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    Chapter 1: A Gift with an Ocean View

    

    * * *

“I'll just say one thing,” said Ali Al Mansoori, almost pressing his face against the window of the Palm Monorail. "If this is a dream, don't wake me. Unless there's breakfast. Then wake me up immediately."

Tom Bennett sat next to him and grinned.

Below them the sea glittered in the morning sun. The Palm Jumeirah spread out in the water like a giant green and gold palm leaf. Streets stretched across the island like fine lines. Palm trees stood between the villas, pools sparkled blue, and small boats moved on the sea as if they were toys.

At the very end of the palm tree rose Atlantis The Palm.

The hotel looked like a palace made of sandstone, glass and fantasy. In the middle the famous arch stretched upwards, and behind it the sea shone.

Ali nudged Tom with his elbow. His white kandura was so neat, as if the wind hadn't even had the courage to crumple it. His ghutra sat perfectly on his head, held in place by the black agal. Only his eyes almost popped out of his face with excitement.

"Tom. Look. Atlantis. Real Atlantis."

“I see it,” said Tom.

"No, no. You see it too calmly. You need to see it more."

Tom leaned forward and pretended to open his eyes. "Oh. Atlantis."

Ali sighed. “You’re an old librarian inside.”

"Thanks."

“It wasn’t an award.”

Tom's parents sat across from them. His father, an English diplomat, was reading a message on his phone. His mother took one photo after another, saying every thirty seconds, “The light is incredible.”

Ali's parents sat a few seats away. Ali's father spoke quietly on the phone in Arabic. He worked in the Dubai government and, as Ali liked to claim, knew "about half of Dubai and the other half's cousin."

This weekend was his work.

Actually, it started out quite innocently. At dinner, Ali's father said that a good friend from the Dubai Tourism Department wanted to make Tom and Ali happy. As a thank you for helping with two difficult cases. A weekend at Atlantis The Palm. Featuring hotel rooms, access to The Lost Chambers Aquarium and Aquaventure Waterpark.

Ali then cheered so loudly that Tom's father almost spilled his tea.

"Just so we're clear," Tom's mother had said, "this weekend is vacation. No cases. No chases. No secret chips. No desert tracks."

“Of course,” Tom had said.

Ali had nodded. "Absolutely. We're perfectly normal kids."

Everyone was looking at him.

Ali had lifted his shoulders. "Good. Almost normal kids."

Now the monorail was slowly heading towards the Atlantis Aquaventure station. Tom looked out the window and watched the people on the platform: families with sun hats, children with water park bags, hotel guests with shiny suitcases.

A man in a dark blue suit stood near the entrance. He had no travel bag, no bathing bag and no eye for the view. Instead, he held his phone as if it might run away.

Tom noticed how the man kept looking at the screen and then looking over at the hotel.

“Ali,” Tom murmured.

“If you say you’re hungry now, I’ll be proud of you.”

“That man there.”

Ali followed Tom's gaze. "The one with the suit? Maybe he's waiting for someone."

"Perhaps."

The man turned slightly to the side. For a moment Tom could see the screen. No room number. No secret message. Just a message, too small to read.

Then the man put his phone away, quickly looked around and disappeared towards the hotel.

Ali blinked. "Please don't say you just saw something suspicious. My trunks aren't ready."

Tom smiled. "Not yet."

“That sounds worse than yes.”

The monorail doors opened and warm air rushed in. She smelled of sea, sunscreen and adventure.

Everything in Atlantis was bigger, brighter and shinier than Tom had expected. The lobby shimmered in gold and blue colors. Tall pillars rose to the ceiling, chandeliers reflected on polished floors, and people were running everywhere with suitcases, sunglasses, beach bags and that special hotel rush where no one was sure whether they were late or just wanted to look very important.

Ali stopped in the middle of the lobby.

“I want to live here.”

“You live in Dubai,” said Tom.

“Yeah, but my room doesn’t have a huge chandelier.”

“Your room has three screens.”

"This is different. Screens don't glitter elegantly."

Tom's mother laughed. "Come on, you two. Check in first."

They were greeted warmly at reception. A staff member handed over the room cards and explained that the families were staying on floor 13.

Ali's eyes widened. “Floor thirteen?”

“Some hotels don’t have a thirteenth floor,” Tom said.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because you look like you’re about to google it right now.”

Ali raised his tablet. “I would have checked just to be sure.”

"Naturally."

The elevator took them upstairs. The doors slid open silently and they emerged into a long, soft hallway. The carpet was dark blue with gold patterns, almost like waves in the moonlight. Small lamps glowed on the walls. Everything smelled fresh, clean and expensive.

Tom and his parents were given room 1305.

Ali and his parents were given room 1306.

Next to it was room 1307.

The door looked like any other door. Dark wood, gold number, small map light.

But for some reason Tom stopped in front of it.

Ali noticed immediately. "Oh no."

"What?"

“You look.”

“I have eyes.”

"No. You look like a door said something suspicious."

Tom pointed to the small gap under the door. “There’s no light.”

“Maybe the door is sleeping.”

“And the sign?”

There was no do-not-disturb sign on the doorknob, no breakfast tag, nothing.

“Maybe there’s no one in there,” Ali said.

At that moment a maid came around the corner with a cart. Tom politely asked, "Excuse me. Is room 1307 occupied?"

The woman smiled kindly. "No, young master. This room will remain empty until tomorrow. It is not being used at the moment."

“See?” said Ali. "Empty room. No door crimes."

Tom nodded slowly.

They went to their rooms. Tom's room had large windows overlooking the sea. Far below you could see pools, palm trees and part of Aquaventure. Someone shot down a water slide screaming.

Ali suddenly appeared on Tom's balcony, although Tom had no idea how he got over so quickly.

“Our room is next door,” Ali said. "I discovered a connecting door. It's very handy for emergencies."

“What emergencies?”

Ali raised a finger. “If I have snacks and you don’t.”

In the evening the families ate together in a restaurant in the hotel. Through the windows you could see the water getting dark. Atlantis glowed from within and the lights of the Palm Jumeirah twinkled outside.

Ali was telling his father in great detail why a water park was scientifically more important than homework when Tom noticed something.

The man in the dark blue suit was back.

He wasn't standing in the restaurant, but outside in the hallway, halfway behind a pillar. He looked at his phone. Then he looked at the elevator.

This time he didn't just seem nervous.

He looked as if he was afraid of being watched.

Tom wanted to push Ali, but at that moment the man disappeared.

“Tom?” asked his mother. "Everything OK?"

“Yes,” said Tom. “I just thought I saw someone.”

Ali leaned towards him. “The swimsuit-endangering man?”

“The man from the monorail.”

Ali immediately became more serious. "Okay. This is either a coincidence or a case of very bad timing."

“Probably coincidence.”

Ali looked at him for a long time.

“You don’t believe this.”

"No."

Later they went back to floor 13. The hallway was quiet. Too quiet, thought Ali, who generally became suspicious when places didn't make at least a little noise.

“Hotels at night are weird,” he whispered. "By day they're full of people. At night they act like they're collecting secrets."

Tom had to smile. “It was almost poetic.”

"Thanks. I'm tired. Then something like this happens."

They stopped in front of their bedroom doors. Tom's parents had already gone inside. Ali's parents too. For a moment only Tom and Ali stood in the hallway.

Then they heard it.

Knock.

Very quietly.

Ali froze.

Knock.

Once again.

Tom slowly turned his head.

The noise came from room 1307.

Ali whispered, "Tom."

"I know."

“The room is empty.”

"I know."

Knock.

This time it sounded closer. Like something hard hitting the door from the inside.

Ali took a step back. “I want to go on record saying that I don’t believe in ghosts.”

Tom looked at him.

Ali swallowed. “But if anyone is in there, they should know that I have respect.”

Tom walked closer to the door. He cocked his head slightly and listened.

Nothing.

The hallway hummed quietly. Somewhere far away an elevator closed. Then there was silence again.

“Maybe a pipe,” said Tom.

“Pipes don’t knock politely three times.”

“Sometimes I do.”

“In England, perhaps.”

Tom wanted to answer, but suddenly the small lamp above room 1307 flickered.

Once.

Twice.

Then she became quiet again.

Ali grabbed Tom by the sleeve. "Vacation. Your mother said vacation."

Tom stared at the door.

There was still no light visible beneath the crack.

But now there was something there.

A tiny wet spot on the carpet.

Tom knelt down.

“What is that?” Ali whispered.

Tom didn't touch the carpet. He just looked closely.

The dot glittered in the light of the hallway lamp.

Then they heard a faint scratching behind the door.

Slow.

Pulling.

As if something was moving across the floor.

Ali became very quiet.

That rarely happened.

Tom stood up.

At that moment the elevator opened at the end of the hallway.

The doors slid apart.

Nobody was standing in it.

Ali whispered, “Tom?”

The empty elevator gave a bright ping.

Then the doors closed again.

And from room 1307 came a final, quiet knock.

Knock.

Tom and Ali looked at each other.

Nobody said anything.

But they both knew the same thing:

Your weekend at Atlantis was no longer a normal weekend.

For a moment, the Palm Monorail and Atlantis lobby looked like a stage. Everything was bright, shiny, and perfectly organized, but Tom had long since learned that perfect places were particularly good hiding places for clutter. The softer the carpet, the friendlier the smile, the more golden the light, the easier it was for people to overlook the little one.

Ali looked around and lowered his voice. "I would like to point out that luxury is very distracting. You want to investigate, but then there's a dessert glass somewhere."

“Concentrate,” said Tom.

"I'm concentrating. On danger. And possibly on dessert."

Tom paid attention to room 1307. It was another clue, not loud enough to scare adults, but too clear to be a coincidence. There was a rhythm to the case now: something came up, someone declared it a mistake, and shortly thereafter something happened that looked even less like a mistake.

In the distance an elevator opened with a faint ping. Both boys turned around at the same time.

Ali whispered, "I hate that elevators are dramatic now."

“Elevators are not dramatic.”

"This one does. He's got personality."

Tom watched the people getting out. A family with shopping bags. A man with sunglasses. An employee with a tray. None of it had to matter. Any of it could be important.

Then his eyes fell back on the man in the blue suit. Not directly. Not noticeable. Just briefly enough to notice that someone was trying too hard to seem normal.

Ali noticed Tom's face. “You do the look.”

“What look?”

“The look that makes me call Inspector Hassan inside.”

Tom said nothing.

The hotel around them lived on. Guests laughed, wheels of suitcases rolled, dishes clinked somewhere. Outside, the Palm Jumeirah lay in the light, and the waters of the Aquaventure sparkled like shards of blue glass. Everything about this place said: vacation. Fun






















































  
