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    Chapter 1: The Flicker in the Sky

    

    * * *

Tom Bennett had learned three important things since moving to Dubai.

First, when Ali Al Mansoori said, "I'll be there in two minutes," it could mean anything. Two minutes. Twenty minutes. Or: I saw something suspicious on the way and now I need your help.

Second: In Dubai, a building could be so big that you would almost fall backwards if you looked up at it.

And third: Air conditioners were not just machines. They were heroes.

Tom stood in front of the entrance to his international school and wiped his forehead with his sleeve. The sun hung over Dubai like a giant lamp that someone had set to "extra crispy."

"Tom!"

Ali came running across the schoolyard.

As always, he wore his bright white kandura, which fluttered as he ran, and his white ghutra with the black agal. Tom thought Ali looked like he could attend an important reception and win an illegal drone race at the same time.

Which was probably true.

"You're late," said Tom.

Ali stopped in front of him and exhaled dramatically. "I'm not late. I arrived dramatically."

Tom raised an eyebrow. He had dark brown hair, dark eyes, and usually a look like he was trying to figure out who took the last cookie.

"Your shoelaces are untied," said Tom.

Ali looked down. "That's intentional."

"Intention?"

"Yes. Aerodynamics."

"You don't know what aerodynamics means."

"Yes. It means I'm about to fall faster."

At that moment, Ali stepped on his shoelace, did a half-jump, flailed his arms, and barely landed next to a palm tree.

Tom crossed his arms. "Very aerodynamic."

Ali adjusted his ghutra. "I controlled the landing."

"You hugged the palm tree."

"Palm trees also need friendship."

Tom had to grin. That happened a lot around Ali, even when Tom was trying to stay serious.

The two had been best friends for almost two years. Tom came from England and lived with his parents in Dubai because his father was a diplomat. At first, Tom had found the city strange: too bright, too hot, too fast, too much glass, too many cars, too many people who knew where they were going.

Tom often didn't know where he was going.

Ali always knew.

Ali was an Emirati, born in Dubai, ten years old and knew the city better than many taxi drivers. His father worked for the Dubai government. That's why Ali always knew someone who knew someone who had a cousin who "definitely could help."

“Tonight is going to be huge,” Ali said.

"What exactly?" asked Tom.

Ali stared at him. "Please tell me your brain is only reloading for a short time."

"My brain never loads."

"Then it must have missed the update. The light show at the Burj Khalifa! The secret rehearsal!"

Tom remembered. His father had talked about it at breakfast. Between toast, tea and a phone call in which he very diplomatically said "It's complicated." When adults said that, it usually meant: Nobody knows what's going on.

"My dad has an invitation," said Tom. "Because of international guests."

“My Baba too,” Ali said proudly. "He knows someone from the organizing team."

"Of course he knows someone."

"Dubai works like that. You know someone. Or you know someone who knows someone. Or you ask my aunt."

"What's your aunt doing?"

"Everything."

Tom nodded. That sounded credible.

In the evening they stood with their parents on the promenade in front of the Dubai Fountains. The sun had set, but the sky was still orange and pink. The Burj Khalifa loomed over them, so high that Tom had to tilt his head back.

"If it falls over," said Ali, "we'll need very large plasters."

"He won't fall over."

"I just wanted to check. Detective question."

In front of them the water of the fountains lay calm and dark. There were people from all over the world all around. Children held ice cream in their hands. Tourists took photos. Men in white kanduras walked alongside women in black abayas. Cool air flowed from the Dubai Mall every time the doors opened.

Tom took it all in. Dubai was never just a place. Dubai was noise, light, warmth, glass, water, voices and always the smell of something sweet somewhere.

Ali nudged him. "There. Inspector Hassan."

A man in a dark blue uniform approached them with Ali's father. Inspector Hassan Al Nuaimi had kind eyes, but Tom noticed immediately: He wasn't missing much. Maybe nothing at all.

"Tom and Ali," said Inspector Hassan. "I've heard of you."

Ali beamed. "Good things?"

The inspector considered. "Interesting things."

"That's adult language for: We were great," Ali whispered.

Tom whispered back, "Or for: We were tiring."

"Great too."

Inspector Hassan smiled. "Tonight you are guests. No investigation."

Ali put a hand on his heart. "We are completely normal spectators."

Tom looked at him.

Ali sighed. "Okay. Almost normal spectators."

Suddenly the speakers cracked.

The crowd grew quieter.

The first lights began to turn on at the Burj Khalifa. Silver lines shot up the tower. Then blue waves. Then golden patterns that looked like sand in the desert when the wind blew across it.

The fountains woke up. Water leapt into the air, spun to the music and fell back glittering.

Ali whispered, "I take it all back. Technology can show off."

Tom said nothing. For a moment he even forgot to look for clues.

Then the lights flickered.

Only briefly.

Then again.

The music made a strange noise, as if someone had pushed a hiccup into the speakers. A few people laughed uncertainly.

“Is that part of it?” Ali asked.

"No," said Tom.

"How do you know that?"

"Because the woman there looks like someone put a cactus in her appointment book."

An event manager with a headset ran along the edge of the promenade. She spoke frantically into her microphone.

Then part of the tower turned red.

A symbol appeared on the huge surface of light for a second.

Half a falcon.

Or something that looked like that.

Then the Burj Khalifa went dark.

The crowd murmured. Cell phones went off. Somewhere a kid said, "Mommy, is the show broken?"

Ali grabbed Tom's arm. "Did you see that?"

Tom nodded slowly. "The half falcon."

"Maybe it was a logo?"

"Perhaps."

Ali knew that word. When Tom said "maybe" it meant: My brain has just opened a door and is now going in without permission.

Inspector Hassan spoke into his radio. Ali's father put a hand on Ali's shoulder.

"You stay here," he said.

Ali nodded obediently.

Tom knew that nod. It was the most dangerous nod in the world.

"Tom," Ali whispered. "That man there."

A man with a red backpack stood near the barrier. He didn't look at the tower. Not to the fountains. Not to the crowd.

He looked towards a side entrance of the Dubai Mall.

Then he started walking.

Fast.

Not running. But also not like someone who was just looking for a parking space.

Tom looked at the ground where the man had been standing. There was a tiny piece of silver tape stuck to the barrier.

Tom picked it up.

It glittered.

Ali leaned over it. "Glitter? Due to a technical error?"

Tom looked up at the dark Burj Khalifa.

Then to the entrance of the mall.

"Ali," he said, "I think the show wasn't broken."

Ali grinned slowly. "Rather?"

Tom carefully put the tape in his pocket.

"She was destroyed."

Ali adjusted his hat as if it were the official adventure start button.

“Well finally,” he said. "I thought the evening would just be nice."

  

  
    Chapter 2: The Missing Chip

    

    * * *

“Well finally,” Ali had said. "I thought the evening would just be nice."

Tom thought that was a pretty typical Ali line.

Other children enjoyed ice cream, light shows and an evening without homework. Ali was happy about a possible crime with glitter.

"We should stay here," Tom whispered.

"We're staying here," Ali whispered back.

Tom looked at him.

Ali pointed to his feet. "My feet are still here."

"Your head is already at the mall."

"My head is very fast."

"Your head trips on shoelaces too."

Ali wanted to answer something, but at that moment Inspector Hassan came back to them. His face was still friendly, but now in a way that said: Nobody runs anywhere unless I allow it.

"You two," he said.

Ali immediately stood up straight. In his white kandura, he looked like someone who was about to give a very important speech.

"Yes, Inspector?"

"Did you see anything?"

Tom and Ali exchanged a look.

That was a difficult question. Not because they hadn't seen anything. But because they had seen too much and adults sometimes reacted allergically when children said things like: We think someone sabotaged the Burj Khalifa show.

Tom pulled the silver tape out of his pocket.

“It was stuck to the barrier,” he said. "Where the man with the red backpack stood."

Inspector Hassan took the piece carefully. "What man?"

“Cap low on face,” said Tom. "Red backpack. He wasn't looking at the show, but at the side entrance of the mall."

Ali nodded eagerly. "And when the lights went out, that's exactly where he went. Fast. But not running. Like, I'm-normally-fast-walking."

“A what?” asked Inspector Hassan.

“You know,” Ali said. "When someone acts like they're not in a hurry, but their legs give them away."

The inspector looked at Tom.

Tom nodded. “That actually sums it up pretty well.”

Inspector Hassan looked at the tape. Tiny glitter particles sparkled on it.

"Interesting," he said.

Ali leaned towards Tom. "When adults say interesting, it really is interesting."

"Or they want to gain time," Tom murmured.

The inspector heard it anyway and smiled briefly. Then he became serious.

"You stay with your parents. I'll have the entrance checked."

"Of course," Ali said.

Tom almost laughed. Of course, Ali said it about as convincingly as a camel claiming it was a race car.

Ten minutes later, all adults knew that the rehearsal had been stopped. The spectators were sent on their way in a friendly but firm manner. Many people murmured, took final photos of the Dark Tower, or explained to their children that the show had "only had brief technical problems."

Tom didn't like that sentence.

Technical problems sounded like a cable was in a bad mood.

This felt different.

Cool air blew towards them on the way to the Dubai Mall. It was like walking out of an oven and into a refrigerator. Ali took a deep breath.

"Ah. Air conditioning. The real queen of Dubai."

"I thought technology was your favorite

































































































































  
