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You’re about to uncover the secrets behind some of history’s most pivotal moments.

  And with knowledge comes a special reward. 

The seven Infinity Ring Secrets stories each contain a fragment of a code. Collect the fragments in order to assemble a complete ten-digit code. Then:


	Go to scholastic.com/infinityring.

  	Click on the “Add a Book or Code” button.

 	
  Enter the ten-digit Infinity Ring Secrets code to unlock an exclusive medal!
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	Hystorian File #1818029031

			In the early nineteenth century, Egypt was in a state of flux. Following a brief and unsuccessful invasion by the French, the country descended into chaos until the rise of an ambitious and powerful new leader, Muhammad Ali, who established a dynasty that would rule the region for more than a hundred years.

			It was too late, though, to keep the SQ out of Egypt. During the power struggles that preceded the rise of Ali, the SQ had managed to worm its way into the country. By 1818, they were on the rise, amassing power and wealth. But they had no idea of the dangers that awaited them within the ancient Pyramids. . . . 
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AKIL HAD good hands.

			Of course, they weren’t pretty. His tanned brown skin was speckled with scars, dirt rimmed his cuticles, and his nails were bitten down to little stubs. But pretty wasn’t useful to a city kid.

			His hands served him well. He was strong, and his fingers were long and nimble and quick.

			And right now, his fingers were gently removing the money from the robe of a shopper in Khan el-Khalili, Cairo’s central market. She was so absorbed in talking to her friend that she didn’t notice him, right behind her.

			Akil was a thief. At only eleven years old, he was already one of the best he knew. He’d been stealing ever since he could remember. Just small jobs, mostly, to help support his family. With five other siblings, and his father often out of work, it was hard to get by. So when Akil came home with a shirt or some fruit he had “found” at the market, or some money he had “earned” doing odd jobs, it was always appreciated, no questions asked. He wasn’t proud to be a thief, but he didn’t see any other way.

			His current target was a particularly easy one. It had been a hot, clear day, and as the sun set, the city was gradually cooling off. The market was packed with people taking advantage of the beautiful evening, brushing shoulders as they squeezed past one another. This woman had no idea what was happening as, in a flash, Akil’s stealthy fingers tucked her money safely away in a small pouch he wore on his belt. Quickly, he darted away into the crowd, putting distance between himself and the woman.

			The people of Cairo poured through the narrow aisles, stopping to bargain with vendors and admire the goods. There were huge jars of spices: golden turmeric, aromatic cloves, long cinnamon sticks, tiny coriander seeds, and brick-red paprika. One vendor was unrolling bolts of linen, and another was showing off long beaded necklaces and scented oils.

			Happy with his stash for the day, Akil wove through the crowd without paying too much attention to the bustle around him. Whenever he was scouting out a new target, he was alert and quick, noticing details while making sure that he never stood out from the crowd. But now, relaxing, he allowed himself to stroll home just like any other carefree boy.

			Just then, he felt a heavy hand clamp down on his shoulder.

			Spinning around, Akil found himself face-to-face — well, face-to-chest — with Mohamed, the biggest, meanest bully to ever show his face in Khan el-Khalili.

			A wide smile stretched across Mo’s wide face. A smile, Akil knew, that did not bode well for him.

			“Well, well,” Mo boomed. Two of his buddies appeared on either side of him, hemming Akil in. “How’s it going today, Akil? Doing a little shopping?” His grin, if it were possible, grew wider still, and Akil’s heart sank. He knew that all his hard work that day would be going to the Feed Mo fund.

			Mo’s parents had plenty of money, but his father was a notorious SQ thug, and had brought Mo up to be a thug, too. If you were SQ in Cairo at the beginning of the nineteenth century, you were used to getting everything you wanted.

			Akil tried to back up, but Mo’s hand clenched tighter on his shoulder.

			“Don’t you want to share?”

			Akil stuck out his empty hands, palms up. “Look, guys, I don’t have anything. Not a lucky day for me.”

			“You don’t know the half of it,” Mo said. Without waiting for any further negotiations, he gave a nod to one of his friends, who started searching through all of Akil’s many pockets, pulling out two figs, a flatbread, and some coins.

			“That’s it?” Mo shook his head at Akil. “I’m disappointed, sahibi. Not a great stash today.”

			Akil just shrugged. He knew from experience that talking to these guys was a waste of time, and trying to run away would only leave him with a black eye or bloody nose.

			Mo grabbed one of the figs from his flunky and took a big bite. The sweet smell of the fruit made Akil’s stomach growl; he hadn’t eaten anything yet that day. Mo chewed with his mouth open, sending flecks of spit flying into Akil’s face. “All right, let’s get out of here,” he said, tossing the rest of the fruit on the ground. He gave Akil a push, sending him spinning into a cluster of elderly women, before heading off in the other direction, flanked by his friends.

			Akil hastily apologized to the five wrinkly ladies who were shooting death stares at him, and backed away. He should be thankful, he supposed, that they hadn’t found the small coin purse on his belt. But he was sick of Mo and those other meatheads storming around the city like they owned it, just because their parents were connected with the SQ.

			It wasn’t always like this. Akil’s parents told stories of a time before the SQ had such a stranglehold on the city. Cairo had never been perfect — far from it. It was hot and crowded and smelly. But at least at one point everyone had had an equal shot at living a good life. Now, if you refused to kowtow to the SQ big shots, you would probably find yourself out of a job. Akil’s parents rarely complained, but he suspected that the reason his father could never find work was because he had been blacklisted by the SQ ringleaders for refusing to give them a cut of his salary, or do their dirty work.

			Akil looked tiredly around the market. He considered staying, trying to nab a few more things to make up for what he’d lost to Mo. But it felt a little hopeless. Why steal from people who might be just as needy as he was, if it was only going to end up in Mo’s grubby hands? What was the point of taking all these risks if none of the loot made it back to his hungry family? He thought of Fatma, his baby sister, who was only just learning to walk, and with a sigh pulled out a few of the coins he had left and bought some bread and vegetables to bring home.
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			The market was situated in a large, open square, bordered by a maze of narrow streets. Akil had left the square behind and was making his way home in the twilight. Pink and purple clouds floated on the horizon, and a light breeze picked up and flew through the alleyways. He could almost forget what a failure the day had been.

			“Boy!”

			Akil jumped. Was that shout meant for him?

			“Hey, boy!”

			He looked back. A block behind him was an old man with a white beard who was waving his walking stick in the air.

			“Are you deaf? Wait up!”

			Akil wasn’t sure whether to run away as fast as he could, or wait to see what this crazy old man wanted with him. Curiosity won out. He stood his ground and watched as the man hobbled up to him.

			“Finally! I thought you’d never stop. Catching up to you is like sending a camel after a racehorse.” He broke out into a loud cackle. For Akil, always trying to slip through the streets without getting noticed, the burst of laughter was jarring. He turned to slip away, but the old man quickly stuck his walking stick in front of Akil’s legs.

			“Wait a minute, lad. I have a business offer for you.”

			That got Akil’s attention right away. He didn’t trust this guy, but if there was money involved, he was willing to listen to just about anything. “Yeah? A business offer? What kind?” He realized this crazy old man could turn out to be an important crazy old man, and tried to cover himself. “I mean, what kind, sir?”

			“Can I buy you a cup of tea and we’ll talk this over in a place where we’ll have a little more privacy?”

			Akil hesitated, then nodded.

			The old man turned around the corner and led Akil for a few blocks, until they reached an ahwa fancier than any Akil would ever visit on his own. This wasn’t a trick, was it? What could this old man possibly want from him? Peering through the door, Akil could see that there were other people seated inside. Well, nothing too bad could happen in front of all these witnesses, right? He ducked inside the small shop.

			Once they were seated, with snacks and steaming cups of tea, the man smiled warmly.

			“I’m very happy I found you today. I have an offer that I think you’ll like.”

			Akil had to gulp down a mouthful of smoky eggplant before he could answer. “So tell me about it,” he demanded. His voice came out rough. He didn’t mean to be rude, but he wasn’t used to sitting in fancy places, and he was better at stealing from old men than talking to them.

			“I’ve been watching you for a while now. I saw you today with those other boys” — Akil frowned, unhappy that someone had seen him get taken advantage of like that — “and I’ve seen you in the market, nabbing items when you think no one is looking.” At that, Akil stood up, shoving his chair back so quickly that it fell over, banging loudly on the tiled floor.

			“Hey, if you brought me here just so you could arrest me —”

			“Calm down, calm down. And stop attracting so much attention to yourself. That is the exact opposite of why I brought you here.”

			Curiosity really had a hold of him now. Akil picked up his chair and slowly sank down into it.

			“Now, where can I begin. . . . I need someone like you. Someone clever and fast, sneaky and brave. As you can see, I’m only a few of those things myself these days.

			“The reason is, well, I’m sure you know of the SQ. And if your relationship with those hoodlums is any indication, you don’t get along with them too well.”

			Akil nodded . . . then wondered if this man was an SQ agent. If so, he may have just signed his own death warrant.

			“I belong to an organization whose purpose is to stop the SQ from constantly gaining more power. From taking over country after country, until the world is theirs to run into the ground. You see, the SQ has caused history to go off its proper course, and the ultimate goal of the Hystorians — and I realize this will sound crazy to you — is to master the art of time travel, so that we can go back and fix what they have done.”

			At that, Akil decided he had heard enough. “Look, sir, I’m afraid you’re right. It does sound crazy. Traveling through time? I mean —”

			The old man cut him off. “You can choose whether or not to believe me. I don’t care either way. However, regardless of your reasons, if you do this job for me, I’ll give you enough money that your family will be taken care of for the rest of your life.”

			Akil raised his eyebrows, intrigued.

			Confident that he had the boy’s full attention, the old man continued. “The ancient Egyptians knew secrets of time. These people were our ancestors, but they were nothing like you and me. They lived three thousand years ago, and their knowledge has been lost to us for just as long. I’m sure you know of the Pyramids and the Great Sphinx outside our city?”

			“Yeah, of course —”

			“Well, some of the Pyramids were burial tombs for the pharaohs, our ancient rulers. Most of them. But there is one pyramid, the Great Pyramid of Giza, where no man was ever buried. For centuries people thought it was the tomb of Khufu, but in fact, it’s not a tomb at all. It’s not a pharaoh’s spirit that haunts those tunnels and passageways. It’s knowledge. Secrets. The key to moving through time. And that is what I need you to get for me.”
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			That night, Akil lay happily in the darkness, his hands resting on his full belly. He thought of the grape leaves and the pilaf and all the other treats the old man had pushed onto his plate. He’d stumbled onto some good luck, for once.

			The old man — who had never given his name — had agreed to give Akil a night to think the proposition over and make up his mind. They would meet the next morning at the ahwa and Akil would tell him his decision then.

			Akil figured it would be good to know more about the Pyramids — about what he was getting into. Before falling asleep, he asked his older brother, Omari, what he knew about them. But as soon as Omari started talking, Akil realized his question had been a mistake.

			“You know that the Pyramids are giant graves, right? And the pharaohs spent their whole lives building these tombs and packing them with goods and resources — jewelry, clothing, food, even boats — so that when they died they would have everything they needed for the afterlife. In order for the spirit to recognize the body after death, the bodies were mummified.” Omari turned to Akil and made his eyes bulge out. “Do you know how they mummified a dead body?” He reached his fingers out toward Akil’s face. “By pulling the brain out through the nose with a long hook.”

			Akil flinched away from his brother. “Yeah, right,” he mumbled.

			“It’s true. Anyway,” Omari continued in his spookiest voice, “in order to keep out tomb raiders, the pharaohs ordered that the pyramids be protected with terrible curses. They mummified snakes and put them inside the walls so that anyone who broke in would be attacked by their venomous ghosts —”

			“Aw, shut up, Omari,” Akil said. “Now you’re just making stuff up.”

			“— and they had their priests cast spells on the inner chambers so that intruders would be crushed by falling rocks, or stung by scorpions —”

			“I said, shut up.”

			Maybe Omari heard the anxiety in Akil’s voice, because for once he stopped teasing, and grew quiet. Slowly, his breathing grew heavy.

			After Omari fell asleep, Akil tossed and turned, trying to decide what to do. The ghost stories weren’t helping him make up his mind.

			If he accepted, he would have to find a way into the Great Pyramid and search through its mazelike passageways to find the chamber where the old man was convinced a secret scroll was hidden. “The key to moving through time,” he’d said. Whatever.

			If Akil succeeded, he’d earn enough money to take care of his family for the rest of their lives. As proof that he meant what he said, the old man had pressed a gold coin into Akil’s hand at the end of their conversation.

			If he decided not to take the job, the old man had promised there would be no consequences.

			Akil worried it over. It seemed, well, not easy. Exploring an ancient sealed pyramid sounded spooky and complicated. But what was the risk? There had to be more than the old man had let on, or else why was he approaching Akil, a nobody? With that much money, the old man could hire anyone he wanted.

			Akil shifted his weight to try to get more comfortable, trying not to wake his brothers, lined up on either side of him in their small room.

			It all came back to the SQ, he decided. Their interest in this must be more than the old man was letting on. He was probably afraid to approach anyone who could snitch on him. And the SQ would probably attempt to stop this expedition, if they found out about it.

			Akil rubbed his fingers over the gold coin that he’d sewn into his shirt as soon as he’d gotten home.

			Dangerous or not, he knew he would take the job.
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			The next day, Akil slipped his tools into his pocket and darted out of the house with a quick hug for his mom and a shout that he’d be back late that night. With his sister crying and two of his brothers wrestling on the floor, he knew his absence would barely be noticed.

			When he got to the ahwa, the man was already there, staring down into his cup of tea. He barely looked up as Akil sat down next to him.

			“Time is like a river, you know,” he said softly, swirling the tea around his glass. “But sometimes it feels more like a stagnant pool. . . .” He snapped out of his reverie. “What you’re about to do will improve the lives of more people than you can imagine. Not just people everywhere, but people always.”

			He looked at Akil intently. “I’m glad you took some time to consider my offer. As Aristotle said, ‘It is the mark of an educated mind to be able to entertain a thought without accepting it.’”

			“Hm?” Akil mumbled.

			“But,” the man continued, “I’m especially glad that you have decided to accept my offer. I thank you.”

			“I — I didn’t tell you I would do it yet.”

			“But you’re going to, aren’t you?”

			“Yes,” Akil admitted. “I am.”

			The man nodded once. “Good. The document I need you to get is an ancient blueprint of sorts. I don’t know exactly what it will look like, but my guess is that there will be a mark on it in the shape of the infinity symbol.”

			Akil looked at him blankly.

			“Okay . . .  let me try to explain that better. It’s a mark that will look to you like . . . like a twisted snake, eating its own tail.”

			The old man pulled a piece of ancient folded paper out and handed it to Akil. “This is the best map I can provide. A Hystorian’s guide to the inside of the Pyramid.”

			The paper was covered in what at first looked like an inky mess, but on careful inspection turned out to be a tiny, complicated diagram of the inside of the Pyramid. Strange symbols were marked on some of the tunnels and rooms.

			The old man jabbed his finger down on one of the central rooms. “This is where you need to go. If my information is correct, the document I need you to get is somewhere in that chamber.”

			“That’s a big If,” Akil mumbled.

			The man looked into his eyes. “It’s the best I can do.”
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			They journeyed together to the Pyramid. On the way, Akil studied the map. It was a tentative sketch of three layers of rabbit-like warrens and tunnels, fake walls, and corridors that ended in nothing. In the center was the large chamber: his destination.

			When they arrived there, Akil stared up at the Great Pyramid in awe. He’d always known of the ancient sites that stood just outside his city, but he’d never had the time or inclination to go see them.

			The Pyramid rose nearly five hundred feet in the air above his head. The old man had told him it was made from 2.3 million stone blocks, each weighing over two tons. Thousands of years before he was born, in ancient times, Egyptians had cut these stone blocks using only primitive copper tools and their own bare hands. Akil couldn’t imagine how it had been possible. Plus, the four sides of the pyramid were almost exactly even, differing only by a few inches. And they were perfectly aligned to match up with the four points of the compass.

			The Great Pyramid was the tallest, but it wasn’t the only one. Two other pyramids and the Great Sphinx loomed above Akil to one side. All around them, the desert shimmered in the heat.

			The first step, of course, was to get inside the massive pyramid.

			There were a few options. The Pyramid had an original entrance, which had been hidden for thousands of years but now had been uncovered. Then there was an entrance that had been broken through the rock, hundreds of years ago. But the old man insisted that Akil use neither of those.

			Still, he eyed the original entrance longingly. Flanked by large boulders, it was about halfway up the Pyramid. It would have been a scramble, but once there it looked like the most direct way to the heart of the Pyramid.

			He tried one more time to convince the old man. “You want this to be quick, right? Then why don’t you let me —”

			“Absolutely not. Do you think the SQ doesn’t know that there are still undiscovered treasures resting inside the Pyramid? Of course it’s been looted many times throughout the ages, but anyone with half a brain knows that the greatest treasures are still undiscovered within. Any entrance you see here is sure to be rigged with traps.”

			“So we make our own entrance.”

			“Now you get it.” The old man settled back comfortably in the sand while Akil got to work.

			He was using an old method, but one that worked. First, he’d studied the old man’s map and found the spot where he thought he was most likely to enter on a useful corridor if he broke through just one layer of rock. After evaluating the actual pyramid and doing his best to locate the area that he’d found on the map, Akil scrambled up to the spot. The slanting wall was not smooth; rocks jutted out at regular intervals. When he was in position, Akil knelt and built a fire. The smoke spiraling up into the sky felt a little too much like a signal fire, potentially attracting attention to them, but he pushed that thought away and sat back, conserving his strength, waiting for the fire to get hot.
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			Sitting on the foot of the sphinx was a man named Seth. The sight of smoke pouring up from the Great Pyramid caught his attention. He was a camel herder and wouldn’t have normally given it another thought, but lately there’d been a lot of activity at the Pyramids. And just last week a guy had slipped him ten piastre and promised him ten more if Seth would let him know if he ever saw anything unusual in this part of the desert. Was this unusual? Seth made his way toward the Pyramid.

			There was an old man napping at the foot of the Pyramid, and a young boy making a fire halfway up. Was that unusual? He still wasn’t sure. Then he paused to wipe the sweat off his forehead.

			Wait a second! he thought, the realization dawning on him. Who needed a fire in this heat? It must be unusual. Seth decided to head to Cairo and report his sighting.
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			Once the fire had been blazing brightly for long enough, Akil took out a jug of cold vinegar. He splashed it all over the rock that he’d heated. The cold vinegar would weaken the hot rock. After waiting a moment, Akil pulled out a hammer and chisel, and gave the rock a hard pound. His arm vibrated with the impact, but the weakened stone split under his hammer, cracks spreading across its surface. He smiled. So far, this was going pretty well. He was trying to stay focused on the work, but it was hard not to daydream a little about all the things he would buy for his family once he was done. A new house with more rooms would be first. And a feast, with meat and fish and fruit . . . He settled in to the hard work of breaking up the stone, his daydreams keeping his mind occupied.

			Akil lost track of time. All he knew was that when he at last gave the final blow, and the huge rock crumbled into pieces at his feet, his arms were aching with the effort.

			Down below, the old man gave a whoop of excitement. Akil could see him punching his fists in the air and kicking up his legs in a weird old-person dance. Eager to begin, Akil turned away from the desert and toward the tunnel that had just opened up in front of him.

			He’d thought he wasn’t afraid of anything, but he could feel his heart race as he stared into the Pyramid. Behind him was the heat and light of the afternoon. In front of him was just darkness. It was like staring into the throat of a giant crocodile: cold, damp breath blasted out at Akil. He lit his lantern and took a tentative first step inside.

			The stupid ghost stories that Omari had tried to scare him with swarmed his brain, but Akil wrenched his attention back to reality. Holding his lantern high, he stepped into the narrow passageway.

			Shadows bounced around as the lantern swung from his hand. All he had to do was follow the (nearly incomprehensible) map, hope that none of the passages had gotten blocked by collapsed rocks in the past few thousand years, and find a secret document written in unreadable hieroglyphs, one that could hold the key to history. Easy, right?
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			The old man watched excitedly as Akil shattered the ancient stone, and found himself holding his breath as Akil disappeared into the dark opening. They were so close to getting the precious document, but now it was all out of his hands. There was nothing left to do but wait. He settled back in the warm sand. He’d take the role of watchman, keep an eye on the area.

			Moments later, his eyes drifted closed, and he fell asleep.

			The next thing he knew, rough hands were grabbing him, yanking him to his feet and binding his wrists tightly behind his back. He tried to struggle and shout for help, but a rag was shoved into his mouth, muffling his screams.

			His heart raced in his chest. He couldn’t see who his captors were, but he could take a pretty good guess. SQ. But were they just after him — the old, feeble leader of the local Hystorians — or had they noticed the small hole chopped into the side of the Great Pyramid? How far had that boy gotten by now? Would he be smart enough to check the area before coming back out? Would they —

			A blow to the head knocked him over, and he fell to the ground. Spots swam in front of his eyes and darkness started to enfold him.

			The last thing he heard before he slipped into unconsciousness was a man’s voice saying, “Now let’s go after that boy.”
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			Akil had been moving steadily uphill. The stone floor had been polished until it was silky smooth, so even in the dim lantern light he could move quickly and quietly without worrying about tripping. He wished he had some way of judging how much time had passed, but inside the Pyramid it was eternal night — just like those creepy pharaohs would have wanted it, he thought.

			The thought of those ghostly pharaohs gave him goose bumps. Omari’s stories seemed way more plausible now that Akil was actually here. What if he disturbed a sleeping cobra? Or worse, the spirit of a sleeping cobra?

			Just then, Akil heard a noise. A rustling sound . . . like a dried-out old mummy moving for the first time in centuries . . .

			He rounded a corner, and a rush of motion around his head caused Akil to let out a yelp of surprise — and drop his lantern to the ground. The light went out, but not before he saw a swarm of giant black wings coming toward him, engulfing him.

			He ducked down to the ground and threw his arms over his face, bracing for whatever horrible attack would come next from these creatures.

			The rushing sound passed by overhead, and the tunnel grew quiet again.

			Was he not going to get torn limb from limb by a demon?

			The only noise left was the frantic pounding of his heart. When he was calm enough to hold the lantern with a steady hand, Akil stood up and relit it.

			Now he could see that this section of the tunnel was covered in white stains that looked suspiciously like . . . He looked up. Yup, guano. Huge bats hung upside down from the ceiling. He must have startled some of them.

			“Just bats,” he whispered to himself. “They’re just enormous . . . freakish . . . tomb-guarding . . . bats.”

			He kept walking, glancing down at his map every now and then to make sure he was on the right path. At irregular intervals, a tunnel would branch off from the main walkway. Some looked like they made loops before connecting back to the corridor he was on. Some were just as large as the main path; others were small crawl spaces. Some only went five feet before being blocked by a slab of stone. Akil wondered what was down all these paths. Treasure? Traps?

			The old man had instructed him to turn on the side branch with an entrance built higher into the wall, so Akil kept constantly scanning the top of the wall with his eyes. Finally, he saw it: an alcove carved in halfway to the ceiling. In order to get there he’d have to drag over one of the big rocks that he’d passed so that he could reach the ledge. Pushing the rock across the floor made such a loud scraping sound that he was sure he would wake the dead.

			And then, while pausing to catch his breath, he did hear something. Footsteps. Far away, but coming closer.

			As quickly as he could, he scrambled up on top of the rock and jumped. He was just barely able to catch the ledge with his fingers. Once again, he had cause to be thankful for the tough calluses that covered his hands. He swung, but his grip held. His arms straining, Akil hauled himself up into the alcove. Just as he tucked his body fully into the small enclosure, he saw a beam of light appear from around the corner. The footsteps were getting louder still.

			Akil quickly blew out his own lantern and froze.

			The footsteps rounded the corner, and Akil saw the bodies that they belonged to:

			Mo. And his father, Abbas.

			“I’m sure I heard something in this direction,” Mo was saying. Akil could see the sweat glistening on Mo’s forehead as they passed below.

			“Well, let’s keep going, then,” his father replied impatiently. “Hurry up.”

			They ran on, leaving a pool of darkness behind them.

			If those thugs were here, then Akil was in trouble. He’d better hurry. It wouldn’t take them long before they realized they’d lost his trail, and then they would double back.

			He relit his lantern, and scouted out this new tunnel. The alcove was low, but after crawling for about ten feet, it opened up into another large corridor, tall enough for Akil to stand comfortably.

			He was getting close. He started running.
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			It wasn’t much later that the corridor dead-ended at a door. Panting, Akil reached out and pushed it open. This had to be the chamber. Akil was momentarily worried he’d see a real mummified body, but there weren’t any sarcophagi in the room.

			The walls were covered with intricate carvings: little pictures that he knew were hieroglyphs, the writing of the ancient Egyptians. They showed tiny falcons, owls, cupped hands, zigzags, a slithery snake. . . . There were also larger pictures, showing noblemen seated on thrones, wild jackals on the prowl. Gems winked in the light from his lantern. They added color to the images — the emerald-green eye of a crocodile, the ruby-red light of the sun.

			Akil found himself running his hands over the carvings, testing each gem to see if it had any give. Without meaning to, he found that he’d quickly analyzed how best to remove a jewel from the wall: A flick of a knife point was all it would take, he was pretty sure. He wasted precious minutes in a daze, hesitating.

			He could forget the quest, the document. He could just take one of these gems and it would probably be enough to support his family. Enough that he could give up his thieving.

			But stealing an ancient treasure from this untouched chamber felt somehow wrong. . . .

			The old man, on the other hand, was strange, but he was also utterly convinced of the rightness of his cause. What if that document did have the potential to help people, like he’d said? What if Akil could finally give something, instead of only taking?

			A faint noise from somewhere in the Pyramid snapped him out of his musings. He didn’t have much time before they found the rock he’d dragged, followed his trail, and caught up with him. Akil brought his attention back to his goal: getting the document.

			What had he expected, that it would be lying out on a table in the center of the room? Well, it definitely wasn’t.

			Akil started searching through the room. There were statues, and even a pile of what looked like back scratchers. He began throwing open the trunks that lined one wall. In the first he found heaps of carefully folded linens. Ancient robes? He picked one up to look more closely, and the cloth crumbled away in his hands.

			The next held an array of bizarre tools. Was that the brain-nose device that Omari had mentioned to him? He slammed that trunk shut as fast as he could. If Mo and Abbas caught up to him, he didn’t want them seeing that thing and getting any nasty ideas.

			He was starting to get nervous. What if he wasn’t able to find the document? To have come all this way only to fail . . .

			Just then he noticed a strange box in the far corner of the chamber. He approached it curiously. It was wide and flat, not a bad size for holding an important piece of papyrus. Attached to the end was a strange kind of crossbar with a hole at the end. When Akil tried pulling the box open and it didn’t give, he realized that the attachment must be some kind of ancient lock. He glanced around wildly. Were there any ancient keys lying around?

			Taking a deep breath to slow himself down, he looked more closely at the lock. The hole for the key looked quite deep, actually. It reminded him of something. . . .

			Akil ran over to the pile of what he’d thought were oddly shaped wooden back scratchers. Were these keys? He grabbed them up and ran back to the box, dropping one on his way. It let out a clatter that could probably be heard all the way back in Cairo. He bit his lip in horror. That would help Mo find his way here, all right.

			He knelt down. Would he have to waste time trying each key? Then he noticed some kind of hieroglyphic code on the outside of the box: a small marking of a bird with a human head. Now he noticed that each key had a different marking as well.

			Akil started shuffling through them — one with an eye, one with a pair of hands. . . . Finally, he picked up one with a matching bird-human marking. He wiggled the key into the attachment on the box. Immediately, he felt the teeth of the key click into the tumblers, and the lock lifted, the lid of the box swinging open.

			There, printed on a piece of ancient papyrus, was the looping snake the old man had told him to look for. Painted in a metallic gold, untouched by light or wind for thousands of years, it shone brightly in the flickering glow of his flame. A snake, looped and bent, and with its own tail caught in its fangs.

			Below it were symbols — hieroglyphs — that he supposed spelled out a word in some forgotten language: a symbol that looked like a loaf of bread, a flowering reed, an owl, and an outstretched forearm.

			He carefully lifted the paper out and started to roll it up, aware that this was his final job. Once this scroll was safely delivered to the old man, Akil would never have to steal again. He allowed himself a brief smile and then —

			“Gotcha.”

			There in the doorway was Abbas, Mo right behind him.

			“Thought you could get away, did you?” Mo sneered. “You’ve gotta be crazy. When have you ever gotten past me?”

			Akil looked around in a panic, but there was no other way out of the chamber. Gripping the scroll tightly, he did the only thing he could think of, the desperate act of a cornered thief: He took off running straight toward them, hoping he could use the element of surprise to burst past and his speed to sprint away into the labyrinth before they could grab him.

			It didn’t work.

			Abbas reached out and caught Akil as easily as Akil would catch one of his little brothers. Before he knew it, Akil was wrapped in a big bear hug.

			“He’s holding something, Mo,” Abbas growled. “Take it from him.”

			Akil wasn’t sure if he should let the scroll go without a fight, or keep his hold on it no matter what. Would the old man prefer that Abbas and Mo see the document and it remain pristine, or that its contents stay secret but get torn up in a scuffle?

			Akil released his grip and Mo danced away holding the sheet of papyrus.

			“It’s — it’s — Dad, I don’t know what this is. It’s just a bunch of little pictures.”

			“They’re hieroglyphs.” His dad sighed. “Don’t talk so much. It’ll help you sound less stupid.”

			Abbas held Akil out at arm’s length. His scowling face was the second-to-last thing Akil saw. A huge fist coming right at him was the last.
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			Ten minutes later, Akil found himself on the floor of the chamber, in utter darkness, without the scroll. His head ached, and he moaned at the pain still ringing in his cheek, where Abbas’s fist had made contact. He groped around the floor and touched something sharp. He could only assume it was the smashed remains of his lantern. Well, at least they hadn’t tied him up. Or killed him outright. But that left him to assume that they’d done something else to prevent him from making it out of this giant tomb alive.

			He reached for his pouch. That was still there . . . and it felt like the map was still safely tucked inside. So they hadn’t known that he had it. Little good it would do him, though, if he couldn’t get some light.

			Akil tried to piece together what he’d seen of the room before being knocked out. If he remembered correctly, there were ceramic bowls along the wall to his right. He could fill one with some of the dried old fabric from the trunk, and perhaps set fire to the scraps. That could work as a temporary light until he figured out his next step.

			He started crawling, keeping his right hand against the wall so that he wouldn’t lose his bearings. Soon enough, he knocked his knee against something hard. A ceramic bowl. He took it, then continued making his way around the room until he got to the trunks, and pulled open the one he thought he remembered having the cloth. There it was. He stuffed it into the bowl and used his flint to strike a flame.

			To his relief, he soon had a little bowl of fire burning away.

			He headed out of the room and back down the corridor toward the alcove where it connected up to the main branch. He was wary of traps, but saw none as he retraced his earlier steps.

			How was it that they’d left without ensuring that he’d be trapped?

			His question was answered as soon as he reached the alcove. They’d caused a cave-in right at the narrow spot where the tunnel narrowed into the crawl space. Where before there had been a passage large enough to squeeze through, now there was a pile of rubble.

			Akil ran his hands through his hair, willing himself not to panic. With the opening to the outside cut off, would he run out of air? Again, he pushed the dangerous thoughts away. He had to focus on finding a way out.

			Removing all the stones — if that was even possible — would take ages. Some of the pieces were boulder-size, probably weighing tons. And if the stability of the tunnel had been damaged, he wasn’t sure he wanted to go through that way anyway.

			Okay, then, his choice was clear. He’d have to find another way out.

			Akil pulled out the map and studied it carefully. He hadn’t noticed any small paths branching off as he’d gone down this passage, but he’d been rushing, not looking for another exit. Maybe he’d missed something.

			There was a smudge on the map that could have been dirt caught in an ancient crease — or could have been another tunnel.

			Akil retraced his steps.

			There — he saw it. Half-hidden behind a boulder was a hip-high passage. Sighing, he got down on his hands and knees. Pushing the bowl with the flickering flame ahead of him, he started to crawl.
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			It felt like an eternity that Akil was stuck in the depths of the Pyramid. His hands and knees were sore and bruised. Blood from the cut on his face had congealed, leaving his face feeling stiff and sticky. He was sure that every inch of his body was covered in dirt and grime. But with no other option, he kept crawling.

			Finally, the passage opened up into what looked like the main corridor. Of course he couldn’t be sure that’s what it truly was. He stuck his head and shoulders out of the tunnel. He was perched on a pile of rocks and rubble, about two feet off the ground. And — could he be imagining it? — he heard a noise. With a sinking feeling, he blew out his flame.

			A minute later, a bobbing light in the distance appeared. It was Mo and Abbas, heading back out to the open air. His tunnel had been a shortcut, bringing him out ahead of them!

			Akil drew silently back into the tunnel and watched as they approached.

			Abbas was in the lead with the torch. Behind him followed Mo, looking tired and bored.

			As they walked past him, he saw that Mo had the papyrus scroll rolled up and tucked into the back of his waistband.

			Akil’s thief fingers itched. Would he risk it? He hesitated for a moment too long, and then Mo and Abbas had continued down the hallway, just out of his reach. Akil cursed himself. What had happened to his instincts, his savvy, his courage? The light moved farther away as the two thugs kept walking, taking Akil’s future with them.

			He could hear Abbas talking about someone else they’d have to beat up the next day, no shame in his voice. Akil knew he couldn’t let them win.

			He scanned the hallway. The last flickers of light moved on the walls and ceiling — but there was something else moving, too.

			Yes.

			Akil slipped off one of his sandals and took careful aim at a spot just down the corridor, between his hiding spot and the two figures. He cocked his arm back — and threw.

			The shoe curved up in a perfect arc, scraping the ceiling. He could see it brushing by a thick cluster of tightly folded wings . . . and the bats reacted as he’d hoped they would. They blasted off their perches like a dark wind, sweeping down the tunnel. He watched as Mo and Abbas reacted to the sound of rustling wings by spinning around — then the cloud of wings and silent claws was on them, scaring and disorienting them. This was his moment.

			Akil took a handful of stones from the rubble piled around his feet and started pelting them in all directions. He threw stones back down the tunnel he’d come through, so that the sound of the impact echoed through the very heart of the Pyramid, like ancient demons were coming back to life. He showered them down on the main corridor in front of him — and he let out a full-throated howl, a sound, he hoped, much like that of an angry mummy whose slumber had been disturbed.

			He could hear Mo’s shrieks, and Abbas calling for Mo to be quiet, and he could see them floundering, turning in tight circles and peering into the darkness to try to pinpoint the source of the terror.

			Silently, Akil darted down the corridor, keeping to the shadowy sides. He sidled up within a foot of Mo. Bat wings beat all around him, making it hard for him to tell whether the beating of his heart was as loud as it sounded in his own ears. Delicately, he reached out and slipped the papyrus from Mo’s waistband.

			Had he felt anything?

			Akil darted back into the tunnel, into the shadows.

			Disoriented, Mo and Abbas took off running down the corridor — in the wrong direction. They ran away from the entrance that led out into the desert sun, and deeper into the heart of the Pyramid. Their heavy footfalls set off tiny rockslides, more sounds that reverberated in the stone structure.

			Akil stood frozen, waiting. The echoes died down, and the bats slowly settled.

			He opened his mouth in a silent scream of victory. The scroll was his. He ran exuberantly toward the light. He could already feel the heat from outside seeping into the cold tunnel.

			 Whatever information the scroll held about time — moving time, changing time, bending time — was all well and good. What he couldn’t wait for was showing up back home with his arms loaded with as much food as he could carry.
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			Akil never did steal again, but that doesn’t mean that he behaved himself either. In fact, his adventure in the Great Pyramid of Giza awoke within him a passion for pranks and mischief. From that day forward, he made it his personal mission to make life difficult for Mo and anyone else who sided with the SQ. The people of Cairo rallied behind him, and the SQ eventually fell out of favor throughout Egypt.

			He went on to become a successful archaeologist, discovering that his deft fingers made him a natural at the careful excavation of lost and forgotten treasures. If he was ever tempted to keep any of those treasures for himself, he hid the temptation well.

			— Arin

		




The author gratefully acknowledges Emily Seife.
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