to invite the visitor to explore it. Two enormous leather couches sat near a marble fireplace, and in different parts of the room there were reading tables adorned with busts of distinguished members of the club. It was a very special library, different from any other he had seen before; this library had a soul.  
 
    Charlie was impressed, and he privately promised himself that when he grew up he would join the Athenaeum Club. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick looked at him with a knowing smile. 
 
    “It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” 
 
    The boy answered her with a nod. Then he remembered the reason they were there, and the security guard who had seen them downstairs. They had to hurry to find the annulus and get out of there as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Do you think the steps that the poem mentions are those ones there?” he asked. 
 
    “Perhaps, my dear. Let me check just one thing,” replied Miss Rotherwick, taking the flashlight out of his hands. 
 
    Instead of going to the stairs, she approached a large cabinet on one side of the room with innumerable little drawers, each one marked with a sign on the front. Miss Rotherwick shone the flashlight over the drawers in the tallest row and stopped when she came to a sign that read: “Dav-Drew”. She opened it and browsed the index cards filed inside it, flipping them between her fingers with amazing agility. 
 
    “Here it is,” she said, pulling out one of the cards. “Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens. Shelf 25.” 
 
    “How do you know?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “Oliver Twist tells the story of a poor boy who suffered terrible tragedies, including having to work as a thief for a wicked man. Fortunately, it has a happy ending. It is a masterpiece of English literature, written by the great Charles Dickens.” 
 
    “One of the forty thieves. The story of the pure-hearted thief’s apprentice, written with mastery by one of the forty,” added Charlie, looking over the professor’s poem. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick gave him a pleased nod; it was clear that Charlie was a very clever boy. She then went over to the shelves on the lower level and shone the light on a small white plate with a number at the top.  
 
    “These are the shelves with the lower numbers; 25 must be up there somewhere.” 
 
    She began climbing the steps and Charlie began to follow her. But then suddenly, without a word, he turned around and made for the door. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Robert and Alfred advanced slowly through the large, long room. It appeared to be empty; absolutely empty. The men scoured it from one end to the other, checking every corner and space between the furniture.  
 
    As he walked, Alfred began to feel increasingly silly. He had allowed himself to be influenced by a ridiculous story cooked up by the stupidest security guard he had ever had the displeasure of working with in his forty long years on the job. It was true that he had heard voices, a boy and a woman; but his half-wit of a partner claimed that he had seen them and that they were actually ghosts. And worst of all, Robert didn’t know how to keep his mouth shut; sooner or later he would tell all their co-workers how the two of them had scoured the club in search of a couple of apparitions, and he would describe it like he was Agent Mulder from The X Files. The ridicule would go on for years; he would have to put up with it until he retired. 
 
    “There’s nobody here, for the love of God!” he grumbled. “This is all a lot of nonsense!” 
 
    “But, Alfred, you yourself said that...” 
 
    “Nonsense! We’ll move forward our twelve o’clock rounds and that’s all! Go back to your post and do the rounds of the ground floor. And not a word about ghosts... to anyone!” 
 
    Robert stared into space without saying a word, which would have satisfied Alfred that the matter was settled... if it weren’t for the fact that his partner’s expression looked more stunned than ever. 
 
    “Alfred,” said Robert. “There are lights on in the library.” 
 
    Alfred bolted around and looked toward the door at the far end of the room; it was a double-leaf door with windows at eye level, giving a view into the adjacent room. Indeed, a light, probably from a flashlight, was moving around inside the library. Now there could be no doubt: somebody, whether of this world or the next, was inside the building. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie crouched down next to the door and peeked cautiously through the glass. He had heard something on the other side; a man’s voice, speaking in an annoyed tone. He could also see a shaft of light moving around wildly, pointing toward the windows in the library door. 
 
    Fortunately, Miss Rotherwick was absorbed in the adventure of finding the annulus and, judging by the expression on her face, she was having a wonderful time. The whole experience seemed to have made her twenty years younger. Her eyes shone brightly and she hadn’t stopped smiling even for a moment. She had already climbed the first flight of steps and was almost to the top of the second. It was amazing to watch her, but truly terrifying to hear her count the steps aloud, so as to confirm to Charlie that the poem was referring to the steps in the library and not to the stairway at the entrance to the club, as if it really mattered by that point. 
 
    “Twenty-three, twenty-four, twenty-five. It’s here!” exclaimed the woman. “Now we just have to find the book!” 
 
    Charlie smiled half-heartedly. Then he raised his head very slowly and carefully to see what was happening on the other side of the door. He was horrified to see the guard he had startled a short while earlier, still with the same stunned expression, but this time accompanied by an older man who looked considerably smarter than his companion. The older man appeared quite cross and was telling off his partner. Charlie couldn’t hear what he was saying, but the man was gesticulating wildly and gesturing that they should leave. The boy sighed in relief. He was too far away from Miss Rotherwick to be able to leave suddenly if the two men came in, and he couldn’t have transported over to her with the cape because the steps were too narrow and it would have been impossible to hit upon the exact position. 
 
    He peeked out again to make sure that the two men were leaving. But something seemed to have changed: they were both staring at the door now and talking to one another. Then they began walking slowly in the direction of the library. 
 
    Charlie jumped up and turned around to check on Miss Rotherwick’s progress. She had now reached Shelf 25, had located the copy of Oliver Twist and was opening it up to check inside. She wasn’t bad at all for a beginner. However, she still had to deal with the hardest part: finding the exact hiding spot of the annulus, an operation that might take an instant or a good while longer, depending on the luck and the inspiration of the searcher.  
 
    Meanwhile, the guards were advancing toward the door slowly but surely. From his crouched position, the boy studied their faces. They were scared, although each man showed it differently. The younger man looked besieged by panic, while the older man seemed to be making a great effort to control his fear, as if he believed that duty must always come before one’s personal feelings. The boy watched them with a worried look; he could see he didn’t have much time. He had to act decisively and he had to do it fast. 
 
    He ran from the door over to the foot of the staircase where Miss Rotherwick was. 
 
    “Have you found anything?” he whispered. 
 
    “Not yet,” she said, intuitively replying in a low voice. 
 
    “Look for an envelope hidden in some hiding spot that would be protected over time, something like a secret trap door, just like in spy movies,” explained Charlie. “Remember that the professor was very clever and he knew what he was doing.”  
 
    “Of that you can be sure.” 
 
    “I need to go to the loo, but I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “In that case I’ll go with you, my dear.” 
 
    “Believe me, Helen, there are some things that a person has to do on his own,” replied Charlie as he turned around. 
 
    The woman smiled at the boy’s answer and went on searching for the hiding spot he had described. Meanwhile, Charlie crept stealthily back over to the door, turned the dials on his bracelet and disappeared.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Alfred slapped his partner out of the way while he pulled the keys out of his pocket. 
 
    “Get off it, man! Can’t you see it’s locked?” 
 
    He stuck the key in the lock and turned it a couple of times. Just as he was about to pull down the handle to open the door, he heard a voice behind them that just about gave him a heart attack. 
 
    “Good evening!”  
 
    The two guards both spun around at once. A few yards from them they saw the slim face of a boy of around eleven. He was completely draped in a cape so black that it blended in with the darkness of the room and created the illusion that his head was floating in the air without a body to hold it up. The sight was so terrifying that neither of the men could find words to speak. Then the boy disappeared from in front of them and reappeared in another part of the room. 
 
    Robert stifled a scream of terror. 
 
    “Do you see that????” he wailed at his partner. “I told you they were ghosts!!!”  
 
    Charlie made an effort to keep a serious look on his face; the dopey guard had given him just what he needed to take care of the situation.  
 
    “Hey, are you two here alone, or are there others?” 
 
    The two men swallowed hard, quite unable to speak. Then the boy disappeared again and reappeared in yet another part of the room. 
 
    Old Alfred stared at him speechlessly, fearing an imminent cardiac arrest. He was far too old to wrangle with a ghost and live to tell the tale. 
 
    “Others?” asked Robert. 
 
    “Yes, other people apart from you.”  
 
    “Why do you want to know?” asked Alfred, worried that the question might be a strategy to find out whether they had sufficient reinforcements to stop the ghosts from carrying out whatever plan they might have. 
 
    “It’s an important detail for a ghost,” replied the boy, flashing once more from one point in the room to another. “Don’t take it the wrong way. This place is very nice, but if there aren’t any people to frighten, it gets kind of boring. I don’t think we’d stay.” 
 
    Although by that time it was obvious, the fact that the boy had acknowledged that he was a ghost terrified the two men all the more. 
 
    “If you’d stay?” asked Alfred. 
 
    “My grandmother and me. She’s a library ghost and she’s very happy here because she says it’s a really nice one.” 
 
    The guards nodded while the boy disappeared and reappeared again in another corner of the room. 
 
    “But I don’t like reading, so if there’s nobody to scare, I get bored.”  
 
    “Well, at night here it’s all pretty quiet, right, Alfred?” said Robert. 
 
    “And during the day too,” replied his partner. “It’s a club with very few members. It’s very old, and very expensive.” 
 
    “Oh, jeez!” said Charlie, trying to look disappointed and to keep from giving away just how much he was enjoying this game. 
 
    “I think you’d have more luck at the Reform Club,” suggested Alfred. “It has more members and the library is much better than this one.” 
 
    “And it’s not so cold at night and the restaurant is excellent,” added Robert in an effort to support his partner’s suggestion. 
 
    “Shut up, Robert!” Alfred snapped at him. “Ghosts don’t get cold or hungry.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Well, because they’re, you’re...” Alfred decided not to finish his sentence so as not to offend the boy, although his pained expression made it clear that he was about to say that it was because ghosts were dead. But when he saw his partner staring at him with a clueless look, he tried to find a way of concluding the matter. “Well, because they don’t!”  
 
    “And do you know if this Reform Club is far from here?” asked the boy. 
 
    “Not at all! It’s right next door, at 104,” replied Alfred. “And it closes later than we do, so there are a lot more people at night than there are in this club.” 
 
    “Yes, by this time we’re the only ones here, and, not that you don’t frighten us, but pretty soon we’d get used to you, so...” Robert’s explanation was cut short when Alfred jabbed his elbow into his stomach. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I see,” said the boy. “In that case I’m going to tell my grandmother before she gets too comfortable in this library. She has a habit of staying until she’s read all the books.” 
 
    The boy began walking toward the door to the library and the two men moved apart fearfully, giving him room to pass through. But then the boy stopped suddenly before he had even touched the door. 
 
    “Thank you very much, you’ve both been very kind,” he said. 
 
    And then he vanished.  
 
    The men moved instinctively over to the library door, although they didn’t dare to open it. With their faces pressed up against the glass, they watched the boy walk through the adjacent room and climb the steps to where the ghost of his grandmother stood. 
 
    “Have you found it?” Charlie whispered so that the guards wouldn’t hear him. 
 
    “Oh, yes, I’ve got it,” she replied, completely oblivious to what was happening. She showed him an envelope with an hourglass seal on the back. “I was just looking at a few books while I waited for you. There are some real antiques here, first editions of masterpieces... it’s an absolute treasure trove.” 
 
    “Would it be alright if we got going now? I’m a little tired...” said Charlie, making sure that his body was blocking the view of the door. 
 
    “Of course, my dear. It’s very late,” replied the woman. “I’ve been having such a good time that I didn’t think to go look for you.” 
 
    Charlie smiled by way of forgiveness. Then he threw his arms around her and they disappeared together, to return to Miss Rotherwick’s living room. 
 
    On the other side of the door, Robert and Alfred breathed sighs of relief when they saw them disappear. The Reform Club would now have its own resident ghosts. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie opened the envelope containing the third annulus while Miss Rotherwick was still recovering from the effects of the journey on her comfortable couch.  
 
    “‘Indumentum anulus’,” read the boy, leafing through a notebook of instructions that came with the device. 
 
    “The clothing annulus,” translated Miss Rotherwick, still in a daze. 
 
    “Almost everything here is in Latin, just like the others.” 
 
    “The others?” 
 
    “Yes, the notebooks that came with each annulus. We don’t really know what they say.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can help you to translate them,” offered Miss Rotherwick. Seeing the notebooks would help her to understand how the cape worked, she thought. 
 
    “That would be great,” yawned Charlie, who seemed suddenly to have become extremely drowsy. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick looked at her watch and blushed when she saw how late it was. 
 
    “Good heavens, my dear! Get off to bed and leave the notebook for me to translate. Tomorrow I’ll tell you what it says.”  
 
    “Aren’t you going to bed?”  
 
    “I will shortly. I’m going to have a cup of herbal tea first. Leave the cape and bracelet here too; I might need them,” she added casually.  
 
    Now that she knew the extraordinary powers that the cape had and that Charlie could go anywhere he liked with it, she felt she had to keep him from using it, at least while he was in her care. 
 
    “I’ll leave you everything except the bracelet. Lisa made me swear not to give it to anybody,” answered the boy openly. “But don’t worry, there’s a drawing in the notebook that explains how it works.”  
 
    The woman nodded. She had the cape, which appeared to be an essential element to be able to travel from one place to another, and that would be enough, at least for tonight. 
 
    Charlie said goodnight and went off yawning to the guest room. As she watched him leave, Miss Rotherwick couldn’t help but feel guilty. She knew what she had to do, but the child was too young to understand it; he trusted her completely and that made her feel as if she were betraying him. It would be a long time before he would be able to forgive her; so long, in fact, that she would very probably never again enjoy the friendship of that charming boy. 
 
    “Sleep well, my dear,” she called after him sadly. 
 
    Then she went into the kitchen to prepare her tea.  
 
    Absorbed in her thoughts, she put the kettle on and popped a lime blossom teabag into a cup. She then pulled four boxes of medicines out of a drawer, which she left open, and took a pill out of each one of them. One by one, she lined up the little colored pills next to the cup, leaving the boxes scattered around the table. 
 
    She performed each movement mechanically, while she tried to remember everything Charlie had told her that night. She knew that each word, each detail was important to be able to crack this extraordinary mystery, to work out exactly what powers the cape had and how Charlie and Lisa had used them. Lost in her ruminations, she didn’t hear the boy enter the kitchen. Then suddenly, she heard his voice behind her. 
 
    “You have to keep it in here, with the others, to protect it,” said Charlie, handing her the Book of Time.  
 
    Miss Rotherwick started at the sound of his voice and snapped out of her reverie at once. She didn’t want him to see her pills; indeed, she had waited for him to go to bed to take them. As if he could read her mind, the boy looked over to the boxes and the blister packs with the colored pills spread around the table. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Are you sick?” he asked with a hint of curiosity, without giving the matter much importance. 
 
    “No... I’m fine,” replied Miss Rotherwick hesitantly, visibly uncomfortable with the situation. 
 
    “Well for someone who isn’t sick you sure take a lot of medicines,” said the boy, eying them thoughtfully. 
 
    At that moment, Miss Rotherwick swept the boxes into the drawer with her hand and pushed it shut with her knee. Then she leaned on the counter, using her body to block his view of the cup and pills lined up next to them. 
 
    “I said I’m fine!” she said sharply. 
 
    To Charlie this reaction seemed a little too aggressive for somebody who was fine, and he had to bite his tongue to keep himself from making this observation aloud. It was clear that Miss Rotherwick was not going to tell him about it even if he asked, and that she was more troubled about it than she was letting on. Indeed, it was the first time he had seen her lose her composure. 
 
    All of this was quite intriguing and worthy of a detailed investigation to uncover the reason for her secrecy. He would wait for the right moment to find out what all those medicines were for. In the meantime, to keep her from guessing his intentions, he faked a smile and a little yawn. 
 
    “All the notebooks are in this binder; you can put the one we’ve found in here too,” he said. “If it’s alright with you, you can tell me what they say tomorrow.” 
 
    “Of course, my dear,” replied Miss Rotherwick, doing her best to put on a calm face.  
 
    Charlie then went over to her and stood on his toes to give her a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “Thank you, Helen. My mum was right when she said you’re a wonderful person.” 
 
    Finally he turned around and went straight off to bed.  
 
    Miss Rotherwick stood perfectly still, holding the binder that the boy had given her and feeling absolutely miserable about betraying his trust.  
 
    Meanwhile, behind her, the kettle began whistling insistently for a gentle hand to take it off the fire.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Miss Rotherwick was parking her car in front of Charlie’s school when her cell phone began to ring. 
 
    “Good morning, Marcus,” she said when she picked it up. 
 
    “Hello, Helen,” replied a worried voice. “Have you dropped Charlie off at school yet?” 
 
    “Not yet, my dear. I was just parking the car.” 
 
    “Thank God! Please, bring him to the hospital right away. Come in by the emergency door and ask for Dr. Price. We’ll be waiting for you.” 
 
    “What’s the matter, my dear?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when you get here. But please, come straight to the hospital. Don’t stop anywhere along the way.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    When they got to the hospital, Charlie and Miss Rotherwick were met by Dr. Price and Marcus, who brought them at once into a private room. Both men were wearing concerned expressions; indeed, Charlie couldn’t remember ever having seen his father look so serious before. Neither he nor Miss Rotherwick dared ask what was happening or how Lisa was; they just waited patiently until the men were ready to tell them. 
 
    Marcus cleared his throat before he began to speak, as if he needed to release the tension that had built up inside him. 
 
    “Charlie, Lisa is sick... It’s nothing serious, but it could have been fatal. Luckily, they detected the disease in time, before it had a chance to develop, so she’ll be alright in no time.” 
 
    Marcus paused for a moment. 
 
    “This disease is transmitted by fleas, fleas from rats.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick opened her eyes wide, but said nothing. There were only a handful of diseases that Marcus could be referring to, and all of them were very serious indeed. Any doubt she might have harbored about the powers of the cape disappeared at once on hearing this news. 
 
    “Lisa told us that you two found a stray cat near the museum,” Marcus went on, “and that she stroked it; but she couldn’t remember whether you had touched it too.” 
 
    Marcus, the doctor and Miss Rotherwick all looked at the boy, waiting for his answer. But Charlie was so confused about what he should or shouldn’t say that he didn’t even realize that his father was asking him a question. 
 
    “Charlie, did you touch that cat?” his father asked flatly. 
 
    The boy gave no reply. The only animals that he and his sister had gone near recently were the horses they had ridden to get out of Amarna, but he wasn’t even sure if horses could get fleas.  
 
    “What’s the name of the disease that Lisa’s got?” he asked, while thinking over the answer he should give. 
 
    “Bubonic plague,” replied Dr. Price. “It is caused by a species of bacteria, Yersinia pestis, which is transmitted by fleas on rats. It is generally found in hot and humid climates, so its presence in London is extremely strange, especially at this time of year. It is also odd that it was a cat that transmitted it, but perhaps it had been in contact with an infected rat. That’s why we need to know whether you touched it.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t touch it. In fact, I told Lisa she shouldn’t pet it because it looked like it was sick,” lied Charlie. 
 
    “Cats can’t catch the plague,” said his father. “At most they might be carriers of the fleas, which are the ones that transmit the disease.” 
 
    “Well, maybe it had rabies; I don’t know, but that cat had something,” insisted the boy. 
 
    “Fortunately, the disease is in its very early stages, when it can’t be passed from person to person, because the bacteria haven’t reached her lungs,” explained Dr. Price. “However, as you were with her when she touched the cat, we had better run some tests on you too. Don’t worry, if you had the disease you’d already be displaying some of the symptoms by now.” 
 
    Charlie nodded as if giving permission to the doctor, who pressed a button to call in a nurse. The nurse appeared a minute later carrying a small tray with a needle, a rubber band and some test tubes. Without a word, she tied the elastic to the boy’s arm and then stuck him with the needle, taking out far more blood than seemed reasonable to Charlie. 
 
    . . . 
 
    After some time, which to Charlie seemed interminable, Dr. Price came back with the results.  
 
    “As we suspected, you’re clear, young man,” he told the boy, messing up his hair, which always seemed to attract grown-ups’ hands when they wanted to celebrate some good news. 
 
    The doctor then left the room to attend to other patients. 
 
    “Alright then,” said Marcus, “I’ll walk you out to the exit.” 
 
    The three left the room and made for the elevator. Miss Rotherwick observed Marcus as he walked slowly, slightly slouched, the beginnings of a beard on his face. 
 
    “Why don’t you go home for a shower and rest for a while, my dear?” asked the woman. 
 
    “I have to stay with Lisa.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I can stay here until you get back. Go on, I’ll call you if anything happens.” 
 
    “That way we can visit her,” added Charlie. “The doctor said she’s not contagious.” 
 
    “Luckily, we got her here in time, so she’s not,” replied Marcus. “But don’t get her worked up, she’s a little tired.” 
 
    “Go on, then,” insisted Miss Rotherwick. “I’ll take care of the children until you get back.”  
 
    Marcus looked at her thoughtfully for a moment. Given that he had to spend the night again in the hospital with Lisa, it would be good to have a chance to wash up and change his clothes. He still hadn’t told Maggie anything, as he had wanted to wait until he knew whether Charlie was sick, but now he had to call her and let her know what was going on. He also had to call Mrs. Davis to ask her to look after Charlie until Maggie got back. Everything was happening so quickly and Marcus felt that the situation was spinning out of his hands. 
 
    “And don’t worry about Charlie,” added Miss Rotherwick, as if she had just read his mind. “He can stay at my place for as long as is necessary. He’s a wonderful boy and I’m enjoying his company immensely.” 
 
    Marcus let out a brief sigh. 
 
    “Thank you so much, Helen. You have no idea what a huge help that would be.” 
 
    The woman responded with a gentle smile. 
 
    “It’s nothing, my dear.”  
 
    “I won’t be long,” said Marcus, almost apologetically. 
 
    He gave Charlie a kiss on the forehead and said goodbye. 
 
    “I’m so relieved you didn’t touch that cat,” he said to him. 
 
    Before he left, he turned back to Miss Rotherwick to ask her one last favor. 
 
    “Maggie still doesn’t know anything,” he said. “I’ll call her as soon as I get home and have cleared my head a little.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick understood at once what he was hinting at. 
 
    “Don’t worry. If I talk to her, I won’t say a word about this.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa’s room was well-lit and quite large, although it felt to Charlie like the heating was on too high. When he entered he saw his sister leaning back in bed, perusing a few teen magazines that her father had bought her. 
 
    “Hi!” she said on seeing her brother, but her tone immediately turned more formal when she saw who was with him. “How are you, Miss Rotherwick?” 
 
    “How are you feeling, my dear?” asked Miss Rotherwick with a smile. 
 
    “Alright. Last night they started me on antibiotics, so I feel a lot better today.” 
 
    “They already knew it was the plague last night?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “No, they didn’t find out till this morning, but they gave me the antibiotics as a preventive measure, because as soon as they saw the lab reports they knew I had some kind of infection,” explained Lisa. “And how are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m not sick because I didn’t touch that animal,” said Charlie, alluding to the story Lisa had made up as a cover for their trip to Amarna. 
 
     Although the boy had talked about their secret with Miss Rotherwick the night before, he thought it best to back up his sister’s story in the interests of keeping up the impression that the cape was essentially harmless. 
 
    For her part, Lisa had cooked up the story on the spot when Dr. Price had kept asking her whether she had been in contact with any rodent or wild animal in recent days. Although she couldn’t say so, she was quite sure that she had picked up the infection in the prison cells at the headquarters of the Pharaoh’s Guard. She never saw any rats, but the whole time she was in there she had the sensation that something was crawling around near her in the dark. 
 
    “Well, that’s good news,” she said, relieved to see that her brother had corroborated her alibi. 
 
    “And it’s not the only good news,” added Charlie jubilantly. “We found the Indumentum anulus, the clothing annulus.” 
 
    Lisa felt her heart skip a beat. The night before, in spite of her fever and how sick she felt, she had lied to her father and the doctor in order to conceal everything they had done so that nobody would know about their time traveling, the existence of the cape or anything else related to it. And now here was her brother talking about annuli right in front of Miss Rotherwick as naturally as if he were chatting about the weather. 
 
    “You what?” she asked furiously, already intuiting what her brother had done the one night she had left him alone. 
 
    “We found it, Lisa. Helen and me. It was in Professor Conwell’s club. In the library, of course,” explained Charlie, lowering his voice on the last sentence, as if he were sharing a secret. 
 
    “Helen and you!” said Lisa, not failing to notice that her brother was referring to Miss Rotherwick by her given name.  
 
    It was clear that whatever had happened was even worse than she could have imagined. 
 
    “What the heck have you done, Charlie?” she asked in a rage. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick knew that the moment had come for her to step in. 
 
    “He hasn’t done anything, Lisa. Actually...” 
 
    “Actually, Helen found out because you told everything to Mum,” interrupted Charlie in a clearly remonstrative tone. “And of course, Mum told her...” 
 
    “I didn’t tell Mum anything,” said Lisa, pausing briefly between each word to leave no doubt. “Absolutely nothing. I don’t know how she found out, but I assure you it was not from me.” 
 
    Charlie’s defiant expression gave way to a look of utter bewilderment, and he turned his gaze back to Miss Rotherwick in search of an explanation. For the first time in his life, it seemed, he had been rendered speechless. 
 
    “My God!” said Lisa, shaking her head in disapproval. “One night. I left you for one night.” 
 
    “But she knew! She had the map of Amarna with the coordinates, and she told me that Mum had told her about our investigations into Nefertiti and that she was proud of us,” said Charlie. “Tell her, Helen.” 
 
    Lisa looked to Miss Rotherwick, in the hopes of some kind of explanation.  
 
    “Your mother mentioned that you were investigating Nefertiti when she gave me back the book I had lent you, but she was referring to reading about her and things like that. I found the map inside the book and had planned to give it back to your mother so that she could give it to you. But when Charlie came to my place, I showed it to him. And we talked about it, each of us understanding something different, and one thing led to another, until...” 
 
    “Until you both ended up visiting the professor’s club to look for the annulus,” snapped Lisa. 
 
    “Yes, something like that,” said Miss Rotherwick, who had begun to feel like a wayward teenager whose mother had just caught her coming home from a wild night out. 
 
    Silence reigned in the room for a moment. 
 
    “Well, that’s cleared up then!” announced Charlie, in an effort to cut the tension. 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” retorted Lisa, glaring at Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    She could sense that the woman would not be keeping their secret. 
 
    “You must understand, Lisa. They have to know,” confessed Miss Rotherwick. “In view of what you’ve just been through, and what I saw when Charlie took me to the Athenaeum Club, and what I read in the book Charlie gave me last night... This is too much power for a pair of children... and I can’t keep it a secret.” 
 
    “What I’ve just been through has nothing to do with the cape,” lied Lisa. “It was a stray cat.” 
 
    “Come now, Lisa. It is suspected that there was an outbreak of bubonic plague in Amarna that caused the death of nearly all the members of the royal family in the space of a few years. And all three of us know that you two went there, no doubt to that very point in time.” 
 
    “I told you it was the cat,” replied Lisa firmly. “Dr. Price himself told me there are places where the plague is still active; reservoirs, he called them. The cat was in a central tourist area, a part of town where people come from all over the world, and who might have brought a flea...”  
 
    “Be that as it may, I cannot accept the risk, my dear.” 
 
    “But I told you that in Amarna we only saw the princess, and I can assure you that when we were with her she didn’t scratch even once,” said Charlie, trying to back up his sister’s story. “There’s no way she had fleas, or even lice. Then we went to the tomb, but it was totally empty and there were no rats. And I told the doctor about the cat myself when he asked me this morning.” 
 
    “I don’t think it was quite like that, my dear,” replied Miss Rotherwick, trying to avoid further debate. 
 
    This was proving much harder than she had imagined. 
 
    “Miss Rotherwick, we only want to help my mother find the queen’s tomb. That’s all,” said Lisa solemnly, in a desperate effort to convince her. “If you tell her, she won’t let us keep investigating because she’ll think it would be like cheating. She might even drop the project when she finds out. But you yourself told us that the discovery of the tomb would be a major finding, that it wouldn’t just be a triumph for our mother, but for the whole British Museum. You said that it would be so important that it would return the museum to its former splendor, that it would put it back at the top in the archeology world. I thought the museum mattered to you, that you would do anything in your power to raise its prestige; and now that we need your help, you’re turning your back on us.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick listened anxiously to Lisa’s words. The girl had found her weak spot and was working on it as eloquently as she could. 
 
    “You know that I can’t...” she tried to explain. 
 
    Despite her words, her face showed clearly that Lisa’s speech had made an impression, so Charlie decided to take up the cause as well. 
 
    “Please, Helen, just this once... Just let us try, for Queen Nefertiti, for the museum, for poor Ankhesenpaaten.” 
 
    “What you are asking of me is impossible,” said the woman in a voice that lacked conviction. 
 
    “Define ‘impossible’,” retorted Charlie with a mischievous smile, believing they had it in the bag.  
 
    As she looked at his expression, Miss Rotherwick realized that she was on the point of giving in and, feeling cornered, she decided to make a break for it before it was too late. 
 
    “I’m going to get a soft drink. Would either of you like me to bring you something?” 
 
    She then picked up her bag and left the room in a hurry. 
 
    . . . 
 
    After taking a shower, Marcus collapsed on the bed and began pondering how he would tell Maggie about what had happened and how angry she would be that he hadn’t told her sooner. His wife had barely been gone for a day before their daughter was admitted to the hospital.  
 
    Marcus closed his eyes for a moment, imagining how he would break the news, but then suddenly sleep overcame him. He still had his cell phone in his hand when he felt it vibrate and heard it ringing. 
 
    “Hello?” he answered sleepily. 
 
    “Hello, darling!” came Maggie’s voice. 
 
    Marcus looked at the clock on his bedside table. It was barely 12:30 p.m., rather early to be receiving a call from his wife. 
 
    “You’re calling early. Is everything alright?” 
 
    “Yes and no. I have good news and bad news.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “We’ve reviewed the diary of Louis Costaz, one of the secretaries of the Institut d’Égypte that Napoleon founded in Cairo,” said Maggie, knowing her husband’s extensive knowledge of history made further explanations unnecessary. “There’s a part in it where he goes into great detail about the presentation that Vivant Denon made to the members of the institute after his eight months traveling around Upper Egypt with the troops of General Desaix.” 
 
    “And is there something important there?” 
 
    “More than that. It mentions that Denon came back with various objects, including three statuettes and two papyrus scrolls, which he bought from a local merchant in Thebes. According to what Denon told them, the seller insisted that they were objects stolen from a tomb in the old Theban necropolis.”  
 
    “He bought them from a tomb thief?” 
 
    “So it seems. And here comes the best part: it says that one statue depicted a man with a shaved head, wearing several golden armbands and dressed in a leopard skin.”  
 
    “A high priest!” replied Marcus, who knew that these were the only people who could wear such attire.  
 
    “The other two were of a bearded man wearing a headdress with two long feathers and a circle at its base.”  
 
    “Statues of the god Amun!” said Marcus. “And they were all in the same tomb?” 
 
    “According to the merchant, yes. And that wasn’t all. He also told Denon that on the walls there were paintings depicting the man in the leopard skin making offerings to the man in the headdress. Unfortunately, Denon wasn’t able to go see the tomb because General Desaix ordered the French army to leave the city in a hurry.” 
 
    “Good God! Then it could only be the tomb of a high priest of Amun in Thebes,” added Marcus. “And does it say anything about the papyrus scrolls?” 
 
    “The diary mentions that Denon numbered them in pencil on the back with the marks ‘VD 1/2’ and ‘VD 2/2’. But there’s no other description, at least nothing we’ve found. That’s part of the bad news.” 
 
    “Bad? I wouldn’t say that! You have a document that explains the origins of the papyrus scrolls, that connects them to a tomb of a high priest of Thebes, and that even describes the markings on the papyrus scroll that you found.”  
 
    Maggie listened to her husband, trying to find comfort in his reasoning. 
 
    “Is there any drawing of the statues or any information on what became of them?” asked Marcus. 
 
    “We believe that two of them, the ones of the priests, are in the Louvre. It seems they were brought by the scholars when they convinced the British troops to let them keep their documents and a few objects they didn’t consider especially valuable. We’re checking the diary against the records of the period to confirm whether they’re the same statues.” 
 
    “Come on, Maggie. Don’t you realize what this means? If you can prove that these statues are connected to the papyrus scrolls and date them to the era of Nefertiti, you’ll be able to support your theory.” 
 
    “Yes, the statues were part of the good news. But as you just said, they would serve to support my theory, not to prove it. I can’t prove beyond all doubt that the papyrus scrolls are talking about Queen Nefertiti, or even that the one in the British Museum is one of the two scrolls Costaz mentions in his diary.” 
 
    Marcus didn’t know what to say. Maggie was right. With what she had so far she could develop a theory that would give a new perspective on Queen Nefertiti, a theory that was quite sound and certainly unprecedented, but that could never be proven. 
 
    “You said that in the Louvre there are two statues, but that Denon bought three,” he said, trying to find a line of investigation that his wife could follow up on. “Is there any clue about the other one?” 
 
    “We’re searching the records for a mention of it and of the second papyrus scroll, in case they managed to bring them to Paris. But they don’t appear to be here. It seems the archeologists were only able to get two statues out; the other one stayed in Cairo at the Institut d’Égypte, along with the two papyrus scrolls on Nefertiti.”  
 
    “But if that’s true,” continued Marcus, “Hutchinson’s troops must have confiscated them and brought them to London. The statue of Amun and the two papyrus scrolls must be in the British Museum, but you’ve only actually found the first one.” 
 
    “I know, and that’s the last part of my bad news. Because we didn’t know about the existence of the statues yet, we focused on looking for the second papyrus scroll. But I can assure you that we turned all the collections at the British Museum upside down and it’s not there,” said Maggie glumly. “Our only hope now is that a miracle might happen and we’ll find it in the Louvre, or at least some document that says something of its whereabouts.” 
 
    “Maybe somebody made a copy of the scroll, like someone did with the Rosetta Stone. Perhaps it will be in the diary... or somewhere else...” offered Marcus, trying to cheer her up. “Don’t be so pessimistic. You have a lot of clues to follow up on. One of them will lead you somewhere, you’ll see.”  
 
    “Darling, I might find the information today, or it might take me a few days...” 
 
    “Don’t worry, stay for as long as you need to,” replied Marcus. He now felt completely unable to tell his wife what had happened to Lisa. After all, their daughter was fine and everything had worked out. 
 
    “Are you all managing without me?” asked Maggie, whose feelings of guilt over not returning home as planned were easy to detect. 
 
    “Perfectly! We don’t need you here,” replied Marcus in a teasing tone. “You’re getting closer, honey. You’re a great researcher.” 
 
    “Thanks, darling,” replied Maggie, feeling more cheerful. “I’m going to call Helen to tell her everything. I assured her that she would be the first to know of any discovery, but I needed to tell you first.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did. Leave out the part about the bad news. Everything you’ve told me is marvelous and I’m sure that you’re going to find something more.” 
 
    As soon as he hung up the phone, Marcus wrote a text message as quickly as he could. 
 
    “Maggie is going to call with some news. Please don’t tell her anything.” He pressed the send button, praying that Helen Rotherwick would receive it before his wife made the call.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Miss Rotherwick had just come back into Lisa’s room when she received Maggie’s call.  
 
    “Maggie, my dear!” she said, making signs for the children to keep quiet. “How is everything going there?” 
 
    Charlie and Lisa could hear their mother’s voice as a tiny murmur emerging from Miss Rotherwick’s phone. She was talking quickly and seemed to have a lot to tell. 
 
    “Good heavens, my dear!” exclaimed Miss Rotherwick, breaking into a smile that did not bode well for the children’s hopes of continuing their investigations. 
 
    Maggie went on with her explanations. 
 
    “You don’t say! The high priest!” said Miss Rotherwick, who looked happier every moment. 
 
    And as they listened to the little murmur of their mother’s voice recounting the details of her inquiries, Charlie and Lisa felt increasingly uneasy. 
 
    “You’ll see, something will turn up, my dear. It all has to have been documented, and fortunately we’ve sent our best researcher to find the missing piece,” said Miss Rotherwick, encouraging her. 
 
    It sounded like their mother had made some progress, but not enough. There might still be a chance for them. 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course. Call me any time, whenever you like. I’ll wait eagerly to hear from you.” 
 
    When she hung up the phone, Charlie and Lisa were looking at her, waiting for her decision like two convicts on death row. 
 
    “Your mother has found a clue that might lead her to the papyrus scroll,” she explained, “which means I don’t think your help will be necessary.” 
 
    Charlie and Lisa swallowed hard in unison. 
 
    “For the moment I won’t tell your father anything. The poor man has enough troubles right now. But as soon as Maggie gets back I’ll tell them everything, and then they will decide what they think is best for you.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie left the hospital feeling an overwhelming sense of defeat. He and Lisa had been on the point of convincing Miss Rotherwick, and would surely have succeeded if they had persevered a little longer instead of talking more than they should have. But now if she told their parents about the cape, they could forget all about time traveling.  
 
    They made the trip back together in total silence, so Miss Rotherwick put a little music on to relax while she drove. 
 
    “Mozart?” asked Charlie, who by now was becoming familiar with the musical tastes of his host. 
 
    “It’s The Magic Flute,” she replied. “The last opera that Mozart composed.”  
 
    “It’s not bad.” 
 
    “It’s fantastic,” asserted the woman vehemently. “It premiered just two months before he died and was a huge success right from the beginning.” 
 
    “And that was a long time ago, huh?” 
 
    “Quite long ago, yes. The opera premiered on the 30th of September 1791, at the Theater auf der Wieden in Vienna.” 
 
    Charlie made an effort to engrave those details on his memory. He and Lisa had not lost the war yet; there was still a battle to be waged, a battle that would decide everything. And thanks to that music, he had just hit on the strategy that would make them invincible. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XV: The Magic Flute 
 
    Charlie locked himself away in the bathroom with the Book of Time. Miss Rotherwick had left it on her desk the night before, along with the cape, which she had hung over the back of the chair. When she had come back home that evening she had begun preparing dinner and hadn’t taken the precaution of putting them away, apparently trusting that her orders would simply be obeyed or that there was no risk in leaving them out in full view. An oversight typical of someone who doesn’t live with children, thought Charlie, while he quietly slipped the book under his arm. Neither of his parents would ever have committed such an obvious mistake. 
 
    Once in the bathroom, the boy sat down on a small chair next to the radiator and looked through the notebook for the clothing annulus. 
 
    “Bingo!” he exclaimed when he saw that, along with the usual writing in Latin, there were several illustrations explaining how it worked. 
 
    Thanks to these pictures he was able to work out that the clothing annulus provided time travelers with different types of clothes, from which they could choose the ones most in keeping with the time and place they were traveling to. The options were classified according to a rather basic social division, but suitable for nearly any place and time they might visit: religious, military and three social levels: high, middle and low.  
 
    Without hesitation, Charlie moved the dial to the setting for the high social level. He then hid the book under his jersey and flushed the toilet before leaving the bathroom to justify his presence there. 
 
    With the utmost stealth he slipped into his bedroom and closed the door. He opened his bag, hid the Book of Time inside it and took out his father’s GPS, which he used to search for theaters in Vienna. Luckily, the one that Miss Rotherwick had mentioned was still around. One by one he read the names on the list displayed on the device, until he saw “Theater auf der Wieden”. Everything was working out perfectly. Careful not to make a mistake, he entered the coordinates of the theater on the bracelet and the date of the premiere of The Magic Flute, which he had memorized on the drive home. Finally, he crept noiselessly out of the room and over to the desk, where he took the cape that was hanging on the back of the chair. Once he had put it on and done it up, he went to look for his travel companion. 
 
     She was in the kitchen, serving up a couple of plates of spaghetti that smelled delicious. It was a shame to have to leave without trying it, but perhaps he could have it when they got back.  
 
    “Helen, would you like to go out tonight?” he asked as he moved toward Miss Rotherwick, a moment before he threw his arms around her. 
 
    The woman turned around with a smile, which evaporated at once when she saw that he was wearing the cape. 
 
    “What on earth are you up to, young man?” she demanded, an instant before she felt the ground under her feet and everything around her begin to spin in a dizzying whirl. 
 
    . . . 
 
    When she opened her eyes, she saw her hands resting upon an exquisite bottle-green silk skirt. Charlie had sat her down in a red leather armchair on one side of an enormous hall, and was waiting patiently at her side for her to recover from the vertigo. By this stage, he hardly suffered any adverse effects from time traveling; at most he would sway a little for a few seconds upon arriving at his destination. But it seemed to affect Miss Rotherwick more than usual; she got extremely dizzy and needed several minutes to recover. 
 
    The woman sighed in resignation, prepared to discover the devilish plan that her young house guest had concocted. As she raised her head to look around her, she had the sensation that she was wearing something large and heavy on her head. When her eyes turned to Charlie, she recalled the brief conversation they’d had in the car on the way back from the hospital, and at once she understood when and where they were. The boy had defied her by using the cape again, but she couldn’t help but feel extraordinarily excited about where he had brought her.  
 
    Charlie was wearing a wig dusted in white powder, with ringlets on either side of his face and a ponytail gathered up with a large satin bow. From under his cape emerged a beautiful blue silk dress coat with fine embroidery of gold and silver, trousers to match, a frilled shirt and shoes with large gold buckles. He looked like a star from a period film, a movie set in Imperial Vienna about the life of Mozart himself. 
 
    “You are a devil!” exclaimed Miss Rotherwick, aware that her remark had more a ring of approval than of a scolding. 
 
    Charlie let out a laugh. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” he said, taking her by the hand and bowing to her politely. “The most elegant lady in all of Vienna.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick lowered her head to thank him, while taking care not to shake off her headpiece. She then stood up and walked over to a huge golden mirror nearby to see how she looked. The boy hadn’t lied; she looked magnificent. Her gray woolen outfit had been transformed into a spectacular green silk dress; her cooking apron was now a silk cape with borders of sable; and her simple pearl necklace was now a dazzling piece of jewelry set with a large, tear-shaped emerald. The weight she felt on her head was an elegant headpiece with feathers and green silk bows, perched tentatively on top of a wig of white-dusted curls. Even the money she had been carrying in her pockets had been transformed into florins from the era. Obviously, Charlie had learned how to use the clothing annulus without her help. 
 
    “I feel like Cinderella after the visit from her fairy godmother,” she said with evident excitement. 
 
    A group of ladies standing nearby were looking her over, whispering among themselves, shooting envious glances at her attire and especially her jewelry. Charlie watched them with amusement and then turned to Miss Rotherwick, offering her his hand ceremoniously. 
 
    “Let’s go see if there’s a free box we can sneak into.” 
 
    They crossed the hall together and walked up the steps of the theater, while men and women turned to admire them and ask one another who such a refined looking lady might be.  
 
    At the door to each box was an usher responsible for helping the audience members to their seats. Charlie and Miss Rotherwick walked on discreetly, looking from one side to the other to see if there was a box that was empty.  
 
    “Good heavens, my dear!” exclaimed the woman. “I have never sneaked in anywhere in my whole life!” 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything,” replied the boy. “And if they catch us, at least nobody will recognize you.” 
 
    The woman smiled at Charlie’s comment, although she didn’t find it particularly reassuring. She knew that what they were doing was wrong, because their trip back in time was against her orders and because they didn’t have tickets to that night’s performance. But she also knew that the boy had brought her to see the premiere of The Magic Flute, and not just the opening of any opera season at Covent Garden, but its very first performance in history, conducted by Mozart himself, on September 30, 1791. Just like Adam with the apple dangling in front of him, this was a temptation too strong for her to resist. 
 
    “It looks like that box over there is empty,” said Charlie, adjusting his bracelet to transport them directly inside it. 
 
    They both appeared in a small vestibule that led into an enormous and completely empty theater box. Miss Rotherwick gaped, speechless as she looked out over the packed audience. The musicians were tuning their instruments in the orchestra pit, while on the main floor a few stragglers were making their way to their seats. In the boxes, the aristocratic families spied on one another through their golden spectacles and greeted each other with a smile and a slight nod of the head. 
 
     Charlie and Miss Rotherwick had just taken a seat when a lady and a gentleman appeared. 
 
    “Excuse me, madam, but I believe this is my box,” said the gentleman with a bow. 
 
    Charlie froze when he heard him. He didn’t understand a word of German, but he was able to guess what the man was saying. Miss Rotherwick also froze for a moment when she realized they had been caught red-handed, while the gentleman and his wife looked them over carefully. It was the woman they had seen down in the entrance hall. They didn’t know her or realize that she was not from Vienna, but her dress and her jewels suggested that she was a great lady of the nobility, and before entering the box they had been speculating about her identity with acquaintances in the hall. The gentleman discreetly checked the lady’s fingers in the hope of finding a ring with a family coat of arms that might have given them a clue, but she only wore a single ring with a large emerald that almost matched the size of the one hanging from her spectacular necklace. 
 
    “I am very sorry, sir. It appears there has been a mix-up,” replied the unknown lady in perfect German. She had a slight accent, but neither the man nor his wife were able to identify it. 
 
    Charlie smiled with relief when he heard her; thank God Miss Rotherwick could speak German. She made a signal to him and stood up to leave the box. Although the situation was rather embarrassing, she raised her head in a haughty gesture and kept her dignity. But then the gentleman’s wife stepped in front of her. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself, madam,” she announced ceremoniously. I am the Baroness of Zweibrücken and this is my husband, the Baron. We would be most honored if you would accompany us in our humble box this evening.”  
 
    Miss Rotherwick smiled politely and lowered her head in acceptance of the invitation. 
 
    “I am Lady Helen Rotherwick, Duchess of Arlington, and this is my young grandson, the Honorable Charles Edward Wilford, Marquis of Northampton. The honor is ours.” 
 
    Charlie gave a small bow on hearing his name linked to a noble title, while the Viennese lady stifled a squeal of delight. 
 
    “Are you not a cousin of King George?” she asked. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick smiled without answering and the Baroness took this to mean that she had guessed correctly.  
 
    With her eyes she gestured to her husband to seat their distinguished guest and her grandson at the front of the box where everybody would be able to see them. All the aristocratic families of Vienna were attending the premiere that night and all of them had noticed the mysterious lady. Nobody knew who she was, but it was evident that her birth was high and her fortune considerable. And by an incredible stroke of luck, she had appeared in their box, and had agreed to share the evening with them; and she had done so in front of everyone. Now everybody would think that the lady was really their guest and would imagine that they were friends or perhaps even relatives. 
 
    It would be the talk of the town for the next few weeks. And she, the Baroness of Zweibrücken, would be the most sought-after woman in all of Vienna, and indispensable at any social gathering for some time to come. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Once the show began, Charlie tried his best to follow the plot of the opera. The music he had heard in the car was pretty good and the title certainly sounded interesting. The beginning, where a prince was chased by a snake who wanted to eat him, was promising enough; but the story fell apart pretty quickly when the man, instead of fighting for his life, merely fainted. Then the story turned into a confusing parade of strange characters coming on and off the stage, and nothing seemed to make much sense. Three ladies, a man disguised as a bird, a queen dressed in black, a princess, a man who looked like the bad guy... 
 
    Miss Rotherwick, however, was enjoying it enormously. She was thrilled when Mozart made his appearance and began conducting the orchestra. At first she tried to explain to the boy what was going on, but she soon gave up when she realized it was too complicated, and that in any case he wasn’t particularly interested.  
 
    Every now and then the lady in the box pestered her with an effort to engage in conversation, but Miss Rotherwick smothered all her attempts with a polite but brief reply. 
 
    Charlie tried to amuse himself by studying the people in the audience, but he soon became tired and fell asleep out of pure boredom. When he opened his eyes again he felt a little embarrassed, but he relaxed when he saw that the opera had produced a similarly soporific effect on the Baron.  
 
    Miss Rotherwick appeared to notice the boy’s disappointment when he saw that the queen in black was still singing on the stage.  
 
    “It’s almost over, my dear. We’ll get going shortly,” she said to him, placing a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    Charlie waited patiently while he pondered how hard it was to please women and tried to wake himself up; he had to have all his wits about him to be able to make it through the rest of the night. 
 
    A little later, the music ended and the audience rose to its feet to offer an ovation that seemed to him to be rather excessive. He had been watching the crowd and had noticed a number of people who had been at least as bored as he was.  
 
    The actors came out onto the stage for their final bows, and at once they made way for a man in a white wig and a suit like Charlie’s, but with somewhat less embroidery.  
 
    “It’s Mozart!” exclaimed Miss Rotherwick, applauding wildly. 
 
    Charlie fixed his gaze on the man on the stage, recalling what she had told him in the car: he had only two months left to live. The boy tried to detect some sign of illness in his face, but he only looked tired. 
 
    The Baron, who had been awoken by the applause, jumped to his feet and helped Miss Rotherwick to put on her cloak with a multitude of bows, and then assisted Charlie, with rather fewer. 
 
    “Please allow us to take you in our coach, Your Highness,” said the Baroness, inadvertently raising her guest’s aristocratic rank. 
 
    “Oh, please don’t trouble yourself, my dear. We have brought our own,” responded Miss Rotherwick kindly. 
 
    She walked over to Charlie, who was already waiting for her in the little vestibule with the bracelet set to take them back home. 
 
    Annoyed, the Viennese dame turned back to her husband. The fool of a man was putting on his cloak so calmly, without even realizing that their distinguished guest was leaving. His wife chided him to get moving. They had to go after her and interrogate her coach driver to find out where she was staying. But when she turned back to follow her, the lady and her grandson had already vanished.  
 
    Absolutely enraged, she charged out of the box with the intention of hunting them down, but she couldn’t find them in the passageway or going down the stairs either. 
 
    “Where is she?” she asked the theater attendant who had opened the door to her box. 
 
    “Who, madam?” asked the man, looking vaguely bewildered. 
 
    “The Duchess of Arlington, you fool! She left my box only a minute ago.” 
 
    “Excuse me, madam, but you are the first person to come out this door.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Miss Rotherwick collapsed onto her couch with a smile from ear to ear. 
 
    “That was a wonderful night!” she announced, elated. She went over to Charlie and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “That was the best present I have ever been given in my life. Thank you, my dear.” 
 
    The boy felt a little guilty about accepting her thanks. The trip had not been a selfless gift on his part, but a ruse to persuade her to join their mission without informing their parents of the existence of the cape. A rumbling in his stomach made him decide to try to convince her over dinner. 
 
    “Do you think we could eat that spaghetti now?” he asked.  
 
    Miss Rotherwick nodded with a smile. In her excitement she had forgotten that they hadn’t had dinner yet, and luckily they had returned at the same moment they had left. It was seven o’clock again; dinnertime. 
 
    They sat down at the table and began an animated conversation. 
 
    “Have you seen that opera before?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “Yes, several times.” 
 
    “And did you like this performance?” 
 
    “Oh, my dear! This performance was quite incomparable to any other! Did you know that Mozart composed the music for the most important pieces after hearing the actors sing? He made the melody to measure, adapting it to the timbre of their voices and their technical gifts. He was a genius,” she added, shaking her head. 
 
    “I missed a few bits, so I can’t really offer much of an opinion...” 
 
    “I suppose you were bored, but when you’re older I’m sure you’ll like the opera.”  
 
    “Tomorrow night we could go see a performance by the Great Houdini; I’ll bet that would be more fun.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick smiled slightly. Then, almost imperceptibly, her expression turned grim. 
 
    “Your mother called this afternoon, when you were in the bathroom, to say that she’s coming back tomorrow.” 
 
    “So soon?”  
 
    “They’ve confirmed that the papyrus scroll is not in the Louvre. It seems the French archeologists came back from Egypt without it.”  
 
    “And is that good or bad?” asked the boy, who lacked his father’s extensive knowledge of history. 
 
    “Bad, my dear. I’m afraid your mother has lost the only clue we had,” replied the woman mournfully. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Helen!” exclaimed the boy. “We’ll find a new one! We make a good team... I mean, you are going to join our team now, aren’t you?” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick had no desire to become embroiled in another debate on the question and tried to settle things quickly. 
 
    “Charlie... I know that it’s hard for you to understand... Tomorrow when your mother gets back I’ll be telling her everything, my dear.” 
 
    “But if you do that, we’ll never travel back in time again!” protested Charlie. 
 
    It seemed unbelievable to him. Despite the fact that everything had changed, that their mother needed their help, Miss Rotherwick’s position remained the same.  
 
    “I’m sorry, my dear. It’s what I must do,” she said in a very serious, almost solemn tone. 
 
    The boy felt a mixture of rage and helplessness rise up inside him. It was the second time that he had taken for granted that Miss Rotherwick would help them, and the second time she was letting them down at the last moment. He’d had too many disappointments in one day. 
 
    “Come on, Helen. Think it over for a few days...” 
 
    “I’ve already thought it over, my dear,” interrupted Miss Rotherwick, increasingly uncomfortable with the situation. 
 
    “But you know that our mother won’t let us help her. Lisa wasn’t lying when she said that she would think it was like cheating, that she...” 
 
    “I have not changed my mind since this morning and I stand by everything I said to you and Lisa in the hospital,” she said, cutting him off. “I’ve made my decision and there’s nothing further to talk about.” 
 
    Charlie glared furiously at her. In spite of all that he had done for her, and all the fun they’d had together, Miss Rotherwick had gone to the other side without thinking twice about it. It didn’t matter how well they got along or the relationship of trust and friendship that had developed between them. She was simply going to forget all that and act like any other grown-up. She hadn’t even given him the chance to explain, much less to beg her. And that was what bothered him most of all, because he knew that nobody could resist him when he begged. Except for his father, and even he could only do it occasionally. 
 
    “Just think it over tonight,” he said, trying yet again. “Maybe tomorrow you’ll realize that...” 
 
    “I said ‘no’,” she interjected, so firmly that it seemed to Charlie to border on rudeness. 
 
    He shot her a spiteful look, and without another word he rose and went straight into the kitchen. The night before, quite by accident, each one of them had discovered a secret about the other. But unlike Miss Rotherwick, Charlie hadn’t had any intention of telling hers to anyone. But now if she was going to betray him, he would do the same to her, or at least would make her believe that he was prepared to do so. It was rather a despicable tactic, but she had left him no other option. 
 
    She followed him with her gaze as he left the room, still stunned by his reaction. She heard a drawer slam shut and imagined the boy had gone in search of a piece of cutlery or a napkin, although the table had been set with everything they needed. A moment later, Charlie came back holding something in one hand that she couldn’t make out. Miss Rotherwick was left in suspense for a few seconds longer, until the boy placed something on the table next to her.  
 
    It was her medications.  
 
    The previous night she hadn’t been able to react naturally when he came in, and obviously Charlie was too clever a boy not to realize that she had been trying to hide something. 
 
    “Here, don’t forget your medicines,” said Charlie with cold civility. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick stared at him, not knowing what to do. The only thing she knew was that she should remain calm and not let on just how important it really was. She looked him straight in the eye while she reached out and took the boxes. 
 
    Charlie also kept his eyes fixed on hers, studying her reaction closely. It had turned into a duel, with each of them carefully studying the movements of the opponent before launching an attack. 
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” said Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “You take a lot of pills. Will you tell me now what they’re for?” he asked, knowing full well that she wouldn’t. 
 
    “Nothing important,” she answered coolly. “I suppose I’m just getting old.” 
 
    “Then I’ll ask my mother; I’ve memorized the names of the medicines,” he replied in a menacing tone. “I’m sure she’ll be curious to know about it too. I could also look up what they’re for online and tell my mother what it is you’ve got.” 
 
    Charlie’s strike had hit the mark, judging by Miss Rotherwick’s expression. He swallowed hard, waiting for her fierce counterattack. What he didn’t expect was that there would be none. 
 
    “You won’t say anything about this to your mother, my dear. Or to anyone else. I’ll tell her myself in due course,” she replied. 
 
    Her words were firm, uttered in a dry, neutral tone. Charlie wasn’t sure if they were meant as a threat or a plea. 
 
    “Of course not,” replied the boy softly. “We all have our secrets...” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick nodded. 
 
    “... even kids do,” added Charlie cautiously. It seemed that his tactic had completely disarmed her and he felt he shouldn’t try to provoke her again. 
 
    She frowned, revealing she understood. 
 
    “For goodness’ sake, Charlie! Are you blackmailing me?” 
 
    “I’m asking you for a favor. Join our team. You know a lot and you could help us find another clue that my mother could follow. Come on, Helen. Think it over before you say no. Just until we find another clue. I promise we’ll do everything you tell us to.” 
 
    Charlie watched Miss Rotherwick’s expression closely. It wasn’t enough; he had to go that extra mile and beg a little more, now that he had the chance to do it. 
 
    “Do it for the museum, so that it can get back its prestige...” 
 
    “Really, my dear, the museum already has prestige.” 
 
    “Yes, but this would give it even more. You said so yourself,” retorted the boy. “You said that this discovery would put it above all the others, that it would make history. Or was Lisa right when she said that the museum didn’t matter to you? Wouldn’t you like to see it become the most important museum in the world again? Didn’t you say you were willing to do whatever you could for that to happen?” 
 
    “It’s dangerous, my dear. You already saw what happened to your sister,” said the woman. 
 
    “But that didn’t have anything to do with the cape. It was just because she touched a mangy old cat in the heart of London,” rebutted Charlie, who was almost beginning to believe the excuse himself. “You’ve traveled with me twice and nothing bad has happened. Besides, you’ve seen how fast and easy it is to come home when we need to.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick lowered her gaze and said nothing. Charlie decided to press on a little more, certain that he was on the right track. 
 
    “Or do it for poor Nefertiti. If we find the papyrus scroll we’ll be able to explain what her life was really like, and change the image that people have of her.” 
 
    The woman sighed. The moment had come to deliver the final blow. 
 
    “Or for my mother. I know she really respects you, and you yourself said that a chance like this only comes along once every hundred years. She needs our help, Helen, and you know it. And we need you to help us too, just until we find another clue.”  
 
    “You’re very persuasive, my dear.” 
 
    Charlie forced himself not to smile; he couldn’t let it look like a victory.  
 
    Miss Rotherwick gazed hard at him and then lowered her eyes, pondering what to do for a few moments.  
 
    “Alright, young man. You’ve convinced me. I will help you,” she said at last. “But you listen to me. You must do everything I tell you, without exceptions.” 
 
    “Yes, Helen.” 
 
    “There will be rules; rules that you will have to follow... I haven’t worked them out yet, but I can assure you I will.” 
 
    “Alright, Helen.” 
 
    “If you don’t follow the rules or don’t do what I tell you and when I tell you, the deal is off.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll follow them all.” 
 
    “And only until we find another clue that your mother can follow. After that, we’ll tell her everything. And I hope to God she forgives us.” 
 
    The boy moved toward her submissively and gave her a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Helen. We’ll do everything you say.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XVI: Miles and Leagues 
 
    That morning, Max Wellington waited patiently for his secretary to finish serving him his coffee and leave his office before he opened up his laptop.  
 
    He hadn’t received any letters that week indicating any movement of the mysterious time traveler. He contemplated the situation while his computer loaded and connected to the web page of his network of informants, his personal “intelligence center”.  
 
    Only two weeks had passed since he’d received the last clue, the chocolate found in Tutankhamun’s tomb. It wasn’t that much time, so perhaps the traveler simply hadn’t ventured into the past again since his visit to Ancient Egypt. Or perhaps he had, but this time he hadn’t lost anything or left any easily traceable clue behind.  
 
    Either of these scenarios was possible, he thought, but his instinct told him otherwise. He was an experienced hunter, capable of sketching the profile of his prey with only a few hints, and he was almost never wrong. 
 
    And in this case, Max knew that the individual he was chasing was careless with details, negligent when it came to controlling the effects of his time travel, too reckless to avoid risks. Moreover, for some reason this time traveler seemed to be in a hurry. Such haste was odd considering he had his whole life to travel. 
 
    The home page displayed on the screen, and Max moved the mouse to browse the news stories of the last few days. The information was organized by headlines according to the main geographical regions of the world. 
 
    First he browsed North America, but nothing there caught his eye. Then South America, where everything seemed ordinary enough. In Europe, nothing of note...  
 
    He moved on to the Asia page, but before the news stories had finished loading a thought struck him, and with a brisk movement of the mouse he went back to the previous page. The headlines for Europe appeared again on the screen and Max scanned them quickly until he found what he was looking for. 
 
    It read: “UK Department of Health Reports a Case of Yersinia pestis Infection to the World Health Organization.”  
 
    He clicked on the headline to find out more about the story. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa entered the library and approached her father with a furtive smile. 
 
    “Dad, Charlie and I are going to the museum to look around a bit,” she said, trying to sound as nonchalant as she could. 
 
    But Marcus raised his gaze from the keyboard in the middle of typing a sentence, as if her words had pressed an invisible button to capture all his attention immediately. 
 
    “Isn’t it a little too soon?” he asked with a worried expression. “You’ve had a lot of antibiotics and you’re still weak.” 
 
    “Come on, Dad,” the girl protested. “I’ve been locked up inside for days and I need to get out for a while.” 
 
    “This weekend we’ll all go somewhere together, but it would be better for you to stay at home until then.” 
 
    “But I can’t take it anymore... I can’t stand being cooped up like this. Come on, Dad, please. We’ll be back soon,” she begged. 
 
    “It’s cold outside and it’s already getting dark. Why don’t you leave it until tomorrow?” 
 
    “I promise we’ll be right back. Please, Dad. The museum is so close...” she persisted. 
 
    Finally, Marcus unfurrowed his brow, and Lisa knew that he had given in. Her poor father was easy prey, incapable of resisting her pleas. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “But promise me you won’t go touching any cats.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    The news was certainly surprising. In compliance with international protocols, British health authorities had informed the WHO of an isolated case of bubonic plague in the United Kingdom. It was absolutely unprecedented, as it had been many years since a case of Yersinia pestis infection had been reported in Britain. 
 
    The fact that neither the patient nor any of the patient’s family had traveled to any of the endemic areas on other continents, and that the patient lived in optimally hygienic conditions and had contracted the infection in a country with a climate that was unfavorable to the spread of the disease, made this case an extraordinary anomaly. 
 
    Luckily, health authorities had acted quickly and effectively. The subject’s condition had been correctly diagnosed and treated in a very early stage of its development. As a result, the possibility of an epidemic was eliminated, and the victim recovered very quickly with only a brief period of hospitalization. 
 
    The patient had apparently been infected through contact with a stray cat, and authorities conducted an immediate, intensive extermination and disinfection process in a wide radius around the location of the incident to ensure that it would take in the animal’s habitat. 
 
    Hospitals around the country were alerted at once to be on the lookout for another case, but fortunately no further cases were reported. 
 
    The whole matter had been handled diligently and carefully, averting what might otherwise have turned into a serious health crisis. The incident was an isolated case and had to be treated with the utmost discretion to avoid causing panic. British authorities had fulfilled their obligations while at the same time neutralizing the news to prevent it from becoming public knowledge. 
 
    Max knew that all information on the patient’s identity and condition would be carefully protected, all concealed behind special code names. It would be impossible to find out anything about it through conventional channels. This was a job for a professional, one of the best.  
 
    After reading the full news story, he picked up one of his cell phones and called Jeff Carter. 
 
    “I have a job for you,” he said as soon as he heard the man’s voice on the other end of the line. “I need you to trace a case of bubonic plague in the United Kingdom. I want to know all the details: the place it occurred, the hospital where the patient was treated, the date of admission... If you can also obtain the patient’s name and address, I’ll double your fee. And keep me informed at once of any progress.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    When they reached the British Museum, the children went straight to Miss Rotherwick’s office. They were both anxious to see her, in what would be their first meeting since the woman had taken over as director of their mission. This would not be one of the casual meetings they were used to holding in the attic; today they felt like two privates on their way to HQ for an interview with the field marshal. 
 
     Miss Rotherwick greeted them with a smile and invited them to sit down. She then took a few minutes to gather up and put away the papers she had been working with, and took a slender sky-blue folder out of one of the drawers, placing it on her desk. The children watched her expectantly, observing her every action in silence, waiting eagerly for her first instructions. 
 
    “Let’s see,” said the woman, adjusting her glasses and opening the folder in front of her. 
 
    She paused again while she read over the neat and tidy notes she had written down on a plain white page. Lisa and Charlie watched her obediently, waiting for her to speak again. 
 
    “As you both know, the purpose of our association is to find the papyrus scroll of Nefertiti, or a clue that could lead to it...” 
 
    The children nodded in unison, both wearing mock-serious expressions. 
 
    “However, this is a temporary association, which is subject to how events unfold.” 
 
    Charlie wasn’t quite sure what this statement meant, but he nodded affirmatively once again, just in case it was necessary. 
 
    “I shall direct every step we take, and I alone shall decide the best course of action. My decisions will be final and indisputable.” 
 
    Charlie nodded yet again, shooting a sideways glance at his sister to ensure that she was taking everything in. 
 
    “She means we will do whatever she says, without argument,” clarified Lisa, sensing that her brother was beginning to feel lost. 
 
    “Oh!” he said. 
 
    “Later on, we will decide how and when we’ll tell your parents about the cape,” Miss Rotherwick continued. “But don’t doubt for a second that when the time comes, we will tell them.” 
 
    Charlie let out a little sigh at these words; he felt as if he were in the principal’s office at school. 
 
    “Right, now that we’ve got that clear, we’ll turn to the question of how the cape works,” said Miss Rotherwick. “What do you know about it?” 
 
    “Well, it works with the bracelet,” said Charlie with a shrug. 
 
    “And the bracelet works with a bunch of little controls, the annuli, and each annulus has a different function,” added Lisa. “The professor said that he had hidden four annuli and we had to find them using the clues that he left behind.” 
 
    “Which unfortunately are all in Latin, just like the instruction manual for the cape,” added Charlie. 
 
    “So, I suppose you haven’t understood everything in the manual, and you haven’t translated it, is that right?” asked Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “We don’t understand Latin, and we didn’t want to show it to anybody because if we did they’d know we had the cape,” replied Lisa. “We worked out how to use it and what each annulus was for by looking at the pictures in each notebook.” 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    “Just as I suspected,” she said. “However, you must understand that the notebooks contain very important information about the operation of the cape that you need to know. Charlie, under the circumstances, I think it would be wise for you to start studying Latin at once. And history too, my dear.”  
 
    On hearing this, the boy’s eyes popped open wide as if he had just been given a shock. 
 
    “The cape is governed by a set of rules, very important and very strict rules,” Miss Rotherwick explained. “I don’t want to bore you with all the details, but I do at least need to talk to you about a few of them. So I am now going to explain the most important of them: 
 
    “One: The cape allows its owner to travel in time and space, but only if he also has the ring and bracelet with the annuli that belong to it.  
 
    “Two: The one who wears the ring is the owner of the cape, and will remain the owner for the rest of his life, until his death. A few hours before his death—nine, to be exact—the ring will fall off his finger.” 
 
    Charlie’s expression turned to one of astonishment, and with a panic he made no effort to mask he checked to confirm that the ring still refused to slip off his finger. 
 
    “Imagine if it came off now. What a shock that would give me!” he remarked with relief when he found that the ring would not budge. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick smiled and proceeded with her explanations. 
 
    “Three: The power of the cape cannot be passed on from one person to another; it cannot be inherited. Only the one who puts on the ring after the previous ring-bearer has died will become its new owner. 
 
    “Four: The cape only obeys its owner. Charlie, you will find that its size will grow even as you grow. However, the cape you possess has certain peculiarities, such as the ability to transport people and other living things with you. It will also allow you to travel with inert objects that weigh no more than 90 pounds, when the usual weight limit is 8 ounces. Furthermore, any objects you transport will remain unchanged, because the clothing annulus only changes clothing, accessories and any money you’re carrying. 
 
    “Five: However, the cape also has certain limitations; for example, you can never travel with it into your own past. And in the specific case of this cape, once you have traveled into the past, you can only go back again later in time, to a point at least nine years later. This restriction ends if you make no journey for nine weeks.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” said Charlie. 
 
    “It means that if you’ve visited a time in the past, you can’t go further back in time. You can only go back later, at least nine years after the time you visited before. Unless you stop using the cape for nine weeks; then you can start all over again,” clarified Lisa. “That explains why we couldn’t go back to Amarna a week before we met Ankhesenpaaten, and the earliest date we could set the bracelet to was nine years later than our first visit.” 
 
    Charlie nodded, and Miss Rotherwick went on with the other rules. 
 
    “Six: Each annulus has a specific function,” she said. “One is for time travel, another for choosing the place to travel to... But there are annuli that have a basic function and others that complement them, enhancing and expanding on the functions of the basic annuli. The book doesn’t explain how to find more annuli, but perhaps we’ll find out later. 
 
    “Seven: The annuli can operate together or on their own. That is why you can travel in space without traveling in time, or keep your own clothes without using the clothing annulus. However, the annuli will only work if they are inserted into the bracelet. 
 
    “Eight: If you travel with someone else, your companion will have all the same advantages as you, but only if they are embracing you when the annuli on the bracelet are activated. Lisa, that means that you will travel to the same places and times as your brother, and you’ll be dressed the same way, as long as you embrace him every time the bracelet setting is changed. 
 
    “Nine: The owner of the cape is also its guardian. This is especially important, my dear. Cape, bracelet and annulus must be in your care. This does not mean that they have to be with you at all times, but they are under your responsibility. You must not lose any of them, and if that should happen, you will have only seventy-two hours to find them. Otherwise, the cape will never obey you again, even though you will continue to be its owner for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “Gosh, Helen. Lucky thing I got the cape back right away when you took it off me,” said the boy. “Otherwise, we would have ruined it.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick smiled wryly and continued reading. 
 
    “Ten: There are other capes. It doesn’t say how many, but it does say there are different types, with different abilities. Which also means that there are other time travelers.”  
 
    “And eleven: You should use the cape only if you are in good health and have a strong heart. Your body will quickly become accustomed to the effects of using it, and soon you will no longer feel them at all. But only if you are healthy; otherwise, the cape will be harmful to you and aggravate your condition.” 
 
    When he heard this last point, Charlie understood why he no longer felt ill when he traveled. He also understood why it seemed to affect Miss Rotherwick so much, far more than it affected him or his sister when they had begun using the cape. Until then, the woman’s illness had been nothing more than a bargaining chip to get her to help them, a vague and inconsequential matter that now seemed to him to be more serious than he had originally thought. And whatever it was she had, the journeys she had taken with him had made it worse. The boy looked into her eyes, silently apologizing for what he’d done, but Miss Rotherwick smiled sweetly at him. 
 
    “You have an amazing device in your power, young man,” she said. “And I am honored that you have shared it with me. I will never be able to thank you enough for taking me to see the premiere of The Magic Flute. I shall never forget seeing Mozart conducting the orchestra.” 
 
    Lisa shifted in her seat when she heard this. Clearly, her brother and Miss Rotherwick had been using the cape again without her. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she asked. 
 
    “I took Helen to see a concert of Mozart’s,” answered Charlie, smiling gratefully at Miss Rotherwick for what she had just said. 
 
    “And when was that?” demanded Lisa, visibly annoyed. 
 
    “The last night I spent at her place,” replied her brother. 
 
    “I mean what date did you travel to, you dummy!” snapped the girl. 
 
    “The 30th of September 1791,” replied Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “Which means that the earliest date we can go back to in search of the papyrus scroll is the 30th of September 1800,” said Lisa, in an obvious tone of rebuke. “That’s great!” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Jeff Carter, the investigator hired by Max Wellington to find the anonymous victim of bubonic plague, opened the email he had just received with the details of the case. Although the initial information was limited and rather vague, Jeff smiled with satisfaction. 
 
    He loved these kinds of jobs. They were well paid, and their level of difficulty was very high. To be able to solve them it was necessary to break into the computer systems of major public and private agencies which, in theory, were protected by the best specialists in the world. Jeff would study them tirelessly until he found a crack, a weak point that he could attack. When he finally managed to break in, he felt like a knight charging victoriously into the enemy castle after a siege. 
 
    Such silent victories were a precious gift to his fragile self-esteem. It was not just security systems that surrendered before his superior intelligence and cunning, but the whole of society; when he broke into the personal details of millions of individuals, Jeff felt that he had them completely at his mercy. 
 
    Merely reading the email that Max had sent him gave him an immediate rush of adrenaline. His agile brain was already on the job. 
 
    He reached out for a spiral notebook with graph paper and a red pen with nibble marks on the end. In large and swift handwriting he noted down the few details he had to help him work out his strategy.  
 
    “United Kingdom 
 
    Hospitals 
 
    Intensive extermination and disinfection” 
 
    After staring at the sheet of paper for a few moments, he traced a large circle around the last point and got straight to work.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Miss Rotherwick tried to calm Lisa down. 
 
    “It’s not as terrible as it seems, my dear,” she said. “In fact, it’s not important at all.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” replied the girl, still clearly outraged. 
 
    “You see, your mother found out that Vivant Denon, one of the French scholars, bought the two papyrus scrolls along with three statuettes from a merchant from Thebes, no doubt a tomb raider. We believe that they are from the tomb of a high priest of Amun, based on the description the man gave of the tomb and because the statuettes depict a priest and the god Amun himself.” 
 
    The woman showed some photographs of the figures to the children so they could see what she was referring to.  
 
    “These are only two of them. These are in the Louvre, but we know that Denon deposited all three statues and both papyrus scrolls with the Institut d’Égypte in Cairo in August 1799,” she explained. 
 
    Lisa relaxed a little when she heard the date, but her anger was still evident on her face. 
 
    “That’s one year before the date we can go back to,” she pointed out. 
 
    “I know, my dear. But the British troops didn’t confiscate the pieces from the French until September 1801. And that gives us a margin of two years for you to go look for them at the Institute.” 
 
    “In that case, we’re in luck,” grumbled Lisa. “But these random time trips have got to stop.” 
 
    “I promise you they have,” said Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    Charlie looked back and forth between the two as if he were watching a tennis match whose outcome didn’t matter to him in the least. Some time ago he had gotten lost in a maze of dates and details that had only succeeded in exasperating him. 
 
    “Can we get to the point?” he suggested. “I mean, what is it we’re going to do?” 
 
    “Charlie, my dear. As I said before, you absolutely must study your history,” replied the woman. “You’re going to travel to the past, and so you’ll need to know everything you can about the time and place you’re visiting. Failing to do so would be like taking a trip to a new city without even having a map to guide you.”  
 
    Charlie and Lisa both listened in silence; they knew that Miss Rotherwick was right. They had hardly prepared any of the journeys so far, and that had always resulted in mistakes on their part and some far-from-pleasant surprises. 
 
    “Well, I still think that before we take another trip we need to find the last annulus,” said Charlie with conviction. “That’s what the professor said we should do, and it keeps getting clearer that he was right.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick leaned her chin on her hand, weighing up the boy’s suggestion for a few moments. Lisa, on the other hand, merely snorted noisily to express her disapproval. 
 
    “That would only make us lose more time,” she objected. 
 
    “Or gain it,” argued her brother. “If Helen is going to tell Mum about the cape, I’d rather collect all the annuli first, in case I can’t do it afterwards.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick looked at both of them and held her tongue for a moment. If they went looking for the annulus and then went to the Institut d’Égypte in Cairo, they would have to make at least two more trips, which was something she hadn’t considered. But Charlie’s argument made sense, especially given the fact that he was going to be tied to the cape for life. 
 
    “It’s getting late, and I think you had better be going home,” said the woman at last. “Tonight I’ll think about the best course of action, and tomorrow I’ll give you my decision. I’ll expect you here at the same time. And by the way, Lisa, now that our association is established, I think you can call me by my first name.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    In the seven hours he had been glued to his computer, Jeff Carter had eaten two family-size pizzas and half a tub of ice cream and had drunk nearly half a gallon of Coca-Cola. During this time, he had also made some significant progress, which he had noted down in his spiral notebook with graph paper. 
 
    Specifically, he had found out that the company Absolute Pest Eradication had received a top-priority special commission from the British health authorities for an urgent extermination and disinfection procedure of a wide area in the vicinity of the British Museum, right in the heart of London.  
 
    . . . 
 
    After dinner, Miss Rotherwick examined the note in Latin in which the professor had placed the clues to find the last annulus. She read it through once and smiled with satisfaction. Then she sat down at her desk and wrote out her translation of the poem into English to present to the children at their next meeting. 
 
    “Though you may meet the requirements 
 
    you may only enter 
 
    if you take the oath. 
 
    All words published 
 
    find their dwelling place there 
 
    and shall never leave it. 
 
    And my own words too, 
 
    containing not only my knowledge 
 
    but also the last piece 
 
    of my precious secret.” 
 
    When she was done, she opened her computer and wrote a short email to Maggie.  
 
    “A personal matter has come up that I must deal with urgently. I will not be at the museum tomorrow morning. I will see you after lunch. 
 
    Best regards, 
 
    Helen” 
 
    . . . 
 
    The following afternoon, Charlie and Lisa arrived punctually for the meeting.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Helen,” said Lisa, as she closed the door and took a seat. 
 
    “Hello, my dear,” replied Miss Rotherwick with a broad smile. 
 
    She offered them a little hot chocolate and some cookies laid out neatly on a tray. 
 
    “Under the circumstances, I have decided that I agree with Charlie that it would be best to have all the annuli,” she said. “The truth is I don’t know how your parents will react to the news of the cape. And as you, Charlie, are to be tied to it for life, I think it best that you have all the annuli before I tell them about it.” 
 
    Lisa accepted Miss Rotherwick’s explanation, aware that it was the most logical decision, and Charlie assumed the little victory discreetly.  
 
    “The professor hid the fourth annulus in the Bodleian Library at Oxford,” announced the woman, “in a copy of the book he wrote that is in the library’s collection.”  
 
    “How do you know?” asked Charlie in surprise. 
 
    “Last night I translated the poem,” she replied, handing them the paper on which she had written her translation so that they could read it. “You see, the Bodleian is one of the five libraries that hold a copy of every book published in the United Kingdom.” 
 
    “That’s why it says here that it’s the dwelling place of all words published,” interrupted Charlie as he read the translation. 
 
    “Indeed, my dear,” nodded Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “And how do you know that it’s that library and not one of the other four?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “Because only at the Bodleian is it compulsory for all new readers to take an oath to look after the books, and because the books can only be read in the library; they can never be checked out. Nobody, not even King Charles the First was allowed to borrow a book.”  
 
    “Wow, they really take that rule seriously,” remarked Charlie. 
 
    “And if I’ve understood correctly, the professor wrote a book that is in that library,” said Lisa. “And supposedly he hid the annulus in that book.” 
 
    “That is it exactly,” replied Miss Rotherwick. “You are excellent detectives, children. Now I understand why you were able to find the cape and the annuli on your own.” 
 
    “Yes, but in this case I don’t know how we’re going to find a book in a library where there must be thousands of books,” remarked Lisa with a troubled expression.  
 
    “Millions, my dear,” corrected Miss Rotherwick, while she opened a drawer in her desk.  
 
    “Considering it’s the last annulus, he might have given us an easier hiding spot,” said Charlie, alluding to the professor.  
 
    “Helen, I think we’re going to need your help to find out what shelf the book is on,” said Lisa. “And exactly where that shelf is... this library must be huge.”  
 
    “I don’t think that will be necessary,” replied the woman as she placed something on the desktop right in front of them. It was a creased envelope bearing the unmistakable wax seal with the hourglass. 
 
    The two siblings gaped at her in astonishment. 
 
    “This morning I went to the Bodleian and asked to see the professor’s book,” explained Miss Rotherwick with a beaming expression. “The envelope was hidden in the spine, in a kind of secret compartment.” 
 
    “Wow! That sure was easy for you!” said Charlie.  
 
    “Well, being the Documentation Officer at the British Museum has to be good for something,” responded the woman with a wink. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Jeff Carter had searched in vain for the report on the disinfection process to see whether it contained any additional details of interest, such as the name of the operators who had completed it or whether any private residences were included in the procedure. But it simply wasn’t in the system; everything had been erased or left out.  
 
    Jeff knew that there was another way to find this information, although it would be rather slow and tedious and would require him to deal with real people, when he preferred dealing with computers.  
 
    But it was clear that he needed to follow a different lead in the investigation to find what he was looking for. Somewhat disgruntled, he cast an eye over his first notes on the case.  
 
    “United Kingdom 
 
    Hospitals 
 
    Intensive extermination and disinfection” 
 
    Jeff nibbled on the end of his pen for a few moments. Then, with a swift movement of the wrist, he crossed out the first and last line. The next step would be to search the hospitals of London; but first, he would inform his client that this was the city where the events had occurred. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa opened the envelope that Miss Rotherwick had placed on the desk, and pulled out an annulus and a notebook.  
 
    “‘Anulus lingua,’” she read. “Does that mean it’s the language annulus?” 
 
    “That’s right, my dear,” replied Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “Then Charlie was right!” exclaimed Lisa. “We’ll be able to use it to talk to people in the era we visit!”  
 
    The boy responded with a smug expression. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll have a little more faith in me from now on,” he said. 
 
    “As usual, everything is in Latin,” remarked the girl, handing the notebook to Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    The woman flicked through the pages. 
 
    “This annulus will enable you to understand and speak any language you hear,” she explained. “It really is incredible!” 
 
    “That means that the Latin problem is solved. Now I don’t need to learn it; all I have to do is put the bracelet on,” suggested Charlie. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick smiled at the boy’s quick thinking. 
 
    “Or even French! I won’t have to learn it either, or make cheat sheets for tests,” added the boy, thinking about his French classes at school. 
 
    “Are you really going to show up at your exams wearing the cape?” asked his sister with an ironic tone. 
 
    The joy on Charlie’s face wilted suddenly. 
 
    “Well, at least I could use it to do my homework,” he said. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick listened to the children’s conversation with amusement while she thumbed through the pages of the notebook, as if she were trying to find something. 
 
    “What isn’t clear to me is whether it can only be used to speak and understand the languages you hear,” she remarked.  
 
    “But that’s good enough, isn’t it?” said Charlie confidently. “I wish I’d had it when I was with Anki.” 
 
    “I mean that it doesn’t say anything about understanding written languages,” she explained. 
 
    “But, Helen, we already know how to read,” replied the boy, clarifying what seemed to him an obvious point. 
 
    “Yes, my dear, but you only know the Latin alphabet. You’ll only understand languages written using that alphabet, and only if you read them out loud and pronounce the words correctly.” 
 
    Charlie fell silent for a moment; it seemed that everybody was determined to rain on his parade that afternoon. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Max Wellington read the email that Jeff Carter had just sent him. So far it wasn’t much, but he was sure that there would be more soon. In any case, the detail was enough to allow him to narrow the net a little. 
 
    Max signed on to his news agency intranet and wrote a message addressed to the informants who worked for him.  
 
    “Please give priority to any news occurring in the Greater London metropolitan area. Of special interest are items related to paranormal events of any kind occurring in historical or tourist locations, both in the present and in past eras.” 
 
    Then he pressed the “send” button.  
 
    One of the common weaknesses of time travelers was their habit of visiting tourist sites or places they’d heard about all their lives to see what they used to be like in bygone eras. If the traveler was not a cautious person, as appeared to be the case, he would tend to get caught up in unpleasant situations, appearing suddenly in some inappropriate location or in front of other people. And all too often things would end up getting complicated, so that the traveler would have to disappear just as suddenly, leaving a crowd of confused witnesses behind him. 
 
    In fact, careless time travelers constituted the biggest cause of supposed encounters with ghosts and other paranormal phenomena in history. And the one Max was looking for was so careless that he had probably already been responsible for more than one ghost sighting. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Miss Rotherwick gave Lisa the language annulus and the notebook, and then picked up an orange-colored folder she had left on the desk. 
 
    “Right, try doing a test right before your next journey to see what the language annulus can do,” she said to the children. “Now, let’s talk about the mission.”  
 
    Charlie and Lisa nodded in unison. 
 
    “When do we go?” asked the girl. “We only have five weeks before the exhibition opens; that doesn’t leave us with much time.” 
 
    Charlie counted it out in his head and then turned to his sister. 
 
    “That’s more than a month,” he said. “We’ve got plenty of time.” 
 
    “Yes, but Mum has to find the papyrus scroll first,” said Lisa. 
 
    “And it would be wonderful if it could be presented with its translation, to present a whole new point of view on Queen Nefertiti,” added Miss Rotherwick. “Lisa is right. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    “And where do we start the search? What do we have to do?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “I think it would be best if you traveled back to Cairo on the earliest date possible: the 30th of September in the year 1800, exactly nine years after our visit to the opera in Vienna,” replied Miss Rotherwick. “The coordinates and the date you need are here in these papers. Choose clothing on the middle-class setting, so as not to attract too much attention.”  
 
    “Yes, because in Vienna everybody was looking at us,” said Charlie. “You really looked great, Helen.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick smiled and then continued. 
 
    “The exact place you will go to is the Institut d’Égypte, founded by Napoleon as a place where the group of scholars who had gone with him to Egypt could pursue their work. This is a floor plan of the building. I’ve marked a cross on the room where the pieces being studied were stored, and that’s where the papyrus scroll should be. In this square here I have written down the coordinates I’ve calculated for the storage room and for the street where the Institute is. I’ve also included some other important details you might need.” 
 
    “Wow, Helen! You’ve organized everything! This will make it easy,” commented Charlie as he looked over the details she had written down. “They look like the notes that Lisa makes when she’s studying for an exam.” 
 
    The woman nodded her head to thank him for his compliment and went on with her explanations. 
 
    “When she was in the Louvre, your mother consulted the diary of Louis Costaz, the secretary of the Institute. According to Costaz, the papyrus scrolls were purchased together with three statues by Vivant Denon, who deposited them with the Institute to be studied. I can only show you pictures of two of the statues, as we haven’t been able to find the third one.” 
 
    “But aren’t we looking for the papyrus? You don’t want us to find everything...” said Charlie, a little confused by the barrage of pictures and information. 
 
    “Patience, my dear,” replied Miss Rotherwick gently. “You know that you have to familiarize yourself fully with the place and time you are going to visit. Once you’re there you won’t be able to find out anything that you didn’t know beforehand. If you know the circumstances in which the papyrus scrolls were found, you may be able to find them more easily.” 
 
    “If we see the statues, it would be logical to assume that the papyrus scrolls are there too,” said Lisa. 
 
    “Exactly,” agreed Miss Rotherwick. “They may be stored separately, or they be kept together because they all came from the same place. Remember, according to Denon, they all came from the tomb of a priest.” 
 
    “Recognizing the statues will be easy. What worries me is how we’re going to identify the papyrus scroll we’re looking for,” remarked Lisa. “I hope your suspicions turn out wrong and the language annulus works for understanding other types of writing.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick nodded; the girl’s worry was well-founded.  
 
    “As you know, we think the papyrus scroll we have in the museum is one of a pair. It would therefore be logical to assume that the two scrolls would be kept together,” she replied. 
 
    “But how will we recognize them?” asked Lisa. “All papyrus scrolls look alike.” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick flipped through the documents in the folder and showed them another picture, on which she had highlighted some symbols with a phosphorescent marker. 
 
    “Look closely. This is a picture of the papyrus scroll that we have,” she explained. “Now, there are two features that will help you to recognize it. The first is this series of symbols: a cross next to a woman, this symbol shaped like a river, three more crosses and a woman again. This means ‘beauty of beauties’ and it’s the name used to refer to the woman described in the scroll.” 
 
    “Nefertiti!” exclaimed Charlie. 
 
    “Exactly. We believe they used a name similar to hers, but not the exact name, possibly to protect her identity,” replied the woman. “But we’re almost certain that this name will appear on both scrolls, because in their writings the ancient Egyptians tended to repeat the names of people over and over. Furthermore, it’s too unique a name to appear on other scrolls, so there is no chance of making a mistake.” 
 
    “And what’s the other clue that will help us recognize them?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “The one we have has ‘VD 1/2’ written on the back, so the second one should have ‘VD 2/2’. However, it would be best also to check for the symbols I just explained to you, because the scholars may have numbered other scrolls in the same way.” 
 
    “And when we find it, we bring it back?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “Take the camera and get a picture of it. Then try to hide it inside one of these pieces,” replied Miss Rotherwick, showing them some pictures of various other objects. 
 
    The children stared at her, bewildered by her answer. 
 
    “All these pieces have survived up to the present day,” explained the woman. “Some are in the British Museum, and others are in the Louvre. You have various options so you can hide it in the first one you find and then tell me which one it is.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t it be easier to bring it back with us?” asked Charlie. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick fell silent for a moment. 
 
    “Yes, but I don’t know whether we should,” she replied at last. “I mean, I have my doubts about the degree to which we should be changing things simply because it suits us.” 
 
    “But if we hide them, we’ll be changing things anyway. I don’t understand,” said the boy. 
 
    “It’s hard to know where to set the limits, my dear. But I believe that this is the most appropriate way of doing it.” 
 
    Charlie shrugged. Lisa said nothing. She didn’t understand or agree with Miss Rotherwick’s overly cautious approach, and once they were in Cairo she would do what seemed to make most sense to her, which was simply to bring the papyrus scroll back with them.  
 
    “How about if we go tomorrow?” suggested the girl. “We’ll go to Cairo as soon as we get back from school, and seeing as how we’ll get back at the same time we left, we’ll still have time to come and tell you how it went.” 
 
    “That sounds excellent,” replied Miss Rotherwick. “I’ll expect you tomorrow at the same time. And I’ll bring a special treat to celebrate.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    The next day, on the way back to her office at lunchtime, Miss Rotherwick passed by a pastry shop to buy the treat she had promised the children. The Old Bakery was one of her favorite places, a shop decked out in a traditional English style, replete with charm and good taste. They had everything there that a child or adult with a weakness for sweets could dream of; entering the shop was like stepping inside the story of “Hansel and Gretel”... without the threat of being eaten by a wicked witch. There was a wide selection of chocolate houses, cakes decorated with pretty figures made out of sugar, candies that looked so beautiful that it almost seemed a shame to eat them, and, of course, delicious pies and pastries. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick strolled around the display cabinets, more to admire the products than to check what they had before making her choice. She had already decided that she would buy some brownies and a box of handmade chocolates; the children loved anything with chocolate and these were the best in the whole city.  
 
    While the shop assistant prepared her order, Miss Rotherwick had to take a seat at one of the little tables in one corner. It was the third time that day she had felt ill.  
 
    She asked for a glass of water, which the shop assistant served her on a small silver tray with a tea biscuit and a piece of chocolate. She also placed a paper bag with her order on the table, and a little plate with the bill. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick took a sip of water and a bite of the chocolate, although her wandering thoughts kept her from really enjoying it. She knew that she couldn’t keep putting it off; she couldn’t go on ignoring the warning signs any longer. She finished off the water quickly, and then made a quick call to Dr. Harris’ office. When she was done she paid the bill, said goodbye to the shop assistant, and left the bakery. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie and Lisa appeared in an enormous hall filled with objects of Egyptian art set out on different shelves along the walls and in the middle of the room. The coordinates provided by Miss Rotherwick had been as precise as the rest of her information, and the children were right in the middle of the storage hall at the Institut d’Égypte. 
 
    In spite of the limited space available for all the pieces stored there, it was obvious that they had been arranged with an almost reverential care that could have left any visitor awestruck. The fierce afternoon sun fought its way through a huge curtain that covered an enormous window. A few rays of light slipped through the cracks and gaps in the cloth, illuminating little specks of dust that floated in the air in a slow and erratic dance, and finally bounced against the stone floor to be scattered all around the room. The Wilford siblings looked around them in wonder, captivated by the magical and charm-filled atmosphere, so very different from the distant coldness of modern museums.  
 
    Hanging from nearly all the objects was a cord with a little sign on which was written what seemed to be an identification number. When she saw them, Lisa realized that the first thing they needed to do was to find the logbook, which would contain a brief description of each piece and the number that identified it. In this way, they would be able to find what they were looking for quickly.  
 
    The girl scanned a few shelves stacked with books and documents, trying to find the logbook among them. They had to hurry, because it was still daytime and they might be discovered if someone entered the room. 
 
    “Look, it’s here,” said Charlie, pulling away a piece of yellowed cloth covering a large black rock. “The Rosetta Stone. I don’t know why, but it looks cooler to me here than when I’ve seen it at the museum.” 
 
    Lisa approached it to touch its surface with her hand, something she would never be able to do in her era. 
 
    “I don’t understand a thing it says, in any of the three languages. Do you?” she asked. 
 
    “No, not a thing,” replied her brother. “So Helen was right. The annulus doesn’t work with writing.” 
 
    “Cover it up and get out the pictures of the statues,” said Lisa, pointing to the cloth bag that Charlie’s backpack had been changed into.  
 
    The clothing annulus had transformed the children’s clothes into the attire that would be worn by an Arabic boy and girl of their ages. Charlie’s bright orange backpack was now a cloth bag with an equally colorful handcrafted design, but none of the objects inside it had been changed by the annulus. Charlie opened the bag, took out the folder that Miss Rotherwick had given them and searched through the papers until he found the pictures of the statues. With these in hand he began looking all around the room, while Lisa checked the historical information that their director had written down on the floor plan of the building. 
 
    “Denon brought the statues and the papyrus scrolls here in August 1799,” she said, while walking toward a shelf containing several books.  
 
    Lisa looked them over, trying to find some indication that would tell her whether one of them might be the logbook. The dates written on the spine of one gave her a clue. 
 
    “1798, 1799... it must be here,” she said, pulling it out and opening it up on a table a few feet to the right. 
 
    She began flipping hurriedly through the pages, leaping briskly from one date to another, from January to March, March to June, July, August... She was feeling increasingly nervous because of the noises coming from outside which, although far off, indicated that there was activity in the building.  
 
    Charlie walked around comparing the statues on the shelves with the ones in the photographs, oblivious to his sister’s anxiety. 
 
    “What language are we speaking?” he asked. “What do you think? Would it be French, English, or Arabic?” 
 
    Lisa heard him but didn’t give his question any thought. Her brain was focused on listening for any suspicious noise and on making sense of the meaning of the dates entered in the logbook. Not only were they written in French, a language she knew but of course was far from fluent in, but they were also handwritten in a calligraphy that seemed almost as unintelligible to her as Egyptian hieroglyphs. 
 
    “Here they are,” she said suddenly, her pulse racing. “‘Date of deposit: 10 August 1799. Pieces 99-203 to 99-207. Objects from the collection of M. Vivant Denon. Two papyrus scrolls and three small sculptures from an ancient tomb in the city of Thebes, Upper Egypt’.” 
 
    “Say the numbers again,” said Charlie. 
 
    But Lisa didn’t respond; or rather, she responded with a silence so eloquent that it alarmed him. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, moving toward her. 
 
    “There’s more,” replied his sister, in a tone of voice that did not bode well. “‘Date of withdrawal: 17 August 1799. Pieces 99-204 and 99-207. Withdrawn by Monsieur Vivant Denon’.”  
 
    “We’ve come to 30 September 1800, so they were taken away more than a year ago,” said Charlie.  
 
    “I don’t understand,” said Lisa ruminatively. “Why did he deposit the pieces here if he was going to take them away again only seven days later?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Charlie with a shrug. “This Denon guy must have thought this was a bank instead of an institute.”  
 
    “Well, according to this, three of the five pieces he brought are still here. Maybe we’ll be lucky and the second papyrus scroll will be one of them. You look for the pieces numbered 99-203, 99-205 and 99-206, while I take some pictures and write everything down.” 
 
    Charlie did as he was told and went back to the shelves where the ancient artifacts were kept.  
 
    “They’re here,” he said a few minutes later. “But there are only two statues; the same ones in the photos that Helen gave us.” 
 
    “Those are the ones in the Louvre,” said Lisa, coming over to take pictures of them. “In a year’s time, the French scholars will hide them so they can take them to France.” 
 
    She wrote down the log number of each piece on the pictures that Miss Rotherwick had given them. 
 
    “Let’s look for the scrolls,” she said. 
 
    “If my math skills are any good, I’m afraid we’re only going to find one of them,” said Charlie. “Denon brought in five pieces and took away two; and these statues are supposed to be two of the three pieces he left here.” 
 
    “I know, but we have to make sure. Hurry,” replied his sister, whose anxiety was growing quickly. 
 
    She went back to the shelf where she had found the logbook, and on checking its contents she found two large binders tied shut with ribbons. 
 
    “They must be here. You check that one and I’ll check this one,” ordered Lisa, handing one of the binders to Charlie. 
 
    With some difficulty, the boy lowered the weighty tome onto the table and opened it up. 
 
    “There’s nothing but drawings in here,” he said, closing it up again. 
 
    Lisa put hers on the table and began looking through it. 
 
    “This is the one with the scrolls,” she said, turning them over with the utmost care.  
 
    Between one papyrus scroll and the next was a sheet of paper with the date and log number of each one. Lisa stopped at one of the sheets and read aloud: 
 
    “‘10 August 1799. 99-203 (papyrus numbered VD 1/2) and 99-204 (idem. VD 2/2). Withdrawn by Monsieur Denon on 17 August 1799.’ He took it too!” 
 
    She took a deep breath, turned the page with the notes and braced herself to confront the raw evidence. The scroll she had before her was the same one her mother would find 215 years later in the collection at the British Museum. It was identical to the photograph that Miss Rotherwick had given them, and had the symbols representing the nickname given to Queen Nefertiti. But the second scroll was gone; Monsieur Denon had taken it away a few days after depositing it there, without any logical explanation that the children could find for doing so. 
 
    Lisa looked at the paper with the notes for a moment longer, fighting to control her profound feeling of disappointment rather than allowing it to control her. The last time she had failed to do so, in Nefertiti’s empty tomb, she had ended up paying for it with a fight with her brother.  
 
    Keeping her cool, she took photographs of everything with the rigor of a professional researcher. 
 
    “Let’s leave everything just as we found it,” she said. “It’s the only way to make sure that at least the things that are here will make it down to our times, and Mum will be able to find the first papyrus scroll.” 
 
    The children put everything back in its place, checking several times to ensure that their clandestine visit would not change the course of history. They also checked carefully that they had put away the camera and all their papers in the cloth bag, and that nothing had been left behind. Finally, they got ready to return to their own time, disappointed and with empty hands. But just when Charlie was about to put his arms around his sister, she pulled away from him suddenly.  
 
    “Wait! she exclaimed. “I’ve just had an idea!” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Jeff Carter had ruled out the less important medical centers to concentrate on the biggest hospitals in London. These would be where most of the really serious cases in the city would be taken care of, and it was logical to assume that the patient he was looking for would have been admitted to one of them. Focusing his search on the big hospitals greatly increased his chances of success. 
 
    This case was proving extremely difficult, which irritated him no end. The main obstacle to getting access to the information he needed didn’t lie in having to hack the security systems of each hospital, but in the fact that someone had gone to a lot of trouble to keep the case confidential. Words like “plague”, “Yersinia pestis” or “infectious disease” didn’t seem to appear anywhere. They had to be there, in the computer system of some hospital in the city, but masked behind some ridiculous alphanumeric code that someone had invented to conceal the real name of the disease and of the patient. 
 
    This meant that Jeff had to launch several parallel searches for other terms associated with the bubonic plague, but also with other diseases that were much more commonplace, like “insect”, “bubo”, “lymph nodes”, and “flea”, which slowed down his investigation considerably. 
 
    While telling himself obsessively that this job warranted a bigger financial reward than usual, and that he would certainly be demanding one, he opened several tabs on the only computer he wasn’t already using. He then began searching for detailed information on the disease and on the operation of Britain’s National Health Service. 
 
    After spending some time reading some tedious explanations of the service’s administrative organization, Jeff smiled smugly while he reached for his pen with the nibble marks and his spiral notebook with graph paper. Luckily, there was a governmental agency responsible for coordinating potential cases of contagious diseases that could pose a threat to the population, an agency that wasn’t quite so vigilant with the information on the patient or the disease, an official body that would have a security system with the same weaknesses and cracks as many others he had managed to hack into. His next objective was clear.  
 
    . . . 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked Charlie, still startled. “You’ve got to stop doing that, Lisa, or one day I’ll go home without you and won’t even realize. And remember, this time I wouldn’t be able to come back for you until nine years later.” 
 
    Lisa shot him a worried look. Until then it hadn’t occurred to her that such a thing could happen, and the thought of it was not at all appealing. For her brother it would be a simple return trip all within the span of a few seconds; but if she was left behind, she would have to find a way to survive for nine years alone in an unfamiliar place and time. And that wasn’t even taking into account how they would manage to find one another once the necessary time had passed. 
 
    “You’re right, but the thing is we can’t leave yet,” she replied. “And please, if it did ever happen, I would rather you just tell Mum and Dad I’ve run away from home and wait nine weeks to come back and get me. Any punishment they could give me would be better than being stuck God knows where for nine years.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. But don’t do it again!” 
 
    “Fine, but it’s just that I suddenly realized that maybe the papyrus scroll and the statues aren’t here in the Institute, but maybe they’re still here in Cairo. We have to try to find some clue or we’ll lose them forever.” 
 
    Charlie nodded, although he had no idea where they might start looking. 
 
    “Miss Rotherwick was right when she said that it would help us a lot to familiarize ourselves with the era and the history of the time we’re visiting,” added Lisa. “If we want to do things right, we need to be better prepared.” 
 
    “Yes, but we should have done it before we came, Lisa. Now we can’t do anything.”  
 
    “You once said that we’re surrounded by grown-ups who know so much,” the girl went on, while she opened the folder with the information that Miss Rotherwick had given them. “Luckily, they like sharing their knowledge with us, and although I’ve usually found it a bore, now I’m glad that they do. So look, this is what we’re going to do.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Monsieur Costaz was in his office trying to catch up on a backlog of paperwork. As Secretary for the Institut d’Égypte, he was responsible for ensuring that all activities, meetings and decisions related to the institute were duly documented, despite the fact this represented an almost impossible administrative and bureaucratic workload. Monsieur Costaz knew that his mission and that of the other scholars who worked at the Institute was of the utmost importance. They had all followed General Bonaparte to this godforsaken country to make great scientific discoveries, to rescue its glorious past from oblivion and to introduce advances that would turn it into a modern society. They were there to make history. It was an important mission that demanded certain sacrifices, a duty to which he was prepared to give all his heart. The only thing he simply could not bear was the thick, stifling heat that suffocated him, and made him sweat so profusely that his clothing was constantly damp. 
 
    “You have a visitor, Monsieur Costaz,” announced his assistant, after knocking gently at his door. 
 
    “I am not expecting anyone today,” he answered. “Who is it?” 
 
    “It is a young woman,” said the assistant. “She has come asking for Monsieur Denon, and when I told her he was not here, she asked for you.” 
 
    “She gave you my name?” asked Monsieur Costaz, somewhat surprised. 
 
    “Oui, monsieur.” 
 
    “Show her in, then.” 
 
    The assistant left the office and returned a minute later with a young woman dressed in native garb and with her face covered. Monsieur Costaz could only see her extraordinary eyes, as bright green as two emeralds, and a hint of pale white skin. Most unusual features in these far-flung lands. 
 
    “How may I help you?” he asked the girl without offering her a seat. “I understand you were asking for Monsieur Denon before you asked to see me.” 
 
    “That’s right, monsieur,” she replied humbly, although she spoke in perfect French. “I have been sent by my uncle, Monsieur Yusuff. A little more than a year ago he sold Monsieur Denon some statuettes and papyrus scrolls from a tomb in the ancient city of Thebes.” 
 
    “I know,” replied the man, who had attended the presentation that Vivant Denon had made to the group of scholars on his return from the expedition to Upper Egypt. 
 
    “Monsieur Denon asked my uncle to inform him if he could offer him any other piece that might be of interest,” said Lisa, keeping up the deception. “That is why I was asking to speak with him.” 
 
    “Monsieur Denon is not here.” 
 
    “And do you know where I might find him?” asked the girl, almost pleading. “My uncle becomes very upset when his orders are not fulfilled. It is important that I find him, monsieur.” 
 
    “I understand, but Monsieur Denon is gone.” 
 
    Lisa stared at Monsieur Costaz in silence for a moment, trying to work out how to extract information from him on Denon’s whereabouts without raising suspicion. Up to that moment, everything had been going well; Costaz had not doubted what she’d told him, but she could not afford to be careless and slip up. 
 
    “I must give him a message from my uncle, monsieur,” she said, with a tone that verged on begging. “Please tell me where I can find him.” 
 
    “You do not understand, young lady. Monsieur Denon is not in Cairo,” replied Costaz. “He returned to France a year ago; you cannot see him, and I don’t believe your uncle will ever hear from him again. But perhaps it will please him to know that the Institut d’Égypte is always interested in acquiring pieces of ancient art, if the price he is asking is fair.”  
 
    Lisa nodded gratefully. Now she had to find out whether, as she believed, Monsieur Denon had taken the papyrus scroll with him. 
 
    “So then, what can your uncle offer us?” asked Monsieur Costaz. 
 
    “My uncle is a difficult man, monsieur. He ordered me to make sure that I was speaking with the right person before I gave any details. His profession makes him extremely distrustful.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose that raiding tombs is not a very safe trade,” replied Costaz ironically. “And what are you required to make sure of?” 
 
    “I must see the statues and papyrus scrolls that my uncle sold to Monsieur Denon, to ensure that we are dealing with the same people.” 
 
    “I understand, but you will have to settle for seeing only a few of them. Monsieur Denon left behind a few objects for us to study, but he took others with him. He said they were trifles that could hardly express his gratitude for the wonders he had seen, but he took them back to Paris nevertheless.” 
 
    Lisa tried her hardest to appear indifferent, although she felt extremely agitated. Now she knew why the second papyrus scroll had not shown up in either the British Museum or the Louvre. Monsieur Denon had taken it to France a year before the British troops had seized the collection at the Institut d’Égypte, and that was the clue that they had to follow to find it. No doubt Miss Rotherwick would know what to do with this information. The time had come to bring this meeting to an end and go back to her brother, who was waiting for her at the entrance to the building. But Monsieur Costaz had other ideas. 
 
    “So, can you tell me what it is?” he asked. “What can your uncle offer us?” 
 
    “Well, it is only a mummy,” said Lisa, thinking that this wouldn’t seem all that attractive.  
 
    However, in those days a genuine mummy was a less commonplace find than it had become by the 21st century, and the mere idea of getting a hold of such a prize was highly appealing to Monsieur Costaz. This was a great opportunity that he was not prepared to let slip through his fingers. 
 
    “The Institute will be interested to see it,” he said, trying to seem nonchalant.  
 
    “I shall inform my uncle. Thank you for seeing me,” concluded Lisa, nodding her head and turning to leave. 
 
    She rushed from the room without even noticing that Monsieur Costaz was following her.  
 
    “Where can I meet with your uncle?” he asked, racing to catch up with her on the way out of the building. 
 
    “He will come to see you,” she replied, picking up her pace. 
 
    “When? Is he in Cairo?” insisted Costaz. “Tell him I’ll be here working. He can come see me tonight. Or better yet, I’ll go with you now to see whether the piece is of interest to us.” 
 
    Lisa shot a sideways glance at the man and realized that he was absolutely determined to follow her. They reached the main door of the building and felt the heat of the street hit them with full force. Lisa saw Charlie waiting for her on the pavement outside with a worried expression on his face. The meeting had gone on much longer than expected; she had to end it now however she could and get this persistent man off her back. 
 
    “I will give him your message, Monsieur, don’t worry,” she said, turning back to Costaz and taking a step toward the exit. “My uncle is outside of Cairo, a few miles away. But he will come to see you tomorrow, I can assure you.” 
 
    Monsieur Costaz froze still for a moment, as if suddenly he had realized something. He should have known sooner; the girl’s eyes, the color of her skin, everything about her was far too strange. 
 
    “Miles?” he asked. “You mean leagues!” 
 
    Lisa didn’t turn back to him, but kept walking toward her brother as quickly as she could. When he saw her face, Charlie sensed that something was wrong, but he didn’t have time to react before Costaz began shouting across the street and running after them. 
 
    “English spies! Help! Help!” he screamed. 
 
    When she heard him Lisa ran to her brother, seized his hand and took off up a narrow side street that ran uphill to their right, pulling Charlie behind her. Monsieur Costaz followed them, struggling up the hill, unable to move his heavy body as quickly as the children. Suddenly, Charlie stopped in his tracks. 
 
    “The bag!” he exclaimed. “I left the bag behind!” 
 
    Lisa turned around and looked in the direction that her brother was pointing. The bag was leaning against a wall at the end of the street, right where Charlie had been waiting for her. Behind them, about ten yards away, Costaz was running and gasping, trying to catch up to them. 
 
    “We have to go back for it!” begged Charlie, still frozen on the spot. “The cape is inside it! If someone takes it, we’ll be stuck here forever!”  
 
    Lisa stood stock-still a moment, trying to decide what to do. Then she grabbed Charlie forcefully by the arm and continued running up the hill. 
 
    “Run! Run as fast as you can!” she exclaimed. “We have to shake him off!”  
 
    “But... the bag!” said Charlie, fighting against her. 
 
    “The street is too narrow! We can’t go back down without Costaz stopping us!” she replied. “We have to get rid of him first!”  
 
    Charlie obeyed his sister, while he struggled to control his nerves. They ran up the hill together at full speed and turned into the first lane on the right. Monsieur Costaz continued to pursue them, but was falling further and further behind. After a few minutes, the poor man had to stop and catch his breath. As soon as he had recovered, he turned the corner into the short, narrow street, which he found was completely empty. With difficulty he began running again, in the hope of catching sight of them further on. When they heard his footsteps fade into the distance, the two children came out of their hiding spot. Instead of running on and trying to find another street that would take them back to the square, Charlie and Lisa had decided to hide in the entrance to a house and wait for their pursuer to go by.  
 
    Then they slipped stealthily back in the direction from which they had come, walking quickly and trying to make out whether the bag was where they had left it. But the curving shape of the road blocked their view; they couldn’t see the spot where the bag had been until they reached the square.  
 
    “Please, please, please,” begged Charlie, praying that nobody had taken it. 
 
    As she listened to him, Lisa strained to keep from being infected by her brother’s angst, and tried to recall how much time Miss Rotherwick had said they would have to recover the cape before Charlie would lose control of it forever. Was it forty-eight hours, or seventy-two hours? She scolded herself for not having paid more attention to every detail, despite the fact that Miss Rotherwick had warned them how important it was. 
 
    They moved on together and the square in front of the Institut d’Égypte appeared before them at last. Still walking on, they both cast their eyes around the plaza until they found the exact point where Charlie had been waiting for his sister moments before. But the cloth bag was no longer there. It had simply disappeared. 
 
    . . . 
 
    The children were seized with panic in the square, looking around in every direction for the bag. The afternoon sun still shone brightly, blinding them and aggravating their confusion. 
 
    Charlie shielded his eyes with his right hand. As if acting the part of a sentry, he scanned the square from one end to the other, until he caught sight of an Egyptian boy holding the bag in his hands, heading for a nearby street.  
 
    “There!” he said, pointing across the square. 
 
    Charlie ran furiously, preparing to snatch back his possession from the thief. Lisa followed him, praying that the cape’s powers would not be lost now that it wasn’t in her brother’s keeping. 
 
    “Hey, you! You with the bag!” shouted Charlie as he ran after the culprit. “Are you deaf or what?” 
 
    The boy with the bag stopped short and turned around. At that moment, Charlie noticed that his adversary was rather taller than he was, and considerably heftier. And his expression was far from friendly. 
 
    “What do you want?” asked the boy sharply. 
 
    “The bag,” said Charlie, undaunted. “It’s mine.” 
 
    “I found it. So now it’s mine.” 
 
    Lisa approached slowly, sizing up whether it would be better to intervene in the dispute or simply snatch the bag; but the boy had a firm grip on it and his expression was clearly defiant. Neither option would be easy. 
 
    “But I need it,” said Charlie, trying not to make this confession sound like a plea. 
 
    “And what about me?” retorted the youth. 
 
    Charlie took a deep breath, trying to control his rage and his desire to punch his opponent in the face. It was a shame that there was no annulus that conferred super powers on the cape owner, to assure him of victory in a fight. 
 
    “Maybe we can exchange it with you for something,” proposed Lisa. 
 
    “You don’t look like you have anything I’d want,” replied the boy with disdain, while opening the bag to calculate the value of its contents.  
 
    Lisa patted down her clothes. She remembered having left the house with money in her pockets. Two five pound notes and a few coins. She couldn’t remember the exact amount, but it should have been more than enough. The young ruffian looked rather wily, so she had to tread carefully to keep from being fleeced completely. She slipped her hand into her pocket, grabbed a few coins and took them out to show them to him. 
 
    “I’ve got money,” she said. 
 
    The Egyptian boy looked at her hand warily and then checked inside the bag again. There was a black garment that shone in the sunlight and changed color from black to dark blue, and from dark blue to cobalt. He had never seen a fabric anything like it before, but he guessed it would be quite valuable. 
 
    “What you’ve got there isn’t even enough to pay for the bag,” he said, turning around at once. “I’m going home.” 
 
    “Wait!” cried Lisa, seizing him by the arm. “Alright, I’ll raise my offer. I’ll give you this for the bag.” 
 
    She took out all the money she had and showed it to the boy. He smiled slyly, grabbed the money and put it away in his pocket. 
 
    “Wait a minute!” snapped Charlie anxiously. “Give my sister the bag!” 
 
    With his smile still on his face, the boy pulled the cape out and then handed the bag to Lisa. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Lisa in astonishment. 
 
    “For the price you paid you only included the bag. You didn’t say anything about the cloth, so this is still mine,” replied the boy cockily. “If you want this, you’ll have to pay extra.” 
 
    “You little...!” fumed Lisa, raising her fist to deliver a right jab to the boy’s nose. 
 
    But Charlie held her arm back and gestured for her to calm down. 
 
    “Look,” she said, casting a glance back at the street they had come down moments before. Costaz was on his way back, panting and completely drenched in sweat. It wouldn’t be long before he saw them. 
 
    “Alright, what do you want?” asked Charlie firmly. 
 
    “What have you got?” asked the boy, enjoying the control he had over them. 
 
    Charlie hesitated for a moment while he watched Costaz enter the square and head toward the Institut d’Égypte. Luckily, it seemed the man had not seen them. 
 
    “I haven’t got any money, but maybe this will interest you,” said Charlie, pulling his flashlight out of his pocket. 
 
    It had not been changed, as the clothing annulus could only transform clothes, accessories and money, and the flashlight did not fit into any of these categories. 
 
    The Egyptian boy looked at it without saying a word. Although he was intrigued by it, he couldn’t reveal his interest if he wanted to keep the bargaining power he had over these two suckers. Trying her best to restrain her anxiety, Lisa looked at the boy, and then over at Costaz, who was walking through the square, dragging his feet and wearing a distracted expression. Charlie meanwhile kept his eyes fixed on his rival and the annoyingly impassive expression he wore. Finally, he pressed the button on the flashlight and pointed it straight into the other boy’s face. 
 
    “And there was light!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “What in the name of Allah? What are you doing?” shouted the Egyptian boy, staggering back a step.  
 
    “It’s for lighting up the dark,” explained Charlie. “Just like a candle or a torch.”  
 
    The boy reached out for the flashlight, as if he needed to hold it to look at it more closely. 
 
    “The cape first,” demanded Charlie, hiding the flashlight behind his back, well aware he was bargaining with a cheat. 
 
    “And quickly. We’re in a hurry,” added Lisa, nudging her brother with her elbow. 
 
    The young ruffian’s shouts had caught the attention of Monsieur Costaz, who had stopped a few yards away from the entrance to the Institute and was looking around him to see where they had come from. He seemed not to have seen them, or if he had he hadn’t recognized them... at least, not yet. 
 
    Charlie held the flashlight up for the boy to see it again, turning it on and off once more. He wasn’t sure how much longer the batteries would last, so he decided to be careful not to overdo it. 
 
    “You heard my sister; we’re in a hurry,” he said, reaching out for the cape with one hand while gripping the flashlight with all his might in the other.  
 
    The Egyptian boy looked him hard in the eye, handed him the garment and grabbed the flashlight as soon as Charlie opened his hand to show that the deal was done. He then immediately took off running down a small lane a few yards from where they stood. 
 
    Charlie smiled smugly as he watched his adversary run away like a dog with his tail between his legs. He then turned to his sister, expecting to find an expression of relief on her face. But Lisa didn’t look relieved, or even vaguely content. Instead, she looked tense, if not positively unhinged.  
 
    “Damn it!” she muttered, grabbing the cape and throwing it over her brother’s shoulders. 
 
    Charlie looked in the direction of the Institut d’Égypte, sure he would find the cause of her reaction there. And he did: Monsieur Costaz was heading straight for them in leaping strides.  
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here! Quickly!” exclaimed Lisa while she did up the buttons on the cape. “Reset the annuli on the bracelet!” 
 
    “I set them before while I was waiting for you!” replied the boy, crouching down to pick up the bag, which had dropped to the ground. “As soon as you’re done we’ll go!” 
 
    Costaz kept his eye on the children as he approached, wondering why on earth they weren’t running away. Instead, they seemed to be arguing frantically, while the girl draped a thick black cape around the boy, despite the terrible heat of the afternoon. It was clear that they were engaged in some kind of serious disagreement, or that they were plotting something. In any case, he wouldn’t get a better chance than this to catch them, so although he was out of breath and completely exhausted, he summoned up all the strength he had left and began running toward them.  
 
    Lisa did up the last button on the cape and grabbed her brother by the arm to check the settings of all the annuli. Then she raised her gaze and looked straight at Costaz, who was now only a few yards away. 
 
    The man strained to make the last few steps toward them when he saw them embrace, perhaps in a gesture of surrender on seeing they had no way of escaping. But just when he was about to reach out to seize them, something incredible and totally unexpected happened: the children disappeared right in front of his eyes, vanishing like a mirage in the desert.  
 
    Costaz ran on a few yards further, propelled by his own momentum and lacking the strength to bring his legs to a halt. When he finally managed to stop himself, he rubbed his eyes in bewilderment. It was a terribly hot afternoon; of that there was no doubt. He was worn out, totally drenched in sweat, and now it seemed he had also begun suffering hallucinations. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie broke apart from Lisa and dropped to the attic floor. 
 
    “He almost had us!” he said, referring to Costaz. 
 
    “I’d rather not think what would have happened if he’d caught us,” gasped Lisa. “Do you think the cape would have brought him here with us?” 
 
    “What a mess that would have been!” replied Charlie, rather amused by the idea. “It would be funny to have the house filled with people from other eras. What do you think Mum would say if we brought some character from one of her stories to dinner? ‘Doctor Livingstone, meet my mother. Mum, this is Doctor Livingstone’,” he went on, acting out an imaginary introduction.  
 
    “Oh my God! I don’t even want to think about it!” replied his sister, amused and at the same time horrified by the idea. “You’d better put the cape away, in case Dad comes in.” 
 
    “By the way, what did you say to that guy that got him so mad? He was smiling at you one minute, and then suddenly he turned real serious and started shouting that we were spies.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Lisa, thinking it over. “I’m not sure if it was because of the mummy or the miles.” 
 
    Charlie shrugged his shoulders. He had no idea what she meant. 
 
    “And what about the papyrus scroll?” he asked. 
 
    “Denon took it, just like it said in the logbook. He left for France with it more than a year ago... I mean, in August 1799.”  
 
    The girl picked up her brother’s orange backpack, which had resumed its original form, and took out the camera. 
 
    “Let’s go see Helen and tell her what we found out. I’m sure she’ll know what we should do with this latest clue,” she said. “Don’t tell her anything about what happened, that I spoke to Costaz or that we have the photos. If she thinks we were in any kind of danger, she’ll tell Mum about the cape and we’ll never get the chance to go to France and look for the scroll.” 
 
    The children went downstairs to the library to tell their father they were going to the museum. But before they left, Lisa felt a twinge of curiosity and turned back to her father. 
 
    “Hey Dad, in olden times, did they use leagues or miles?” she asked. 
 
    “That depends on where you mean. Both are old units of measurement, but miles were used, and still are, in most English-speaking countries. Leagues were used in many European countries, but they were dropped when the metric system was introduced.” 
 
    “So you’d be able to guess where a person came from by the unit of measurement they used,” reasoned Lisa. “If they used miles they were English, and if they used leagues they were from somewhere else, like France, for example.” 
 
    “Well, that could be one way to find out, yes,” agreed Marcus. 
 
    Lisa sighed. Clearly, Miss Rotherwick was right when she’d said they needed to prepare themselves and study everything they could before their journeys. And it wasn’t just historical information they needed to know, but every single detail about the era they were visiting. The smallest slip, the tiniest word out of place, could give them away. And she, and especially her brother, had an irrepressible habit of talking too much.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XVII: E. Milford 
 
    Jeff Carter reviewed the information he had so far. By hacking the emails of the governmental agency, he had been able to determine that the bubonic plague victim had been treated at St. Thomas’ Hospital in London, having been admitted via the emergency service. But in spite of all his efforts, he couldn’t find any trace of the patient’s identity or diagnosis in the hospital information system. Everything appeared to have been removed in order to keep the matter confidential, no doubt by using alphanumeric codes in place of the individual’s name and condition.  
 
    Nevertheless, he knew from experience that however thorough a cover-up might be, there was always a slip-up somewhere, some forgotten record in the immensity of cyberspace with a traceable piece of information. He just had to have the patience and intelligence necessary to find it. 
 
    St. Thomas’ had a sophisticated computer system which, among other features, provided medical records with dynamic and precise information on each patient’s condition. The hospital lab was in full operation 24 hours a day, conducting all kinds of clinical studies on site and producing a PDF of the results that hospital staff could consult from any computer merely by entering their user name and password. 
 
    Jeff smiled maliciously, convinced that this would be the missing link, the chink in the armor that nobody had thought of. The patient’s real name would appear on the results of the blood test. Nobody would have replaced it with the code name that had been created once the diagnosis was confirmed, simply because a PDF was like a photograph of the original document, and once created its content could not be altered.  
 
    Before beginning his search, he double-checked the patient’s admission date as shown in the emails of the governmental agency. He then opened up the box with the margarita pizza he’d just received and settled down to read, one by one in chronological order, the results of every blood test taken at St. Thomas’ Hospital from that day on. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa and Charlie arrived at “HQ” with expressions of bitter defeat on their faces. 
 
    “Hi, Helen,” said Charlie as they entered. “We have bad news... and more bad news. Which would you like to hear first?” 
 
    Miss Rotherwick smiled at the boy’s words, although the situation was far from amusing. It appeared the children had come back empty-handed, and she knew that time was running out. 
 
    “Start with the bad news,” she replied amiably. “What happened?” 
 
    “We only found the papyrus scroll that’s already here in the British Museum,” announced Lisa. “The other one wasn’t there; Monsieur Denon had taken it back the year before.” 
 
    Lisa silently rued the visit her brother and Miss Rotherwick had made to the opera in Vienna, which had denied them the chance of getting their hands on the second scroll and bringing it to their mother, although she didn’t express this thought aloud. There was no way to change it now, and a new argument about it would only make things worse. Miss Rotherwick would baulk at the mere idea of their traveling back in time again, so Lisa thought it best to take the most relaxed and natural approach possible. 
 
    “Yes,” Charlie chimed in. “That Denon guy took it to Paris, along with the statue that’s also missing.”  
 
    “We saw the logbook at the Institute,” explained Lisa. “Monsieur Denon deposited the pieces on the 10th of August 1799, and he took them out on the 17th of the same month, just seven days later. Weird, isn’t it? I mean, it doesn’t make much sense to check them in only to take them out again a week later.” 
 
    “Did you say the 17th of August 1799?” asked Miss Rotherwick. “Oh my goodness! Of course!”  
 
     The children stared at her expectantly; they knew that her historical knowledge was extensive, and clearly that date had some kind of significance. 
 
    “On the 22nd of August 1799, Napoleon sailed from Alexandria in the greatest of secrecy to avoid capture by the British fleet,” she explained. “The Egypt campaign seemed to be dragging on too long, and France had other open fronts back in Europe, where things were not going very well for them. So Napoleon left General Kléber in command of his troops and returned to Paris with a few men. Vivant Denon was one of them. As I said, their voyage was arranged in secret, so when Denon deposited the pieces with the Institute, he wouldn’t have known that he was going to return to France only a few days later.” 
 
    “Which means we need to look for Denon in Paris in order to find the papyrus scroll,” suggested Lisa, trying to jump ahead of Miss Rotherwick’s next move.  
 
    Miss Rotherwick said nothing, but her serious expression made it clear that she didn’t like the idea at all.  
 
    “Come on, Helen. Don’t look at us like that; we’re so close to finding it,” added Charlie in a confident tone. “We just went to Cairo and nothing bad happened. If you plan the trip, everything will go smoothly, I promise you.”  
 
    The woman let out a heavy sigh. She didn’t want to get into another argument with the children; she felt too tired to stand up to them. She was just as eager as they were to find the scroll or some clue that would help Maggie find it, and be able to celebrate the discovery together with the Wilfords.  
 
    “Alright,” she replied with a look of resignation. “But this will be your last journey in time. After that, whatever comes of it, I’ll be telling your parents. And I would like you to promise to respect this agreement.” 
 
    The children lowered their eyes and muttered their assent. 
 
    “Come and see me on Monday. By then I’ll have prepared the information you’ll need,” said the woman. “I hope we have more luck this time.” 
 
    “We will, Helen!” answered Charlie. “You’ll see. We’ll find the papyrus scroll and everything will work out. With you on the team, nothing can go wrong.”  
 
    Miss Rotherwick smiled affectionately at the skinny, freckle-faced boy. She loved his spontaneous, charming way of speaking. 
 
    “You never told me what the other bad news was, my dear,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “Oh, right!” he replied, shrugging his shoulders and reaching for another brownie. “Well, you were right. We can’t understand other languages when they’re written. So that’s another letdown, I guess.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Jeff Carter closed the document he had just read and went onto the next one; number 588, by his count. First he cast a quick glance over the standard data, and then looked more carefully at the more specific details. After reading just a couple of lines, he slammed his fist on the table. There it was; at last, he had found the blood test showing a positive reading for the bacteria Yersinia pestis. And best of all; just as he’d suspected, the patient’s original name was there, not camouflaged under some stupid alphanumeric code. The moment had come to close the case and send an email with his findings to his client, John Smith. 
 
    “Dear Mr. Smith, 
 
    The patient was one E. Milford, admitted to St. Thomas’ Hospital in London via the emergency service on March 4. Three days later, the patient was discharged.  
 
    As is to be expected, the patient’s identity has been totally erased from the hospital’s information systems, replaced with the code A95LT. Identifying the patient has entailed considerable effort, which is duly reflected on the invoice attached. 
 
    If you would like me to provide further information on E. Milford, please let me know; please note that such a request would be considered a separate job from this one. 
 
    Please make payment for my services to the usual bank account. 
 
    Best regards, 
 
    Jeff Carter” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Max Wellington was reading the email.  
 
    Max knew that Jeff Carter’s professionalism was beyond dispute. He was one of the best hackers in the world, and his pride would never have allowed him to close an investigation that was incomplete or off the mark. However, based on his conclusions, the initials of the patient would be “E. M.”, quite different from the letters “C. W.” engraved on the compass found at the excavation of the paleontologist Oswald Butler. 
 
    There were only two possible explanations for this. The first was that there were two different people, two equally careless time travelers who had come onto the scene at the same time. The second, which was much more plausible, was that it was the same individual, and that there was some other reason for the discrepancy between initials.  
 
    In any case, he now had a very strong lead to follow to clear up the mystery. 
 
    Max wrote an email with his reply: 
 
    “Dear Mr. Carter, 
 
    Your fees will be paid at once. 
 
    For your next assignment, I need you to compile a list of individuals residing in Greater London with the name E. Milford, including their given names, addresses and phone numbers. 
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    John Smith”  
 
    . . . 
 
    At lunchtime on Monday, Miss Rotherwick chose to stay in her office to take care of a few urgent matters. She was rushing to finish off a report when her cell phone suddenly interrupted her. While hitting the “save” button on her computer she picked up the mobile without even looking to see who was calling. 
 
    “Hello?” she said. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Helen,” responded a voice with a soft timbre and a friendly manner.  
 
    All the same, when she recognized who it was Miss Rotherwick jumped in her seat.  
 
    “It’s Suzanne from Dr. Harris’ office,” said the voice. 
 
    “Hello, Suzanne. What can I do for you?” said Miss Rotherwick, trying to calm herself. 
 
    “Dr. Harris has asked me to find out whether you could come see him this afternoon,” replied the nurse. “On the date of your next appointment an opportunity has arisen for him to attend a conference that is of great interest to him, and you would be doing us a huge favor if we could change it.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, but this afternoon I have an engagement that I simply cannot cancel,” said Miss Rotherwick. “By the way, have you received my test results yet? I wouldn’t want to go if they haven’t come in yet...” 
 
    “Yes, as a matter of fact we received them this morning,” replied the nurse in her mild-mannered tone. “How about tomorrow? Could you make it then?” 
 
    “Well, I...” Miss Rotherwick tried to think of an excuse. 
 
    “Dr. Harris would be extremely grateful,” interrupted the nurse politely. “It’s very important to him.” 
 
    “Alright, I’ll come tomorrow,” agreed Miss Rotherwick at last. 
 
    “Marvelous, Helen, thank you so much. Is ten o’clock alright?” 
 
    “The afternoon would be better.” 
 
    “Three o’clock?”  
 
    “I’d prefer around four-thirty.”  
 
    “Alright, we’ll see you at four-thirty tomorrow then. And thanks again,” added the nurse, just before she hung up the phone. 
 
    When she did, she turned around to Dr. Harris, who had been following the whole conversation right beside her. 
 
    “It’s confirmed, Doctor. She’ll be here tomorrow afternoon,” she said. “Honestly, that woman is a tough nut to crack.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Shortly after getting back from his weekly visit to the James A. Farley Post Office Building, Max received the response to the request he’d made to Jeff Carter a few days earlier: the “Milford List”. The full names and addresses of the fifteen E. Milfords living in Greater London. It also included their phone numbers, which would make it easy to contact them all.  
 
     Max looked over the list and got to work. He was in a hurry to find out which of them was his mysterious time traveler.  
 
    . . . 
 
    The children arrived right on time for their meeting with Miss Rotherwick. Although this time there was nothing to celebrate, their director had prepared a snack just as delicious as the one she’d offered them on their last visit. Charlie took the initiative, picking up one of the little pastries laid out on a small tray and announcing the details of their next journey. 
 
    “Right, so we’re going to Paris to see Mr. Denon on the 30th of September 1809,” he said, in an effort to impress his companions. 
 
    Miss Rotherwick smiled with satisfaction.  
 
    “Very good, my dear,” she replied. “Although you won’t have the chance to see him.” 
 
    The boy gave her a quizzical look, failing to understand what she meant. 
 
    “You see, this is Dominique Vivant Denon,” she explained, showing them a portrait picture. “A highly cultivated and multifaceted man who over the course of his life took up a wide range of occupations, from diplomat, to writer, to artist, to art collector. But in 1809, he was the director of the Napoleon Museum, known today as the Louvre.” 
 
    Charlie listened to her explanation and wondered what it had to do with what he had said. 
 
    “Among his many responsibilities, Mr. Denon was responsible for building up the museum’s collection, often with pieces confiscated in the countries that Napoleon had conquered,” explained the woman. “That is why in 1809, Denon left France to follow the Austrian Campaign, and he didn’t return to Paris until the 26th of November of that year.” 
 
    “Well, that’s even better, because that means we can go to his house and look for the papyrus scroll there without having to worry about getting caught,” remarked Charlie.  
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t say that, my dear,” responded Miss Rotherwick. “It’s likely that his house would be heavily guarded, because it was inside the museum. That was one of the privileges of his position.” 
 
    “I don’t think it will matter too much,” suggested Lisa. “Our visit will be short, and of course we’ll be as careful as we’ve been on our other trips.” 
 
    “In this folder I have prepared the same kinds of documents for you as before: a photo of the papyrus scroll, a floor plan with the coordinates of Monsieur Denon’s apartment, and a map of the Louvre. Set the clothing annulus to the highest class. If someone catches you, I think you’ll have less trouble dressed that way.” 
 
    Lisa took the folder and flipped through its contents quickly.  
 
    “We’ll go tomorrow afternoon and we’ll come here afterwards to tell you how it went,” she said. 
 
    “Tomorrow afternoon I have some things to do and I won’t be at the museum, my dear,” replied Miss Rotherwick. “But we’ll meet the day after tomorrow, if that’s alright. It would be better if you use tomorrow to prepare for the journey and then go to Paris the day after, in the afternoon. As soon as you get back, come and see me.” 
 
    “Alright,” said the girl with a relaxed smile. “We’ll see you on Wednesday then.” 
 
    Then she got up and made to leave. Charlie shot her a bewildered look, rather surprised by the short duration of the meeting. Everything had gone well, apparently. Lisa seemed to be getting along with Miss Rotherwick and accepting all the instructions she gave them. However, he knew his sister too well not to recognize when she was pretending. And that afternoon she’d been pretending the whole time, although he hadn’t managed to work out what she was hiding.  
 
    . . . 
 
    In spite of the time difference, Max Wellington had made some important discoveries about five of the fifteen people on the list.  
 
    Edgar Milford was a retired man, aged seventy-three, who suffered from a chronic kidney ailment diagnosed eighteen months earlier. His condition disqualified him completely, because if he had made the journey to the prehistoric age and to the time of Tutankhamun, he would have been dead by now. Those voyages had been made to two different remote periods within a very short space of time, which meant that only a person in good health could have made them.  
 
    Emily Milford, a 40-year-old woman with two children, played sports and led a healthy lifestyle, an optimal profile for a time traveler. The only problem was that on the date that the patient infected with Yersinia pestis was admitted to hospital, Emily had been out of the country on business. Disqualified. 
 
    Eric Milford was a seven-month-old baby. Disqualified. 
 
    Esther Milford was a woman of twenty-five with diabetes. Managing her condition while traveling in time would be quite challenging, although not insurmountable. However, it didn’t make much sense that she would have taken chocolate with her on a voyage. Possible, but unlikely. 
 
    Edward Milford was thirty-seven years of age, single, a cultured and refined gentleman who worked as a history teacher at a London school. He was a good candidate and he was in excellent health; indeed, he hadn’t missed a single class at the school where he taught in the last two weeks... including the dates when the plague victim was being treated in the hospital. Corroborated by the school secretary and the academic advisor. Disqualified. 
 
    Max looked at the next name on the list and picked up the phone once again. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Before going down to dinner, Charlie went into Lisa’s bedroom to find out what she was really up to. He found her sitting on her bed, looking over the documents that Miss Rotherwick had given them. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    “Getting ready for the trip,” she replied without looking up from the papers. 
 
    “And why don’t you do it tomorrow, like Helen told us to?”  
 
    “Because we won’t have time tomorrow,” she answered. 
 
    Charlie looked her in the eye, appealing to her to share her plans with him. 
 
    “There’s no point in waiting until the day after tomorrow, or going back to the date she’s told us to go back to,” said Lisa. “We’ll go tomorrow afternoon, but we’ll go to the 30th of November 1809, when Denon was already back in Paris.” 
 
    “But why do you want to do that?” asked her brother. 
 
    “First, we’ll go to Denon’s house to look for the papyrus scroll,” explained Lisa, her tone growing bolder as she went on. “But if we don’t find it, I’m going to see Denon myself to try to get some information out of him on its whereabouts. And if I don’t succeed, we’ll go back again on Wednesday, just before we go and see Helen. Or we’ll tell her that we couldn’t go for some reason and we’ll convince her to let us go to Paris on the next possible date.”  
 
    “But she’s going to get mad at us. We promised to do what she told us to.” 
 
    “She’s going to tell Mum and Dad everything, Charlie. Don’t you get it? If instead of having only one chance to find the papyrus scroll we can have two, we have to take them both.” 
 
    The boy pondered Lisa’s words, and decided that she was right. Yet he couldn’t help feeling that he was betraying Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    “She doesn’t need to know. She won’t get mad if we don’t tell her anything; actually, we’ve hidden a lot of things from her about our time trips. I like her too,” Lisa insisted, using her most persuasive voice, “and I know she only wants to protect us. But we’re on the verge of finding it and we have to act as logically as possible.” 
 
    The boy said nothing, but Lisa knew that she had succeeded in convincing him. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” she added. “We’re following her instructions... almost. We’re just making a few minor changes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XVIII: Charlot D’Artagnan 
 
    The next day, as soon as they got back from school, Charlie and Lisa met in the attic.  
 
    “This is what we’re going to do,” she began. “We’ll travel to the Louvre one month later than the date Helen gave us, when Monsieur Denon is back in Paris. First, we’ll go to his house, using the coordinates that Helen gave us, to look for the papyrus scroll there. If we find it, we’ll come back and go see her tomorrow, as if we just got back from our trip.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “Then we’ll go talk to Monsieur Denon,” replied Lisa. “We’ll pretend to be the kids of a rich dealer and say we’re interested in buying papyrus scrolls. We’ll ask him if he knows where we can find some and if he has any for sale or knows anyone who might be selling them. Maybe that way we can find out where he’s got the scroll or what he’s done with it.” 
 
    “And what if we don’t find anything out?” Charlie quizzed her. 
 
    “Then we’ll go back and look tomorrow, although that will mean going back nine years later. We’ll prepare our trip and our strategy based on what we find out today.” 
 
    “But Helen will realize that we’ve taken another trip when she sees that we can’t travel any earlier than 18...” Charlie hesitated while he tried to calculate the next date they’d be able to go back to Paris. 
 
    “Don’t forget she said that this would be our last trip, Charlie,” said Lisa calmly. “She’s going to tell Mum; she’ll know everything by the weekend.” 
 
    Charlie fell silent. He hadn’t yet taken in the fact that his time-traveling days were numbered. He was tied to the cape for life, but no doubt once his parents knew of its existence there would be a hiatus of an uncertain duration before he would be able to time travel again. 
 
    “Well, let’s get going,” said Lisa while she finished setting the annuli on the bracelet. “We’ll take the folder that Helen prepared for us; it’s quite complete, although I’ve also written down the real date we’re traveling to. This time we can’t afford to forget anything; we mustn’t make a single mistake.” 
 
    “Right,” replied Charlie with a serious look. 
 
    Then he put his arms around his sister and turned the clasp on the bracelet. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Max Wellington took the opportunity of the monthly meeting of the Order of the Knights of Time to give the good news to his mentor, Emanuel Gentile. He was worried about the difficulties that his friend was having in maintaining his authority within the organization, and about the toll these efforts were taking on his delicate state of health. The knowledge that he had discovered a new clue would surely lift his spirits and help him to carry on. 
 
    “I’m following a very strong lead on a missing cape,” he announced to the Grand Master, in a quiet moment before the other knights had arrived. 
 
    “Well done, my boy!” exclaimed the old man, visibly pleased. “I only hope your investigations don’t take too long.” 
 
    “I didn’t take long to work out that he’s somewhere in Greater London. It will be quite easy to find him; he appears to be a rather careless traveler.” 
 
    “And he has the misfortune of being the next prey of one of the best hunters I’ve ever known,” added Emanuel Gentile, congratulating his protégé with an affectionate pat on the back. 
 
    They walked together into the villa, where another tense and conflictive meeting of the Knights of Time would take place. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Dr. Harris’ nurse welcomed Miss Rotherwick with her customary politeness. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Helen,” she said, while she directed her to the doctor’s office. “Please go in; the doctor is waiting for you.” 
 
    When he saw her enter, Dr. Harris rose to his feet, greeted her affectionately and helped her to a seat. He offered her tea with the same geniality he showed her on all his visits, although Miss Rotherwick knew that this visit was different. She had known him for many years, and she knew him too well not to realize that there wasn’t any conference that he wanted to attend, but that in reality he had needed to talk to her urgently.  
 
    “I have bad news, Helen,” the doctor told her as he handed her the teacup. “The disease has spread extremely quickly in very little time, although I don’t understand what would have caused it.”  
 
    Miss Rotherwick nodded as if she had expected this diagnosis. 
 
    “Are you sure you haven’t traveled or done any demanding physical activity or made any extraordinary exertion lately?” 
 
    “I think the only thing I’ve done has been to live more intensely over the past few weeks, but I consider it beneficial rather than harmful,” said the woman with a smile. 
 
    “Perhaps the time has come to retire, Helen, to lead a quieter life. Your level of activity right now could only do you harm,” said the doctor, trying to make his oft-repeated recommendation sound as if he was making it for the first time.  
 
    “I don’t think so, Dr. Harris,” she answered. “It’s what helps me to feel alive. In fact, it’s been a long time since I felt as happy as I do now.”  
 
    “In that case, why don’t we start the treatment? Perhaps we can slow it down a little,” suggested the doctor, almost pleading.  
 
    “It’s too high a price, my dear. We’ve talked about it before,” replied Miss Rotherwick in a gentle voice.  
 
    “Come on, Helen, be reasonable. Don’t you realize that you don’t have much longer? The treatment is the only way to hold off the inevitable,” pressed the doctor, trying to persuade her at last.  
 
    “The treatment would allow me to live longer, but not as I wish to live. The end would be gentler, but also longer, and to live tied to a bed is not something I wish to do,” she replied serenely. “I have no reason to lengthen my life at such a cost; there is nobody who really needs me at their side, so I would rather fully enjoy my last few moments and go out quickly.” 
 
    Dr. Harris lowered his eyes. He knew he couldn’t convince her. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my dear. I’m prepared,” she reassured him, placing her hand on top of his. “Just tell me how much time I have left.” 
 
    “It’s impossible to know for certain,” replied the doctor sadly. “Perhaps before I would have ventured an estimate, but the results of these latest tests change everything... The best advice I can give you is to put your affairs in order. And to do it as soon as you can.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    The first thing Charlie saw was his sister. Her clothing had been transformed into a beautiful blue dress with delicate beige-colored embroidery. Although it wasn’t like the formal attire that Miss Rotherwick had worn in Vienna, it was a pretty dress, and made his sister look truly elegant and much older than she actually was. Little details, like the subtle but exquisite white and gray pearl necklace, a pair of matching earrings, and a charming straw hat with a ribbon the same color as her dress, gave her the distinguished look of a refined young lady. 
 
    “Wow, Lisa! You look amazing!” gasped Charlie admiringly. “It’s a shame you weren’t born in this era so you could dress like that all the time.” 
 
    “No, thanks! This is pretty uncomfortable,” replied his sister, smiling at his remark. “You look pretty handsome yourself.” 
 
    Having thus exchanged compliments, they turned their attention to the place where they had appeared. It was a large room with several shelves packed with books, various artworks and a neatly ordered desk to one side. Evidently, they were in Monsieur Denon’s library.  
 
    The door was closed, but behind it they could hear noises and a voice humming a tune. There was someone in the house. Lisa went over to the door to find out who it was, while making signals to her brother for him to keep quiet.  
 
    She turned the knob slowly and opened the door a crack. She peeked through carefully first to see what was happening on the other side; then, she slipped out into the hallway and came back a few seconds later. 
 
    “There’s a maid in the house,” she whispered to her brother while she closed the door gently. “She’s ironing in the kitchen, so we need to hurry, just in case she comes in here.” 
 
    The boy nodded and then looked around, trying to decide where to begin. Lisa did the same, scanning the room for some kind of clue.  
 
    “It was easier when we were looking for the annuli,” remarked Charlie. “At least then we had the clues in the professor’s poems.” 
 
    “Look at those folders,” said Lisa, pointing to a shelf. “They’re like the ones we saw at the Egypt Institute that had the papyrus scrolls in them.” 
 
    She picked up one of the folders, put it down on the floor and opened it up, turning the pages gingerly. A series of prints, arranged with the loving care of a collector, passed before their eyes, showing different places like Egypt, Naples, Venice and Florence. The children looked through all the pictures carefully, page by page, folder by folder, but didn’t find a single papyrus scroll. 
 
    They put the folders back in their place and scanned the bookshelves, where they found a set of smaller folders. They checked these too, but only found more prints, this time of people of different cultural backgrounds and social classes.  
 
    “I don’t think the papyrus scroll is here,” said Charlie. “Maybe Denon has got it stored in the Louvre. I think it was a good idea to come a month later than Helen told us so we can go and ask him.” 
 
    But Lisa didn’t answer, which was unusual for her when somebody had just told her she was right. Charlie looked at her and saw that she was studying a series of framed prints hanging around the fireplace. Next to the door there was another small group of four pictures and a row of six more on either side of the window.  
 
    “Maybe he’s framed it and has it hanging somewhere in the house, like the living room or the dining room,” she suggested. “We’d better go check it out.” 
 
    “What about the maid?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “She’s in the kitchen; if we’re careful, she won’t see us.” 
 
    Lisa opened the door again and crept down the hallway, followed by her brother. They tiptoed up to the corner where Lisa had seen the maid moments earlier, in order to confirm that she was still ironing. But some noises behind them told them that she had finished and was now in another part of the house, working on something else.  
 
    Suddenly, they heard footsteps coming toward them. Charlie grabbed hold of his sister and raced off in search of a place to hide. They slipped into the kitchen, but the footsteps continued to draw closer, so the boy pulled his sister into a small room to one side. It was the pantry.  
 
    “We have two options,” he whispered. 
 
    Lisa turned to face him, silencing him with a gesture. The footsteps were right behind the door. The maid was back in the kitchen and might come into the pantry at any moment. Charlie looked his sister in the eye and then brought his lips up to one of her ears. They had to come up with a plan before the maid discovered them. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie took out the flashlight and shone it around the pantry.  
 
    “I don’t know what to take,” he whispered. 
 
    “This basket with eggs,” suggested Lisa. 
 
    “I don’t know; she might recognize it.” 
 
    “The sack of vegetables?” 
 
    “It looks too heavy,” objected the boy. “I think I’ll take these packages here.” 
 
    Charlie pointed to a pair of objects wrapped up in what looked like large green paper sheets and tied up with dried out stalks. Lisa picked one of them up to see what it was. 
 
    “Yuck! It’s cheese!” she exclaimed and dropped it in disgust. “I hate cheese!” 
 
    “Well I think it smells great,” said Charlie. “Alright, so I’ll distract her and you search the house. We’ll meet in the library in five minutes.” 
 
    “Set these coordinates, change your clothes and hide the cape in the bag,” said his sister. “And make sure nobody sees you.” 
 
    Charlie nodded. Then he adjusted the dials on the bracelet, turned the clasp and disappeared. Moments later, the sound of a bell announced that someone was at the front door. When the maid stopped what she was doing and went to open it, Lisa sneaked out of the pantry and began her search for the papyrus scroll.  
 
    The servant opened the door confidently without a second thought about who might be calling; they lived inside the museum, so it couldn’t possibly be an intruder. But when she saw the unexpected caller, she couldn’t help but feel moved by his appearance. It was a boy of around eleven years of age, pale and terribly thin, although his expression was cheerful and lively. His clothes revealed that he was of very humble origins, but they were clean and well-kept, as was the boy himself. His poor mother evidently did all she could to look after his appearance, but it was obvious that she couldn’t do much to fill his stomach.  
 
    Although it was the first time she had seen him, she deduced from the blocks of cheese he was holding that he was one of the boys that Monsieur Leblanc employed to deliver orders to the homes of his customers. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” said the maid warmly. “How may I help you?” 
 
    “Good afternoon, madame,” said the boy. “I’ve come with these cheeses for you.” 
 
    “Tell Monsieur Leblanc that it must be a mistake,” she replied. “I didn’t order anything from him for today.” 
 
    Charlie stood stock-still for a moment, trying to come up with some way to continue the conversation and buy more time so that Lisa could finish inspecting the house. 
 
    “They’re a gift,” he said. “For being such good customers.” 
 
    The maid looked him up and down; if anyone in all of Paris needed a gift of food, she thought, it was this emaciated looking boy. 
 
    “You see, we’re doing a promotion to reward the loyalty of our top customers,” explained Charlie, imitating the commercials he saw on TV. “Because we value your business.” 
 
    Charlie kept his eyes on the maid’s befuddled stare, while his sister tiptoed past behind her and made signals to him to keep her busy a little while longer. 
 
    “But I can assure you that the quality of our products is the same as always,” he added, waving his index finger and regaling her with his finest salesman skills.  
 
    “Of course, Monsieur Leblanc’s cheeses are said to be the best in all of France,” replied the maid. “But... you’ve never tried them yourself, have you?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. But they smell delicious,” said Charlie, smiling and shaking his head, quite oblivious to the significance of the question.  
 
    The maid, however, was moved all the more by his reply. It must have been a terrible torture for a boy in such need to spend all day delivering food to the richest houses in the city.  
 
    “And would you like to try some?” she asked, bringing her face closer to the boy’s and tapping him affectionately on the nose with her finger. 
 
    Charlie raised his eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders. He had been in too much of a rush that afternoon to stop for a snack, and to try a bit of that delightful-smelling cheese seemed quite an appealing idea. 
 
    “Alright!” he replied, offering one of his best smiles. 
 
    The servant invited him in and led him into the kitchen. Meanwhile, Lisa slipped into the elegantly decorated living room furnished with a piano, several armchairs and a sideboard with a pair of bronze clocks. Hanging on the walls were more prints, but not a single papyrus scroll. She inspected the room thoroughly while she listened to her brother talking to the maid. It was amazing: Charlie had just broken his own record by winning the young woman’s heart in less than three minutes. She had always been mystified by her brother’s extraordinary knack for charming people so quickly, but that afternoon his seductive powers were proving truly incredible. 
 
    In the kitchen, the maid was enjoying the sight of the boy gobbling down the pieces of cheese she had cut for him. It was obvious that the poor lad had been starving, and the young woman felt pleased with her little good deed. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked, smiling at him. 
 
    “Charles,” he replied, while he swallowed down the piece he had in his mouth. 
 
    “So I suppose everybody calls you Charlot, don’t they?” suggested the maid, convinced that a boy so skinny would surely be called using this diminutive form of his name. 
 
    Charlie didn’t know what to say, so he simply smiled and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “My name is Colette,” she added. 
 
    “Thank you very much for the snack, Colette. It’s delicious.” 
 
    “Would you like a little more?” 
 
    “No, thank you. I really must be going,” replied the boy. 
 
    The maid led him to the service entrance. 
 
    “Next time, use this door. Don’t go to the front door. It’s reserved for Monsieur Denon and his visitors.” 
 
    Charlie opened his eyes wide and slapped his hand over his mouth, as if wanting to make it clear that he hadn’t been aware of his mistake. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t make him mad,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t worry. He’s working in the museum, so he doesn’t know,” replied Colette. “It’ll be our little secret. But next time, make sure you come this way.” 
 
    “I will,” replied Charlie. “Thank you, Colette. Have a nice day.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Charlot. See you later,” said the maid with a wave. 
 
    The boy began walking away, but as soon as the maid had closed the door he put on his cape and set the bracelet for the coordinates of the library to meet up with his sister.  
 
    “Oh my God, Charlie! You’re terrible!” said Lisa when she saw him appear dressed far more humbly than he had been when he left. “No wonder that woman gave you something to eat. In those clothes and as skinny as you are, you look truly pathetic.”  
 
    “Have you found the scroll?” asked the boy. 
 
    “It’s not here. Maybe Monsieur Denon has got it in the museum like you said,” replied Lisa. “Change your clothes and let’s go; we’re going to try paying him a visit.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Monsieur Denon’s secretary looked the visitors up and down. Their attire suggested that they belonged to a very wealthy and distinguished family. The boy looked as ordinary as a boy could be, although the black velvet cape he wore was rather somber for his age. The girl, however, was breathtakingly beautiful and elegant, but there was something strange about her that he couldn’t put his finger on. Perhaps it was the way she had introduced herself, with her very polite request for an audience with Monsieur Denon but without giving her Christian name or family name, as would be expected of a person of her station. And then there was the intense, quite inexplicable smell of cheese. 
 
    “And whom shall I say is calling?” he asked, unable to keep from admiring the young woman’s radiant appearance. 
 
    Lisa stared at him blankly. Before they arrived, she had gone over what they would say with Charlie, the story they would use to try to get Monsieur Denon to reveal where the papyrus scroll was. She had also shaken off the flour that her dress had been stained with in the pantry, and had cleaned her brother’s face and even lectured him not to say any more than was absolutely necessary. But, incredibly, she had forgotten to think about what name she should introduce herself with. And now nothing came to her mind, while she gaped at the man who was staring at her unyieldingly, waiting for her answer. 
 
    “D’Artagnan,” announced Charlie suddenly, with great pomp and ceremony. “Isabelle and Charles D’Artagnan. We would like to speak to Monsieur Denon about papyrus scrolls.” 
 
    Lisa went pale when she heard him speak. Only her brother could come up with such a ridiculous name. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she demanded as soon as the secretary had left to announce them. “Why did you give him that name?”  
 
    “Did you want me to tell him my name is Charlot? It sounds like a joke! Charles is alright, but Charlot?” 
 
    “I’m not talking about your given name, I mean the surname! D’Artagnan?” replied Lisa in exasperation. “They’ll realize the whole thing is a sham!” 
 
    “It was the only thing that came into my head, Lisa,” answered the boy. “Apart from the surname of the guy who sells the cheese, and Bonaparte. And I figured D’Artagnan was the least suspicious of the three.” 
 
    “Oh for God’s sake, Charlie!” exclaimed his sister. “I told you to keep quiet!” 
 
    “One of us had to say something and it was clear that you didn’t have an answer ready. Besides, he probably hasn’t even read the book, because he didn’t say anything.” 
 
    “Maybe Dumas hasn’t written it yet; I hope not, anyway,” replied Lisa, trying to calm down. 
 
    The man came back a few minutes later to inform them that Denon would see them and he led them into an office. When they entered, a refined gentleman with gray hair and a friendly expression rose to his feet to greet them. He was the spitting image of the portrait that Miss Rotherwick had shown them. 
 
    “Mademoiselle D’Artagnan,” said the gentleman courteously, bowing to kiss Lisa’s hand. 
 
    “Monsieur Denon,” she replied, blushing. 
 
    “Young man,” he added, turning to Charlie and nodding to him. 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you, monsieur,” replied the boy with a brashness that alarmed his sister. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing us,” said Lisa at once, in an effort to take over the initiative in the conversation. “I hope you will forgive us for arriving like this without prior notice, but our visit to Paris has been somewhat unexpected.” 
 
    “My dear mademoiselle, you honor me with your visit, and for that I can only be grateful,” responded Monsieur Denon, while he took in the young woman’s beauty. His secretary had not exaggerated in the slightest; on the contrary, his description of her loveliness had fallen short of the mark. 
 
    Charlie, meanwhile, was wondering why the man spoke only to his sister while ignoring him completely, as if he weren’t even in the room. 
 
    “Tell me, how can I help you?” asked Denon while leading Lisa to a chair, before turning back to his desk and taking a seat in his own.  
 
    Charlie looked at him, and seeing that he had no intention of offering him a seat as well, went to pull up a chair from one corner of the room so that he could join them. 
 
    “You see, monsieur,” replied Lisa, raising her voice above the noise her brother was making, “our dear father will soon turn fifty and wishes to celebrate his birthday in fine style. To mark this most happy occasion we would like to give him a very special gift, something truly unique. An object of art from ancient Egypt, of which he is a great enthusiast. Perhaps a statuette, or a piece of papyrus.”  
 
    “I see,” said Monsieur Denon. 
 
    “However, as we ourselves are not very knowledgeable on the matter, I have thought to make use of our visit to Paris to seek your advice. My father is a great admirer of yours, monsieur. He says that you are an expert on the subject, that nobody has seen or knows as much about ancient Egypt as you,” added Lisa fervently. 
 
    “Thank you, mademoiselle,” replied the man, visibly flattered. “I was fortunate enough to be able to accompany our Emperor to that distant land so that my eyes could delight in its many wonders.” 
 
    “So then, could you help us, monsieur?” asked the girl, with calculated flirtatiousness. “I know that you are a great art collector and I thought perhaps you would be interested in selling us one of your pieces.” 
 
    “Oh, well, actually, Egyptian art does not feature significantly in my personal collection, my dear mademoiselle,” replied Denon amiably. “However, we have prepared a section in the museum with some interesting objects.”  
 
    “Perhaps you could show it to me and offer me some tips...” suggested Lisa sweetly, while she toyed with the ribbon on her hat. “I have no experience in the subject, and a sly dealer might seek to take advantage of me.” 
 
    Monsieur Denon sighed, captivated by the young lady’s charm and grace. He could hardly resist seizing the chance to impress her with his knowledge. 
 
    “The fact is that I’m awaiting a guest. The Intendant of Crown Buildings is coming to discuss some affairs with me,” replied Denon, in a voice that lacked enthusiasm.  
 
    “Oh, monsieur! We leave Paris tomorrow morning. I beg you, if you could just give us a moment of your time,” pleaded Lisa. 
 
    “Very well, young lady,” he acquiesced, as if he had decided to give into her pleas before she had even made them.  
 
    “Would it be alright if my brother waits here for us?” asked Lisa nonchalantly. “That way I won’t have to worry about him and I can give all my attention to your explanations.” 
 
    Charlie gaped in disbelief at his sister’s words. 
 
    “Not at all, my dear mademoiselle,” replied Monsieur Denon, hypnotized by the girl’s charm, while he walked out of the office to give some instructions to his secretary. 
 
    Lisa rose to follow him, but before she left she turned to Charlie. 
 
    “Be a good boy and don’t touch anything. I’ll be right back,” said the girl in a loud voice so that Denon and his secretary could hear her, while signaling to her brother to take advantage of their absence to search the office for the scroll. 
 
    Charlie understood Lisa’s strategy and gave her a conspiratorial wink. She smiled and then left the room to catch up with their host. 
 
    “When the Intendant arrives, show him into my office,” Monsieur Denon told his secretary. “Tell him that an important matter has required my attention, but that I shall return at once.” 
 
    He then opened the door gallantly for Lisa and they walked out together. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Denon strolled through the rooms of the museum, pointing out the objects on display to his lovely companion and offering her detailed explanations of each one. While she listened to him Lisa soon realized that his fame as a scholar was more than warranted. He appeared to know everything about the great artists of past and present, about the use of proportions in painting and sculpture, the different types of perspective, the application of drama and theatricality to create the desired effect on the viewer, the role of light, and the use of symbols and mythological figures in art... However, his knowledge of ancient Egypt seemed to be much more limited, going little further than rather general appraisals of its architecture.  
 
    While they examined the pieces of the very limited Egyptian collection, Lisa recognized the two statues they had seen in the Institut d’Égypte. Evidently, the French scholars had managed to get them to Paris. Luckily for Lisa, when Monsieur Denon saw them, his explanations took an unexpected turn onto the subject of his adventures with General Desaix on their expedition through Upper Egypt. 
 
    Lisa breathed a sigh of relief at this moment. She hadn’t come all this way to expand her knowledge of art technique, but to find out what had happened to the papyrus scroll this man had taken with him when he had left Cairo nine years earlier. She listened to him patiently, waiting for the right moment to ask her questions without raising suspicions. But when Monsieur Denon announced that the visit was over and that they would now return to his office, she became extremely nervous. 
 
    Fortunately, after he had told her of his adventures in wondrous places like Dendera, Esna, Aswan, Edfu and the Island of Philae, he came at last to the city of Thebes. Lisa calmed down when she heard the city’s name, because it was there that Monsieur Denon had bought the papyrus scrolls and statuettes. The moment had come for her to extract as much information as she could from him and to do it fast, before they reached his office. 
 
    “I was in Thebes three times,” he explained, “but only on my last visit was I able to see the Valley of the Kings and to enter the tombs there.” 
 
    “You entered the tombs?” asked Lisa, with exaggerated admiration. 
 
    “Yes, but unfortunately it was a very short visit,” replied Denon. 
 
    “They say that the objects in the tombs have magical powers. Is it true? Did you ever have one in your hands?”  
 
    “I was lucky enough to be able to acquire some statuettes and papyrus scrolls from one tomb, although they never seemed to me to have much value beyond the fact of their belonging to such a fascinating chapter of history.” 
 
    Lisa felt her heart skip a beat. He was clearly referring to Nefertiti’s scrolls, and to the statuettes he had bought with them. She had to be sure she was right and to find out where they were. 
 
     “Oh, monsieur! How I would love to be able to see those papyrus scrolls!” she exclaimed, seizing him by the hand and stopping him to gain a little time. “Tell me, could you show them to me now?” 
 
    But rather than slowing him down, this pause gave Monsieur Denon the opportunity to check his pocket watch, and although he said nothing, his face reflected his impatience when he saw the time it showed him. 
 
    “I am afraid I no longer have them, mademoiselle,” he replied, releasing her hand and walking on once more. “Regrettably, the British troops confiscated one of them in Cairo.” 
 
    Clearly, he was referring to the scroll that her mother had found in the British Museum. But she had to find out what had happened to the other one, the one she was looking for. 
 
    “One of them? And what happened to the others? Because there was more than one, was there not?” she asked eagerly. 
 
    But Monsieur Denon was no longer listening. He had allowed himself to be distracted by the radiance and charm of this young woman for too long, and now it was really very late. He had to bring this meeting to an end and get back to his obligations.  
 
    “Excuse me, my dear mademoiselle,” he said when they were just a few yards from the door to his office, “but the Intendant is waiting for me.” 
 
    “Perhaps then you could tell me the end of your story later,” suggested the girl, trying to turn on the charm once more. But Monsieur Denon seemed to have become quite immune to it now.  
 
    “Perhaps,” he replied disinterestedly, as he opened the door. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Vivant Denon greeted his secretary with a nod and rushed into his office, only to find that it was totally empty. 
 
    “Where is Costaz?” he asked his assistant rather curtly. “Has he not arrived?” 
 
    Lisa froze when she heard the name.  
 
    “Costaz?” she stammered, looking at the secretary. 
 
    “Louis Costaz, the Intendant of Crown Buildings,” replied the secretary with an amiable smile, using her interruption to evade his boss’ question. 
 
    “The same Louis Costaz who was Secretary of the Institut d’Égypte in Cairo?” asked Lisa, silently praying that the answer would be “no”. 
 
    “The very same, mademoiselle,” replied the young man, impressed by the young lady’s knowledge, which was clearly equal to her beauty. “He was recently appointed Intendant of Crown Buildings.” 
 
    “And so?” demanded Monsieur Denon, who was clearly annoyed by the situation. “Will nobody answer me?” 
 
    “He arrived a few minutes after you left, so I sent him into your office,” explained the secretary. “He waited for some time in there, and had a lively conversation with young Monsieur D’Artagnan about cheeses, musketeers and other such matters; but as your Excellency did not return, they left for the palace to see the Emperor.” 
 
    “My brother went with him?” asked Lisa in astonishment. 
 
    “He went to see the Emperor without waiting for me?” bellowed Denon, visibly angered. 
 
    “That’s right,” replied the secretary with a shrug. “Costaz took such a liking to the boy that he decided to take him along. He said they would wait for you there.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Vivant Denon marched swiftly out of his office. He was too discreet and well-mannered a man to betray his feelings in public, but the length and frequency of his strides clearly revealed that he was not in a good mood. He rushed through hallways and down stairs until he reached the main doors. Once there, he hailed a carriage to cross the immense square that separated the museum from the Tuileries Palace, the imperial residence. 
 
    Lisa struggled to keep up with him, trying her best not to trip over her own dress, and not to collapse completely from the anxiety that had besieged her. The whole situation had turned into an absolute nightmare. Just when she was about to find out where the second papyrus scroll was, Monsieur Denon had flown into such a rage that she didn’t dare bring up the question again. And to make matters worse, her brother had taken off with the same man who had accused them of being British spies, had chased them through the streets of Cairo and had seen them put on a black cape and vanish into thin air in the sweltering heat of the city. And worse still, they had gone together to the palace to see the Emperor, Napoleon Bonaparte himself. 
 
    “For God’s sake, Charlie! What on earth were you thinking?” she whispered mournfully as she watched the horse and carriage pull up in front of them. 
 
    “What was that, mademoiselle?” asked Monsieur Denon, while he opened the door for her to step inside. 
 
    “Nothing, monsieur. Only that I am truly sorry to be causing you so much trouble,” she replied, trying to calm down. 
 
    But it was Denon who calmed down when he heard her. This charming young lady was not to blame for any of this. He sat down opposite her, and while he watched the facade of the museum pull away from them, he felt compelled to apologize for having treated her so curtly. 
 
    “You have not caused me any trouble, dear mademoiselle,” he said, resuming the amiable and chivalrous tone he had used with her all afternoon. “Quite the contrary. I have enjoyed your visit a great deal.”  
 
    Lisa sighed and made an effort to control her distress. As soon as they reached the palace, she had to find Charlie and get out of there as quickly as possible. Despite the fact that her brother’s appearance had not changed since the last time Costaz had seen him, it seemed he had not recognized the boy, no doubt because they were now in Paris, nine years later and in very different circumstances from those in which they had met in Cairo. But if he saw the two of them together, he might remember. And if he accused them of being spies again, this time in the imperial palace, they could end up in serious trouble.  
 
    Lisa tried to forget her fears and focus on keeping up her conversation with Monsieur Denon, certain that she wouldn’t get another chance before she left. 
 
    “Well then, perhaps you could tell me how your story ends,” she said, offering him her sweetest smile. 
 
    “What story?” asked Denon, not knowing exactly what she was referring to. 
 
    At that moment the carriage stopped and the coachman opened the door to help out its two occupants, who were immediately welcomed by the palace butlers. 
 
    “Your Excellency,” said one of them, bowing before Monsieur Denon. 
 
    “The Emperor is expecting me,” he replied. 
 
    The butler nodded and led them through the palace, passing through beautiful galleries and luxuriously decorated halls. Lisa tried once again to pick up the conversation where they had left off. 
 
    “In the museum you told me that you had acquired some objects from a tomb, but that you no longer had any of them. What became of them?” she asked. 
 
    “When I returned to Paris, I brought two of them with me,” replied Monsieur Denon. “They were nothing special, a few trifles compared to the wonders I had seen; but in some small way they showed my gratitude for having been able to take part in what without doubt was the greatest adventure of my life.” 
 
    Lisa felt that the tension was making her blush. His words were almost identical to those spoken by Monsieur Costaz in Cairo, when he had told her that Denon had taken some objects with him to France. It seemed curious that now, nine years later, Vivant Denon himself should express himself almost exactly the same way. It could not be a mere coincidence. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
    At that moment, the butler opened a door and they entered a large hall filled with courtiers. 
 
    “Excuse me, I’ll finish the story after I’ve greeted a dear friend,” replied Denon, smiling politely. 
 
    He then crossed to the other side of the room, where a lady was laughing riotously while watching a little dog playing with a scrawny boy with tousled hair and a black cape. It was Charlie, although fortunately Costaz was no longer with him. As for the woman, Lisa wasn’t sure who it could be, although her opulent clothes and jewelry suggested that she was somebody important. 
 
    Charlie made a remark that Lisa couldn’t hear and the lady burst out laughing again. Then she lifted her gaze and rose to greet them. 
 
    “My dear Baron Denon!” she said, while Monsieur Denon bowed to kiss her hand. 
 
    “Your Majesty, you are as radiant as ever,” he said. “Allow me to introduce Mademoiselle Isabelle D’Artagnan.” 
 
    Lisa was stunned. This woman with the elegant manner and beautiful voice was none other than Empress Joséphine. The girl bowed her head and managed a reasonably decent curtsy. 
 
    “It is an honor, your Majesty,” she said, in a voice so quiet that the others there barely heard more than a murmur. 
 
    “Then you are...” began the Empress. 
 
    Just at that moment, Charlie turned to her, knowing that his sister generally behaved rather awkwardly in these kinds of situations. Poor Lisa always tried to treat people with the distance and formality she felt were expected, without considering that they were just people.  
 
    “This is my sister, Isabelle, your Majesty,” explained the boy with brazen forwardness. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me you had such a pretty sister, Charlot,” replied the Empress. 
 
    “Excuse me, your Majesty,” said Denon. “I believe the Emperor is waiting for me.” 
 
    “I’m afraid Costaz has beat you to the punch, my dear Baron,” remarked Joséphine wryly. “You’re late, which is of course understandable when one is in such fine company.” 
 
    Lisa blushed again, this time turning as red as a tomato. The flattery and praise that Monsieur Denon had been showering her with all afternoon had hardly affected her; her flirtatious behavior had merely been a weapon to extract information from him about the papyrus scroll. But this remark from the Empress had made her feel uncomfortable in front of the people gathered there. 
 
    At that moment, two men entered from the other end of the room and walked toward them. The courtiers interrupted their respective conversations to bow their heads as they passed. When she saw them, Lisa recognized them at once. The first was Napoleon Bonaparte, unmistakable despite the fact that this was the first time she had ever seen him in person. The other man was Louis Costaz, the man she had met in Cairo, now several years older and several pounds heavier. 
 
    Lisa watched them approach and tried to keep calm, repeating over and over in her head that there was practically no chance that he would recognize them. In Cairo, she and Charlie had been dressed in Egyptian attire and most of her face had been covered. Besides, nine years had passed, even if her and her brother’s appearance had not changed at all. Only a madman would imagine they could be the same people.  
 
    “Well now, it doesn’t seem to smell so much of cheese anymore, although now the smell of licorice is almost unbearable,” joked Napoleon when he reached the group. 
 
    All those present laughed loudly, even though many of them didn’t know what the Emperor meant by his remark. 
 
    “Would you like a little more, young D’Artagnan?” Bonaparte asked Charlie. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” replied the boy, as if he were a little soldier. “It really is very delicious.” 
 
    Napoleon searched his pockets and took out a little more licorice for the boy. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ve finished off my reserves,” he said.  
 
    He raised his gaze and caught sight of Lisa. 
 
    “My sister, Isabelle,” said Charlie, by way of introduction. 
 
    Lisa bowed again, trying to repeat the same curtsy she had done for Joséphine moments before a little more skillfully. 
 
    “You have a great strategist in the family,” said Napoleon, pointing to Charlie. “If you’d give me your permission, I would replace one of my generals with your brother Charlot in a second. Just look at him; apart from being as sharp as a whip, he can even get animals to obey him,” he explained, indicating the little dog who refused to leave the boy’s side. 
 
    “It’s just because he still smells the cheese, your Majesty,” said Charlie, visibly amused. “Or the licorice.” 
 
    Everybody laughed once more and Lisa calmed down a little... but only for a moment. Although she had been evading his gaze, she noticed that Monsieur Costaz had only just turned his eyes away from her, and when he did so it was to fix his stare on Charlie and the black cape he was wearing. She tried to act naturally, but her instinct told her they were in danger. 
 
    “I think we should be going, Charlot,” she said softly. 
 
    Charlie nodded and stepped aside for a moment to pick up the cloth bag he had brought.  
 
    “You’re leaving without hearing the end of my story?” Monsieur Denon asked Lisa. 
 
    “What story?” inquired Joséphine, clearly intrigued. 
 
    “I was telling her about my expedition through Upper Egypt,” replied Denon. 
 
    Lisa knew at once that this remark would stoke any suspicions that Costaz might already have; they had to leave at once. 
 
    “Perhaps some other time, monsieur. We leave Paris tomorrow and it is getting rather late. But perhaps I shall return one day to hear it,” she replied with a smile, trying to leave open the possibility of another visit. 
 
    “Are you interested in Egypt?” asked Costaz with a serious expression. 
 
    “More in Egyptian art,” interjected Denon, answering on her behalf. 
 
    “Tell me, mademoiselle,” Costaz asked, his eyes fixed on her, “have you ever been to Cairo?” 
 
    “No, monsieur, but I would have loved to see it,” replied Lisa very slowly, unable to evade his gaze. “Now if you will excuse us...” 
 
    The girl curtsied and Charlie, who was also aware of what was going on, bowed politely. Then they turned around and made directly for the door. 
 
    Costaz watched them leave, still feeling unsettled. Those matchless green eyes; the cloth bag and black velvet cape; the boy and the girl together, just like in Cairo. It all seemed to fit, but it was simply impossible. 
 
    “What did she want to know about Egypt?” he asked, turning back to Vivant Denon. 
 
    “She was very interested to know what became of the papyrus scroll and statue I brought with me,” he replied. 
 
    Costaz looked back toward the door, no longer caring that it made no sense at all. But the boy and the girl were gone. And although they’d left the room only seconds ago, he knew for certain that if he went after them he wouldn’t be able to find them. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Miss Rotherwick walked back home with the last words of Dr. Harris resounding in her head. She had known what was going to happen for some time and she had prepared for it; her affairs were all in order, and she felt neither pain nor anger. However, in the last few months two events had changed her life unexpectedly.  
 
    One of them was the Queen Nefertiti exhibition and the problems that had hampered the preparations for it. All signs suggested that it would be an absolute disaster, the bitterest of farewells after dedicating her whole life to the museum. But then came the discovery of the first papyrus scroll, and with it the hope of finding something big, a historic moment in which the institution she loved so dearly was the protagonist. And how she wished with all her heart that this little miracle would happen and that she would be there to see it. 
 
    On the other hand, the relationship she had developed with Maggie’s children had become very important to her, bringing brush-strokes of light and color to her gray and dull life. She really enjoyed their company, and the days that Charlie had stayed at her home had been the happiest and most enjoyable days she had known in ten years.  
 
    The truth was that she adored that sweet little flatterer, so extraordinarily clever, amusingly likable, maddeningly stubborn, and absolutely charming. She would have liked to spend a little more time with him and regretted that the end was so near. 
 
    As soon as she got home she put on The Magic Flute and let the music transport her to that wonderful evening in Vienna, when she had been able to see her beloved Mozart conducting the orchestra. Charlie, that cheeky little devil, had given her the best gift of her life, and now she wanted to give something back. 
 
    Furthermore, there was the promise she had made and was not about to break under any circumstances. But her body continued to alert her, to send her signals urging her to prepare for what was going to happen, and to do it as responsibly and sensibly as possible. 
 
    She sat down and wrote a letter, which she left folded in front of her. Then she took another blank sheet of paper and began a second one. The words flowed from her pen one after another, without her having to stop to think of them. She had meditated a great deal on all she should say and how to say it to ensure the desired effect. When she finished, she folded the paper carefully, put it in an envelope and wrote on the front: “For Charlie Wilford”. 
 
    She took another sheet and scribbled a few lines, but then suddenly stopped. This letter was much harder; it was much more difficult to explain, and above all to justify, her participation in the whole affair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XIX: Terrible News 
 
    Following the new parameters the news agency had given him to work with, Gregg Foster had spent several days gathering information on any paranormal events that had occurred recently in London. A city with some seven million inhabitants offered news for every taste, but this week there was nothing about ghosts, spirits or visions of the next world that could stand up to the most basic investigative journalism. So, after having exhausted all his usual news outlets, Gregg decided to comb some less trustworthy albeit colorful sources, such as the online forums and blogs dedicated to the topic. 
 
    There he found a wide range of information on all manner of encounters with the other world, some more terrifying than others. Many of them bore a curious resemblance to familiar movie scenes, betraying the tragic lack of imagination of those who claimed to have witnessed them. A few others, however, were quite original and convincing, and Gregg investigated all he could on these experiences. For several days he explored these forums, employing his usual aliases, until he had identified and fleshed out the stories that seemed to him the most interesting. Finally, he decided to keep just a couple that offered enough for a reasonably self-respecting journalist to work with. 
 
    After reviewing the data he had gathered, he wrote up the news story and posted it on the agency’s intranet.  
 
    “Paranormal Experience in the Heart of London: A security guard claims to have had a brief conversation with a ghost in the historic building where he works. The episode occurred while he was on night shift and was also witnessed by his co-worker. Although the encounter was relaxed and even friendly, the ghost in question made a point of displaying its supernatural powers. Source: GhostlyExperience.com” 
 
    “Spaceship Sighting in Outskirts of London A young man and his girlfriend claim to have seen three circular objects flying in the night sky. The objects were no larger than helicopters and they were all flying at a similar height. They were dark gray in color, almost black, and despite the darkness they were clearly visible. ‘They had a kind of night-time camouflage,’ claimed one of the witnesses. ‘They were flying in perfect synchrony, kind of like the way dragonflies move,’ stated the other. Source: UFOsRus.net” 
 
    When he’d finished, he saved his work and began reading the news stories posted by other informants.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie and Lisa were engaged in a lively conversation on their way from the school bus stop to their house. After returning from nineteenth-century Paris the previous afternoon, they had agreed to go back once more for a meeting with Monsieur Denon. Lisa had been on the verge of discovering what had happened to the papyrus scroll on two occasions, which suggested that Denon had no qualms about sharing the information with her. 
 
    Fortunately, the children were able to find out where the French scholar would be when they went to see him thanks to the biography that Miss Rotherwick had included in the dossier she had given them. In 1815, Monsieur Denon submitted his resignation from the public posts he held and retired to dedicate himself fully to his private art collection. The place he chose to do this was the residence he had purchased some years earlier, an apartment at Number 5 Quai Voltaire in Paris.  
 
    The only thing left for them to decide on was the specific date they would travel back to. They both agreed they should choose the earliest one possible: November 30, 1818, exactly nine years after their previous visit. They also determined that Lisa would see Monsieur Denon on her own, as it would be less obvious that she had not aged nine years since they had last met.  
 
    “I just hope I don’t run into Monsieur Costaz again,” said Lisa. “I’m sure he recognized us.” 
 
    “Well, if he did, he didn’t say anything,” replied Charlie. “I guess he didn’t dare to because he would have looked like an idiot or a madman in front of Napoleon.” 
 
    “You never finished telling me what all that joking about licorice and cheese was about,” she remarked. 
 
    “It’s because Napoleon always goes around with licorice in his pockets, and because I smelt so much of cheese, he decided it would be a good idea to give me a little,” explained the boy. “He was really nice to me; in person he’s not as fierce as they make him look in the paintings.” 
 
    “And who was the little dog you were playing with?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “Fortune, Joséphine’s dog,” replied Charlie. “He’s very clever, although I think the Emperor doesn’t like him much.” 
 
    The children turned the corner onto their street. 
 
    “Come on, let’s hurry,” said Lisa, picking up the pace. “I have a feeling that something really important is going to happen today.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    Max Wellington had ruled out thirteen of the fifteen E. Milfords on his list by reason of age, health or a confirmed alibi at the time that the bubonic plague patient was being treated at St. Thomas’ Hospital. None of them could have been the time traveler. There were just two individuals left that he had been unable to contact. 
 
    After calling their phone numbers once again and getting no answer, he decided to sign into his news agency intranet to see whether there was any interesting news. He sifted through the informants’ reports one by one, reading the first few lines and then moving onto the next. His instinct was well trained, and a few words were enough for him to determine whether a news story might be related to a time traveler.  
 
    Suddenly, one story caught his attention, and he read it from beginning to end not once but twice. It seemed that his mysterious traveler had been discovered by a couple of security guards in London and had even made a point of offering them a demonstration of his powers. 
 
    By this point in his life, Max Wellington had seen it all; time travelers of every shape and size with all kinds of inclinations, moral standards and personalities. Nothing surprised him anymore. Nevertheless, he had never before come across a traveler who was so careless, and so determined to put his life in danger. 
 
    . . . 
 
    The moment they opened the door they could feel it. The sounds in the house that afternoon were muted and throbbed in their ears; the air felt heavy and strange, and reflections of light shot at their eyes like pins stabbing at the retina. Everything looked the same, yet it was all different, as if the house itself was trying to warn them that something terrible had happened, and to prepare them for the news they were about to receive. 
 
    Their intuition turned to agonizing certainty when they saw their mother. She shouldn’t have been there at that time of day, with the opening of the Nefertiti exhibition so close. And her face wore a grave expression. Marcus was there too, sitting in the background, unobtrusively but ready to offer his support to anyone who might need it. When they saw them, the children assumed something must have happened to one of their grandparents. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Lisa, unable to wait for their parents to take the initiative to tell them. 
 
    “Let’s go sit down in the kitchen,” said Marcus. 
 
    This suggestion could only mean they were right. Charlie and Lisa sat down at the table, utterly overwrought. They felt the suspense like a weight pressing down on their chests, yet they weren’t altogether sure they wanted to hear the news. The children adored all four of their grandparents; each one of them was a wonderful, unique individual and an essential part of their lives.  
 
    “Something terrible has happened,” said Maggie. 
 
    Charlie studied his parents’ eyes, trying to guess who had died. His father was distraught but had not cried; his mother, on the other hand, had clearly been weeping. It had to be either Grandpa Henry or Granny Louise, Maggie’s parents. The boy swallowed hard, preparing for the news. 
 
    “Helen Rotherwick has passed away,” Maggie continued, trying to hold back her tears. 
 
    Charlie thought he would feel relieved to know that his grandparents were alright, but the moment he heard that name tears began flowing from his eyes and he felt an intense sorrow descend upon him.  
 
    Maggie also dried the tears that had begun running down her cheeks. 
 
    “What happened?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “This morning she didn’t come to work,” replied their mother. “She always calls if she can’t make it or she’s running late, so we were worried. At first just a little, but when she didn’t answer any of our calls we went to her house. The doorman opened the door for us; Helen had given him permission to do it if something like this occurred.” 
 
    Charlie and Lisa stared at her in bewilderment. Why would Helen have expected something like this to happen? 
 
    “She was very sick,” explained their mother. “She didn’t tell anyone, but she knew she only had a little time left.” 
 
    These words took on a new meaning for the children. Miss Rotherwick had said more than once that time was running out, but they had understood that she was referring to the exhibition, not to her own life. 
 
    “The poor woman passed out while she was sitting at her desk. It was very sudden; she didn’t suffer or feel a thing,” said Maggie, her eyes filling with tears once more. “She was writing farewell letters to us at the time.” 
 
    Maggie paused, trying to contain her emotion, while she took a sealed envelope out of one of her pockets. 
 
    “This is for you, darling,” she said, handing it to Charlie. “I think she had become quite fond of you; your letter and the letter for her lawyer were the first ones she wrote.” 
 
    The boy took it and went straight to his room to read it alone. Lisa kept her eyes fixed on her mother, but didn’t dare to ask. 
 
    “I don’t think she had time to write yours,” said Maggie when she caught her gaze. “She was writing to me when she fainted, and she only had time to write a few lines. I’m sure your letter would have been next.” 
 
    “I understand,” replied Lisa. “And she didn’t finish yours?” 
 
    “No, darling. I wish she had,” replied Maggie mournfully. “She began the letter with an apology, but I don’t know what it was for.” 
 
    Lisa understood at once. She didn’t want to appear insensitive, but she had to make sure. 
 
    “But, why would she have wanted to apologize?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ll never know, darling,” replied her mother. “She only managed to write a few words, but I can assure you that Helen Rotherwick never did anything that could have upset me. All that she ever did was help me.” 
 
    Lisa stood up and gave her mother a kiss on the cheek. She felt terrible about Miss Rotherwick’s death, and she knew that the mysterious apology would trouble Maggie for some time. But she also knew that Miss Rotherwick was trying to apologize for helping them look for the papyrus scroll and that the next thing she would have written would have been about the cape. And for better or for worse, fate had stepped in to stop her. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Max read right through all the posts on the GhostlyExperience.com forum. The security guard had concealed his identity with the nickname “Ghostbuster”, a choice that reflected a considerably limited imagination. The guard did not go into much detail, perhaps due to his obvious lack of experience with ghosts. However, there were two things that supported the veracity of his story. The first was the way he described the ghost appearing and disappearing a few yards away from him. The second, and more important, was his comment that at first he thought the ghost was no more than a head floating on its own in the dark, until he realized that in fact this was just a terrifying optical illusion caused by the black cape that it wore, which covered its whole body. 
 
    Max posted a message in the hope that the man might be online and want to chat with him.  
 
    “Hello Ghostbuster,” he wrote. “My brother told me about a very similar experience to yours and I’m curious to know whether it could be the same ghost. Send me a message when you’re online so we can chat. Best, Sleepy Hollow” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Before going to bed, Lisa looked in on Charlie. He hadn’t said a word at dinner and had hardly touched his food. His eyes were red, revealing that he had been crying and that the news of Miss Rotherwick’s death had affected him much more than she had at first imagined. 
 
    “How are you, runt?” she asked affectionately. 
 
    “Alright,” he replied, with tears welling in his eyes once more. “It’s just that, whenever I think of her, I just start crying. I can’t help it.” 
 
    “It’s normal, Charlie,” said Lisa. “It’s clear that you too were very close. I think she became really fond of you when you stayed at her place. I guess she felt kind of lonely.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I went with her to Vienna without telling you,” said the boy. “I know it was wrong.” 
 
    “I treated you unfairly that time in Nefertiti’s tomb. You had a right to be angry and I’m sorry for how I acted.”  
 
    “It’s forgotten,” answered Charlie. 
 
    “It’s forgotten,” repeated Lisa, who leaned forward and gave him a kiss on the forehead. Then she turned to go. 
 
    When he saw her leaving, Charlie frowned. 
 
    “You’re going without even asking me what was in the letter?” he asked in surprise. 
 
    “That was my plan.” 
 
    “But... don’t you want to know what she said?”  
 
    “You know I do, Charlie, but it’s your private business,” replied Lisa. “If you want to show it to me sometime, I’d be delighted to read it, but only with your permission.” 
 
    The boy stared at his sister with a bewildered look. Lisa was the nosiest person in the world, and her interest in knowing what Miss Rotherwick had written to him was beyond any doubt. And although she acknowledged this openly, she seemed willing to respect his privacy and keep out of it. This was quite unprecedented. 
 
    “Here, you can read it,” said the boy, taking out the letter, which he’d hidden under his pillow, and handing it to her. 
 
    Lisa opened it and read it in silence, and Charlie saw that his sister was moved by it.  
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she said, folding it carefully and handing it back to him. “It’s obvious that she really liked you.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XX: The Egyptian Dinner Service 
 
    Lisa repeatedly tried to convince Charlie that they should go see Monsieur Denon, but he kept putting it off, saying that he didn’t feel up to taking another trip yet. She begrudgingly accepted these delays, although she worried that her brother had lost his interest in finding the papyrus scroll and revealing the truth about Nefertiti to the world. And worse yet, he was not the only one. Their mother also seemed to have lost all hope that the Nefertiti exhibition would be a success, and to have forgotten how much that success had meant to Miss Rotherwick. 
 
    The death of their friend had plunged both Charlie and Maggie into a fog of sadness and dejection, and neither of them seemed to realize that the best homage they could have paid would have been to make her dream come true. 
 
    Lisa counted the passing days in despair, which by Thursday afternoon had turned into a sense of utter helplessness. There were only three weeks until the opening of the Nefertiti exhibition and their investigation had ground to a standstill.  
 
    After asking her brother again when they would make the trip and receiving the less than reassuring answer “I don’t know, we’ll see”, Lisa took refuge in the leather couch in the library. She seriously lamented that it had been her brother and not her who had found the ring that controlled the cape, leaving her with no option but to wait until he wanted to travel back into the past. She let out a sigh filled with equal parts resignation and rage.  
 
    Then she decided to jump into action. She couldn’t visit Monsieur Denon until Charlie finally decided to go with her, but she could make good use of her time until then. And the best way to do it was by taking the most important advice that Miss Rotherwick had given them: to find out everything they could about the person and the moment in history they were going to visit. So Lisa decided to study as much as possible about Vivant Denon and his era, and to take all that information with her when they went to see him. 
 
    “Dad, I have a history project to do,” she announced at dinner. “I’ll need to borrow your computer for a few days.” 
 
    Marcus sighed, but just as he prepared to put up a fight, Maggie interjected. 
 
    “I’ll bring you my computer tomorrow,” she said. “Your father has a big backlog of work right now and I can use Helen’s computer at the museum.” 
 
    Lisa nodded and looked over to Charlie. Although the boy knew his sister’s real intentions, he went on eating unperturbed, as if the conversation had nothing to do with him. But his apparent indifference didn’t bother Lisa. She knew him well enough to know that he would soon come around. And when he did, she would have everything ready to go in search of the second papyrus scroll. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Marcus helped his daughter set herself up in the library. Between the two of them they pushed the old leather couch to one side and set up an end table near the bookshelves so that she could work on the computer and consult the books there if she needed to.  
 
    “What is your assignment about?” asked Marcus, while he hooked up the laptop cable. 
 
    “It’s about the era of Napoleon Bonaparte,” she replied, thinking it to be a vague enough answer to allow her to look up information on a wide range of facts and people.  
 
    “Hmm, very interesting, but perhaps a little broad,” said Marcus, scratching his chin with one hand. “It covers a rather large period, and to do it justice you’d have to address a lot of topics. Why don’t you focus on a shorter time period, or specifically on the life of Napoleon?” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” answered Lisa. “For now I’m going to look up general information, and if I find a person that I particularly like, I might decide to focus just on them.” 
 
    She smiled at her father and then got to work. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Shortly after beginning her research, Lisa found an important piece of information. Despite his excellent qualifications, Monsieur Denon had not been accepted as a member of the Egyptian expedition at first because he was considered too old to handle the demands of the mission. It was only through the insistence of Joséphine Bonaparte, Napoleon’s wife and a great friend of Denon’s, that he was finally included in the group of scholars who would take part in the trip. 
 
    Lisa stopped for a moment, recalling Louis Costaz’s comment about Vivant Denon in Cairo, which Denon himself would repeat in Paris in very similar terms. Costaz had suggested that Denon had taken the papyrus scroll and the statuette to express his gratitude for the wonders he had seen. And then, on the way into the Tuileries Palace, Vivant himself had told her that with those objects he had wanted to show his gratitude and delight at having been able to take part in the Egyptian adventure. Is that what they were? Were those pieces actually gifts to thank Joséphine for her help in ensuring he was included in the expedition to Egypt? 
 
    Lisa was so excited by this discovery that she felt like running out to go share it with her brother. But she didn’t. Instead, she stared for a while at a portrait of Monsieur Denon she’d found in one of her father’s books. Better not to say anything to Charlie for now, and to keep studying in case she found some other important clue, she thought. First she would finish researching the life of Vivant Denon, and then she would focus on Joséphine Bonaparte. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Robert Newman, the security guard at the Athenaeum Club, reached out to pick up his watch and check the time. He had worked for seven days without a break, thanks to the constant shift changes requested by his co-worker Dennis. And he’d been so utterly exhausted that he’d slept eighteen hours straight, completely wasting his only day off.  
 
    Still in a daze, he stumbled out of bed and lurched over to the table to turn on his computer. Then he went to take a shower. Fifteen minutes later, he was sitting in front of the keyboard with a copious breakfast, although the clock on the screen showed that it was seven o’clock in the evening. While polishing off some scrambled eggs and bacon, he connected to the Internet and went to his favorite website. On GhostlyExperience.com he had found people who had experienced situations similar to his own and would be able to understand how he had felt when he’d confronted the ghost. Or at least, that’s what he had hoped, but so far nobody on the website had asked about his experience or made any response to the comments he’d posted. Until that day. 
 
    When he read the message from Sleepy Hollow, Robert felt so excited that he almost choked on a piece of toast. He wiped his greasy fingers on the clean shirt he had just put on and began typing an answer to his first follower. 
 
    “Hi Sleepy (I hope you don’t mind if I call you that ;). If it really is the same ghost, your poor brother must have had a terrifying experience. I could deal with it thanks to my professional training. Our induction program is very demanding and not just anybody could do it. They teach us how to react in all kinds of situations. I’m sorry for your brother. I guess it was hard for him. I’ll be busy today, but if you come online let me know and if I can I’ll chat a while with you. Regards, Ghostbuster.” 
 
    He saved the message and went on eating while he stared at the screen. He couldn’t wait for Sleepy Hollow to answer him. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Empress Joséphine’s life had been far from easy. Reading her biography, Lisa discovered that this amiable woman who had laughed with Charlie in the Tuileries Palace had been a true survivor in the tumultuous era in which it had been her fate to live.  
 
    Born on the isle of Martinique, she arrived in Paris to marry the young aristocrat and army general Alexandre de Beauharnais. The marriage, arranged by the families of the bride and groom, was miserable and plagued with misfortunes. De Beauharnais gave her two children, Eugène and Hortensia, and many financial woes. After their legal separation, she went back to her native Martinique, but a slave uprising forced her to flee the island, with no belongings or money, and return to Paris in the middle of the French Revolution.  
 
    While her estranged husband, Alexandre de Beauharnais, assumed important military posts in the new government, Joséphine rushed to the aid of many of her friends in the nobility who had been jailed and were facing the possibility of execution. Her efforts, added to his aristocratic background, created problems for Alexandre, until finally, during the Reign of Terror led by Robespierre, he was jailed for the defeat that lost the French the city of Mainz, which he had been responsible for defending. Weeks later, Joséphine was sent to the same prison as her husband, where the inmates had to endure terrible overcrowding and the looming threat of execution, which by then had become an everyday occurrence.  
 
    Five days before Robespierre’s downfall, Alexandre was sent to the guillotine. Joséphine was more fortunate; she was released when the tyrant fell. Now she was legally a widow, although once again, she had to face financial troubles. Luckily, she was very well connected with important figures in the new government, like Barras, who would give her financial assistance and introduce her to her future husband, General Bonaparte. That marriage would turn her into Empress of France in 1804, although in 1810 it would be dissolved with the country’s first legal divorce because she’d been unable to provide her husband with an heir. Joséphine moved to Malmaison, a château she had bought where she collected exotic animals and flowers, paintings, mummies and objects brought back from Napoleon’s travels. She would die there in 1814, at fifty years of age, due to complications arising from a cold. By that time, Napoleon had abdicated and was living in exile on the island of Elba. 
 
    Lisa read the biography of Joséphine from cover to cover, amazed by the countless hardships she’d had to overcome. But most extraordinary of all was the fact that just when she had reached the very top of the social scale as Empress of France, her husband had disowned her because she hadn’t been able to give him an heir. It was a fate curiously similar to that of the Great Queen Nefertiti.  
 
    Nor did Lisa overlook the significance of the fact that Joséphine had collected mummies and objects brought back from her husband’s campaigns, or that she was faithful and loyal to her friends, who no doubt responded in kind. She was clearly the ideal candidate to have received the second papyrus scroll from her dear, grateful friend Vivant Denon.  
 
    Lisa put away the books she’d been reading. Then she went online to look up images of any objects related to the life of the French Empress. 
 
    . . . 
 
    After reading Ghostbuster’s message, Max checked the visitor counter. Although GhostyExperience.com was not an especially popular forum, there were rather a lot of witnesses connected at that moment. Seventeen, to be exact. 
 
    Before he began chatting with the security guard, he contacted Nick Johnson, another hacker on his list of trusted providers. Max liked to distribute his jobs between various “professionals” in the field, so that none of them would have access to all the clues and details he gathered in the course of his investigations. 
 
    Max gave Nick his instructions: “Block access to all users except for Ghostbuster and Sleepy Hollow. And stand by for further instructions.” 
 
    The hacker replied mere seconds later with the simple message: “You’re alone.” 
 
    Max checked the counter and saw that there were only two visitors. He could begin the conversation. 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “Hi, Ghostbuster. You’re right. My brother was very upset and has never been able to get over it. I congratulate you for not suffering the same fate. To do that you’d have to have nerves of steel.”  
 
    Ghostbuster: “It’s kind of in my nature not to let things affect me. My partner at work, old Alfred, is still really shaken up. I guess he’s too old to handle this kind of thing.” 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “It’s understandable. What happened that scared him so much?” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “The ghost kept disappearing and reappearing all over the room. It even went right through a closed door.” 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “It went through the door, or disappeared and reappeared on the other side?” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “It reappeared on the other side. It was really spooky.” 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “I’ll bet it was. And what was it wearing?” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “He had a cape on that covered his whole body.” 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “He?” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “And the woman had a gray overcoat on.” 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “So there were two ghosts?” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “Yes, the two of them appeared together, hugging each other. It was terrifying.” 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “But only one of them had a cape?” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “Yes, only the boy. He was wearing a black cape.” 
 
    Max stopped for a moment, taking a deep breath to control his anxiety. 
 
    The time traveler was a boy in possession of what was no less than a Palatine Cape!  
 
    This explained a lot, and at the same time it made things much more complicated. In the past he had dealt with greedy, stupid and dangerously careless time travelers, who made his mission to seize the cape they’d found both easy and necessary to prevent them from causing a historic catastrophe with unpredictable consequences. But never in his long career had he ever had to eliminate a child whose use of such a powerful cape so ignorantly and irresponsibly made him a veritable time bomb.  
 
    Max exhaled and then continued writing. 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “How old was he?” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “How do you tell how old a ghost is? From what he told us, he must have been wandering the earth for hundreds of years.” 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “Of course. But how old would you say he looked if he had been a normal child?” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “Around eleven. He was really skinny, you know?” 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “And the woman?” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “She was a lot older. The boy told us she was his grandmother, and although she was a ghost, she looked kind of worn out, like she didn’t feel well.” 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “I see. And you say he talked to you?” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “When I confronted him he turned out to be pretty friendly. He said they were library ghosts, that they stayed in a library until his grandmother had read all the books there. In fact, the old woman had already started reading one.” 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “And what happened then?” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “I had to convince him to go find another library. You know, the clientele come first.” 
 
    Sleepy Hollow: “Yes, of course. I’ve got to get going, my friend. Maybe we can chat again another time.” 
 
    Ghostbuster: “Any time you like.” 
 
    Max ended the conversation and sent new instructions to Nick Johnson: 
 
    “Erase the dialog and any record of Ghostbuster on the website. Block his system until I advise otherwise, so that he cannot send any more messages.” 
 
    He then took a moment to ponder all the information he had gathered. The boy was traveling with someone who appeared to be his grandmother, although none of the people on the “Milford List” fit either her or the child’s description. Nevertheless, he would run a new check. He sent an email to Jeff Carter. 
 
    “I need the year of birth of all the people on the Milford List. Regards, John Smith” 
 
    He switched off his computer and sat pensively, staring at his reflection in the black screen. His duty was to recover the cape, which inevitably meant eliminating its owner. But he also had to ensure that the existence of the time capes was kept a total secret, and as a member of the Order of the Knights of Time he was under obligation to eliminate anyone outside the Order who had found out about them. 
 
    This would no doubt be one of the hardest recovery missions of his life. He only hoped that the foolish boy stopped inviting everyone he knew to time travel with him, as if it were nothing more than an innocent trip to the bowling alley. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa had to admit that the Internet was really an incredible resource. She understood her father’s reservations about it, and why he wanted to protect them from the misdeeds of people who exploited the anonymity it offered. And she knew that she herself had made a terrible mistake with her own misuse of the technology not so long ago. However, the World Wide Web also had a positive, almost magical side. A simple computer and an ADSL connection were all you needed to visit museums all around the world, to see the cultural and artistic heritage of different countries, or to read all kinds of historical documents... It was all there, at the click of a button. You only needed an abundance of time and patience to find what you were looking for. 
 
    In two afternoons of intensive research, Lisa had strolled through the rooms of the Château de Malmaison, viewing Joséphine’s personal belongings, portraits of her and her family, and even her grave. This woman, born nearly two hundred fifty years ago, began to appeal to her and to seem even closer to her than when she had seen her in the flesh in the Tuileries Palace. 
 
    Most of the information on her was set out in full detail on a website dedicated exclusively to the French Empress, featuring pictures of her furniture, dresses and jewelry, along with indications of the places where they were displayed.  
 
    Lisa perused a series of images, enlarging them to see them in detail, when something caught her attention. It was a watch with a lid that bore a pastoral image of the Nile and three pyramids in the background. The timepiece was joined to a gold chain, at the end of which was a cross with a shape that was quite peculiar, but that looked strangely familiar to her. The crossbar was short but very high and it had a large sphere at its base. Inside the sphere was a small portrait of Joséphine, from which ran three more chains, each one leading to a small cross identical to the first, but each made of a different material: one of red coral, the second of jet and the third of lapis lazuli. This object looked like a kind of good-luck charm, and for some reason it reminded her of something, but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. 
 
    Then she realized.  
 
    The elements represented on this piece of jewelry were a cross, a woman, a river and three more crosses – the hieroglyphic representation of the name that supposedly referred to Nefertiti on the papyrus scroll. 
 
    Lisa felt a sudden rush of blood to her head. She turned quickly to the messy pile of papers next to her and began searching through them until she found the picture of the papyrus scroll that Miss Rotherwick had given them. She checked the symbols that Miss Rotherwick had highlighted with a phosphorescent marker to help them identify the scroll. A cross, a woman, a river, three crosses with a sphere at the bottom and another woman.  
 
    Joséphine’s watch was missing the representation of the second woman, but perhaps that detail wasn’t important. Lisa turned back to the computer screen and noticed that there was another image of the same piece of jewelry that she hadn’t yet opened. She grabbed the mouse and clicked on it, and a picture of the back of the watch was displayed. Lisa held her breath. On the back of the portrait of Joséphine was another portrait, this one of a female saint. “It’s still a woman,” thought Lisa, closing the image and clicking on the link to read the description of the timepiece. 
 
    “The Empress’ watch, made of 18-carat gold with three small crosses made of red coral, jet and lapis lazuli. The cover shows an idealized scene of the Nile River. The base of the largest cross, also made of 18-carat gold, contains a portrait of Josephine on the front and of Saint Helena on the back.” 
 
    Lisa saved the link in the “Favorites” folder, and sat down on the leather couch to take a break. She wasn’t sure what she had just found, or whether it was proof that Joséphine had received the papyrus scroll and had been inspired by Nefertiti’s code name to design the piece of jewelry. It was rather a complicated theory, but it had a certain logic to it. 
 
    Unfortunately, she couldn’t go to either of the two people who could have helped her clear up the mystery. Joséphine Bonaparte had died on May 29, 1814, four years before the first date they would be able to travel back in time; and Helen Rotherwick, her guide and advisor, had died on March 18, 2014.  
 
    If this watch really was a clue, she would have to work it out herself. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie wandered into the library several times, and even went to the bookshelves on a couple of occasions to get a book. Whenever he did, Lisa greeted him politely and even offered to help him get down books from the top shelves, but she made no allusion to his abandoning their mission, nor did she ask him for help to complete it.  
 
    His sister’s newfound scrupulous respect for his feelings was beginning to annoy him. But when he saw the glimmer in her eye, he knew that she had found something, and although Miss Rotherwick’s death was still weighing on his heart he had no desire to miss out on it. 
 
    “We’re not being insensitive, are we?” he asked as he sat down on the couch beside her. “If we go on with our lives like nothing happened, wouldn’t it seem like we didn’t care?” 
 
    Lisa understood at once. 
 
    “I know I feel really bad about what’s happened,” she said softly, “and that you feel even worse about it. But I’m not going to give into the sadness, Charlie. I’m not going to let everything fall apart. Helen fought to the end for the exhibition, because for her it was really important. Don’t you see?” 
 
    “Yes, but I can’t help feeling that we’re betraying her,” replied the boy. 
 
    “Not if what you’re trying to do is to make her dream come true,” suggested Lisa. “I think she would approve. For her, this exhibition and this discovery were really important; otherwise, she wouldn’t have helped us, right?” 
 
    Charlie fell silent for a moment, as if that way he could be at peace with himself, and then finally asked the question that had been nagging at him. 
 
    “You’ve found something, haven’t you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” replied Lisa. “I’ve found a watch that belonged to Joséphine that has the same symbols as the name they use for Nefertiti on the scroll. It’s like the design of the watch was based on them.” 
 
    “Are you kidding?” asked Charlie. “But how would Joséphine have ended up with the scroll?” 
 
    “Come on, I’ll explain everything to you from the beginning.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    While his sister wrote down all her findings and prepared abridged biographies of Joséphine and Vivant Denon in pure “Rotherwick” style, Charlie began studying the life of Napoleon Bonaparte in minute detail, much to the astonishment of his father.  
 
    The children had always shown an interest in history, but only if it had been previously filtered by their mother and transformed into entertaining stories that she would tell them at dinner, at bedtime or when they were traveling in the car.  
 
    So to see his children compulsively reading history books that would have been tedious to most adults was surprising... and a little bit frightening. It seemed that what had been intended as a way of awakening a desire to learn had gone too far and was turning them into a pair of super-nerds. 
 
    An unexpected question from Charlie seemed to confirm his fears. 
 
    “Dad, what’s your opinion of Napoleon Bonaparte as a person?” 
 
    Marcus stared at him blankly, not only because of the profundity of the question but because of the way his son had expressed it. Without answering, he checked his watch to determine whether he had time to rush off to a store to buy a Play Station console for his son and a tablet for his daughter. Charlie took advantage of his father’s bewilderment to explain the reason behind his question, although he never would have spoken as he did if he’d been able to read his father’s mind. 
 
    “You see, I’m not sure what I should make of him,” said the boy, “or whether I still like him.” 
 
    Marcus found this explanation to be rather curious and, in a certain way, touching. 
 
    “On the one hand, it’s clear that he had some great ideas about how to win battles, and that he was a genius at war,” suggested Charlie. 
 
    “Yes, he was a brilliant military strategist,” agreed Marcus. 
 
    “And, well, I know that a war is always a war, but I really like all that stuff about strategies and battalions,” added Charlie with a shrug. “I mean, I like all the stuff about heroes and battles, although there’s also the much sadder part of the deaths.” 
 
    “That’s true,” replied Marcus. “War has an epic quality that is always appealing, but it also has a dramatic side that makes it much darker.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s it. Well, I like the epic side,” explained the boy. “And I was really enjoying that epic side in the stories about Napoleon. They were like the stories about Alexander the Great or Julius Caesar that Mum tells us... until I saw the other side that wasn’t so fun.” 
 
    “The Napoleonic wars had both sides,” said Marcus, “but so did the wars of Julius Caesar and Alexander the Great. Napoleon, however, is much closer to us in time, and it isn’t the same for us to know that he invaded places that we can recognize easily, like Austria, Spain or Belgium, as it is to read about ancient places like Gaul, Germania, Persia or Bactria.” 
 
    Charlie pondered his father’s explanations for a few moments. 
 
    “The closer an historical event is to our own time, the more involved we feel with it,” clarified Marcus. “In other words, you’ll always be less hard on Caesar than you’ll be on Napoleon, even though you’re judging similar behavior.” 
 
    “But it’s not just the wars. I feel kind of the same way about everything,” confessed Charlie. “Napoleon did a lot of good things, like building sewage systems and highways, or the fact that scientists could research and make discoveries, that artists could create great artworks, or that everyone was equal before the law and that children could go to school even though their parents were poor.”  
 
    “Yes, all those things were important,” said Marcus, smiling at the order of importance his son had given to the achievements. 
 
    “But then he ruined it all with things like invading every country he knew, and appointing family members to rule them even when they weren’t as smart as he was, or saying that everyone could vote but not including women, and then making himself Emperor for life so that nobody could vote at all anymore... Not to mention how he treated Joséphine. So I really don’t know what to make of him.” 
 
    “You’ll develop an opinion on him in time,” replied Marcus. “But if you want to judge someone fairly, you need to remember that absolutely all of us have our virtues and our failings. As good as the former may be, we cannot forget the latter, and vice versa. And there is no better defense or harsher condemnation than a person’s own deeds.”  
 
    Charlie thought for a moment, trying to come to a decision about Bonaparte. He saw clearly that his father had no intention of giving him the answer, but wanted him to find it for himself, because at that moment Marcus went off to the kitchen to help Maggie prepare dinner. 
 
    When she saw her father leave the library, Lisa let out a sigh. 
 
    “Thank God! I thought you’d never finish!” she exclaimed. “You should leave those historical debates for later, when we’ve completed our mission.” 
 
    The boy looked at her in surprise, wondering what had gotten into her. 
 
    “Come on, I have something to show you,” she said, pointing to the computer screen. 
 
    Charlie went over to her. 
 
    “After the expedition to Egypt, all things Egyptian became fashionable in France. Napoleon himself promoted it, because it was great propaganda for his military victories there,” Lisa explained. 
 
    “I don’t think you like him very much,” remarked the boy. 
 
    “In fact, while he was First Consul of France, he ordered a dinner set to be made with battle scenes and traditional images of Egypt on it,” Lisa went on, without responding to her brother’s remark. “It was known as the ‘Egyptian Dinner Service’, Here, have a look at this.” 
 
    She showed him a picture of a cobalt-blue colored plate. The bottom was covered by a portrait of a bearded man with a turban surrounded by two concentric rows of gold-painted hieroglyphic symbols with thin outer borders. Charlie studied the man closely to determine whether it was that Costaz character that his sister was so concerned about. But then Lisa enlarged the image and moved the mouse to point to a few of the symbols. 
 
    “A cross, a woman, a river, three crosses, and another woman,” she said, smiling with visible satisfaction. 
 
    “And here too,” she added, opening another picture with cups, jugs and more plates from the set of dinnerware. 
 
    Charlie was astounded. He remembered at once what that series of symbols meant. 
 
    “And here,” his sister went on, showing him another picture.  
 
    This time it wasn’t a piece of crockery, but a large, luxurious room, possibly in a palace. Charlie focused his attention on one of the walls, where an Egyptian landscape had been painted in a ridiculously childish style, framed by rows of what were supposed to be hieroglyphic symbols. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked the boy. 
 
    “The Egyptian Room in the Villa San Martino, Napoleon’s summer home during his exile on Elba,” she replied. “Napoleon himself commissioned a man named Pietro Ravelli to paint the frescoes.”  
 
    “He’s put a nose on the Sphinx and its face looks like a cartoon,” remarked the boy. 
 
    “Yes, but look at the symbols here on this side,” said Lisa, pointing to them with the cursor. “A cross, a woman, a river, three crosses and a woman.” 
 
    “Wow, Lisa! You’re a first-class investigator!” exclaimed Charlie in amazement. 
 
    Lisa smiled gratefully at his compliment. 
 
    “My theory is that either Joséphine or Napoleon had the second papyrus scroll. Denon must have given it to one of them as a gift in return for allowing him to go on the expedition to Egypt, or to both of them, because at the time they were still married,” she said in an excited voice. “And they used the papyrus scroll as an example to copy all these symbols, although Nefertiti’s name must have especially caught their eye, because they’re the only symbols that are repeated, and always in the same order.”  
 
    “Maybe it was because of the three crosses, because they had some special meaning for them,” suggested Charlie. “You said it was like a good-luck charm.” 
 
    “That’s what I think, and you can be sure that we’re going to find out,” she replied. “There are only two people who will definitely know the answer to that question. One is Joséphine, but we can’t ask her, because she died in 1814 and we can only travel back as far as the 30th of November 1818.” 
 
    “Unless we want to wait nine weeks so that the cape will let us choose any date again,” said Charlie. 
 
    “And of course, we’re not going to do that because the Nefertiti exhibition will be opening in just over two weeks. So we have to ask the only other person who could know the answer. None other than Napoleon Bonaparte himself.” 
 
    Charlie nodded calmly, as the prospect didn’t seem the least bit challenging to him. He’d gotten along very well with the great leader when they had met in the Tuileries Palace, and he wouldn’t have minded getting his hands on some more of the licorice that the Emperor kept in his pockets. 
 
    “But it’s going to be a little hard to explain why I haven’t grown at all in nine years,” remarked Charlie. “You might not like him much, but I can assure you he’s pretty smart.” 
 
    “Believe me, little brother, this time it doesn’t matter. When we go see him, he’ll be in exile on the island of Saint Helena. He was living there in Longwood House, a farm in a remote spot that was absolutely impossible to get into or out of without being seen. The soldiers who guarded him were always outside. If Napoleon raises the alarm, we’ll have more than enough time to get out of there before anyone arrives to help him.” 
 
    “When do we go?” asked the boy. 
 
    “If I have time to finish the dossier, we could go tomorrow.”  
 
    Charlie nodded. 
 
    “This time everything has to go perfectly,” said Lisa. “I’m afraid this will be our last chance.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XXI: Saint Helena 
 
    Max met with Emanuel Gentile to bring him up to date on his investigations. Like an officer reporting advances in a battle to his general, he outlined the details of the situation coolly and concisely, free of opinions or sentimentality. At no point did he express his regret over the fact that the owner of the cape was a young boy, but he was certain that the Grand Master would be just as upset as he was about it. 
 
    “A Palatine‼” burst out Mr. Gentile with a delighted laugh. “What a stroke of luck, my boy!!” he added, slapping Max on the back enthusiastically. 
 
    Max kept his composure, concealing his astonishment and indignation. He loved the Grand Master like a father, but he was terribly disappointed that the old man only seemed to care about the advantages that getting a hold of such a cape could offer them. To celebrate it openly, without considering what it meant for the fate of an innocent child, was absolutely unseemly. 
 
    “And its owner is a child!!” exclaimed Gentile, with a broad smile. 
 
    Max swallowed hard, concentrating on keeping up a poker face, although his heart was beating furiously in his chest. 
 
    “It’s just what we need to be able to name you my successor. Nobody could compete with a Palatine, together with the other capes you have. At last, a little bit of luck,” he added. 
 
    Max kept walking by his side, without speaking a word. 
 
    “You must uncover the identity of this young brat,” insisted the old man. “He’s too easy and valuable a target. Any one of those vermin could discover him and beat us to the punch.” 
 
    Max looked at him without replying. Although Gentile was quite right, he didn’t approve of the disparaging term his mentor had used to refer to their enemies, much less to the boy. The Grand Master’s position within the Order had been extremely tenuous for some time, and Max knew that in recent months his physical strength had been waning. But his behavior was quite disgraceful. Such a lack of compassion in one who was almost certainly the most powerful man in the world was unforgivable. Perhaps it was merely a lapse of reason caused by the tension of the moment. Or perhaps Emanuel Gentile was not the great man Max had believed he was; perhaps he was not so different from the men he was fighting against. 
 
    “You must get to work,” ordered the old man. “And bring me the identity of that boy, or his blasted cape.” 
 
    “Very well,” replied Max laconically. 
 
    And he left at once to fulfill his mission. 
 
    . . . 
 
    The children appeared in a very small room in which a wooden table, two chairs and a cast-iron bed filled up all the space available. In one of the walls there were two small windows through which the moonlight shone softly, casting a dull light across the room. The silence was deafening, broken only by the occasional creaking of some part of the house or by the gusts of wind that every now and then rocked the outer walls. 
 
    Lisa signaled to her brother not to make a sound. From what she’d been able to ascertain, there would be other people asleep in the house apart from Bonaparte. She opened the cloth bag into which Charlie’s backpack had transformed, and took out a flashlight and the dossier she had prepared. The boy stared at her in stunned silence. His sister was taking her role of researcher very seriously. She hadn’t merely stuffed a pile of papers into a simple folder, but had gone to the trouble of binding the whole thing and adding adhesive labels of different colors to each section to be able to find the information they needed as quickly as possible. 
 
    Lisa put the dossier down on the table, turned to a page labeled with the words “Floor Plan”, and opened it up to reveal a map of the house. 
 
    “That’s Napoleon’s bedroom over there,” she whispered, pointing to one of the doors. “Go in and talk to him. I’ll stay here and keep watch.” 
 
    Charlie nodded. He then took a paper and pen out of his backpack, adjusted the dials on the place annulus on his bracelet, and disappeared. 
 
    The room where he reappeared was the same size as the last one, although as it was more sparsely furnished it looked larger. A fireplace in the opposite wall kept the room warm and was apparently meant to support the seemingly impossible task of giving the place an elegant look. Three portraits and a marble bust above the mantelpiece also aided in this task, although they didn’t achieve it entirely. Next to the fireplace were a small couch and a nightstand, creating a space evidently intended to be a reading corner. On the left, right next to the only door, there was a cast-iron bed, in which Napoleon Bonaparte lay sleeping. 
 
    The boy stood in the middle of the room watching him while he scratched his head and tried to come up with something to say to wake him up. But as nothing particularly brilliant occurred to him, he went over to the fireplace to look at the portraits, hoping to find inspiration there. Meanwhile, in the adjacent room, Lisa had her ear to the door to listen to what was going on, but she couldn’t hear a thing. Finally, she decided to open the door slightly to check on her brother’s progress. She turned the knob very slowly, and pulled the door toward her as quietly as she could. When she did, the warped wood let out a muffled creak that woke up Bonaparte, who was always a light sleeper. 
 
    “Is that you, Las Cases?” he asked, raising his head. 
 
    Lisa held her breath. 
 
    “No, your Majesty. It’s Charlot D’Artagnan,” replied Charlie, as politely as he could. “I’m sorry for waking you.” 
 
    Napoleon froze, staring at the boy. 
 
    “D’Artagnan?! Good God!” he exclaimed, rubbing his eyes in disbelief. “How did you get in here? This place is impregnable!” 
 
    “Forgive me for appearing at this time of night without warning, but I have to ask you something important,” explained Charlie, moving toward him. 
 
    Bonaparte looked at him in bewilderment. He remembered him perfectly, playing with Joséphine’s little dog and eating his licorice. He always had an extraordinary facility for recalling names and faces, but this time it was easier than ever, because the boy looked exactly the same as the last time he’d seen him, nine years earlier. 
 
    “You haven’t changed at all since I saw you in the Palace! You haven’t grown an inch!” he exclaimed incredulously as he sat up to see him better. “I don’t know whether you’re an angel or a ghost, although in the pitiful circumstances you find me in, I would prefer to believe the former.”  
 
    Lisa relaxed a little. Although surprised, Bonaparte seemed to accept her brother’s visit calmly, without being too startled or calling for help. 
 
    “What is the matter, your Majesty?” asked Charlie cautiously, trying not to sound too nosy. 
 
    “I suffer from severe stomach pains. I believe they’ll end up killing me,” replied Napoleon. 
 
    “My grandfather has the same problem, but he takes some yellow pills and he feels much better. It’s a shame I didn’t bring any,” said the boy, trying to console him, although he knew Napoleon was right. Those pains would get worse and would lead to his death, which would come in a little more than two years.  
 
    “I don’t have any of the licorice you liked so much either. Since I came here I’ve had to give up many of my good habits,” replied Bonaparte. “But tell me, why have you come?” 
 
    “Your Majesty, I must ask you a question,” replied Charlie with determination. “Empress Joséphine was fond of Egyptian artifacts, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. She collected mummies, statuettes...” 
 
    “And papyrus scrolls, too.” 
 
    “Yes, she had several scrolls,” answered Bonaparte, beginning to look quite intrigued. 
 
    “But I wanted to ask you about one in particular,” the boy went on, taking out the paper and pencil and beginning to scribble down some symbols. “One that has a cross, a woman, a river...” 
 
    “... Three crosses and another woman,” they said in unison. 
 
    Lisa leaned forward, drawn in by the tension and excitement. Bonaparte had recognized the symbols, which meant that he was familiar with the papyrus scroll. 
 
    “Good God!” exclaimed Napoleon. “Then it is true!” 
 
    “What is true?” asked Charlie. 
 
    “Joséphine always said it was a kind of protective charm connected to Saint Helena, the Empress of Constantinople, and the legend of the Three Crosses and the True Cross,” explained Bonaparte. “So she put those symbols everywhere, saying they would bring good luck: on a desk she had made for her bedroom, on an Egyptian dinner service... she even designed a watch with those symbols on it... When I learned that Joséphine had died, I myself ordered it to be painted in the Egyptian room of my palace on Elba in her memory. It’s curious; I always laughed at that silly superstition of hers. I told her that the papyrus scroll and Saint Helena were from two different eras and that they couldn’t possibly be related in any way, and that she wouldn’t have the saint’s protection by putting those symbols everywhere. And now, ironically, I am going to end my days on the island that bears her name. It would seem that fate is mocking me.” 
 
    “Your Majesty, you wouldn’t know where that papyrus scroll might be now, would you?” 
 
    “Why do you want to find it, my lad? What makes it so important?” 
 
    “Because it tells the life of a queen of Egypt who has been wronged by history. The world has a mistaken idea about her, and if that scroll is lost, the truth will never be known.” 
 
    “Well done!” thought Lisa. That would surely touch a nerve with Bonaparte. 
 
    “That is the price the powerful have to pay,” replied Napoleon, in a rather melancholy tone. “Ruling a nation requires sacrifice and duty, the courage to make tough decisions and the perseverance to see them through. Often the people do not understand them and judge their rulers unfairly, but that doesn’t make the decisions wrong.” 
 
    “My father says that there is no better defense or harsher condemnation than our own deeds,” said Charlie, believing the remark to be relevant to the turn their conversation had taken. “And that to judge a person fairly, we should consider both their virtues and their failings, regardless of how much we might like them.” 
 
    Lisa raised her hands to her head as she listened. What on earth did this philosophical dissertation have to do with anything? Damn it! Napoleon had admitted that Joséphine collected papyrus scrolls, he’d recognized the symbols on the one they were looking for, and he’d even acknowledged that his wife was obsessed with them. He had even identified with the misunderstood queen Charlie had mentioned. But her brother, instead of going in for the kill and persuading him to help clear the memory of the poor woman, had embarked on a philosophical discussion in which, furthermore, he was quite out of his depth. 
 
    “I don’t believe your father is right about that, my boy,” replied Bonaparte. “The profit or necessity of one’s deeds is not always clear to everyone, and a ruler is neither able nor obliged to give explanations to justify them.” 
 
    “Well, that’s exactly what happened to the Egyptian queen I’m talking about, your Majesty,” answered Charlie, trying to get himself out of the mess he was making of the discussion. “Nobody understood why she did what she did, and it never occurred to anybody that she had good reasons for doing it, but of course, she couldn’t explain it to them because she was a queen, so she told one person she trusted, and that one person wrote it all down on the papyrus scroll...” 
 
    Lisa listened to her brother’s convoluted explanation with her face buried in her hands. It all sounded like nonsense. 
 
    “You mean that papyrus scroll contains her memoirs,” concluded Napoleon. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it,” said Charlie, nodding and waving his finger eagerly. “They’re her memoirs.” 
 
    “You see, Joséphine looked after that scroll with the greatest of care,” said Bonaparte. “She kept it in the desk she’d ordered to be made, which was inlaid with those hieroglyphic signs and winged lions just like the ones on the desk in my study.” 
 
    Lisa nodded as she listened. She remembered the emperor’s desk perfectly because when she’d seen it she had noticed how beautiful it was. She also remembered Joséphine’s desk, with the lions adorning its four corners; it was in Malmaison, the château that the empress bought after marrying Bonaparte, and where she had lived after their divorce until she died.  
 
    Lisa went back to the table to look for their pictures in the dossier while her brother continued the discussion. 
 
    “You need to look for a secret compartment that is hidden in the molding on the top,” Napoleon went on. “You will recognize it because it is the only one without a border of golden laurel leaves. The molding conceals a very narrow drawer with a false bottom. Find it, and there you will find the papyrus scroll you seek.” 
 
    “And do you think it will still be there?” asked the boy. 
 
    “Possibly,” nodded Napoleon. “It isn’t easy to find that compartment unless one knows it is there, and there were very few of us who knew of its existence.” 
 
    “And where is the desk?”  
 
    “In Joséphine’s chambers in Château de Malmaison,” replied Bonaparte. “I imagine it would still be there, because none of her children shared her taste for Egyptian art. Find it, Charlot, and ensure that justice is done for that queen.”  
 
    “I promise I will, your Majesty,” said Charlie, bowing in farewell.  
 
    Then he remembered that there was something else he had to do before he left. 
 
    “Here,” he said, taking an embroidered handkerchief out of his pocket and holding it out to Napoleon. “Joséphine gave it to me when I was in the Tuileries, but I thought perhaps you would like to keep it. She was a very kind and very friendly woman...” 
 
    “She was,” agreed Bonaparte, taking the handkerchief in both hands and bringing it up to his lips. “Now I know that you’re an angel, Charlot D’Artagnan. And I am truly grateful for your visit.” 
 
    Charlie lowered his head shyly in response to the compliment. Then he bowed again and left the room to find Lisa. 
 
    . . . 
 
    First thing in the morning, Max Wellington received the new version of the “Milford List”, this time including the date of birth of every E. Milford who lived in Greater London. By this point he already had at least a rough if not exact idea of all their ages, except for the two individuals he had been unable to contact. But now he could confirm that none of them were between eight and twelve years old, the age range he had established to allow for the possibility that the security guard’s estimate had been off target. Nor could any of them be the grandmother that Ghostbuster had described. 
 
    Once again, the information didn’t seem to match up, suggesting that C. W., the owner of the compass lost in the Cretaceous, and the plague victim E. Milford were in fact two different people. Perhaps they were two different travelers who had shown up at the same time by mere chance. Or perhaps E. Milford was simply an unlucky individual who had contracted the plague in 2014 in the heart of London, without ever having traveled in time.  
 
    Although some clues were confusing, others were perfectly clear. The security guard had said he’d seen two ghosts, but only one of them was wearing a black cape. It was a Palatine, a very rare and highly coveted cape, which could be the key to his claim to become the next Grand Master. In spite of certain limitations, a Palatine cape offered great advantages, like the ability to time travel with other people and to transport large and heavy objects. This could explain the discrepancy between the surname Milford and the initials “C. W.”, as the time traveler appeared to be traveling with company. 
 
    Whatever the case may be, one thing was clear: the owner of that wondrous object was a skinny eleven-year-old boy, frighteningly easy prey for anyone who might want to snatch it from him. This meant he had to hurry to get a hold of it before another hunter beat him to it. There was no room for another mistake. If he didn’t get that cape, he would have no chance of succeeding Emanuel Gentile. 
 
    There was only one way to find out whether there was any connection between the boy and the plague victim, and that was by going directly to the physician who had handled the case.  
 
    Max sent another email to Jeff Carter. 
 
    “Get me the name of the doctor who attended E. Milford and his work shifts for this week and next week. This is urgent.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    While listening to her brother’s conversation with Bonaparte, Lisa put the dossier on the table and opened it up to the section on Malmaison. With the satisfaction that comes from seeing a job well done, she turned the pages until she found the picture of the desk, which she examined for a few moments. It was exactly as Napoleon had described it, and she could even make out the molding where the secret compartment was hidden. The desk had been ordered by Joséphine for her apartment, where she would live from that time on. 
 
    Lisa smiled as she thought over her strategy. Having discovered the whereabouts of the papyrus scroll, they would now go in search of it directly from Saint Helena, still in 1818, without returning to their own time. As soon as they found it, they would take it and place it in the year 2014 in the same place or in another similar spot, so that their mother would be able to find it. To determine the coordinates of the place they would have to travel to, they needed only to consult her dossier, where she also had included exact information on all locations related to Napoleon and Joséphine. 
 
    She turned the pages in search of the floor plan of Malmaison, which should have been at the end of the section dedicated to the château, right before the section on the Tuileries. Suddenly she felt a rush of blood to her head and she gasped for breath.  
 
    Where on earth was it??? 
 
    Lisa tried to calm down. She was sure she had included it: the floor plan to Malmaison with the coordinates, not only of the castle but of each of its rooms, for which Google Earth had proved the best resource in the world.  
 
    When Charlie came to her side, he found her flipping back and forth through the pages of the huge dossier. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked in a whisper. “We’ve gotta go!” 
 
    “I can’t find the floor plan with the coordinates!” answered his sister nervously. 
 
    “What floor plan?” 
 
    “The one for Malmaison,” she replied without looking up from the pages. “Look, this is the desk. It’s in Joséphine’s apartment, just like he told you. But I can’t find the floor plan with the coordinates to go look for it.” 
 
    “Lisa, we can’t stay here. Napoleon is awake, and if he gets up he’ll see us here and he’ll know I’m not an angel.” 
 
    “He shouldn’t need to get up to know that,” said Lisa, trying to make a joke of her brother’s remark. 
 
    From the next room came a noise. It sounded like Bonaparte had gotten up and was moving around. 
 
    “Oh no, he’s gonna catch us!” exclaimed Charlie. “And if he doesn’t, the others will, because it’s almost morning. Lisa, we’ve got to go now, wherever we go.” 
 
    Lisa kept flipping through the pages, trying to ignore her brother, although she knew perfectly well that he was right. One solution would be to go to Paris and try to make it to Malmaison with the money and resources they had, but it seemed to her too risky and uncertain an enterprise to even dare to mention it aloud. Then she stopped and went back to the beginning to read the history of the château.  
 
    “Joséphine’s kids kept the property until 1828,” she said. “We’ll go back home now, and then we’ll go to Malmaison in 1827. The worst thing that can happen is that we’ll have to wait nine weeks to go look for it in the time period that suits us best. I feel bad for Mum, but I’m not about to put us in danger again.” 
 
    She signaled to her brother to set all the annuli to the right position for a homeward journey. Moments later, they disappeared in an embrace. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Max read the email that Jeff Carter had just sent him. The doctor’s name was Andrew Price and his next shift at St. Thomas’ Hospital began the following day at four p.m. 
 
    Max closed his computer. He then opened up his safe and took out a coal-gray velvet cape. He also took out a bronze bracelet studded with annuli and entered the coordinates for his next trip. He needed to get a hold of a WHO employee credential to make his visit more credible.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa sat down at the desk in the attic, unable to conceal her rage. 
 
    “Don’t get like that!” said her brother, while he put the cape away in the wardrobe. “It really doesn’t matter at all.” 
 
    “Damn it, Charlie! I had everything prepared to be able to go wherever we needed to without having to take another trip that would force us to go forward nine years! Now I’m going to have to do more research to find out whether there was anyone living in Malmaison in 1827. And I can assure you, that won’t be easy.” 
 
    “Not necessarily.” 
 
    “I’ll have to do it if we don’t want to be in for any surprises,” said Lisa, her anger rising. “And what if there’s somebody in the castle? And what if...?” 
 
    “Lisa, listen,” Charlie interrupted, trying to assuage her. “The desk is in Joséphine’s apartment, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So, tonight we go and look for it. Simple.” 
 
    “But I’m telling you that I don’t know if there was someone living there in 1827 and I don’t know if I’ll have time to investigate it...” 
 
    “And what do we care who was living there in 1827?” said Charlie with a smile. “We’ll go tonight, and check to see if it’s there. If it is, we’ll leave it there and tell Mum so she can find it; and if we don’t find it, then we’ll go to all the trouble of investigating whether someone was living in the castle back then.” 
 
    Lisa smiled when she understood what her brother was trying to say. 
 
    “Oh, of course!” she exclaimed in relief. “We don’t need to travel in time! We can go to Malmaison right now, on the 9th of April 2014. If it’s as well hidden as Napoleon said it was, it might still be there. We’ll go tonight and find out. You’re a genius, little brother!” 
 
    Charlie smiled.  
 
    “Well, if we’re going tonight, we’d better find that floor plan you lost,” he said. 
 
    And they marched out of the attic and down to the library. 
 
    . . . 
 
    When she got home, Maggie greeted Marcus and the kids affectionately, and then got changed and started making dinner. With sixteen days to go until the opening, the preparations for the exhibition were practically completed, at least insofar as her responsibilities were concerned. The only thing that could change things would be the sudden appearance of the second papyrus scroll, but she had run out of leads, and she had lost her partner in the investigation. As a result, she had given up the search, at least for now.  
 
    Instead, she had been doing all she could to get home earlier so she could spend more time with her family and make up for having been almost entirely wrapped up in her work for the past few months. And one way of doing this was by recovering their dinnertime ritual, when the family would get together over a delicious meal and talk about their day. 
 
    That evening, while Lisa searched for the Malmaison floor plan among all the papers she had piled up in the library, Charlie noticed two rather troubling incidents.  
 
    The first was his mother asking his father to come to the kitchen with the excuse of helping her with something, without clarifying what that something was. They were in there talking, with the door closed, for several minutes. When he came out, Marcus looked at Charlie and smiled at him in a way that seemed to him rather forced, although he said nothing. He didn’t look angry or upset, but whatever it was about, the conversation had been in some way related to him, although he couldn’t think of any reason why his school or some other place might have called his parents about him. 
 
    The second incident was even more worrying, if that were possible. With the excuse of getting a glass of water, Charlie went into the kitchen and saw that Maggie was preparing a two-cheese pizza with pickles, sausages, anchovies and bacon; the boy’s favorite dish, which, inexplicably, was not very popular with the rest of the family. That his mother would expose herself to complaints from Marcus and (especially) from Lisa without his even having asked her to make it for dinner made it very clear that something was up. And that his parents were preparing the ground to tell him what it was at dinner. 
 
    Lisa interrupted her brother’s ruminations to give him some good news.  
 
    “I’ve found the floor plan to Malmaison,” she said, showing him a sheet of paper with a map filled with little numbers. “Tonight I’ll set the alarm for two o’clock, and we’ll go look for the papyrus scroll. We can’t wait until Friday when Mrs. Davis comes. That wouldn’t give Mum enough time to find it and translate it before the exhibition.” 
 
    Charlie nodded. 
 
    “I have a feeling they want to tell us something,” he said, referring to their parents. “They’re acting weird.” 
 
    “Well, we’ll find out soon enough,” replied his sister. “Come on, help me get everything ready. We’ve got a lot to do before we go.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Maggie cut the first slice of pizza and served it to her son.  
 
    “I have something to tell you,” she announced.  
 
    The boy looked over to his sister to acknowledge the confirmation of his suspicions. 
 
    “It’s about Helen,” his mother went on. “Her lawyer called me today to tell me that she changed her will at the last minute. Charlie, she has left you her books, records, furniture and valuables, as well as a large sum of money. She had no family, so she bequeathed her estate to you and to the museum.” 
 
    Charlie didn’t know what to say. He didn’t really need all those things, although he was touched by the idea that Helen Rotherwick had chosen him from among all the people she knew, and that he would have some personal objects to remind him of his friend.  
 
    Like she had told him in her letter, the world was filled with wonderful things and moments that he would come to appreciate. Music, books, good company... Things that for him had no value now, that he even found a bore, but which in the not-too-distant future would greatly enrich his life.  
 
    He was struck by a pang of regret that his friend would not be there to share all those things with him, and he felt a large lump in his throat as the emotion overwhelmed him. 
 
    “It seems that she really was very fond of you, Charlie,” said his mother. “Much more than I had imagined.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    When she saw the canopy with the crown and the golden eagle, Lisa immediately recognized the room. It was Joséphine Bonaparte’s bedroom in Château de Malmaison.  
 
    Almost without moving, she looked up at the ceiling in search of a motion detector or camera that might alert the security guards to their presence. In a few seconds she found both, although luckily she and her brother had not appeared within the operating range of either one. 
 
    “There’s a camera over there, above the door,” she told her brother, seizing his arm to keep him from moving “And a motion detector there. We can’t go near the door or walk across the room or they’ll see us.”  
 
    Charlie nodded. 
 
    “Alright, let’s see whether the desk is around here,” said Lisa, passing the flashlight over the wall to her right. 
 
    “Mind the camera,” Charlie warned her. 
 
    “Relax,” replied Lisa, concentrating on what she was doing. 
 
    “We should come back tomorrow and do the tour, like we did in Amarna,” suggested the boy. “When we see the desk, we’ll take the coordinates and come back at night without having to wander around.”  
 
    “Well, now that we’re here, we might as well try. And if we don’t find it, we’ll do what you suggest. Let’s try the next room. Here are the coordinates.” 
 
    Charlie entered them on the place annulus and they appeared in the adjacent room, where there were no security cameras but there was a motion detector. The room was furnished much more simply, without the ostentation or luxury of the empress’ bedroom.  
 
    “Look! There it is!” said Lisa, pointing to a piece of furniture against the opposite wall beside the window. 
 
    “We can’t walk over there or the detector will go off. We’ll have to use the cape.” 
 
    “Can you do it? It must be around ten or maybe twelve feet away.” 
 
    “Maybe,” replied Charlie, adjusting the dials on the place annulus. “I always work it out by sight.” 
 
    Lisa looked at the red light of the detector. 
 
    “Well, if you’re off target, they’ll catch us,” she said. 
 
    “Lisa, this isn’t just guesswork, it’s science,” said her brother, putting his arms around her and turning the clasp on the bracelet. 
 
    At once they appeared on the other side of the room, just a handspan away from the desk. Lisa turned around to check whether the detector light was flashing at the same speed as before or had picked up their presence.  
 
    The red light flickered on and off normally. Everything was going smoothly; they appeared to be outside the detection range of the device. 
 
    “Look, this is the molding,” said Lisa, passing the flashlight to her brother. “Shine the light on it while I look for the secret compartment.” 
 
    The boy took the flashlight and pointed it at the molding that Bonaparte had described: the only one without a border of golden laurel leaves. His hand was trembling, revealing the nerves and tension that had been building up inside him. 
 
    Lisa pulled out the piece carefully and slowly... so slowly that Charlie thought he would collapse from the suspense. Joined to the molding was a compartment resembling a very narrow drawer. Once she had pulled it out completely, she placed the compartment gently on the floor and they saw that inside it was completely empty.  
 
    “He said it had a false bottom,” said Charlie, before disappointment set in. 
 
    His sister nodded and then took out their Swiss army knife. Carefully she pulled out the blade and stuck the edge into the slit between one of the walls and the bottom of the compartment. 
 
    “Be careful, Lisa. It’s an antique,” said her brother. 
 
    At that moment, a thin wooden board popped up, revealing the real bottom of the narrow drawer. The children lifted it together very slowly and gingerly. In the last few months they had been through similar situations when they’d been searching for the cape or one of the annuli. But no discovery meant as much to them as the one they were on the verge of at that moment.  
 
    “Tell me it’s there! Even if it isn’t!” gasped Charlie, covering up his eyes so he couldn’t see what was happening, just like he always did when he couldn’t bear a suspenseful scene in a movie. 
 
    But his sister didn’t answer; she simply couldn’t.  
 
    Charlie uncovered his face slowly, trying to ready himself for a huge disappointment. Then he saw Lisa holding the papyrus scroll in both hands and gazing at it in disbelief. 
 
    “A cross, a woman, a river, three crosses, and another woman,” she muttered breathlessly. “The second papyrus scroll of Nefertiti. We’ve found it.” 
 
    Charlie cleared his throat while he felt the excitement take him over. 
 
    “So... how are we going to get Mum to find it?” he asked. “You have to admit, Joséphine was pretty good at hiding things.” 
 
    “I think I know how to do it,” replied his sister, while she put the scroll back in its place, with the fine white cloth that covered it and the false bottom on top. “If it doesn’t work, we’ll come back tomorrow and put it somewhere else.” 
 
    With the knife she made a few notches in the wood of the false bottom, right where she had stuck in the blade to prise it off. Then she moistened her finger with her tongue and subjected the marks she’d made to a quick but effective aging process. Finally, she put the compartment back in the desk, ensuring that one of the corners stuck out a fraction of an inch and the molding looked very slightly out of place. 
 
    “Make a note of the coordinates in case we need to come back for it, and then let’s go home,” she told Charlie. “I’ll explain my idea later.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    The nurse made a hand signal to the man on the other side of the counter to indicate for him to wait while she answered the phone. At a big hospital like St. Thomas’ she saw all kinds of people, but this person had caught her attention in a matter of seconds. He couldn’t have been more than forty; he was good-looking, smartly dressed and spoke with an American accent. 
 
    Without taking her eyes off him, she answered the questions of the colleague who had called on the phone in a brusque yet not impolite manner, making her authority clear at all times. Once this demonstration of force was done, she hung up the phone to attend to the attractive visitor.  
 
    “Good afternoon,” she said in a curt tone with a cynical smile. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “My name is Jonas Walker,” began Max, “and I would like to see Dr. Price.” 
 
    “Well I’m very sorry, but Dr. Price is not in the hospital,” replied the nurse, in a manner that suggested she wasn’t really very sorry at all. 
 
    “I understood his shift began today at four p.m.,” retorted Max with an impassive expression. 
 
    “We are not allowed to give out information on the hours of the medical staff,” said the nurse, still wearing her false smile. 
 
    Max reached into one of his pockets and took out a card that identified him as an employee of the World Health Organization. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself,” he said firmly, but without raising his voice. “I am Dr. Walker, Director of the Epidemic and Pandemic Alert and Response Area of the World Health Organization. And I need to speak with Dr. Price.” 
 
    At once the nurse’s tyrannical expression turned solicitous and obsequious. 
 
    “The fact is, Dr. Walker,” she explained, “Dr. Price has had to leave urgently because his father had a fall.” 
 
    “I hope it’s nothing serious. And you don’t know when he will return, do you?” 
 
    “His family lives in Edinburgh, so he’ll be gone for several days, I’m afraid.”  
 
    “I see.”  
 
    “If you tell me what you need, perhaps I can help you,” the nurse offered, trying to compensate for her initial blunder with such a distinguished visitor. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” answered Max, while he wrote down a phone number on a business card that matched the WHO credential he had shown her moments earlier. “Let me know when Dr. Price is back. I’ll be visiting other hospitals in the country, so call this cell number rather than my office number.” 
 
    “I will, Dr. Walker,” said the woman, while Max turned to leave.  
 
    . . . 
 
    Lisa sat down in front of her mother’s computer and prepared the documentation they were going to need. Then she made the agreed signal to her brother for the performance to begin. 
 
    “You know what, Dad?” she began. “I’ve decided to do my assignment on Empress Joséphine and her influence on Napoleon’s life.” 
 
    “Hmm... really?” replied Marcus while typing away quickly on his laptop. 
 
    “I think I have enough background information to do a pretty comprehensive study. Would you like to see it?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course!” answered her father. “But just give me a little time to finish what I’m doing.” 
 
    “How about you, Mum?” asked Lisa. 
 
    “I’d love to see it! But I have to sort out these papers from the museum,” said Maggie, while she took out a folder filled with documents and sat down on the couch to put them in order. “When your father finishes, you can show both of us. Will that be alright, darling?” 
 
    Lisa sat in silence, not knowing what to say. Perhaps it was because she wanted to reveal to them the hiding place where the papyrus scroll could be found, but she had certainly expected a more enthusiastic reaction from her parents. 
 
    “Show it to me, Lisa,” said Charlie, winking at her to follow his lead. “Afterwards I know you three will all start talking and I won’t understand a thing.” 
 
    Lisa gave him a look to suggest that his plan wouldn’t work, but her brother returned her skeptical expression with a confident smile. 
 
    “Alright,” she agreed, indicating for him to sit down beside her in front of the computer. “I’ll give you a summary so that you won’t get bored. 
 
    “You see,” Lisa began, “Napoleon Bonaparte and Joséphine de Beauharnais got married in 1796. It was his first marriage, but it was her second, because she’d been married before to Alexandre de Beauharnais, a noble who died in the French Revolution, who she had two children with.” 
 
    Charlie opened his eyes wide. His sister had immersed herself fully in her role and appeared ready to bore him witless with an academic sermon on the life of Joséphine Bonaparte. 
 
    “Hey, Lisa,” he interjected. “Don’t you have any pictures there?” 
 
    Marcus smiled when he heard his son’s request, which left Lisa speechless. 
 
    “You know, a picture is worth a thousand words,” argued the boy. 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course!” replied his sister, as if she had suddenly remembered the real purpose of the conversation. 
 
    But she couldn’t think how to thread so many purely anecdotal details together with important historical events in a way that could lead up to the papyrus scroll, and she sat staring at the computer for a moment. Finally, Charlie took hold of the mouse and began clicking on the images. 
 
    “Let’s see how much you know,” he said airily. “This is Joséphine, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, a little timidly in the face of her brother’s determination. 
 
    “And this?” he asked. 
 
    “Napoleon,” replied Lisa, feeling certain that her brother’s ploy was going to get them nowhere. 
 
    “And this?”  
 
    “Leticia Bonaparte, one of Napoleon’s sisters.” 
 
    “And this one here?”  
 
    “His mother,” replied Lisa. “She and Joséphine didn’t get along at all.” 
 
    “I’m not surprised. She doesn’t look very friendly,” said the boy, closing the picture and clicking on another. 
 
    Marcus and Maggie smiled at this remark. 
 
    “And these pictures here?” asked Charlie, going through a series of photos in a row. 
 
    “They’re from the expedition to Egypt that Napoleon organized,” explained his sister. “In addition to his army, he took a group of scholars, who went to study different things in the country.” 
 
    “And this guy?” quizzed Charlie, cutting short his sister’s unnecessary explanations. 
 
    “Vivant Denon,” answered Lisa, thinking that she would have left that picture for the end. “One of the scholars who went with Napoleon to Egypt.” 
 
    “He looks a little old to take such a big journey,” remarked her brother. 
 
    “He was,” replied Lisa, suddenly grasping the direction Charlie was trying to take. “But he was also a good friend of Joséphine’s, who by that time was married to Napoleon. So she convinced her husband to let Denon take part in the expedition to Egypt.” 
 
    “You mean, this Denon guy got to go to Egypt because of his connections,” concluded Charlie, stressing his words so they would be perfectly clear. “He must have been pretty grateful to Joséphine.” 
 
    “Well, it’s true that he got in by connections, but that doesn’t mean he was useless on the expedition,” said Lisa, emulating the conversation about Denon they’d had with Helen Rotherwick. “Actually, he did some really important things, like traveling with the French soldiers all over Egypt to visit the ancient ruins and monuments. In fact, he was the first scholar to go to Thebes,” she went on, emphasizing the name of the city where the papyrus scrolls of Nefertiti had been found. 
 
    Charlie gave her a wink as a sign of approval. That would put their parents on the right track. 
 
    “He was also the author of the first book on Egypt,” remarked Marcus, “a precursor to the Description of Egypt, a nine-volume collection dedicated exclusively to the country, which would be published a few years later.” 
 
    “And he was also the director of the Napoleon Museum, known these days as the Louvre,” added Maggie. 
 
    Their first attempt had failed, as their parents hadn’t seemed to grasp the significance of the friendship between Denon and Joséphine. However, it had at least served to prove that although they were busy, they were paying attention to everything the children were saying. 
 
    “Besides being friends, Denon and Joséphine both shared a keen interest in Egyptian antiquities, and he used to give her advice when she would buy artworks,” Lisa went on, trying to redirect the conversation. 
 
    “Joséphine liked Egyptian antiquities, did she?” asked Charlie, stressing every word. 
 
    “Yes, at her château, Malmaison, she collected mummies and other things, like statuettes and papyrus scrolls. Look at this statue here. This is in the music room in the château,” she said, showing the statue that they believed Denon had given to Joséphine on his return to Egypt, along with the second papyrus scroll of Nefertiti.  
 
    “Wow!” exclaimed the boy loudly, frustrated that his parents weren’t at all curious to see them. 
 
    “Her fascination with Egypt extended to a lot of things that Joséphine had made, like jewels, furniture, dinner sets, decorations...” his sister continued. “I’ll show you a few.” 
 
    Lisa grabbed the mouse and opened several images at once. 
 
    “Napoleon’s Egyptian dinner service, which shows scenes from the Egyptian campaign.” 
 
    “Look at all the hieroglyphics!” exclaimed Charlie. “They had no idea how to paint them! They’ve filled them with crosses, as if a cross was ancient Egyptian!” 
 
    Marcus and Maggie both smiled at their son’s remark, although neither one bothered to correct him and explain that the symbol with a cross and a circle at its base represented the sound “nfr”. 
 
    “This here is a watch of Joséphine’s,” said Lisa, her anxiety rising. “It’s got a typical scene of the Nile painted on it.”  
 
    “And they put crosses on there too,” noted Charlie, without going so far as to reveal everything he knew about the connection with Saint Helena. 
 
    “Egypt served as inspiration to decorate palaces, like the Egyptian room in the Villa San Martino,” Lisa continued. 
 
    “Oh my God! Those paintings are so bad! Look how they painted that sphinx... And there are those hieroglyphics full of crosses again,” said Charlie, raising his voice a little, convinced that the moment had come to go for broke. “A cross, a woman, water, three crosses and a woman. What kind of symbols are those?”  
 
    The children waited a moment before going on, desperately hoping that this unmistakable clue would get a reaction out of their parents. And before they knew it, both parents had jumped from their seats and come up behind them to look at the computer screen. 
 
     “Show me that room!” said Maggie, in a restrained voice.  
 
    The series of symbols meant “the beauty of beauties”, the name used for Nefertiti on the papyrus scroll. And Maggie knew that it was too unique for it to be painted in exactly the same order by mere coincidence. It also made no sense that it would be in Bonaparte’s palace on Elba, unless the second papyrus scroll of Nefertiti had ended up among the French emperor’s belongings.  
 
    “Show it to me, darling,” she asked again. 
 
    But Lisa sensed that if she did so they would be lost, because as vital as that clue was, it didn’t in fact lead anywhere.  
 
    “Just a minute, Mum. I’ll finish showing Charlie first, and then I’ll start from the beginning,” she replied, straining to appear calm. “First I want him to see the desk in Napoleon’s study. Look at the lions on the feet of the desk. They’re just like the ones on Joséphine’s desk. They took their inspiration from Egypt too, and from what I’ve read, in those days these kinds of desks often had secret compartments for hiding letters and other documents. Apparently, some are really hard to find.” 
 
    Maggie listened to her daughter attentively, while trying to put together the series of details, coincidences and flukes she had heard her recount over the past few minutes. What until now had seemed mere anecdotes suddenly began to take on new meaning, and a new theory about the whereabouts of the scroll was taking shape in her mind. 
 
    “Yes, but look at this desk, Lisa,” added Charlie. “It has a defect. Look closely. It’s like someone forgot to put the border on this molding here. All the others have it but this one doesn’t. And look at the inlay; it looks like the same hieroglyphics as before.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” exclaimed Maggie, grabbing Marcus by the hand. “Enlarge the image, Lisa! Right there, on the inlay!” 
 
    Lisa enlarged the image, but all the details were pixelated. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” said the girl. “I saved the link to the page where I found the photo.” 
 
    A few moments later, Joséphine’s desk appeared again on the screen, this time with a much higher resolution. Maggie took the mouse and enlarged the image to see the symbols while she held her breath. 
 
    “A cross, a woman, a river, three crosses and a woman. The symbol they used to refer to Nefertiti on the papyrus scroll... It can’t just be a coincidence!” she said, her conviction growing by the second. “Darling, I need you to explain everything to your brother again, from the beginning.”  
 
    . . . 
 
    After confirming her daughter’s explanations, Maggie took her cell phone out of her bag, found a number she had stored in her directory and went into the kitchen to make a call. The children watched her pacing nervously from one end of the room to the other while she waited for someone to answer. 
 
    “Monsieur Chartier?” she said at last. “It’s Margaret Wilford. I’m sorry to bother you, but I have a new hypothesis about the papyrus scroll of Nefertiti, and I need your help.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Max Wellington had returned to his office in New York to continue with his work while waiting for news from the nurse Sally Michaels at St. Thomas’ Hospital. 
 
     Although he considered himself an even-tempered man, he had to admit that on this occasion his impatience was getting the better of him. The mere idea that a Palatine was in the hands of an eleven-year-old boy was rather terrifying. But most tragic of all was the fact that neither the child nor anyone around him seemed to realize that the power of that cape was as formidable as it was irresistible, and that he had no qualms about showing it to anyone, with an absurd recklessness that put him in great danger. 
 
    Max had barely needed a few weeks to detect him and he sensed that he was very close to uncovering his identity. And although he was one of the most experienced hunters in the Order, with greater resources and talent than his adversaries, he knew that he could not afford to underestimate the others or lower his guard. 
 
    The boy seemed to have left a long trail of clues in his wake, some of which his rivals might also have come across. If they had, they would already be stalking him and the hunt would be as merciless as ever, because there was only one prize: a prize that would go to the one who got there first. And in this case it was a most valuable and extraordinary prize, the key that would open up the possibility of becoming the next Grand Master of the Order of the Knights of Time. There were some who would do anything to get a hold of the cape, and although he had no proof, Max knew that his fiercest opponents had absolutely no scruples and did not always keep the code of honor they had sworn to uphold.  
 
    The cell phone he had bought in London interrupted his ruminations. The identity of the caller did not appear, but there was only one person in the whole world that Max had given the number to. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Dr. Walker,” said a voice with an exaggeratedly friendly tone. “It’s Nurse Michaels from St. Thomas’ Hospital.” 
 
    “Oh yes, Sally!” replied Max, feigning surprise. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Dr. Price has called. His father has fractured his left fibula. He’s alright, although as you know, at that age everything is a big deal.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Dr. Price has asked for a few days’ leave. He’ll be back at work on Thursday afternoon at four p.m.,” she informed him. 
 
    “Thank you for letting me know, Sally. I’ll try to adjust my schedule to come see him Thursday. But don’t mention it to him, just in case I’m not able to make it.” 
 
    “Alright, doctor.” 
 
    “Oh! And one more thing, Sally,” added Max. “Has anyone else from my office tried to contact Dr. Price, or anyone from any other health organization or a pharmaceutical lab?” 
 
    “No, Doctor. Nobody else has called for him.”  
 
    “I see,” said Max, feigning indifference. “If anyone does, could you take down their name and let me know? And I would need you to use the utmost discretion; as you know, these institutional matters require great prudence to avoid stepping on anyone’s toes.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Doctor. I’ll let you know of any news.” 
 
    . . . 
 
    Maggie arrived at Malmaison together with Monsieur Chartier, the General Director of the Louvre, and Monsieur Armand, the Director of the Department of Egyptian Antiquities at the same museum. They were welcomed with great ceremony by André Guillou, Head Curator of the Château Malmaison and their guide for the visit. 
 
    The château had undergone numerous restoration processes in recent years for the purposes of completing some extensive preservation and maintenance work, but also to present the rooms, Empress Joséphine’s furniture and belongings as closely as possible to their original state. The visitors began their tour in the main entrance, where they listened attentively to the lengthy explanations of Monsieur Guillou.  
 
     Maggie scrutinized everything she saw, without knowing exactly where she should be looking. She had come following a hunch, and had even dragged along a man as important and busy as Monsieur Chartier. And this wasn’t the first time she’d done it. Another wild goose chase could seriously damage the reputation that it had taken her years of hard work to build. 
 
    From the entrance hall they went onto the billiard room, from there to the lavish, golden drawing room, and finally to the music room. 
 
    “On your right you can see Empress Joséphine’s harp,” explained Monsieur Guillou, “carved out of mahogany wood and exquisitely decorated with gilded bronze and allegorical motifs of the god Apollo and the goddess Minerva... The rest of the furniture is also made of mahogany. The couches are upholstered in red woolen cloth with black velvet trim...”  
 
    “Excuse me, Monsieur Guillou,” interrupted Maggie. “What is that small statue there on that shelf?” 
 
    “That statue?” repeated the man, looking slightly confused. “It belongs to the personal collection of the empress, who was very fond of collecting antiquities, artworks and other curiosities from the campaigns of Emperor Bonaparte.” 
 
    “And you wouldn’t happen to know whether there is some record of its origins, would you?” asked Maggie, moving over to the statue to look at it more closely.  
 
    The men followed her. 
 
    “Well, after the empress’ death, an inventory was made of all her possessions. That might be of help to you,” replied Monsieur Guillou. 
 
    “May I?” Maggie asked him, showing him a pair of latex gloves to indicate her desire to examine the statue more closely. 
 
    The curator looked to Monsieur Chartier, as if he needed his consent to allow someone from outside the museum to touch a piece of the collection. The director of the Louvre nodded. 
 
    “Certainly,” said the curator. 
 
    “Perhaps we can confirm it with the file on the object, and if necessary, with a more exhaustive analysis,” said Maggie, “but I believe this is an authentic statuette of the god Amun. Look at the crown with two feathers, each one divided into seven parts. And he’s holding the Ankh symbol in one of his hands.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe you are right,” confirmed Monsieur Armand, who was the Louvre’s greatest expert in Egyptology. 
 
    “According to Costaz’s diary, Vivant Denon acquired three statues in Thebes, along with two papyrus scrolls,” explained Maggie. “One of those scrolls was confiscated by Hutchinson and ended up in the British Museum, where it is today. Two statuettes were brought to Paris by the French scholars and deposited with the Louvre.” 
 
    “That’s right,” agreed Monsieur Chartier. 
 
    “But we haven’t been able to locate the third statuette, although from the detailed descriptions in Costaz’s diary, we know that it depicted the god Amun,” explained Maggie. “We also know that Denon and Empress Joséphine were close friends, and that thanks to her influence, he was allowed to accompany Bonaparte to Egypt.” 
 
    The men all nodded, intuiting the conclusion that Maggie was drawing, although none of them wanted to interrupt her. 
 
    “My theory, gentlemen, is that Denon gave Joséphine this statuette, and the missing papyrus scroll as well,” Maggie stated flatly. “That is why we haven’t been able to find it either in the Louvre or in the British Museum. I know it seems rather coincidental and unlikely, but if you think about it, it’s perfectly plausible.” 
 
    “Yes, it could be as you say,” responded Monsieur Guillou, “but there is no evidence to support it. How can you be so sure?”  
 
    Maggie looked to Monsieur Chartier, who already knew the details of her hypothesis. He nodded to signal that she could share it now with the curator of the château. 
 
    “Look at these photos,” said Maggie, showing him a copy of the same pictures that Lisa had shown her. “Napoleon Bonaparte’s Egyptian dinner service. These symbols enlarged here are the same ones on the papyrus scroll in the British Museum, and we believe they refer to Queen Nefertiti.” 
 
    The curator took the photo to look at it more closely. Maggie went on with her explanations, her fervor increasing, making the others feel that they were about to take part in a great discovery. 
 
    “Now look at this fresco in Villa San Martino,” she went on, showing him more of the photographs. “We know that Napoleon ordered it to be painted after Joséphine had died, but the symbols are here in the exact same order, making it clear that he knew them. And this desk, Empress Joséphine’s personal desk, also has these same symbols.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s true,” confirmed the curator. “That desk is in the empress’ antechamber. I will take you to see it.” 
 
    He led them up the stairs, and through rooms and corridors at a sprightly pace, until they were all gathered around the desk in question. 
 
    “The cross, the woman, the river, three crosses and another woman,” said Maggie, involuntarily stroking the inlay of hieroglyphics in the wood, as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. 
 
    “This desk was made at the same time as the desk that Emperor Bonaparte had made for his study in the Tuileries,” explained the curator, “and which, as it happens, is on display in the library here in our château.” 
 
    “And tell me, do you know whether it has a secret compartment?” asked Maggie, hardly even realizing she had asked the question while she studied the desk closely. Charlie had been right: it seemed that somebody had forgotten to put the border of laurel leaves on the molding on the top. 
 
    “These two here,” replied the curator, pushing two little drawers hidden in the top edge of the desk. “Although perhaps they are too visible to be considered secret, no?” 
 
    Maggie didn’t even look at him, or smile politely at her host’s remark as the other two visitors did. She couldn’t take her eyes off that molding. There was something strange about it; it seemed to be slightly out of place on one side. Without saying a word or requesting the obligatory permission, she pulled at it, much to the astonishment of the curator and the excitement of the other two men, until the compartment it concealed came right out. 
 
    “Mon Dieu!” exclaimed Monsieur Guillou. 
 
    Maggie held the secret compartment in her hands without knowing what to do with it. 
 
    “Forgive my boldness, Monsieur Guillou, I beg you,” said Maggie apologetically, as if she had just woken up from a hypnotic state. “I would like... I would be deeply grateful if you would allow me to examine this.” 
 
    The Curator of Malmaison consented with a nod, and immediately began looking around to find a suitable spot where the drawer could be put down. Finally, the Director of the Louvre offered a solution, removing his jacket and covering the desk with it to protect it.  
 
    “Allow me,” said Monsieur Chartier solemnly, while he placed the narrow drawer on top of the jacket. 
 
    Maggie put on her latex gloves and out of her capacious bag she took a large magnifying glass with a built-in light, which she used to examine the inside of the compartment. 
 
    “Did you see those notches?” asked Monsieur Chartier, pointing to the marks that Lisa had made a couple of nights earlier. 
 
    “Yes,” replied Maggie, handing him the magnifying glass so that he could examine them. “Do you think...? Do you think it could be a false bottom?” 
 
    “Yes, Maggie. I do,” answered the Director of the Louvre. “But we will know for certain in a moment. Do you have something we could use to prise it open?” 
 
    Maggie nodded, and searched at once in her bag. Seconds later she took out a small case, from which she removed a fine, narrow metal tool, which she handed to Monsieur Chartier. He took it and gave it at once to the curator of Malmaison. 
 
    “Mon ami, would you kindly do the honors?” he asked him. 
 
    Monsieur Guillou took the small tool, trying to control the trembling of his hands. With the utmost care, he stuck the point into the slit between one of the walls and the bottom of the compartment. He barely had to force it at all to prise the wooden bottom from its place. He continued raising it slowly until Monsieur Chartier couldn’t resist coming to his aid, taking hold of the wood in both hands and pulling it upwards. Once it was up, the real bottom of the compartment was revealed. Resting upon it, carefully positioned, was a sheet of papyrus protected by a simple piece of white cambric, which Monsieur Guillou lifted off. 
 
    Maggie’s eyes moved swiftly over all the symbols on the papyrus, as if trying to solve a primeval crossword puzzle. 
 
    “A cross, a woman, a river, three crosses and a woman,” she said, pointing to the symbols as she named them. 
 
    Maggie lifted her eyes to Monsieur Chartier, fighting to hold back the tears, and she smiled at him in gratitude for his faith in her and his help. Then, without a word, she took out her mobile to inform her family.  
 
    They had found the second papyrus scroll of the Great Queen Nefertiti. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Max Wellington approached the counter to the nurse Sally Michaels, who this time attended to him at once. 
 
    “Dr. Walker!” she greeted him warmly. “I’ll let Dr. Price know he has a visitor.”  
 
    She made the call and then left the counter to look for a suitable place for Max to wait. 
 
    “Come with me, please,” she told him. “You can see him in the nurses’ station. I’ll bring you both some tea and give instructions for nobody to disturb you.” 
 
    “Thank you kindly, Sally,” replied Max. 
 
    Minutes later, he was sitting with a cup of tea when Dr. Price arrived. 
 
     “Good afternoon, I am Dr. Walker,” said Max. “Director of the Epidemic and Pandemic Alert and Response Area of the WHO.” 
 
    “It’s a pleasure. I’m Dr. Andrew Price.” 
 
    “I heard about your father’s unfortunate accident,” said Max. “I hope he’s recovering well without further complications.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. As you know, everything is more difficult once you reach a certain age. But he’s progressing well,” replied Dr. Price, grateful for this stranger’s kind words. 
 
    “So, the reason for my visit is simply to have a chance to talk with you about a few details of the Yersinia pestis case you detected here a few weeks ago,” explained Max. “First of all, I’d like to congratulate you on your swift and accurate diagnosis, which helped prevent an outbreak.” 
 
    “It was nothing, really,” replied Dr. Price modestly. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. Very few physicians would have suspected a diagnosis like that one.”  
 
    “When you work in the emergency ward in one of the world’s biggest cities, you have to be prepared for anything. And you also need a little good luck...” 
 
    “Have you had any follow-up with patient A95LT...?” asked Max, opening a folder to pretend to be consulting some documents. “Damn these alphanumeric codes! They’re useful in situations where full confidentiality is needed, but whenever we use them we sound more like machines than human beings. Allow me to use the patient’s real name. Here it is, E Milford.” 
 
    “Of course, but it’s Wilford. Elisabeth Wilford,” clarified Dr. Price. “There was a mix-up with her surname when she was admitted, and I suppose it wasn’t corrected on the files once it was decided to use a code name to refer to her.” 
 
    “I see,” said Max, privately ruing all his wasted time investigating all the people on the Milford List, which never could have contained the time traveler he was looking for. 
 
    It was obvious that the skinny boy described by the security guard could not have been called Elisabeth, although the Wilford surname did match up with the “W” engraved on the compass. Perhaps this Elisabeth was his grandmother and the boy’s name began with a “C”. 
 
    “After she was discharged I saw the patient once more, just to make sure she had recovered fully,” continued Dr. Price, interrupting Max’s ruminations. “Her condition was good; I would even say excellent. It’s incredible how quickly children can bounce back.” 
 
    “Children? How old was the patient?” 
 
    “Fourteen,” replied the physician. 
 
    Max felt a stab in his stomach and began hoping that this whole thing was just a red herring. If Elisabeth Wilford was in any way related to the boy he was looking for, she was as doomed as he was. 
 
    “And after this case no further cases were detected, right?” he asked Dr. Price. 
 
    “No, not one.” 
 
    “Not even in the patient’s environment.” 
 
    “No, the disease was in its initial phase, so there was no possibility of contagion from one person to another,” explained the doctor. “And it seems that she was the only person who had been in contact with the cat, or at least that’s what she told us and her brother corroborated it.” 
 
    “Her brother?” asked Max. 
 
    “Yes. We ran some tests on him to make sure, but they came up negative, so we didn’t even have to hospitalize him.” 
 
    “Was he younger than the patient? Do you recall his age?” 
 
    “He was eleven years old. I don’t recall his name, but I do remember that he was the skinniest boy I’d ever seen. The nightmare of any doctor. His tests were all perfect, and I was truly relieved that he hadn’t been infected,” said Dr. Price, shaking his head. 
 
    Max rose to his feet, indicating his visit was over. For better or for worse, he had all the information he needed. 
 
    “Very well, Doctor, I can see you have everything here under control. I congratulate you again on your exceptional work,” he said, shaking his hand firmly. 
 
    “Thank you, Dr. Walker.” 
 
    “Oh! By the way,” added Max before he left. “I just wanted you to know... it seems there has been a leak about this case, and there are some journalists trying to get information on it by posing as doctors, lab personnel, researchers...” 
 
    “Really?” asked the doctor with a worried look. 
 
    “Please take every precaution. The handling of this case has been exemplary and it would be a shame for any information on the patient to get out, especially given that it involves a minor...” 
 
    “Of course!” agreed Dr. Price, evidently angered at the idea that something like that could have happened. “Don’t worry, I’ll be on the alert.” 
 
    “If you hear of anything suspicious, please contact me so I can investigate it,” Max told him, holding out a card on which he had written the same number he had given to Nurse Michaels. “Call me on this mobile number. This is a very delicate matter and I would prefer to keep it strictly confidential, even from my office staff. You never know where a leak might come from.” 
 
    After saying his good-byes to the physician and Nurse Michaels, Max left in a hurry. He needed to contact Jeff Carter urgently to obtain as much information as he could on Elisabeth Wilford and her scrawny brother. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER XXII: In Memoriam 
 
    Max went to see Emanuel Gentile again to bring him the latest news. In the past, he wouldn’t have hesitated to share every detail of his investigation, giving him the identity and all the information he had on his next victim. But for the first time in his life he did something that he never would have dared to imagine doing before: he lied to the Grand Master and broke the vow of obedience that he had sworn to keep. 
 
    Unfortunately, it was too late to hide the fact that the owner of the cape was a boy and that he lived in London. But it wasn’t too late to conceal the fact that he had a fourteen-year-old sister who would also have to die, along with his whole family. Emanuel Gentile only knew of the existence of the grandmother, so Max spoke of a boy with no other relatives apart from her. He also gave him a different name, Carl Watson, which matched the initials on the compass. The Milford clue was a false lead, which was why there was no boy on the list of people he had investigated. The whole mess had been caused by a mix-up in the paperwork at the hospital, an unfortunate administrative error that had now been cleared up.  
 
    This excuse convinced the old man, who nevertheless perceived a certain distance in his confidant’s behavior. He knew his protégé, and the human condition, all too well. Although he didn’t know what was behind it, he could tell that Max was not relaxed this evening and that he was making an effort to pretend that everything was normal. Gentile listened to him attentively, scrutinizing his interlocutor’s every word, his every gesture, his every pause. His aging eyes studied him, trying to pierce the pretense and find the reason for his forced behavior. 
 
    “When will you recover the cape?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m finalizing the details,” replied Max. “Nothing can be left to chance. It’s too risky.” 
 
    “We don’t have much time,” replied Gentile. “You still have to present the cape to the Grand Council and put yourself forward as a candidate to succeed me. And we have to allow seven days for other knights to put their names forward as well. After that, the candidate has to be elected and everything has to be ratified by the Grand Council, and all that takes a long time, Max. We don’t have...” 
 
    “We’re talking about a child and his elderly grandmother,” Max interjected curtly. 
 
    “We’re talking about a young brat and a stupid woman who shouldn’t be letting her grandson play with something neither one of them understands. It’s your duty to wipe them out and get that damned cape, Max. That’s an order.” 
 
    “I know,” replied Max, struggling to keep his true feelings hidden. “But it has to look like an unfortunate accident. If it is revealed to be a crime, it could cause a big stir. And we don’t need it to turn into a media spectacle that would force a police investigation.” 
 
    Emanuel Gentile agreed with a nod of his head. Perhaps the fear of being discovered was all that was troubling Max. Or perhaps the age of his prey was making him hesitant for the first time in his life. 
 
    “I have never left anything to chance, and I’m not about to do it now that we’re so close,” stated Max flatly. “That’s what has made me one of the best time traveler hunters.” 
 
    But not the only one, thought the Grand Master in silence. Then he bid his pupil farewell, while quietly wondering whether he was backing the best candidate.  
 
    If Max didn’t bring him results soon, he would consider one of his other options. They were not as promising and certainly not as trustworthy, but then who knew whether Max himself was really to be trusted. 
 
    If within the next week he didn’t have the results he wanted, he would give another knight the boy’s name that Max had entrusted to him. And it would be another knight who would kill the little brat, Carl Watson, and become the next Grand Master of the Order of the Knights of Time.  
 
    . . . 
 
    The days after the discovery of the papyrus scroll were absolute madness. First of all, a vast diplomatic and institutional operation had to be carried out to convince the French authorities to permit the second papyrus scroll of Nefertiti to be exhibited in the British Museum, where it would be presented to the world. An unprecedented request, if not absolutely outrageous. 
 
    In the end, the words of Monsieur Chartier, the Louvre’s director, were decisive in winning the authorities over.  
 
    “Mes amis,” he said, making a show of the finest French gallantry. “Without Dr. Wilford, we never would have found this papyrus. Allow her to exhibit it now, while we make the preparations to exhibit it later in the Louvre, together with the first papyrus of Nefertiti and the Rosetta Stone, which, I am quite sure, our British friends will agree to lend us.” 
 
    Having overcome this first obstacle, it was also necessary to produce a translation that would give an idea of the content of the second scroll and, as a result, the true story of the Egyptian queen. To achieve this in such a short space of time, pictures of the ancient document were sent to Egyptology experts and departments at universities all over the world so that each one could decipher a small fragment, while a work team put everything together and ensured that it made coherent sense. 
 
    Last of all, the two scrolls had to be presented in an appropriate setting, one that could transmit the huge importance of the finding. Amazingly, something that would normally take several months to plan and produce was finished in a matter of days. 
 
    The curse upon the Queen Nefertiti exhibition had finally been lifted. 
 
    Nevertheless, Maggie wasn’t completely satisfied yet. Although she was pleased to see the British Museum benefit from the finding, she felt that the credit for this extraordinary achievement should have fallen upon a person of flesh and blood rather than an institution. Thus, taking advantage of the great prestige and importance she had acquired from the discovery, she boldly set out her demands to the board of the museum.  
 
    After various debates on the matter, the museum director, Mr. Clark, ultimately acquiesced to Maggie’s demands to place a plaque at the entrance to the exhibition with a message from the British Museum, expressing its gratitude for the finding to the person who had made it possible. And as if that weren’t enough, the plaque had to be unveiled solemnly at the opening ceremony of the exhibition before hundreds of guests. 
 
    . . . 
 
    While Max looked over the photos of the members of the Wilford family that one of his informants had sent him, he recalled the words of Dr. Price. Indeed, Charles Wilford was the skinniest boy he had ever seen. He then reviewed the documentation he had before him.  
 
    Without a doubt, this was the most difficult mission of his whole life, as he had to recover the cape and eliminate its owner and everyone who knew of its existence. He reviewed the plan he had drawn up one more time: it was as horrific as it was efficient. Nobody would ever discover who had been behind the death of the Wilford family. 
 
    Regrettably, this case raised too many questions, requiring him to act forcefully, with no room for mercy. He knew that the boy had time traveled with his sister and with one of his grandmothers; but he didn’t know which grandmother, or whether he had traveled with any other members of his family. As for Margaret and Marcus Wilford, it was clear that they were very well-educated individuals, both with an extensive knowledge of history, which made it unlikely that they would have known or approved of the trips to the past that their son had been making. However, all this was conjecture and Max knew that he couldn’t take any risks by leaving any loose ends.  
 
     His duty was to ensure that the unpleasant affair was ended with no room for doubt, even if that meant sacrificing more lives than were strictly necessary. A mistake like that didn’t matter if the safety of the cape and of the Order of the Knights of Time was assured. This case was so exceptional that Max knew that nobody would question anything he did. As cruel as the decisions a knight had to take might be, they were all justified, all essential for the protection of humankind. It was terrible to cut short the life of a boy and his whole family, but it would be much worse if the world learned of the existence of the time capes, or if they fell into the hands of an unscrupulous, untrained or irresponsible individual. 
 
    In this case, Charles Wilford posed too many uncertainties and represented an unacceptable risk for the Order of the Knights of Time, not only because he was a child, but because his cape was too powerful, making it necessary to keep it under tight control. Its power was so great that it would even be dangerous if it fell into the hands of one of his rivals, other knights who were more ambitious and less inclined to observe the code of the Order.  
 
    Max gathered up the documents calmly, unhurriedly, as if he wanted to delay the arrival of the dreadful moment. Before putting them away in the safe, he set his bracelet with the coordinates for the Wilfords’ house, which at that moment should have been empty, allowing him the perfect chance to carry out his plan. Finally, he took the maroon-colored velvet cape and draped it over his shoulders.  
 
    But then, despite the fact that he would only be making things much more difficult, he went into the dressing room and put on one of his tuxedos. Once dressed, he approached his desk, where he picked up an invitation to attend an exhibition opening being held that evening at the British Museum in London. 
 
    . . . 
 
    The Wilfords climbed the stairs at the front of the building, which were adorned with a big red carpet for the occasion and lined with photographers and television camera crews from all over the world. The atmosphere was charged with expectation, as everyone knew that an important archeological discovery, which the British Museum’s directors had managed to keep a secret, would be announced that evening. 
 
    As soon as they entered the hall they were welcomed by the museum director, Mr. Clark, who took Maggie by the arm and led her around to greet different personalities and special guests. Maggie followed the protocol patiently and chatted with the people that the director introduced her to, but as soon as she got the chance she slipped away from them to return to her family, who were waiting for her at the refreshments table. She wanted them all to be in the front row when the plaque was unveiled. 
 
    The opening ceremony began at last. The little orchestra there to provide the entertainment finished playing, and the guests crowded around the entrance to the exhibition, where there was a large black satin cloth covering one of the side walls. Mr. Clark stepped up onto a small podium next to the curtain and cleared his throat quickly before beginning to speak. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “It is a great honor for me to welcome you all to our distinguished institution on an evening that I would dare to describe as historic. At the exhibition that opens today, dedicated to the enigmatic Queen Nefertiti, the British Museum is proud to present a most important discovery: a pair of papyrus scrolls that reveal the secret history of the great Egyptian queen.”  
 
    A murmur ran through the crowd. Mr. Clark smiled when he saw the effect that his words were having on the audience, and then continued. 
 
    “This extraordinary find not only allows us to reconstruct the last years of Queen Nefertiti’s life, but also reveals to us her true story, and what actually became of her. As if this were not enough, these scrolls also give us some clues that will no doubt help us to locate her tomb, something that has not been possible until now despite the many attempts to do so. For now I will reveal to you that the queen’s remains lie in the Valley of the Kings, and that it was the young pharaoh Tutankhamun who ordered them to be transported there so that the beautiful Nefertiti would be buried with the dignity and honors befitting her lineage, which her husband, Pharaoh Akhenaten, had denied her as a punishment.” 
 
    The hall filled with murmurs once more, this time accompanied by a few gasps of surprise. 
 
    “Various theories about Nefertiti have presented her as a cold and manipulative woman who only lusted after power,” added Mr. Clark. “However, thanks to the papyrus scrolls we present to the world today, we can confirm that, in reality, she was a self-sacrificing wife and mother, as loyal as she could be to her husband, Akhenaten, until his fanaticism finally destroyed his own family. 
 
    “There have been many people who have worked tirelessly to bring this important discovery to you today. But allow me to highlight the work of two of them; two people without whom none of this would have been possible. The first is the distinguished Monsieur Chartier, Director of the Louvre, whom I would like to thank not only for his unconditional support, but also for his generosity in allowing the second papyrus scroll of Nefertiti, which is the property of his museum, to be presented at the exhibition we are opening this evening.” 
 
    The audience broke into applause while Mr. Clark invited Monsieur Chartier up onto the podium. 
 
    “And second,” the director went on, “on behalf of the institution I represent, and on my own behalf, I would like to express our most heartfelt gratitude for one of the experts we have had the good fortune to have working for us at this museum. A wonderful person who recognized at once the huge importance of the first papyrus scroll, and who refused to give up until the second scroll was found, thereby completing the amazing story of Queen Nefertiti.” 
 
    The director reached out to pull the cord that would unveil the plaque, but then stopped and turned around to look for Maggie in the crowd. She looked at him, her eyes glistening with emotion, and nodded with an almost imperceptible smile. 
 
    Mr. Clark pulled the cord and the curtains opened smoothly, revealing a large photograph of Helen Rotherwick, radiant and smiling. When he saw it, Charlie remembered that night coming back from Mozart’s opera. He took his mother’s hand and silently read the bronze plaque positioned underneath the photograph. 
 
    “In Memoriam 
 
    Helen Rotherwick 
 
    (1949 — 2014) 
 
    Her unflagging perseverance and the light of her knowledge 
 
    always made this museum shine.” 
 
    “Sadly, Helen is no longer with us,” added the director, “but her heart and her spirit will always be alive in our great institution, which she loved so dearly, and to which she dedicated her life... And now, if you will accompany me, let us enter and admire the exhibition.” 
 
    The guests broke out in applause once more. Then the orchestra began playing again and the entrance doors to the exhibition opened. All the guests flooded inside, impatient to see the wondrous papyrus scrolls. All except for the Wilfords, who stood in silence in front of the commemorative plaque, paying tribute to their friend a little while longer.  
 
    Finally, Marcus rested his hand on his wife’s shoulder and gave his children a gentle push in the direction of the entrance. 
 
    “Let’s go enjoy the exhibition, kids,” he said. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Charlie and Lisa walked around the hall, elated. The exhibition was the happy ending to their great adventure, although only they knew the truth about what had happened, that their trips back in time had been crucial to the discovery of the papyrus scrolls. Or at least, that’s what they thought.  
 
    They were both so excited that they paid no attention to the other guests, and failed to notice one in particular: a refined looking man of around forty, attractive but discreet, who was carrying a maroon-colored velvet cape over his forearm despite that fact that there was a coat-check service at the entrance. 
 
     The man, however, didn’t take his eyes off the children. He followed them closely, scrutinizing their every gesture and listening to their every word. 
 
    Charlie and Lisa wandered happily around the exhibition, oblivious to the man’s presence, while they admired the objects on display. Everything was there: stelae on which Nefertiti appeared beside her husband, the Pharaoh Akhenaten, and his six daughters; the bust of the queen from the cover of Miss Rotherwick’s book; and a model of Akhetaten, the city that the pharaoh had built in the desert. Also on display was the funeral mask of Tutankhamun, and a throne on which he appeared together with his wife, Ankhesenpaaten, intended to show the public the relationship between two of the best-known figures of ancient Egypt: Nefertiti and the ill-fated King Tut. 
 
    The children went over to the large display cabinet containing the two papyrus scrolls of Nefertiti and their corresponding translations. A summary gave the details, unknown until then, of the life of the queen, of her conviction that she was being punished by the gods, who had denied her the male child she had longed for. It also explained how in her desperation she decided to seek help from the god Amun and his priest, and that when her husband discovered her betrayal he imprisoned her in the Northern Palace, where she would die a few months later. The world finally knew that Nefertiti had not been a religious fanatic or a manipulator, but merely another victim of the pharaoh’s madness.  
 
    Charlie looked at the display with satisfaction. Just as he’d promised Napoleon, justice had been done for the queen. 
 
    Last of all, the siblings looked over the section dedicated to telling the story of the discovery of the papyrus scroll, which began with portraits of Bonaparte, Denon, Costaz and other members of the Egyptian expedition. It also showed Joséphine’s watch with the pastoral scene of the Nile and other jewels of Egyptian inspiration that had belonged to the empress, selected pieces from Napoleon’s Egyptian dinner service, a mural photograph of the fresco at the Villa San Martino showing the Sphinx with a cartoon smile, the desk where the papyrus scroll had been found, and a beautiful portrait of Joséphine herself. 
 
    “They’re all here,” said Lisa, alluding to the fact that all the people who had taken part in their adventure in one way or another were there in the exhibition. 
 
    “All that’s missing is a Tyrannosaurus,” replied Charlie with a conspiratorial smile. 
 
    “We did it, runt,” said Lisa, smiling at him.  
 
    “Looks that way.” 
 
    At that moment, their parents appeared behind them. 
 
    “Well,” said Maggie, “it’s time for us to go.” 
 
    The children nodded and accompanied their parents to the coat-check. Once they had their coats, they left the museum together and walked at a leisurely pace back home. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Max walked several yards behind the Wilfords. Although he couldn’t see their expressions or hear their conversation, he took note of other details, like how Charlie held his mother’s hand or how Marcus’ remarks made the others laugh. Max observed them, reproaching himself for spying on them but without ceasing to watch the scene for a second. He knew that he shouldn’t be there, or have any contact whatsoever with his victims. It would make his task even harder, and also put him at serious risk in the event that their deaths could somehow be traced back to him. 
 
    Minutes later, the Wilfords stopped at the front door of their house. Maggie opened her little handbag and took out the key to open the door, while Lisa spoke enthusiastically about the exhibition. Marcus waited behind them, next to Charlie, joking with the boy and mussing up his hair. 
 
    Hiding in the shadows down the street, Max continued to watch them until they entered the house and closed the door behind them. 
 
    . . . 
 
    Marcus opened the door to the microwave oven and took out the bag of popcorn, juggling it so as not to burn himself, while Maggie set out the drinks. Charlie was the first to come down, in pajamas and slippers, as they’d agreed. Predictably, Lisa took rather longer to change her clothes. 
 
    “Can you go get the Monopoly set?” Marcus asked him when he saw him. 
 
    Charlie nodded and then went into the library, where he walked straight over to the shelf where the board games were piled up. He picked out the box he was looking for and turned to leave.  
 
    But then, for the first time in several months, he stopped in front of the portrait of Horatio Conwell. From the day he had first stepped in that house, he’d always had the sensation that the professor was looking down on him from the canvas in disapproval of everything he did, until he reached the point where he didn’t want to know what opinion the old codger had of him. But that night it was different; somehow he felt a need to reconcile with the professor, to know whether he was happy about what he had done since he had found the cape.  
 
    The boy raised his eyes to the painting slowly, afraid to receive the verdict. Then his gaze met Horatio’s, and it seemed to him that the old curmudgeon was smiling at him, as if he wanted to congratulate him.  
 
    “What are you doing standing there?” asked Lisa when she saw her brother staring at the portrait. “We’re waiting for you.” 
 
    “Nothing,” replied Charlie, smiling back at the painting.  
 
    The children left the library and went into the kitchen. Once there, Charlie opened the box and spread the Monopoly board out on the table. Lisa began handing out the money, Maggie placed the tokens on the “Go” square, and their father placed the bowl of popcorn right in the middle.  
 
    . . . 
 
    A sudden gust of wind swept down the street and banged against the front of the red-brick house. It didn’t seem to trouble Max Wellington, who stood contemplating the odd shape of the facade, with one half curved and the other half straight. 
 
    After standing hidden in the shadows for a long time, he raised the collar on his cape and turned away. He didn’t want to become the next Grand Master if it meant giving up his ideals. He had determined to reconcile what was right with what was imperative. And he knew just how to do it. 
 
    The Grand Master of the Order of the Knights of Time had the power to invite an individual to enter the Order without the express agreement of the Grand Council, although it was a power that was normally not exercised to avoid tensions among members of the society. But Max knew that in spite of his behavior in the past few weeks, Emanuel Gentile loved him like a son. Besides, Max was his only hope because he didn’t trust any other knight to succeed him, nor did he have the time to train an alternative candidate. This meant that he would be forced to do whatever Max demanded, even something as absurd as granting admission to the Order to an eleven-year-old boy. A boy who, fortunately, was unaware of his true identity. 
 
    The other members would protest wildly, but his rivals and enemies would end up accepting it, because the admission would give them a perfect chance to eliminate Max, who would have to respond for the boy with his own life. That would surely be the Achilles’ heel that Max’s enemies had never been able to find in him.  
 
    Perhaps Charlie Wilford would have a chance, although he would have to hurry and claim his rights before another knight beat him to it. Max only hoped that the boy and his family would be sensible enough to accept their fate, and that the decision he had just made would not cost him his life. 
 
    Just when Max turned to leave, Charlie threw the dice onto the Monopoly board. Although he didn’t know it yet, another game had just begun for him, one much more important than the game he was playing in the kitchen that night.  
 
    A game that would be played out in faraway places and times, and that would bind him to that stranger outside his house for the rest of his life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



LETTER FROM THE AUTHOR 
 
    Dear Reader, 
 
      
 
    I hope you have enjoyed reading this novel as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it. I am now working on Part 2, in which Charlie will be called on to face new, exciting and dangerous challenges. It will be published in Amazon as soon as it is finished. 
 
    Writing is an enthralling job, but it requires a lot of time and dedication. Unfortunately, in my current situation, I can’t dedicate all the time I would like to writing, because as an indie writer I have to juggle this work with my day job, so I hope you will forgive me if Part 2 of the novel isn’t published as quickly as I would like.  
 
    I also apologize for any possible errors you may have found in the text. Self-published authors have to proofread and edit the books we write ourselves, without the support of professional editors. We know our novels by heart, which makes it extremely difficult to detect mistakes, because we get to a point where we simply don’t see them. 
 
    I would also like to ask you a favor: to write a review of The Mystery of Queen Nefertiti in Amazon, giving the novel the rating that you think it deserves. Reader reviews are crucial for a book to become visible on the Amazon book lists, and they help a lot to boost sales. As you are aware, the price of this book is not very high (2.99 Euros in e-book version, or less if it’s on sale), so I’m not going to become rich on the sales. But selling the book you’ve worked on for years and having it read by more people is a motivation for any writer.  
 
    Your opinion will be truly valuable, both to me and to potential readers of the novel. I will be very grateful to you. Also, if you would like to receive notification when Part 2 is available on Amazon, please feel free to email me at: ct.casssana@gmail.com. If you’re underage, please inform your parents before sending the email and make sure you have their approval. Just like Marcus, I’m a little bit of an old-fashioned parent. 
 
    At the time I write this letter, the Egyptian authorities have just announced that they believe they’ve found a death chamber in the tomb of Tutankhamun that might belong to Queen Nefertiti. Perhaps the mystery of where the legendary queen is buried will finally be solved. I encourage you to follow this in the news, because it could be an important historical event that your children will study in school. As mentioned in the synopsis of the book, history is simply a series of events linked together by the long, slender thread of time. And you form a part of it. 
 
    Thank you for joining me on this adventure. I hope to see you on the next one, which you’ll be able to find on Amazon. 
 
    All the best, 
 
    C. T. Cassana 
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