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The Letter

“Antonio?” Sam stood at the dark shaft, peering in. “Are you in there?” A clattering sound emerged from the blackness. “Antonio?”


Sam raised a penlight and crept forward among the stones. As the shadows swallowed him up, a chill washed over him. He reached for the wall of the cave, sinking his hand into a mop of slimy, wet moss. “Yuck!”


The penlight flickered. Was this the den of a wild boar? His breathing quickened at the thought of a charge from that animal, with those tusks. Sam bent to pick up a rock for self-defense.  “Antonio?”

The penlight faltered and went out completely. As Sam fumbled with it, he heard a scraping sound. When he stopped to listen, the steady dripping of water was all he could hear. The darkness was so thick, he could not even see the penlight in his hand. He would have to find his way back.


Turning to go, Sam twisted his foot on the debris and stumbled to the ground, dropping the penlight and his weapon into the void. He froze when he heard a low, moaning sound behind him. Something touched his shoulder.


“Get away!” Sam cried, raising his arms.


A screech came and Sam felt his legs being pinned to the ground.


“Stop!” He kicked and kicked and reached for a rock. 


The pressure disappeared and in the darkness, Antonio laughed. “I got you!”


“Arg!” Sam swung at him, but could not see him. “You!”


“I did hear something back there,” Antonio said in a strong Italian accent. “Let us get out of here.” 


Sam paused to catch his breath and let the thumping of his heart subside. As he rose to follow, he pressed his hand onto something soft, lying on the floor of the passage. Sam picked it up and stood, feeling the rectangular object with his fingers.  It made a crinkling noise, and at one end, he felt something lumpy. 


“Hey, I found something,” Sam said, but Antonio was on the move. 


After a glance down the passageway, Sam walked toward a faint light and Antonio’s barely-visible figure ahead of him.


Once outside in the brightness of the day, Sam eyed the clean, white envelope he held in his hands. Strange symbols, like something he had seen in his brother’s math book, decorated the paper.  He glanced around the woods to see if anyone was around who may have dropped the note, but it seemed they were alone.


“May I see?” After Antonio took the letter out and unfolded it, he tossed up his hands. “I can not read this! It is in another language.” Finding a necklace tucked inside, Antonio turned it back and forth in the sunlight. “I know the symbol on this. The Roman fasces.” 


Sam studied the engraving on the silver pendant, an axe bound up together with a bundle of wooden rods. A red stone graced the center. 


“It is from early times,” said Antonio, tapping the symbol on the necklace. 


Sam and Antonio glanced up when a rumble of thunder echoed through the forest. A massive, gray cloud crawled across the sky. 


Sam’s cell phone beeped with a text message: “Dinner time.” 


“I have to go,” he said.


Storm clouds gathered as they descended the hill, and a light sprinkle fell on them through the leaves. As they emerged from the woods onto the street, the rain grew strong, giving the asphalt a darkness and shine. They ran to Sam’s house through the mix of sun and rain.


Bushes and trees surrounded the one-story bungalow, and a stone walkway led to the door. By the time they set foot on the walkway, they were soaking wet and out of breath. 


A car pulled up to the curb, windshield wipers sweeping wildly. Mike emerged from the passenger side.


“I have to show you this!” Sam clutched the envelope as his brother came toward them, holding a work apron above his head to protect him from the downpour.


“Are you hanging out with my little brother again,” Mike said to Antonio.


“Hey, Amico. Friend. Somebody has to have fun around here.”


The porch light came on as Sam’s mom opened the door. “Antonio, do you want to stay for dinner?”


“Si. I need to call Papa.” Antonio pulled out his cell phone. 


“Sam, please help me set the table.” While his mom returned to the kitchen area to attend to cooking, Sam stuffed the envelope into his back pocket. He would tell her about this later. 


As he finished putting out silverware, the front door opened and his dad came in, windbreaker wet with rain. Mark Dixon hung the jacket up and sat in his chair at the table, breathing a big sigh.


Sam’s dad waited until everyone took a seat. “Mike, would you pray?” 


After Mike prayed, they passed the food around.


“This is good, Signora Dixon,” said Antonio between bites.


“Thank you. The boys have been asking for fried chicken since we left the U.S.”  


“You were in the Navy?” Antonio eyed Sam’s dad.


“That’s right, Antonio.” 


Mike took two servings of the chicken. “But now he is the pastor of a church.”


“Helping people,” said Sam.


After dinner, Sam, Mike and Antonio went to Mike’s room to examine the contents of the envelope. Antonio had given Mike a poster of a snowboarder taking a big jump in the Alps. Mike sat down at a table underneath the poster and turned on a desk lamp.


He searched for the name of the symbol on the internet. “A sign of Roman authority,” he mumbled, “…the strength of unity. One alone is weak, together they are strong.”


Antonio pointed at the screen. “Go to ‘Examples.’” 


“The Mercury dime,” Mike said when he saw the next page. “I have one.” 


Mike retrieved a book from the shelf, removing a coin from the plastic pages. When he got his turn to look, Sam raised and lowered a magnifying glass until the details on the coin came into focus. The symbol of the rods bundled with the axe stood out clearly on the back of the dime. 


“Aha!” said Sam. “What language is the letter in?” 


“They are Greek letters.” Mike ran his hand through his brown hair. “Dr. DiGenio is coming over for dinner tomorrow. He could read it for us.” He exited the website. “I want to see the cave.”


“After I do my chores in the morning,” said Antonio, “we will go up there.” 


Sam followed the two teenagers to the entryway, where Antonio said, “Ciao, goodbye,” and disappeared into the night.


Sam had a little room that used to be a storage area. Although his parents gave him the option of sharing a room with Mike, he chose this nook for himself. On one wall, he had tacked up a poster of an Italian band he heard on the radio. 


Sam retrieved a metal box from under his bed and put the necklace inside with other things he had collected. As he hid the box away, his dad came to the doorway. 


“Did you have a fun day exploring?” 


“Yeah. Dad, have you ever found anything really interesting?”


“The greatest treasures are near us.”


“I know, but I mean something mysterious.”


His dad sat on the edge of the bed and thought for a moment. “I was diving once and I saw something in the sand. When I dug down, I found an old anchor.” 


“Cool,” said Sam. 


His dad had just given him a Bible for his eleventh birthday. Sam turned to a bookmark he had in a favorite place and read a Psalm aloud. After he and his dad talked about it, they said good night. Sam turned his lamp off and lay there listening to the clatter of the rain on the rooftop, hoping they would find more treasures in the cave.

A Guest for Dinner

Antonio arrived the following afternoon, as did Sam’s friend Sarah. Mike led the way as the group took off down the street on their bikes to the edge of the forest. Because the trail through the trees was muddy, they stashed their bikes in the willows and hiked up the rest of the way. 


“You are always finding stuff out here, Sam,” said Sarah. “But you are alone too much. You should make more friends.”


Sam jabbed his walking stick in the mud. “I know.” 


He liked living on the outskirts of the city so he could explore the forest. It had been hard to make new friends in Italy. With school out, Sarah was the only kid his age that he saw. Her family had come from America to work with the ministry like his dad, so at least she spoke English. 


When they reached the entrance, Antonio turned on his flashlight and peered inside. 


Mike stood beside him. “You two light the candles to make sure there is enough oxygen to breathe.” 


Sam and Sarah held the candles and trailed the teenagers into the cave. 


They plodded beside a stream of water until Mike came to a halt. “The roof collapsed.” He directed his flashlight at a pile of rocks and dirt in front of them. “The way is blocked.”


“Look.” Sam lifted the candle in the dancing shadows. “The stream is going under the dirt. There is a way beyond it.”


 “Good thinking.” As Antonio yanked rocks aside, letting them splash into the pool, a scraping sound echoed through the cavern, and a thud vibrated their feet. 


“What was that?” Sarah whispered. Antonio stopped. Fainter sounds came through the darkness: short, quick sounds, farther away.


“Let’s get out of here.” Sarah’s voice wavered as she grabbed onto Sam’s arm. “It might fall in.”


“Things could shift,” said Mike, cocking his head to listen.


Antonio motioned with his hand. “Let us see if there is another opening.”


They emerged from the cave and navigated between the white poplars and birch trees that stood guard on the hillside, looking for a second shaft. As they mounted the next ridge, Sam spotted a house below, a few hundred yards away. Mike stopped and raised his hand for everyone to wait.


 Three men stood near a shed in the back yard, talking, gesturing with their hands. One of the men placed a box in the trunk of a car. Looking around, he covered the box with a blanket. The kids crouched down in the bushes to watch. 


Sam slipped his pack off to retrieve his binoculars. Even with these, he could not see much, so he signaled to Sarah with a wave of his hand. “Let’s get closer.” 


She frowned, narrowing her eyes at him. 


“C’mon,” he whispered.


She followed at last, as he crept across the slope. They found a place by an elm tree near the front gate of the property. At the base of the massive tree, the trunk twisted into gray planks dotted with moss, forming a shield behind which they hid. 


As the car came into view, Sarah huddled behind Sam, looking over his shoulder, gripping the corner of his over-shirt. “They will see us!”


“Shh.” Through the binoculars, Sam spied a man getting out of the car and fiddling with the lock on the gate. When the man raised his arms to open the gate, his jacket came up. Sam turned his gaze to a large knife in a sheath at the man’s side.


“The police,” whispered Sarah, pointing.


A light-blue car with the word Polizia stenciled on it crept down the neighborhood street, past the gate of the property. When the man spotted the car, he bent down quickly, as if tying his shoe. 


Sam studied him through the binoculars. The man wore a stern look and a slight moustache.  He had black hair like Antonio, a patch over his left eye, and a scar marked the side of his jaw. After the cruiser rolled by, the man checked down the street then walked briskly to the side of his vehicle.


As he put his fingers on the handle, the man hesitated, as if sensing something. Sam’s heart quickened when the man glanced in their direction. He seemed to be looking right at them. After a moment, however, Scar got in his vehicle and drove away. Sam settled himself and checked the license number as the car vanished from sight.


Sam and Sarah rejoined the teenagers, telling them what happened.


“Let me see your binoculars.” Mike scanned the shed where the other two men had gone, while Antonio snapped pictures with the camera on his phone. As the men emerged and strolled toward the main house, a Doberman appeared around the corner. Sam froze in place. The dog perked its ears, eyeing the hillside. 


“He got wind of us,” Antonio whispered.


The animal barked and moved toward them, stepping slowly at first, then trotting and stopping. He lifted his head and sniffed the breeze. Sam’s muscles tightened. As the men looked up and surveyed the hillside, the friends stayed motionless and quiet. The dog perched for a moment, sniffing the air, then surged up the foot of the hill.


“Oh no,” said Sarah, leaning back on her haunches, almost falling over.


The beast raced toward them through the undergrowth of fallen leaves, briers and ferns. As Sam prepared to run, one of the men blew a shrill whistle. The creature stopped behind a fallen log, breathing hard, tongue hanging out of the side of its mouth. The Doberman peeked over the bushes, eyes bright, searching for its prey. Sam struggled to hold still as the dog’s gaze pierced through the leaves. Finally, after a long whistle from its master, the animal hung its head and turned down the hill, a low rumble in its throat. 


When the men and the beast were out of view, Sam let out a breath in a rush and tried to relax. Nothing scared him more than a mean dog. 


“Wash up for dinner. Dr. DiGenio will be here soon.” Sam’s mom had something frying on the stove when they came in. It smelled great. She glanced up at the clock and turned the oven down to low. Sam went to his room to leave his pack by his bed. Should he tell his mom what happened?  She may not let them go up there again. What was in that box? Why were the men acting nervously?


“Sam,” his mother spoke out from the kitchen. “You’re leaving muddy tracks. Take off your shoes and put them by the door.”


Sam walked in stocking feet through the kitchen, carrying his shoes to the front entrance. When the doorbell rang, he opened it to see Dr. DiGenio. The archaeologist had long brown and gray hair pulled back in a ponytail. A jasper stone hung from a leather strap around his neck.


“Buona Sera. Good evening,” he said, grinning. Sam liked it when he came over. The archaeologist would show them artifacts he had discovered and tell them stories of faraway places. 


Sam’s dad came in from his study. “Luca!”


The scientist shook his hand. “I am sorry I am late. My car had a flat tire.” 


“We would have helped you,” said Sam’s dad.


“Oh, no. I once changed a tire on my jeep in three feet of sand in the Valley of the Kings. Now that was a trick.”


The family met Dr. DiGenio when he came to their church with his niece. 


“How is Maria?” Sam’s mom placed the pan on the table as everyone filed in and sat down.


“She is doing well, considering the sickness.” The smile on his weathered face dimmed. “Because the waiting list is so long for the surgery, we found a place out of the country that will do it. We are saving money for the expenses.” He was quiet for a few minutes. Everyone waited patiently, knowing it was a difficult time for him and Maria. “Mark, we are working on a project at the museum that I must show you!” The smile on his face returned. “Being a student of the Bible, you will be very interested.”


“Certainly.” Sam’s dad unfolded the cloth napkin and placed it on his lap. They all joined hands, as he said a prayer before the meal.


“It is fritto misto,” Sam’s mom opened her hand over the main course. “I thought I would make a local specialty.”


“It is beautiful.” Dr. DiGenio scooped fried meats, fruits and vegetables onto his plate. 


Sam’s mouth watered as he eyed the sweet and savory mix. 


While they were eating, the archaeologist shared stories from his travels. After he consumed the last morsel, he finished a tale of how he and his team had deciphered an inscription near Thebes that led them to a hidden tomb. 


Mike fumbled with the envelope next to his plate. “Dr. DiGenio, do you speak Greek?”


“I do speak a little. Why do you ask?”


“We found this.” Mike handed him the envelope.


The man took out the letter, put on a pair of glasses that were in his shirt pocket, and began to read.


 “Yes, indeed, this is Greek.” Dr. DiGenio blushed. “This is a love letter.” He read the rest of it to himself, his lips moving slightly. He finished the last of it on the back of the second page and looked up. “Yes. To a man Alphonso, from his girlfriend.” He glanced at the addresses. “From Macedonia.”


Sarah leaned forward. “What does it say?”


“She asks how ‘the plan’ is going and is looking forward to her visit.” The archaeologist peered through his glasses, glancing over the pages to see if there was anything else of interest. “‘I will bring the soldier’s hat,’” he read aloud. 


“Where did you find this?” Sam’s mom set her knife and fork on her empty plate.



After a moment of silence, Sam answered. “The hillside.”


“Did it belong to somebody?”


“We don’t know.” Sam looked at the others, but no one said anything more about it. Sam did not want to get in trouble for trespassing.


The archaeologist took a drink of his water. “That reminds me of a story . . . Well, enough of my stories. Would you kids like a tour of the Egyptian Museum tomorrow?”


“Yes, sir,” said Mike.


Antonio set down his glass. “Can we see the Statuario?” 

“Certainly.” Dr. DiGenio wiped his mouth with his napkin and turned to Sam’s dad. “Mark, would that be okay?”


“Yes. They would like that.”


Sam sat up in his chair and smiled. He had wanted to see the relics of Egypt since he had first arrived in Torino.

At the Museum

The kids stood in the Statuario as the archaeologist told them about the museum. A sphinx crouched in the corner, in a shroud of shadows and light, while the statue of an ancient king eyed the group, watching the intruders in his domain.


“This building was originally a Jesuit boarding school for young aristocrats.” said Dr. Digenio. “Now it is one of the foremost Egyptian museums outside of Cairo. I have asked Mr. Alden to help with the tour. He knows many things about Egyptian culture.”


Mr. Alden had shortly cut, gray hair and thin-rimmed glasses. He talked quietly, as he explained what they were seeing. “This is a statue of the goddess Sekhmet. She had the head of a lion and could spit fire.”


Sam glanced up at the figure. He would not want to be on her bad side.


Mr. Alden placed a hand lightly on the stone. “We believe the granite used for this statue came from the quarries at Aswan.”


“What is that behind her head?” Sarah pointed to a black disk that rose from the shoulders of the creature.


“That represents the sun.” 


Sarah frowned. “A black sun?”


Mr. Alden sauntered ahead of them with his hands tucked behind his back, stopping every so often to explain the history of one of the images. He led the kids and Dr. DiGenio down a hallway flanked by marble columns, to other rooms of the museum. As they passed cases holding wrapped-up mummies and decorated burial boxes, he told them about the lives of the Egyptian people. 


“Hey look.” Mike lingered at a case with Antonio, who was grinning. A mummified crocodile stared back at them.


“This represents the crocodile god,” said Dr. DiGenio. “Many types of animals were embalmed by the Egyptians. Dogs, monkeys, gazelles, falcons.”


Sarah grimaced and raised two fists together in front of her in a shivering motion. “Yuk.”


In the hieroglyph gallery, Mr. Alden raised his voice so they could hear him over the echoing of peoples’ voices in the rotunda. “A man from France broke the code of the hieroglyph writing, less than two hundred years ago.” 


Sam stood in front of a black stone, analyzing the bird and snake symbols and other strange carvings in the face of the rock. “What does it mean?”


“It is not important,” said Mr. Alden. 


Dr. DiGenio leaned down, pointing to the etchings. “This sign, for example, is an ostrich feather. It represents the goddess Ma’at.” 


Sam studied the shape and wondered who the goddess Ma’at was. As they turned from the display case, Sam noticed a coin on the floor, so he bent over to pick it up. Mr. Alden also saw it, reaching at the same time. The man got it first, and, with a weak smile, he put it in his pocket and turned away. Sam was surprised as he watched the man walk to the next display. Why would he want one little coin?


When the tour was over, Dr. DiGenio accompanied the kids to the main entry. “Sam, I have something I want to give you, if you kids will wait here.”


The sunlight came through the windows of the museum entryway, illuminating white walls that rose into a high arch above them. The archaeologist returned with a book. “This is for you.” 


Sam held up the volume with both hands to look at the cover. It was an introduction to hieroglyphic writing. He could not wait to get home to read it so he could understand the symbols on the stone. “Thank you, sir!” 


After Dr. DiGenio slipped away into the crowd, Sam and Sarah followed Mike and Antonio outside.


Sarah glanced back at Sam as the sunlight fell on her. “Did you see the pretty statue of Queen Ahmose?” 


“Yeah,” Sam replied, stepping into the summer air. “I liked the one of King Ramses.” After being in the cool museum, the heat felt nice. “We’re supposed to meet Mom at Sarah’s apartment.”


“I know,” said Mike. “Let’s go to the square on our way to get a snack.”

 
People sauntered down the sidewalk enjoying the June day. An old man in a gray hat ambled along; the way people did in the city after Sunday Mass. Little cars bustled through the streets. Riders buzzed by on scooters.


The aroma of freshly baked breadsticks met the friends when they reached a market near the square. Sam learned from a sign at the booth that the royal baker created the breadsticks for a young prince of the House of Savoy. The friends found a bench in the shade and munched on the golden brown grissini, talking about all they had seen at the museum.


“I liked the statues,” said Antonio. Everyone nodded.


“I’m thirsty,” said Mike. “Let’s find a drinking fountain.”

They trekked across the piazza, an open area in the shape of a square. The pastel yellow and blue buildings built by the old monarchy in the baroque style towered above them. Fountains shot out of the ground, the water glistening in the sunlight and splashing to the stones. A child had his pant legs rolled up and stomped around in the water as it trickled into drains. 

Sarah raised both arms above her head. “Let’s run through it!” When everyone declined, she lowered her hands. “You’re no fun.”

At the opposite side of the square, the friends found a drinking fountain, called a toret in the local dialect, or “little bull.” 


Sam stared at the water streaming out of the mouth of the bull’s head figurine. 

“Like this,” Antonio leaned over and got a drink. He motioned with his thumb and finger, as if he was pointing a pistol. “The bull is a symbol of my city.” 



Sam got a splash of chilly water in the face when he tried. The ways of Torino were so different from his life in San Diego. 

As they navigated to Sarah’s apartment, Sam slowed down and stopped, studying the black-on-white lettering of a license plate. He reached out his arm to stop Sarah. “Hey, look!”

She studied the parked car. “Is that the one the man with the eye patch was driving?”


“Yes!”


“C’mon!” said Mike.


Sam hurried toward his brother. “It’s the car from that place.”

“No.” Mike peered over Sam’s shoulder, but waved his hand away in disbelief.


“It has the same license number.”

“That is a Peugeot 407,” said Antonio.


“And it is a burgundy color,” said Sarah.


“Hm,” Mike grunted. “I guess we can look around.”


At the next intersection, Mike stopped. The others followed his gaze, spotting the man with the scar walking away from them along a line of shops. Without a word, they followed.


Scar continued down a side street and entered a portico, not hurrying, but walking steadily as if he was going somewhere. A cool breeze wandered by, as the friends weaved their way among the people strolling through the colonnade. The tall, covered walkway had once protected royalty from the weather when they went for walks in the city. They stayed back so they would not be obvious and tracked the man for three or four blocks. When they arrived at a city park, he had vanished.


“Let’s split up,” said Mike. 


When Sam and Sarah followed a path into the trees, there was no sign of their target.  The path emerged from the woods and followed a hedge, beyond which a fountain of water cascaded into a decorative pool. Sarah tapped Sam on the shoulder and pointed. The man stood near the pool talking to a woman with black hair and dark sunglasses. Mike and Antonio played foot-bag in the grass as a cover while they observed the couple. 


When the man and the woman strolled away from the pool, Sam and Sarah moved along the hedge, keeping them in sight. Leaving the park, the couple sauntered down the sidewalk, stopping outside of a shop. After the woman kissed the man, she disappeared into the building. When Sam and Sarah arrived at the place where the woman had turned in, customers came out carrying fresh chocolate.


“Mmm,” said Sarah, eyeing samples in the window and breathing in the sweet smell wafting from the store.


“C’mon. Let’s follow the man.” Sam pressed ahead, trying to keep him in sight. As they stood at the edge of traffic, preparing to cross, Sarah put her arm out in front of Sam. A motorcycle driver beep-beeped his horn and zoomed by. They hurried across the street. “Where is he?”


“I saw him go that way.” Sarah pointed toward a café. They entered another arched walkway and tried to act casually as they approached the coffee shop. When they stepped inside, a man wearing a bow tie stood behind a gray, marble counter, narrowing his eyes at them. Dark woods trimmed the interior of the shop. Checkered tiles of black and white decorated the floor. The mirrors reflected a scene they had for a century, customers in animated conversation over an espresso and a sweet. After scanning the café without spotting their target, Sam and Sarah retreated outside.


“I know he came this way,” said Sarah.  Customers lingered at black metal tables arranged on the cobblestones. Through the branches of potted plants, Sam caught sight of Scar, talking to someone. Sam and Sarah sat down at a table nearby to listen in.


Sam opened the book Dr. DiGenio gave him, as if he were reading, and tried to hear what the men were saying. He could understand most of the Italian, but they were talking quietly, and quickly, which made it difficult. When the men finished their conversation, they stood and shook hands. Scar looked straight into Sam’s eyes through the fronds of the plant between them. He froze, heart pounding, and held tightly onto the book until Scar turned away. Sam was even more shocked when the mystery man turned to leave. Mr. Alden from the museum.

