
Table of Contents

Ice Shock (The Joshua Files, #2)

Chapter 1

BLOG ENTRY: BLUE IN GREEN

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

BLOG ENTRY: DEAR MUM

Chapter 12

BLOG ENTRY: PLAN A

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

BLOG ENTRY: MOONLIGHT IN VERMONT

Chapter 17

BLOG ENTRY: STUCK WITH ME

Chapter 18

BLOG ENTRY: EK NAAB . . . SO WEIRD.

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

BLOG ENTRY: GRAN CAFÉ DEL PORTAL

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

BLOG ENTRY: WAITING

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

BLOG ENTRY: SOMEWHERE IN MEXICO

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

BLOG ENTRY: SMOOTH JAZZ AT 14,000 FT

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Emails and Chat with Ixchel

About M.G. HARRIS

Subscribe to MG’s newsletter

Acknowledgements


[image: ]

Praise for The Joshua Files

“An exciting adventure and coming-of-age story with plot twists and cliff-hanger chapter endings that will keep you up all night to finish.”

San Jose Mercury News

“It's the Mexican and Mayan flavorings that give Harris's adventure yarn that bit of extra bite as she weaves a satisfyingly twisty plot.”
Financial Times

“Josh's race to decode clues, sort out the good guys from the bad and his feats of derring-do make for an absorbing read.”
The Australian

“M.G. Harris proves she has a deft touch and a real skill for writing heart-stopping adventure in her code-cracking debut.”
Glasgow Herald
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Time is a river which sweeps me along, but I am the river; it is a tiger which destroys me, but I am the tiger; it is a fire which consumes me, but I am the fire.

Jorge Luis Borges
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‘Ek Naab’ Map design by Megan Evans from Birmingham, winner of the Joshua Files “Design a Map” competition.
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Paragliding daredevil steals ancient Sumerian artefact

Paragliders enjoying the views from Mount Lebanon near Beirut were the first to spot the lone American who launched his flight from behind the mountain’s cedar trees.

Under an electric blue canopy, the thief with a taste for a daredevil stunt rode the air currents until he reached the luxurious villa owned by successful banker Abdul-Quddus Al-Thani, 52.

Under the nose of Souraya, 32, the wife of Abdul-Quddus, as well as six armed security guards, the paragliding madman swept over the high perimeter walls of the property, cut himself free of the canopy and landed in the azure waters of the villa’s 20m swimming pool.

The reckless bandit then held the terrified wife of Abdul-Quddus at gunpoint with a Beretta 92F pistol and forced her to pour him a glass of her husband’s liquor, before helping himself to the wealthy banker’s most prized possession – an ancient Mesopotamian artefact rumoured to be protected with a magical – and deadly – curse.

A curse to which the robber seemed strangely immune...

“Once he had the artefact in his hand, no one dared to go near him,” Souraya told our reporter. “When the piece was originally brought here, our houseboy died. He got too close to it. Everyone in my household was terrified of the artefact. That’s why we kept it behind glass.”

However, Abdul-Quddus’s wife refused to comment on claims that the object was originally stolen from the Baghdad National Museum during the Iraq War, later purchased by her husband as part of a collection of relics from the ancient Sumerian city of Eridu, near modern-day Abu Shahrain in Iraq.

The theft was captured on closed-circuit TV cameras around Abdul-Quddus’s villa. The daring thief made his getaway on a vintage Ducati motorbike stolen from Abdul-Quddus’s own collection.

Although the ruthless outlaw wore a helmet throughout, the image proved enough to identify him as Simon Madison, a suspected terrorist known to be wanted by both the FBI and CIA.
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Chapter 1
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THE SOUND OF HUMMING gives it away. I’m wide awake within seconds, listening to a sound that I haven’t heard for months: the unforgettable sound of a UFO. This time it’s hovering above my house. By the time I pull on a sweater and some jeans, the sound has gone. I’m left waiting.

Minutes later, there’s the roar of a motorbike riding up my street on a chilly December morning. I lean out of my window to see the outline of a guy in a leather jacket zoom up to my front door riding a Harley Davidson. I peer at him through the early-morning gloom.

“All right, Benicio?” I mutter as casually as I can. But inside I’m fizzing with anticipation.

Benicio here, in Oxford!

The sound of my voice is swallowed by the damp air. My second cousin Benicio pulls off his helmet, shakes his hair free of his eyes. He peers back at me.

“Yes, thanks, Josh, I’m all right.”

We stare at each other for a second.

“You gonna come down, then?”

“You’re not coming in?”

“I thought we agreed. Safer to go somewhere away from your house. So get a jacket, cos it’s really cold!”

I can hardly remember what I’d agreed. I mean, when you get a call at two in the morning on a strange-looking mobile phone that you’ve never heard ring before . . . a phone you thought you’d switched off. . . Well, you’re not in the most focused state of mind.

Mainly, you’re excited.

A call like that comes in and it shakes everything up – in a good way. In a great way. I needed to be woken up like that. Feel like I’ve been asleep for months.

Josh, there’s something I need to tell you, to show you. Some important news from Ek Naab. And . . . I’m gonna come in person.

Good old Benicio – I can always count on him.

Only a few minutes later I’m squeezing my head into Benicio’s spare helmet, wrapping a scarf around my neck (it really is freezing), closing the front door softly and joining Benicio on the back of that Harley.

We zip down our little suburban Oxford street and head out towards the main event – Sunnymead Meadow – where Benicio’s hidden the Muwan aircraft that flew him from Ek Naab in Mexico to Oxford.

“I’ve always wanted to see Oxford,” Benicio tells me, his words muffled against the visor.

Well, me too. I’ve always wanted to see Oxford – from the air.

The bike speeds across the short river-bridge near the meadow; then we’re riding over slippery grass in the meadow. I stop for a second, admiring the “UFO”. Because deep within the wisps of low cloud, that’s exactly what it looks like – a humming object covered in blue and orange flashing lights. Nothing like any airplane I’ve ever seen.

“How did you land here without anyone noticing?” I ask Benicio as we slide off the motorbike. With a remote control, he opens a panel in the belly of the Muwan. It’s parked behind some low, scrappy trees. “We’re right next to the ring road!”

Grinning, Benicio pushes the bike into the Muwan and closes the panel. The Oxford ring road is less than fifteen metres away, on the other side of a row of trees and hedge. Even at this early hour it’s so noisy that I need to raise my voice to be heard.

“Maybe someone saw me. But UFO sightings are so boring now – most people won’t bother to report them.” He opens the main body of the plane. “Anyway, Josh, I’m not gonna make a habit of this.”

“So why are you here?”

Benicio shrugs. For a second or two, he tries to look serious. “Get in. We need to have a talk.”

He takes the Muwan up almost vertically. In just over two seconds we’re above the low clouds. I’m in a seat behind Benicio in the Mark II Muwan; in Mayan it means sparrow-hawk.

I can’t think of it as “Mayan” technology. The people of Ek Naab may be descendents of a hidden tribe of the ancient Maya, but their technology comes from somewhere and someone else. When I was in Ek Naab they didn’t tell me from where or who. Could it be they don’t even know?

The Muwan has room for one pilot and two seats in the rear. The cockpit window covers the pilot’s seat and extends just over the passenger seats, so I can see up as well as ahead. The glass – if it is glass – is tinted a sort of pinky-gold colour. Or maybe that’s a reflection of the Oxford dawn sky? As I watch the cloud layer through the window, it’s as though the tint actually changes colour, cycling through pinkish-gold to silver-grey.

“Where do I go for a good view of these ‘dreaming spires’?” Benicio says.

I remember my dad once driving me up a hill near a golf course, where he showed me the famous view of the spires of Oxford. “Hinksey Hill,” I say.

A few seconds later we drop below the clouds, swoop over the golf course and land in a quiet spot. Benicio gazes at the view before us. The lowlands near the city are waterlogged from recent rain, settled over by thick white mist. The spires seem to rise from the centre of a magical island surrounded by clouds. I can’t remember seeing Oxford look so beautiful.

“Wow,” Benicio murmurs. “That’s something.”

I unbuckle and lean forward, touching the edge of his seat. “Yeah . . . Oxford’s pretty cool.”

He takes a folded piece of paper from his jacket pocket. “It’s from Carlos. For you.”

I start to unfurl it. “A letter?”

It’s not a letter but a newspaper cutting. Still crisp and new – from a recent edition of a newspaper called The Lebanon Reporter. I scan it. At first I don’t get why Benicio’s given it to me. Until I read the end.

“Simon Madison. . .?”

“Carlos is watching every news source in the world. Waiting for any mention of Simon Madison. He made us buy some incredibly expensive software to analyse news – the kind the intelligence services use.”

Well, that sounds like the Carlos Montoyo I remember. Totally single-minded – I reckon he’d do anything to protect Ek Naab from being found. And if there’s one guy who ever got close to discovering the secret entrance to Ek Naab, it’s Simon Madison. The newspaper report makes out that Madison is a suspected terrorist. But until some US secret agents from the National Reconnaissance Office – the NRO – told me the same thing, well . . . I honestly thought Madison worked for them.

“So Madison’s back,” I say to Benicio. “And what’s this artefact he’s taken?”

“No clue,” Benicio says. “Montoyo wanted you to know that he’s on the move. Madison was in Beirut – but he could easily return to Oxford. He broke into your house once . . . so take care.”

“We’ve changed all the locks since then,” I say. “And we have a really high-tech alarm.”

“Just keep your eyes open,” Benicio says. “OK?”

I nod, glancing at the newspaper article again. “Gotcha.”

“And, Josh. . .” Benicio sounds a little embarrassed. “There’s something else.”

“Yeah?”

“Your blog . . . it’s gonna have to stop.”

“My blog?”

“Montoyo found your so-called secret blog. The one you’d been keeping since you supposedly closed it down.”

My mind goes immediately to my last blog post, just a few days ago. Probably the most personal post I’ve ever written. I begin to turn red. Luckily Benicio isn’t looking at me.

“Montoyo found it with this amazing new Web-searching program he bought. If he found it, Josh. . .”

“I get it. If Montoyo found it, then so might the NRO. So might Madison.”

And whoever Madison really works for.

I sigh, resigned.

“So I can tell Carlos that you’ll delete it?”

I sigh again. “All right.”

Benicio becomes brisk. “Excelente! OK, good. Now – is there someplace I can take you?”

“Take me?”

“In the Muwan. Do you need to go to school or something?”

I check my watch. “It’s a bit early. . .” How can I pass up the chance to fly over Oxford in a Muwan and be dropped off near school. . .? “But all right. Yeah! I’ll go wake up my friend Emmy. . .”

Benicio starts up the anti-gravity engine, locks his piloting visor in place.

“That dream about your father,” he says. “Your latest blog post, ‘Blue in Green’. . .”

OK, here it comes. . . That’s a post I really didn’t mean to be read.

He pauses. “Quite a revealing dream, Josh. You should maybe talk to a psychotherapist. I think you’re having some trouble handling your father’s death.”

“Well, yeah!” I’m indignant. “I don’t even know how he died . . . chased by the NRO in their own Muwans, I know, but . . . after they captured him, who killed him . . . and why?”

Benicio sounds sympathetic. “I’m sorry, buddy. That’s gotta be tough.”

The Muwan rises with barely a whisper and floats out over the city. The golden stone of the college towers seems tantalizingly close as we drift across the city centre. As we approach the east end of the city, I see the high, doughnut-shaped main building of my school. Benicio dips into the clouds for cover. Then the Muwan drops like a stone to land in the shady park next door.

“You’re mad!” I tell him. “We’re right in the middle of a built-up area! Loads of people could have seen us!”

Benicio opens up the cockpit and watches me climb out.

“Trust me, nothing’s gonna happen. In about three minutes, I’ll be hundreds of miles away. There’ll be a story in your local paper. Maybe a fuzzy video or photo taken with a mobile phone. Probably not even that. And no one will believe it.”

He’s dreaming. A flying craft the size of a fighter plane just dropped me off in a public city park! The story has to be bigger than that.

But Benicio seems pretty confident. “Trust me, coz. I’ve done this many times. And I’m guessing – so have our friends in the NRO.”

As the window closes, Benicio takes one last look around. “You’re a lucky guy to live here. I sure hope you realize what you’ve got.”

“Ek Naab isn’t exactly a dump.”

“Small horizons, my friend. Sometimes I think it would be nice to live in the outside world.”

With that, the window seals. Benicio grins, does a mock salute, then raises the Muwan slowly over the trees.

And with a sudden whoosh of air being sucked upwards, he’s gone.

I tighten the scarf, zip my jacket, check my watch. It’s only six a.m. Still buzzing from the rush, I walk out of the park.

Practically floating.
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BLOG ENTRY: BLUE IN GREEN
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I’ve had the dream every night this week. By now I’m pretty exhausted. Here’s how it goes.

On a hot, sunny day, I’m taking a stroll. I don’t recognize the street, but something tells me that I should. Then I realize what’s so strange – there are no cars. I’m walking, then I notice I’m barefoot. The tarmac is warm, feels good on the soles of my feet. The sky is a deep powder blue. Not a cloud in sight. Every garden I pass is filled with rosemary and lavender – the air is thick with the smell. I notice grapevines and fig trees, all plump green leaves. I’m just beginning to wonder where I’m going when I see my house. That’s the first time it hits me that I’m on my own street.

The door to my house is open, swinging gently on the latch. There’s no one in sight. It feels eerie – there’s always someone hanging around in this neighbourhood. Today it’s just me.

The door blows open, inviting me in. Faintly, I hear music playing. Miles Davis – a tune from Kind of Blue.

And my heart picks up a beat.

I wander into the kitchen. It’s all been cleared, no food in sight. The fridge door too – none of the usual papers or my fading artwork from year five.

There’s just one postcard.

There’s a noise behind me. I swirl around and nearly faint. He walks through the kitchen door. It’s him – my dad.

He’s so tall, so alive. Tanned, a picture of health, wearing his usual check shirt and cords, dark hair slicked back with gel. Watching him standing casually in our kitchen, as though he’d just dropped in from college, I can hardly breathe.

Dad doesn’t look at me, just reaches for the fridge door.

“Hey, son. Do you ever feel like you forgot something? A little thing? I do it all the time; overlook things. Detail, that’s the name of the game. But then, you’ve already begun.”

That’s all he says. He pours himself a glass of milk.

Maybe I finally manage to mumble something, I can’t remember. Whatever I say, he gives me a quizzical look. “Where’ve I been? Well, yeah. Been meaning to talk to you about that.”

He takes my arm. “Listen, son, your mother and I, we’ve had some problems. This is how it goes between grown-ups sometimes. You know?”

I shake his hand away, frozen. “I don’t know.” Mouth dry, I tell him, “I thought you were dead.”

Dad looks disappointed. “It wasn’t my idea.”

“What?!”

“The whole death thing. Not my idea.”

He shakes his head now, looking annoyed.

“Then whose?”

“Your mother’s.”

“And you agreed?”

He pauses, hands on hips. “Yeah.”

I stagger, lean back on the kitchen worktop for support.

“You and Mum . . . decided to make me think you were dead?”

“She decided.”

“What?!”

He says nothing for a while, just stares at me as though wondering what to do next. “I guess so, son. Like I said, I’m sorry. I was in Mexico.”

Now I’m starting to feel furious, betrayed.

“You were in Mexico? Why didn’t you call? One lousy phone call? You left me thinking you died?”

His eyes fill with sorrow. I’m totally confused, not to say upset. What kind of parents would deceive their child like that? And how the heck did he engineer that plane crash?

Then (always then), the dream ends; I wake up.

The first few times, it feels so real that I wake up in actual tears, sobbing.

Then in some weird way, I start to enjoy it. Somehow, it’s like seeing my dad alive again. Even though we keep playing out the same little scene, it feels real. I sense myself in his presence again. That’s way better than nothing. I go to sleep and I’m hoping it’s going to happen again, the dream.
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Chapter 2
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MY RECURRING DREAM is something I don’t want to think about. Just remembering that Montoyo and Benicio know about it makes me cringe.

Get some therapy?

It’s the last thing I want to talk about. That’s why I was blogging . . . so much easier when there’s no face-to-face reaction.

And the dream is definitely not something I can discuss with Mum.

Things were better between Mum and me when we came back from Mexico, but only for a while. It didn’t take long to work out that she’d been taking extra-special care not to upset me. I really scared everyone, going missing in Mexico like that. Every so often I can almost see the question forming itself on her lips.

What on earth happened to you?

And yet – Mum never, never dares to ask. Not seriously; not in a way that might mean I’d actually tell her the truth.

Mum recovered a fair bit when she found out that Camila was Dad’s long-lost daughter, that Dad’s murder wasn’t connected to any funny business with a woman. We had some nice conversations about Camila and the afternoon that I spent with her. (Unbelievable to think it was only that. . .) A couple of times I got a bit down and Mum would comfort me.

But deep down we both know that we’re still in the dark about what happened to Dad.

Maybe Mum made a secret pact, a vow or something, because ever since I came back from Mexico, she’s started going to church regularly. Every Sunday, and at least once in the week. I’ve caught her with rosary beads too. She’s asked me to go with her, many times. I always make excuses.

We’re coming up to our first Christmas without Dad. I can sense the stress piling on.

“Let’s do Christmas in a restaurant this year,” she says one morning, just a little too brightly.

“Nah . . . don’t fancy that.”

“Then let’s make a thing of it. Go to a hotel, splash out a bit.”

“A hotel, where?”

“The Cotswolds somewhere. You pick.”

“OK,” I say. “Bibury. That hotel where we had tea that time.”

Mum’s face drops. “Not Bibury.”

Of course she doesn’t want to go back to that hotel in Bibury; it was Dad’s favourite. If the point of going away for Christmas is to avoid thinking about Dad, then Bibury is sure to spoil her plan.

But I don’t want to avoid thinking about Dad. So, I put my foot down. “If it’s not that hotel in Bibury, then I’m not going. I’d rather stay here – at least we’ve got good telly.”

Mum just blanches. A few months ago I’d have got a rollicking for talking to her like that. Somehow, not now. What’s changed? Is it Mum, or me?

I can see this argument coming back to haunt me one of these days.

In the meantime, Mum has another go at getting me interested in “culture”. Culture! I’m still trying to get a grip on what happened in Ek Naab and all this Mayan heritage it turns out I have. . . Now Mum wants me to go to museums and concerts. She’s terrified of going anywhere alone, that’s what it is. How can I refuse?

Today, however, Mum hits upon a winning strategy, a way to ensure I’m not just dragged along in a sulk. She invites Ollie to join us.

Mum’s put her finger right on my weak point.

Ollie had to go away with her family for a few weeks after we returned from Mexico. And I didn’t see too much of Tyler either. So I’ve been hanging out with a girl from school called Emmy. We have one of those on-off friendships. Big friends in primary school; then we ignored each other for three years. Now, I can’t even remember why we fell out. She’s one of those girls who like to watch boys at the skatepark. And like all girls, she talks a lot. Which suits me fine – saves me the trouble.

Tyler, though – that’s a tricky issue. We were never what you’d call close friends – we only really met at capoeira. Mexico didn’t help. Tyler is still mad at me for the fact that he and Ollie wound up being interrogated by those NRO guys. He’s even angrier that weeks and even months later I’m still tight as a clam on the subject of what really happened.

I stick with the UFO abduction story. Well, I think he sees right through that.

I need Tyler, though, that’s the thing. He’s the best capoeira player in our age range, and I need the practice. We’ve even had our official “baptisms” now – ceremonies where you get a corda and an apelido – a colour-coded belt and a capoeira nickname.

Tyler’s apelido is “Eddy G” after the capoeira fighter from the video game Tekken. And I’m “Mariposa” – butterfly. After my favourite capoeira move, mariposa, the “butterfly twist”. I’m always practising. It’s pretty darn tricky.

I’d never have guessed that capoeira could get me out of so much trouble. Even better, I’m beginning to see a real potential for learning to protect myself. For that, I have to practise it as a contact sport and not just acrobatics. At my capoeira school, they’ll never allow that.

So, Tyler and I get together once in a while, and we agree – for a few minutes only – to really go for it.

That’s how I can tell he’s mad at me; I have the bruises to prove it.

Mum called Ollie about this concert Mum’s keen on. Of course, Ollie said yes.

I haven’t gone out of my way to avoid Tyler, but Ollie? I’ve been avoiding her.

She’s a girl – doesn’t like having her questions ignored or dodged. And the girl is gorgeous. Obviously, if she wants me to talk, then I’m going to have a hard time resisting. The only solution I’ve come up with is to seem very, very busy.

It was working, too, until Mum booked us all to go to this concert.

The performer, a Chilean tenor named Rodrigo del Pozo, is an old friend of Dad’s from college or something. I remember him from when I was a little kid. His daughter and I used to play together before they moved back to Chile. I never heard his singing, though, which Mum and Dad always said was really special. Mum insists that we go to his concert. He’s a mate of Dad’s, so I guess that’s fair.

We meet in Turl Street outside the college. People in scarves scamper between the music, art and gift shops, putting in some Christmas shopping. Hefty, wrought-iron street lamps give the streets an orange glow. The sandstone college buildings look even more golden by night. I love Oxford like this.

Ollie wears the North Oxford preppy fashion. Don’t ask me where they find out the rules, but somehow these girls all dress the same. Ruffled short skirts, cute little tops, tailored velveteen jackets and pashminas; that sort of thing.

She gives me a big haven’t-seen-you-for-ages-and-I’ve-missed-you hug.

Inside the college chapel, burning candles give the room a solemn, wintry feel. Ollie and I sit a little way behind Mum. The band – there’s only three of them – play old instruments; lutes and those cello-like things. I guess I was about ten years old last time Rodrigo was here. Now I realize that he’s only a few centimetres taller than me. There are a few flecks of grey in his hair; apart from that he doesn’t seem much older, but then he’s got a sort of youthful face.

Rodrigo and a pretty, raven-haired soprano sing these romantic-sounding songs in Spanish and Italian. Not my scene at all, but after a few songs I’m actually starting to quite like it.

In fact, after a few songs, I realize that the music is having a strange effect on me. The songs sound medieval, and before long I’m reminded of banquets in castles, horseback quests through forests and beautiful elves. I steal a glance at Ollie, and I’m more than a little surprised to find her staring straight back. We hold each other’s gaze for a full ten seconds – it feels like eternity. She takes hold of my hand. I freeze; I simply have no idea what to do.

Ollie leans in close and whispers into my ear, “I keep imagining myself as Arwen from Lord of the Rings.” When she pulls back, I see she’s smiling.

She’s given me the line, though, hasn’t she?

“So who am I – Aragorn? Legolas? Don’t say Frodo. . .”

That wins another smile. I squeeze her hand and try to lean back casually into the hard, uncomfortable pew. But inside my chest, there’s thunder. I can’t take my mind off the warm, slender fingers holding mine. Not for a single second.

After the concert, Mum wants to wait for Rodrigo. He’s delighted to see us both and gives Mum a big hug when they first meet. He also hugs me for ages, saying, “You’re doing a good job, Josh.”

Mum suggests an Indian meal, which seems to excite Rodrigo. His eyes light up. “Fantastic – let’s go!”

Over dinner, we hear about Rodrigo and his family and how they’re settling back into life in Chile after all those years in Oxford.

Mum doesn’t mention my adventure in Mexico. It’s become our embarrassing little secret.

My son ran off to Mexico with a couple of friends when I was in the mental hospital, and then he ran away from them too, went missing for a few days and claims to have been abducted by UFOs.

It certainly beats the usual story: My son had a raucous house party while I was out of town.

“I was completely amazed to hear about Andres,” Rodrigo says, sipping his Cobra beer, shaking his head in wonder and dismay. “And to think that I actually saw him just before! That gave me a really weird feeling.”

We all stop eating and slowly look up, staring at Rodrigo.

Mum speaks first. “You were in Mexico in March?”

Rodrigo smiles, puzzled. “No, I mean I saw him whilst he was still in England.”

“Rodrigo,” says Mum, almost whispering, “he was in Mexico for weeks before the plane crash.”

“You’re sure it was him?” I ask. “Not just someone who looked like him?”

Rodrigo shrugs, bemused. “Well, definitely; I spoke to him!”

It’s as though a switch flips within me. Instinctively I know that Rodrigo’s on to something. “What day?” I insist. “Can you remember the exact date?”

Rodrigo sips his beer again. The sudden tension around our table seems to get to him. “It was June sixteenth. Yes, had to be. Quite early in the morning. I had a concert that evening, and your dad said what a shame it was that he couldn’t be there.”

We almost drop our forks.

“June sixteenth. . .?”

Rodrigo nods. “Something wrong. . .?”

“My dad died on June sixteenth,” I say. “Sometime that night, Mexico time.”

And flew away from the secret city of Ek Naab on 15 June, the night of the UFO sighting – the six Muwans, one flown by Dad, five from the NRO. . .

Rodrigo stares at me, dumbstruck.

I get my question in before Mum can say anything: “Was he with anyone?”

“Yes,” Rodrigo says, looking at us in turn, now utterly bemused by our reaction. “A couple of guys.”

“What did they look like?”

“Smartly dressed,” says Rodrigo. “Shirts and ties. Andres introduced them as fellow archaeologists. From the United States.”

“Archaeologists don’t wear ties. . .” Mum says. Her voice sounds hollow.

She’s right. I knew it – Dad was captured by those evil NRO agents. I can hardly sit still.

Ollie hasn’t said a single word so far, but now she speaks up: “Where was this?”

“Saffron Walden,” Rodrigo replies, “a little town near Cambridge. We were doing a concert in a church there . . . music from the latest recording. . .”

I want to leave the restaurant immediately, go somewhere quiet and think about this. But Mum’s reaction is so extreme that it takes my mind off everything – for the moment.

Mum faints. She literally fades out, right there at the table. It doesn’t last long, but when the paramedics arrive, they diagnose low blood pressure and shock. Poor Rodrigo can’t believe the effect of his innocent comment.

Mum is driven home in the ambulance. Rodrigo, Ollie and I take a taxi, stopping to drop off Ollie, who kisses me on the cheek when she says goodbye. Back at our house, Rodrigo sits with my mum, making her tea with a dash of brandy. Mum makes a good recovery. Maybe I should be more astonished at the whole event, but somehow I’m not. I’ve seen this coming, the wearing away of Mum’s strength. There’s a cloud of worry floating around her these days. I just know it centres on me.

Rodrigo takes me aside. “What’s going on. . .?”

If Mum falls apart again, I have to get help – I can’t do this on my own. I have to tell someone something. It’s like a dam struggling to hold in a flood – something’s got to give.
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WELL, IT’S NO USE. I won’t be sleeping much tonight, either. The dream is back. Not just that but I can hear my mum snoring next door. The doctor gave her something to help her sleep and it’s put her into mega-deep napping mode.

I do what I always do when I can’t sleep – Latin homework. Usually works like a charm. But the latest batch isn’t that dull – it’s a history of Julius Caesar’s military campaigns. Apparently he invented a whole new code – a cipher – for communicating with his front line of troops. Since I’m quite getting into codes, it actually keeps me awake.

I came close to spilling the beans with Rodrigo del Pozo yesterday. He caught on to how freaked we were with what he said about seeing Dad in Saffron Walden.

“You know something about this, I can tell,” he said just before he left, and gave me a hard stare. “Your mum, she was shocked. Absolutely stunned. But you! You hardly flinched.”

“It’s probably something to do with that Mayan archaeologist who used to live in Saffron Walden,” I said. At least that could be true, so I actually met his eye. “Dad sometimes mentioned him. Maybe he was checking something out?”

Rodrigo’s eyes narrowed. “Like what?”

I wanted to tell him, but I didn’t. The words just wouldn’t come. Where would I begin? Show off my phone from Ek Naab? It looks strange enough, not much like a normal mobile phone. But I didn’t. I can’t even imagine where that would lead.

Sitting at my desk at three in the morning, I wonder if I should call Montoyo.

“Anytime you feel you need to talk about what happened,” he told me when I called to say I’d arrived back in Oxford, “or that you’re worried about something . . . or if you change your mind about coming back to us.”

Truth is, though, I want to get a little further into this. Montoyo and the others in Ek Naab would be really impressed if I brought back something more concrete than a rumour.

How hard could it be to do this myself . . . I found the Ix Codex, after all. And that was ages away from Ek Naab. Saffron Walden is only a couple of bus rides away.

And I wasn’t fibbing about where Dad and those agents from the National Reconnaissance Office went in Saffron Walden. It’s obvious; they went to that archaeologist’s house – J Eric Thompson. The same place where my grandfather, Aureliano, went forty years ago.

I think back to the day Montoyo told me the history of my grandfather, Aureliano, the last Bakab Ix in Ek Naab. He was the one who finally tracked down the missing Ix Codex – one of the four ancient Books of Itzamna. It turned up in an archaeologist’s cottage in an English village. If it hadn’t been for Aureliano’s attack of asthma on his way back to Ek Naab, they’d have had their precious Ix Codex back years ago. Me, my dad, we’d never have found out that we were both “Bakabs” – protectors of the Books of Itzamna.

My dad would still be alive.

I pick up my dad’s copy of Thompson’s The Rise and Fall of Maya Civilisation, open it to the acknowledgements page. Thompson ends with his address: “Yale”, Ashdon, Saffron Walden.

A house named “Yale” in a tiny little village like Ashdon – shouldn’t be hard to find. I return to bed, already putting together a plan.

The next morning is Saturday. Despite the insomnia, I still wake at seven-thirty, same as any other day. I can hear that Mum is already downstairs, washing dishes as though nothing has happened.

I make myself a stack of toast and jam, a mug of tea, and sit down opposite Mum, watching her bustle.

It’s not a good sign when she bustles this early. Something’s brewing, that’s for sure.

And here it comes. . .

She turns around, breathes a deep sigh, leans against the sink and stares at me.

“I can’t take this any more.”

I try to look clueless.

“You. Me. What’s happened to us. I know you’re hitting your teens now, but honestly. . .”

“What. . .?”

“Is it really necessary to be so uncommunicative? It’s been clear to me since you came back from Mexico that you know something about your father’s death. Something you aren’t sharing with me. Maybe something you’re not even sharing with the police. I’ve gone beyond caring what it does to me. I have to know what you know.”

Whoa. Sounds as if that’s been brewing for a while. . .

I hang my head for a second, wondering what I can say to get out of it. Nothing. I don’t want to, either. I want to tell her everything.

But slowly. Carefully.

“Sit down.”

She gives me this slightly surprised look, and sits.

“When I was questioned by those NRO guys – the agents from the National Reconnaissance Office – I got the impression that they’d seen Dad before he died.”

“Got the impression. . .? Josh: just give me facts.”

“They asked me a lot of questions. About Dad, what he was doing, what he was searching for, who he knew. Why ask all that? They didn’t seem interested in the plane crash at all. Why not? Only about things he did in Oxford before leaving and things he’s done in Mexico.”

Mum looks puzzled. “I thought they interrogated you about your abduction?”

“Well, that too.”

“Josh . . . were you abducted?”

A long pause. “Not exactly. I was in a sort of spaceship thing, but it wasn’t against my will. . .”

I don’t get any further. Mum just rolls her eyes. “Oh, Josh, you’re not still going on about the spaceships? I don’t believe this.”

So there it is. I could cry with frustration, but instead I feel myself freezing up again. “All right, all right! Maybe it’s best if we don’t talk about that. Just about Dad.”

Mum stops talking, looks at me carefully.

“It wasn’t just me they asked about Dad. They interrogated Tyler and Ollie too.”

“Yes, I know all about that, I had Tyler’s parents complaining to me about it. To me! As if it was anything to do with me. If anything, that Ollie’s father should take the blame – he’s the one who bought your tickets to Mexico. I was in no state to make a decision to let you do something like that!”

Of course, Mum was in a psychiatric hospital at the time, and Ollie did persuade her dad that we’d only be gone a week. I take her point, though. Tyler’s folks had been a tad unhappy too. I guess Ollie’s parents didn’t feel like they had a right to complain, since they authorized the trip. I bet they felt angry just the same.

“The NRO weren’t interested in the plane crash, or anything about Dad’s death, because they did it. Don’t you see, Mum? They’re the ones. They wanted something that he was looking for, or maybe something that he had. And when they couldn’t get it from him, they killed him, to keep him quiet. They put his body in a plane on the night of June sixteenth, to make it look like an accident. So when I turn up in Mexico, they assume I know something too. That’s what the interrogation was about.”

“But you didn’t know anything?”

Well, I persuaded them I didn’t, but I can’t tell Mum that.

“I couldn’t tell them what they wanted to know, whatever that was.”

Mum slumps into a kitchen chair, pondering. Eventually she says, “I need to get away from this house for a bit. I just don’t know how you’re supposed to cope with bereavement when things like this happen. All the uncertainty.”

“Imagine what it’s like for soldiers’ families when they go missing in action in a war. . .”

Mum looks irritated. “I’m sure it’s awful, Josh. It’s good to see you have some compassion for total strangers. I only wish you could show the same to me; I am your mother, after all.”

I can never say the right thing.

Mum takes one of my pieces of toast. She looks thoughtful, tired, sad: a lethal combination. A change is coming, I know it.
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I NEVER GET LETTERS. I don’t get that many emails either. Apart from the occasional mooch with Emmy down at the skatepark, I seem to have dropped off the social scene. There was a time when I had a few mates, but when my dad disappeared, that seemed to pretty much do it for me. I lost all interest in hanging around doing whatever it was we used to do . . . Xbox, guitars and stuff.

Well, this morning, I got a postcard. I didn’t look properly at first, assumed it was to Mum and me. It’s a photo of Labna, the site of a Mayan ruin, one I remember visiting when I was about eight years old. It looks exactly the way I remember it. A typical rip-off postcard – an old photo.

The card is addressed to me, only me. The writing is typed, old-fashioned typewriter-style. There’s no “Dear Josh” or anything. Just two words in capital letters:

HOLDS.BLOOD.

That’s it.

It was posted about ten days ago, in the Mexican state of Veracruz.

Totally random. I have no idea what it means, if anything. Maybe it’s meant to be a threat?

I put the postcard on my desk and turn on my computer. Maybe I’ll find someone I know logged into my instant messenger program.

Maybe even Ollie. I keep thinking about Ollie, about that moment in the concert, when she held my hand. How much did I let on that I’ve got a thing for her? When Rodrigo appeared on the scene, we didn’t manage to pick up whatever it was we had going on in the chapel. Like me, Ollie became totally focused on what Rodrigo said about meeting my father in Saffron Walden.

Ollie’s not online, but Tyler is. And that gives me an idea.

Want to go on an “adventure”? I type.

He replies: LOL. Oh yeh. I’m dying to be interrogated again.

Just to Saffron Walden. It’s near Cambridge. We could be back by tonight.

What’s in Saffron Walden?

I type: Meet me at McDonald’s in town half an hour from now and I’ll tell you. Bring cash for the bus!

I check my watch. If I hurry I can make it in time for an Egg McMuffin.

Tyler arrives later, orders a cheeseburger and orange juice, sits down. This time of the morning, the restaurant is fairly empty. We sit upstairs, looking out over Cornmarket across at the people in Starbucks, who stare right back. Early winter can be soggy and grey in Oxford, but today is one of the better crisp blue days. Not too cold either. Street entertainers are setting up for a lunch-time busk. Briefly, we watch a juggler hurl a bunch of tennis rackets around his head.

“I’m not saying I’m comin’ with you,” begins Tyler.

“Whatever. Just listen.”

I tell him about Rodrigo, Dad and Saffron Walden. His eyes grow big; he’s definitely interested.

“Man, that is mad. He was in England on June sixteenth? That means your dad was never in that plane.”

I wish. But by now I’ve thought it through. Rodrigo spotted Dad with those other guys on the morning of 16 June in Saffron Walden. With the time difference, he could still – just – have made it to Mexico that night in time to be murdered and put in the Cessna, which was rigged to crash. I checked on the Web; there’s a RAF air base, Lakenheath, about twenty-five miles north of Cambridge. I reckon the NRO guys flew Dad in and out of that air base, had him back in Mexico that night. They wouldn’t even have had to use their stolen Muwan technology – with the time difference between England and Mexico, an ordinary military plane could do it.

Which still leaves the question – what was so important in Saffron Walden?

My guess? They were looking for the Ix Codex.

Tyler kisses his teeth in scorn. “What?! I thought you’d given up on that. Seemed like you went off the whole idea after your ‘abduction’.”

When he says “abduction” it’s pretty clear that he doesn’t believe me.

“Listen, Ty, it’s not about the codex any more. Those people killed my dad. Think about that for a minute.”

Tyler looks uncomfortable. “I know, mate,” he mumbles. “But what can you do?”

I give a deep sigh. “Maybe I’m kidding myself, you know? Maybe there’s no way I can ever find out who really killed my dad. Or why. But if there’s any chance, any clue. . . Ty – how could I ever forgive myself? Five years from now, ten years from now. . . Knowing that I just gave up?”

“Yeah, man.” Tyler nods slowly. “Yeah. You got a point.”

“I need to know what he was doing the last day he was alive. Now that I know he was here, I can’t just forget it. Could you? I have to know why, what he was doing, to know if there’s any connection. . .”

He seems to consider it. “Would you feel this way if he’d died in a proper accident? A real plane crash? Or if he’d fallen off a mountain? He used to climb, didn’t he, your dad?”

“I think I would,” I reply. “If there was anything strange or mysterious about it, yeah. Like mountaineering. Sometimes they don’t find bodies for years. Relatives, friends, they never forget, never stop wondering. That’s how it is with me. It’s like there’s a hole somewhere inside your chest. No matter what you do, you can’t fill it. People grow old, wondering. Then they find the bodies, the people they lost. Frozen, still young. Yeah, if he’d died like that I’d want to know what happened. I’d want to see the place where he fell.”

They gave me an urn with
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