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In a city called Stonetown, near a port called Stonetown Harbor, a boy named Reynie Muldoon was preparing to take an important test. It was the second test of the day—the first had been in an office across town. After that one he was told to come here, to the Monk Building on Third Street, and to bring nothing but a single pencil and a single rubber eraser, and to arrive no later than one o’clock. If he happened to be late, or bring two pencils, or forget his eraser, or in any other way deviate from the instructions, he would not be allowed to take the test, and that would be that. Reynie, who very much wanted to take it, was careful to follow the instructions. Curiously enough, these were the only ones given. He was not told how to get to the Monk Building, for example, and had found it necessary to ask directions to the nearest bus stop, acquire a schedule from a dishonest bus driver who tried to trick him into paying for it, and walk several blocks to catch the Third Street bus. Not that any of this was difficult for Reynie Muldoon. Although he was only eleven years old, he was quite used to figuring things out for himself.

From somewhere across the city, a church bell struck the half hour. Twelve-thirty. He still had a while to wait. When he’d checked the doors of the Monk Building at noon, they were locked. So Reynie had bought a sandwich at a deli stand and sat down on this park bench to eat. A tall building in Stonetown’s busiest district must surely have many offices inside, he thought. Locked doors at noon seemed a little peculiar. But then, what hadn’t been peculiar about this whole affair?

To begin with, there was the advertisement. A few days before, Reynie had been reading the newspaper over breakfast at the Stonetown Orphanage, sharing sections with his tutor, Miss Perumal. (As Reynie had already completed all the textbooks on his own, even those for high school students, the orphanage director had assigned him a special tutor while the other children went to class. Miss Perumal didn’t quite know what to do with Reynie, either, but she was intelligent and kind, and in their time together they had grown fond of sharing the morning newspaper over breakfast and tea.)

The newspaper that morning had been filled with the usual headlines, several of them devoted to what was commonly called the Emergency: Things had gotten desperately out of control, the headlines reported; the school systems, the budget, the pollution, the crime, the weather… why, everything, in fact, was a complete mess, and citizens everywhere were clamoring for a major—no, a dramatic—improvement in government. “Things must change NOW!” was the slogan plastered on billboards all over the city (it was a very old slogan), and although Reynie rarely watched television, he knew the Emergency was the main subject of the news programs every day, as it had been for years. Naturally, when Reynie and Miss Perumal first met, they had discussed the Emergency at great length. Finding themselves quite in agreement about politics, however, they soon found such conversation boring and decided to drop the subject. In general, then, they talked about the other news stories, those that varied day to day, and afterward they amused themselves by reading the advertisements. Such was the case on that particular morning when Reynie’s life had so suddenly taken a turn.

“Do you care for more honey with your tea?” Miss Perumal had asked—speaking in Tamil, a language she was teaching him—but before Reynie could answer that of course he wanted more honey, the advertisement caught Miss Perumal’s eye, and she exclaimed, “Reynie! Look at this! Would you be interested?”

Miss Perumal sat across the table from him, but Reynie, who had no trouble reading upside down, quickly scanned the advertisement’s bold-printed words: “ARE YOU A GIFTED CHILD LOOKING FOR SPECIAL OPPORTUNITIES?” How odd, he thought. The question was addressed directly to children, not to their parents. Reynie had never known his parents, who died when he was an infant, and it pleased him to read a notice that seemed to take this possibility into account. But still, how odd. How many children read the newspaper, after all? Reynie did, but he had always been alone in this, had always been considered an oddball. If not for Miss Perumal he might even have given it up by now, to avoid some of the teasing.

“I suppose I might be interested,” he said to Miss Perumal, “if you think I would qualify.”

Miss Perumal gave him a wry look. “Don’t you play games with me, Reynie Muldoon. If you aren’t the most talented child I’ve ever known, then I’ve never known a child at all.”

There were to be several sessions of the test administered over the weekend; they made plans for Reynie to attend the very first session. Unfortunately, on Saturday Miss Perumal’s mother fell ill and Miss Perumal couldn’t take him. This was a real disappointment to Reynie, and not just because of the delay. He always looked forward to Miss Perumal’s company—her laughter, her wry expressions, the stories she told (often in Tamil) of her childhood in India, even the occasional sighs she made when she didn’t think he was aware. They were gentle and lilting, these sighs, and despite their melancholy Reynie loved to hear them. Miss Perumal sighed when she was feeling sad for him, he knew—sad to see him teased by the other children, sad the poor boy had lost his parents—and Reynie wished he hadn’t worried her, but he did like knowing she cared. She was the only one who did (not counting Seymore, the orphanage cat, with whom Reynie spent the day in the reading room—and he only wanted to be petted). Quite apart from his eagerness to take the special test, Reynie simply missed Miss Perumal.

He was hopeful, then, when Mr. Rutger, the orphanage director, informed him late that evening that Miss Perumal’s mother was considerably improved. Reynie was in the reading room again, the only place in the orphanage where he could be assured of solitude (no one else ever ventured into it) and freedom from persecution. At dinner, an older boy named Vic Morgeroff had tormented Reynie for using the word “enjoyable” to describe the book he was reading. Vic thought it too fancy a word to be proper, and soon had gotten the entire table laughing and saying “enjoyable” in mocking tones until Reynie had finally excused himself without dessert and retreated here.

“Yes, she’s much better, much better,” said Mr. Rutger, through a mouthful of cheesecake. He was a thin man with a thin face, and his cheeks positively bulged as he chewed. “Miss Perumal just telephoned with the news. She asked for you, but as you were not to be found in the dining hall, and I was in the middle of dinner, I took the message for you.”

“Thank you,” said Reynie with a mixture of relief and disappointment. Cheesecake was his favorite dessert. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“Indeed, nothing like health. Absolutely nothing like it. Best thing for anyone,” said Mr. Rutger, but here he paused in his chewing, with an unpleasant worried expression upon his face, as if he thought perhaps there had been an insect in his food. Finally he swallowed, brushed the crumbs from his waistcoat, and said, “But see here, Reynie, Miss Perumal mentioned a test of some sort. ‘Special opportunities,’ she said. What is this all about? This isn’t about attending an advanced school, is it?”

They had been through this before. Reynie had repeatedly asked permission to apply elsewhere, but Mr. Rutger had insisted Reynie would fare better here, with a tutor, than at an advanced school. “Here you are comfortable,” Mr. Rutger had told him more than once. And more than once Reynie had thought, Here I’m alone. But in the end Mr. Rutger had his way, and Miss Perumal was hired. It had proved a blessing—Reynie would never complain about Miss Perumal. Still, he had often wondered what life might have been like at a school where the other students didn’t find him so odd.

“I don’t know, sir,” Reynie said, his hopefulness slipping into dejection. He wished Miss Perumal hadn’t mentioned the test, though of course she must have felt obliged to. “We just wanted to see what it was about.”

Mr. Rutger considered this. “Well, no harm in seeing what things are about, I suppose. I should like to know what it’s about myself. In fact, why don’t you prepare a report for me when you return? Say, ten pages? No hurry, you can turn it in tomorrow evening.”

“Tomorrow evening?” said Reynie. “Does that mean I’m taking the test?”

“I thought I told you,” said Mr. Rutger with a frown. “Miss Perumal will come for you first thing in the morning.” He took out an embroidered handkerchief and blew his nose with great ferocity. “And now, Reynie, I believe I’ll leave you to your reading. This dusty room is a hardship on my sinuses. Be a good man and run a feather duster over the shelves before you leave, will you?”

After hearing this news, Reynie could hardly return to his reading. He flailed about with the feather duster and went straight to bed, as if doing so would hasten the morning’s arrival. Instead it lengthened his night, for he was far too eager and anxious to sleep. Special opportunities, he kept thinking, over and over again. He would have been thrilled to get a crack at plain old regular opportunities, much less special ones.

Just before dawn he rose quietly, got ready with the lights off so as not to disturb his roommates (they often snarled at him for reading in bed at night, even when he used a tiny penlight under the covers), and hurried down to the kitchen. Miss Perumal was already waiting for him—she had been too excited to sleep, as well, and had arrived early. The kettle was just beginning to whistle on the stove, and Miss Perumal, with her back to him, was setting out cups and saucers.

“Good morning, Miss Perumal,” he said froggily. He cleared his throat. “I was glad to hear your mother’s doing better.”

“Thank you, Reynie. Would you—” Miss Perumal turned then, took one look at him, and said, “You’ll not make a good impression dressed like that, I’m afraid. One mustn’t wear striped pants with a checkered shirt, Reynie. In fact, I believe those must belong to a roommate—they’re at least a size too big. Also, it appears that one of your socks is blue and the other purple.”

Reynie looked down at his outfit in surprise. Usually he was the least noticeable of boys: He was of average size, of an average pale complexion, his brown hair was of average length, and he wore average clothes. This morning, though, he would stand out in a crowd—unless it happened to be a crowd of clowns. He grinned at Miss Perumal and said, “I dressed this way for luck.”

“Luckily you won’t need luck,” said Miss Perumal, taking the kettle from the stove. “Now please go change, and this time turn on your light—never mind how your roommates grumble—so that you may have better luck choosing your clothes.”

When Reynie returned Miss Perumal told him that she had a long errand to run. Her mother had been prescribed new medicine and a special diet, and Miss Perumal must go shopping for her. So it was agreed that she would take him to the test and pick him up when it was over. After a light breakfast (neither of them wanted more than toast), yet well before anyone else in the orphanage had risen, Miss Perumal drove him across the sleepy city to an office building near Stone-town Bay. A line of children already stood at the door, all of them accompanied by their parents, all fidgeting nervously.

When Miss Perumal moved to get out of the car, Reynie said, “I thought you were dropping me off.”

“You don’t think I would just leave you here without investigating first, do you?” replied Miss Perumal. “The notice didn’t even list a telephone number for questions. It’s a bit out of the ordinary, don’t you think?”

So Reynie took his place at the end of the line while Miss Perumal went inside the building to speak with someone. It was a long line, and Reynie wondered how many special opportunities were available. Perhaps only a very few—perhaps they would all be given out before he even reached the door. He was growing anxious at this idea when a friendly man ahead of him turned and said, “Don’t worry, son, you haven’t long to wait. All the children are to go inside together in a few minutes. They made the announcement just before you arrived.”

Reynie thanked him gratefully, noticing as he did so that a number of parents were casting grumpy looks at the man, apparently disliking the notion of being friendly to competitors. The man, embarrassed, turned away from Reynie and said nothing else.

“Very well,” said Miss Perumal when she returned, “everything is set. You may call me on their telephone when you’ve finished the test. Here is the number. If I’m not back by then, simply call a taxi and Mr. Rutger will pay the fare. You can tell me all about it this afternoon.”

“Thanks so much for everything, Miss Perumal,” said Reynie, earnestly taking her hand.

“Oh, Reynie, you silly child, don’t look so grateful,” said Miss Perumal. To Reynie’s surprise, there were tears on her cheeks. “It’s nothing at all. Now give your poor tutor a hug. I imagine my services won’t be needed after this.”

“I haven’t passed it yet, Miss Perumal!”

“Oh, stop being silly,” she said, and after squeezing him tightly, Miss Perumal dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief, walked determinedly to her car, and drove away just as the children were ushered into the building.

It was a curious test. The first section was rather what Reynie would have expected—one or two questions regarding octagons and hexagons, another devoted to bushels of this and kilograms of that, and another that required calculating how much time must pass before two speeding trains collided. (This last question Reynie answered with a thoughtful frown, noting in the margin that since the two trains were approaching each other on an empty stretch of track, it was likely the engineers would recognize the impending disaster and apply their brakes, thus avoiding the collision altogether.) Reynie raced through these questions and many like them, then came to the second section, whose first question was: “Do you like to watch television?”

This certainly was not the sort of question Reynie had expected. It was only a question of preference. Anyway, of course he liked to watch television—everybody liked to watch television. As he started to mark down the answer, however, Reynie hesitated. Well, did he really? The more he thought about it, the more he realized that he didn’t, in fact, like to watch television at all. I really am an oddball, he thought, with a feeling of disappointment. Nonetheless, he answered the question truthfully: NO.

The next question read: “Do you like to listen to the radio?” And again, Reynie realized that he did not, although he was sure everyone else did. With a growing sense of isolation, he answered the question: NO.

The third question, thankfully, was less emotional. It read: “What is wrong with this statement?” How funny, Reynie thought, and marking down his answer he felt somewhat cheered. “It isn’t a statement at all,” he wrote. “It’s a question.”

The next page showed a picture of a chessboard, upon which all the pieces and pawns rested in their starting positions, except for a black pawn, which had advanced two spaces. The question read: “According to the rules of chess, is this position possible?” Reynie studied the board a moment, scratched his head, and wrote down his answer: YES.

After a few more pages of questions, all of which Reynie felt confident he had answered correctly, he arrived at the test’s final question: “Are you brave?” Just reading the words quickened Reynie’s heart. Was he brave? Bravery had never been required of him, so how could he tell? Miss Perumal would say he was: She would point out how cheerful he tried to be despite feeling lonely, how patiently he withstood the teasing of other children, and how he was always eager for a challenge. But these things only showed that he was good-natured, polite, and very often bored. Did they really show that he was brave? He didn’t think so. Finally he gave up trying to decide and simply wrote, “I hope so.”

He laid down his pencil and looked around. Most of the other children were also finishing the test. At the front of the room, munching rather loudly on an apple, the test administrator was keeping a close eye on them to ensure they didn’t cheat. She was a thin woman in a mustard-yellow suit, with a yellowish complexion, short-cropped, rusty-red hair, and a stiff posture. She reminded Reynie of a giant walking pencil.

“Pencils!” the woman suddenly called out, as if she’d read his thoughts.

The children jumped in their seats.

“Please lay down your pencils now,” the pencil woman said. “The test is over.”

“But I’m not finished!” one child cried. “That’s not fair!”

“I want more time!” cried another.

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry you haven’t finished, children, but the test is over. Please pass your papers to the front of the room, and remain seated while the tests are graded. Don’t worry, it won’t take long.”

As the papers were passed forward, Reynie heard the boy behind him snicker and say to his neighbor, “If they couldn’t finish that test, they shouldn’t even have come. Like that chess question—who could have missed it?”

The neighbor, sounding every bit as smug, replied, “They were trying to trick us. Pawns can only move one space at a time, so of course the position wasn’t possible. I’ll bet some stupid kids didn’t know that.”

“Ha! You’re just lucky you didn’t miss it yourself! Pawns can move two spaces—on their very first move, they can. But whether it moved one space or two is beside the point. Don’t you know that white always moves first? The black pawn couldn’t have moved yet at all! It’s so simple. This test was for babies.”

“Are you calling me a baby?” growled the other.

“You boys there!” snapped the pencil woman. “Stop talking!”

Reynie was suddenly anxious. Could he possibly have answered that question wrong? And what about the other questions? Except for the odd ones about television and bravery, they had seemed easy, but perhaps he was such a strange bird that he had misunderstood everything. He shook his head and tried not to care. If he wanted to prove himself brave, after all, he had better just stop worrying. If he must return to his old routine at the orphanage, at least he had Miss Perumal. What did it matter if he was different from other children? Everyone got teased from time to time—he was no different in that respect.

Reynie told himself this, but his anxious feeling didn’t fade.

After all the tests had been turned in, the pencil woman stepped out of the room, leaving the children to bite their nails and watch the clock. Only a few minutes passed, however, before she returned and announced, “I shall now read the names of children admitted into the second phase of the test.”

The children began to murmur. A second phase? The advertisement hadn’t mentioned a second phase.

The woman continued, “If your name is called, you are to report to the Monk Building on Third Street no later than one o’clock, where you will join children from other sessions who also passed the test.” She went on to lay out the rules about pencils, erasers, and disqualification. Then she popped a handful of peanuts into her mouth and chewed ferociously, as if she were starving.

Reynie raised his hand.

“Mm-yes?” the woman said, swallowing.

“Excuse me, you say to bring only one pencil, but what if the pencil lead breaks? Will there be a pencil sharpener?”

Again the boy behind Reynie snickered, this time muttering: “What makes him so sure he’ll be taking that test? She hasn’t even called the names yet!”

It was true—he should have waited until she’d called the names. He must have seemed very arrogant. Cheeks burning, Reynie ducked his head.

The pencil woman answered, “Yes, if a sharpener should become necessary, one will be provided. Children are not to bring their own, understood?” There was a general nodding of heads, after which the woman clapped the peanut grit from her hands, took out a sheet of paper, and continued, “Very well, if there are no other questions, I shall read the list.”

The room became very quiet.

“Reynard Muldoon!” the woman called. Reynie’s heart leaped.

There was a grumble of discontent from the seat behind him, but as soon as it passed, the room again grew quiet, and the children waited with bated breath for the other names to be called. The woman glanced up from the sheet.

“That is all,” she said matter-of-factly, folding the paper and tucking it away. “The rest of you are dismissed.”

The room erupted in outcries of anger and dismay. “Dismissed?” said the boy behind Reynie. “Dismissed?”

As the children filed out the door—some weeping bitterly, some stunned, some whining in complaint—Reynie approached the woman. For some reason, she was hurrying around the room checking the window locks. “Excuse me. Miss? May I please use your telephone? My tutor said—”

“I’m sorry, Reynard,” the woman interrupted, tugging unsuccessfully on a closed window. “I’m afraid there isn’t a telephone.”

“But Miss Perumal—”

“Reynard,” the woman said with a smile, “I’m sure you can make do without one, can’t you? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must sneak out the back door. These windows appear to have been painted shut.”

“Sneak out? But why?”

“I’ve learned from experience. Any moment now, some of these children’s parents will come storming in to demand explanations. Unfortunately, I have none to give them. Therefore, off I go. I’ll see you this afternoon. Don’t be late!”

And with that, away she went.

It had been a strange business indeed, and Reynie had a suspicion it was to grow stranger still. When the distant church bell struck the quarter hour, Reynie finished his sandwich and rose from the park bench. If the doors to the Monk Building weren’t open by now, he would try to find another way in. At this point, it would hardly surprise him to discover he must enter the building through a basement window.

As he mounted the steps to the Monk Building’s broad front plaza, Reynie saw two girls well ahead of him, walking together toward the front doors. Other test-takers, he guessed. One girl, who seemed to have green hair—though perhaps this was a trick of the light; the sun shone blindingly bright today—was carelessly flinging her pencil up into the air and catching it again. Not the best idea, Reynie thought. And sure enough, even as he thought it, the girl missed the pencil and watched it fall through a grate at her feet.

For a moment the other girl hesitated, as if she might try to help. Then she checked her watch. In only a few minutes it would be one o’clock. “Sorry about your pencil—it’s a shame,” she said, but already her sympathetic expression was fading. Clearly it had occurred to her that with the green-haired girl unable to take the test, there would be less competition. With a spreading smile, she hurried across the plaza and through the front doors of the Monk Building, which had finally been unlocked.

The metal grate covered a storm drain that ran beneath the plaza, and the unfortunate girl was staring through it, down into darkness, when Reynie reached her. Her appearance was striking—indeed, even startling. She had coal-black skin; hair so long she could have tied it around her waist (and yes, it truly was green); and an extraordinarily puffy white dress that gave you the impression she was standing in a cloud.

“That’s rotten luck,” Reynie said. “To drop your pencil here, of all places.”

The girl looked up at him with hopeful eyes. “You don’t happen to have an extra one, do you?”

“I’m sorry. I was told to bring—”

“I know, I know,” she interrupted. “Only one pencil. Well, that was my only pencil, and a fat lot of good it will do me down in that drain.” She stared wistfully through the grate a moment, then looked up at Reynie as if surprised to see him still standing there. “What are you waiting for? The test starts any minute.”

“I’m not going to leave you here without a pencil,” Reynie said. “I was surprised your friend did.”

“Friend? Oh, that other girl. She’s not my friend—we just met at the bottom of the steps. I didn’t even know her name. For that matter, I don’t know yours, either.”

“Reynard Muldoon. You can call me Reynie.”

“Okay, Reynie, nice to meet you. I’m Rhonda Kazembe. So now that we’re friends and all that, how do you intend to get my pencil back? We’d better hurry, you know. One minute late and we’re disqualified.”

Reynie took out his own pencil, a new yellow #2 that he’d sharpened to a fine point that morning. “Actually,” he said, “we’ll just share this one.” He snapped the pencil in two and handed her the sharpened end. “I’ll sharpen my half and we’ll both be set. Do you have your eraser?”

Rhonda Kazembe was staring at her half of the pencil with a mixture of gratitude and surprise. “That would never have occurred to me,” she said, “breaking it like that. Now, what did you say? Oh, yes, I have my eraser.”

“Then let’s get going, we only have a minute,” Reynie urged.

Rhonda held back. “Hold on, Reynie. I haven’t properly thanked you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said impatiently. “Now let’s go!” Still she resisted. “No, I really want to thank you. If it weren’t for you, I couldn’t have taken this test, and do you want to know something?” Glancing around to be sure they were alone, Rhonda whispered, “I have the answers. I’m going to make a perfect score!”

“What? How?”

“No time to explain. But if you sit right behind me, you can look over my shoulder. I’ll hold up my test a bit to make it easier.”

Reynie was stunned. How in the world could this girl have gotten her hands on the answers? And now she was offering to help him cheat! He was briefly tempted—he wanted desperately to learn about those special opportunities. But when he imagined returning to tell Miss Perumal of his success, hiding the fact that he’d cheated, he knew he could never do it.

“No, thank you,” he said. “I’d rather not.”

Rhonda Kazembe looked amazed, and Reynie once again felt the weight of loneliness upon him. If it was unpleasant to feel so different from the other children at Stonetown Orphanage, how much worse was it to be seen as an oddball by a green-haired girl wearing her own personal fog bank?

“Okay, suit yourself,” Rhonda said as the two of them started for the front doors. “I hope you know what you’re in for.”

Reynie was in too much of a hurry to respond. He had no idea what he was in for, of course, but he certainly wanted to find out.

Inside the Monk Building, conspicuously posted signs led them down a series of corridors, past a room where a handful of parents waited anxiously, and at last into a room crowded with children in desks. Except for the unusual silence, the room was just like any schoolroom, with a chalkboard at the front and a teacher’s desk upon which rested a pencil sharpener, a ruler, and a sign that said: NO TALKING. IF YOU ARE CAUGHT TALKING IT WILL BE ASSUMED YOU ARE CHEATING. Only two seats remained empty, one behind the other. To guarantee he wouldn’t be tempted to cheat, Reynie chose the one in front. A clock on the wall struck one just as Rhonda Kazembe dropped into the desk behind him.

“That was close,” she said.

“There will be no talking!” boomed the pencil woman, who entered just then, slamming the door behind her. She strode briskly to the front of the room, carrying a tall stack of papers and a jar of pickles. “If any child is caught cheating, then he or she will be executed—”

The children gasped.

“I’m sorry, did I say executed? I meant to say escorted. Any child caught cheating will be escorted from the building at once. Now then, are you all relaxed? It’s important to be relaxed when taking such an extremely difficult test as this, especially considering how long it is and how very little time you’ll have to complete it.”

In the back of the room someone groaned in distress.

“You there!” shouted the pencil woman, pointing her finger. Every head in the room swiveled to see who had groaned. It was the same girl who had abandoned Rhonda Kazembe on the plaza. Under the savage stare of the pencil woman, the girl’s face went pasty pale, like the underbelly of a dead fish. “I said no talking,” the woman barked. “Do you wish to leave now?”

“But I only groaned!” the girl protested.

The pencil woman frowned. “Do you mean to suggest that saying, ‘But I only groaned!’ doesn’t count as talking?”

The girl, frightened and perplexed, could hardly muster a shake of the head.

“Very well, let this be a warning to you. To all of you. From this moment on there will be no talking, period. Now then, are there any questions?”

Reynie raised his hand.

“Reynard Muldoon, you have a question?”

Reynie held up his broken pencil and made a pencil-sharpening motion with the other hand.

“Very well, you may use the pencil sharpener on my desk.”

Reynie hustled forward, sharpened his pencil—he felt all eyes upon him as he ground away, checked the tip, and ground away again—and hurried back to his seat. As he did so, he noticed Rhonda Kazembe slipping a tiny piece of paper from the sleeve of her cloud-dress: the list of test answers. She was taking quite a risk, Reynie thought, but he had no chance to reflect on it further, as the pencil woman now launched into the rest of her speech.

“You shall have one hour to complete this test,” she barked, “and you must follow these directions exactly. First, write your name at the top of the test. Second, read all the questions and answers carefully. Third, choose the correct answers by circling the appropriate letter. Fifth, bring the completed test to me. Sixth, return to your seat and wait until all the tests have been graded, at which time I will announce the names of those who pass.”

The children were shifting uneasily in their seats. What had happened to the fourth step? The pencil woman had skipped from third to fifth. The children looked at one another, not daring to speak. What if the fourth step was important? Reynie was waiting, hoping someone else would raise a hand for a change. When no one did, he timidly raised his own.

“Yes, Reynard?”

He pointed to his mouth.

“Yes, you may speak. What is your question?”

“Excuse me, but what about the fourth step?”

“There is no fourth step,” she replied. “Any other questions?”

Utterly baffled now, the children held their tongues.

“To pass this test,” the pencil woman went on, “you must correctly answer every question, by which I mean every question. If you skip even one question, or answer one incorrectly, you will fail the test.”

“No problem,” whispered Rhonda Kazembe from behind Reynie.

The pencil woman’s eyes darted to their side of the room. She stared hard at Reynie, whose mouth went dry. Why on earth didn’t Rhonda keep her mouth closed? Was she trying to get them thrown out?

“You may begin the test as soon as you receive it,” said the pencil woman, turning away at last, and Reynie resisted the urge to sigh with relief—even a sigh might disqualify him. Besides, what relief he felt didn’t last long: The pencil woman had begun handing out the tests.

The first child to receive one was a tough-looking boy in a baseball cap who eagerly grabbed it, looked at the first question, and burst into tears. The girl behind him looked at her test, rubbed her eyes as if they weren’t working properly, then looked again. Her head wobbled on her neck.

“If you begin to feel faint,” said the pencil woman, moving on to the next child, “place your head between your knees and take deep breaths. If you think you may vomit, please come to the front of the room, where a trash can will be provided.”

Down the row she went, distributing the tests. The crying boy had begun flipping through the test now—there appeared to be several pages—and with each new page his sobs grew louder and more desperate. When he reached the end, he began to wail.

“I’m afraid loud weeping isn’t permitted,” said the pencil woman. “Please leave the room.”

The boy, greatly relieved, leaped from his desk and raced to the door, followed at once by two other children who hadn’t received the test yet but were terrified now to see it. The pencil woman closed the door.

“If any others flee the room in panic or dismay,” she said sternly, “please remember to close the door behind you. Your sobs may disturb the other test-takers.”

She continued handing out the test. Child after child received it with trembling fingers, and child after child, upon looking at the questions, turned pale, or red, or a subtle shade of green. By the time the pencil woman dropped the pages upon his desk, dread was making Reynie’s stomach flop like a fish. And for good reason—the questions were impossible. The very first one read:

The territories of the Naxcivan Autonomous Republic and the Nagorno-Karabakh region are disputed by what two countries?

A. Bhutan, which under the 1865 Treaty of Sinchulu ceded border land to Britain; and Britain, which in exchange for that land provided Bhutan an annual subsidy, and under whose influence Bhutan’s monarchy was established in 1907.

B. Azerbaijan, whose territory in 1828 was divided between Russia and Persia by the Treaty of Turkmenchay; and Armenia, a nation founded after the destruction of the Seleucid Empire some two thousand years ago, likewise incorporated into Russia by the aforementioned treaty.

C. Vanuatu, which having been administered (until its independence) by an Anglo-French Condominium, retains both French and English as official languages (in addition to Bislama, or Bichelama); and Portugal, whose explorer Pedro Fernandez de Quiros became in 1606 the first European to discover the islands Vanuatu comprises.

Although there were two more answers to choose from, Reynie didn’t read them. If every question was like this one, he had absolutely no hope of passing. A quick glance at the next few questions did nothing to encourage him. If anything, they got worse. And this was only the first page! All around him children were shivering, sighing, grinding their teeth. Reynie felt like joining them. So much for those special opportunities. Back to the orphanage he would go, where no one—not even good Miss Perumal—knew what to do with him. It had been a nice idea, but apparently he did not have what it took.

Even so, he wasn’t ready to leave. He had yet to follow the directions, and because he was determined not to quit until he had at least tried, he proceeded to follow them now. Dutifully he wrote his name atop the first page—that was the first step. Well, you’ve accomplished that much, he thought. The second step was to read all the questions and answers carefully. Reynie took a deep breath. There were forty questions in all. Just reading them would take him most of the hour. It didn’t help that the pencil woman now sat eating pickles—they were especially crisp ones, too—as she watched the children struggle.

The second question wanted to know where the common vetch originated and to what family it belonged. Reynie had no idea what a common vetch was, and the possible answers offered no helpful clue—it might be an antelope, a bird, a rodent, or a vine. Reynie went on to the third question, which had to do with subatomic particles called fermions and an Indian physicist named Satyendranath Bose. The fourth question asked which church was built by the emperor Justinian to demonstrate his superiority to the late Theodoric’s Ostro-gothic successors. On and on the questions went. To his credit, Reynie recognized the names of a few places, a few mathematic principles, and one or two important historical figures, but it wouldn’t do him any good. He would be lucky to answer a single question correctly, much less all of them.

When he was exactly halfway through the test (he was on question twenty, regarding the difference between parataxis and hypotaxis), Reynie heard Rhonda Kazembe rise from the desk behind him. Was she already finished? Well, of course! She had all the answers. Reynie grimaced in irritation, and as Rhonda stepped forward to turn in her test, the other children gasped in amazement. But the pencil woman seemed not the least bit suspicious. If anything, she was absorbed in Rhonda’s bizarre appearance and hardly glanced at the test as she took it.

Reynie had a sudden insight: Rhonda was calling attention to herself on purpose. It was a trick. No one would suspect her of cheating, because who in her right mind would make such a spectacle of herself if she intended to cheat? The green hair (it must be a wig), the poofy dress, the whispering—they were all meant to distract. Most people would assume that if a child intended to cheat, then surely she would call as little attention to herself as possible, would be as quiet as a mouse and as plain as wallpaper. Reynie had to hand it to Rhonda: She might not be smart enough to pass the test, but she was clever enough to get away with cheating on it. He felt a pang of jealousy. Now Rhonda would move on to experience those special opportunities, while Reynie would mope his way back to the orphanage, defeated.

As Rhonda passed by him on the way to her desk, she winked and let fall a tiny slip of paper. It drifted down like a feather and settled lightly upon Reynie’s desk. The test answers. Reynie peeked over at the pencil woman, but she hadn’t noticed—she was busy grading Rhonda’s test now, making check mark after check mark and nodding her head. So the answers were indeed the right ones. And here they sat on his desk.

If he’d felt tempted before, when he’d had no idea how hard the test would be, that temptation was nothing compared to now. No matter that he’d resisted, no matter that he’d chosen this seat precisely to avoid this situation, here he was, staring at a slip of paper that contained the key to his hopes. All he had to do was turn it over and look at the answers. The other children were too busy sniffling and biting their fingernails to notice, and if he hurried, he might even copy the answers down before the pencil woman looked up again. She had finished grading Rhonda’s paper and was concentrating on the nearly empty jar of pickles, trying to fish out the last one. Reynie stared a long moment at the paper, sorely tempted.

Then he reached out and flicked it from his desk and onto the floor.

What good would those opportunities do him if he wasn’t qualified to be given them? And where was the pleasure in cheating? If he couldn’t pass fairly, he didn’t want to pass. He thought this—and mostly believed it—and felt his spirits boosted by the decision. But even so, a few seconds passed before he could tear his eyes from the paper on the floor. All right, he told himself, returning to the test. Get a move on, Reynie, and don’t look back. There’s no time to waste.

Indeed there wasn’t, as a glance at the wall clock confirmed. Less than half an hour remained, and Reynie had more than half the test yet to read. He finished reading about parataxis and hypotaxis (they either had something to do with writing or else with futuristic transportation, but he couldn’t decide which), and moved on to question twenty-one, which read: “After the fall of the Russian Empire, when a failed attempt to create a Transcaucasian Republic with Georgia and Armenia led to the creation of the country Azerbaijan (which currently disputes with Armenia the territories of the Naxcivan Autonomous Republic and the Nagorno-Karabakh region), from what key powers did Azerbaijan…”

Reynie stopped. Something about the question seemed awfully familiar—so familiar that he felt pressed to think about it. Hadn’t he seen those names before?

Flipping back to the beginning of the test, Reynie read the very first question again: “The territories of the Naxcivan Autonomous Republic and the Nagorno-Karabakh region are disputed by what two countries?” He blinked, hardly believing his eyes. Armenia and Azerbaijan. The answer to question one lay hidden in question twenty-one. This wasn’t a test of knowledge at all—it was a puzzle!

Reynie looked at question twenty-two, which began: “Despite having originated in Europe, the vine known as the common vetch (a member of the pea family), is widely…” There it was! The answer to question two! With mounting excitement, Reynie read the next one, and sure enough, although the question itself made no mention of subatomic particles or Indian physicists, there was a long discussion of them in answer D. Not only were all the answers buried in the test, he realized, they were listed in order. Number one’s answer was found in number twenty-one (and vice versa), number two’s answer was found in number twenty-two, and so on, all the way up to number forty, which cleared up the mystery of parataxis and hypotaxis raised in question twenty.

Reynie was so delighted he nearly leaped from his desk and cheered. Still, he couldn’t spare even a moment to congratulate himself—time was running short. Eagerly he set to the task of finding the correct answers. This took a good while, as it was necessary to flip back and forth between pages and read a great deal of text, and in the end it took Reynie almost exactly one hour to finish the test. He had only just circled the last answer, placed his test on the pencil woman’s desk, and looked around at the other children (some were furiously circling numbers at random, hoping to get lucky; and some were not to be seen at all, having crept out of the room in bleak despair), when the pencil woman shouted: “Pencils! Time’s up, children. Lay down your pencils, please.”

After a certain amount of blubbering and wiping away tears, the children stacked their tests on top of Reynie’s and returned to their seats. In exhausted silence they waited as the pencil woman flipped through the tests. This took but a minute—she had only to look at the first question, after all. When she came to Reynie’s at the bottom of the stack, she ran through the pages, making checkmarks and nodding.

“Nice work,” Rhonda whispered from behind him. “You managed it on your own.” She seemed genuinely pleased that he hadn’t cheated, despite having encouraged him to do just that. She certainly was a strange one.

“I shall read now the names of those who passed the test,” announced the pencil woman. “If your name is called you will advance to the third stage of testing, so please remain seated and await further instructions. Those whose names are not called are free to go.”

Reynie’s ears perked up. There was a third stage?

The pencil woman cleared her throat, but this time she didn’t bother looking at the paper in front of her. “Reynard Muldoon!” she called out.

On her way out of the room, she added, “That is all.”
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Reynie, alone in the room now, was trying to make sense of what had happened. Why hadn’t Rhonda Kazembe’s name been called? Was it because she cheated? Did she have the wrong answers, after all? And where did she get those answers in the first place? It was all very mysterious, and not the least intriguing was Rhonda’s behavior when she was dismissed along with the others: “Well, best of luck, kid,” she’d chirped, playfully mussing his hair and scudding from the room in her cloud-dress, apparently not the slightest bit confused or disappointed that she hadn’t passed.

Reynie’s musings were interrupted by the pencil woman poking her head in through the doorway: “We’ve finally gotten rid of the other children, Reynard. Had to give them consolation doughnuts and hugs and whatnot. Only a few more minutes now to wait.” She was already withdrawing again when Reynie called after her.

“Excuse me! Miss, uh—Miss? I’m sorry, you never told us your name.”

“That’s fine, Reynard,” she said, stepping into the room. “You’ve nothing to be sorry for.” Reynie waited for her to give her name. Instead she simply wiped doughnut crumbs from her lips and said, “You had a question?”

“Oh, yes. May I please telephone Miss Perumal, my tutor? No one has any idea where I am. I’m afraid she’ll be worried.”

“Very good of you, Reynard, but don’t worry. We’ve already called Miss Perumal, so all is taken care of.” The pencil woman began once again to retreat.

“Miss? Excuse me, Miss?”

She stopped. “Yes, what is it now, Reynard?”

“Forgive me for asking this, Miss. I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important, but… well, you wouldn’t happen to be lying to me, would you?”

“Lying to you?”

“I’m sorry to ask it. But, you know, you did tell Miss Perumal this morning that I could use your phone, and then later you told me there was no phone. So you see why I’m concerned. It’s just that I don’t want Miss Perumal to worry.”

The pencil woman seemed unperturbed. “That’s a perfectly reasonable question, Reynard. A perfectly reasonable question.” She gave him an approving nod and made as if to leave.

“Miss, but you didn’t answer my question!”

The woman scratched her head, and Reynie began to suspect that she was either a little daft or a little deaf. After a moment, however, she said, “I suppose you want the truth?”

“Yes, please!”

“The truth is I haven’t called Miss Perumal, but I will do so immediately. In fact, I was about to call her when you asked me if I had called her yet. Does this satisfy you?”

Reynie hardly knew what to say. He didn’t wish to offend the woman, but he could hardly trust her now, and it was more important to know that Miss Perumal’s mind was at ease. “I’m sorry, Miss, but may I please just call her myself? I’ll only take a minute.”

The pencil woman smiled. When she spoke this time her voice was quite gentle, and she looked Reynie in the eyes. “You are very good to be so concerned about Miss Perumal. What would you say if I told you that I have in fact called her already? No, don’t answer that. You won’t believe me. How about this? I’ll relay her message to you: ‘Do you see now that you didn’t need luck? I’m glad you wore matching socks.’ That is what she told me to tell you. Are you satisfied?”

Before Reynie could make up his mind how to answer, she slipped out of the room, leaving him to puzzle over her mystifying behavior. The message from Miss Perumal was obviously real, so why hadn’t she told him in the first place?

As he pondered this, he heard footsteps in the hall, followed by a timid knock at the half-open door. A young boy’s face appeared in the doorway. “Hello,” the boy said, adjusting his spectacles, “is this where I’m supposed to wait?” He spoke so softly that Reynie had to strain to hear him.

“I have no idea. It’s where I’m supposed to wait, though, so maybe it is. You’re welcome to join me, if you like. I’m Reynie Muldoon.”

“Oh,” the boy said uncertainly. “My name is Sticky Washington. I’m just wondering if this is the right place. The yellow lady told me to come down the hall and sit with someone named Reynard.”

“That’s me,” Reynie said. “People call me Reynie for short.” He put out his hand, and after a moment’s hesitation Sticky Washington came and shook it.

Sticky was a notably skinny boy (which Reynie suspected was how he got his nickname—he was thin as a stick) with light brown skin the very color of the tea that Miss Perumal made each morning. He had big, nervous eyes like a horse’s, and, for some odd reason, a perfectly smooth bald head. His tiny wire-rimmed spectacles gave him the distinguished look of a scholar. A fidgety scholar, though: He seemed quite shy, or at the very least anxious. Well, why shouldn’t he be anxious, if he’d been through what Reynie had been through today?

“Are you here for the third test?” Reynie asked.

Sticky nodded. “I’ve been waiting all day. I had to be here at nine o’clock this morning, and the test was over at ten. Since then I’ve just been sitting around in an empty room. Lucky I had a pear with me or I might have starved. I think all the other children got doughnuts. Why didn’t we get doughnuts?”

“I wondered the same thing. Were you the only one who passed, then?”

“The first test, no. A little girl passed it, too, but I haven’t seen her since yesterday. Maybe they told her to come at a different time—they’ve had tests here all day. Was there an extremely small girl in your group, about half our size?”

Reynie shook his head. He would have remembered anyone so tiny.

“Maybe she’s coming later. Anyway, as for the second test, yes: I was the only one who passed. Which surprised me because—” Sticky stopped himself with a glance at the doorway. He opened his mouth to continue, thought better of it, and at last pretended to notice something on the ceiling, as if he hadn’t been about to say anything at all. Obviously he had a secret. Reynie had a sudden suspicion what it was.

“Because there was a girl who cheated?”

Sticky’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”

“The same thing happened to me. I think it’s a trick of some kind. Tell me, this girl didn’t happen to drop her pencil on the way into the building, did she? Out on the plaza?”

“Yes! I couldn’t believe anybody would take such a chance. We were only allowed to bring one pencil, you know.”

“What did you do?”

“I tried to help her. A few other kids said they were sorry but they didn’t want to be late, and one boy even laughed. I felt awfully sorry for her, so I had her hold on to my feet and lower me down through the grate. She was strong as a bear and had no trouble doing it, and I’m so skinny I fit right through the bars. It was terrifying, though, I don’t mind admitting it, hanging upside down, scrabbling around in the dark. I think something even nibbled at my finger, but maybe I imagined it. I can get a little mixed up when I’m scared.”

“You were lucky to find her pencil,” Reynie observed. “It was pitch black down in that drain.”

“Oh, no, I didn’t find it. But you know what she did? She hauled me back up through the grate and said, ‘Oh well, never mind. I have an extra one.’ And she pulled another pencil right out of her sleeve! Can you believe it? Why she would let me go down into that awful drain when she had an extra pencil, I can’t imagine. Then, to top it off, she offered me the answers to the test, to repay me for trying to help her. Apparently they didn’t do her any good, though. I’m glad I refused.”

“Me, too,” Reynie said. “I think refusing was part of the test. If we’d cheated, they would have known it, and I doubt either one of us would be here.”

From his shirt pocket Sticky took out a thin piece of cotton cloth and polished his spectacles with it. “If you’re right, it’s a little creepy that they’re tricking us like that.” He put the glasses back on and blinked his big, nervous eyes. “But I shouldn’t complain. They were very nice to let me continue to the third stage even though I missed a few questions. Very generous of them—”

“Wait a minute,” Reynie said. “How could you possibly have missed any? Did you circle the wrong letters by accident?”

Sticky seemed embarrassed. He shuffled his feet as he spoke. “Oh, well, I suppose the questions were easy for you, but for me they were rather difficult. Time ran out before I could answer the last three, so I had to just circle some answers and hope I’d get lucky. I didn’t, of course. But as I said, they were very forgiving.”

Reynie couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You mean you knew the answers to those questions?”

Sticky grew more dejected with Reynie’s every question. Tears brimmed in his eyes as he said, “Well, yes, I suppose I do look rather stupid, don’t I? I look like a person who doesn’t know any answers. I understand that.”

Reynie interrupted him. “No, no! I didn’t mean that! I meant that I’m surprised anybody knew the answers. One or two, maybe, but certainly not all of them.”

Sticky brightened, smiling shyly and straightening his back. “Oh! Well, yes, I suppose I do know a lot of things. That’s why people started calling me Sticky, because everything I read sticks in my head.”

“It’s perfectly amazing,” Reynie said. “You must read more than anybody I’ve ever met. But listen, once you figured out the test was a puzzle, why didn’t you just solve it that way? It would have saved time—you could have finished it.”

“A puzzle?”

“You didn’t notice that the answers were all right there in the test?”

“I did notice that a lot of information was repeated,” Sticky reflected, “but I didn’t really pay attention to it. I was concentrating too hard on getting the answers right. That question on colloidal suspensions really had me sweating, I can tell you, and as I said, when I’m anxious I can get mixed up.” After a pause, he sighed and added, “I tend to get anxious a lot.”

Reynie laughed. “Well, you didn’t know it was a puzzle, and I didn’t know any of the answers, but we’re both here now. We’d make a good team.”

“You think so?” said Sticky. He grinned. “Yes, I suppose we would.”

The boys waited there for some time, discussing the curiosities of the day. Sticky was more relaxed now, and soon the two of them grew comfortable together, joking and laughing like old friends. Sticky couldn’t stop giggling about Rhonda Kazembe’s crazy getup, and Reynie smiled until his face hurt when Sticky told him more about hanging upside down in the storm drain. (“My shoes started to slip off in her hands,” Sticky recounted, “and for a second I thought she was going to take them and leave me down there under the grate. I panicked and started wriggling like crazy—I think it was all she could do to pull me back up without dropping me!”)

Then Reynie told Sticky about the pencil woman’s sneakiness regarding the phone call to Miss Perumal.

Instead of laughing, as Reynie had expected, Sticky slipped back into his nervous behavior. He began polishing his spectacles again, even though he’d just done it minutes before. “Oh, yes,” he said. “Yes, I tried to call my parents, too. Same thing happened. But in the end it was fine. She called them. Nothing to worry about.”

Reynie nodded politely. He saw perfectly well that Sticky was trying to hide something. Maybe he hadn’t thought of calling his parents and felt guilty about it now? But Reynie decided not to press him on the matter—Sticky seemed uncomfortable enough as it was.

“So where do you live?” he asked, to change the subject.

This only made Sticky polish all the harder. Perhaps he simply disliked personal questions. “Well,” he began. He cleared his throat. “Well—”

Just then the door flew wide open, and a girl raced into the room carrying a bucket. She was extremely quick: One moment she was bursting through the door, golden-blond hair flying out behind her like a horse’s mane, and the next she was standing right beside them. Sticky leaped back in alarm.

“What’s the matter?” he cried.

“What’s the matter with you?” the girl replied calmly.

“Well… what were you running from?”

“From? I wasn’t running from anything. I was running to this room. Old Yellow Suit told me to come down here and wait with you two, so here I am. My name’s Kate Wetherall.”

Sticky was breathing hard and casting glances at the door, as if a lion might fly in next, so it fell to Reynie to introduce them. “I’m Reynie Muldoon and this is Sticky Washington,” he said, shaking her hand and immediately regretting it—her grip was so strong it was like getting his fingers caught in a drawer. (Sticky noticed Reynie’s pained expression and quickly thrust his own hands into his pockets.) Rubbing his tender knuckles, Reynie went on, “I think the question is why you were running instead of walking.”

“Why not? It’s faster. Now I’m here with you boys instead of trudging along the empty hallway, and it’s much better, isn’t it? You seem like nice fellows. So why do they call you Sticky?” She touched Sticky’s arm. “You don’t feel sticky.”

“It’s a long story,” Sticky said, regaining his composure.

“Let’s have it, then,” Kate said.

So Sticky told her about his name, and then Kate revealed that she had always wanted a nickname herself. “I’ve tried to get people to call me The Great Kate Weather Machine,” she said, “but nobody ever goes along with it. I don’t suppose you boys would call me that, would you?”

“It does seem a bit awkward for a nickname,” Reynie said mildly. “It takes a long time to say.”

“I suppose it does,” Kate admitted, “but not if you speak very quickly.”

“Let us think about it,” said Sticky.

Kate nodded, agreeing. She seemed pleasant enough. She had very bright, watery blue eyes, a fair complexion, and rosy cheeks, and was unusually tall and broad-shouldered for a twelve-year-old. (She announced her age right away, for children consider their ages every bit as important as their names. In return she learned that the boys were eleven.) But what Reynie was most curious about was her bucket. It was a good, solid metal bucket, painted fire-engine red. As they were talking, Kate unfastened her belt, slipped it through the bucket handle, and fastened the belt again so that the bucket hung at her hip. From the way she did this, it was obvious she’d done it a thousand times. Reynie was fascinated. Finally he asked her what it was for.

She gave him a quizzical look. “What kind of person doesn’t know what a bucket’s for? It’s for carrying things, silly.”

“Yes, I know that,” Reynie said, “but why do you have one with you? Most people don’t carry buckets around for no particular reason.”

“That’s true,” Kate reflected. “I’ve often noticed that, but I can’t understand why. I can’t imagine not having a bucket. How else am I to tote my things?”

“What things?” asked Sticky, who, like Reynie, was trying to sneak a peek at the bucket’s contents.

“I’ll show you,” Kate said, and began removing things from the bucket. First came a Swiss Army knife, a flashlight, a penlight, and a bottle of extra-strength glue, which Kate examined to be sure its lid was tightly closed. Then she produced a bag of marbles, a slingshot, a spool of clear fishing twine, one pencil and one eraser, a kaleidoscope, and a horseshoe magnet, which she yanked with some effort from the metal bucket. “I’ve been through dozens of these,” she said, holding the magnet up for them to admire. “This is the strongest I’ve found.” Finally she showed them a length of slender nylon rope coiled around the bottom and sides of the bucket.

“That’s a lot of stuff to carry,” Sticky remarked.

“It’s all useful,” Kate said, putting her things away again. “Take this morning, for example. Some crazy-looking girl dropped her pencil down a storm drain out on the plaza—”

Reynie and Sticky looked at each other.

“—and if I didn’t have my bucket with me,” Kate continued, “she’d have been up a creek without a paddle.” A thoughtful expression came over her face. “Hmm, a paddle would be great to have. But no, I suppose it would be too big to haul around. Still, it would come in handy sometimes—”

“Did you help Rhonda get her pencil back?” Reynie asked.

“Of course I did. I just… now wait a minute. How did you know her name?”

“Finish your story,” Reynie said. “We’ll tell you later.”

So Kate told them how she had pried up the edge of the metal grate with a screwdriver on her Swiss Army knife. After dragging the grate aside, she tied her rope to a nearby bench and lowered herself into the drain, using her flashlight to find the pencil in the darkness.

“It had rolled down into a crack,” she explained, “about ten and a half inches deep, so I put a drop of glue on the end of some fishing twine—that’s why it pays to have a penlight, too, you know, so you can hold it in your mouth and point it when you need both hands for something like putting glue on twine. Anyway, I poked the twine down into the crack until it reached the pencil. Gave the glue a few seconds to dry, then pulled it right out. I couldn’t have done any of that without my bucket, now could I?”

“Weren’t you afraid?” Sticky asked. He’d been terrified himself and didn’t want to be the only one.

“Of what? Getting wet? It was perfectly dry down there. We haven’t had rain for days.”

Something about Kate’s story had caught Reynie’s attention. “How did you know that crack was ten and a half inches deep?” he said. “I don’t see a tape measure in your bucket.”

“Oh, I can always tell distances and weights and that sort of thing,” said Kate with a shrug. She glanced around. “For example, just by looking at it I can tell this room is twenty-two feet long and sixteen feet wide.”

Sticky, irritated that Kate hadn’t been frightened in the dark drain, was inclined to be skeptical. “Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure.”

“Let’s measure,” said Reynie, fetching the ruler from the pencil woman’s desk.

The room was twenty-two feet long and sixteen feet wide.

Impressed, Reynie whistled, and Sticky said, “Not bad.”

“Okay, back to your story,” Reynie said. “Did Rhonda offer to help you cheat on the test?”

Kate’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You sure seem to know a lot about it. Were you spying on me somehow? If you were, then I guess you know I called her a loon.”

“We weren’t spying, but that’s what I figured,” Reynie said. “So I take it you solved the puzzle? Unless, of course, you knew all the answers.”

Kate snorted. “Who in the world could possibly know the answers to a test like that?”

“Sticky did,” said Reynie.

It was Kate’s turn to be impressed. “Not bad,” she said, and Sticky ducked his head shyly. “Now what’s this about a puzzle?”

Once again Reynie and Sticky looked at each other.

“But if you didn’t know about that,” said Sticky, “how did you pass?”

“I didn’t pass. Nobody in my session did. To tell you the truth, I think the only reason they let me stick around was because I helped Old Yellow Suit out of a tight spot.”

Of course the boys wanted to hear what had happened, and Kate was happy to oblige them.

“After the test was over,” she said, “Old Yellow Suit took us down the hall to give everybody doughnuts and tell the parents that she was sorry but that they had to go now, thanks for coming, that sort of thing. Some of the parents were furious. One started shouting how this was some kind of trick, and another demanded to know what these tests were all about, and Old Yellow Suit started glancing toward the exit. I could tell she was nervous, but a few people stood between her and the door, and she was trapped.

“I felt sorry for her, you know, because I figured she was only doing her job, whatever it is, and at least she’d given me something interesting to do today, so I decided to help her out. While the grown-ups were all yelling, and the other kids were making themselves sick on doughnuts, I whipped out my Army knife screwdriver and took off the doorknob. Then I pointed and yelled, ‘There’s the man behind all this! That’s him in the corner!’ And everybody turned and pushed against one another to see—except Old Yellow Suit, of course, who made a beeline for the exit. As soon as she was out, I turned off the light and closed the door, and the two of us ran off down the hall. We had a good head start, because it was dark in the room now, and they kept reaching for the doorknob and not finding it. Finally someone turned on the light, and I suppose they all came flying out like angry hornets, but by then we were hiding in a closet.

“After we heard the last person leave, Old Yellow Suit smiled at me and said, ‘I believe you should stay for the next stage of testing.’ And so here I am.”

“Amazing!” Reynie said.

“I can’t believe it!” cried Sticky. “You’re a hero!”

“Oh good grief,” Kate said, frowning with embarrassment. “It was no big deal. Anybody could have done it. Now, I’ve told you my story, so you have to tell me yours. How did you know about Rhonda Kazembe? And what’s all this about the test being a puzzle?”

Before they could answer her, the pencil woman poked her head into the room and said, “It’s time for the third test, children. Please report immediately to Room 7-B.” Then she disappeared again.

“Where in the world is Room 7-B?” Sticky said, exasperated. “She never tells us where anything is. It took me half the night to find the Monk Building.”

“I’m sure we can find it easily enough,” Reynie said, but privately he was thinking about Sticky’s words—“half the night.” What was Sticky doing in the city alone at night? Where were his parents?

“You’d better fill me in quick,” Kate said. “You know Old Yellow Suit isn’t particularly patient.”

“You’re right,” Reynie said. “We’ll tell you on the way.”

And with that, the three new friends went in search of Room 7-B.
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The room was on the seventh floor, as Reynie had suspected. The door had no sign on it, but after roaming the empty hallways and looking at all the other door signs (there was a 7-A, a 7-C, a 7-D, and a 7-E), they returned to the unmarked door, upon which Kate knocked boldly. After a pause, she knocked again, still more loudly. This happened several times before they got a response—which, as it happened, came not from beyond the door, but from directly behind them.

“That’s enough with the knocking,” said a deep voice, quite close.

The children whirled around in surprise.

Before them stood a tall man in a weatherbeaten hat, a weatherbeaten jacket, weatherbeaten trousers, and weatherbeaten boots. His ruddy cheeks were dark with whisker stubble, while his hair (what little peeked from beneath his hat) was yellow as flax. If not for the alertness in his ocean-blue eyes, he would resemble, more than anything, a scarecrow that had come down from its stake. On top of all this, the man’s expression was profoundly sad. All the children noticed this at once. Reynie was so struck by it that instead of saying hello, he asked, “Are you all right, sir?”

“I’m afraid not,” the man said. “But that’s neither here nor there. Are you ready to begin the next test?”

“But we haven’t even met yet!” Kate said, sticking out her hand. “My name’s Kate Wetherall, though my friends call me—” She glanced at the boys, who looked at her doubtfully. “Well, my friends call me Kate.”

The man shook Kate’s hand, somewhat reluctantly. Even his handshake seemed sad—he hardly squeezed at all. The boys introduced themselves and the man sadly shook their hands, too. “There,” he said. “We’ve met. Now—”

“But you haven’t given us your name,” Kate insisted.

The man sighed, considering this. “Call me Milligan,” he said at last.

“Is that your first name or your last name?”

“Just Milligan. And no more questions. We have to proceed. Now, which of you is George?”

Kate scowled. She was getting very impatient with this man. “Weren’t you listening? Our names are Sticky, Reynie, and Kate!”

Sticky cleared his throat. “Uh, well, actually, my name is George. Sticky’s my nickname.”

“Your name is George Washington?” Kate said. “Like the president? The father of our country?”

“It isn’t that unusual,” Sticky said defensively. “You don’t have to tease me about it.”

“Take it easy, pal,” said Kate. “I wasn’t teasing you.” Clearly Sticky was a bit touchy about his name.

“Sticky or George, whichever it is,” said Milligan. “You’re to go first. Step through that door now and shut it behind you.”

Sticky’s eyes grew wide. “I have to go in alone?”

“It’s all right. It’s only a test. The others will be with you soon.”

“Good luck, Sticky,” Reynie said, clapping him on the shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll do fine!”

“Go, Sticky!” said Kate.

Sticky removed his spectacles, polished them, and replaced them. After a moment’s consideration, he removed them and began polishing again. There seemed to be a speck on the lens he couldn’t remove.

“Quit stalling,” Milligan said. “Nothing’s going to harm you in that room.”

At last Sticky nodded, settled his glasses on his nose, tucked away his polishing cloth, and passed through the door. Milligan closed it behind him and went away without a word.

“How do you like that?” Kate said. “He didn’t even tell us what to do, or how long it would take, or anything.”

“Big surprise,” said Reynie.

Soon Milligan came back and announced that it was Reynie’s turn. He gave no hint about what had happened to Sticky.

“See you on the other side,” said Kate. “Wherever that is.”

Reynie took a deep breath and went in, the door closing behind him. He found himself in an empty room. On the opposite wall, above another closed door, hung a large sign that read: CROSS THE ROOM WITHOUT SETTING FOOT ON A BLUE OR BLACK SQUARE.

Reynie looked down. On the cement floor just inside the door, where he now stood, was a large red circle. On the other side of the room, by the opposite door, was another red circle. Between these circles the floor resembled a giant checkerboard, with alternating rectangles of blue, black, and yellow. Reynie studied the pattern. There was far more blue and black than yellow. So much more, in fact, that he soon realized it would be impossible to cross the room without stepping on blue or black. The yellow parts were so widely scattered that he doubted even a kangaroo could hop from one to the other. He looked at the sign again, and after a moment’s consideration, he laughed and shook his head. Then he strode confidently across the room, into the other red circle, and out the far door.

Sticky and Milligan stood waiting for him beyond the door. They had been watching him secretly through tiny holes in the wall. Sticky looked confused and started to ask Reynie something, but Milligan shushed him. “You boys can watch, but you must be quiet,” he said. He went away to tell Kate it was her turn.

Moments later they saw Kate step boldly into Room 7-B. After reading the sign, she studied the floor, considering whether she might manage to leap from yellow to yellow. At last she shook her head, rejecting the idea. Next she looked from one door to the other, gauging the distance. Then, taking the length of rope from her bucket, she fashioned a loop at the end, and with one expert throw lassoed the doorknob at the far side of the room. Fastening the other end to the door-knob behind her, she pulled the rope tight, knotted it securely, and climbed up. “Now, if I only had that paddle,” she said aloud to herself as she walked along the rope, “I could hold it out in front of me for balance.”

Indeed, a paddle might have helped, for halfway across the room she nearly fell (the boys caught their breath), but after wobbling back and forth and wheeling her arms around, she recovered. After a few more careful steps, she hopped down into the other red circle.

“Wow!” Sticky whispered. “She did it!”

But before Kate could join the boys, Milligan appeared and took her back to the starting point to try again, this time without her rope, which he informed her would be returned upon completion of the test.

“That’s hardly fair,” Sticky whispered. “Nobody told her she couldn’t use a rope.”

Kate, meanwhile, was removing all the items from her bucket and stuffing them into her pockets. When she’d finished, her pockets bulging ridiculously, she unscrewed the handle from her bucket and tucked it through her belt. Then she was ready. Kicking the bucket onto its side, she hopped onto it and began rolling it forward with her feet, like a circus bear balancing on a ball. Rolling first this way, and then that, she zigzagged across the room to the other red circle.

Reynie and Sticky looked at each other in awe. Who was this girl?

Yet once again, as Kate reattached the bucket handle and emptied her pockets, Milligan entered the room. He returned her to the starting circle, this time taking away her bucket and tools, which she handed over with evident reluctance. She recovered quickly, however. Before Milligan had even closed the door behind him, Kate shrugged and cracked her knuckles, flattened her palms against the cement, and lifted her feet into the air above her. And this was how she crossed the room, walking on her hands, not once setting foot upon the floor.

“Never mind,” said Milligan when she opened the door. He handed her bucket back. “You pass.”

“What I don’t understand,” Sticky was saying to Reynie as they followed Milligan down a dark stairway, “is how you passed that test. I’m glad, of course, but I don’t see how you did it. I crossed on my hands and knees so my feet didn’t touch any blue or black squares, and Kate did her acrobat tricks, but you just walked right across the room. You were stepping on dark squares left and right!”

They had reached the bottom of the stairs now. Milligan ushered the children into a damp, dimly lit underground passage, where centipedes twisted away at their approach and other slithery creatures they heard but didn’t see retreated into the shadows. By this gloomy route, he was leading them to what he had called their “final testing place,” which struck Reynie as having a particularly ominous sound.

“Just walked right across?” said Kate. “Reynie, how did you get away with that?”

“It was another trick. Those weren’t squares on the floor—they were rectangles. Their sides weren’t all the same length.”

“Gosh, that’s true,” Kate reflected.

Sticky slapped his forehead. “I got my pants dirty for nothing? I crawled across the floor like a baby for nothing? I’m so stupid! I can’t believe they’re letting me go on.”

“You’re hardly stupid,” Reynie said. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

“Just where is here, anyway?” Kate asked. “Hey, Milligan, where are we?”

Without looking back or slowing down, Milligan said, “Right now we’re passing under Fifth Street.”

“I don’t suppose we could walk above ground, could we?” Sticky asked. “Where there’s sunlight and the path isn’t wet? Where it doesn’t smell like spoiled fish?”

“Where creepy things don’t keep falling on our heads?” Reynie added with a shudder, brushing away a beetle that had tried to skitter under his shirt collar.

“Sunlight just ahead,” Milligan replied. And sure enough, presently he led them up another set of stairs into an empty cellar, then through the cellar doors onto a quiet street lined with elm trees and old houses. The children couldn’t see this right away—it took a moment for their eyes to adjust to the brilliant sunlight.

And in that moment, Milligan disappeared.

They had followed him out through the cellar doors, they knew that for certain, but whereas Milligan had been tall and straight in his battered hat and scuffed jacket, the children were now accompanied by a stooped little man with a big belly, wearing dark glasses and a bright yellow cap.

“Who are you?” Kate cried, crouching into a defensive stance. “Where’s Milligan?”

“Right here,” the man said wearily, lowering his sunglasses to reveal a pair of sad, ocean-blue eyes. “I’m in disguise.”

The children regarded him closely. It was indeed Milligan. Somehow, without their noticing, he had stuffed his hat and jacket under his shirt to create the impression of a fat belly; had produced the cap and sunglasses (from where, they couldn’t guess); and hunched his shoulders and bent forward to appear shorter than he was. It was a remarkable transformation.

“Are you a magician?” Sticky asked.

“I’m nobody,” Milligan replied, and without further explanation, he pointed across the street to a three-story house with stone steps leading up to its front door. “Please go wait on those steps. Rhonda will be with you soon.”

“Rhonda Kazembe?” Reynie asked. “The green-haired girl?”

But even as he spoke, the cellar doors slammed shut, and Milligan was gone.

“Do you suppose we’re going to meet anybody normal today?” Kate asked.

“I’m beginning to doubt it,” Reynie said.

The children went across the street and through the gate of the house Milligan had pointed out. It was a very old house, with gray stone walls, high arched windows, and a roof with red shingles that glowed like embers in the afternoon sun. Roses grew along the iron fence, and near the house towered a gigantic elm tree, perhaps older than the building itself, its green leaves tinged with the first yellows of autumn. Shaded by the elm’s branches were an ivy-covered courtyard and the stone steps upon which they were to wait. The steps themselves were half-covered with ivy; they seemed an inviting place to rest. And indeed it was with some relief that the children, tired from the day’s challenges, sat upon them now in the cool shade of the elm.

“Sticky,” Reynie said when they had settled, “there’s something I wanted to ask you about your parents. Did they know that—?”

“We already talked about this, remember?” Sticky said, interrupting him. Turning to Kate, he explained, “That yellow lady gave Reynie and me the runaround when we told her we had some phone calls to make. Reynie was afraid his tutor would be worried, and it was the same with me and my parents. Turns out she called them, but she was very odd about it. Very odd indeed. Did that happen to you?”

This was not what Reynie had been going to ask about. He had wanted to ask if Sticky’s parents knew he’d spent “half the night” looking for the Monk Building. For some reason, Sticky was avoiding the subject.

“I didn’t have anybody to call,” said Kate with a shrug. “My mother died when I was a baby, and my father ran away and left me when I was two.”

Sticky’s face fell. “Oh. I’m… I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t worry,” Kate said lightly. “I don’t even remember them.” She paused, reflecting. “Actually, I do have one memory of my father.”

“That’s one more than I have,” said Reynie. “What is it?”

“Well, down the road from our house was an old mill pond, and my father took me there to swim once. I was only two, but a good swimmer. The water was cold, the day was warm, and I thought it all felt wonderful. I laughed and splashed until I was exhausted. Then my father—I can’t picture his face, but I can still feel his strong arms lifting me out of the water—he carried me on his shoulders back to our house. I remember asking if we could swim there again, and he said, ‘Of course we can, Katie-Cat.’ I remember that very well. He called me ‘Katie-Cat.’”

“You never went back to the mill pond, did you?” asked Sticky, looking even more regretful now that he’d heard Kate’s story.

“No, the next thing I remember I was in an orphanage,” said Kate.

Reynie shook his head. “It’s strange, Kate. Your father sounds, well, he sounds—”

“Like a nice man?” finished Kate. “I know, I’ve often thought of that. I guess it shows that people aren’t always what they seem. Or else he just changed. I suppose I’ll never know.”

“It’s terrible,” Sticky whispered, almost as if to himself.

“Hey, it’s okay,” Kate said cheerfully. “That was a long time ago. Anyway, I’ve had a fine life. The circus has been good to me.”

Reynie widened his eyes and glanced at Sticky, but Sticky seemed too disturbed to have noticed what Kate said. Reynie looked back at Kate. “Did you just say the circus has been good to you?”

“Oh, yes,” said Kate with a laugh. “When I was seven I ran away from the orphanage to join the circus. They brought me back, but I just ran away again, and I kept running away every time they brought me back. Eventually it was agreed that I could join the circus and save everybody a lot of trouble. So that’s what I’ve been doing the past few years. It’s been great fun, too, but I was ready for something different. When I read about these tests, I said adios to my circus pals, and here I came.”

“That’s quite a life,” Reynie said, more than a little amazed. “And has it—I mean, has circus life helped, then? You haven’t ever missed your parents?” He was always curious about how other orphans felt. His own parents were never known to him, and so he didn’t miss them in particular, but on rainy days, or days when other children taunted him, or nights when he awoke from a bad dream and could use a hug and perhaps a story to lull him back to sleep—at times like these he didn’t miss his parents, exactly, but he did wish for them.

Kate, apparently, felt otherwise. “What’s to miss?” she said breezily. “Like I said, I don’t even remember my mother, and who wants a father who’ll run away and leave his baby daughter all by herself? I’d much rather spend my time with elephants and clowns.” She frowned. “Sticky, what’s wrong with you?”

Throughout their conversation, Sticky’s expression had grown more and more dejected, his big eyes sadder and sadder, so that at last his face had taken on the exact gloomy look of that miserable man Milligan.

Reynie put his hand on Sticky’s shoulder. “Hey, are you all right?”

“Oh… yes,” Sticky said, unconvincingly, “I was just, you know, feeling sorry for Kate. It must be terrible to think you weren’t wanted.”

Kate laughed (a bit stiffly, it seemed to Reynie) and said, “Weren’t you listening, chum? I told you, I’m having a ball!” She went on to regale them with stories about circus life—hanging from trapezes, leaping through flaming hoops, getting shot from cannons—until gradually Sticky cheered up, and the matter of parents was dropped.

They had been waiting on the steps for perhaps an hour, and were beginning to grumble about how hungry they were, when the front door opened, and Rhonda Kazembe appeared. At least, they thought it was Rhonda Kazembe. She did have the same features and coal-black skin, and she was the same height as Rhonda, but gone were the puffy white dress and long green hair. Instead, her hair hung in lovely dark braids all about her face, and she wore a smart blue jumper and sandals. When she saw them on the steps, she laughed with pleasure.

“Hi, kids! Remember me?”

“Rhonda? Is it really you?” Sticky asked.

“I hope so,” she replied. “Otherwise someone’s played a very clever trick on me.”

When Rhonda sat down with them and Reynie had a closer look at her, he realized something that he’d missed before. “You’re not even a child!” he exclaimed. “You’re a grown-up!”

“Well,” said Rhonda, “a very small, very young grownup, yes.”

“I knew you were hiding something with that funny getup, but I thought it had to do with the cheating.”

“No,” said Rhonda, laughing again. “It was just to call attention away from my age, and to distract you in general.”

“I have an idea,” said Kate, whose stomach was growling loudly. “Why don’t you give us some food and tell us what this is all about?”

“Soon, Kate, very soon. There remains one more test, but after that, whether you pass or fail, I promise you all a good supper. Fair enough?”

“It’s a deal,” Kate said.

“Then let’s begin. When I tell you to, each of you must go through this front door. At the very back of the house is a staircase. You’re to reach the staircase as quickly as possible, hurry up the stairs, and ring the bronze bell that hangs at the top. Speed is important, so don’t dawdle. Any questions?”

“Will this test be any harder than the last one?” Kate asked, with a show of bravado.

“Some find it quite difficult,” said Rhonda. “But you should all be able to do it with your eyes closed.”

“Will it be scary?” Sticky asked, almost in a whisper.

“Maybe, but it isn’t really dangerous,” Rhonda said, which did nothing for Sticky’s confidence.

“Who goes first?” Reynie asked.

“That’s an easy one,” Rhonda answered. “You.”

It had been a day full of challenges, all of which Reynie had met successfully, and when he stepped through the front door he was brimming with confidence. By this point he knew there would be some kind of trick involved; and knowing this, he felt sure he’d be ready for it.

He found himself in a brightly lit room with pitch-black walls. The front door, which Rhonda had just closed behind him, had no knob on the inside and was likewise painted black, so that it blended into the wall. The room was rather cramped, perhaps six feet wide and six long (Kate would know for sure, he thought), and was entirely empty. Not counting the nearly invisible front door behind him, it had three exits: to the left, to the right, and immediately before him. These doorways had no doors in them, and the rooms beyond were unlit, so that Reynie couldn’t see into them.

Are we expected to walk into dark rooms? he wondered. This is going to make Sticky extremely unhappy. But he was only thinking of Sticky to take his mind off himself, for the prospect of groping about in the darkness intimidated him more than he cared to admit.

“Well,” he said aloud, to bolster his courage, “there’s no time to waste, so here goes.” He plunged through the doorway ahead of him (this ought to be the most direct path to the rear of the house) and, as if by magic, seemed to walk into the very room he had just left. It was cramped, brightly lit, painted black, and he could see a dark doorway in each wall.

“What in the world?” he said, turning to look behind him, then in confusion turning round again. At once he realized his mistake. If he hadn’t turned around, he might have kept his bearings, but now he’d lost them. He was in a maze of identical rooms. Everything looked exactly the same in every direction.

His confidence was quickly draining away.

“Now, think,” he told himself. “When you enter a room, its light must turn on automatically, and when you leave, it goes off. But there are light switches by each door. Perhaps if you throw a switch, the light stays on. It might be as simple as that.”

With a quick inspection of the nearest doorway, however, this hope vanished. What Reynie had supposed were light switches were only decorative wooden panels. He was about to turn away and try to retrace his steps when it occurred to him the panels themselves might be important. He took a closer look at one. About the size of a playing card, the panel had four arrows etched into it, pointing in different directions and painted different colors. A blue arrow pointed to the right, a green one to the left, a wiggly-shaped yellow one straight ahead, and a red one down.

Of course, Reynie thought, feeling foolish. The arrows weren’t for decoration—they were meant to show the way. But which was he to believe? After going round to every panel he was no better off. Four doorways with four arrows each meant sixteen arrows to choose from, and there was no apparent pattern. Reynie racked his brain: Should he follow the green ones? Green arrows on a traffic signal mean “Go.” But perhaps that was too obvious. Perhaps the red arrows were the ones to follow—perhaps that was the trick. Yet that hardly seemed fair. What if he’d been color-blind and couldn’t even tell the difference?

No sooner had this occurred to him than he knew the secret.

Running his finger over the carved arrows in the panel before him, Reynie smiled. The only one you could know by touch would be the wiggly shaped one. What was it that Rhonda had said to Kate? “You should all be able to do it with your eyes closed.” It had seemed she was offering encouragement. Actually she was offering them a clue: Even in the dark, even with his eyes closed, Reynie could feel the panels with his fingers and find the wiggly shaped arrow.

Just to be certain, he hurried around the room, checking the panels. Sure enough, though the other arrows followed no particular pattern, the wiggly arrows all directed him toward the same door—the one whose wiggly arrow pointed straight ahead. Reynie took a deep breath, hoped for the best, and charged through. The next room looked exactly the same, but this time the wiggly arrows indicated the door on his right. He took it.

By the time he’d gone through ten rooms in this way, Reynie had no idea where in the house he was. He might have been at the front door again and would not have known it. Or he might be in the very middle of the maze. And with the walls painted black as they were, if all the lights went out he would be in utter darkness. Suddenly he wondered if they intended to turn the lights out on him as part of the test. The thought started an uncomfortable flutter in his belly. But just as he began to worry, he entered a room and stumbled smack into a staircase. With a shout of triumph he raced up the stairs onto a narrow landing, found the bronze bell Rhonda had told them about, and rang it.

There was a sound of quick footsteps coming down stairs. Then a door unlocked and out came the pencil woman with a stopwatch in hand. She examined it and said, “Six minutes fourteen seconds.”

“Is that good?” Reynie asked.

Without answering, she said, “Please close your eyes and stand still.”

Something about this made Reynie uneasy. Had he done so badly? Was this meant to test his courage? He did as he was told, closing his eyes and bracing himself as best he could.

“Why are you flinching?” the pencil woman asked. “I don’t know. I thought maybe you were going to slap me.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. I could slap you perfectly well with your eyes open. I’m only going to blindfold you.”

Having done so, she led Reynie down the stairs again. With her hand on his shoulder, the pencil woman guided him back through the maze into the first room, where she removed the blindfold. Starting the stopwatch, she said, “Please go ring the bell again.”

This time it was easy. Reynie trotted through the rooms, glancing at the panels for guidance, and in a few short minutes had rung the bell again. The pencil woman came up behind him, reading her stopwatch. “Three minutes even,” she said. She led him up more stairs into a sitting room and pointed him toward a sofa.

“Does this mean I pass?”

“We ask you to complete the maze a second time to see if you’ve actually solved it. We need to make sure you didn’t just come upon the staircase by luck. If you’ve discovered the secret, you should be much faster the second time around. Which you were. Therefore you seem to have solved the maze. Therefore you pass. Therefore—” Interrupting herself, she took a cracker from her pocket and ate it very quickly, as if she hadn’t eaten in days and couldn’t wait another moment.

Reynie cocked his head curiously. “But why did you have me go through again when you could have just asked me? I could have told you the secret, you know.”

“You’d be surprised how few children have pointed that out,” said the pencil woman as she moved toward the door.

“You mean you wondered whether I’d notice that?”

The pencil woman winked. “And now we know, don’t we?” She hurried from the room, leaving Reynie alone on the sofa. He was getting used to her abrupt entrances and exits. Still, it was strange to find himself in an unknown house, sitting on this sofa by himself. He looked around the room. The walls were lined with books, many of them in languages he didn’t recognize. In one corner stood an old piano; in another, a marvelous green globe. Reynie went to look at the globe. If the others took as long as he did to finish the maze, it would be some time before he had company. He might as well entertain himself.

But hardly had he given the globe a single spin—he hadn’t even located Stonetown Harbor on it yet—when he heard the bell clanging outside on the stairway landing. It rang and rang, very loudly and with no sign of stopping, and from this he gathered it was Kate at the bell. Sure enough, within a few moments the ringing had ceased and the pencil woman had led Kate into the sitting room to join him. Kate was grinning ear to ear. The pencil woman had a hand to her forehead, as if perhaps all the bell ringing had given her a headache.

“She doesn’t have to go through a second time?” Reynie asked, surprised.

“No point,” said the pencil woman, and left them there alone.

“What do you mean, a second time?” Kate asked.

“I had to finish it twice to prove I’d solved it. But you got through so fast, I suppose it would be hard to do it any faster.”

“Not as long as I have my bucket with me,” Kate agreed.

After turning this over in his mind a few times, Reynie gave up and said, “Okay, what did your bucket have to do with getting through the maze?”

“Well, of course I saw right away that I was in a maze, and I knew that I had to get to the opposite side of the house. So I looked around for a heating vent—”

“A heating vent?”

“Sure. And there in the floor of the very first room I saw one, so I got out my Army knife screwdriver and removed the grate and squeezed down into the heating duct. It was a tight fit, I’ll tell you—had to tie my bucket to my foot and pull it along behind me. Those old ducts run all over the house, but the central duct runs more or less in a straight line to the back, so with my flashlight in one hand and my Army knife in the other, I just followed it all the way there, pried up the vent, and popped out by the staircase. I sort of had to bend the grate on that last one. I think maybe Old Yellow Suit’s mad about that.”

“I bet she’ll forgive you.”

“Don’t you think? It’s not like it’ll be hard to fix. Only a little one-by-one grate. Hey, this is an impressive globe.”

For a while the two of them entertained themselves finding places on the globe, but eventually they’d had enough of it, and Sticky Washington had yet to appear. Kate went over to the piano and tried to play it. The keys made no sound. Together they lifted the lid and looked inside. The piano strings had been removed, and in their place were more books.

“These people certainly have a lot of reading to do,” Kate observed. “Oh well, no great loss. I only know ‘Chopsticks,’ anyway.”

Almost twenty minutes had passed, and still no sign of Sticky. Kate began to sort through the items in her bucket, making sure each was in its proper place. She had found an arrangement that kept her things secure and within easy reach, and she was very particular about it. She was the sort of person who liked to be constantly busy, Reynie realized. She hadn’t much use for idleness. Which reminded him of something he wanted to ask her. “You know, Kate, some-thing’s been nagging me. You told us you carry all these things around in your bucket because they’re useful, right?”

“Absolutely,” Kate replied.

“Then why the kaleidoscope? It’s interesting to look through, maybe, but how is it useful?”

Kate stopped double-checking the things in her bucket and gave Reynie a searching look. At last she nodded. “You know, I think I can trust you, I can already tell. All right, here’s the secret.” She took out the kaleidoscope and popped off its colorful prismatic lens. Only then did Reynie see that the prismatic lens had been concealing a different lens beneath.

“The kaleidoscope is a spyglass in disguise,” Kate explained. “It’s a good spyglass and I wouldn’t want anyone to steal it. The kaleidoscope, on the other hand, is rather a bad kaleidoscope. I don’t think it would tempt anyone.”

The very idea of disguising a good spyglass as a bad kaleidoscope made Reynie laugh with pleasure. “It’s terrific!” he cried.

Kate wasn’t sure what Reynie was laughing about, but she was eminently agreeable, and before long she was laughing with him. When Reynie had taken a good look at the spy-glass, Kate tucked it away again and flopped onto the sofa. “Do you think Sticky’s ever going to finish? I’m having a fine time and all, but I’m about to drop dead from hunger.”

In answer to her question, the bell rang—only once, and almost imperceptibly, as if Sticky had just tapped it with his fingernails. Through the closed door they heard the pencil woman speaking in her brusque way, then an embarrassed murmur that must have been Sticky’s response. After a moment all was silent again. Again they waited.

“Shouldn’t be long now,” Reynie said. “It’s easy once you’ve figured out the secret. It only took me three minutes the second time through.”

Three minutes soon passed, however. Then four, then five. Not until almost fifteen minutes had gone by did the bell ring again, just as softly as before. A moment later the door opened, and Sticky entered the room with the pencil woman behind him. He gave a great smile when he saw Reynie and Kate, not so much because he’d finished the test but because he was relieved to have company again.

“Congratulations,” said the pencil woman. “You all pass.”

The children cheered and clapped each other on the backs, and when they were done cheering and clapping, they realized that the pencil woman had left them yet again.

“She’s awfully fond of leaving, isn’t she?” asked Kate. “I never saw anybody who left so much. I suppose she expects us to wait again?”

“Maybe Rhonda’s coming for us,” Reynie said.

“I hope so. Otherwise I’m going to have to eat some of these books. Sticky, what on earth took you so long? Didn’t you know how hungry I was?”

Sticky seemed about to cry. He was reaching for his spectacles when he saw Kate was only teasing him. Then he smiled and shrugged. “I had to go through twice.”

“So did Reynie. But he said there’s some kind of secret that gets you through faster. So why did it take you so long the second time?”

“It was a little faster,” Sticky protested. “Now what’s this secret you’re talking about?”

“The secret to getting through the maze,” Reynie said. “You know, the arrows.”

“Arrows? You mean the ones on those panels?”

Reynie gave Kate a look of amazement, but Kate replied, “Don’t look at me. I don’t know anything about arrows, remember? I took a shortcut.”

“That’s true,” he said. “Sticky, if you didn’t use the arrows, how did you get through?”

Sticky shuffled his feet and said, “I just kept trying one door after the other, until finally I found the staircase. It was sheer luck.”

“And you found it more quickly the second time? That’s the really lucky part, I guess.”

“Oh, no, that part was easy,” Sticky said. “I just remembered how I got through the first time: First I took a right, then a left, then straight ahead, then right, then right again, then left, then left again, then right, then straight ahead, and so on, until I came to the staircase. I didn’t have to waste time scratching my head over those panels, or worrying they were going to turn the lights off, or any of that stuff. I just hurried through exactly as I did before.”

“Exactly as you—,” Kate began, then just shook her head. “That’s incredible.”

Reynie laughed. “You did it the hard way, Sticky!”

“What’s the easy way?”

“Follow the wiggly arrows.”

“Oh,” Sticky said thoughtfully. “That would have been useful to know.”
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Their supper was served in a cozy dining room with crowded bookshelves on every wall and a window overlooking the courtyard. Redbirds twittered in the elm tree outside the open window, a gentle breeze drifted into the room, and in general the children were in much better spirits, having passed the tests and at last having gotten some food in their bellies. Rhonda Kazembe had already brought them bowls of tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches, which they’d eagerly devoured; now she set out a great platter of fruit, and as the children reached happily for bananas and grapes and pears, she sat down and joined them.

“It’s all part of the test, you know. Being hungry and irritable. It’s important to see how you behave when other children are getting doughnuts and you’re getting nothing, and how well your mind works despite being tired and thirsty. You all did brilliantly, I must say. Just brilliantly.”

Sticky, who still felt sensitive about his performance in the maze, said, “I wouldn’t say I did brilliantly. I didn’t figure out the solution or find a shortcut, I just stumbled around like a twit.”

“You mustn’t belittle yourself,” Rhonda said. “I daresay very few people could have done what you did the second time through, retracing your steps so exactly. You made over a hundred turns!”

“I doubt I could have done it,” Reynie remarked.

“I know I couldn’t have,” said Kate through a mouthful of grapes.

Sticky ducked his head.

“Besides, you aren’t the only child ever to have trouble with the maze,” said Rhonda. “When I first went through it, I got terribly lost.”

“You got lost in the maze?” Sticky said. The others’ ears perked up.

“Oh, yes, several years ago, when I took these same tests. I thought I was very clever, because I knew right away that I was in a maze of identical rooms. I’ve often been able to sense such things. ‘Well,’ I thought to myself, ‘if every room has three exits, and I always take the exit to the right, then I’ll make my way around the house to the back in no time.’ Of course, Mr. Benedict had thought of that.”

“Who’s Mr. Benedict?” Reynie asked.

“Mr. Benedict is the reason we’re all here. You’ll meet him after supper.”

“What happened to you in the maze?” Kate asked.

“Well now, if you do what I did,” Rhonda went on, “after about six rooms you come upon a dead end, and your clever little plan flies out the window. I was so frustrated, I didn’t bother trying to solve the panels. Instead I just tried to follow the green arrows for a while—green so often means ‘go’—and when that didn’t work I tried the red ones. When the solution finally occurred to me, more than an hour had gone by.”

“But you still passed?” Sticky asked, heartened to learn of someone else having difficulty with the maze.

“Of course she passed,” said the pencil woman, entering the dining room. “Rhonda was the most gifted child ever to take the tests. She did so well on everything else, she would have passed no matter what happened in the maze.”

“Don’t be silly,” Rhonda said. “If you aren’t the most gifted person ever to have taken Mr. Benedict’s tests, I’m the queen of England.”

At this, the pencil woman’s cheeks turned as red as her hair.

As he had already admitted, Sticky often got mixed up when he was excited, and in this frenzy of mysteries and revelations, he could hardly think straight. “What’s that you said about being the queen of England?” he asked Rhonda. “Was it a riddle?”

Rhonda laughed. “That was only a joke, Sticky. I’m hardly a queen, you know, and I’m not from England. I was born in a country called Zambia and brought here to Stonetown when I was a child.”

“Zambia? So did you speak Bembi, then, or one of the other Bantu languages?”

“Why, Bembi,” Rhonda answered, taken aback. “And how on earth did you know that? Do you speak it?”

“Oh, no, I’m sure I couldn’t. I can read most languages, but I have trouble speaking anything but English. Can’t get my tongue to do what it’s supposed to.”

Rhonda smiled. “I can hardly speak it myself, these days—it’s been so long.” She gave him a significant look. “I rarely meet anyone who knows what the languages of Zambia are, much less who can read them.”

“Sticky knows a good number of things,” said Reynie.

“I wish he knew when we’re supposed to meet this Mr. Benedict,” Kate said. “It’s been an awfully long day, and I’d like to learn what this is all about.”

“As for that,” said the pencil woman, “the reason I came in was to tell you that Mr. Benedict is ready to see you. He’s waiting in his study.”

“What about the other one?” asked Rhonda Kazembe.

“Apparently there’s been some delay. Mr. Benedict said he will meet with these children now, and she can join them when she arrives.”

The children wanted to know who this other girl was, but there was no time for questions, for Rhonda and the pencil woman ushered them out of the room and down a long hallway into the study of Mr. Benedict.

Like every other room in the old house, Mr. Benedict’s study was crammed with books. Books on shelves that rose to the high ceiling, books in stacks on the floor, books holding up a potted violet in desperate need of water. On four chairs arranged before an oak desk rested still more books—which Rhonda and the pencil woman removed so the children could sit—and on the desk itself, piled in precarious, leaning towers, were even more. The children took their seats and looked about the study. Except for the books, the furniture, and the violet, it appeared to be empty.

“I thought you said he was waiting for us,” Kate said.

“And indeed I have been,” said a voice, and out from behind the desk where he’d been sitting, hidden by the piles of books, appeared a bespectacled, green-eyed man in a green plaid suit. His thick white hair was shaggy and mussed, his nose was rather large and lumpy like a vegetable, and although it was clear he had recently shaved, he appeared to have done so without benefit of a mirror, for here and there upon his neck and chin were nicks from a razor, and occasional white whiskers that he’d missed altogether. This was Mr. Benedict.

With a friendly smile, Mr. Benedict stepped round to introduce himself to the children, shaking hands and calling each by name. As he did so, Rhonda Kazembe and the pencil woman followed him, standing on either side as he moved from child to child. When he stepped back to lean against his desk, the two women again followed him and stood closely on either side, watching him with alert expressions, as if worried what he might do. It was very curious, and more than a little unsettling.

“First, children, I wish to congratulate you,” said Mr. Benedict. “You have all done exceedingly well today. There is much to explain, of course, but I’m afraid the explanations must wait a bit longer, until we are joined by another.” He took out a pocket watch, checked the time, and sighed. To the pencil woman he said, “Number Two, any word from Milligan about our missing young friend?”

“Not yet,” said the pencil woman. “But he said it should be soon.”

“Would you please go meet them? I want to be sure she’s had a bite to eat.”

The pencil woman gave him a doubtful look.

“I’ll be fine,” he assured her. “Rhonda is right here.”

With an uncertain nod, the pencil woman took her leave.

“Did you just call her Number Two?” asked Kate.

“She prefers we use her code name,” explained Rhonda. “She’s shy about her real name. For no good reason, if you ask me. It’s a perfectly fine name.”

“For good reasons or not, we all have things we’re shy about,” said Mr. Benedict with a significant look at Sticky, who immediately took to polishing his glasses.

Kate and Reynie glanced at each other wonderingly.

“I know you have questions,” Mr. Benedict said. “And I may be able to offer some answers now, though some must come later. What’s on your mind?”

“I’d like to know who we’re waiting for,” said Kate.

“That I can answer. Her name is Constance Contraire, a test-taker like yourselves. I must say she’s given us all quite a turn. A most amusing child. Rhonda, how many pencils did you say she brought with her this morning?”

“Thirty-seven,” said Rhonda, with a shake of her head. “We tell her to bring one, and she brings thirty-seven.”

“How do you know that?” Sticky asked.

Rhonda shrugged. “She told me so herself. Remember the storm drain? Constance stopped to help me, but instead of trying to get my pencil back, she simply opened her raincoat. She had pockets and pockets full of pencils. ‘Thirty-seven,’ she said. ‘Just help yourself.’”

“Wasn’t that cheating?” Kate asked. “Why wasn’t she disqualified?”

“It was certainly taking a risk,” said Mr. Benedict. “However, she refused the test answers Rhonda offered her, and the point of the test wasn’t to see if you would bring only one pencil, you know. The pencil itself is inconsequential.”

Reynie was curious about something else. “Why was she wearing a raincoat? It was sunny outside today.”

“You’re an attentive listener,” said Mr. Benedict. “That should serve you well—will serve us all well, I daresay. As for the raincoat, I believe she wore it to conceal the pencils.”

“But why bring all those pencils?” Kate said, exasperated. “It’s ridiculous!”

“If that amuses you, Kate,” said Mr. Benedict, “you might also enjoy some of her test answers. Let me see, I believe I have them right here.” He disappeared behind the desk, again followed closely by Rhonda, who stood watchfully as he shuffled among some papers. The children could see just the top of his rumpled head as he searched.

“Ah, here it is,” he said, stepping back around the desk. As before, Rhonda positioned herself close to his side. He scanned the pages. “Oh, here’s a clever one. Do you remember this question from the first test? It reads, ‘What is wrong with this statement?’ And do you know what Constance wrote in reply? She wrote, ‘What is wrong with you?’” At this, Mr. Benedict burst into laughter—a squeaky, rapid, stuttering expulsion that sounded rather like a dolphin.

The children’s faces wrinkled in confusion.

“Here’s another,” said Mr. Benedict. “Remember this one? It shows a picture of a chessboard with only a black pawn out of its original position, and it reads, ‘According to the rules of chess, is this position possible?’ Constance writes in response, ‘Rules and schools are tools for fools—I don’t give two mules for rules!’”

Again Mr. Benedict laughed his dolphin laugh. This time he couldn’t stop, but laughed louder and louder, until tears entered his eyes. And then without warning, his eyes closed, his chin dropped to his chest, and he fell asleep.

Rhonda leaped forward to catch his glasses, which had slipped from his nose. Fortunately Mr. Benedict had been leaning against the desk—when he fell asleep, he only slumped forward a bit and didn’t fall to the floor. Even so, Rhonda took him carefully about the waist and said, “Quick, one of you bring me a chair.”

Kate jumped to her feet and slid her chair over. Rhonda lowered Mr. Benedict into it and eased his head into a comfortable position. His breathing deepened into a gentle snore, as if he’d been asleep for hours.

Recovering from his surprise, Reynie realized why Rhonda and Number Two stuck so close to Mr. Benedict when he walked around. If he often fell asleep like this, he must risk some nasty falls.

“Is he all right?” Sticky whispered.

“Oh, yes, he’s fine,” Rhonda said. “He’ll be awake any moment. He seldom sleeps longer than a minute or two.”

And indeed, even as she spoke, Mr. Benedict’s eyelids fluttered open, and he rose abruptly from the chair and said, “Ah.” Taking out his pocket watch, he squinted to read it, then touched the bridge of his nose as if searching for something. “I’m afraid I can’t read without my glasses.”

“Here,” said Rhonda, handing them to him.

“Thank you.” With his glasses on, Mr. Benedict checked the watch and gave a nod of satisfaction. “Only a few moments, then, that’s good. I would hate to have left you waiting long.” He gave a ferocious yawn and ran his fingers sleepily through his hair, as people often do when they first awake, which likely accounted for its disheveled state.

“This is another thing I need to explain to you,” said Mr. Benedict. “I have a condition known as narcolepsy. Are you familiar with it?”

“Sure, it’s a disorder characterized by sudden and uncontrollable attacks of deep sleep,” said Sticky, then ducked his head shyly. “At least, that’s what the dictionary says.”

“The dictionary is correct. Although the condition takes different forms with different people, in my case an attack is usually triggered by strong emotion. For this reason I wear green plaid suits—I discovered years ago that green plaid has a soothing effect on me—and always try to remain calm. However, every now and then I must allow myself a hearty laugh, don’t you agree? What is life without laughter?”

The children, uneasy, nodded politely.

“Now then, where did I leave off? Oh, yes, Constance. I take it you didn’t find her answers as amusing as I do. I’m not sure, however—perhaps you laughed while I was sleeping?” He glanced at them hopefully, but was met with blank faces. “I see. Well, perhaps you’ll find this amusing: Instead of answering the questions on the second test, she composed a long poem about the absurdity of the test and its rules, particularly about the missing fourth step—which apparently reminded her of doughnut holes, because these were the topic of a second poem. She is very irritated, it seems, that every doughnut contains a hole. She feels she is being robbed. I remember a particularly felicitous rhyme between ‘flaky bereft’ and ‘bakery theft.’ Let’s see, where was it? I have it right here.…” He began flipping through the test pages.

“Excuse me,” Sticky said. “Sir? How is it this girl passed the tests if she didn’t answer any of the questions? I mean, if she didn’t even try?”

“There are tests,” said Mr. Benedict, “and then there are tests.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“It will all come clear presently, Sticky. Ah, here they are at last.”

The door was opening, and into the room now came Number Two, looking vexed, followed by Milligan, looking gloomy. And with them was Constance Contraire, looking very, very small.

It took a moment for the children to realize that Constance had arrived with the others. From Milligan’s sad face, their eyes had to travel quite a distance downward before lighting upon the girl’s. She was very little indeed, and very pudgy, too, which made her almost exactly the size and shape of a fire hydrant (a resemblance strengthened by her red raincoat and rosy red cheeks). Reynie’s first impulse was to feel sorry for her—it must be difficult to be so much smaller than other children—but then Constance gave him a cross look, as if she positively disliked him, and Reynie’s sympathy diminished.

Helping the girl into a chair (it wasn’t a particularly large chair, but she still needed help getting up into it), Number Two said, “Rather than finish the maze, Constance chose a quiet corner and sat down to have a picnic. It took Milligan some time to find her.”

“I’m not apologizing,” Constance said.

“Nor were you asked to,” replied Mr. Benedict. “I’m pleased to hear you’ve had supper. Did you enjoy your picnic, then? Have quite enough to eat?”

“Quite,” said Constance.

“Very well. Thank you, Milligan.”

With a nod, the unhappy man pulled his hat down over his eyes and withdrew from the study. Number Two, meanwhile, took up her position next to Mr. Benedict, who, after introducing Constance to the other children (she gave them all such crabby looks that no one offered to shake her hand), at last began to explain.

“My young friends,” he said, his face growing solemn, “let me cut to the chase. I wish I could tell you that, having passed these tests, you are now to enter into a pleasant period of education. On the contrary, what I have to tell you is extremely unpleasant, extremely unpleasant indeed.”

The children frowned in puzzlement. Was he joking? He certainly seemed serious. Perhaps this, too, was a test—a way of gauging their commitment.

“For years now,” Mr. Benedict went on, “I have conducted these tests in hopes of forming a team of children to help me on an urgent project. You may be aware that some years ago Rhonda took the tests, as did Number Two. In fact a great many children have taken these tests, and yet I have been unable to form a team. Why is this? For one thing, very few children pass. For another, those who have passed have not done so at the same time, and this, you see, is crucial. I do not simply need a team; I need a team of children. Yet children do not remain children for long, and herein has lain the difficulty. Rhonda was a child only a few years ago, and Number Two a few years before that, but as you see they are now quite grown up. They have stayed on with me as assistants—and indeed their prodigious gifts have helped me tremendously—but like myself, they cannot form a part of the team.”

So far, Mr. Benedict had said nothing that struck Reynie as particularly unpleasant. If anything, he had begun to feel even more proud of himself, and of his new friends, for having done something unusual. It was obvious that Mr. Benedict believed they had what it took to form this special team. But already he sensed that Mr. Benedict did not speak lightly—if he promised something unpleasant, Reynie was sure that something unpleasant would come. Next to him Sticky was squirming uncomfortably, apparently thinking the same thing. And Kate had just glanced in Reynie’s direction, seen the uncertainty in his eye, and nodded her silent agreement: The bad news was coming.

“I see you are wondering where the unpleasantness comes in,” said Mr. Benedict, “as well you might. Let me tell you, then: The project is dangerous. It is a mission—one that may put your lives at risk.”

The children all straightened in their chairs.

“I want to make some things perfectly clear,” said Mr. Benedict. “It is not my wish to put you in harm’s way. Quite the opposite: I despise the notion. Children should spend their time learning and playing in absolute safety—that is my firm belief. Now then, assuming that I am telling the truth, can you guess why I would nonetheless involve you in something dangerous?”

“Why should we assume that you’re telling the truth?” challenged Constance.

“For the sake of discussion,” said Mr. Benedict, “let us assume that I am.”

“If you’re telling the truth,” said Reynie, “then the only reason you would put us in danger is that you believe we’ll fall into greater danger if you don’t.”

Mr. Benedict tapped his lumpy nose and pointed at Reynie. “Precisely. And I do believe this. I am certain, in fact, that you—and a great many other people—are in danger even as we speak, and that this danger shall only increase.”

Sticky coughed and mumbled something about needing to use the bathroom.

Mr. Benedict smiled kindly down at him and said, “Sticky, never fear, you aren’t compelled to join the team. I hope to explain a bit more about it, and then you’ll be given the choice to stay or go. Fair enough?” After a moment’s hesitation, Sticky nodded, and then Mr. Benedict added, “Now, do you truly need to use the bathroom, or can you wait a few minutes longer?”

Sticky truly did, but he said, “I can wait.”

“Very well. Now, in the interest of further explanation, I’ll ask you all another question. What is it the four of you have in common? Can you tell me?”

“We all passed your boring tests,” said Constance.

“We’re all gifted,” said Kate.

“We’re all children,” said Sticky.

Mr. Benedict nodded at each response, then looked at Reynie, who said, “We’re all alone.”

Mr. Benedict raised his eyebrows. “What makes you think that?”

“For one thing,” said Reynie, “the newspaper advertisement wasn’t addressed to parents but to children, which makes me think you were looking for kids who might be alone. And then at that first test there were a lot of parents, but later in the Monk Building I saw only a handful of them waiting—and I know at least a few kids showed up all by themselves. And now here we are. I’m an orphan, and Kate’s mother died when she was a baby and then her father left her, and I’m only guessing about Constance, but as for Sticky, well—I’m sorry, Sticky, but I think you’ve been hiding something. I think somehow you’re alone, too.”

“Before you say anything,” said Mr. Benedict to Sticky, who was staring at Reynie with a shocked expression, “let me tell you this. I have always had a strict policy against taking on runaways. In light of the circumstances, however, I’m willing to make an exception. When it’s time for you to decide about staying or leaving, please keep in mind it won’t be necessary to make up stories. And if you decide to leave, Rhonda and Number Two will offer you assistance. I have no intention of letting you go out into the city again with no money, food, or shelter.”

By this point Sticky had turned his shocked expression toward Mr. Benedict. He opened his mouth to speak, reconsidered, and finally stared down at his shoes.

Kate leaned over and put her hand on his shoulder. “A runaway, eh?” she whispered. “You’ve got more gumption than I realized, pal.”

“All of you have answered correctly,” said Mr. Benedict. “You’re all gifted children who passed my ‘boring’ tests—in one way or another—and you’ve all shown yourselves to be unusually resourceful. For example, I happen to know that Constance has been living secretly in a public library in a city north of Stonetown, and that she managed to catch a bus, and then a subway, and finally a taxi to come here. And I know that Kate stole aboard a boxcar in Chicago, while Sticky stowed away on a river barge. You’ve all shown ingenuity in one form or another—and yes, in one form or another, you’re all alone.”

Again he paused, gazing at the children now with what appeared to be a mixture of great pride and great sympathy. Indeed, tears had welled up in his eyes, and the sincerity in his expression made Reynie—who was used to ignoring his loneliness—grow almost heartsick. He felt a keen desire to see Miss Perumal again. Had it only been this morning that she’d surprised him by crying when they parted? It already seemed so long ago.

“Oh dear,” cried Rhonda just then, for Mr. Benedict, awash in strong emotion, had gone to sleep. With a sudden loud snore he toppled forward into the attentive arms of Rhonda and Number Two, who eased him to the floor.

“What’s with him?” Constance asked.

“He has narcolepsy,” said Kate.

“He steals a lot?”

“That’s kleptomania,” Sticky said. “Mr. Benedict sleeps a lot.”

“Well, I don’t like it,” Constance said crossly.

“I assure you, Constance,” said Number Two, looking vexed, “Mr. Benedict doesn’t like it, either. None of us does. It simply can’t be helped.”

Before any more could be said, Mr. Benedict opened his eyes, blinked a few times, and ran his fingers through his tousled white hair. Rhonda said gently, “Only a minute, Mr. Benedict. You were only out for a minute.”

“Is that so? Very good, then, very good. Thank you, my friends, thank you as always.” He patted Rhonda and Number Two on the arms, and they helped him to his feet.

“Usually happens when I’m laughing,” he explained to the children, “but these days it’s often something else. Now then, what was I—? Oh, yes. All alone. Let me tell you why that part matters. For one thing, children without guardians happen to be in a peculiar kind of danger that other children are not—this I shall explain later, to those of you who join my team. For another, it would be simply impossible for me to put at risk any child who wasn’t alone. No matter how important the cause, parents are disinclined to send their children into danger, as well they should be. As it so happens, however, I now find myself in the presence of the best possible team of children I could ever hope for—indeed, have long hoped for—and with not a minute to lose. In other words, you are our last possible hope. You are our only hope.”
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In the end, every child agreed to join the team, though the decision was more difficult for some than others. Kate took out a stick of gum and said, “I’m in,” without even pausing to consider. Reynie, less fearless than Kate, had to give the matter some thought. If he didn’t join the team, what would he do? Return to the orphanage? Seeing Miss Perumal again would be nice, but he would be in the same pickle as before: out of place among the other children, purposeless and lonely. Moreover, if Mr. Benedict was to be trusted (and for some reason Reynie did trust him) then feeling purposeless and lonely were the least of his problems. Something terrible was happening, and Mr. Benedict needed them to stop it. A strange sense of duty, not to mention a powerful curiosity, compelled him to join.

Constance was more skeptical. It was becoming clear that this was her natural approach to things. “So if I stick around, and you tell me this big secret, what’s to stop me from going out and telling everyone?”

“Nothing will stop you,” said Mr. Benedict. “You’re free to leave at any time. However, if I hadn’t determined I could trust you, you would never have been invited into this room. And for that matter, even if you were to tell, no one would believe you, for you are only a child. Is that not why you came to take these tests in the first place?”

Constance’s face screwed up as if she might burst into tears—or, more likely, throw a screaming fit.

“I don’t mean to attack you, child,” Mr. Benedict said gently. “Let us strike a bargain. If you join the team, this shall be our understanding: You will follow my instructions, but only because you have agreed to do so, not because I told you to. No one is making you do anything. It is all of your own free will.”

“Fine,” said Constance at last. “Now where do we sleep?”

“I know you’re tired, but first we must wait for Sticky to make up his mind.”

Sticky had been shrinking in his chair. He had drawn his feet up beneath him, crossed his arms over his knees, and buried his face behind them. At Mr. Benedict’s words, he looked up with an expression of something like panic, then quickly hid his face again. His voice muffled, his words mumbled, Sticky said, “May I make the decision tomorrow?”

“I’m afraid not, my friend. There’s no time to waste. I hate to press you, but you must decide tonight.”

“Do you think the team is good enough without me?” came the muffled voice.

“Frankly, no. I think the team needs you to succeed.”

“Then how can I say no?”

Mr. Benedict spoke gently. “Sticky, it’s quite reasonable for you to be afraid. It’s a terrible thing for a child to be asked to join a dangerous mission. You have every reason to say no, and I will not blame you in the least.”

“Come on, Sticky,” said Kate, “it’ll be fun!”

Sticky peeked out from behind his knees, first at Kate, who gave him a smile and a wink, then at Reynie, who said, “I’m with Mr. Benedict. I don’t blame you if you don’t join us. But I’d feel a whole lot better if you did.”

“You would?”

Reynie nodded.

Sticky hid his face again. For a long time the room was silent, full of expectation. Although Constance yawned and scratched at an insect bite on her ankle, no one else moved or spoke a word. There was only the hushed sound of their breathing, and, from somewhere in the room, the ticking of a clock, which must have been hidden by books.

Finally Sticky looked up. “I’ll do it. Now may I please use the bathroom?”

Much as the children longed for more answers, it had grown late, their eyes were heavy, and Mr. Benedict deemed they should rest tonight and leave further explanations for morning. In short order they were given toothbrushes, pajamas, and warm slippers—it was drafty in the old house at night—and shown to their rooms. The bedroom Reynie shared with Sticky was small but comfortable, with a worn rug on the wooden floor, bunk beds against the wall, and, of course, more bookshelves. When Reynie returned from brushing his teeth, he found Sticky already asleep on the lower bunk, the lamp still lit, spectacles still on his nose, and slippers still on his feet. On his chest, rising and falling with the deep, regular breaths of a solid sleeper, lay a thick book about tropical plant life that he’d taken from a shelf. It was open to the very middle. In only a few minutes, Sticky had read half the book.

Reynie marveled at this. He was a fast reader himself—faster than most adults—but compared to Sticky he must seem positively sluggish. Such an incredible gift, and yet here the boy lay, a runaway sleeping in a stranger’s house. What had he run from? Standing there in the lamplit room, reflecting upon Sticky’s life as he slept, Reynie experienced a curious mixture of admiration, affection, and sympathy—curious because although he’d known the boy for only a day, it seemed as if they’d been friends for ages. And Kate, too, he reflected. He was already quite fond of her. And Constance… well, with Constance he would have to wait and see.

Anyway, Reynie thought, if nothing else comes of this, at least you’re making friends. That’s more than you had yesterday. He eased Sticky’s slippers from his feet and his glasses from his nose, setting them, along with the plant book, upon a bedside stand. Then he drew a cover over his friend, turned off the lamp, and crept from the room.

Down the dark, quiet hall—the girls must have been asleep, too—and down a flight of creaky stairs, Reynie made his way back to Mr. Benedict’s study. He knocked softly on the door, and from within a voice called, “Please come in, Reynie.”

Reynie entered to find Mr. Benedict alone in the room, seated on the floor with his back against the desk, surrounded by books, papers, and a variety of colored pens. He gestured toward a chair and said, “Have a seat, will you, while I clear some of this away?” He began sorting things into piles. “Awkward business, working on the floor, but that is my compromise with Rhonda and Number Two. They’ve grown over-protective, I’m afraid, and can hardly stand to leave me alone for a minute. Thus I promise them to remain seated as much as possible—and on the floor, when possible—and in turn they allow me some occasional privacy.”

Mr. Benedict finished tidying his things and sat in a chair across from Reynie. “I’ve been expecting you. I imagine you wish to call Miss Perumal and apprise her of your situation.”

Reynie nodded.

“You’re very good to think of it. Number Two told me how you resisted her attempts to befuddle you on the same matter earlier today. I assume you realize her deceptions were another aspect of the testing?”

Again Reynie nodded. He hadn’t known it at the time, but looking back on the encounter later he had suspected as much.

“You behaved admirably,” Mr. Benedict said. “Polite but steadfast, and with appropriate consideration. Now, I’m afraid you can’t make your telephone call this time, either, but it has nothing to do with being tested. As it happens, Miss Perumal phoned while you were being shown to your room. Her mother, it seems, has had an unfortunate reaction to her new medicine, and Miss Perumal found it necessary to take her to the hospital. She begs you not to worry, it’s only a mild reaction and the doctors assure her that her mother will be spry as a robin come morning. But she wanted you to know how proud she is of you—proud but not surprised, she said—and sends you her best regards.

“And now,” he continued, removing his spectacles and looking frankly at Reynie with his bright green eyes (they were made greener still by his green plaid suit), “I will anticipate your other questions. First, I’ve made all the necessary arrangements with Mr. Rutger at the orphanage: We have considerable skills and resources here and can do many things you might not expect. And second, on a more solemn note: No, you won’t be able to contact Miss Perumal again. I’m afraid the urgency of our mission, and its necessary secrecy, forbids it. It is for Miss Perumal’s protection as well as your own. But if all goes well—which is, of course, our most desperate hope—you will see her again. Indeed, if our mission is to succeed, it must do so very quickly, and so with luck your reunion will be sooner rather than later.”

Reynie nodded again, though not quite as bravely as before, and glanced away to hide the tears in his eyes. He had thought this might be the case, but it still saddened him to think he might not ever again share a cup of tea with Miss Perumal or attempt to tell her, in his limited Tamil, about his adventures. He was sad at the thought of what lay ahead, yes, and more than a little afraid.

“I am sorry, Reynie,” said Mr. Benedict with a quaver in his voice.

Reynie didn’t look at him just yet. He kept his eyes averted until he had composed himself, which he did with a few deep breaths and a quick swipe at his tearful eyes. When he felt sufficiently recovered, he turned back to Mr. Benedict—who was sound asleep in his chair.

Before Reynie could rise and tiptoe from the room, however, Mr. Benedict’s eyes popped open, and he laid a hand on Reynie’s arm to stop him. “Forgive me,” he said, clearing his throat and running his fingers through his unkempt hair. “Please stay just a moment longer. I wanted to ask you something. I wasn’t asleep long, was I? I trust I haven’t kept you up?”

“No, sir, only a minute or two.”

“Ah, good. Usually it is only a minute or two, but occasionally it’s longer. Now then, for my question.”

“Yes, sir?”

“It regards the chess problem from the first test. You, Reynie, happen to be the only child ever to answer the question correctly, and I should like to hear your explanation for it. The board clearly shows that only the black pawn is out of its starting position, while all the other pieces and pawns rest on their original squares. Yet according to the rules of chess, the white player always moves first. Why, then, did you say the position was possible?”

“Because the white knight may have changed its mind.”

“The white knight?”

“Oh, yes sir. The pawns can only move forward, never backward, so none of the white pawns could have moved yet. And the bigger pieces are trapped behind the pawns—because only knights can jump over things—so they couldn’t have moved yet, either. But a white knight might have opened the game by jumping out in front. Then, after the black pawn was moved, the knight returned to its original square. So it looks like the white player never moved at all.”

“Bravo, Reynie. You’re quite correct. Now tell me, would you consider this a good move?”

“I’m no great chess player, but I would say not. By starting over, white loses the advantage of going first.”

“Why, then, do you think the white player might have done it?”

Reynie considered. He imagined himself moving out his knight only to bring it right back to where it had started. Why would he ever do such a thing? At last he said, “Perhaps because he doubted himself.”

“Indeed,” said Mr. Benedict. “Perhaps he did. Thank you, Reynie, you’ve been very kind and very patient, and I’m sure you’re ready for a night’s sleep. I’ll see you at breakfast, bright and early.”

Reynie rose and went to the door, but there he hesitated. He looked back. Mr. Benedict had replaced his spectacles and lowered himself onto the floor again, was again leaning against the desk, and had taken up a book. His eyebrows rose expectantly when he noticed the boy lingering.

“Yes, Reynie?”

“Mr. Benedict, sir, have you read all the books in this house?”

Mr. Benedict smiled, glancing fondly about at the many books in his study before looking at Reynie again. “My dear boy,” he said, “what do you think?”

Bright and early, Mr. Benedict had said, and indeed it was early, but it was far from bright. As the children rose and went down to the dining room (not knowing where else to meet), rain was slashing against the windows, wind groaned in the chimneys, and odd drafts sent papers flying from desktops and skittering across floors. The blackened sky outside seemed to creep gloomily into the house, dimming the lamps and lengthening their shadows; and along with the howling chimneys was heard the growling of thunder, low and menacing and close at hand, as if a tiger prowled the dark rooms beyond their walls. From time to time the lamps flickered with the thunder, and once—just as the children were taking seats at the table—they went out entirely. The room was dark only for a few moments, yet when the lamps came back to life, Milligan stood before the children with a pitcher of juice, having appeared out of nowhere.

Constance shrieked. The other children jumped.

Milligan sighed.

Filling their juice glasses, he said, “Rhonda’s coming with toast and eggs. Number Two’s stopping a leak in her bedroom wall, but she’ll fetch Mr. Benedict when she’s done.”

“Milligan, may I have some milk, please?” Kate asked cheerily. She’d been awake longer than anyone, had already bathed and dressed in the fresh clothes Rhonda had given her, and—apparently unaffected by the storm—was in a much better mood than the others.

Without doubt she was in a better mood than Milligan, who nodded glumly and said, “Anything else?”

“You wouldn’t have any tea, would you, Milligan?” asked Reynie. “And perhaps a little honey?”

“And candy?” asked Constance.

“No candy for breakfast,” Milligan said, leaving the room.

Rhonda appeared with a tray of wheat toast, eggs, and fruit. “Good morning, everyone,” she said. “Quite a bit of weather we’re having, isn’t it? On a day like this, you have to set something on every stray sheet of paper if you don’t want a draft carrying it off. A map of Stonetown Harbor passed me in the hall just now, and on the stairs I found a grocery list I misplaced two weeks ago!”

“Leaks in the walls and drafts in every room,” Constance grumbled. “You should have these things fixed.”

“Leaks and drafts aren’t priorities, I’m afraid,” Rhonda said. “Our project—which is now your project, too—has required every spare moment, and all our resources have gone toward the research, the investigation, and the tests. Constance, will you pass the juice pitcher, please?”

“No,” the girl replied, crossing her arms.

“Perhaps you’ll be less cranky after you’ve eaten,” Rhonda said, getting the pitcher herself. At this, Constance’s pudgy, rosy cheeks grew redder still, so that her wispy blond hair seemed almost white in contrast, and her pale blue eyes shone bright as stars. Rhonda noticed this and said, “Constance, I had no idea how lovely your eyes were until just now. They’re spectacular!”

This compliment, somehow upsetting to Constance, kept her quiet for some time.

Milligan returned with the milk, a pot of tea, and a jar of honey. Mumbling something to Rhonda about being on duty, he left without another word.

“What does he mean by that?” Sticky said. “‘On duty’?”

“Milligan is our—well, for lack of a better word—our bodyguard. He has other tasks, but his first duty is to make sure we’re safe. Of course, until now, we haven’t been in direct danger, but now that you’re here… I’m sorry, I don’t mean to alarm you. The important thing is that he’s here to protect you.”

“Protect us from what?” Reynie asked.

“I’ll let Mr. Benedict explain all that to you when he comes down. The main rule is this: You must never leave the house without Milligan’s company. Inside the house, you’re quite safe; we have defenses here. The maze, for example, wasn’t just a test—it’s the only entrance. And this reminds me: All the arrows in the maze point to the stairway, which isn’t helpful if you’re trying to leave the house. That’s another reason you should never go without Milligan. We have a special way of opening the front door—you’ll remember it has no inside knob—and Milligan knows the maze like the back of his hand.”

“I’ve always thought that was a funny expression,” Kate said. “Because how well do people really know the backs of their hands? Honestly, can anyone here tell me exactly what the back of your hand looks like?”

They were all contemplating the backs of their hands when Mr. Benedict came in, followed very closely and attentively by Number Two, who no longer wore her yellow suit but had changed into a comfortable pair of yellow coveralls, so that she still looked every bit the pencil. She stuck close to Mr. Benedict until he had greeted everyone and taken his chair, after which she swooped upon the platter of toast and eggs, accidentally jostling Rhonda in the process.

“Pardon me,” she said, embarrassed.

“Not at all,” said Rhonda. To the children she said, “Number Two is always hungry because she never sleeps. A person needs a great deal of energy to stay awake all the time, and thus a great deal of food.”

“It also makes me somewhat nervous and irritable, I’m afraid,” said Number Two. She proceeded to eat the crusts off her toast by turning it round and round and taking tiny, rapid bites.

“You never sleep?” Kate asked, after watching this curious procedure a moment.

Number Two swallowed. “Oh, yes, I do, but only a little.”

“Don’t we make a fine pair?” said Mr. Benedict, pouring himself a cup of tea. “I can’t stay awake, and Number Two can’t go to sleep.” He started to laugh, then cut himself short, apparently not wanting to risk it. “By the way, Rhonda, have you seen my map of the harbor? It appears to have escaped the study.”

“It drifted by me in the hallway,” Rhonda said. “I placed it by the bell under the Swiss book on electron-positron accelerators.”

“Thank you. Now, children, speaking of the bell, do you all remember where it is—on the second-floor landing? If you ever hear that bell ringing, I want you to gather on the landing immediately. It will only be rung in case of emergency, so don’t delay. Drop what you’re doing and go there at once. Understood?”

The children nodded uneasily. All this talk of danger and emergencies, without explanation, was beginning to wear on them.

“I’m sorry to put you ill at ease,” Mr. Benedict said. “And I haven’t much to say to comfort you. I can finally offer some answers to your questions, however. Who wishes to begin? Yes, Constance?”

To the great exasperation of the others, Constance demanded to know why they couldn’t have candy for breakfast.

Mr. Benedict smiled. “A fine question. The short answer is that there is no candy presently in the house. Beyond that, the explanation involves a consideration of candy’s excellent flavor but low nutritional value—that is to say, why it makes a wonderful treat but a poor meal—though I suspect you aren’t interested in explanations but simply wished to express your frustration. Is that correct?”

“Maybe,” Constance said with a shrug. But she seemed satisfied.

“Other questions?” said Mr. Benedict.

There were, of course, other questions, and all speaking at once, the children asked him to explain his “project” and why he needed children and what sort of danger they were in.

Mr. Benedict set down his teacup. “Very well. I shall explain everything, and you may listen as you eat your breakfast.” (When he began, however, Constance was the only child who continued to eat. The others were unable to concentrate on anything besides his explanation.)

“Several years ago,” Mr. Benedict said, “in the course of my research on the human brain, it came to my attention that messages were being delivered to people all across the world—delivered, I should say, quite without their knowledge. It is as if I secretly hid a letter in your pocket, and later you found and read it, not knowing where it came from. In this case, however, the messages were going directly into people’s minds, which absorbed them not only without knowing where the messages came from, but without realizing they had received or read anything at all.

“The messages appear to be in a kind of code,” Mr. Benedict continued. “They come across like poetic gibberish. But from early on I’ve had reason to believe they’re having a powerful effect—a most unfortunate effect—on those who receive them, which is to say almost everyone. In fact, I believe these messages are the source of the phenomenon commonly known as the Emergency—though, I admit, I don’t know to what end. And so I have devoted myself to discovering their ultimate purpose and who it is that sends them. Unfortunately, I’ve not entirely succeeded.”

“But you’ve learned a great deal!” protested Number Two.

“Certainly I have. I know, for instance, how the messages are being delivered—”

“And where they’re sent from!” Rhonda said impatiently.

“And what the Sender is capable of doing!” cried Number Two.

Obviously Rhonda and Number Two were worried the children might misjudge Mr. Benedict. Sensing this, he gave an appreciative smile. “Yes, my friends, it’s true. We do know some things. For instance, we know the Sender uses children to deliver the hidden messages.”

“Children?” Sticky said. “Why children?”

“And what exactly do the messages say?” Reynie asked.

“When you’re quite finished with your breakfasts, I’ll show you. In the meantime, let me tell you—”

“Please, can’t breakfast wait?” Kate interrupted. “Let us see right now!”

“Well, if you all feel this way…,” said Mr. Benedict, noting their looks of impatience.

This time not even Constance resisted (perhaps because she was already full), and so the children were taken straightaway up to the third floor, down a long narrow hallway, and at last into a room packed with equipment. It was a terrific mess. On a table against the wall sat a television, a radio, and a computer, and upon every other available surface were scattered countless tools, wires, books and charts and notebooks, disconnected antennas, disassembled gadgets, and various other unrecognizable oddments. There was hardly anywhere to step as Mr. Benedict—closely attended by Rhonda and Number Two—led them over to the television.

“Listen carefully,” Mr. Benedict said, turning on the television.

Instantly Reynie felt his skin crawl. It was a familiar feeling, he realized, but he had never paid it much attention before. Meanwhile, a news program had appeared on the screen. A red-haired reporter with shiny gold earrings stood outside the White House, where a crowd of people had gathered, as usual, to wave signs and demand something be done about the Emergency.

“They’re calling for change,” said the reporter, her features gathered in an expression of thoughtful seriousness, “and their cries are not falling on deaf ears. The President has repeated his agreement that something must be done, and soon. Meanwhile, in the halls of Congress—”

Constance gave a loud yawn. “I don’t hear anything unusual.”

The other children looked at Mr. Benedict. It was rude of Constance to say it that way, but she was right.

Mr. Benedict nodded. “Now pay attention, please. Number Two, engage the Receiver.”

Number Two sat at the computer and with quick, agile fingers, typed a string of commands. The television screen flickered; its picture grew distorted. The children could still make out the wavery image of the news reporter gesturing toward the crowd behind her, but her voice faded away, replaced by that of a child.

“What in the world?” Kate said.

“Just listen,” said Number Two.

The unseen child—it sounded like a girl about Kate’s age—spoke in a plodding, whispery monotone, her voice half-drowned in static. At first only a few random words were clear enough to be understood: “Market… too free to be… obfuscate…” Number Two typed more commands into the computer; the interference lessened considerably, and the child’s words came clearly now, slipping through the faint static in a slow drone:

“THE MISSING AREN’T MISSING, THEY’RE ONLY DEPARTED.

ALL MINDS KEEP ALL THOUGHTS—SO LIKE GOLD—CLOSELY GUARDED.…”

Again the words were overcome by static. Number Two muttered under her breath. Her fingers flew across the keyboard, and the child’s slow, whispery voice returned:

“GROW THE LAWN AND MOW THE LAWN.

ALWAYS LEAVE THE TV ON.

BRUSH YOUR TEETH AND KILL THE GERMS.

POISON APPLES, POISON WORMS.”

It went on like this. The child’s voice never faltered, never ceased, but delivered the curious phrases in an eerie, chant-like progression. The news reporter, meanwhile, had vanished from the distorted picture, replaced by a cheerful-looking weather forecaster, but it continued to be the child’s voice they heard. Mr. Benedict signaled Number Two, whose fingers flew over the computer keyboard. The child’s voice faded. The weather forecaster was promising clear skies by afternoon.

Mr. Benedict switched off the television. On the blank television screen the children could suddenly see their reflections. Every one of them was frowning. When they realized this, their faces all adopted looks of surprise, then of intense curiosity.

“What does ‘obfuscate’ mean?” asked Constance.

Sticky, as if someone had pulled a string in his back, promptly answered, “To make so confused or opaque as to be difficult to perceive, or to otherwise render indistinct.”

Constance looked frightened.

“It means to make things muddled,” Reynie said.

“Thank you for the dictionary definition, Sticky,” said Mr. Benedict, “and thank you, Reynie, for the translation.” He crossed his arms and regarded the children. “This child’s voice is currently being transmitted on every television, radio, and cell phone in the world. Which means, of course, it is being absorbed by millions of minds. And yet, although in an important part of every mind this child’s messages are being heard, understood, and taken seriously, in another part—the part that is aware of itself—the messages remain undetected. But this Receiver I’ve invented is capable of detecting and translating them, much as Reynie translated Sticky’s definition a moment ago.”

“But how could people who speak different languages understand that kid?” Kate asked. “What about people in Spain?”

“The messages transmit in every language. I’ve tuned the Receiver to English only because that’s what we all speak.”

“This is too creepy,” Sticky said, glancing nervously behind him. “It’s like… like…”

“Like having a strange person whisper in your ear while you sleep?” Mr. Benedict suggested.

“Okay, that just made it creepier,” Sticky said.

Reynie was shaking his head wonderingly. “How is this happening, Mr. Benedict? These messages—whatever they are—how are they being sent?”

“To put it simply,” Mr. Benedict began, “they depend for their mobility upon external agents—”

“Mr. Benedict, that’s hardly putting it simply,” interrupted Rhonda with a significant look at Constance, whose face had darkened with frustration.

“Forgive me. You’re quite right. Simply put, the messages ride piggyback on signals. Television, radio, cell phones—all these things make use of invisible signals, and the Sender has found a way to take advantage. The messages aren’t picky; they will ride on any kind of signal. The Sender has discovered how to control the adhesive property of thoughts.”

“The what?” asked the children all together.

“The adhesive property of thoughts. That is, the way thoughts are drawn to signals and then stick to them—much as little pieces of metal may be drawn to a magnet. They’re attracted to all kinds of signals, even other thoughts.”

“So the messages are just thoughts?” Kate said.

“Indeed,” Mr. Benedict replied. “Although I wouldn’t say ‘just.’ Thoughts carry a great deal of freight.”

“But why does the Sender use children to send them?” Reynie asked.

“A devilish trick,” said Mr. Benedict, “and a necessary one. You see, only a child’s thoughts can be slipped into the mind so secretly. For some reason, they go unnoticed.”

“No surprise there,” Constance humphed. “I’ve never met a grown-up who believed me capable of thought.”

“She’s absolutely right,” put in Number Two with a sharp edge in her voice. “People pay no attention to what children say, much less to what they think!”

Rhonda patted Number Two’s shoulder. “Number Two is a bit testy about this. She was often ignored as a child.”

“That doesn’t change the truth!” Number Two snarled.

“Easy now,” said Rhonda. “Only teasing.”

“Sorry. Blood sugar’s low,” said Number Two, hastily unwrapping a granola bar.

“At any rate,” Mr. Benedict continued, “I believe the Sender uses children as a sort of filter. After passing through the minds of children, the messages become virtually undetectable. Where adult thoughts would lumber into the mind like an elephant, children’s creep in on cat feet and find a shadowy place to hide.”

“Nobody notices them at all?” Sticky asked.

“Oh, some may be vaguely aware of mental activity,” Mr. Benedict said, “but if so, they attribute the uneasy sensation to something else. They think, perhaps, they’ve had an original idea, or have drunk too much coffee.”

“I don’t recall ever having felt that way,” said Constance. “Like something’s happening but I don’t know what.”

The others shook their heads, indicating they hadn’t either.

“That is because you love the truth,” said Mr. Benedict. “You see—”

Number Two interrupted him. “Mr. Benedict, before you go on, won’t you take a seat? Makes me so nervous, you standing there like that. Too many hard things about. Just look at this chair, and the desk, and the television cabinet, and all these tools—” Turning this way and that, Number Two was pointing at almost everything she saw.

“Fine, fine, Number Two, we’ll all sit,” said Mr. Benedict, settling into a cross-legged position on the floor. He gestured for the others to join him. Shoving aside books, papers, and odd pieces of machinery, the children made room to sit. Number Two took a deep breath to calm herself.

“You see,” Mr. Benedict began again, “although most people care about the truth, they can nonetheless—under certain circumstances, and given proper persuasion—be diverted from it. Some, however, possess an unusually powerful love of truth, and you children are among the few. Your minds have been resisting the hidden messages.”

“Is that why your test asked whether we liked television and radio?” asked Reynie.

Mr. Benedict tapped his nose. “Exactly. Of course, it’s possible you enjoy watching an occasional TV show, or listening to the radio every now and then, but in general you find you don’t like it. This is because your minds, so unwilling to be deceived, are avoiding exposure to the messages.”

“I don’t see what’s dangerous about all this,” Constance said with a sour expression. “So people are receiving some kids’ thoughts and don’t realize it. That hardly seems reason to panic.”

“We haven’t yet come to the panic part,” replied Mr. Benedict gravely.

“Oh,” said Constance.

“Great,” said Sticky.

“Something is approaching,” Mr. Benedict said. “Something dreadful. These messages are connected to it, but they are only the beginning. What’s coming is worse, far worse—a looming darkness, like storm clouds sweeping in to cover the sky.”

“Wh-what,” Sticky stammered, “wh-what is it?”

Mr. Benedict scratched his rumpled head. “I’m afraid I don’t know.”

The children blinked. Was he joking? He didn’t know?

“Ah, I sense your confusion,” said Mr. Benedict. “I should have said I don’t exactly know.”

Rhonda spoke up. “We have good reason to believe in this coming threat, children. It’s just that—”

“But if you have good reason,” Constance interrupted, “why are you just sitting around? Call the government! Alert the authorities!”

“An excellent point, Constance,” said Mr. Benedict (who, it seemed to Reynie, was surprisingly tolerant of the girl’s rudeness). “In fact I was once a trusted advisor to certain high officials, many of whom presided over government agencies. But things have changed. Not only have those agencies been dismantled—and a number of good men and women gone missing—but officials formerly attentive to my remarks have grown skeptical of them. They have come to look upon me as a friendly kook, and some even regard me with suspicion. Everything I do now, I do in secret.”

“Did you just say ‘good men and women gone missing’?” asked Reynie, hoping he had misunderstood.

“Vanished,” said Mr. Benedict grimly. “Years ago, when it first came to my attention that some operatives had disappeared, I naturally inquired about them. But my questions, no matter to whom I put them—and I put them to many people—were met with an astonishing lack of regard. It was perfectly silly, I was told, to be asking such questions. Somehow it was believed that these missing agents chose to go away—were given plum assignments in sunny climates, perhaps, or else had gone into early retirement—although there was no evidence of any such thing. No one seemed to care where the agents had gone. But everyone knew, so I was told again and again, everyone knew the agents hadn’t gone missing. No, no, the very idea was preposterous.”

The children were dumbstruck. Government agents had disappeared and nobody cared? Nobody even believed it?

Reynie found his voice first. “So that’s how you know these strange messages are having an effect on people.”

Mr. Benedict nodded. “Quite right, Reynie. At least, it’s one example.”

“Wait a minute,” Kate said. “How do you know the messages have anything to do with that?”

“Because of that phrase we heard on the Receiver,” said Reynie. “‘The missing aren’t missing, they’re only departed.’ Don’t you think there’s a connection?”

“Hey, you’re right!” said Kate, who had already forgotten that phrase.

Constance seemed exasperated. “Okay, so the authorities are being snookered by these hidden messages. But how could they resist the facts? Show them your Receiver gizmo, Mr. Benedict. They’ll have to believe you.”

“I’m afraid they won’t,” said Mr. Benedict. “The Receiver would be considered insufficient evidence. For all they know, the messages might be my own invention, generated by the Receiver itself. I am no longer considered a trustworthy source of information.”

Reynie was puzzled. “But Mr. Benedict, if you explained how it worked—scientifically, I mean—how could they not believe you? Surely you can demonstrate the principles involved!”

Mr. Benedict hesitated. “A reasonable suggestion, Reynie. A very… Now let me see. How to put it? I can’t exactly… Well…”

Number Two interrupted him. “What Mr. Benedict is too embarrassed to say, children, is that even if he did explain it, no one would believe him because no one would understand him. That’s the downside to being a genius—just because you understand something doesn’t mean anyone else will. Mr. Benedict is too modest. He can never bring himself to say it.”

“He’s tried to explain it to any number of people,” Rhonda put in. “But not only are they skeptical to begin with, Number Two and I—and a few of the other assistants—are the only people who have understood him.”

Mr. Benedict’s cheeks and forehead had gone pink with embarrassment. He coughed. “As usual, my friends, you overstate my accomplishment. Nevertheless, the essence of what you say is true. Among the authorities these days it is difficult to find a sympathetic listener.”

“In other words, compared to you, they’re all dummies,” Kate said with a laugh.

“That is perhaps not the most polite way to put it, Kate,” said Mr. Benedict.

Unlike Kate, the others were in no mood to laugh. Hidden messages being broadcast to the world, good men and women gone missing, the authorities beyond convincing—and the children were somehow going to be involved in all this? The prospect had caused a deep, indefinable dread to settle upon them like a cold mist.

Constance’s reaction, by now a predictable one, was to express irritation. “Fine, I get it. A lot of people have vanished without a trace, and someone’s sending out secret messages, and nobody will believe you about it. But we aren’t really in danger, are we?” (Though her tone was scoffing and irritable, it was evident from her eyes—which darted back and forth—that Constance was growing afraid.) “You said we were all in danger… but that was just an exaggeration, wasn’t it?”

“I am sorry to say it, Constance,” Mr. Benedict said somberly, “but I did not exaggerate in the least. You are all in danger even as we speak.”

And indeed, even as they spoke, the bell on the landing began a furious clanging.
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A great deal happened in a very short time: Mr. Benedict fell asleep, having been startled by the emergency bell, and toppled sideways into the ready arms of Number Two. The children hadn’t even time to trade looks of alarm before the bell stopped ringing, the lights went out, and Constance screamed. And then, after much jostling and elbow-bumping and fumbling in the dark, Kate found her flashlight and switched it on, and Constance was gone.

“Where’d she go?” Reynie cried.

“Maybe she went down to the landing like we’re supposed to,” said Sticky.

“Somehow I doubt it,” said Kate.

“Okay, all of you,” said Rhonda urgently as Number Two tried to shake Mr. Benedict awake, “hurry down to the landing at once. Milligan will meet you there, and he can find Constance if necessary. Number Two and I will join you as soon as Mr. Benedict wakes up. Now run!”

The children stumbled from the room—Kate leading the way with her flashlight—and out into the dark hallway. With the thunder rumbling and wind moaning and rain beating on the roof, it would be quite impossible to hear someone sneaking up on them, and the children, aware of this, clung to one another in the darkness as they found their way to the stairs. Trembling at each fresh burst of thunder, they made their way down to the landing. Kate’s flashlight beam passed over the bell, hanging silent and still, then fell upon a very sad face.

“Where’s Constance?” Milligan said.

“What did I tell you?” Kate said to the boys.

“We were hoping she’d be here,” said Reynie.

Milligan looked grim, even more so than usual. “She may have slipped past me in the dark. This complicates things. No time to take you to a safe place—if she’s in the maze we might lose her any second. But I can’t leave you here alone. You’ll have to come down with me.”

“Into the maze?” Sticky asked. “In the dark?”

“There’s no help for it. Now grab on to my jacket, Sticky, and you others grab on to him. Whatever you do, stay with me. And Kate, turn off your flashlight. It will only help them find you.”

“Them?”

“Yes,” Milligan said. “They’ve come for you. Now don’t speak.”

None of the children spoke (though two of them gulped), and down into the maze they went. The lights were out here too—they no longer came on when you entered a room. It was perfectly black, and in this perfect blackness they moved, stalking from room to room, until Milligan suddenly froze. The children caught their breath. At first Reynie saw nothing. Then, looking behind him, he glimpsed two flashlight beams passing through one of the other rooms. He squeezed Sticky’s arm. Sticky squeezed back even harder.

From the direction of the flashlights came a sudden cry of pain—it was Constance’s voice—followed by a thudding sound, as of someone falling to the floor. A man’s voice hissed, “I have her!”

“Come,” Milligan whispered, hurrying toward the lights. The children followed, holding fast to one another. It was awkward walking so quickly together in the dark, and though Kate moved with the grace of a cat, the boys stumbled trying to keep up. Perhaps they slowed Milligan’s progress too much, for when they entered the room a few moments later, the flashlights were gone. The room lay black and still. It seemed quite empty except for a sharp, spicy fragrance that lingered in the air.

“I smell your cologne,” Milligan said, speaking into the darkness.

“I hope you like it,” said a man’s voice. The flashlights snapped on behind them, casting their shadows onto the wall. “Now, please turn around. Turn around very slowly. Let’s all stay nice and calm.”

Milligan started to turn, but the terrified children, realizing they’d been tricked and not wanting to believe it, clutched at one another and did not move.

“That’s a little too slow,” said the voice. “Come on now. Let’s have a look at you. Don’t worry, we won’t shine the lights in your eyes. I know that’s uncomfortable.”

Milligan pressed the children’s shoulders and slowly turned them toward the voice. The man had spoken the truth—the flashlights were pointed downward—and in the glow cast by their beams Reynie could just make out who carried them. He didn’t know what he had expected to see, but it wasn’t this: two handsome men, one of them impressively tall, staring back at him with pleasant, welcoming expressions. The men wore tailored suits and large, expensive-looking silver watches, and over their suits they wore fine long raincoats that dripped water onto the floor. Both smiled in an unexpectedly friendly way. In fact, their bright smiles—along with their elegant appearance—were for an instant so surprising and disarming that Reynie almost relaxed. Almost. But then his eyes fell on a lumpy canvas bag in the shadows behind them. Out of the bag poked one of Constance’s tiny feet.

“Did you really think we couldn’t hear you coming?” asked the tall man. He spoke cheerfully, as if he and the children were sharing a joke. “Why, you’re a herd of buffalo! Now raise your hands above your heads, please.”

Reynie was frightened, but he couldn’t see why they should obey. The men seemed to carry no weapons. But Milligan did as the man said—obviously he knew something Reynie didn’t—and so with hearts galloping, Reynie and Kate let go of each other and raised their hands, too. Sticky, however, had grown confused in his fright and would not let go of Milligan’s jacket.

“Please tell the bald boy to raise his hands,” insisted the tall man.

“It’s all right, Sticky,” said Milligan. “Do as he says, child. Come now, let go.”

At last Sticky managed to release his grip. The moment he did so—and to the great surprise of everyone present—Milligan leaped toward an open doorway and vanished from the room. He had moved so quickly, and so unexpectedly, that no one had a moment to react before he was gone. The men looked at each other and burst out laughing.

Reynie felt his mouth go dry. Sticky let out a whimper. “Some protector!” laughed the shorter man. “I must say, he did a fine job protecting himself. I’ve never seen anyone move so fast.”

The tall man chuckled. “Did he seem familiar to you at all?”

“Now that you mention it, he did,” said the other, scratching his head. “Though I can’t place how. Anyway, let’s get this over with.”

“What are you going to do with us?” Kate demanded. Though her legs trembled, her voice was defiant.

The tall man tucked his flashlight under his arm and held out both hands, palms forward, in what was meant to be a comforting gesture. “Now just stay calm,” he soothed. Meanwhile the shorter man was doing exactly the same thing—tucking away his flashlight and holding out his hands. It was then that Reynie noticed that the men’s huge silver watches were identical, and that for some reason they each wore two—one watch on each wrist.

“If you children stay nice and still,” said the tall man, flashing a sympathetic smile, “I promise this won’t hurt a bit.”

“Oh, come on, let’s tell the truth for once,” said the other. “Just for kicks.”

The tall man rolled his eyes. “All right, the truth is that this will hurt. A lot. But if you hold still,” he said, shaking his arms to clear the watches from his suit cuffs, “I promise it won’t hurt long.”

Reynie felt Kate and Sticky stiffen beside him. They didn’t know what was coming, but they knew it was going to be awful. The men started laughing again. Reynie heard an electrical hum.…

Abruptly, the laughter ceased. It was interrupted by two odd whistling sounds—swit, swit—upon which the tall man closed his eyes, dropped his flashlight with a clatter, and sank to the floor. The other did exactly the same, slumping unconscious on top of his partner. The flashlights, rolling free, sent their bright beams willy-nilly about the room.

One of the beams settled on the doorway behind the fallen men, where Milligan now stood holding a tranquilizer gun. He stepped over to pluck two tiny feathered darts from the men’s shoulders, saying as he did so, “Remember, children. For every exit, there is also an entrance.”

The dining room seemed an altogether different place now. The rain had let up, the drafts were gone, and bright sunlight streamed through the window. Yet the mood in the room was dark. On the table the children’s breakfast lay just as they had left it—only an hour had passed since Reynie asked Milligan for tea and honey—but the teapot and honey jar might well have been props in a play, so unreal and insignificant did they seem now.

Everyone sat at the table except Constance, who was sitting on the floor. The men in the maze had given Constance quite a shock (an actual shock, delivered by way of wires that flicked like snakes’ tongues from their watches, she’d said), and she remained somewhat addled. Her wispy blond hair stuck out in all directions like a small child’s drawing of a sun, and her eyes seemed to roam about independently of each other. Moments before, she had walked in a circle around her chair—attempting without success to sit in it—then dropped to her bottom on the floor, where she said she believed she would sit for the time being.

Mr. Benedict was watching her with concern. “Are you sure she’s all right, Rhonda? You examined her carefully?”

Rhonda nodded. “She’ll feel better soon.”

“Okay, who were those men?” Kate blurted out.

“Professional kidnappers,” Mr. Benedict said. “Crafty fellows who work for the Sender. You’ll recall he uses children to send his messages.”

“So he captures them?” Kate said.

“He has subtler methods, too. But some children, yes, he captures. His scouts have an uncanny nose for vulnerable children. Don’t worry, they’ve been deposited far from here and will be unconscious for quite some time, thanks to Milligan.”

Number Two clucked her tongue. “If only Constance hadn’t gone into the maze. Constance, why on earth did you decide to go down there, anyway?”

“I didn’t decide to,” Constance snapped. “I was trying to go down to the landing like Mr. Benedict told us to”—the boys looked at Kate, who acknowledged with a shrug that she’d been wrong—“but I tiptoed down one flight of steps too many. Then I heard someone behind me, so I went deeper into the maze to get away. But they found me,” she said with a shiver. “They definitely found me.”

Number Two patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Connie, you’re safe now.”

“Don’t call me Connie,” she said crossly. She rose un-steadily from the floor and made another attempt at the chair. This time she managed to climb into it.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better, Constance,” said Mr. Benedict.

“But won’t those men come back?” Reynie asked.

“It’s possible,” Mr. Benedict said. “Which is why we must work quickly. As it is, I’m hoping we can avoid detection long enough to launch our investigation.”

“And if we can’t?” said Constance, as if she rather expected failure.

“If we can’t, child, all is lost!” Mr. Benedict cried. Instantly he looked regretful. In a softer tone he said, “I’m sorry to raise my voice. Failure in this instance is an upsetting prospect. Now, please, let me explain. These men intended to take you to a school called the Learning Institute for the Very Enlightened.”

“I’ve heard of that place,” Reynie said. “Some kids from the orphanage wanted to go there, but Mr. Rutger said it was against policy and wouldn’t allow it.”

“Doubtless it was, at least against his policy. Aside from being the orphanage director, Mr. Rutger is headmaster of your academy, is he not? I believe he gets paid per student.”

“Even those with special tutors?” asked Reynie.

Mr. Benedict gave him a significant look.

Reynie was indignant. “So that’s why he wouldn’t send me to an advanced school! He wanted me on the academy’s rolls—just out of greed!”

“It’s possible he thought it was in your best interest,” Mr. Benedict said. “Greed often helps people think of reasons they might not discover on their own. At any rate, it was in your best interest not to go. The Institute will admit any child, but it is particularly fond of orphans and runaways. In fact, as you can see, such children are sometimes taken to the Institute whether they wish to go or not.”

“The hidden messages are coming from the Institute, aren’t they?” Reynie said.

“I believe the school was created for that very purpose,” said Mr. Benedict. “Every so often the Sender must have new children, and the Institute receives a steady stream.”

“I can’t believe the Sender gets away with it,” Sticky said.

“He’s very cunning, Sticky. The Institute is a highly secretive, well-guarded facility—not the usual thing for a school, you know—yet it enjoys a wonderful reputation. The hidden messages have convinced everyone of the Institute’s great virtue.”

“There’s an often-repeated phrase in the hidden messages,” Rhonda explained. “Dare not defy the Institute. Obviously it’s a kind of defense mechanism.”

“Thus the Institute has completely escaped regulation,” Mr. Benedict said. “It operates according to its own rules, without any interference.”

“That’s outrageous!” Kate exclaimed. “I can’t believe no one goes looking for those kids!”

“I’m afraid runaways and orphans vanish even more easily than government agents do,” said Mr. Benedict. “Lest you forget, ‘The missing aren’t missing, they’re only departed.’”

The children looked at one another, appalled.

“I’m glad Milligan was here to protect us,” Sticky said with a shudder. “The Institute is the last place I’d want to be.”

At this, Mr. Benedict looked somewhat uncomfortable. He cleared his throat. “Yes, well, the scouts won’t carry you to the Institute against your will, it’s true. But to the Institute you must certainly go. You are to be my secret agents.”
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It took Kate Wetherall about three seconds to embrace her new role as a secret agent. While the other children gaped, blinked, and pinched themselves to be sure they weren’t dreaming (actually, Constance pinched Sticky, who yelped and pinched her back)—in short, while the other children were adjusting to the news, Kate was peppering Mr. Benedict with questions: What was their mission to be? Would they need code names? Was it possible to use a somewhat longish code name?

Mr. Benedict waited until they’d all calmed down. Then he explained their mission: how they were to be admitted to the Institute the following day, how he would draw up all the necessary papers, and how (much to Kate’s disappointment) they would not be required to use code names. They must be themselves, Mr. Benedict said. They would have secrets enough to keep.

“What are we to do, exactly?” Sticky asked.

“Exactly what they want you to do,” said Mr. Benedict. “Learn. You must be excellent students. One of the few things we know about the Institute is that certain privileges are granted only to top students. No doubt it is these children the Sender uses to send his hidden messages.”

“So you’re hoping we’ll gain some secret knowledge,” Reynie said.

“Indeed. How the Sender’s messages accomplish such profound effects, what the particulars of his plan are—anything you uncover may help us find a way to defeat him.”

“So that’s it?” Sticky said. “You just want us to be students?”

“Much more than that,” Mr. Benedict said. “For not only must you learn what they teach, you must also try to learn what they do not teach. Every odd detail, every suspicious aspect of the Institute—any unusual elements at all, you must report to me. You never know what curious tidbit might hold the key to the Sender’s entire plan. Anything you notice may be of use.”

Kate was rubbing her hands together. “So you want us to sneak around, maybe break into some offices, and—”

Mr. Benedict shook his head. “Absolutely not.”

Kate stopped rubbing her hands. “No?”

“You must find out all you can,” said Mr. Benedict sternly, “and you must report it to me, but you must take no unnecessary risks. Your mission is dangerous enough as it is.”

Kate looked crestfallen. The other children looked relieved.

“Now then,” Mr. Benedict went on, “we must communicate often—and in secret. For this we’ll use Morse code.”

“Morse code!” Reynie cried, amazed.

“Nobody uses Morse code anymore,” said Kate.

“Precisely why it is useful to us,” said Mr. Benedict. “As you may know, the Institute is located on Nomansan Island, which lies in Stonetown Harbor a half mile out. From a hidden position on the mainland shore, we shall constantly watch the island. Every day and every night, at every moment, your signals will be watched for. It will be up to you to choose the safest time. We’ll be ready for it.”

“But we leave tomorrow, and we don’t even know Morse code!” Constance complained.

“Actually, I do,” said Sticky. “I can teach you, if you like.”

Constance stuck her tongue out at him.

“You’re all quick learners,” said Mr. Benedict. “I have no worries about that. And Constance,” he said, raising an eyebrow, “I advise you to take Sticky up on his offer. For this is an important point I wished to discuss: You are a team now. Whether you always agree is inconsequential, but you must take care of one another, must rely upon one another in all things. I don’t exaggerate when I say that every one of you is essential to the success of the team, and indeed, to the fate of us all. You must remember that.”

Constance rolled her eyes. “Okay, fine, George Washington, you can teach me that stinky Morse code.”

“Call me Sticky, please. Just plain Sticky is fine. You don’t even have to use my last name.”

“When do we begin, George Washington?”

Sticky scowled. “Don’t call me that!”

Kate leaned over to Reynie and whispered, “I think we may have more trouble than Mr. Benedict expects.”

It was suggested the children study Morse code in the dining room, but the afternoon was so beautiful, and the shady courtyard so inviting, they begged to pack lunches and study outside. Mr. Benedict agreed on the condition that no one venture beyond the gate, and that Milligan accompany them. So out they went into the courtyard, where Sticky and Constance now sat on a stone bench under the elm tree, while Kate and Reynie sprawled on the ivy-covered earth nearby. Milligan, disguised as a gray-haired gardener in a straw hat, puttered gloomily about the iron fence, tending to the rose bushes.

“It’s a simple code,” Sticky was explaining. “It uses dots and dashes—short signals and long signals—to stand for letters and numbers. The letter A, for example, is made with one short signal and one long signal, or a dot and a dash. Here, I’ll show you.” Borrowing Kate’s flashlight (Kate had her bucket with her as always), Sticky turned it on and off again very quickly. “That was the short signal—the dot,” he said. Then he turned it on for a full second. “And that’s the long signal—the dash. Together they make an A, and the other letters are much the same. B is a dash and three dots, C is dash, dot, dash, dot, and so on. It’s all written out right here,” he said, pointing to the charts Mr. Benedict had given them.

“Let’s practice,” Sticky said. “Constance, you use the flash-light and the chart to spell out a message, and we’ll figure out what you’re saying.”

Constance’s hands were so small that she needed both of them to hold the flashlight, so Sticky held the chart up for her. Squinting at the paper in concentration, she flashed the light once very quickly, followed this with two longer flashes, then paused.

“Dot, dash, dash,” Sticky said.

Kate referred to her chart and said, “That’s a W, isn’t it?”

Constance nodded and flashed the light again: four quick signals.

“Four dots,” said Reynie. “That’s an H.”

Again Constance nodded, and in this way they proceeded through the rest of her message. As Mr. Benedict had remarked, they were all quick learners, but even so it took them some minutes, for everyone but Sticky had to keep checking the charts. Finally, though, Constance flashed the code for her last letter (dash, dot—an N), then looked expectantly at Sticky, who immediately began to fidget. The message had been: Why did you run?

“Hey, that’s a good question,” Kate said. “Why did you run away, Sticky?”

“It would take too long to answer in code,” Sticky said. “Let’s just practice with a different message, something short.”

“Skip the code and tell us,” Kate insisted. “If we’re going to be a team, we should get to know each other better, don’t you think, Reynie?”

“She’s right,” Reynie said. “It’s best that we all know.”

“I suppose so,” Sticky said miserably. “But it isn’t a very pleasant story to tell.”

Nor was it a pleasant story to hear, and as Sticky told it, the children’s faces grew long, so that they resembled miniature versions of Milligan (who had, in his silent way, drawn close to listen). It turned out that Sticky had once been quite content with his life—the agreeable child of agreeable parents—but the situation changed once his gifts became known.

This happened one April day when his mother (whose knees were arthritic, and whose wheelchair needed extra oiling in damp weather) wondered aloud, in a rare fit of irritation, why it had to rain so much. As Sticky helped his mother into her chair, he launched into a detailed explanation of weather systems and local geography. He’d always been a shy, silent child—this was the first time he’d given any hint of his considerable knowledge. His mother checked him for a fever.

That evening she told his father, who asked Sticky to repeat what he’d said before. Sticky did, word for word. His father had to sit down. Then he rose again, went into the den, and returned carrying several volumes of an outdated encyclopedia. Questioning Sticky together, the Washingtons discovered that their son, who was only seven at the time, carried more information inside his head than a college professor, perhaps two professors, with an engineer thrown in to boot. Astonished and proud, they could hardly have been more excited if they’d found buried treasure.

And in a way they had, for right away they began entering him in quiz competitions, which Sticky won easily. He took home substantial prizes: a new encyclopedia to replace the outdated one, a new writing desk, a cash prize, a savings bond. The more Sticky won, the more excited his parents grew. They encouraged him to study constantly, to read through their meals together, to stay up late reading, to stop wasting time with his friends. The pressure to win began to distract him. His parents grew angry when he missed questions—which he began to do more and more, as he tended to get mixed up when nervous—and scolded him for not caring about them. If Sticky cared, they said, he would try harder to win, since only by winning would he bring wealth and happiness to the family.

This came as a surprise to Sticky, who knew they’d never been wealthy but hadn’t realized they were unhappy. And for him it was different—the more he won, the unhappier he became. But though he sometimes missed questions whose answers he knew, he still won the contests easily, gaining admission to bigger contests with bigger prizes, until at last his parents were perfectly dazzled by the prospect of fortune, and Sticky was perfectly exhausted. Despite complaining and even begging, however, he couldn’t persuade them to let him stop. If he wanted to be rich and famous, they said, he must keep winning. When he replied that he didn’t care to be rich and famous, they didn’t believe him and said he was only being lazy.

Finally Sticky decided to make a point by pretending to run away. He left a note, then hid for several days in a cellar closet his parents thought was boarded up, but which Sticky had found a way to enter. From there he was able to venture forth to sneak food, use the bathroom, and do a little spying on his parents. At first he was pleased by what he saw: The Washingtons, extremely distressed, had raised an outcry about their lost son, seeking help from all quarters. But then something unfortunate happened. A rich man, himself a former quiz champion, heard of the case and gave a large sum of money to the Washingtons to aid their search. Word of his generosity quickly got around, which inspired other philanthropists—unwilling to be outdone—to send even more money; and before long people everywhere were sending gifts to the Washingtons, who were growing rich. To his great astonishment and mortification, Sticky saw his parents begin trying less and less to find him, instead devoting their time and energy toward the proper disposal of their newfound riches. At last, one day, when he managed to overhear his father saying something about being “better off now”—better off with him gone, Sticky realized—he could no longer bear their betrayal. He ran away for good.

“I’d been on my own for weeks,” he concluded, removing his glasses to wipe away a tear, “when I saw Mr. Benedict’s advertisement in the paper. That’s my story. You all know the rest. Now can we get on with the practice?”

After a short, unhappy silence, the others agreed, and Constance took up the flashlight. Her message went more quickly this time; it was a single word: sorry. The others were taken aback. Even Milligan, who had retreated to his roses and seemed not to be paying attention, raised his eyebrows.

“That’s okay,” Sticky said.

“Aren’t we a depressing bunch?” said Kate. “If we continue like this, we’ll have to start calling it remorse code.”

“What’s remorse?” asked Constance.

“Feeling sad about something you did,” said Reynie.

“Oh, do you feel sad, George Washington?” asked Constance.

Sticky twitched with irritation. “She was talking about you. And please don’t call me that.”

“I didn’t call you ‘that.’ I called you George Washington. Ask the others. They heard me. I definitely did not call you ‘that,’ George Washington.”

Kate sighed and muttered, “So much for remorse.”

“And what about Milligan?” Constance said. “Why is he so sad?”

All eyes went to their bodyguard, who had left off tending the roses and was oiling the gate hinges. He looked as if he could use an oiling himself—he moved quite creakily, and with a pronounced stoop, so that he truly seemed as old as he appeared in his disguise. He cast not a glance in their direction. Either he hadn’t heard the question or else was pretending he hadn’t. But Constance wouldn’t let this pass.

“Milligan! Come tell us why you’re so dreadfully glum!”

“Good grief,” said Sticky, “do you have to drag out every-body’s sad tales? Why don’t you leave him in peace?”

She wouldn’t listen, however, and after a few more stubborn requests, Milligan at last set down his oil can and shuffled over to them. “All right,” he said in a resigned tone. “I’ll tell you.”

The children all sat up straight.

“Several years ago,” Milligan began, “I awoke, blindfolded, in a hard metal chair. My hands and feet were cuffed together, a metal restraint held my head in place, and as I came awake, a man’s voice said, ‘This nut is a hard one to crack.’ Indeed I felt I had been cracked—I had a ferocious headache, I was hungry and exhausted, and for some reason my fingers and toes were stinging. Worse: When I tried to recall where I was, and how I had come there, I found I couldn’t.”

“Amnesia?” Reynie said.

Milligan nodded. “Apparently I’d received a serious blow to the head. I could recall nothing at all—not my past, not my purpose, not even my name. To this day I have no memory of who I am.”

“Then why did you say your name was Milligan?” Constance asked, almost accusingly, as if he’d lied to them.

“When I regained consciousness, it was the first name that flew into my mind. Perhaps it was in fact my name, but it didn’t feel like my name, if you understand me. It seemed to apply to me somehow, and to be important, and so perhaps it is my name, but I’m afraid I’ll never know.”

“What happened next?” asked Kate.

“Well, next I heard the same voice say, ‘Let’s rouse him again. I grow weary of this one.’ Then, shaking my arm, he said, in a very different, gentle tone, ‘Wake up, my friend, wake up,’ unaware I’d been awake long enough to have heard him discussing me like a cut of meat.

“Pretending to come awake, I said, ‘What? Have I been asleep? Where am I?’ To which he replied, ‘You’re safe; that’s the important thing. We’ve rescued you from certain death and are here to help you. Now, is it true you remember nothing?’

“I didn’t, of course, as I’ve told you. And apparently I had told the man this too. But as he now seemed to expect that answer and seemed intent on taking advantage of it somehow, I said, ‘On the contrary. I remember everything perfectly.’

“The man cried, ‘What? You’re lying!’

“‘Hardly,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry you find it so distressing.’

“Then the voice grew cunning and said, ‘If you remember so clearly, tell me why you are here.’

“‘I believe I’ll leave the telling to you,’ I replied.

“‘The sneak! You’re lying to us, you dirty—’ the man shouted, and then, strangely, all was silent, as if someone had clapped a hand over his mouth.

“After a while I said, ‘Dirty what? Please tell me—the suspense is killing me.’

“The voice returned, much calmer now. ‘It won’t be suspense that does it,’ he said. ‘If you don’t crack tomorrow, we’ll toss you into the harbor.’

“‘Well, I’m sure I would infinitely prefer that fate to the smell of your breath,’ I replied, upon which he struck me hard across the face and ordered me taken from the room.

“As it happened, that blow did me a good turn, for it loosened the blindfold. I had only just left the room when the blindfold began to slip, and though my captors didn’t realize it, I could soon see fairly well. Two men in suits were leading me along a stone passage. They moved slowly to accommodate my pace, which was hampered by my chain-cuffed ankles. As we walked, I studied my hands, still cuffed in front of me, and became aware that one was clutching something. Wonderingly I opened my fist, noticing as I did so that my fingernails had been bitten beyond the quick, so that my fingertips were raw. (This explained why they stung, and judging from the pain in my toes, my toenails had been bitten off as well.) In my hand I discovered a tiny device, rather like a twisted hairpin. To my great surprise I realized it had been fashioned from my fingernails and toenails. All this I must have done myself, but I had no memory of it.

“Imagine then how amazed I was to discover that I knew what the little device was for. I slipped it into the lock of my handcuffs (my fingers seemed to know what they were doing, though I did not), and just as we came to a stairway, I heard the lock spring—I’d picked it in less than a minute. Before they knew I was free, I had knelt down and cuffed the men’s ankles together. Then I hopped out of reach, and my captors, trying to pursue, fell on their faces. Before they could regain their feet, I had picked the locks on the ankle cuffs, snapped them onto the men’s wrists, and bounded down the stairs.

“After that, my getaway was fairly simple. I broke out into the darkness of a rainy night. I was pursued, of course, but I made my way through a hilly terrain until I came to a cliff overlooking the harbor. The water looked shallow and lay about a hundred feet below me, but as I had no other choice, I dove straightaway. There followed some troublesome business of swimming to the mainland while pursuers in boats tried to capture me with nets and hooks, that sort of thing. But I proved a good swimmer, and the rocks in the channel are terrible for boats. In the end I escaped.”

All of this had been spoken softly, without the least trace of excitement or drama in Milligan’s voice. But the children, listening, could hardly contain themselves, and when he’d finished, they burst forth with questions: How had he come here? What was he doing on Nomansan Island in the first place? It was Nomansan Island, wasn’t it? And those men in suits…

“Yes, it was the same men, the ones you saw in the maze. They weren’t sure where they know me from, but I certainly remember them. And yes, it was Nomansan Island—it was the Institute—that I escaped from. Why I was there I can’t say, but Mr. Benedict is convinced I was a secret agent, an employee of a government agency long since dismantled. I have no way of telling.”

“Maybe Mr. Benedict can find out,” Reynie said.

“It was that hope that led me to him,” Milligan admitted. “I’d spent months seeking information about my past, but no one believed my story, and no one had any answers. Finally I learned about a man worth meeting—not a government agent himself, but a brilliant man of mysterious purposes who always seemed to know more about everything than anyone else did. This, of course, was Mr. Benedict. But though he’s helped me make sense of what’s happened, and has earned my loyalty, the entire business is so extraordinarily secretive and complicated that I’ve long been convinced I will never learn anything about my past.”

“How awful,” said Reynie.

“Yes, it’s too bad,” said Sticky, though not quite convincingly, for at the moment he rather wished he couldn’t remember his own past, given the grief it brought him.

“Hey, does your amnesia have something to do with your silly disguises?” Constance asked.

Milligan clamped his straw hat more tightly on his head. “My ‘silly’ disguises are useful for other reasons, but yes, Constance, it would be unfortunate if some enemy from my past recognized me, but I couldn’t recognize him. It’s better never to be recognized at all.”

“So there’s really no hope your memory will return?” Kate asked.

“Oh, I suppose there’s some slight hope. Mr. Benedict has tried hypnosis and other treatments on me, all without luck. Still, he says it’s possible some significant event, or the appearance of an important object or person from my past, or some other unknown thing, might break down the door and let my memories out. I’m afraid, however, that I’m not much given to hope anymore.”

“If not for hope, what keeps you going?” asked Reynie, who had an ugly suspicion that there might come a time, and not so far away, when things would seem hopeless to him, too.

“Duty,” said Milligan. “Nothing else, only a sense of duty. I know the Sender is out to do harm. I feel obliged to stop him. Or at the very least, to try.”

“And do you think we can?” Reynie asked. “Do you think he can be stopped?”

In response Milligan only went back to his oil can. He did not look at the children again.
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When the children had studied Morse code until dots and dashes swam in their heads even with their eyes closed, Rhonda called them inside. It was early evening now, the light in the dining room window was a soft amber color, and all through the house the wooden floors, curiously enough, groaned and creaked like a ship at sea.

“That happens sometimes after a morning rain,” said Rhonda as the children took seats at the table. “Don’t worry, it’s a sound old house—we won’t sink.” She set several pages of notes before each of them. “Now that you understand your mission and have a good start on your Morse code, Mr. Benedict would like for you to understand better what we’re up against.”

The children’s ears perked up. There was more? Reynie began to flip through his papers, some of which bore faint smears of peanut butter.

“Number Two has summarized everything in these notes,” Rhonda said. “If you read quickly, you should be able to finish before supper. Mr. Benedict will come by in a little while to answer any questions.”

“He wants us to read all of this?” Constance said, as if she couldn’t believe Mr. Benedict’s nerve.

Rhonda only smiled and went out.

The children—all except Constance, who was too busy humphing—set to their notes. Sticky read so quickly that he seemed hardly to have started before he’d finished. He sat quietly, deep in thought, waiting for the others. Ten minutes later, Reynie had finished, too, and Kate, noting this, set aside her last few pages and asked the boys to fill her in.

What the children learned from the notes was this: The Institute on Nomansan Island generated all its own electricity using the power of the tides—an endless source of energy. The Institute’s tidal turbines were considered the best in the entire world; they were also capable of producing enough energy to power a hundred Institutes, let alone one.

These turbines had been invented by a man named Ledroptha Curtain, who, as a young scientist, had published impressive papers on a wide variety of topics—everything from tidal energy to mapping the brain—until abruptly the papers stopped. No one heard from him for many years. Then one day he reappeared and founded the Institute, apparently having turned his genius to matters of education.

There was no doubt: Ledroptha Curtain was the Sender. And yet about certain things there was quite a lot of doubt indeed. For instance, the hidden messages being sent from the Institute were broadcast only a few times each day, and on a very weak signal. But the tidal turbines should be able to produce an enormous amount of energy, much more than necessary to power the Institute—and certainly enough to transmit the Sender’s messages on a high-powered signal rather than a weak one. Why, then, had Curtain made his turbines so extravagant if he didn’t intend to use that extra power? And why did he send out his messages intermittently when he could be broadcasting around the clock?

“He’s been saving it up,” Reynie said, narrowing his eyes. “It’s what Mr. Benedict was trying to explain this morning. There’s something bad approaching. Some new thing—”

“The thing to come,” said Mr. Benedict, who had appeared in the doorway. With a nod of approval he joined them at the table, accompanied by Number Two. “It sounds as if you’ve finished the notes. I know they’re complicated—do you have questions about them?”

“I think I understand them pretty well,” said Constance. (The others looked at one another in disbelief.) “Right now, the hidden messages are sent at low power, several times a day, by the Sender—a man named Ledroptha Curtain. But his tidal turbines are extremely powerful, so it sounds like at some point he’s going to start boosting the strength of his messages.”

“Bravo, Constance!” Mr. Benedict said. “Well done!”

The other children scowled.

“Well done, all of you,” Mr. Benedict added, with a wink that made them feel a bit better. “Now, then, do you have other questions?”

“I do,” said Kate. “What happens when the Sender boosts the power?”

“We know only one thing for certain,” said Mr. Benedict. “With just a very slight increase, the Sender will eliminate the need for televisions or radios to transmit his messages—he’ll be able to broadcast his messages straight into everyone’s minds. Even those of us with an uncommon love of truth will no longer be able to avoid the broadcasts.”

Sticky looked horrified. “How… how will that feel?”

“Don’t tell me we’ll hear those kids’ voices in our heads,” Kate said, a disgusted look on her face.

“In rare cases, perhaps,” said Mr. Benedict, “with exceptionally sensitive minds. But most of us will simply feel irritable and confused—essentially the way we feel now whenever the television is on and the messages are being broadcast.”

“You said ‘with a very slight increase,’” said Reynie. “What happens when the power gets boosted all the way—when the messages are sent at full strength?”

Mr. Benedict tapped his nose. “That is when we’ll hear voices in our heads. I can’t imagine it will be pleasant.”

“It sounds awful,” Kate said, her lip curling at the very thought. “So why does he want us all to think we’re crazy?”

A shadow had crossed Reynie’s face. “That’s not what he wants, is it, Mr. Benedict? At least not the main thing. Otherwise what’s the point of waiting?”

“Okay, now I’m confused,” said Kate, and the other children signaled their agreement.

“I believe Reynie is wondering,” said Mr. Benedict, “why the Sender would wait all this time to boost the power if he could have done so years ago. Am I right?”

Reynie nodded.

“I agree,” Mr. Benedict said. “The voices aren’t the point. They are the side effect, the unintended consequence of a dark and ambitious undertaking. The Sender has spent all these years preparing people for something—preparing them for the thing to come.”

“But what is the thing to come?” said Constance.

“That is precisely what we must find out,” said Mr. Benedict, “before it is too late.”

“And if we are too late?” asked Sticky nervously. “Will it really be that bad?”

Mr. Benedict grew solemn. “For us, and for all the people like us—all those whose minds cleave so strongly to the truth—I am convinced it will be… most disagreeable. You must understand that the Sender has not gone to such enormous trouble—for so many years, and at such extravagant expense—to allow any interference with his plans. He has already shown himself to be quite ruthless. No, children, I believe that by virtue of our minds’ resistance, we shall—how to put it?—I believe we shall receive special attention.”

At these words a black cloud of possibility bloomed in the children’s minds, a darkness in which scary thoughts flickered like bolts of lightning.

Special attention.

Their mouths went dry as bones.

Reynie’s mind was awhirl. Part of him wanted not to believe Mr. Benedict. Could he really be trusted? He was an odd man, and the things he told them were odder still. It would be such a relief to think his predictions about the thing to come were nothing more than wild speculation. And yet Reynie did trust Mr. Benedict, had trusted him almost immediately. What troubled Reynie was that he so badly wanted to trust Mr. Benedict—wanted to believe in this man who had shown faith in him, wanted to stay with these children who seemed to like and respect Reynie as much as he did them.

And so the question was not whether Reynie could trust Mr. Benedict, but whether he could trust himself. Who in his right mind would actually want to be put in danger just because that let him be a part of something?

Reynie didn’t know. He only knew he didn’t want to go back.
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In preparation for the children’s departure, Mr. Benedict told them, there was much necessary information to be gathered, and paperwork to be completed, and signatures to be forged, and orders to be given, and fees to be paid, and phone calls to be made. Except for their brief meeting with the children, Number Two had not left her computer, nor Mr. Benedict his desk, for hours. And since Milligan was standing guard, and Rhonda herself was too busy to do more than bring their supper and excuse herself, the children dined alone.

Afterward Reynie and Kate went into the sitting room to practice their Morse code. Despite their urging, however, Constance crabbily refused to join them. Instead, while Sticky helped them practice, she composed a poem about a bunch of bossy gargoyles who liked to eat cat food and pick their ears. It was an unpleasant poem, and the gargoyles’ names, not very cleverly disguised, were Kateena, Reynardo, and Georgette. After reciting this to the others, Constance went straight to bed without brushing her teeth or saying good night.

In truth this came as a relief to the other children, who were already more than tired of Constance’s ways, and who gathered in the boys’ room to discuss this very concern. She had tried their patience all evening—indeed, ever since they’d met her—and the prospect of her joining them on a dangerous mission had them worried.

“We simply can’t do it,” Kate said for the tenth time. She was hanging upside down from the top bunk to see if her hair would touch the floor, but her golden-blond locks came three inches shy, as she had suspected. “She’s nothing but a burden. She’s cranky, she’s not especially bright as far as I can see, and she’s probably the clumsiest kid I’ve ever met—she’s always dropping things, and she walks like a landlubber on a ship. How are we supposed to succeed with someone like that on our team?”

“Kate’s right,” said Sticky, looking up from a geology book. “Constance will only make things harder.”

“I feel the same way,” Reynie admitted. “But doesn’t it seem strange that Mr. Benedict would let her join us if she wasn’t important?”

“He may be a genius, but even geniuses make mistakes,” said Kate, whose face had gone red as a tomato. She dropped backward off the bunk, flipping in the air to land on her feet, and casually pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “Maybe he feels sorry for her.”

“Maybe he does,” Reynie said, “but surely he wouldn’t let his feelings spoil the mission. He must have good reasons for including her.”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Kate said. “You have to go talk to him.”

“I do? Why me?”

“Because you’re the only one who can do it. If Sticky goes, he’ll just mumble and wipe his glasses. If I go, I’ll end up complaining about her, as I’ve been doing for the last half-hour. For instance, did you see the way she sneaked a bite of my pie at dinner? And it was the only dessert we had all day!”

“It’s true,” Sticky said, finishing his book and thumping it closed. “I’ll get tongue-tied, and Kate will get steamed. It has to be you, Reynie.”

And so, a few minutes later, it was Reynie who knocked on the study door.

“Come in, Reynie,” said Mr. Benedict. As before, Reynie found him on the floor, this time with a half-eaten biscuit in one hand, a graph of some kind in the other, and biscuit crumbs on his green suit jacket. “I was just taking a late supper. Would you care for a biscuit? There’s another on my desk, though I’m afraid it’s cold—I was so intent upon my work I forgot to eat until now.”

“No, thank you,” Reynie said. Even if he’d been hungry he couldn’t have eaten a bite—he felt very ill at ease. It didn’t seem quite decent to complain about Constance, nor did he like the thought of expressing doubt in Mr. Benedict, whom he liked very much. But it must be done, and he was preparing himself to begin when Mr. Benedict said, “I assume you’ve come about Constance.”

Reynie swallowed and nodded.

“And that you speak not only for yourself, but for Sticky and Kate as well?”

Perhaps some day, Reynie thought, he would get used to Mr. Benedict’s always knowing what was on his mind.

“I understand completely,” said Mr. Benedict. “And if we had time, I should be happy to explain my choices to you in great detail. But as we do not, allow me to assure you that Constance is far more gifted than she seems, and that it is not from pity, blindness, or rash hopefulness that I include her in this mission. On the contrary, I believe she may be the very key to our success.”

“If that’s true, then I suppose she’s worth the trouble.”

“Sometimes, Reynie, trouble itself is the key.”

“Sir?”

“I daresay you’ll understand me in time. Now, listen, it’s true I have a certain sympathy for Constance. Like her, and like yourself, I grew up an orphan, and I know what it is to feel miserable and alone. However—”

“You’re an orphan?”

“Certainly. My parents were Dutch scientists, killed in a laboratory accident when I was a baby. I was sent to this country to live with my aunt, but she, too, died, and so into an orphanage I went. However, what I intended to say was that while I sympathize with Constance, it is not from sympathy I include her, no more than it is from sympathy I include you or anyone else. Fair enough?”

“I believe so.”

“Very well, then, will you do me a great favor? Will you tell your friends what I’ve said and return to give me their verdict? If anyone should choose not to go on, I had better know at once.”

The sense of urgency was apparent in Mr. Benedict’s tone, and Reynie lost no time hurrying back to relate his answer to Sticky and Kate, who sat cross-legged on the floor, thumb-wrestling to pass the time. They weren’t happy about the news, but neither were they inclined to quit, so Reynie left them to their thumb-wrestling and hurried back to Mr. Benedict’s study. He was about to knock on the door when he heard voices inside. He hesitated, not wanting to interrupt.

“I can’t stand it!” Mr. Benedict was saying. “I can’t stand putting them in danger! It goes against everything I believe in.”

“I know,” came the reply, and Reynie recognized the voice of Number Two. “I know, Mr. Benedict, we all feel that way. But if they don’t go, then it’s over—the curtain falls. You said so yourself. We have no choice. Now please calm yourself before—”

Mr. Benedict said something Reynie could not make out, but it was clearly an expression of anguish, or perhaps fury, and then Number Two was saying, “Oh dear. And with a mouthful of biscuit, too. Wake up, dear Benedict”—there was a patting sound—“wake up, or I fear you may choke.”

After a moment came a snorting noise, then a cough, and then Mr. Benedict said, “Ah. Was I very long gone?”

“Only a moment,” said Number Two gently.

“Good, good. Thank you for your commiserations, my friend, and now you’d best be off, back to your confounded computer. I’m sorry to work you so.”

“I know as well as you that it must be done. Just let me water this violet, for the sake of my conscience, and then I’m off. Poor thing, it’s on the edge of death.”

“I know, I’ve neglected it shamefully, I’ve hardly had a moment. Thank you, Number Two. Now go on and take that biscuit—no use protesting, I saw you staring at it—and if you pass our young hero in the hall, please tell him to walk straight in.”

Reynie’s heart fluttered. Hero? Was Mr. Benedict referring to him?

“He’s an extraordinary child, isn’t he?” said Number Two, her speech somewhat hindered by a mouthful of biscuit.

“Indeed he is. They all are, which is why I so despise the thought—however, I won’t go on and on. Mustn’t drop off to sleep again; it will take us all night as it is. Shall we meet at midnight to see how things stand?”

“Midnight it is. I’ll tell Rhonda,” said Number Two, flinging open the door. “Why, Reynie! Speak of the devil, Mr. Benedict, here he is. Go on in, child, I must rush off.”

Reynie stepped inside. “Everybody chooses to continue, Mr. Benedict. We’ll do our best to get along with Constance.”

“I’m glad to hear it, and I have no doubt you will, Reynie,” said Mr. Benedict, his eyes already returning to the graph in his hand. “Thank you, indeed. Now you’d best get some sleep. Difficult day ahead of you tomorrow.”

Reynie hesitated. “Sir, if I can’t sleep, may I come back here? I promise I won’t bother you. I’ll be very quiet. It’s just that my nerves are all jumping.”

“Say no more, Reynie,” said Mr. Benedict, who had begun calculating a figure on the graph with one hand and taking notes in a tablet with the other, as if neither required more concentration than pulling on socks. “My study is your study. Come in whenever you wish.”

Reynie nodded, put his hand on the doorknob, and again hesitated. “Mr. Benedict?”

“Hmm? What is it, Reynie?”

“I wanted to say thank you, sir.”

Mr. Benedict looked up. “Thank me? Whatever for?”

“Just—just thank you, sir. That’s all.”

Mr. Benedict gave him a long, puzzled stare. Finally, with a shrug, a shake of his head, and an affectionate smile, he said, “Reynie, my good young friend, you are most entirely welcome.”

Early in the morning, before the sun had thrown its first ray or the redbirds chirped their first note, all four children were gathered in the boys’ bedroom. Too anxious to sleep, they had risen almost magically at the same time and sought each other out. Now they sat cross-legged or sprawled on the floor, speaking in hushed voices. The house was quiet, but they weren’t the only ones awake. Beyond their own voices they could hear, drifting down the drafty halls, a frenetic, muted tapping—the sleepless Number Two on her computer keyboard—and from somewhere above them the occasional creak of a floorboard.

The children were engaged in a whispered debate. It had been decided they should have a name. This had been Kate Wetherall’s idea, of course, but everyone agreed, even Constance. If they were to go on a secret mission to a place where they would be entirely alone among strangers, if they must absolutely depend upon one another as fellow agents and friends—if, in short, they were to be a team—they must certainly have a name. And so they had set about choosing what to call themselves.

“I was thinking something like ‘The Great Kate Weather Machine and her Stormy Companions,’” said Kate. “It kind of plays on a weather theme.”

Her suggestion was greeted by general silence and, from Constance, a stormy look indeed. After a pause Kate said, “Well, does anyone else have an idea?”

“How about ‘The Four Kids Gang’?” offered Sticky. “Or ‘The Secret Agent Children Group’?”

Constance’s storm-cloud scowl, if possible, grew even darker; Reynie cleared his throat; and Kate said, “Um, Sticky? Those have to be the most absolutely yawn-causing names I’ve ever heard.”

“But they’re accurate,” argued Sticky, looking hopefully at Reynie, but Reynie only shook his head.

“If we’re just trying to be accurate, then how about ‘The Doomed to Fail Bunch’?” said Constance. “Honestly! We can’t even name ourselves.”

“Listen,” said Reynie, ignoring her. “What is it that drew us all together? Maybe we should start there.”

“Mr. Benedict,” said Kate and Sticky at the same time.

“All right, how about something with his name in it, to remind us of our mission?”

“‘Mr. Benedict’s Very Secret Team’?” said Sticky.

Everyone groaned.

Kate said, “How about ‘Mr. Benedict and the Great Kate Weath—’”

“Don’t even finish that,” said Reynie.

“The Mysterious Benedict Society,” Constance said, rising as she spoke. Then she left the room, apparently convinced that no more discussion was necessary.

And, as it turned out, she was right.
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Stonetown Harbor had always been a busy port: ships steaming in and weighing anchor at all hours, countless stevedores and sailors as busy as ants, and the docks piled high with cargo. All of this activity occurred in the shadow of Stonetown itself, a city that existed for the sake of its port, and which had grown so large and busy because of it. Near the harbor’s southern slope, however, lay a channel of treacherous shoals, studded here and there with great boulders that still bore the scars of ancient shipwrecks, and as a consequence this southern part of the harbor was always quite still. It was here, among these ship-scarred rocks, that Nomansan Island was found.

The island’s shore was jagged rock itself, with only the occasional spot of sand upon which a boat might land; yet the captain of any craft attempting to land there must be very brave or foolish, for the currents in the surrounding water were unpredictable, and the shallows famously difficult to navigate. The only practical approach to Nomansan Island was by the long, narrow bridge that ran from its bank to the mainland’s wooded shore a half mile away. The city had not developed along this part of the shore, but had grown northward along the inland river, leaving a few acres of woods untouched. (One day, no doubt, the woods would be noticed—like a nagging itch—and quickly chopped down, but for now they remained.) It was through these woods, and toward this bridge, that the members of the newly formed Mysterious Benedict Society were headed.

They were moving swiftly upon a seldom-used road, in a weary old station wagon driven by Rhonda Kazembe. As the car passed beneath the trees, Reynie noticed the first colors of autumn in their overhanging branches. The outer leaves were going red, yellow, and orange, while the inner ones still held the deep green of summer, so that the trees appeared candy-coated. A lovely sight, but Reynie was unable to enjoy it. His companions felt much the same. Within minutes they would be admitted to the Learning Institute for the Very Enlightened, and they were apprehensive. The closer they came to the island, the more real the danger felt.

Rhonda was pointing through the trees toward the mainland shore. “Our telescopes will be hidden there in the brush,” she said. “We’ll be setting them up right after I drop you off, and from then on we’ll attend them at all times. If you stand anywhere on this side of the island, we should be able to see you through the telescopes as if you were two feet away. Whenever you have something to report, we’ll be ready for it. And if we have anything to tell you, we’ll send a message in return. It’s up to you to find the safest time to communicate. Most likely it will be after dark, when the others are asleep.

“Even then,” Rhonda added, “there’s always the slight chance our messages to you will be observed from the island. For this reason they must necessarily be cryptic—”

“What’s cryptic?” cried a shrill voice from the backseat.

“I’m sorry, Constance. By cryptic I mean vague or mysterious. We won’t ever use names, and will never give obvious directions except in case of emergency. In most cases we’ll rely on your ability to figure out what we mean. It’s more difficult this way, but we must take precautions for your safety. Even with precautions, your situation will be extremely dangerous.”

With the words “extremely dangerous” fresh in the children’s ears, the car rattled out of the woods into plain view of Nomansan Island. And there, on the island’s near side, was the Institute: an arrangement of massive gray buildings, a broad plaza, and a slender tower that resembled a lighthouse, all of which appeared to be built entirely of island stone. From this distance the Institute blended so thoroughly into Nomansan’s stony crags it seemed a part of the island itself. Behind it and on either side rose up steep hills, and beyond the hills could be seen the peaks of still more hills, and beyond those still more. A flagpole jutted from the side of the Institute’s tower, supporting a long red banner that rippled in the breeze. Printed upon the banner, in letters large enough to be read from the mainland, was the word LIVE—an acronym, obviously, for the Learning Institute for the Very Enlightened.

“At least it doesn’t say die,” Kate mused.

“Oh, yes, very encouraging,” said Sticky, whose forehead had begun to sweat.

Reynie stared out the window at the approaching bridge. To cross it, they had to first check in at a guardhouse, and Reynie was nervous despite Mr. Benedict’s assurances. New students were admitted all the time, and Mr. Benedict had made every arrangement, had followed every proper procedure, but still.… It was normal to feel nervous, Mr. Benedict had said. All children get nervous on their first day at a new school, and all secret agents get nervous on the first day of a mission. Combine the two and your chances of nervousness are greatly increased.

At the bridge entrance two people stepped out of a guardhouse and waved the car to a stop.

“Steady now,” said Rhonda in an undertone. “Nothing to worry about yet.”

The guards were a young man and woman wearing sunglasses, smiles, and expensive suits, with well-polished shoes that gleamed in the morning sun. As the woman motioned for Rhonda to roll down the window, no one could help but notice the huge silver watches on her wrists. Reynie squeezed the armrest.

“May I help you?” asked the woman, peering in. A sweet, citrusy perfume drifted through the window. The woman was all smiles, the picture of friendliness. The other guard also smiled, but Reynie could tell he was studying them with great attention.

“These are your new students,” Rhonda said. “Three transferring from Binnud Academy and one from Stonetown Orphanage.”

“Wait here, please.” The woman stepped back into the guardhouse. The other guard stayed put. He cocked his head to hear something the woman was telling him, but he kept his eyes on the car.

“Steady,” Rhonda intoned again, just loud enough for the children to hear. But Reynie noticed that—ever so subtly—she had shifted the car into reverse. Just in case.

Reynie took a deep breath and held it. He hoped his friends remembered their stories. His own was easy enough, since it was the truth: Mr. Rutger, properly persuaded, had made a special exception in his case. The others, though, were from a special temporary school for orphans called Binnud Academy. That morning, as they’d said their good-byes over breakfast, Mr. Benedict had pointed out that if they said “Binnud Academy” aloud, it would remind them his thoughts were with them always.

“As are mine,” Number Two had said. Distracted by emotion, she was drying her eyes with a slice of bread. “My thoughts and all my prayers.”

All of the adults had seemed especially bleary, exhausted, and sad—except Milligan, who always looked that way—yet even so, there was a flicker of excitement, indeed of hope, in every eye.

“Go now, children,” Mr. Benedict had said, “go and show them what you’re made of.”

At this moment Reynie felt sure they were made of jitterbugs. His knees trembled, and he could barely keep his teeth from chattering. Sticky was scrubbing his glasses so hard they squeaked, and Constance had her eyes squeezed tightly shut, unconvincingly feigning sleep. Even Kate squirmed a little. The guard seemed to be taking an awfully long time.

When she finally came out, her smile hadn’t faded in the least. Reynie just had time to wonder whether this meant she did or did not have something to hide… and then she was at the car, saying, “Welcome, kids! You’re all clear and right on time. Please drive across to the island gate. I’ll radio for them to let you in.”

As Rhonda rolled the window up and put the gear in forward again, all four children released deep breaths. Then they passed over the long bridge toward their fate.

After their suitcases had been unloaded from the station wagon, and Rhonda had signed a form and bidden them farewell, the children were left to wait in a loading area by the bridge gate. Their escorts would collect them shortly, the gate guards said. In the meantime they were to step aside, please, as this was a busy area and not the sort of place for children to be underfoot. Workers in white uniforms were hauling crates from a nearby storage shed and loading them into a big truck. And they did indeed seem very busy, tirelessly loading and stacking until it made your back hurt just to watch them.

The children moved off to the side of the loading area, dragging their suitcases behind them. (Rhonda had packed changes of clothes for each of them, including outfits she had sewn overnight to fit Constance’s diminutive size.) They hadn’t much to do or look at to occupy themselves, even though they very much wanted to be occupied to take their minds off their nervousness. There was only the guardhouse, the storage shed, and the loading area—all of which were apparently off limits—and a stone wall that blocked their view of the harbor. After twiddling their thumbs a few minutes, the children stacked their suitcases and took turns standing on them to peek over the wall. (Constance required all four suitcases; the others managed with two.)

They were interested to discover some activity beneath the bridge—more workers in white uniforms, navigating a boat among the pilings. The workers carried oversized wrenches, cranks, and other tools, and were using them to make adjustments on some unseen apparatus beneath the water’s surface. Like the workers loading the crates into the truck, those in the boats seemed earnestly intent upon their work. They spoke but rarely, and then in quiet tones, as if they held some great reverence for the task set before them.

Must be the turbines, Reynie thought, climbing down from the suitcases. Sticky and Kate had come to the same conclusion, but Constance wondered aloud what in the world those people could possibly be doing down there. Were they trying to fix the water?

Reynie wasn’t sure whether or not Constance was joking. He had started to answer, regardless, when his voice was drowned out by the rumbling of an engine. The workers had finished loading the big truck. Two men in suits had climbed into the front, and as the gate opened for them, they waved cheerfully to the children and drove away over the bridge.

“Did you see that?” Constance cried. “They’re wearing those shock-watches! The bridge guards, too. Have you noticed?”

“Lower your voice,” Kate hissed. “Are you crazy? Of course we’ve noticed.”

Constance was indignant, but there was no time for a full-blown argument to develop, for just then the children’s escorts arrived.

The escorts were dressed identically in blue pants, snappy white tunics, and blue sashes, but they could never be mistaken for each other. One was a stocky, red-haired young man with icy blue eyes and a nose so skinny and sharp it resembled a knife. The other was a powerfully built young woman with a greasy brown ponytail and small, piggish eyes of an indeterminate color. They introduced themselves as Jackson and Jillson.

Reynie extended his hand. “My name’s—”

“There’ll be time for that,” Jillson said, turning away. “Let’s get moving. We’ll take you to your rooms first so you can dump your luggage.”

Surprised, Reynie lowered his hand. He knew it was Jillson who had been rude (she and Jackson hadn’t offered to help with their suitcases, either), but he still felt foolish.

“She’s a nice one, isn’t she?” Kate whispered.

The children were led up a long gravel path toward the Institute buildings. They crossed the broad stone plaza, then a modest rock garden, then waited as Constance shook the gravel from her shoes. At last they were taken into the student dormitory, where, since the girls’ room lay at one end of a long stone corridor and the boys’ at the other, they were forced to separate.

Reynie and Sticky’s room, aside from being very clean and tidy, was rather what they would have expected: bunk beds, two desks and chairs (but no bookshelves), a wardrobe, a radiator, a large television cabinet (well, that was unexpected), and a window overlooking the plaza. Reynie went to the window. Beyond the plaza lay the glittering channel, brilliant in the sunlight and choppy with white-capped waves, and beyond that the wooded shore, where Mr. Benedict’s telescopes were going to be hidden. The children could send their Morse code messages from this very window. Reynie’s stomach fluttered. His mind might understand he was a secret agent now, but his body still had a hard time believing it.

Jackson leaned against the doorjamb. “If you need anything, ask an Executive. You can always tell an Executive by the uniform—blue pants, white tunic, blue sash. The Executives run the show here. A lot of us are former students who did so well as Messengers that Mr. Curtain hired us on. Don’t get us confused with Messengers, though. Messengers wear tunics and a sash, too, but their pants are striped. They’re just students like yourselves, only they’re top of the class and have special privileges. Secret privileges, I might add. Anyway, you’ll learn all about this soon enough. Right now just get yourselves unpacked, watch some TV if you want.” He switched the television on for them. “You’ll have your orientation tour in an hour. Then you’ll meet Mr. Curtain.”

“Who’s Mr. Curtain?” said Reynie, who thought it best to give the impression of knowing as little as possible. The less you knew, the less people suspected of you—and perhaps the more they told you.

Jackson sneered, then forced the sneer into a smile. He looked like a red-headed crocodile. “I keep forgetting how ignorant you kids are when you get here. Mr. Curtain’s my boss. He’s the founder of the Institute, the reason we’re all here. Got it?” It was clear Jackson was the sort of young man who considers himself rather smarter than he is, and who is naturally cruel but thinks himself a decent fellow. When the smaller boys didn’t answer him quickly enough, he snapped, “Do you understand me or don’t you? You speak English, right?”

The boys nodded.

“Good. I’ll see you in an hour.”

When Jackson had gone, Sticky switched off the television. “Did you hear that? Messengers. We know what that means, don’t we?”

“We’d better find the girls,” Reynie said.

“We’re right here,” said a muffled voice from above them. A ceiling panel slid aside, and Kate Wetherall’s head appeared through the gap. “There aren’t any support beams over your bunk bed, so one of you move that chair over, will you? I’m going to lower Constance down. What are you doing, anyway?”

The boys had been on edge already, but at the sound of an unexpected voice directly overhead, Reynie had thrown up his hands as if to ward off a blow, and Sticky had tried, unsuccessfully, to hide behind his suitcase. With a sheepish grin Reynie slid a chair under the gap. A moment later Constance’s tiny feet appeared, then the rest of her body, as Kate, hanging by her legs from a beam, lowered her carefully to the chair. The boys helped her to the floor while Kate secured her rope to the beam and climbed down to join them.

“Don’t bother thanking me,” she said to Constance, who was scowling and brushing insulation from her clothes.

“Why should I thank you? You drag me up into the ceiling, through a heating vent, crawling through spider webs in the dark, across all these hard boards saying, ‘Don’t put your knee there! You’ll fall through and break your neck!’ and ‘Don’t breathe so loudly! Someone will hear you!’ until my heart’s in my throat and my knees are killing me, and you expect me to thank you?”

“Not at all,” said Kate. “I was happy to do it.”

Constance’s eyes seemed ready to pop from her head. “Did you ever consider just walking down the corridor?” Sticky asked.

“I figured we’d better have a hidden entrance,” she replied, “in case we want to meet secretly. I’ll bet those Executives are always patroling the place. I don’t like them a bit. Jillson made fun of my bucket, and she kept calling us ‘little squirts’ and bossing us around. I thought Constance was going to bite her leg off.”

“I considered it,” Constance said.

“She’s a tough-looking one, though,” Kate reflected. “Six feet tall, arms like a gorilla, and ties her ponytail with wire. Probably uses it to strangle kids who cross her.”

“Let’s be sure not to cross her, then,” Reynie said, then told them what Jackson had said about Messengers.

“Jillson told us the same stuff,” said Kate. “So the voice we heard on the television must be some Messenger kid, right?”

“It must be. And it sounds like the other students don’t know much about what the Messengers do—they don’t get these ‘secret privileges’ until they become top students. That means we’ve got to rise to the top, and fast, so we can become Messengers and figure things out as soon as possible.”

“Why don’t we poke around and figure some things out for ourselves right now?” said Kate, who had a passion for poking around.

The others agreed, and so Kate fetched her rope and replaced the ceiling panel, and they set out down the corridor. Hurrying to keep up with Kate, who always moved in high gear, Reynie was almost to the dormitory exit before he noticed Constance wasn’t with them. They all went back. Constance stood just outside the boys’ room, pointing at a patch of mildew on the ceiling and wrinkling her nose. “That’s disgusting! I mean, that’s nasty! I hate mildew!”

“Um, Constance,” Reynie said. “We’re in a hurry, remember?”

They set out again, this time keeping an eye on Constance. But aside from being easily distracted, Constance was an intolerably slow walker. When they urged her to hurry, she obstinately refused. When they let her fall behind, she was irritated they didn’t wait up.

“It’s not my fault my legs are shorter than yours,” she complained. “I can’t be expected to walk so quickly.”

“How about if one of us lets you ride piggyback?” Reynie suggested.

“That’s stupid,” Constance said. But in the end she let Kate hoist her up, and in this way, at last, they made it out of the dormitory and into sunlight.

The children decided to follow a narrow, well-kept track of crushed stone that zigzagged up a tall hill by the dormitory. In a few minutes they had reached the hilltop, where they were presented with an excellent view of the island. Its entire terrain was one series of hills after another, some of them gentle rises, some looming peaks.

The children gazed down upon their new school. The Institute’s gray stone buildings were so similar to one another and so closely packed it was difficult to judge precisely where one ended and another began. They were arranged in a rough U shape around the broad stone plaza and were connected by stone walkways and stone steps. Seen from this perspective, with the stone tower rising up just beyond the dormitory, the buildings gave the impression of a fortress rather than a school.

And yet, in the bright sun of morning, the Institute didn’t seem such a forbidding place, not as menacing as they’d imagined; in fact the whole island was rather lovely. The hillsides were a patchwork of sand, green vegetation, and clusters of boulders stitched together by crisscrossing gravel paths. And here and there along the paths, flowering cactuses had been planted in great stone pots. An energetic brook ran down from a nearby hill, following its course over and around the stones, sometimes spilling in miniature waterfalls as it made its way to the island shore, which lay but a short distance downhill from the Institute. Aside from the splash and murmur of water and the distant calls of cliff swallows, the island was remarkably silent, with no children in sight and only an occasional, white-uniformed worker sweeping a walkway or hastening off to some unknown duty.

“I guess everyone’s in class,” said Sticky. He gave Kate a quizzical look. “Why are you getting out your kaleidoscope?”

“It’s a spyglass in disguise,” Reynie said as Kate removed the kaleidoscope lens.

Kate trained her spyglass on the stone tower.

“Look, there’s a window just above the Institute flag. I’ll bet something important’s up there. It’s the highest window on the island. There’s always something important behind the highest window.” She handed Constance the spyglass.

“It’s probably just so they can reach the flag,” said Sticky. “There has to be a way to bring it in and clean it, you know.”

“Maybe,” said Kate. “It would be simple enough to sneak in and find out. The window’s not as high as it seems—not if you were on that hill. First you’d need to get over that rock wall”—she pointed near the top of the hill—“then hop the brook and climb the rest of the way up. The tower’s built right into the hillside, see? With a decent stretch of rope you could lasso the flagpole, then climb up and stand on the pole while you got the window open.”

“You call that simple?” Reynie said.

Kate shrugged. “Simple enough.”

“Anyway,” Reynie said, “it’s in plain sight and you’d surely be spotted. I don’t think that’s what Mr. Benedict had in mind when he told us not to take unnecessary risks.”

Kate sighed. “I suppose that’s true.”

Constance, in the meantime, was looking disgusted. “This is a terrible spyglass, Kate. It makes everything look far away.”

Kate turned the spyglass around and handed it back to her.

The children lingered on the hilltop for some time. It was pleasant up there, with the grand view and the breeze, and though none of them said it, they were reluctant to go back down and meet the Executives again. Kate was more reluctant than any of them, not because she feared being caught as a spy (though, like the others, she was nervous about that), but because she hated to stop exploring. Exploring was what she did best, and Kate liked always to be doing what she did best. Not that she was a bad sport; in fact, she was a very good one, and she rarely complained. But Kate had spent all her life—ever since her father abandoned her, which affected her more than she cared to admit—trying to prove she didn’t need anyone’s help, and this was easiest to believe when she was doing what she was good at.

So when Sticky anxiously suggested they head back, Kate couldn’t help heaving another sigh. Everyone else felt like sighing, too, however, so no one asked Kate what hers was for.

Reynie helped Constance climb onto Kate’s back, and the children began making their way down to the dormitory. Kate kept a hopeful eye out for anything unusual, but unfortunately there was nothing to see except boulders and sand and swaths of green vegetation.

Halfway down the hill, Sticky stopped. “That’s odd.”

Kate’s eyes lit up. She glanced all around. “Something’s odd? What’s odd?”

Sticky pointed several yards off the path toward a lush green bed of ivy—or something like ivy—covering the ground near a cluster of boulders. “See that ground vine with the tiny leaves? It’s a rare plant called drapeweed that flourishes in thin soil.”

“Oh boy,” said Constance. “A rare plant.”

Kate’s face fell.

“What I was going to say,” Sticky persisted, “is that some of it was planted more recently than the rest. Mature drape-weed develops a woody brown stem, but young drapeweed has tender green shoots. Otherwise they look the same.”

The others peered at the drapeweed, trying to make out the shoots and stems beneath the dark green leaves. It was true: A large patch in the middle was different from the rest, although the difference was so subtle only a botanist—or Sticky—would have noticed it.

“What do you think?” said Constance. “Maybe something’s been buried there?”

“Or somebody,” suggested Kate. She looked at Reynie. “Shouldn’t we check it out?”

Reynie was pleasantly surprised. He still wasn’t used to other children wanting his opinion. “I think so,” he said after a moment. “But let’s be careful.”

“Careful about what?” Kate said. “It’s a plant.”

“I don’t know. It makes me uneasy somehow.”

“It’s probably nothing,” said Sticky, who began to think he shouldn’t have said anything. He followed the others off the path. “Maybe some of the vine developed fungus and died, and a gardener just filled in the bare spot. Drapeweed is prone to fungus.…”

The others stopped at the edge of the drapeweed bed. It was about twice the size of a living room rug and—to Kate, at least—about half as interesting. “Looks like a patch of ivy,” she said, hitching Constance higher on her back. “Does it give you a rash?”

“No, it’s perfectly harmless,” Sticky said, walking toward the middle of the bed. Kate and Constance moved to follow him. “I’ll pluck a younger shoot and show you the—”

In the next moment, the drapeweed seemed to swallow him.
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Kate and Constance were two steps behind Sticky when he fell through the drapeweed. If he’d been the least bit farther away, there would have been no saving him. Nor would Sticky have stood a chance had it been any other child lunging to grab him. As it was, with a desperate dive onto her belly, Kate barely managed to snatch Sticky’s hand before it disappeared.

Their troubles were far from over. Kate’s dive to the ground had sent Constance tumbling over her shoulders. In a flash she caught the girl’s ankle before she, too, disappeared—but then the weight of her two catches began to drag Kate forward into the hole.

“Um, Reynie?” Kate called through gritted teeth. “A little help?”

Reynie rushed over and grabbed Kate’s legs.

Hauling Sticky and Constance to safety was an arduous, tricky business (and an unpleasant one, too, as Constance complained the whole time of Sticky’s elbow in her ribs). But eventually Reynie and Kate had dragged them back up onto solid ground, where all four now lay on their backs, looking up at the sky and panting from the exertion.

“Apparently drapeweed isn’t ‘perfectly harmless’ after all,” Constance said.

Sticky looked at her. He wanted to be irritated, but found that he was so relieved to be alive he could only smile.

“In fact it appears to be carnivorous,” Kate said.

Before long they were all chuckling. The danger was past, and somehow the excitement had helped them shed a little of their anxiety. Glancing at one another with satisfied smiles (as if to say, “We did it, didn’t we? Together we did it!”) they rose and dusted themselves off. They gathered near the hole in the drapeweed—though not too near—and tried to peer in. All they could see was darkness and trailing tendrils, and even these were slowly being covered up. The flexible stems and shoots thrust aside by Sticky’s fall were stiffening and spreading back into place. Like a footprint in springy grass, the hole would soon disappear entirely.

Kate crawled to the edge of the hole, pushed aside some tendrils and shone her flashlight down into the darkness. “It’s a pit. Twenty feet deep.” She glanced back at Sticky. “Deep enough to break your legs.”

Sticky wiped his forehead. “Thanks for the grab, Kate. I do like my legs.”

“I would thank you, too,” said Constance, “except I wouldn’t have fallen into the hole if you hadn’t dived, so my thank you and your apology cancel out.”

Kate laughed. “Whatever, Constance. As long as I don’t have to apologize, I suppose.”

The children stood by the drapeweed for some time, pondering their discovery. No one could think of any good reason for it to be there. Why had someone gone to the trouble of covering that dangerous hole?

“There’s only one answer I can think of,” Reynie said at last.

“A trap?” Kate said.

Reynie nodded.

“Oh, goody,” Constance said. “Now there’re traps, too.”

“But why is it here?” Sticky wondered. “What is it for?”

Kate snorted. “Really, Sticky, you amaze me! A trap is for catching things—or people.”

Sticky didn’t answer. He was tiptoeing back to the path, careful of every step.

The children made it to their rooms almost exactly when the Executives were supposed to come for them. It was probably a bad idea to keep Executives waiting, Sticky had said. But it was they, not the Executives, who waited. When half an hour had passed with no sign of Jillson, Constance suddenly sang out:

“Now we have waited for thirty consecutive

Minutes to see some old dirty Executive.

Thirty long minutes I could have been sleeping.

But she doesn’t find her appointments worth keeping.”

Kate was startled. “What are you, a cuckoo-clock poet? Cut it out, she might be right outside the door!”

Jillson was, in fact, right outside the door, but to Kate’s relief she entered with no more than her previous bossiness—no hint of indignation. The walls and doors must be very solid, Kate reflected; it would be difficult to eavesdrop through them. This would be to the children’s advantage when they had secret discussions, but it would also make spying on others more difficult—a fact that irritated Kate, though not nearly as much as when Jillson said, “Hurry up now, squirts. I can’t wait on you all day.”

Kate bit her tongue. “We’re ready.”

“You’d better be,” said Jillson. Then her face clouded. “Hey, why isn’t your television on? Is it broken?”

“We, uh, we just turned it off, just now,” Kate lied.

“Why would you do that?”

Kate blinked. “Because we were leaving the room?”

“Oh,” Jillson said again, considering. Finally she grunted. “Well. Whatever floats your boat.”

They joined Jackson and the boys in the corridor. The Executives had a sheet of paper with them now that listed the children’s names, and after checking to be sure each child was accounted for (they still didn’t bother with handshakes), they began the Institute tour. After a quick pass through the dormitory—nothing but student quarters and bathrooms—they walked outside, where Jillson told them they were free to roam anywhere they wished, so long as they kept to the paths. “Too dangerous off the paths,” she said. “The island’s covered with abandoned mine shafts.”

The children exchanged glances.

“They’re from the early days, when Mr. Curtain built the Institute,” Jillson explained. “Before Mr. Curtain bought the island, people said there was nothing here but rocks. What they didn’t know was what kind of rocks. Turns out the whole island was rich in precious minerals. Mr. Curtain knew this. He built the bridge, brought in mining equipment and workers—a whole colony of workers. Their dormitory was the first building constructed. It’s now the student dormitory.” Like a proper tour guide, Jillson pointed to the student dormitory right in front of them, even though they knew what it was.

Dutifully the children looked and nodded.

“Mr. Curtain became one of the richest men in the world,” Jillson went on with a proud smile. “And can you guess how he used his wealth?”

“Doubtful,” Jackson murmured.

“He built the Institute?” Reynie offered.

Jackson looked surprised.

“Exactly,” said Jillson. “A free school, as you know. Doesn’t cost a dime to come here. All thanks to Mr. Curtain’s generosity. He asks nothing in return, mind you—not even attention. Mr. Curtain is every bit as reclusive as he is generous. Never leaves the Institute, never takes a vacation. Too much important work to do, he says, broadening the minds of the next generation.”

The Executives led them across the rock garden onto the large central plaza, which lay fronted and flanked by the Institute’s massive stone buildings. As they walked, Jackson identified the buildings in turn: “Starting from the right you see your dorm, of course—you remember your dorm, don’t you?—and just to the left of it, that one with the tower is the Institute Control Building. It houses Mr. Curtain’s office, the guard and Recruiter quarters, and the Executive suites. You’ll never have reason to go there unless Mr. Curtain calls you to his office. Or unless you become Executives yourselves someday.” Jackson looked the children over and shook his head, as if he rather doubted that possibility.

“Anyway,” he went on, “next to the Institute Control Building you see the cafeteria—right in front of us here—and then the classroom building. That building set off to the side there is the Best of Health Center, which is what we call the infirmary, and the building way on up that path is the gym. The gym is always open, except when it’s closed. And there you have it. Those are all the Institute buildings.”

“What about that one?” Reynie asked, pointing to a rooftop just visible over the classroom building.

Jackson scowled. “I was getting to that, Reynard. That’s the Helpers’ barracks. You know what barracks are, right? It’s where the Helpers live.”

“Helpers?”

“Do you not have eyes?” Jackson scoffed. “Haven’t you seen the grown-ups in white uniforms scuttling about, sweeping walkways and picking up trash and whatnot?”

Reynie nodded. He couldn’t have known they were called Helpers, of course, but he chose not to point this out.

“The Helpers do the maintenance,” Jillson explained, “and the cleaning, the laundry, the cooking—all the unimportant tasks, you know. Now come along, squirts, and don’t drag your feet. There’s still a lot to see inside.”

The Executives bustled them into the classroom building, which had seemed large enough from the outside but was perfectly enormous within. Brightly lit corridors branched out from the entrance in all directions. With Constance struggling to keep up (and looking very unhappy about it), the children were led down corridor after corridor. At last they stopped in one that was lined on both sides with classroom doors.

“Now, there are an awful lot of corridors in this building—,” said Jillson.

“And not just this building,” Jackson put in. “Some connect to the Helpers’ barracks and the cafeteria, which have their own corridors, obviously.”

“Obviously,” Jillson said. “So the next thing you shrubs need to know is how to find your way around. Now don’t fret. It seems confusing, but it isn’t confusing. Which happens to be an important principle you’ll learn here at the Institute.”

“It isn’t confusing?” said Constance, who was turning round and round, clearly confused.

“Look beneath your feet,” Jackson said. “See that stripe of yellow tiles? Just keep to the corridors with yellow tiles on the floor and you can’t get lost.”

Obediently the children looked at the floor. Reynie had noticed the yellow tiles but hadn’t thought anything of them—he’d assumed they were decorative. He must remember not to assume anything about this place.

Jillson put a finger to her lips and drew the children over to peek through the window of one of the doors. A gangly Executive stood in front of about thirty attentive young students, leading them in a memorization exercise:

“THE FREE MARKET MUST ALWAYS BE COMPLETELY FREE.

THE FREE MARKET MUST BE CONTROLLED IN CERTAIN CASES.

THE FREE MARKET MUST BE FREE ENOUGH TO CONTROL ITS FREEDOM IN CERTAIN CASES.

THE FREE MARKET MUST HAVE ENOUGH CONTROL TO FREE ITSELF IN CERTAIN CASES.

THE FREE MARKET…”

“What on earth are they talking about?” Sticky asked.

“Oh, that’s just the Free Market Drill,” said Jackson. “Very basic stuff. You’ll pick it up in no time.”

“Sounds like nonsense to me,” said Constance.

“On a certain level everything sounds like nonsense, doesn’t it?” Jillson said as they continued their tour. “Precisely the kind of lesson you’ll learn at the Institute. Take the word ‘food,’ for example. Ask yourself, ‘Why do we call it that?’ It’s an odd-sounding word, isn’t it? ‘Food.’ It could easily be considered nonsense. But in fact it’s extremely important. It’s the essential stuff of life!”

“It still sounds like nonsense,” Constance muttered, “and now I’m hungry.”

It wasn’t just this talk of food that made Constance’s mouth water—and the other children’s, too, for that matter—but the smell of food as well. They were being led into the cafeteria now, a huge bright room crowded with tables, much like any other cafeteria except for the smells. Drifting in the air were what seemed to be a thousand delectable scents: grilled hot dogs, hamburgers, and vegetables; melted cheese; tomato sauce; garlic; sausage; fried fish; baked pies; cinnamon and sugar; apple tarts; and on and on. Beyond the empty tables, on the other side of a counter, they saw Helpers scurrying about in the kitchen, half-hidden behind clouds of steam and grill smoke.

Kate had her nose in the air like a bloodhound. “It smells like a bakery, a pizzeria, and a cookout all at once.”

“That’s another great thing about the Institute,” said Jackson. “The Helpers prepare wonderful meals. You can eat anything you want, and as much as you want, too. Just go up and tell them what you’d like. Don’t be offended if they don’t say anything. Helpers aren’t supposed to talk to you unless you ask them a question. Pretty soon you don’t even notice them. I remember when I was a student, I liked to play tricks on them—nothing they could do about it, you see, because no rule said I couldn’t. But now I hardly pay attention to them, except to keep them in line.”

“It sounds like there are no rules here at all,” Sticky said.

“That’s true, George,” said Jillson. “Virtually none, in fact. You can wear whatever you want, just so long as you have on trousers, shoes, and a shirt. You can bathe as often as you like or not at all, provided you’re clean every day in class. You can eat whatever and whenever you want, so long as it’s during meal hours in the cafeteria. You’re allowed to keep the lights on in your rooms as late as you wish until ten o’clock each night. And you can go wherever you want around the Institute, so long as you keep to the paths and the yellow-tiled corridors.”

“Actually,” Reynie observed, “those all sound like rules.”

Jackson rolled his icy blue eyes. “This is your first day, so I don’t expect you to know much, Reynard. But this is one of the rules of life you’ll learn at the Institute: Many things that sound like rules aren’t actually rules, and it always sounds as if there are more rules than there really are.”

“That sounds like two rules I’ll learn,” Reynie said.

“My point exactly. Now come along, everybody. We need to hurry—you’re to join the other new arrivals for Mr. Curtain’s welcome speech. Constance, stop dawdling. You, too, George, hustle it up.”

“Would you mind calling me Sticky?” the boy asked, hustling it up.

“Is Sticky your real name?” asked Jackson.

“It’s what everybody calls me,” Sticky replied.

“But is it official? Is there an official document somewhere that declares ‘Sticky’ to be your official name?”

“Um, no, but—”

“Well, if it isn’t official, then it can’t be real, now can it?”

Sticky just stared.

“Good boy, George,” said Jackson, leading them back toward the classrooms.
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The children were shown into an ordinary classroom, where sunlight streamed through the windows, the desks sat empty, and an Executive waited to speak with Jackson and Jillson. As the children chose their seats, the Executives held a private discussion. Then Jillson and the other Executive hurried out.

“Shouldn’t be long,” Jackson told the children. “The other group’s finishing their tour, and apparently our Recruiters have brought in some unexpected new arrivals. They’re being admitted right now, so we’ll start a few minutes late. Okay?” He stepped out of the room; then he stepped back in. “Okay?”

“Okay,” the children replied.

Jackson shook his head scornfully and withdrew.

“He’s a sweetheart,” Kate said.

“I don’t know how you can joke,” said Sticky. “My stomach’s all in knots.”

Reynie’s stomach felt much the same. “Did you hear what Jillson said about mine shafts?”

“You bet I did,” Kate said. “It makes no sense. Why set traps and then warn us about them?”

“They don’t want us to leave the paths,” Reynie speculated. “And if we do, they want to know it—they want to catch us at it.”

Kate’s blue eyes shone with excitement. “If that’s true, there might be traps everywhere.”

“You two aren’t helping my stomach,” Sticky said.

Soon the door swung open and a dozen other new arrivals entered, escorted by several Executives and a pair of men wearing fine suits and two watches apiece. There followed a flurry of introductions, desk-choosing, and general mayhem, during which the Executives watched the children very intently, as if they didn’t quite trust them not to bolt from the room or start a brawl. Reynie was painfully aware of their eyes upon him—he already felt conspicuous. But new kids always felt conspicuous, he reminded himself. And so he smiled and nodded, trying hard to seem as happy and eager as the other newcomers.

His fellow members of the Mysterious Benedict Society were making the same attempt, some with less success than others. Kate smiled charmingly. Sticky managed a grimace that resembled a smile, though it also resembled the expression you might wear in a sandstorm. Constance nodded a few times in a friendly way—until the nodding grew sleepy and her eyelids drooped. Reynie nudged her. Constance jerked her head upright and blinked in surprise, as if she didn’t quite know where she was.

As it happened, this was exactly how a couple of the other newcomers looked—a hefty, bell-shaped girl and a wiry boy sitting near the front. Both wore dazed expressions and illfitting clothes (hers were too small, his too large), and both had wet hair from recent baths. Except for Constance, they were the only children who didn’t seem happy and excited. Perhaps they were just sleepy, though you would have thought fresh baths and the dread of a new school would have gotten them wide awake.

Reynie saw one of the men in suits glance at the dazed-looking children—giving them a little wink and a friendly smile—and suddenly it hit him. Recruiters, Jackson had said. That must be what the Institute scouts were called. Which probably meant that the “unexpected new arrivals” Jackson had mentioned were… Could it be? Could these kids really have been kidnapped? And they just sat there looking sleepy? That seemed unlikely, Reynie thought. He must be missing something. And yet…

Reynie’s attention was drawn away. The commotion was dying down. Jillson had taken her place at the front, apparently waiting for a cue from Jackson, who stood in the doorway. Jackson nodded, and Jillson raised her hands for silence. A hush fell over the room. Then, in a booming voice, Jillson announced, “And now, everyone, it is our great pleasure to introduce to you the esteemed founder, president, and principal of our beloved Institute: Mr. Ledroptha Curtain!”

Everyone watched the door with anxious eyes. For a long, expectant pause, they heard nothing except a sort of distant whine, but the whine grew louder by the moment, giving way to a tremendous grind and screech—as of a car changing gears and spinning its tires—and into the room shot a man in a motorized wheelchair, moving so quickly and with such apparent recklessness that every child in the room scooted backward in fear of being struck. Mr. Curtain had perfect control of his chair, however, and as he raced down the rows he expertly dodged the children’s feet and the sharp corners of their desks, smiling as he went.

The wheelchair was unlike any they’d ever seen: It had four evenly spaced wheels, like a cart, with button controls on the armrests and pedal controls beneath each foot. Mr. Curtain was snugged into the padded chair with a seat belt across his chest and lap, and the chair rolled so quickly that his thick white hair flew back from his head. He wore large round glasses with silver reflective lenses, so that his eyes couldn’t be seen; his cheeks and chin were reddened by a recent shave; and his nose was large and lumpy, like a vegetable.

His entrance would have been a shocking sight for any child, but it was far worse for those of the Mysterious Benedict Society. That nose (so much like a vegetable) and that hair (so thick and white) would have been enough to give them a start, but that suit he wore—that green plaid suit—was the clincher. With faces aghast, the four children gaped at the man, and then at one another, for they saw at once that Mr. Curtain was Mr. Benedict himself.

Reynie’s mind was racing, searching for an explanation. Had Mr. Benedict been kidnapped? Was he being forced somehow to pretend he was Mr. Curtain? But why? And how could he have done it so quickly? They’d seen Mr. Benedict just that morning. Perhaps Mr. Benedict had a split personality, like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde? That seemed unlikely, too. But everything was unlikely these days, and Reynie preferred almost any explanation to the one that seemed most plausible: For some awful, unknown reason, Mr. Benedict had tricked them.

Even as Reynie thought this, the man introduced as Mr. Curtain brought his chair to a screeching stop, whirled it about, and shot forward to sit right beside him. He positioned his chair so perfectly that his face was mere inches from Reynie’s—so close that Reynie could see his own alarmed and searching face reflected in those shiny silver lenses; so close that he smelled the man’s pungent breath. And then Mr. Benedict—that is, Mr. Curtain—leaned closer still. Any closer and that lumpy nose would poke Reynie in the eye. “What is it, young man? Why are you looking at me that way?”

Reynie thought fast. Either Mr. Benedict—Mr. Curtain—somehow didn’t recognize him, or else he was pretending not to. “It’s… your nose! It looks like a pink cucumber!”

His friends stared at Reynie in amazement, but several children burst into giggles. Mr. Curtain frowned, his fists clenched, his face darkened—and yet for a long time he did not speak. His fury seemed to be building up to an explosion. Reynie waited in mounting dread. But then the color drained from Mr. Curtain’s face, his frown changed into a satisfied expression… and he even smiled.

“You children,” he said. “I always forget. Children are capable of such open rudeness. That’s all right, young man, I won’t hold it against you. We need students who aren’t afraid to speak the truth. What is your name?”

“Reynard Muldoon, sir. But everyone calls me Reynie.”

“Welcome, Reynard,” said Mr. Curtain, and with this he turned and rocketed to the front of the room, where he spun once more to face the students, throwing his arms wide. “Welcome, Reynard Muldoon, and welcome, all of you! Welcome to the Learning Institute for the Very Enlightened!”

There was a burst of applause, and Reynie and his friends again glanced at one another—more secretly this time—with looks of unhappy bewilderment. Everything’s backward, Reynie was thinking, trying desperately to make sense of it all. Mr. Benedict puts you at ease, but Mr. Curtain terrifies you. Mr. Benedict admires children, but Mr. Curtain looks down on them. And Mr. Benedict seems to know everything about you, but Mr. Curtain seems to know nothing… at least not yet.

Meanwhile Mr. Curtain had begun his welcoming speech: “At other academies,” he declared, “children are only taught how to survive. Reading skills, mathematics, art and music lessons—such a waste of a student’s time! Here at the Learning Institute for the Very Enlightened,” Mr. Curtain boomed, writing the name out on a chalkboard and circling all the capital letters, “we show our students how to L.I.V.E.!”

There followed another great round of applause, but Reynie was still thinking, Everything’s backward. And gazing at the circled letters on the chalkboard, he felt a sudden, terrible chill. For LIVE, spelled backward, is EVIL.

As Jillson had explained, the children were free to leave their lights and televisions on “all night long,” if they chose, provided their rooms were dark by ten o’clock. When that hour struck, Reynie was peering through a crack in the open door. Sure enough—just as Kate had predicted—an Executive was on patrol. This one, a gangly teenager with gigantic feet, had just turned off the corridor light, and in the relative darkness was checking to see if any light escaped from beneath the students’ doors. Reynie switched off their own light and quietly closed the door.

“Who’s out there?” Sticky asked.

“S.Q. Pedalian. Remember him? Kate joked that ‘S.Q.’ must be short for ‘Sasquatch.’”

A knock sounded on their door. When Reynie opened it, S.Q. Pedalian stood in the doorway with his arms crossed. His good-natured face, high above them, was just visible in the moonlight coming in through their window. “You fellows need to keep it down,” he said, though not unkindly. “You’re new, so I thought perhaps you wouldn’t understand the rules, or lack of them. And sure enough, when I put my ear to your door and listened, I could hear a sort of murmur, which means you were talking, and that won’t do. You’re free to talk, of course, but only if you don’t make any sound.”

“Okay,” the boys mouthed soundlessly.

“Okay, just so you know. Have a good night now,” he said, pulling the door closed and crying out in pain. The door opened quickly, S.Q. withdrew the tip of his foot, and the door closed again.

“That must happen to him a lot,” Reynie whispered.

From above them came the rustling sound of a ceiling panel being slid aside, and in the glow of a flashlight beam they saw Constance’s dusty, cobweb-covered, exasperated face. Sticky fetched a chair, and soon Constance and Kate had come down to join them. Kate turned off her flashlight just as a cloud passed over the moon outside. Instantly the room was shrouded in gloom.

“What can it possibly mean?” Kate whispered.

“It’s a nasty trick,” Constance said.

“I think he’s crazy,” said Sticky. “What do you think, Reynie?”

Reynie had pondered this all day. “I think we should send a message to the shore. If we haven’t been tricked—if Mr. Benedict is being forced to act against his will, or if there’s some other explanation—the reply may give us some idea what to do.”

The others agreed, and Sticky was elected to send the message, he being the quickest with Morse code. Climbing onto the television cabinet, which stood beneath the window, Sticky peered out over the plaza below. At the edge of it he saw a familiar figure facing away from the Institute, gazing down toward the bridge. “We’ll have to wait. I can see Mr. Benedict—I guess I mean Mr. Curtain.”

“What’s he doing?” Constance asked.

“Just sitting in his chair doing nothing.”

“Maybe he’s contemplating what a terrific madman he is,” Kate said.

“Hold on,” Sticky said. “A couple of Executives have gone out—and now they’re all leaving together. Boy, he sure can move fast in that thing. They’re puffing to keep up.” Sticky looked in all directions. The plaza was empty, and he saw no lookouts on the paths, no boats on the water, no one on the distant bridge. “Okay, the coast is clear.”

Kate handed him her flashlight, and in Morse code Sticky flashed their message: We see Mr. B when we see Mr. C. How can this be?

They had decided to be as brief and cryptic as possible, in case an unseen Executive spied the signals. Now, as they waited minute after long minute for a response, they began to worry the message hadn’t been understood. Or worse: that it hadn’t been seen at all.

“There’s no one there,” Constance said loudly. The other three shushed her. She stuck out her tongue but continued in a whisper: “This proves it was a trick. The others are all in on it. They wanted to get us on this island, and now we’ll never get off again.”

“Let’s be patient,” Reynie said. “If they don’t respond soon, we’ll send the message again. If they don’t reply to that, then I’ll have to agree with Constance: We’ve been tricked, or else something has gone terribly wrong, and we’d better start thinking about how to get away.”

“Hold on!” said Sticky. “I see a light in the trees! They’re flashing a response.”

The others held their breaths for what seemed a terribly long time. Then Sticky whispered, “Boy, when Rhonda said they were going to be cryptic, she meant it.”

“So what’s the message?” Kate asked.

“It’s some kind of riddle,” Sticky said. He recited it for them:

“When looking in my looking glass

I spied a trusted face. Alas,

Not to be taken for him am I.

Beware, therefore, the Gemini.”

“Oh, that certainly clears things up,” said Constance, rolling her eyes.

“Sounds like he looked in the mirror and saw himself, then decided he was not himself,” said Kate. “I’m afraid that does clear things up—Mr. Benedict really is crazy.”

Sticky shook his head. “It’s not Mr. Benedict who sent the message, remember? I just saw him down on the plaza.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Kate. “It must be one of the others, then. But what are they trying to tell us?”

Reynie was chewing his lip thoughtfully. “Let’s hear the message again, Sticky.”

Sticky repeated it.

“What’s a Gemini, anyway?” asked Constance.

“A constellation, a sign of the zodiac, or a person born under that sign,” said Sticky.

“You’re not very helpful, George Washington,” said Constance. “Who are the zodiacs, and why are they so keen on making signs?”

“The zodiac is more like a diagram that has to do with stars and planets and whatnot,” said Reynie, trying to make it simple. “Your zodiac sign has to do with when you’re born. If you’re born in late April, for example, you’re a Taurus, the sign of the bull. You can also be a Pisces, the sign of the fish, or a Capricorn, the, uh—”

“Sign of the goat,” said Sticky.

“Right, sign of the goat, and so on—you get the idea. Your sign depends on your birthday.”

“So now we’re supposed to find out when somebody was born? Who? This is ridiculous!” Constance declared.

“I think I know what the message means,” Kate said in a suddenly uncomfortable tone. “It’s saying some people aren’t who they seem, that we can’t trust the people we thought we could. In other words, Constance is right—we’ve been tricked. Whoever sent us the message must have been duped as well. It’s Rhonda or Number Two trying to warn us.”

“It’s a little late to warn us, isn’t it?” Reynie pointed out. “And what’s this about a Gemini?”

Kate looked very uncomfortable indeed. “She must think one of us took part in the deception. Someone had a secret pact with Mr. Benedict to help get the others on the island.”

“You’re saying one of us is the Gemini?” said Sticky, appalled.

“I’m sorry,” said Kate. “It’s the only thing I can think of.”

At this suggestion everyone grew quiet, looking at one another with unpleasant feelings of suspicion.

“Well, there’s no point in putting it off,” Kate said. “If I’m right, we can figure this out pretty quickly. Let’s tell each other our birthdays.”

Everybody but Constance gave their birth dates at once—not a Gemini among them. But Constance refused. “This is nonsense. Even if I were a Gemini, which I’m not, we don’t know for sure that’s what the message means.”

“If you’re not a Gemini,” Sticky said, “why don’t you prove it?”

“You prove it yourself,” Constance snapped. “How do we know you didn’t lie? Can you prove when you were born, Mr. Capricorn?”

“Uh…,” Sticky began, for of course he could not.

Constance turned to Kate. “What about you, Miss Taurus? Can you prove that you’re for us?”

Kate hesitated, trying to think of an indignant response that rhymed. Unfortunately, nothing seemed to rhyme with “Constance.”

“Can anybody here prove it?” Constance challenged.

“She’s right,” Reynie said, with a feeling of great relief. “There’s no way to prove it.” (Even in the dim moonlight he noted Constance’s look of gratitude—she’d been very worried about being considered a traitor.) “That’s actually good news,” Reynie went on, “because I’m convinced Mr. Benedict wouldn’t send a message that made us turn against one another—not if there wasn’t some way of proving the truth. The message must mean something else.”

“You keep forgetting,” Sticky said. “Mr. Benedict is here on the island. He’s not sending us any messages. He can’t be both places at once.”

“That’s it!” Reynie cried. The others shushed him.

“That’s it,” he repeated, this time in an excited whisper. “Both places at once! Sticky, what’s the sign for a Gemini?”

“Sign of the twin,” Sticky said offhandedly. His eyes widened. “Wait a minute!”

“That’s right,” said Reynie. “I think Mr. Benedict has a long lost brother.”

As is always the case with a society, some arguing remained to be done. Kate wanted to know why Mr. Benedict hadn’t told them he had a twin on the island, to which Reynie replied that he probably hadn’t known himself. But if he hadn’t known it then, Kate persisted, how did he know it now?

“The looking glass,” Reynie said with a grin. “Remember? ‘When looking in my looking glass I spied a trusted face.’ Mr. Benedict wasn’t referring to his mirror—he meant his telescope! They just set them up today, remember?”

“So he saw Mr. Curtain for the first time today,” said Sticky, “when looking through his telescope.”

“I’ll bet it was quite a shock,” Reynie said.

“But how could Mr. Benedict not know he had a twin?” Kate asked. “They were born together.”

“They must have been separated as babies,” Reynie said. “Mr. Benedict told me he was an orphan. When his parents died, he was sent here from Holland to live with his aunt. Mr. Curtain must have been sent somewhere else.”

“But they’re both geniuses, and they’ve always been interested in the same things,” Kate said, her imagination catching on, “and so at last they’ve been drawn together!”

“Wow,” said Sticky.

“Uh-huh. I’m sleepy,” said Constance, who chose not to be impressed.

Reynie ignored her. “It’s strange news but good news. At least now we know we haven’t been tricked. Sticky, better send them a message that says we understand.”

Sticky did so, and at once the light in the woods began flashing a response. Sticky watched closely, relating the words as they came: Good job. Good night. Good lu…

“They stopped signaling,” Sticky whispered, frowning. In a moment he saw the reason. “Executives! A pair of them have gone out onto the plaza. They’re just standing around talking. Now they’re sitting on a bench. Looks like they’re going to stay awhile.”

“The message was almost finished, anyway,” Kate said with a terrific yawn, “and frankly, I’m toasted. Can’t we call it a night?”

Reynie and Sticky agreed, but Constance was incredulous.

“How can we call it a night? We don’t even know what they were going to say!”

Kate laughed. “Good grief, Constance! Are you joking?”

Constance was indignant. “Are you? It couldn’t possibly have been ‘good grief’! The second word started with ‘lu.’”

Startled, Kate opened her mouth to reply, but Reynie cut her off. “It’s a good point, Constance. In fact I’m pretty sure they were going to say ‘Good luck.’ Don’t you think?”

Constance seemed skeptical about this. After all, she said, they couldn’t be sure that’s what the word was going to be. But as she was sleepier than any of them—she’d been rubbing her eyes for an hour—she consented to adjourn the meeting.

“Meeting adjourned,” the others said.
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The Learning Institute for the Very Enlightened was unlike other schools. For one thing, the cafeteria food smelled good and tasted even better. Beyond that, there were no textbooks, no field trips, no report cards, no roll call (if you were missing, an Executive came to find you), no rickety film projectors, no lockers, no team sports, no library, and, weirdly enough, no mirrors to be found anywhere. Nor was there any separation between beginning and advanced students: Class groups were assigned at random, regardless of age or accomplishment, and everyone in that group sat in the same classrooms together, learning the same lessons. The lessons had been designed by Mr. Curtain himself, and when all of them had been gotten through, they were repeated from the beginning. Thus all the lessons were eventually reviewed many times—and the students who learned them best became Messengers.

None of this was familiar to the members of the Mysterious Benedict Society. And yet, in certain ways, the Institute did remind them of other schools: Rote memorization of lessons was discouraged but required; class participation was encouraged but rarely permitted; and although quizzes were given every day, in every class, there was always at least one student who groaned, another who acted surprised, and another who begged the teacher, in vain, not to give it.

“Time’s up!” S.Q. Pedalian called out during the morning class one day. “Pass me your quizzes, everyone—and no dal-lying, please. A stitch in time saves time, you know.”

“Nine,” corrected a Messenger in the middle row. Reynie recognized her from his other classes. A tall, athletic teenager with piercing eyes and raven-black hair, she was much older—and bolder—than most of the students, and had a reputation as the leader among Messengers. Her name was Martina Crowe.

“Nine stitches?” S.Q. said. “No, Martina, I’m certain it’s just one stitch.”

“No, a stitch in time saves nine,” Martina scoffed.

“Exactly,” S.Q. replied.

With the quizzes all collected, the room fell silent as S.Q. went through the pages, marking grades in his book. It was the hourly ritual. In every class, an Executive first presented the day’s material, then the material was reviewed—and sometimes the review was reviewed—and then the students were given a quiz over the previous day’s lesson. If the material weren’t so strange, no doubt it would have been easily mastered.

Today, the Mysterious Benedict Society’s third full day of classes, S.Q.’s lesson had been called “Personal Hygiene: Unavoidable Dangers and What Must Be Done to Avoid Them.” Like all the lessons at the Institute, this one was a barrage of details—pages and pages worth—but the gist was that sickness, like a hungry predator, lurked in every nook and cranny. Every touchable surface was a disease waiting to happen, every speck of dust an allergen poised to swell your nose and clog your ducts, every toothbrush bristle a bacterial playground. On and on it went, and all of it was greatly exaggerated, Reynie thought, though not entirely untrue. What made the lesson so confusing was the “logical conclusion” S.Q. said must be drawn: Because it was impossible, in the end, to protect yourself from anything—no matter how hard you tried—it was important to try as hard as you could to protect yourself from everything.

There was some kind of truth hidden in there, Reynie thought, but it was camouflaged with nonsense. No wonder it gave students trouble. Luckily, he and Sticky had been making perfect scores. To confirm this, Reynie glanced over at his friend, who gave a small nod and a thumbs-up. Probably wasn’t even difficult for him—Sticky remembered everything he laid eyes on. So far, so good. Reynie twisted in his seat to look at Kate. She puffed her cheeks, crossed her eyes, and put her hands to her head as if she thought it might pop. Not good. Reynie decided not to look at Constance; his optimism had been spoiled enough.

The other students sat mostly in stupors, worn out from the class, or else were scouring their notes in hopes of discovering they’d done better than they thought. The Messengers, though—there were four in the class, wearing their snappy white tunics and blue sashes—were indulging in a peculiar habit Reynie had noticed. Every few moments one of them would glance at the door, eyes focused with keen expectation. Martina Crowe was especially fixated.

They were waiting to be called out by an Executive—called away for their “secret privileges.” And whenever an Executive did appear in the doorway—as Jackson did now—every Messenger in the room stiffened with anticipation.

“S.Q.,” Jackson announced. “I need Corliss Danton and Sylvie Biggs.”

The Messengers in question leaped from their desks, hastily gathering their things. With beaming faces and nary a backward glance, they followed Jackson out. Martina Crowe stared hungrily after them.

“For the newcomers among us,” S.Q. said, “let me remind you that you, too, could be privy to the special privileges enjoyed by our Messengers. Study hard! Especially you brand-new recruits—who are doing very well, by the way. Rosie Gardener, Eustace Crust… very well done. You each got several answers correct. Keep up the good work.” He smiled encouragingly toward the back of the room and returned to his grading.

Reynie turned in his seat to see whom S.Q. was speaking to—and then he could hardly stop staring. New recruits, S.Q. had called them, and indeed, these were the two whose dazed expressions had caught Reynie’s attention the first day—the bell-shaped girl and the wiry boy he’d suspected of being kidnapped. They scarcely seemed the same children now. Their looks of sleepy confusion had disappeared, replaced by a look of purpose, even of pleasure, in their eyes. These were not the expressions of children who had been kidnapped and secreted away against their will. But then why had they been escorted by Recruiters? And why else would they be called “recruits”?

Reynie suspected himself of leaping to conclusions. He used to think he was good at understanding people—Miss Perumal had told him so more than once—but these kids were a mystery to him. Somehow he was getting it all wrong; he had to be. And speaking of getting it wrong, Reynie’s eyes now fell on Constance, sound asleep with her face on her desk. Reynie felt suddenly depressed. He needed to stop turning around.

S.Q. finished grading the quizzes and stacked the papers on the edge of his desk. “Okay, everyone, class dismissed. You may check your quizzes as you leave. And someone had better wake Miss Contraire. I’m fairly certain she’s alive—I saw her twitch. Reynard Muldoon and George Washington, please stay after class. I need to speak with you.”

Reynie’s throat tightened, and he glanced at Sticky, who looked as if he’d been stung by a hornet. Were they suspected of something? As the others filed out of the classroom, Kate gave the boys a meaningful look. Good luck, her eyes said. Constance stumbled blearily past without looking at them, and then the two boys started up to S.Q.’s desk.

Their path was suddenly cut off by Martina Crowe, who fixed them with a stare of barely contained fury. Startled, the boys stepped back, as if they’d come upon a rattlesnake.

“That’s right,” Martina hissed. “Step. Back.” She glared at them, radiating menace. Reynie wondered what to do. Should he ask what was wrong? Would this encourage her to attack?

“Martina?” S.Q. said from his desk. “Do you need something?”

“I know why you want to speak with them,” Martina said, not taking her eyes from the boys’ alarmed faces.

“Good for you. Now, I do need to speak with them, so please excuse us.”

“I’ll go,” Martina said. “But not far.” She leaned toward the boys and whispered, “Do you hear me? Not far!”

Certainly not far enough, Reynie thought as she stalked from the room. Why was she so angry? Did she suspect them of something, too? Trembling now, the boys approached the desk.

S.Q. looked grave. “I’m afraid you two are in hot water.”

“But why?” asked Reynie. Sticky wobbled as if he might fall down.

“You have Martina on edge, that’s why. Frankly, fellows, I’m simply astoundished. Or rather, I should say, astonded. No, that’s not, not quite—”

“Astonished?” Reynie prompted. “Astounded?”

S.Q. nodded. “Those, too. Furthermore, I’m amazed. How are you boys doing so well on your quizzes? You’re making perfect scores! I think Martina overheard me talking about it with another Executive, by the way, which is why she dislikes you now.”

Sticky regained his balance. Reynie’s breathing slowed. They weren’t in trouble, after all. Except, for some reason, with Martina Crowe.

S.Q. gave them an appraising look. “How do you explain your grades? It’s unlikely anyone is helping you. You’re brand-new, and other students naturally shun new kids, so they wouldn’t be helping you.”

“I remember things,” said Sticky simply.

“I try hard,” said Reynie.

S.Q. looked as if this was just what he’d suspected. “Rememberingness and effortfulness, both fine qualities. It seems you two have an abundant supply. I just wanted to congratulate you and tell you to keep it up.”

“Like Eustace and Rosie?” Reynie asked.

“Oh, those two? They’re a different case, boys. They’re special recruits. Special recruits get extra attention in the early days, by order of Mr. Curtain. They’re a little slow to come round, and they need encouragement. But you watch, one day they’ll be top students. Special recruits often end up as Messengers, and many become Executives. Take Jackson and Jillson, for example—they were special recruits themselves.”

“What makes special recruits so special?” Sticky asked. He almost sounded jealous.

S.Q. seemed troubled by this question. “Well, as for that, I can’t really say, uh, here nor there. All you need to know is—well, you don’t need to know anything. Except for the material, that is. Obviously you must know that. And how to… actually, I suppose there are many things you should know, but—” He checked himself, cleared his throat, and said, “Just work hard, boys, and you’ll have nothing to worry about.”

“Except Martina,” said Reynie. “She looked like she wanted to throttle us.”

S.Q. laughed. “She probably does! You’re showing her up. Perfect quiz scores are extremely rare. If you boys continue like this, you’ll be Messengers in no time—and so naturally the Messengers hate you. There’s a limited number of Messengers, you see, and no guarantee that any will stay a Messenger. Have a bad week on your quizzes and another student might take your spot.”

“Does that happen often?” Reynie asked.

“Hardly ever,” S.Q. said. “Messengers can’t bear to lose their special privileges. I remember how awful I felt whenever I had to turn in my sash and tunic. Happened to me several times. But eventually I got all the lessons down like butter—like a pat of butter—got them down pat—and never lost my position again. Until I was made Executive, that is. Anyway, I suppose to Martina you seem like a threat. I understand her feeling, though of course there’s no call for her to be so cranky about it.”

Cranky was hardly the word, Reynie thought. Venomous was more like it. They would have to watch out for Martina Crowe.
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Reynie and Sticky spent the rest of the morning looking nervously over their shoulders. Between classes they hurried through the corridors, not wanting to be ambushed by Martina, and when at lunchtime they spotted Martina lingering near the cafeteria counter, they put off getting their lunches despite the insistent growling in their bellies. Instead they found a table and waited for Kate and Constance. When the girls returned from the counter, Reynie and Sticky quickly related what S.Q. had told them about Messengers, and also what had happened with Martina. The cafeteria was so absurdly loud they could speak in normal voices and not be overheard, but it was all Kate could do to keep her voice below an outraged shout.

“Where is Martina now?” she said, glancing left and right.

“I’m trying not to see her,” Sticky said.

“Easy, Kate,” Reynie said. He nodded discreetly toward a distant table. “She just sat down at one of the Messenger tables. Every now and then she shoots darts with her eyes. But let’s not worry about it. We’ll need to avoid her, that’s all.”

Constance wiped her mouth with her sleeve. “Hey, when you boys get your lunch trays, bring me back some ice cream.”

“Whatever happened to asking?” Sticky said. “Whatever happened to please?”

Reynie looked at Constance, who by way of answering Sticky was poking her tongue out. She did have terrible manners, it was true: She spilled food with abandon, chewed with her mouth open as often as not, and held her utensils like shovels. But Reynie found her behavior more sad than irritating. He knew she must never have had anyone to teach her better manners. He had no idea what her life had been like before—Constance hated being asked questions and generally ignored them, or else responded by making rude sounds—but it was obvious she’d had little guidance.

Constance noticed Reynie looking at her. She bugged her eyes and opened her mouth to show him her chewed-up food. She didn’t like being looked at any more than she liked being asked questions.

Reynie and Sticky went up to the counter to order their lunches. The Helpers were stirring soups and tossing pizza dough and otherwise attending to a huge array of dishes, all of which smelled heavenly, and the boys’ mouths were watering like sprinkler systems. Reynie finally settled on lasagna and chocolate milk—and ice cream, since Sticky refused to do Constance’s bidding. Reynie just didn’t feel like dealing with a whining session.

The Helper who took his order nodded silently, averting her eyes, and set about preparing the tray. Reynie watched her uneasily. Only a few Helpers had ever spoken to him, and not one had made eye contact. Apparently Mr. Curtain had laid down strict rules about this. It was a strange requirement of the workers’ jobs, this constant show of deference, but the Helpers met it admirably. In fact they were so silent and shy of eye contact that Reynie tried not to greet them or even look at them much. To him this felt profoundly rude, but doing otherwise always seemed to make the Helpers uncomfortable.

Sticky must have been thinking about the same thing, because when they had rejoined the girls at the table, he said, “Can you imagine a worse job than being a Helper?”

“Aren’t they a sad lot?” said Kate. “No talking, no eye contact. No way I could work a job like that—I’d have to be sedated.”

“Hey, maybe they are being sedated,” Sticky suggested. “Maybe there’s something in their food!”

Kate shook her head. “I’ve seen them eating the same food they serve us, and we’re just fine, aren’t we?”

They all looked uncomfortably at Constance, who had finished gulping her ice cream and let her sticky chin drop to her chest. Her eyelids were fluttering, and her breathing had deepened into a snore.

“Well, but she was that way before we got here,” said Reynie.

It was a long and wearisome day. The afternoon classes went much the same as the morning ones: First Reynie would feel heartened by how well he and Sticky had done on the quiz, then dismayed by the hateful looks their successes brought them—from other students and Messengers in general, but especially from Martina. And if Kate and Constance were drawing no such unpleasant attention themselves, it was only because they were having a terrible time with the quizzes, which was even more discouraging.

When the last class was dismissed, the four of them went out onto the plaza and sat on a stone bench. (All but Kate, who bounced in place, burning off energy.) Most of the Institute students spent the hour before supper playing in the gym, or else watching television in their rooms, but the Mysterious Benedict Society had wanted a little time to themselves. As it turned out, they spent their whole time on the plaza undisturbed by Martina or anyone at all, and yet they spoke hardly a word. The reason was that they could not stop staring—with a curious mixture of fascination, fear, and uneasiness—at Mr. Curtain in his green-plaid suit, silvery glasses, and demonic wheelchair.

The plaza was a favorite spot of his. The children had seen him there the day before, too, and also at night. It was well known that Mr. Curtain often sat there for an hour or so in the afternoons, during which time no one ever disturbed him but Executives—and they came to him only with urgent matters. This afternoon was no different. Everyone who crossed the plaza gave Mr. Curtain a wide berth, and no one ever passed in front of him, as he seemed to delight in gazing off toward the bridge in the distance, and no one wished to disrupt his view.

Gazing aside, Mr. Curtain was hardly idle. He had a stack of newspapers with him and was going through them meticulously, occasionally marking things, and smiling mysteriously. From time to time he opened a large book, which he carried in his lap, and made a note inside it. Then he would gaze off into the distance again. Eventually Mr. Curtain spun around and shot across the plaza, disappearing inside the Institute Control Building and snapping the children out of their trance.

Having spent so much time staring, and since at supper they were unable to get a table to themselves, the children would have to wait until after lights-out for any secret discussions, for the evenings were devoted to studytime. It was essential that Reynie and Sticky continue to do well on their quizzes—especially if Kate and Constance didn’t start doing well. And, at any rate, one of the few rules the Executives seemed willing to admit to was that students were not allowed in one another’s rooms. Private meetings among regular students were the sort of thing strictly frowned upon at the Institute, where all secrets were reserved for Messengers and Executives.

There was no prohibition regarding the dormitory corridors during studytime, however, and before the children holed up in their rooms to labor over their notes, they lingered a few minutes outside the door to Reynie and Sticky’s room. If they didn’t talk to each other now, it was only because they were eavesdropping. They had discovered that, at this time of day, there was a considerable amount of activity and conversation in the corridor, which always provided an opportunity to learn something. Here and there along the corridor, little clusters of students stood talking, reluctant to knuckle down and study yet, and a steady stream of children toting toothbrushes and toiletries passed in and out of the bathrooms.

This evening the most obvious eavesdroppees were Reynie and Sticky’s neighbors, a couple of thick-headed, thick-middled older boys who had made a point of never speaking to Reynie and Sticky. The boys stood in their doorway playing a game that involved kicking each other in the shins without crying out, and as they kicked and grimaced back and forth, they speculated endlessly about the Messengers’ secret privileges. This was a favorite conversation among non-Messengers, but never a productive one, and it was no different with these boys. It soon became clear neither had any idea what the privileges were, only that they were much to be coveted.

The boys’ talk quickly wore thin, and Reynie was just about to give up and go study when Jackson’s voice boomed down the corridor: “Corliss Danton! There you are!”

A few doors down, Corliss Danton jumped. (Everyone jumped, but Corliss jumped the highest.) He turned to look with strangely guilty eyes at Jackson, who came marching toward him through the little clusters of students, all of whom flattened themselves against the walls to let him pass. The corridor, just moments ago all gossip and hubbub, fell silent as a graveyard. Corliss straightened his Messenger sash as Jackson came up. “What—what’s the matter, Jackson?”

“You know what the matter is, Corliss,” said Jackson. “Mr. Curtain needs to speak with you. I’ve come to show you to the Waiting Room.”

At the mention of the Waiting Room, Corliss—who was fair-skinned to begin with—turned positively white. The boys from the neighboring room flinched and took a quick step backward, trying to disassociate themselves. A murmur spread down the corridor.

“But… but…” Corliss cleared his throat. He tugged at the bottom of his tunic. “But come on, Jackson. Why would I be punished? What—?”

“You aren’t being punished. Mr. Curtain only wants to speak with you. But he’s busy at the moment, so you’ll have to wait. Come with me right now.”

Corliss shook his head and stepped back. “I… you know what? I don’t think so. I think I’ll just… just…” He glanced left and right, contemplating the corridor exits.

Jackson’s tone was casual but firm. “I understand you don’t like to wait, Corliss. Nobody likes waiting. But if you don’t want to go to the Waiting Room and lose your special privileges, then you’d better come along right now.”

Corliss cringed. “N-no, that won’t… won’t be necessary. I’ll go with you, Jackson. I suppose one way or another I’m going to have to wait, is that right?”

“One way or another.”

Corliss took a deep breath to steady himself. “Okay, you bet. Whatever Mr. Curtain wants. You’ll get no complaints from me.”

Jackson winked. “That a boy. Let’s get moving.” He put his hand on Corliss’s shoulder and walked him out the far exit.

The moment Corliss had gone, the corridor erupted into a cacophony of excited conversation. One girl even burst into tears; she’d once been to the Waiting Room herself, apparently, and was distraught at the mere mention of the place. As the girl’s friends tried to console her, Reynie and Sticky’s thick-headed neighbors were still staring at the exit through which Jackson had led Corliss as if to his doom.

“The Waiting Room,” one boy said. “I didn’t know Messengers ever got sent to the Waiting Room.”

“Let’s not talk about it,” said the other, shaking his head. “I think it’s bad luck to talk about it. I don’t need that kind of luck.” The boys went into the room and closed the door behind them.

Reynie and the others looked anxiously at one another.

“I think perhaps we ought to avoid being sent to the Waiting Room,” said Constance.

“You think?” said Kate.

Sticky took out his polishing cloth.
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When the ceiling panel slid aside that night, Kate’s was the only face that appeared.

“Where’s Constance?” Reynie whispered.

“Down for the count,” Kate replied. “Drowsiest kid I’ve ever met. Fell sound asleep at her desk. I couldn’t wake her.”

“I guess you can fill her in later,” Reynie said doubtfully, and Sticky shook his head with a look of disapproval.

“I’m so glad to see you boys,” Kate said, sitting on the floor. She crossed her legs in an elaborate, pretzel-like formation the boys would have thought impossible. “I’m sick of studying. I must have gone over my notes a hundred times, but none of it sticks in my head. It makes no sense! ‘You must work longer hours to have more time to relax’? ‘You must have war to have peace’? How are these ‘logical conclusions’? Please tell me!”

Reynie gave a weary laugh. “What about ‘It’s important to protect yourself because it’s impossible to protect yourself’?”

“Oh, yes, the hygiene lesson,” Kate said disgustedly. “That one’s the best. I would never have thought brushing my teeth could make me feel so hopeless.”

Reynie cocked his head. Something about what Kate said seemed familiar. But what was it?

“The stuff doesn’t make a bit of sense to me, either,” said Sticky, “but I don’t have trouble remembering it. I can help you study, Kate.”

“When?” Kate said, exasperated. “There’s never any time! No, I need to just do it myself.”

“Oh… oh, okay,” said Sticky meekly, his feelings obviously hurt.

Kate was too preoccupied to notice. She was absently braiding her hair into complicated knots, then unbraiding it again. “I really don’t get it, boys. What’s the point of learning this mush?”

It suddenly occurred to Reynie what had struck him as familiar. “I think it’s connected to the hidden messages! Remember that phrase we heard on the Receiver? ‘Brush your teeth and kill the germs’? That has to be related to the hygiene lesson, don’t you think?”

“Hey, you’re right!” Kate said, brightening.

“And now that I think of it, on our first day here we overheard the kids in S.Q.’s class going on and on about the market this, the market that—”

“The Free Market Drill,” said Sticky.

“Exactly! And ‘market’ was the very first word we heard come through Mr. Benedict’s Receiver, remember?”

Sticky nodded—of course he remembered—but Kate only shrugged.

“I’ll have to take your word for it,” she said. “Anyway, the classes are obviously linked to the hidden messages. So the question is how it all fits together.”

“The sooner we become Messengers, the sooner we find out!” said Reynie excitedly.

“We aren’t Messengers yet, so hold your horses,” said Sticky, who was still trying to recover from his wounded feelings and felt a bit testy. “We’ve only been here a few days.”

“It’s true,” Reynie sighed. “All right, let’s report this to Mr. Benedict.”

They prepared to send a report to the mainland, only to be thwarted by the presence of Mr. Curtain on the plaza. And then, just as Mr. Curtain was finally going inside, a couple of Executives came out for a leisurely stroll over the Institute grounds. They seemed intent on strolling every walkway and path in sight. The night was growing late, and the children, exhausted, decided to adjourn. They couldn’t very well succeed in their classes if they couldn’t stay awake in them.

“The report will keep,” Kate said with a yawn, “and in the meantime we’ll sleep. You boys have a good night.”

She scurried up her rope, drew it into the ceiling after her, and disappeared. With a mixture of amusement and admiration, Reynie and Sticky watched her go. Kate’s method of coming and going still took some getting used to.

“What must it be like, getting around the way she does?” Sticky wondered.

Reynie shrugged. “Dusty, I imagine.”

Long after Kate had gone her dusty way and the boys had gone to bed, Reynie lay awake, calming his nerves by composing a mental letter to Miss Perumal. He could never actually write the letter, of course—he could never send it—but it soothed Reynie to think of Miss Perumal, in a setting far from this responsibility and danger, sipping her tea and correcting his Tamil grammar. He reflected upon the pleasant afternoons they’d spent walking in Oldwood Park, discussing this thing or that—her mother, or the aged trees in the park, or baseball, or dogs. And the times, too, when he’d told her about some savage teasing he’d got from other children, upon which Miss Perumal never offered advice—which would have been useless—but only nodded and clucked her tongue, smiling sadly at Reynie as if his memory were her memory, too, as if they shared it. Well, he supposed they did share it, now that he’d told her of it. And somehow this had always lightened its effect on him—even, on occasion, cheered him right up.

Reynie had just ended the letter when he heard Sticky rise and move about the room, and then, after a pause, whisper, “Reynie, are you awake?”

It would have been a nice way to go to sleep; Reynie was feeling calm for the first time all day. But he couldn’t very well thank Miss Perumal in his letter for always being there to listen, then turn around and not be there for Sticky. “Yes, I’m awake,” he replied.

“The coast is clear now.”

Reynie looked down from his bunk.

Sticky had put on his spectacles and was peering out the window. “If Kate hadn’t taken her flashlight, we could send the report. We should remember that next time. We might as well get something out of a bad night’s sleep.”

“We could flip the light switch,” Reynie suggested.

“I suppose so,” Sticky said doubtfully, with a twinge of worry in his voice, “but what if there’s someone outside? I can’t keep an eye out from over by the light switch.”

“There are two of us, remember. I’ll watch out the window.”

Sticky was casting about for his polishing cloth. “Makes me nervous,” he said, finding the cloth on his desk and giving his glasses a brisk rub. “I keep thinking about that Messenger’s face when Jackson told him about the Waiting Room. The last thing we want is to be suspected of something.” He put his glasses on and sighed. “Now I wish I hadn’t mentioned it. But I suppose we ought to?”

“We’ll do it quickly and get it over with,” Reynie said.

The light switch, unfortunately, made a sharp clicking sound when it was thrown. Sticky cringed with every click, as if he were being shocked, and by the end of the message his trembling, sweaty fingers were slipping off the switch. At last the message was sent, however, and no one had discovered them.

Peering toward the mainland shore, Reynie chuckled. “They want to know what we’re still doing up.”

Sticky felt too anxious to smile. “Anything else?”

“We’re doing excellent work, we must continue to be careful, and now we should really get some sleep.”

“They said all that?”

Reynie climbed down from the television. “Well, they said, ‘Excellent. Careful. Sleep.’”

“They don’t have to tell me twice,” Sticky said, slipping into bed. “Especially not the careful part. My stomach’s all in knots, Reynie. It feels that way all the time.”

“I know,” Reynie said, climbing up to his bunk. “Same with me. But at least we know Mr. Benedict and his crew are out there watching. We’re not alone, right?”

“I suppose that should be encouraging,” Sticky said uncertainly.

“I take it you don’t find it very encouraging.”

“No,” Sticky replied, pulling his sheet up tightly under his chin. “No, ever since I first saw him, I keep imagining Mr. Curtain chasing me down, getting closer and closer. He seems a lot closer than Mr. Benedict and the others do, way off on that shore.”

This time Reynie said nothing. He understood too well how Sticky felt. If only he knew of something comforting to say, something to ease Sticky’s anxiety—and, yes, something to ease his own. He thought and thought. He lay awake a long while, thinking. Surely there was something.

But if there was, he could not think of it.

Sticky’s anxiety took its toll on him; he slept quite poorly, and all the next morning he had trouble staying awake. By the time Jackson’s class started, his eyelids felt heavy as anvils. It required a heroic effort—including a lot of painful pinches on the leg—to keep his eyes open and pay attention to Jackson’s long, droning lecture. At last Jackson finished, however, and despite his drowsiness, Sticky had managed to lock all the information securely in his head. The end-of-lecture review would not require his attention, which meant it would require willpower instead—it would be all he could do to stay awake. He needed to occupy his mind with something.

And so Sticky focused on Corliss Danton, who was back in class this morning, looking no worse for wear. On the contrary, he seemed the exemplary student: He sat ramrod straight in his desk, listening with attention, and his Messenger uniform was impeccable. In fact his entire person fairly shone. From finger to foot, his fair skin was rosy from scrubbing; even his fingernails seemed meticulously groomed. He looked as though he would smell like a bar of soap. Corliss obviously meant to make a good impression, Sticky thought. He wanted to appear cleansed of any past wrongdoings.

Only after Corliss had glanced past him toward the door a few times did Sticky realize he was not entirely recovered from his visit to the Waiting Room. His face was weary, even dazed, as if he hadn’t slept a wink, and an unmistakable remnant of misery showed in his eyes. Not for the first time, Sticky found himself wondering what sort of ordeal Corliss had gone through. Then he found that he didn’t want to think about it, as it made his stomach hurt. And then he found that he was asleep.

Sticky wouldn’t have known he was asleep, though, had Martina Crowe not hissed, “You! Skinny bald-headed four-eyes! What are you doing sleeping? Aren’t you supposed to be the super student?”

Sticky’s eyes snapped open. On all sides of him students were tittering, and the Messengers (including Corliss) were sneering disdainfully. In a flush of embarrassment, Sticky reached for his spectacles.

“Watch him go to polishing his glasses now!” said Martina. “What a weirdo!”

“Silence!” shouted Jackson from the front of the room. His icy sharp gaze fell on Sticky. “You can say whatever you like when you have permission,” Jackson said, adding: “Right now no one has permission.”

Paralyzed, Sticky couldn’t even manage to nod.

Kate, however, was too outraged to hold her tongue. “But it wasn’t Sticky who spoke!”

Martina, who happened to be sitting right in front of Kate, whirled about with a look of shock. Kate met her gaze defiantly, which surprised Martina even more. Before they could exchange words, though, Jackson had come charging down the aisle to stand over Kate. “Did you raise your hand to ask permission to speak?”

Kate shook her head, and then, with a bright look, raised her hand.

“No,” Jackson said. “You don’t have permission to raise your hand. And let me just warn you and your friend,” he said with a glance at Sticky, “it won’t benefit you to challenge a Messenger.”

Martina ran a hand through her raven-colored hair and nodded with remarkable smugness. Kate’s face burned bright red—she fairly radiated fury—but she held her tongue. Jackson returned to the front of the room, and the students returned to their busy note-taking.

All except Sticky, who was too upset to concentrate. Instead he stared miserably at Jackson, and then at his other tormentor, Martina, who seemed exceedingly pleased with herself. His gaze was distracted by a movement below Martina’s desk. Kate was slipping her feet back into her shoes. But why had she taken her shoes off? It was too cool for bare feet. Just then Martina shot a glance toward Sticky. Sticky averted his eyes and didn’t look that direction again. He could feel the malice even without looking.

And so it was that when Jackson dismissed class and Martina leaped from her seat, Sticky heard, but did not see, Martina crashing face-first onto the floor. He glanced over in surprise. Notebooks, papers, and pencils had spilled everywhere, and Martina was raising herself slowly to her hands and knees, spluttering and shaking her head as she tried to get her bearings. Messenger or no, her fumblings prompted a burst of laughter from the other students—except for Kate, who pretended not to notice as she grabbed Sticky’s arm, dragging him toward the door.

“I tied her shoelaces to the desk,” she whispered. “With my toes.”

“Great,” Constance said at lunch. “Not only do we have a dangerous secret mission, but now we have enemies, too. Nice work, Kate.”

Kate laughed. “She was already the boys’ enemy. I just added myself to the list. What did you expect me to do, let her get away with it? She called him bald-headed, for Pete’s sake.”

“I am bald,” Sticky said, running a hand over his scalp. “It’s my own fault. I used hair remover when I ran away, to disguise myself.”

“That explains it,” said Reynie. “I’d wondered but was afraid to ask.”

“Isn’t hair remover supposed to sting like the dickens?” Kate asked.

“I’d heard that, so I invented my own mixture, adding other ingredients to keep it from stinging.”

“Did that work?” Constance asked, plainly hoping it didn’t.

“No,” Sticky admitted. “It felt like my head was on fire, and now it’s taking forever for my hair to grow back! It hasn’t even started!”

The others smiled. Then grinned. Then giggled. And finally—unable to help themselves—they burst out laughing. Sticky groaned and ducked his head, but at last even he had to smile. For a while their laughter wiped away the troubles at hand, and they were reluctant to give it up.

But eventually—too soon—their laughter fell away. And unlike Sticky’s hair, the troubles at hand did not hesitate to come back.
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That afternoon in class, Jillson lectured on the national economy. She also spoke about education, crime, the environment, war, taxes, insurance, health and medicine, the justice system… and fruit.

“You see,” Jillson said near the end of the lesson, “all these terrible problems are the result of one thing: bad government! Don’t get me wrong, government is a good thing. Without government you can solve none of the world’s horrible problems—unless you have a bad government, in which case the problems only get more horrible. Sadly, all the world’s governments are bad ones. Like a poison apple”—here Reynie’s ears perked up—“our governments look beautiful, shiny, and wholesome from a distance, but once you’ve partaken of them, they prove quite deadly. What’s more, they shelter more than one wicked official—like poison worms in that poison apple.”

Poison apples, poison worms, Reynie thought. That was another hidden-message phrase they’d heard through Mr. Benedict’s Receiver. He wasn’t surprised—he knew the classes were connected to the hidden messages—but he did wonder exactly how it all fit together. He felt sure he could figure it out if only—

Without warning, Reynie’s mood shifted. His optimism drained away, and he was suddenly angry with Jillson—stupid, lecturesome Jillson!—and not just Jillson, either, but… really, he was angry with just about everybody he could think of. It was an unusual feeling for Reynie, and very distressing. He felt as though the walls were pressing in on him, as though he wanted to get up and run from the room. He felt like yelling and kicking things—preferably Jillson.

What was going on? Was the pressure finally getting to him? Completely frazzled, Reynie laid down his pencil and glanced over at Sticky—who was glaring at his quiz as if he wanted to tear it up and toss it into a fire. Oh, no, Reynie thought, he’s bungled it somehow. For a moment he felt mad at Sticky, too. But then Sticky, catching his eye, nodded as usual and gave a feeble thumbs-up. It wasn’t the quiz, then. And now Sticky was staring at Reynie with a concerned expression—which was how Reynie realized he was scowling himself. He looked over at Kate and Constance. Both had their heads in their hands and looked ready to scream. And yet none of the other students seemed affected in the least. So why would only the four of them…?

Martina’s poisoned us! Reynie thought. He was immediately convinced of it. Martina had slipped something into their lunches—perhaps she’d ordered the Helpers to do it. All his anger now flowed in Martina’s direction.

When class was finally over, it took Reynie several seconds to realize why the other students were getting up and leaving. Jillson was staring at him and his friends as if they were a bunch of lunatics. “I said go!” she barked. “Or do you want to stay here all day?”

The four of them bolted from their desks. They needed an emergency meeting.

Most students were headed to the gym to play games before supper, and Mr. Curtain was not in his favorite spot. The plaza was deserted. The children crossed to the farthest corner, made sure no one was in earshot, and all began talking at once.

“Are you feeling what I’m feeling?” Reynie asked.

“What’s this all about?” Kate said.

“So you feel it, too? I think my head’s going to split open!” Sticky said.

“My first thought was that Martina poisoned us,” Reynie said, “but—”

“Poison?” Kate said. “No, I don’t think so. This is all in my head.”

Reynie and Sticky agreed. It wasn’t a physical problem, exactly; it was something else. But then what was it? The three of them began comparing their symptoms.

Only Constance said nothing. She listened as the others talked about how irritable and angry they felt, as if they were engaged in a furious argument, and as they spoke, she seemed to be shrinking. It was Reynie who noticed this—that Constance, with a look of anxious bafflement, had begun to crouch down as if to protect herself from an attack.

“Constance, what is it?” Reynie asked, his brow wrinkling with concern. “What’s wrong?”

“That’s… that’s all?” Constance asked in a weak voice. “You just feel kind of annoyed?”

“Extremely annoyed,” Kate said. “Really, I’ve never felt so cranky in my life.”

“So you don’t… you don’t hear…?” Constance trailed off.

She didn’t have to finish. Reynie couldn’t believe they hadn’t thought of it right away. The experience must have rattled every bit of sense out of all their heads. Hadn’t Mr. Benedict specifically predicted this? Most of us will simply feel irritable and confused, Mr. Benedict had said, essentially the way we feel now whenever the television is on and the messages are being broadcast.

“Mr. Curtain’s boosting the power,” Reynie said gravely, and when Kate and Sticky looked at him, still not comprehending, he said, “It’s the hidden messages. Our minds are reacting to them.”

Sticky gasped. Kate slapped her forehead. Of course! The hidden messages had begun to transmit directly into their minds—no more need for television, radios, or anything else. All the other students were undisturbed because, just as Mr. Benedict had said, only minds with an unusually powerful love of truth noticed anything was happening.

“So we can’t avoid them anymore?” Kate said. “Well, that’s depressing.”

“I think there’s more,” Reynie said. He knelt beside Constance and put his hand on her shoulder—and Constance, for once, didn’t complain. “There is more, isn’t there, Constance?”

Kate and Sticky looked from Reynie to Constance, who was nodding and hiding her face behind her hands. She actually seemed to be fighting back tears. All of their minds were resisting the hidden messages, but Constance—and only Constance—could hear the Messenger’s voice.

In rare cases, with exceptionally sensitive minds, Mr. Benedict had said. And here was such a case, such a mind: Constance Contraire. The development shocked them all, especially Constance, who was so disturbed by it she spent the evening with her head under her pillow. She was no better by the time Kate smuggled her into the boys’ room for their meeting.

“It might be useful, you know,” Sticky whispered, trying to cheer her up. “A way to gauge Mr. Curtain’s progress. On a really, really awful day, one of us might not be able to tell the difference between a normal bad mood and a hidden-message mood. But if you can hear the actual voices—well, then, you’re like our canary in the coal mine!”

“A canary in a coal mine?” Constance mumbled without looking up.

Sticky failed to notice Reynie’s warning look. “Oh, yes—miners used to bring canaries with them to gauge oxygen levels in the mine. If the canary died, they knew the oxygen was running out and they’d better get out of there.”

“If the canary died?” Constance repeated.

Sticky looked suddenly regretful.

“That was perhaps an unfortunate comparison,” Reynie said.

“The point is you’re important,” Kate said. “Okay?”

“I already knew that,” Constance snapped. “I didn’t need all this mumbo-jumbo in my head to tell me. And I definitely didn’t need Martina Crowe in there whispering it—she was the one doing the last message, in case you’re wondering. I dislike her enough outside my head, much less inside it. In fact, I think I’ll write an insulting poem about her… although, come to think of it, ‘Martina’ makes for a tricky rhyme.”

Reynie, Kate, and Sticky glanced at one another with cautious optimism. Constance seemed to be feeling a little better. They all were, actually. They had spent the evening adjusting to the hidden-message broadcasts (there had been three more since Jillson’s class)—trying not to snarl at one another, or smash their fists on desktops, or slam drawers. Studying had been positively excruciating, like trying to read while someone bangs out an annoying tune on a piano—and with fingers on the wrong keys, at that. But an hour had passed since the last broadcast, and the children’s moods had improved. Which helped them focus on the fact that their situation, unfortunately, had not.

The thing to come was getting closer. Mr. Curtain was not broadcasting his messages at full-power yet—otherwise all four of them would hear voices, not just Constance. But matters had obviously worsened, and the children had only just arrived on the island. Were they already too late? What should they do?

“Coast is clear,” Sticky said when he’d climbed onto the television and looked out the window. He took the flashlight from Kate. “What should I say?”

“Mr. Benedict will already know the messages are stronger,” Reynie reflected. “He and the others are surely feeling it, too. Just tell him that Constance is hearing voices. He hadn’t expected that.”

“Got it,” Sticky said, turning to the window. “‘Constance hearing voices.’ Here goes.”

“But don’t use her real name!” Reynie warned.

“Oh, right,” Sticky said sheepishly. “Of course not.”

“Are you just trying to get me caught, George Washington?” Constance grumped.

“Sorry,” Sticky said, gritting his teeth as he always did when Constance used his full name. “I’ll just say, um…” He looked to the others for help.

Reynie glanced at Constance, who was scowling impressively, ready to complain about whatever they suggested. Resisting the first thing that came to mind, Reynie suggested they refer to her as “the smallest one.”

Constance grudgingly accepted this, and soon Sticky had sent the message. A few minutes later, he received a response from the mainland:

Time is shorter than we thought.

Thus to get what must be got

You must become what you are not.

“It sounds like he wants us to put a rush on things,” said Sticky, climbing down from the television.

“Fine by me,” said Kate. “But how, exactly? What does he mean, ‘what must be got’?”

“Whatever it is, we have to become something different to get it,” Reynie said.

“But what could that be?” Constance said.

They all looked at one another. None of them had any idea. They didn’t even know where to start.
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The message broadcasts were hard on all of them. They felt another one during lunch the next day (it was Corliss Danton, according to Constance), which had them gritting their teeth, growling at each other, and fighting the urge to throw silverware. And another came during the evening, so that they were compelled to study with their nerves being plucked like banjo strings. The last broadcast finally relented just as Reynie was closing his notebook. He laid his head on his desk in relief.

“I am so glad that’s over,” said Sticky, who had spent study-time lying on his bed grimacing. “You finished?”

With an effort, Reynie nodded.

They heard Jackson’s booming voice in the hallway announcing lights-out.

“I’ll get the light,” Kate said, dropping to the floor behind Reynie.

Reynie gasped and fell out of his chair. Sticky banged his head on the top bunk. Kate switched off the light and climbed onto a chair to help Constance down from the ceiling.

“Maybe you should start knocking,” Sticky grumbled, rubbing his head.

“And spoil the surprise?” Kate asked.

“Listen,” Reynie said, scrambling back up. “I’ve been going over Mr. Benedict’s message in my head all day, and I think I’m starting to figure it out. What is it Mr. Benedict sent us here to get?”

“Information,” Sticky said. “You think that’s what he meant by ‘what can be got’? Just information?”

“Secret information,” Reynie said. “Which is why we need to become Messengers as soon as possible. We must become what we are not.”

Constance rolled her eyes. “But that’s obvious! We already know that.”

“You’re right,” Reynie admitted. “That’s why I said I’m starting to figure the message out—I think there must be more to it. I’m just not sure what, except that we need to hurry up.”

“We’re going as fast as we can, though,” Kate said. “You boys are making perfect scores on the quizzes, and Constance and I—well, we’re doing our best, aren’t we?” She glanced doubtfully at Constance. “At least I know I am.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Constance said, frowning.

“I just don’t want to speak for you,” said Kate evasively.

“My point,” Reynie interjected, “was that we have to find a way for you and Constance to do better on the quizzes.”

“Ugh,” Kate said, heaving a dramatic sigh. She collapsed onto the floor, throwing out her arms as if she’d been knocked flat. “To tell the truth, I think I’m beyond help. My brain simply won’t absorb that nonsense, no matter how hard I try.”

“Same here,” said Constance. “No way can I improve on those quizzes. I’m too tired to study any more than I already do.”

“Which is hardly any,” Kate muttered.

Constance flared. “Let’s see you study with voices spouting gibberish in your head!”

“At least I’ve been trying!”

“Hold on, hold on,” Reynie said. “Let’s go back to Mr. Benedict’s message. What can we think of that we all are not?”

“Grown-ups?” Sticky suggested.

“True,” Reynie said gently. “But I don’t think we can hurry up and get older, can we?”

Constance pointed out that none of them were antelopes eating canteloupes, or textbooks with hexed looks, or cattle from Seattle.

“You’re just trying to annoy us, aren’t you?” Kate said.

Constance grinned.

“The fact is,” Sticky said in a defeated tone, “there are an infinite number of things that we aren’t.”

“Yes, but Mr. Benedict expects us to figure this out,” said Reynie, “so we should be able to narrow it down. Let’s consider what he knows about us—something we all have in common, something that could be changed.”

“He only just met us,” Kate pointed out. “He can’t know that much about us, can he?”

“Well, he knows we’re orphans and runaways,” Sticky offered, then quickly added, “I know, I know. We can’t all suddenly have families. So what else?”

“We’re all gifted,” said Constance. “We all passed his silly tests.”

“And none of us watches television or listens to the radio,” said Kate, “because of our minds’ unusually powerful love of truth, right?”

Sticky scratched his head. “I don’t see how watching television is going to make us Messengers any faster.”

“Wait a minute!” Reynie said, leaping to his feet. “Our love of truth!”

The others fell silent and looked at him. Reynie had begun to pace and whisper to himself. “Become what we’re not… to become Messengers faster… and Mr. Benedict knows that we’re not, because… yes, I think I have it!”

Kate shone her flashlight at Reynie, who stopped in his tracks. His exultant expression shifted into one of doubt, and he squinted uncomfortably in the flashlight beam. He cleared his throat, hesitated, and cleared his throat again.

“Well?” Constance demanded. “What’s the big idea?”

At last Reynie managed to come out with it. And it was no wonder the others hadn’t thought of it themselves, for what Reynie suggested was something that would never have occurred to them, something quite foreign to their natures, something none of them had ever attempted.

They must learn how to cheat.

“It only makes sense,” Reynie quickly explained, when he saw his friends’ horrified expressions. “None of us accepted Rhonda’s offer to cheat, remember? That was part of the test. Mr. Benedict is saying we must become what we are not—cheaters—so we all can become Messengers more quickly!”

“You’ve got to be kidding!” Kate cried. “That can’t be what Mr. Benedict means!”

Sticky was shaking his head. “Didn’t he choose us because we didn’t cheat?”

“Well, I’m all for it,” Constance said with a snort. “Let’s cheat like the wind!”

Kate was appalled. “I can’t believe you two! Where’s this powerful love of truth Mr. Benedict talked about?”

Reynie wasn’t surprised by his friends’ responses. He too had been wary of the notion when it occurred to him. But were they not secret agents? Was not their very presence on the island a deception? Kate and Sticky’s reaction was just an instinctive response, he thought; they would come around in a minute.

Still, Reynie was troubled by Kate’s question. Where was his powerful love of truth? His mind resisted the hidden messages… but maybe not as much as his friends’ did. How could he know? Hadn’t he been sorely tempted to cheat on Mr. Benedict’s tests, when Rhonda made the offer? Was he perhaps not quite the truth-loving brave soul Mr. Benedict and everyone else thought him to be?

“Get real,” Constance was saying. “Mr. Curtain is the big deceiver, remember? We can beat him at his own game!”

Kate and Sticky had their doubts, but they were less adamant now. Sticky was polishing his glasses, saying he supposed it might be all right, and Kate had begun to pace, saying, “It’s just that I never imagined myself… I don’t know, it’s just hard for me to think that way. Reynie, do you really think that’s what Mr. Benedict is suggesting?”

“There’s one way to find out,” said Reynie, who really hoped he was right—not because he wanted to cheat, but because if cheating was Mr. Benedict’s idea rather than his own, Reynie would feel better about himself.

Sticky sent their query at once: Please advise about cheating.

A few minutes later a light began flashing in the woods. Sticky relayed the message as it came: Do Not

“I guess that settles it,” Kate said.

“There’s more,” said Sticky.

The rest of the message was this: Get Caught.

“I guess that settles it,” said Constance.

“Cheating practice” occupied the Mysterious Benedict Society for two full hours that night. The moment the children received permission, they applied themselves to finding the best strategies for “earning without learning,” as Constance called it. None of them had ever tried it before, and at first they made a very poor showing indeed. But they were nothing if not quick learners, and by the time they called it a night, they all felt reasonably confident they could cheat a cheater out of cheating lessons, nine times out of ten.

Their hard work paid off the next morning. The girls’ quiz scores finally began to improve. Given her height and sharp eyesight, it was simple enough for Kate to sit behind Reynie and copy over his shoulder, while Reynie kept his paper at a helpful angle. Their greatest difficulty lay in watching out for witnesses, but Kate and Reynie were good at this, and their teamwork produced excellent results. In fact, they were so heartened by their success that not even the morning’s hidden-message broadcasts dimmed their optimism.

Sticky and Constance’s cheating strategy was more complicated. Constance was too short to copy over a shoulder, and note passing was much too risky, so at last Reynie had suggested Morse code. Notoriously fidgety, Sticky signaled the answers by tugging his ear or tapping his temple—motions he disguised with head scratches, collar-straightening, and spectacle-polishing—and Constance sat in the back row, where none of the other students would notice her watching him.

The strategy worked, but not without problems. In the corridor between classes Constance complained under her breath, “Every time you have a real itch, I get the wrong answer.”

“Sorry,” Sticky said sheepishly. “I get itchy when I’m nervous. I’ll try to do better.”

“Don’t just try,” Constance said. “Actually do better.”

“Hey, my fidgeting isn’t the only problem, you know!” Sticky hissed. “It would help if you had practiced your Morse code at all!”

Constance’s face turned so red, her pale blue eyes glistened so brightly behind angry tears, and her wispy blond hair was in such a state of dishevelment that she looked more like a small child’s painting of a person than an actual person herself. A fierce display of vivid colors in odd proportions, she seemed to have stepped right out of a canvas for the sole purpose of throwing a fit.

“Now, children,” Kate said in a motherly tone, stepping between them. “Let’s not quibble about who’s to blame. Blaming is wrong. The important thing is to get along with one another, so that we may have better success cheating.”

“Not funny,” said Constance, but the joke did take the edge off her fury, and she said no more.

Nor did Sticky, who regretted his outburst, not least because it was imprudent to discuss cheating in the corridor, and even worse to mention Morse code. Was he crazy? What if he’d been overheard? The very prospect of the Waiting Room made him woozy.

And so the morning passed: struggling to ignore hidden-message broadcasts, concentrating on the lessons, cheating on every quiz. The four had a bit more to think about than the other students. Yet the boys continued making perfect scores, the girls were coming along nicely, the broadcasts eventually let up, and by lunchtime everyone was in an up-beat mood.

At the same time, they were on high alert for clues. Between classes they’d heard the rumor that Charlie Peters, one of the oldest Messengers at the Institute, was graduating. He hadn’t been in class all day, and some Executives had been seen with him in the dormitory that morning. This was the usual thing, someone said. Graduates never spoke to a soul when they left—apparently they were too high and mighty even to say good-bye to old friends. They had no choice, said another student; the Executives never allowed it.

“I wonder what that’s all about,” Reynie said as they made their way to the cafeteria for lunch.

“Good question,” Kate said. “And here’s our chance for some answers.” She pointed down an adjoining corridor, where S.Q. Pedalian had just appeared, escorting Charlie toward a distant exit. “Quick, you try to talk to him while I distract S.Q.”

“How do you propose to do that?” Constance asked. But Kate had already dashed off down the corridor, and Reynie and Sticky were hurrying after her.

“S.Q.! Hey, S.Q.!” Kate called out. “I wanted to ask you a question about your lecture this morning.”

S.Q. turned to see Kate barreling toward him. “I’m afraid I can’t talk right now, K—”

Before S.Q. could finish, Kate took a spectacular fall. Her feet shot out from under her; her arms and legs flew in every direction; her bucket clanged and scraped against the stone floor, sending up sparks; and at last—with her feet first in front of her and then somehow behind her—Kate tumbled and slid to a stop a few yards away from S.Q., where she did a very convincing job of rolling her eyes back into her head.

“Kate!” S.Q. cried, hurrying to check on her as the boys came running up. “Step back!” he ordered. “Give her room to breathe!”

As Kate made a great production of fluttering her eyelashes and rolling her eyes loopily about, Reynie and Sticky edged past S.Q. to talk to Charlie Peters, who stood a little distance away, gazing impassively down the corridor, apparently not the least interested in Kate’s fate. A terribly pale boy, with pale eyes, pale hair, and pale skin, Charlie looked like a figure made of wax. When the boys approached, he didn’t even acknowledge them. He wore a faintly confused expression, as if he couldn’t see why he had to leave the Institute, why he couldn’t just keep on being a Messenger forever.

“She’ll be fine,” Reynie said, jerking a thumb toward Kate as if Charlie might actually care. “Falls down a lot, but she always recovers.”

“What?” Charlie said, looking at the boys for the first time.

Reynie’s face took on a sympathetic expression. “Oh, I guess your mind’s on other things, since you’re graduating. No one could blame you for that. I’ll bet you’re sad to go, aren’t you? You’ll miss all those special privileges.”

“What special privileges?” Charlie said warily. “I don’t remember any special privileges. Being a Messenger is a responsibility, a matter of leadership. When you’re a Messenger, you’re so busy helping Mr. Curtain that you hardly have time to think. In fact,” Charlie said, looking disappointed now, “in fact, it seems like only yesterday I was made Messenger, and now I’m going home already. I’ve been so busy that everything in between seems like a blur.”

“Busy doing what?” Sticky asked.

Behind them, S.Q. was struggling to help Kate back to her feet. Kate was making it difficult by slipping on things that had spilled from her bucket.

Charlie grew agitated. He glanced left and right, then fixed them with a decidedly suspicious look. “I can’t say.”

“But why not?” Reynie urged. “Did they threaten you? Can you tell us anything?”

Charlie shook his head doubtfully. He seemed to be considering, though, and the boys felt their hopes rise. Then he shook his head again, more vigorously this time. He seemed extremely distressed by their questioning. “I can’t say,” he repeated. “I really can’t.”

“—lucky to be alive,” S.Q. was saying to Kate behind them. Then his voice sharpened. “Hey! You boys get away from Charlie!”

“Okay, bye, Charlie,” Reynie said quickly, and Sticky gave a playful salute, but Charlie only stared at them with a distraught expression, as if they’d done him some grievous wrong. Casting the boys a disapproving look, S.Q. took Charlie’s arm and led him away toward the exit.

“Any luck?” asked Constance, who had finally come down the corridor and was standing there, conspicuously unhelpful, as Kate gathered her things.

Reynie picked up Kate’s slingshot and handed it to her. “He isn’t talking. He wouldn’t say why.”

“I did all that for nothing?” cried Kate, dismayed.

“I’m not sure,” Reynie said. “There’s something curious about what Charlie said. Something…” He frowned. “I’m going to have to think about it.”

“Anyway, Kate, don’t tell us you didn’t enjoy doing that,” Sticky said.

“That’s true, I did,” Kate admitted, with an impish grin. “How did it look?”

“Like you fell out of an airplane,” Reynie said as they started toward the cafeteria again.

“Really?” Kate gazed at him with shining eyes. She was deeply touched.
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During the last class of the day, near the end of the lecture review, the classroom door flew open and Jackson came in. “Don’t mind me,” he said to the Executive he’d interrupted, though from the way Jackson strutted, it was clear he enjoyed the attention. “Just posting the new Messenger list.”

Every student in class sat up straighter. The new Messenger list! It was well known that the list hadn’t changed in over a month. Now Charlie Peters’s departure had left an open slot. Who had filled it? As Jackson hung the paper at the front of the room, everyone strained their eyes to make out the names. Kate was the only one sharp-eyed enough to succeed. “No luck yet,” she whispered to Reynie. “Your name’s not on it.”

The moment class was dismissed, the students swarmed toward the list. Martina Crowe, the first in line by virtue of her sharp elbows, announced that Bonnie Hedrickson was the new Messenger. This prompted a collective moan of disappointment. Still, no one stepped out of line. Everybody wanted to see for themselves, perhaps hoping Martina was playing a joke, or that Bonnie’s name would magically disappear, replaced by their own.

The Mysterious Benedict Society had gathered near the back. “Let’s get out of here,” Kate said. “It’s Bonnie, all right. I saw her name.”

“You three go on,” said Reynie, who felt strangely compelled to see the list up close. “I’ll meet you on the plaza.” And so the others left, and Reynie got in line, wondering why he felt drawn to look. Perhaps he was not so different from the other students after all. Perhaps he, too, hoped for something impossible.

“The secret privileges!” said a girl wistfully.

“And those tunics!” said a boy. “I’ll get on that list if it kills me!”

Reynie leaned sideways to see who was at the front of the line. Rosie Gardener and Eustace Crust, the two special recruits. Despite their confusing behavior, Reynie still suspected them of having been kidnapped, and he found himself wondering yet again how they had come to be so pleased with their fates. Those initial dazed expressions long since evaporated, the special recruits were all eagerness now, and both had greedy glints in their eyes. Reynie watched them leave the room with an unexpected pang of sympathy. Who had they been before? Had they, like Sticky, run away from home? Had they ever known parents at all? What kind of miserable life had they had, that the Institute seemed so wonderful to them now?

As the line moved forward, Reynie had a flash of insight. He imagined the special recruits’ futures as they themselves must imagine them: With nowhere else to turn, no parents or grandparents begging for their returns, they would devote themselves entirely to the Institute. They would rise through the ranks of Messenger, wear their fancy tunics and sashes, and one day, when the time came, they would turn their backs on the outside world to become Executives. It wouldn’t matter how they had come here, or what had come before. That part was already forgotten, or else would be forgotten in the pleasurable rush of being important. Of being a part of something.

Standing before the list now, Reynie didn’t even look at it. His sympathy, he realized, had shifted into something else, a different feeling altogether. What was it? It certainly wasn’t pleasant. Then with surprise he recognized it: jealousy.

“How strange,” Reynie said to himself.

“What is strange?” said a man’s voice.

Reynie whirled to find himself face-to-face with Mr. Curtain, who stared keenly at him from behind his silver lenses. Lost in thought, Reynie had lingered after all the others had filed out, and now he found himself alone with the Sender himself.

“I—I beg your pardon, sir?”

“You said something was strange,” said Mr. Curtain, drumming his fingers upon a great, thick book in his lap. “I daresay you were referring to the Messenger list.”

“Oh, yes, sir,” Reynie said, then lied: “I expected to find my name on it. I’ve been making perfect scores.”

“That is what I thought,” said Mr. Curtain. “The minds of children are easily read, even gifted children like yourself, Reynard.”

“I’m glad you think I’m gifted,” said Reynie, sensing an opportunity. “I want to become a Messenger more than anything.”

“Of course you do,” said Mr. Curtain. “All the Executives have reported how well you’re doing. Both you and your friend George Washington have far exceeded expectations. In fact, in the history of the Institute, no one has ever mastered so much material so quickly.”

Mr. Curtain’s chair had been rolling closer, slowly, almost imperceptibly, so that now their faces were very near to each other. “It is a strange coincidence, is it not, that two such gifted children should be admitted to the Institute at the very same time, and that they should be such close friends?”

Hidden behind those reflective lenses, Mr. Curtain’s expression was difficult to read. Was he suspicious? Reynie’s heart, already beating double-time, kicked into a higher gear. “As for being admitted at the same time,” he said, “that is a coincidence. But it’s no surprise that two good students should become good friends, especially if they’re roommates.”

“True,” said Mr. Curtain with an approving crook of one eyebrow. “You are a bright child, a very bright child, Reynard, and I believe you would make a fine Messenger. Do you believe that yourself?”

“Oh, yes, sir, very much!” cried Reynie with as much enthusiasm as he could muster.

“Good. But you must remember, Reynard, that you are new. Your time has not yet come. Not yet. It will come soon, however, if only you are patient. I trust you are capable of patience?”

“I’ll do my best, Mr. Curtain.”

“That is all we ask, my boy. I must confess I am not a patient man myself.” Here Mr. Curtain’s voice changed. Where it had been briefly paternal and encouraging, it now turned searching. “Take, for example, your female friend, the diminutive Miss Contraire. I am losing patience with her. My Executives have just reported that although her quiz scores are improving, she remains quite unruly—sleeping during lessons, refusing to speak when questioned, making sour faces at the Executives, that sort of thing.”

Inwardly, Reynie groaned.

“She doesn’t seem dedicated,” Mr. Curtain went on. “Her insolent behavior contradicts her quiz scores. I don’t understand her motivations, and when I don’t understand something, Reynard, it is natural that I don’t trust it.”

“Perfectly natural, sir,” Reynie agreed. “But you know what they say about people you don’t trust.”

“No,” said Mr. Curtain, lifting one eyebrow. “What do they say?”

“If you don’t trust them, keep them close.”

Mr. Curtain burst out with a screechy laugh that made Reynie jump. “Keep them close. Very good. There is even more to you than I’d thought, Reynard Muldoon. Very well, I’ll keep her close, as you do, and perhaps one day she will prove useful.”

“Perhaps so,” Reynie said. He had the distinct feeling that something between them had changed—as if he had passed a test. A test I didn’t know I was taking, he thought with a curious sense of déjà vu.

“Yes, keep them close,” said Mr. Curtain, stroking his chin. He seemed to be considering something. “Yes, that is the best way to control the problem. And control is the key, my boy. Never forget that. Control is always the key.”

“No, sir,” said Reynie. “I won’t forget.”

Mr. Curtain smiled. “Very well, Reynard, I have decided something. I should like to speak with you further. Come with me to my office, won’t you? Step along quickly now. I hate to waste time getting from one place to the next.” And spinning his chair about, Mr. Curtain rocketed from the room.

Reynie hesitated only long enough to take a deep, deep breath, then hurried after him.

Mr. Curtain did hate to waste time. Reynie had to run to keep up with him. Through the empty corridors and across the cafeteria, where the Helpers were busy preparing supper, Mr. Curtain never slowed—not even when he approached the door onto the plaza. Slamming it open with the front of his chair (and scattering frightened students left and right), he zoomed across the plaza and the rock garden, his wheels spitting up bits of gravel that stung Reynie’s arms. Racing along behind, Reynie saw his friends across the plaza, staring after him in wonder and not a little apprehension. He waved to reassure them, though at this moment he could have used some reassurance himself.

As Mr. Curtain banged through the door to the Institute Control Building, it occurred to Reynie that every door in the Institute must have been designed to be opened in this violent manner. Mr. Curtain clearly would not bear having to wait for a door to open. Nor to wait for any lagging students, and so Reynie hurried on. They passed down a number of door-lined corridors, which must be the Recruiter quarters and Executive suites. At last they came to a plain metal door, whereupon Mr. Curtain stopped so abruptly that Reynie—who had expected him to smash it open without slowing—almost ran up against the back of his wheelchair. Now he saw the numeric keypad beside the door. Mr. Curtain kept his office locked. Directing Reynie to look away, Mr. Curtain punched in the number code, the door slid swiftly open, and Mr. Curtain shot into the office. Reynie had to leap forward before the door closed again.

Mr. Curtain’s office was an oblong, white-stoned room with no windows. It seemed bony and cold, like an empty skull. The bare stone floor had not even a rug, and there was a drain in it, perhaps for the sake of cleaning. High on the wall behind Mr. Curtain’s desk, in a heavy silver frame, hung an old map of Holland (Mr. Curtain’s place of birth, Reynie remembered) along with several sketches of Stonetown Harbor and Nomansan Island. Beneath the sketches stood a row of locked cabinets—bookshelves, Reynie realized, but locked so no one could get at the books. Mr. Curtain’s desk, a dull-polished, Spartan metal affair, was carefully organized with file boxes and short stacks of paper. On one corner of the desk sat an artificial violet in a pot. The flower looked perfectly real, was in excellent condition, and unlike Mr. Benedict’s live violet, required no care. How strangely similar the two men were, Reynie thought, and yet how utterly different.

Mr. Curtain motioned for Reynie to sit across the desk from him, then set his large black book upon the desk. It was clearly an old book, with a binding that had been mended more than once and with several pages dog-eared throughout. The book fell open to a place Mr. Curtain had marked with a paper clip, and Reynie saw that the pages were covered with handwriting. It was a journal!

Mr. Curtain was drumming his fingers on the desk and regarding Reynie in silence. It suddenly occurred to Reynie that perhaps he was expected to speak. “Did—did you want to show me something in that book?”

Mr. Curtain frowned. “This book? Certainly not.” He reached forward and snapped the journal closed. “I was only collecting my thoughts, Reynard. Tell me, what do you think of my map? I saw you looking at it as we entered.”

“Your map of Holland, sir? It’s quite lovely.”

“Isn’t it, though?” Mr. Curtain said, his tone shifting to fondness. “I was born in Holland, you see—an orphan like yourself. I spent my childhood there, too, and a terrible childhood it was. Taunted and bullied, ridiculed and abused by other children. I don’t miss my childhood, but I do, on occasion, miss Holland, a country with an admirable tradition.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, sir, why did the other children torment you?”

“I do mind your asking,” Mr. Curtain said coldly, but then he collected himself and said in a friendlier tone, “We both know you’ve had similar experiences, do we not, Reynard? For being different?”

Reynie hesitated, then nodded.

“People are capable of great wickedness, Reynard. They cause each other such misery. This is why I’m particularly proud of my work. Despite having been persecuted myself, my chief goal in life is to bring happiness to all.” He smiled a tight smile, a smile that gave Reynie the feeling Mr. Curtain half-believed what he said, but also that something else, something much larger and darker, lay beneath.

“Now, Reynard, to the point,” said Mr. Curtain. “I don’t believe there’s ever been such a clever student at my Institute as you. You have a shrewd, strong mind. I saw this at once. And you are a natural leader.”

“I don’t know about that, sir. I—”

“Don’t argue with me, Reynard,” said Mr. Curtain. “I dislike contradiction.”

“Sorry, sir.”

Mr. Curtain’s tone softened. “A natural leader, I say. Oh, you may not see it yourself, but I daresay I can see a bit more than you. The way your friends gather about you, the way your enemies wish to destroy you—don’t think I haven’t noticed these things. It is familiar to me, you see. You remind me of myself at your age.”

“I’m… flattered, sir. I’m sure you were a brilliant student.”

“No doubt,” said Mr. Curtain with a smile. “And I had my share of enemies, too. Children despise superior minds, you know, especially in leaders, who must often make unpopular decisions.”

Reynie thought suddenly of Kate and Sticky, who had been so shocked at his suggestion to cheat on the quizzes. But they didn’t despise him, he knew that.…

“One problem with being a leader,” Mr. Curtain was saying, “is that even among your friends you are alone, for it is you—and you alone—to whom the others look for final guidance.” (Reynie felt a pang. That was true, he thought. He did feel that way sometimes.) “I’m not saying this is your experience now,” Mr. Curtain went on, “for you are only a boy. But in your future you may wish to choose carefully with whom you associate. No point in being a regular sort of person, Reynard. You have a greater calling, a duty to yourself, and you must pursue it with all your heart and mind.”

“And… how should I do that?” Reynie asked.

“This is what I’m arriving at,” said Mr. Curtain. “When you are a little older and more experienced, I have you in mind as an Executive.”

“An Executive!”

“I see you are amazed. You should not be. No, the question is not whether you have the ability to be an Executive—you have that in abundance—but whether you have the inclination. You are an orphan, I know. No doubt you have little to miss in your old life. And so I urge you strongly to consider what might constitute a new life—a life as an Executive.”

“Well, from what I’ve seen—,” Reynie began.

Mr. Curtain screeched—that is, laughed—and cut Reynie short. “Ah, yes, what you’ve seen. There is more to being an Executive than what you’ve seen, Reynard. There soon will be, at any rate. See here, I am about to tell you something only my Executives and a handful of Messengers know. You’re to hold this information in utmost secrecy. If it comes back to me, I will know it was you who told it, do you understand?”

Reynie could not imagine what he was about to be told. His heart and stomach seemed to be switching places inside him, then changing their minds and switching again. “I understand, sir.”

“Very well,” said Mr. Curtain. “Here is the secret: Things are going to change, Reynard. They are going to improve. I will not say precisely how. That will come later, after you have proven yourself. Suffice it to say that the Institute as you know it is destined to change. Grand things lie in store. The Improvement is quite near, and after it has occurred there will be no such thing as Messengers anymore. Much to the heartbreak of my students, I know, but it is for the better.”

Reynie almost started in his seat. No more Messengers? Why not?

“Even so,” Mr. Curtain was saying, “I shall still need Executives, and I intend to keep on a few of the best Messengers to groom for higher service when they come of age. Obviously I am thinking of you… and perhaps your friend George Washington, too, though about him I am less certain. He possesses enormous talent, but I fear the fidgeting belies an underlying weakness. However, I am loath to dismiss him out of hand. I have an open mind, you see. In fact,” he added with one of his short, screeching laughs, “open minds are what I prize most!”

Mr. Curtain pressed a button on his chair, and the office door slid open. Reynie was being dismissed.

“Thank you, sir,” Reynie said, stepping out into the corridor, where Jackson stood waiting for him.

“Don’t thank me,” Mr. Curtain called as the door slid closed. “Impress me!”

When at last the lights were out, the girls had descended from the ceiling, and Reynie had told his friends everything that had happened, the first thing Constance could think to say was, “You don’t trust me?”

“Come on, Constance,” Sticky said. “That’s just what he wanted Mr. Curtain to think. It’s better than having him suspicious of Reynie, too, you know.”

Kate pretzeled up her legs and thrust her chin into her hands. “The Improvement,” she said. “So that’s what Mr. Curtain calls the thing to come. And he said he won’t need Messengers anymore?”

“That’s what he said,” said Reynie. “But I knew better than to ask why. I still need to prove myself to him.”

“Well, we’d better pass all this on to Mr. Benedict,” Sticky said, climbing up onto the television. As soon as the coast was clear, he sent their report, outlining all they’d learned: Mr. Curtain called the thing to come the Improvement, it was coming very soon, and Messengers wouldn’t be needed. A few minutes later a response began flashing among the mainland trees.

“Here it comes,” Sticky said.

Do not worry, the message said.

And then, after a short pause: But do hurry.
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Before supper the next day, the Mysterious Benedict Society, hopeful for clues, climbed the hill beyond the gym to take a look around. It was quite a high hill, but if you moved at a quick pace—and Kate always moved at a quick pace, even with Constance riding piggyback—you could follow the winding path to the summit in a matter of minutes. This Kate did, with Reynie and Sticky panting along behind her at some distance. By the time the boys reached the top, she was already surveying the area with her spyglass.

Reynie mopped his brow. “See anything?”

Kate shrugged. “Grass and rocks, bushes and rocks, vines and rocks, sand and rocks. Lots of rocks,” she said, lowering the spyglass. Then, ever so casually, she added, “I also found another trap.”

“A trap?” Sticky said, glancing all around, as if the trap might sneak up and grab him.

“Don’t worry, it’s way down there, in a little grassy area behind the Institute Control Building. You can’t see it from anywhere else, but if you aim the spyglass over the roof of the classroom building, you can just see it.” She offered the spyglass to Sticky, who declined. He didn’t care to see any more traps. Reynie took a look, though, and sure enough, from this spot you could just make out the telltale drapeweed and boulders behind the building.

Reynie returned the spyglass to her. “I wonder why both traps are right next to a group of boulders.”

“Don’t you think it’s to make them harder to see?” Kate said. “By moonlight or sunlight, the drapeweed would almost always be in shadow.”

“Crafty,” said Constance.

“Drapeweed was a perfect choice, then,” said Sticky. “It’s a shade-loving plant.”

“Put away the spyglass,” Reynie murmured. “We have company.”

Two Helpers had appeared on the path below them, each lugging two buckets full of gardening tools. They were making their slow way up the hill, clearing weeds and debris from the paths. As they drew near, they moved wordlessly to the edge of the path, so as not to disturb the children.

“Good afternoon,” Reynie said, forgetting that he usually avoiding greeting Helpers. He was nervous about the spyglass and had wanted to seem casual.

The Helpers, a man and a woman, glanced at Reynie with fearful suspicion. To ease their worries he smiled good-naturedly and gave a little wave—then immediately regretted it. The Helpers, feeling compelled to reciprocate, stopped walking and set down their buckets so they could wave back.

“Nice buckets,” Kate said.

“Thank you, miss. They do the job,” said one of the Helpers, a short rotund man who looked rather like a bullfrog and sounded even more like one.

At the sound of his voice, Reynie started. He knew this man! He took a step closer and peered at the man’s face. The Helper took a step backward and averted his eyes.

“Mr. Bloomburg?” Reynie said. “I almost didn’t recognize you!”

Greatly discomfited, the Helper turned to his partner, a wisp of a woman who seemed to be trying to hide behind her hair. “Is he speaking to you?”

“Have you gone mad?” the woman hissed, first rolling her eyes at her partner, then flashing a miserable, conciliatory smile at the children. She made an effort to speak calmly: “He said Mister. Didn’t you, young man? Anyway, my name’s not Bloomburg.”

“Well, neither is mine,” said the man, and, looking at the ground near Reynie’s feet, he said, “Please don’t take offense, but my name is Harry Harrison.”

“You aren’t Mr. Bloomburg?”

“I don’t mean to be contrary,” said Harry Harrison (the other Helper signaled her vigorous agreement), “and I hope you won’t be displeased. But no.”

The other children were staring at Reynie, who seemed dreadfully confused. “But… but… how long have you worked here?”

The Helper glanced at his partner. “A long time, wouldn’t you say, Mary?”

“I know I’ve been here a long time,” the woman said, looking at the ground, “and you’ve been here for most of that, so yes.”

“I hope that’s okay,” said Harry.

“But how long, exactly?” Reynie pressed.

“I’m sorry,” Harry said, and he did indeed seem very sorry. “I don’t believe I remember the exact date. Do you, Mary?”

“The exact date, no. But certainly a long time.”

Reynie put his hands on his head. “You’ve never visited Stonetown Orphanage?”

“You seem agitated,” said Mary in a worried tone. “I’m sorry if we’ve upset you. Aren’t we sorry, Harry?”

“Very sorry indeed,” said Harry, miserably. “We didn’t mean to bother you.”

“You haven’t upset me,” said Reynie, sounding very upset. “But are you not troubled that you can’t remember exactly when you came here?”

At this, both Helpers shook their heads and said, “Everything is just as it should be.”

The children’s eyes widened, but the Helpers seemed unaware of the oddity of their response. They were only waiting to be dismissed, hoping the children would not abuse them or get them into trouble.

“I’m glad to hear that,” Reynie said at last. He seemed finally to be recovering. He even managed to chuckle and say, “I’m sorry, I’m really a dunce. You just look so much like him… this person I used to know. Obviously I’ve made a mistake. Nice talking to you, though.”

The Helpers were relieved. “Oh, indeed… very nice… a great pleasure…,” they said, taking up their buckets and hurrying down the other side of the hill.

“Okay, what was that all about?” asked Kate when they were out of earshot.

Reynie’s brows were knitted with concentration. “That was Mr. Bloomburg, no doubt about it. His face, his shape, that froggy voice—there’s no question it was him. And yet he pretended not to know me—pretended not to be himself. Now why would he do that?”

“Maybe he’s a secret agent,” Constance said. “You know, like Milligan was. And you were blowing his cover.”

“Mr. Bloomburg?” Reynie said. “I doubt it.”

“He did kind of remind me of Milligan, though,” Sticky said. “Did anyone else notice how sad he seemed? How sad they both seemed? In their eyes, I mean. I’d never gotten a good look at a Helper’s eyes before—they’re always looking away. But with these two I could plainly see it.”

“That’s true,” Kate reflected. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so sad as Milligan, but these two came awfully close. Reynie, do you think—Reynie, what’s wrong?”

The color had drained from Reynie’s face. He stood staring off into the distance, at nothing in particular, and indeed he looked as if nothingness were exactly what he wished to see.

“Are you okay?” Sticky said.

Reynie didn’t answer. He had finally come to understand something that would have seemed obvious had it not seemed impossible: Milligan, the missing agents, Mr. Bloomburg—they had all had their memories stolen.

Once this had occurred to him, a great many puzzle pieces suddenly fit together. When Milligan was captured, he’d thought Mr. Curtain discovered his amnesia, when in fact Mr. Curtain had caused it. That was why Mr. Curtain got so angry when Milligan said his memory was fine. Mr. Curtain had wanted to steal his memory, or wipe it away—or whatever it was that might be done to memories—and then retrain him as a Helper. Just like the other agents. Mr. Curtain had transformed all those meddlesome people into his own private workforce, and they didn’t even realize it.

The Helpers had been programmed to believe that “everything is as it should be.” But you could see it in their eyes. Their lost lives, their lost families—something inside them missed those things terribly.

“Reynie, you’re worrying us,” said Kate. “What’s the matter? Reynie!”

At last Reynie’s eyes focused, and he turned to his friends and told them what he’d just realized.

Kate, Sticky, and Constance stood dumbfounded—struggling, just as Reynie had, to accept that such a thing was possible. And yet, once you believed it was possible, so many things could be explained. It finally made sense how the special recruits, if they’d been kidnapped, could seem so untroubled: They had been kidnapped, all right; they just didn’t remember it. And Charlie Peters! He had seemed so dazed—just like the special recruits on their first day—and then so disturbed when the boys asked him about special privileges. “I can’t say,” he’d told them. He was disturbed because he really couldn’t say—he couldn’t remember!

“This is crazy, but it all seems to fit,” Kate said, pacing on the path. “Except why aren’t the special recruits as sad as the Helpers? They seem pretty happy to be here.”

“Charlie didn’t seem that sad, either,” Sticky reflected. “He got upset, but he wasn’t really sad. It must be different with lacunar amnesia. Maybe—”

“Wait a minute,” Constance demanded. “Back up and say that again in human words.”

“Lacunar amnesia? It means you can’t remember a specific event.”

“That explains it,” Reynie said. “You only get sad if you can’t remember all the things that are dear to you. If you only lose a little of your memory, you just get confused for a while—confused but not sad.”

“That’s exactly how I feel right now,” said Kate. “Who is Mr. Bloomburg, Reynie? Why is he here?”

“He was a school facilities inspector. He’d come around the orphanage every six months or so. Mr. Rutger was afraid of him—afraid he’d find something wrong and the orphanage would have to pay for repairs—but Mr. Bloomburg was a good man. Always laughing, always talking. He chatted constantly with anyone who’d listen. And afterward he’d give the kids ginger snaps. A very friendly, very kind man…”

Reynie trailed off. He gazed across the harbor channel toward the mainland, as if by gazing he might somehow get back there, and not just to the land, but to a time when he didn’t know all the things he knew now.

“What was he talking about all the time?” Kate asked.

“His children,” Reynie said.

“Oh,” said Kate soberly.

“He loved them dearly,” said Reynie. “And now look at him, afraid of every child he sees. It’s not even a year since I saw him last.”

Kate was putting it together. “So Mr. Bloomburg came to the Institute to make an inspection, which was never supposed to happen, and he didn’t like what he found—”

“And Mr. Curtain made sure that he never went back,” Reynie finished.

“But how could Mr. Bloomburg forget his children?” Sticky protested. “It doesn’t seem possible. Can it really be possible? Can any of this be possible?”

Reynie made no reply.

“I just can’t believe it,” Sticky said, wishing he really couldn’t.
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The mood in their meeting that night was subdued: no bickering, no laughter, only a general feeling of grim resolve. Now that the children finally knew some things, they all rather missed not knowing them.

If only they had proof of what they knew! But all they had was their word, and the word of children, they knew, amounted to nothing. If the authorities wouldn’t listen to Mr. Benedict, they certainly wouldn’t listen to children. Reynie and the others could argue all day that Mr. Curtain was erasing people’s memories, that dozens of government agents were being held captive on Nomansan Island—but they couldn’t begin to explain why it was all happening, and without proof, no one would help them try to find out.

“If we could lay our hands on that journal,” Kate had said, “do you think that would be proof enough?”

“Fat chance,” said Sticky. “Mr. Curtain always has it with him.”

“Anyway, even if we stole it and convinced people to read it,” said Reynie, “they’d think it was a hoax. Mr. Curtain’s messages have made sure of that.”

“At least we could read it,” Kate said. “You know it’s chock full of information, and some of it might be exactly what Mr. Benedict needs.…” She sighed. “But you’re right, swiping it would be too risky. I wish we could do something, though.”

“We’re doing all we can, aren’t we?” Sticky said. “We’re telling Mr. Benedict everything we know.”

“Speaking of that,” said Reynie, “we should send our report. There’s a lot to tell.”

So much to tell, in fact, that Sticky was complaining of a blister on his finger by the time he’d finished the report. A few minutes later a reply flashed from the mainland trees:

What has been lost may yet be found. Have hope.

“Is he saying he has hope,” said Constance irritably, “or is he telling us to have hope?”

“Either way,” Reynie said, “I think he believes those people might be able to get their memories back. Maybe he thinks he can find a way to do it. That’s a pretty hopeful thing, isn’t it?”

“Assuming we can stop whatever Mr. Curtain’s up to,” Sticky said.

Constance stood up. “You’re not helping my hopefulness, George Washington. I’m going to bed.” She frowned at the ceiling, then looked at Kate. “I’ll need a ride.”

After the meeting was adjourned and the girls had gone, Sticky and Reynie climbed into their bunks. Reynie hardly felt like sleeping, but he did need to calm down and clear his thoughts, and so lying in his bunk he turned to his usual method. He wrote a mental letter:

Dear Miss Perumal,

Every time I think of poor Mr. Bloomburg and his family, my mind returns to you. How would your mother—whom I know you love so much—feel if you just suddenly vanished from her life? It is an awful thing to consider. She loves and depends upon you, and I know you depend upon her, too. I never think of you without remembering your mother, too.

With these thoughts on my mind, I had a strange feeling earlier tonight. Looking around at Sticky, Kate, and Constance, I wondered how I’d feel if one of them disappeared. Sometimes Constance drives me crazy, but now I can’t imagine being here without her. I can’t say for sure, because I have no experience, but—well, is this what family is like? The feeling that everyone’s connected, that with one piece missing the whole thing’s broken?

Reynie paused in his letter to consider. Of the four of them, Sticky was the only one to have a memory of family life. Was it worse for him, Reynie wondered, to have felt loved and then rejected? Or was it worse to have always felt alone? Kate said she had no memory of her dead mother, nor of her father who abandoned her. And Constance—well, they knew almost nothing of Constance, but Reynie had the feeling that she, too, had never known a family.

Reynie’s mind went back to his last night at Mr. Benedict’s house. It seemed so long ago now, yet he remembered it with absolute clarity. Much like tonight, he had felt too worked up to sleep, and despite the late hour he had slipped quietly out of bed and crept down to Mr. Benedict’s study. Mr. Benedict had welcomed Reynie to sit up with him if he had trouble sleeping; and obviously he’d quite expected Reynie to do so, for when Reynie arrived, a cup of hot tea was waiting for him on Mr. Benedict’s desk. There was even a little jar of honey (and judging from the way Mr. Benedict’s papers stuck to his fingers as he worked, he had already been into it himself).

“You have a question for me?” Mr. Benedict said, as Reynie sat down.

Reynie laughed. “How do you always know?”

“I’m not sure,” Mr. Benedict admitted. “Perhaps it’s a matter of empathy. I know that if I were you I’d have questions.” He scratched the top of his head with one of his pencils. “Though come to think of it, perhaps it’s a matter of odds. You seem the type always to have questions. Thus at any given moment, it’s a safe bet for me to assume you have one.”

“I was wondering if you ever wish you had a family,” Reynie sputtered. He hadn’t meant to speak so directly, but once he’d begun to ask it, the words just tumbled out.

Mr. Benedict nodded. “Certainly when I was your age I did. But not anymore.”

Reynie wasn’t sure whether to be comforted or depressed by this revelation. He’d been wondering how it would feel for him to grow up without relatives. “You… you grew out of it, then? You stopped wanting it?”

“Oh, no, Reynie, you don’t grow out of it. It’s just that once you acquire a family, you no longer need to wish for one.”

Reynie was caught off guard. “You have a family?”

“Absolutely,” Mr. Benedict replied. “You must remember, family is often born of blood, but it doesn’t depend on blood. Nor is it exclusive of friendship. Family members can be your best friends, you know. And best friends, whether or not they are related to you, can be your family.”

Reynie had drunk up those words like life-saving medicine. Even though the next morning he would leave on a dangerous mission, even though he knew something terrible was coming down the pike, those words of Mr. Benedict’s had made all good things seem possible. Reynie had gone to bed thinking of the people he might one day—if everything turned out all right—consider a part of his family.

And now, lying in his dark room at the Institute in an altogether different mood, Reynie finished the letter he had begun to one of those very people.

At least I had you, Miss Perumal, if only for a while. Maybe you weren’t my family, but you were the closest thing I had—maybe that I’ll ever have. And now things are awful and seem likely to get worse, and I worry that I’ll never have the chance to tell you what it meant to me.…

“Reynie?” whispered Sticky from the bunk below.

Reynie cleared his throat. “Yes?”

“Were you having a bad dream? It sounded like you were crying.”

Reynie wiped his eyes. “I just… just can’t get over what he’s done to those poor people.”

“I know,” Sticky said. “It’s maddening to think what might be in that journal of his—to think there might be something we could use to stop him… but I know there’s no way we can lay hands on it.”

Reynie sat bolt upright. “Sticky!”

Sticky nearly fell out of bed. “What? What is it?”

“Maybe we’re looking at this the wrong way,” Reynie said. “Maybe we don’t have to lay hands on it!”
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The last class was dismissed into a perfect fall afternoon. Blue skies, cool temperatures, the subtlest of breezes. The sun seemed to rest upon a distant hilltop like a giant orange on a giant table.

On the plaza, Mr. Curtain sat in his favorite spot, gazing off toward the bridge, reading a newspaper with a look of satisfaction, occasionally making a note in his journal. A few students had gathered at the edges of the plaza and in the rock garden, passing the time before supper. As always, they gave Mr. Curtain plenty of room. No one dared go near him while he was working—which is why so many jaws dropped when Reynard Muldoon was spotted walking toward him. Did the new kid not know any better? Was he just dying for a visit to the Waiting Room? No student had ever approached Mr. Curtain on the plaza before.

Reynie guessed this, which is why his breath came so short. But keeping his shoulders squared and one hand behind his back, he did what no other student dared to do. He approached from the front, knowing he would have only one shot at this; his plan would be spoiled if Mr. Curtain turned his chair. “Mr. Curtain, sir?”

Mr. Curtain glanced up, his lenses gleaming like polished chrome in the sun.

“Sorry to bother you,” Reynie said quickly. “But I couldn’t help noticing that your book has a lot of dog-eared pages. I must say I was surprised.”

Mr. Curtain seemed unsure whether to be angry or incredulous. “You’re surprised I have pages to which I often refer?”

“Oh, no, sir! I’m surprised nobody has ever given you a suitable present.” Reynie showed Mr. Curtain what he’d been holding behind his back—a fistful of thin blue ribbons. “Book markers! I thought they should be special, so I asked a laundry Helper for some sash material—I’m sure you recognize that shade of blue—which she cut into ribbons and sewed up nicely along the edges.” Reynie held out the ribbons, which were indeed elegantly stitched. “I hope you like them.”

Mr. Curtain was taken aback. He was flattered, it was true, yet his expression clearly showed that he agreed with Reynie, that he rather thought someone should have given him such a present before now. It was a proper attention that had been lacking. “Thank you, Reynard,” he said with a tight nod. “An appropriate gift indeed, from one young scholar to his superior. I shall put them to good use.” Mr. Curtain returned to his newspaper.

“Sir?” Reynie said. “Aren’t you going to put them in?”

Mr. Curtain grunted impatiently, his expression darkening. The boy was a nuisance. And yet the nuisance had flattered him, and the ribbons would be useful. His expression softened a little. Finally he sighed and set aside his newspaper. Flipping his journal back to the first dog-eared page, he slipped a ribbon inside. He was beginning to turn the page when Reynie said, “What exactly is that book, sir?”

Mr. Curtain paused. “It’s a journal, Reynard. Every great thinker keeps a journal, you know.” He returned to his bookmarking.

“I must say, it’s an awfully big journal.”

“What better place to record ‘awfully big’ ideas, eh?” said Mr. Curtain, which was just what Reynie had thought he would say. “Now, Reynard, no more interruptions. I have a great deal of work to do.” Mr. Curtain flipped to the next dog-eared page.

“Sir? One last question?”

“A very last question, Reynard,” Mr. Curtain said, looking up. “Go ahead.”

“Why are you always gazing off toward the bridge?”

“Ah, I suppose it does appear that I’m looking at the bridge,” Mr. Curtain said with a smile. “In fact I’m gazing fondly toward one of my greatest accomplishments—the tidal turbines. I trust you know about the turbines?” Reynie nodded. “I thought so; they’re quite famous. They are an extraordinary invention, you see, and part of the great tradition.”

“The tradition, sir?”

“Do you not recall my mentioning my homeland’s admirable tradition? I was referring to the great conquest—the conquest of the sea. Holland claimed much of its land from the sea, you know. Dikes and polders, my boy! Nothing in the world less controllable than the sea, and yet the Dutch found a way to control it. And now, in my own way, I have done the very same thing. My turbines capture the ocean’s infinite energy, which I use for my own purposes. Is it not remarkable?”

“It’s the most remarkable thing I’ve ever heard,” Reynie said, equally impressed by Mr. Curtain’s remarkable vanity.

“No doubt,” said Mr. Curtain. He clapped his hands together. “But enough delay. Even greater things lie ahead, Reynard, much greater things, and we must waste no time achieving them.” He began paging through the rest of his journal, inserting the ribbons.

Mr. Curtain was turning the pages with disheartening speed, but Reynie dared not interrupt again. Instead he allowed himself one glance—and a brief one, at that—behind Mr. Curtain, toward the hill path leading up beyond the dormitory. A short distance from the bottom, the path curved around a large potted cactus. Nothing unusual about this—there were many such cactuses set along the Institute paths—but this particular cactus seemed to have several arms. A cactupus, Reynie thought with an inward smile.

“There,” said Mr. Curtain, holding up the journal, with the ends of ribbons sticking out here and there. “Satisfied?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” said Reynie, though in truth he was disappointed. He could see many dog-eared pages remaining. (He would have liked to bring more ribbons, but the timid Helper had given him all the sash material she could spare. She’d been afraid to disappoint him but terrified to give him more.)

“You’re quite welcome,” Mr. Curtain replied, as if it were Reynie who’d been given the present and not himself. “And now you may leave.”

This time Reynie needed no urging. He hurried off the plaza and across the rock garden, where several students gaped at him, surprised to see him still alive. He even seemed to be happy. Then Reynie reached the path and hurried uphill toward the cactupus.

Constance stood high above on the hilltop, keeping a lookout—actually doing what she’d been asked to do, which was promising. Behind the cactus, Kate was on her hands and knees, and Sticky stood precariously on her back. He was peering through Kate’s spyglass, which he had steadied atop a high cactus branch.

“Did he get anything?” Reynie whispered to Kate, so as not to disturb Sticky.

“You don’t have to whisper,” Sticky said. “I did get a little, and I’ll get more if he’ll just write anything. He’s on a fresh page, but now he’s gazing away again.”

“Only a little?” Reynie said.

“He was turning the pages pretty fast.…”

“Sorry, I tried to stall him as best I could.”

“And I could only see a small part of each page,” Sticky said. He glanced down at Reynie with an impish smile. “But I do remember what I saw.”

“Is it any good?” Reynie asked.

“Beats me. I haven’t had time to think about it. There’s a difference between remembering and thinking, at least for me.” He returned to the spyglass. “Could you see us at all?”

“Kate’s forearms and your elbows, but you’re pretty well hidden,” Reynie said. “Anyway, from below it’s impossible to see what you’re doing.”

“What about from above?” Sticky asked. “Are we still clear in that direction?”

Reynie turned to check on Constance. It was good that he did. Constance was hurrying down the path toward them. For Constance, though, “hurrying” meant running a few steps and tripping, running a few steps more and stumbling.…

And walking about twenty yards behind her was Jackson.

“Jackson’s coming!” Reynie hissed.

He was immediately knocked to the ground. Sticky, in his fright, had fallen off Kate’s back and crashed onto Reynie. The spyglass flew out of Sticky’s hand and onto the gravel path… and before the boys could gather themselves, Jackson had brushed past Constance—knocking her roughly to her knees—and was upon them. “What’s going on here?”

“We were… trying to make a human pyramid,” Reynie said.

“A human pyramid? With three kids?” Jackson said with a sneer. “That’s pathetic. And what’s this?” He had seen the spyglass and was bending to pick it up.

Kate sprang forward and snatched it away. “It’s mine, that’s what it is!”

Jackson stared at Kate, amazed a student had spoken to him that way. Then his amazement gave way to anger. “You’ll show it to me here,” he said in a threatening voice, “or else in the Waiting Room. It’s your choice, Wetherall.”

Kate stared back at him, defiant. The others held their breath.

“Fine,” Jackson said with a smile. He was beginning to enjoy himself. “Let me just tell you how this works. I’m about to grab your arm—and I intend to squeeze so hard it hurts—and escort you to the Waiting Room. If you try to run away or fight me, I’ll personally see to it that you get kicked out of the Institute… after you go to the Waiting Room. How does that sound?”

Kate had no choice. Reluctantly she held out the spyglass. As Jackson snatched it from her grasp, Sticky turned away, his face hidden in his hands. He couldn’t bear to look.

Jackson burst into laughter. “A kaleidoscope? You risked going to the Waiting Room for a kaleidoscope?” He put his eye to the lens.

“Yes, but it’s my kaleidoscope,” Kate said.

“Well, you can keep it,” Jackson said in disgust. He handed Kate her spyglass back. “This is the sorriest kaleidoscope I’ve ever seen.”

Reynie grimaced his way through studytime, trying to ignore a broadcast that went on for two hours. After it ended, Reynie noticed Sticky was still grimacing. Sticky had spent all of studytime reproducing what he’d seen in Mr. Curtain’s journal and was still at his desk. “What’s the matter?” Reynie asked him. “Forget something?”

Sticky groaned. “Forgetting isn’t the problem. Art is the problem.” He threw down his pencil. “There was a diagram in there, but I can’t draw worth a flip. Words and numbers, yes. Pictures? Hopeless.”

“You can always try again,” Reynie said, looking over Sticky’s shoulder at the drawing. It seemed to depict a mound of spaghetti with numbered meatballs. “We have a minute before lights-out. It’ll be easier if you don’t have to use the flashlight.”

“Flashlight or floodlight, it won’t matter. I’d do just as well in the dark. This was my fourth try. It was supposed to be a diagram of Mr. Curtain’s brain, with lots of numbers on every region.”

Reynie stared doubtfully at the picture. “Are you sure it was Mr. Curtain’s brain?”

“It said ‘MY BRAIN’ at the top of the page.”

“Oh. Well, I don’t suppose there was a key to those numbers, was there? Or an explanation of the diagram?”

Sticky shook his head. “Not on that page.”

Reynie patted him on the back. “Then don’t worry about it. We don’t need a diagram to know what a brain looks like.”

Sticky’s face shone with relief. “Really? Oh, I hoped you would say that!” He tore the page into tiny bits. Reynie helped him shred the other attempted drawings, too, most of which resembled misshapen balls of yarn with numbered threads. They finished just as the girls made their appearance in the ceiling.

Everyone was eager to begin. In no time the lights were off and they were all seated in a circle on the floor.

“Okay, I have all the entries written down,” said Sticky, showing them a thin stack of papers. “They cover a lot of time—the first is from years ago, and the last was written today. Shall I read them aloud?”

The others agreed, and so, starting with the first entry, Sticky read:

No one seems to realize how much we are driven by FEAR, the essential component of human personality. Everything else—from ambition to love to despair—derives in some way from this single powerful emotion. Must find the best way to make use of this.

“Well, that’s cheery,” Kate said.

“I’ll bet Mr. Curtain’s just a big scaredy cat,” Constance said. “So he thinks everyone else is, too.”

Sticky, who happened to consider himself a prime specimen of scaredy cat, moved on without comment. The next entry, he said, was dated a year later:

Much to my disappointment, I have concluded there is no such thing as perfect control. I have come to understand, however, that the illusion of perfect control can amount to the same thing.

“He’s all about illusions,” Reynie reflected. “The Institute’s ‘lack of rules’ is an illusion, not to mention its excellent reputation. And the Emergency, too—the hidden messages make everything seem more hopeless and out of control than it really is. But then where is this illusion of control?”

“I didn’t see anything about that,” Sticky replied. He glanced at his papers. “The next few entries are all about using children as filters to keep the messages hidden. It’s nothing we don’t know. I’ll skip them for now. I’m afraid the next part is a bit technical. Ready?”

The others said they were (though Constance squeezed her eyes shut as if expecting it to hurt), and Sticky continued:

Brainsweeping a success! High-power, close-contact transmission works perfectly well as a forcible procedure! Retraining should also succeed: ‘Contentment’ messages will 1) counteract a brainswept individual’s tendency to question, and 2) lessen the chronic mournfulness effect.

Predicted side effects of retraining: timidity, anxiety, self-doubt.

Conclusion: satisfactory.

Constance put her hands on her head. “Umm…”

“Brainsweeping must be Mr. Curtain’s term for destroying people’s memories,” Reynie said. “If they’re in his machine—I think that’s what he means by ‘close-contact transmission’—then he can brainsweep them against their will, which is what he means by ‘forcible.’ That must be what happened to Milligan, except Milligan got away before Mr. Curtain could ‘retrain’ him.”

“But the other agents weren’t so lucky,” Sticky said. “Mr. Curtain retrained them with ‘contentment’ messages that tell them not to question anything!”

“And to feel less sad,” Kate said. “But that part must not have worked so well. They all still suffer from that pesky ‘chronic mournfulness effect.’”

“There’s more about it in the next entry,” Sticky said.

Long-term brainsweeping and retraining results mixed: Helpers manageable but still dispirited. Worse, too-frequent relapse of memory, often in association with trigger object. Typical episode begins with the last important thing remembered: names of significant persons, unfulfilled obligations, etc. Most irritating. Note: Two of last four episodes occurred near mirrors. Reflection must be promoting self-identification. Solution: Remove mirrors.

Kate rubbed her hands together. “Now I’m really starting to feel like a secret agent. We’re figuring things out! What’s next, Sticky?”

Sticky checked his papers. “We’re almost finished. The next entry explains why the special recruits aren’t so sad. It’s more or less what we thought.”

“Can you just give it in a nutshell?” Constance asked, then added: “Please?”

The others resisted looking at one another, and no one spoke. It was perhaps the first time Constance had ever used that word, and though she’d quite possibly said it by accident, no one wished to spoil the moment. If they mentioned it aloud, she might retract it. And so Sticky only nodded and gave the next entry in a nutshell.

“Remember when we talked about lacunar amnesia, or forgetting particular events? Apparently Mr. Curtain can use his machine to wipe out specific memories without taking away everything—without doing a complete brainsweep. It makes people dazed for a while, but then they get better, and the memories rarely come back.”

“So if those Recruiters had managed to kidnap us,” Kate said, “Mr. Curtain would have made sure we didn’t remember it. That’s why special recruits aren’t scared.”

“But because they weren’t completely brainswept,” Reynie said, “they aren’t sad, either. Which makes them better Executive material. I’ll bet most of the Executives used to be special recruits. Maybe even all of them. After all, they had no families to return to on the mainland.”

“I suppose that should make it harder for me to dislike them,” Kate observed. “Since they were kidnapped orphans and all.”

Everyone considered this for a minute. Then they looked at one another and shook their heads. They couldn’t help it. They still disliked the Executives.

“But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try to help them,” Reynie pointed out. “If Mr. Benedict can figure out how to bring their memories back, maybe they can start over—maybe they’ll learn how not to be so nasty.”

“I’m not holding my breath,” Kate said.

Sticky flipped a page. “Guess what? The date of this next entry is the day we arrived on the island.”

At last—all facilities now complete! Proper officials in proper places. Public mood at proper levels. The Improvement is very close at hand. Everything is ready except final modifications and the final few shipments, one of which is being loaded even as I write. Farewell! I’ve dispatched a Helper crew to adjust turbine output—shall require a great deal more from them in coming days.

“We saw that!” Kate said. “We saw them working on the turbines! And we saw that truck the Helpers were loading!”

“Those crates,” Reynie said. He slapped his forehead. “I’m so stupid! It should have occurred to me.…” He looked at the others, feeling completely foolish. “I’m sure you already know what I’m talking about.”

The others stared back at him, having no idea.

“I liked that part about your being stupid, though,” said Constance.

“Recruiters were driving that truck, remember?” Reynie said. “So it must have had something valuable in it—something Mr. Curtain wanted to protect. Why else would he need such security?”

“Oh, yeah, I was just going to think of that,” Kate said with a laugh. “You’re too hard on yourself, Reynie.”

“But if I’d thought of it sooner,” Reynie argued, “Mr. Benedict might have been able to investigate! For all we know, the rest of the shipments have been sent out by now. We may never know what was in those crates.”

“Maybe not,” said Kate, “but we can still report it, and we can keep an eye out ourselves. Right?”

“True,” Reynie admitted. He still felt like a dolt, but he preferred not to dwell on the feeling. “Sticky, how many more entries do you have to read?”

“Two,” Sticky said. The next one was this:

Success! As of this morning, the messages are transmitting directly. To my great satisfaction, the Whisperer is now capable of

“That’s it?” Kate asked.

“Sorry,” Sticky said. “His hand was covering the rest.”

“The Whisperer,” Constance said. “So that’s what he calls his dumb machine.”

Reynie said nothing. He was wondering what new thing the Whisperer was capable of now. He knew one thing for sure: If Mr. Curtain was happy about it, then it spelled bad news.

Sticky was preparing to read the last journal entry. “This is where he seems to go completely bonkers. I can’t make heads or tails of it.”

It’s Curtain for You! Trust Ledroptha Curtain. Curtain makes things better. Feel certain about Curtain. No, Feel certain with Curtain. Curtain Has Control.

“Bizarre!” said Kate.

“Is he talking to himself?” asked Constance.

“Sounds like he’s trying to convince somebody of something,” Reynie said. “But who would that be?”

“It just supports my personal opinion that he’s a wacko,” Kate said with a shrug. “But wacko or not, he’s awfully careful about keeping his secrets—which is why this has been so extremely, marvelously, wonderfully satisfying!”

Unable to sit still any longer, Kate leaped to her feet, pumped her arms in the air, and in a barely restrained whisper said, “Can you believe we actually spied in Mr. Curtain’s journal and got away with it? The Sender himself! I say three cheers for us! Three cheers for the Mysterious Benedict Society!”

Reynie and Sticky whispered three cheers, but Constance rolled her eyes and said cheering was for babies.

“I see you’re back to being yourself,” Kate said with a chuckle. “But I’m not going to let it bother me.” Constance scowled and started to reply, but Kate went right on talking. “We’re on a roll, everyone. We’re really getting somewhere! I say we report all this to Mr. B, then tomorrow we take a peek at the loading area with my spyglass. Let’s try to figure out what’s in those crates!”

The others agreed; they sent their report, and two hours later Reynie was drifting away to sleep, having finished an up-beat mental letter to Miss Perumal and feeling hopeful for the first time in ages. Maybe, he thought, Mr. Benedict really could do something to stop Mr. Curtain. And then maybe he could help Mr. Bloomsburg and Milligan and everyone else get their memories back. It was possible, wasn’t it?

Reynie breathed deeply, stretched out, and let sleep overcome him. As dark as things seemed, at least they didn’t seem entirely hopeless. The children were finally making some progress. Who knew what would happen tomorrow?

Of course, Reynie could not know what would happen, and this was fortunate. For if he had known, he would never have slept so easily.
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The very next day Sticky was caught cheating. In a display of triumphant fury, Jillson marched to the rear of the room, snatched Sticky’s hand—with which he’d been tugging his earlobe—and demanded, “What’s this?”

Terrified, Sticky mumbled, “My… my hand.”

“Yes, but what were you doing with your hand?”

“Scratching my ear?”

“I’m not as stupid as I look, you know!” Jillson roared, then hesitated, realizing what she’d said, before scowling and saying, “That’s it, Washington, you’re going to the Waiting Room! Stand up!”

Jillson glanced at Reynie and Kate, and at Constance in the back, obviously suspecting one of them as a cheating partner. But the fidgety bald boy was the only one she felt confident about. “Stand up,” she repeated, yanking Sticky to his feet as if he weighed no more than a bird. “The rest of you sit tight. I’ll send another Executive to monitor your quiz—which, thanks to this cheater, you’ll all have to start over from the beginning.”

Boos and jeers erupted as Sticky was dragged from the room, casting one last frightened glance back at Reynie before disappearing. With an awful, helpless feeling, Reynie watched him go. He looked back at Kate, who shook her head grimly. Sticky was in deep trouble. They were all in deep trouble.

“Too bad, so sad,” said Martina.

“What exactly is the Waiting Room?” asked Eustace Crust, one of the special recruits.

“Ask Corliss Danton,” said Martina smugly. “Tell them, Corliss.”

Corliss, who at the mention of the Waiting Room had buried his face in his hands, was silently wiping tears from his eyes. “It’s… just a place you go when you’re waiting to meet with Mr. Curtain. An… unpleasant place.”

Reynie looked at Constance, whose face was even more sullen than usual, and fearful as well. He wanted to give her a comforting look, but she wouldn’t even glance in his direction. Anyway, what good would a look do? He was no more confident than Constance that the end wasn’t hurtling toward them.

It was bad enough that Sticky’s worst fear had come true, but if Sticky told Mr. Curtain everything—and who could blame him if he cracked under such pressure?—it would mean the end of their mission… and the beginning of something else. What would Mr. Curtain do if he found out? Would he take away everything? A complete brainsweep? And not just for Sticky but for all of them?

Maybe they weren’t even worth the trouble, Reynie thought grimly. They were orphans, after all—or in Sticky’s case, believed to be. Might they not just… go missing? Departed, Mr. Curtain would call it. Really departed. Reynie had a panicky feeling in his belly, the kind he always got when he dreamed he’d fallen from a precipice. Only with dreams he always woke up.

After their last class of the day, the Mysterious Benedict Society—minus one member—gathered in the rock garden.

“I hope Sticky isn’t suffering terribly,” Kate said. “He dreaded the Waiting Room more than anything. If it had to happen to one of us, it should have been me.”

“Don’t worry,” Constance said glumly. “You may still get your chance.”

Reynie didn’t point out that the Waiting Room might be the least of their worries. “Look, until Sticky comes back, I think we need to keep to our plan. Let’s go check out the loading area.”

The others agreed, and, with Constance riding piggyback, they left the rock garden and walked across the empty plaza. It was a bleak day, and no one, not even Mr. Curtain, was out to enjoy it. There were a few students on the path that led to the gym, however, and Reynie and the others passed them without a word. Kate had decided the hill beyond the gym would offer the best view of the loading area, so this was where they were headed now.

As the children mounted the hill, an early evening mist began to settle, and through its haze the lights of distant harbor traffic shone in blurred colors. Far to the north a foghorn groaned, reaching them less as a sound than as a trembling in their bellies, as if their bodies were pipes in a somber old organ. It was a somber evening all around.

Reaching the summit did nothing to improve their mood. Far below them, down by the bridge gate, the loading area was completely deserted. No trucks, no Helpers, no crates in sight, no point even in getting out the spyglass. The gate guards were huddled in their guardhouse, keeping warm and dry. Reynie gazed over the water toward the mainland shore. It seemed no more than a shadow in the mist, as impossible to determine as their fate.

Reynie’s gaze drifted back toward the Institute. The usual crowd of students had gathered at the gym, waiting for the doors to open. From this height they looked like insects, eagerly massed at the entrance of a bug trap. In theory the gym was open all day long, and students were encouraged to use it “any time at all,” but of course classes, meals, and studytime took up most of the day. In the remaining free minutes, hopeful students often took turns tugging at the door, which remained stubbornly closed. Just before supper, however, Jackson and many of the other Executives would appear from inside the gym and let the students in. If anyone had the gall to ask why the door had been locked, Jackson would respond that it hadn’t been locked; the students had simply been unable to open it.

Constance, too, was looking down at the little crowd of students milling outside the locked doors. “The gym’s always open, except when it isn’t,” she said, mimicking Jackson. She mopped her damp face with her damp sleeve. “What do the Executives do in there, anyway?”

Constance had only meant to express her annoyance (in fact she was composing an insulting poem in which Executives licked the gym floor clean), but Reynie looked at her as if she’d turned to gold.

“That’s a good question! I always assumed they were exercising—just keeping the gym to themselves. But what if they’re up to something else?”

Kate brought out the spyglass. “Guess what? There’s a window in the back. I could take a peek. I’d need to find a way to reach it, though—it’s a good ten feet off the ground. What do you think, Reynie?”

Several things raced through Reynie’s mind at once. It would mean going off the path, which meant risking traps, not to mention serious trouble. But maybe they were already in serious trouble and didn’t know it yet, and what they found out might be extremely important! Reynie frowned. He wished he had more time to deliberate, but there was no more time—the gym door would be unlocked any minute.

“I’ll go with you,” he said. “I can stand on your shoulders.”

Kate grinned. “Okay! Here’s the plan: We’ll drop behind this hill to be out of sight of the gym, then circle around those smaller hills and sneak up from the back.”

“Aren’t you forgetting someone?” said Constance.

“We need a lookout. From up here you can see everything, and we’ll be able to see you. If anyone heads around the building, jump up and down and wave your arms.”

“Oh, goody,” said Constance. “I get to stand here by myself and be misted on.”

But Reynie and Kate had already hurried off. They moved quickly downhill, running over damp sand and scrub brush and narrow swaths of grass, steering clear of boulders, keeping an eye out for drapeweed. Finally they came up to a low rise at the rear of the gym. Here they were hidden from view, and as Kate waited for Reynie to catch his breath, she jerked her thumb behind them, where the land erupted into a jumbled labyrinth of dunes and rocky hills. “Our escape route,” she whispered, “if we need one.”

Reynie squinted up to the high hilltop where they’d left Constance. He could just make out her small red figure against the backdrop of gray sky. He thought she might be moving, though only slightly. “Is Constance waving? Can you tell?”

Kate peered through her spyglass. “Just picking her nose. Let’s move.”

Quickly they climbed over the rise and scrambled down behind the gym, where the ground gave over entirely to crumbled gray stone, as if the building had shed pieces of itself onto the land around it. Good, Reynie thought. No footprints. He was worried, though, by the discovery of a back door that Kate hadn’t seen or thought to mention. Reynie pointed and frowned. They didn’t want surprise visitors. Kate was already working on it—she pointed to a large petrified tree limb lying among the stony rubble nearby. Together she and Reynie dragged it over and braced it against the bottom of the door.

Kate gave a satisfied nod and knelt down. Reynie climbed onto her shoulders. He steadied himself with his hands against the stone wall and got his feet set on her shoulders. Slowly, smoothly, Kate straightened up. Reynie’s chin came to the bottom of the window. He could just see inside… and what he saw was the most curious thing.

Two lines of Recruiters—there were dozens of them—stood back to back down the length of the gym floor, as if preparing for a dance. Each of them faced some kind of cutout figure, but Reynie wasn’t sure what they were. At the far end of the lines stood Jackson, S.Q., and a great many other Executives. Jackson was shouting something Reynie couldn’t make out. Again as if in a dance, the Recruiters adopted different poses. Some spread their arms as if welcoming an embrace. Others reached out as if to shake hands in greeting. And still others raised their hands, palms forward, in a calming gesture that Reynie recognized too well. All of them were smiling, smiling. Jackson shouted again.

Reynie could see the figures more plainly now. The figures came in all sizes, from small children to full-grown adults. He shuddered.

This was no dance. The Recruiters were preparing for something. But what? Hadn’t Mr. Curtain’s journal said new children were no longer necessary? And this many Recruiters certainly weren’t required to guard the bridge gates. No, they were preparing for something else. The Improvement. The thing to come.

“All right, everyone!” Jackson shouted. “That’s it for today!”

The Executives started making their way down the lines, collecting the paper figures. The practice was over, and it suddenly occurred to Reynie that he’d never seen Recruiters leaving the gym—which must mean they used the back door. His stomach did a flip. He and Kate needed to get out of here. “Kate,” Reynie whispered, glancing down. “We need—”

He didn’t finish, for just then he glanced back through the window and saw S.Q. staring up at him.

Fear shot through Reynie like a dose of hot poison. His nerves tingled all over his body, and in his panic to get down, he toppled from Kate’s shoulders.

“Are you all right?” Kate whispered.

“Run!” Reynie cried, regaining his feet. “Run, run, run!”

Reynie was halfway up the rise when Kate overtook him and caught his arm in an iron grip. “Come on!”

The back door gave an ominous thump, then another, followed by the sound of angry curses. The tree limb had bought them a few extra seconds. Together they dashed up the rise, with Reynie half running and half being dragged behind Kate, feeling as if he’d been tied to a galloping horse. He cast one glance up at Constance—a red smudge on the hilltop, jumping up and down and waving furiously—and then he and Kate flung themselves down the other side of the rise, out of sight.

“Tell me they didn’t recognize you,” Kate said, pulling him to his feet.

“I don’t know,” said Reynie.

“Then let’s head for the hills and hope for the best.”

And so they fled: away from the gym, away from the paths, away from the Institute—into the tangled rock-jungle of sand dunes, ridges, and crags that made up the island’s interior. Weaving among the hills, keeping low, constantly changing directions, they ran as if their lives depended upon it—which indeed they might have. In his mind’s eye Reynie kept seeing S.Q.’s disapproving, accusing eyes. Had he been recognized? Had he been?

When Kate thought they’d put enough distance between themselves and the gym, and was convinced they hadn’t been followed, the two children hunkered beneath a scraggly copse of stunted cedar trees to rest. It was just in time—another step and Reynie might have collapsed into a useless heap. Between ragged breaths he told Kate what he’d seen, right up to the part when he’d seen S.Q. frowning at him from across the gym.

Unbelievably, or almost unbelievably, Kate made a joke of it. “Well, if he recognized you, he’s probably wondering how you got to be so tall.” She chuckled. “The poor guy, he’s not the brightest—”

Reynie groaned. He’d just realized something. Having only just sat down, he struggled to his feet again. “We need to split up.”

“Why? I thought we’d just circle back up to Constance—”

“Listen, Kate, they’ll know it took two people. The window’s too high for one person to have looked through without help, remember? You go back for Constance. If S.Q. recognized me, at least you can claim you were miles away when it happened.”

“Gosh, you’re right,” Kate said, adjusting her bucket on her belt. “You head that way, then, and I’ll fetch Constance. If we’re lucky we’ll be laughing about this over supper.”

“If we’re lucky,” said Reynie, who was not feeling lucky at all. In fact he had the awful feeling he wouldn’t see Kate again. If Mr. Curtain knew the truth, by tomorrow Reynie might become someone else entirely—a mixture of mysterious pain and forgotten purposes, forgotten dreams. His friends’ faces would blur, like photographs somehow being undeveloped, then disappear entirely. The mission would fail. All would be lost.

Suddenly, Reynie felt compelled to grab Kate’s hand. “Thanks for helping me get up that hill back there. I never could have made it in time by myself.”

Kate waved him off. “Oh, good grief. Just do me a favor. If you get sent to the Waiting Room, tell Sticky I said hello.”

Reynie’s face fell. “It’s not funny, Kate.”

For a moment—a fleeting moment—Kate looked desperately sad. “Well, of course it’s not funny, Reynie Muldoon. But what do you want me to do? Cry? Now get going, will you? And make sure I see you at supper!” She turned and hurried into the gloom.

And so, in the darkness and mist, Reynie picked his way alone through the forbidding hills. In half an hour he arrived, weary and wet, at a path on the far side of the Institute. Nobody accosted him in the student dormitory, where he slipped into his room and changed. And no one looked askance at him as he crossed the plaza. He had yet to meet an Executive, though. Reynie hesitated a long time at the cafeteria door. Then telling himself he must at least pretend to be brave, he went inside.

He saw the girls right away. They sat in damp clothes at a table to themselves. Constance resembled a wet hen—same shape, same dour crankiness, and only slightly larger—but Kate smiled when he came in, and the sight of her sunny face gave Reynie a pinprick of hope. He reminded himself Kate was capable of smiling in dire circumstances. He shouldn’t assume good news. Still, nobody seemed to be paying him any attention, and the Executive on duty only gave him a bored look and turned away. So perhaps Kate really did know something.

Kate really did. The moment Reynie sat down, she told him he was safe.

Reynie thought he would die of relief.

“They were questioning students when Constance and I came down the hill,” Kate said. “Nobody saw you. Jackson asked us and we told the same story. He was yelling at S.Q.: ‘Is that really the best you can say? An average-looking boy? An awful lot of boys are average-looking, S.Q.!’ And poor S.Q., he just kept arguing that this boy was especially average-looking. Jackson seemed ready to strangle him.”

Reynie couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He was safe! Really safe! And then, just as suddenly as the weight had lifted from his shoulders, it returned. For now that one worry had passed, others quickly crowded in to take its place. Sticky was still in danger. And if Sticky was, they all were.

“Are you okay?” Kate asked. “You look terrible.”

“At least he’s dry,” said Constance, who was blotting her hair with a napkin.

“You haven’t seen Sticky, have you? Or heard anything?”

The girls shook their heads. They all grew very solemn, then, and finished their meal in silence.
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Reynie sat alone in his room. It was after nine o’clock, and Sticky had still not shown up. A message broadcast had just ended, and Reynie, worn out, was making himself go over the day’s notes one last time. For once he was glad to be studying his lessons—studying helped take his mind off worse things. He’d even been grateful for the message broadcast, which was so irritating and made it so difficult to concentrate that he’d had no space left over in his brain to worry about Sticky. Even so, Reynie felt awful, and now to make matters worse, he smelled something awful, too. His nose wrinkled with disgust. What was that? Had something crawled under the floor and died?

Then the door opened. It was Sticky.

He was covered in slimy, black stinking mud, and he walked into the room like a zombie. From his red, hugely swollen eyes it was obvious he’d been crying for hours. But it wasn’t the eyes themselves that caught Reynie’s heart—it was their look of total despair.

Reynie leaped up and threw his arms around Sticky. “You’re out!”

Sticky pulled away without speaking. He removed his spectacles, studied their mud-spotted lenses, and set them on the desk without bothering to clean them. Then, still not saying a word, he went out of the room. Reynie grabbed some of Sticky’s things and ran out after him. In the corridor he squeezed past two Helpers already mopping up Sticky’s muddy footprints in weird silence. A couple of boys were leaving the bathroom, holding their noses and trying not to step in the muddy spots on the floor. Reynie ran into the bathroom.

Sticky had stepped into a shower stall without undressing and was trying to grip the faucet handle, but his slimy hand kept slipping off. Finally he grabbed it with both hands and wrenched on the hot water. He flinched when the spray struck his face, then stood impassively, eyes closed, as black water swirled at his feet.

Reynie watched him anxiously. “I’ve brought you some soap, Sticky. And a towel and clean clothes.”

Sticky made no reply.

“Hey, get undressed and use this soap, all right?” After Reynie had repeated this several times, Sticky gave a dull nod and reached for the soap.

Reynie washed up at the sinks—he was filthy and rank from hugging Sticky—then went to their room, changed clothes, and waited. He stared at the door, afraid of what was coming. Afraid to have his suspicions confirmed. He’d been doing his best to remain calm, but he was trembling all over. He felt sure Sticky had been brainswept. And Mr. Curtain wouldn’t erase Sticky’s memories just for cheating, would he? If not, then why had this happened? What crime would call for such terrible action? There seemed to be only one answer: Sticky had told Mr. Curtain everything.

When Sticky finally returned, he dumped his wet clothes in the corner, put on his muddy glasses without cleaning them, and then, without once looking at Reynie, he pulled his suitcase from beneath the bed.

“Sticky, what’s happened?”

No reply.

“You have to talk to me, Sticky! I’m afraid something terrible has happened to you. Not just the Waiting Room, I mean, but something even worse.”

In a dull tone just tinged with anger, Sticky said, “I don’t suppose there’s anything worse than that place. What would you know about it?”

Reynie caught his breath. Sticky remembered the Waiting Room—and come to think of it, he remembered where his suitcase was. There was still hope! “You’re right, Sticky. I don’t know anything that’s happened. Can you tell me?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Sticky said, opening the wardrobe with trembling fingers. “And I don’t intend to go back there. I’m running away. They told me Mr. Curtain couldn’t see me today, that S.Q. will come for me again in the morning. I’m to meet with Mr. Curtain ‘if he’s available.’ So either I’ll have to go back to that… that nightmare, or else I’ll have to face Mr. Curtain, where I’m certain to go to pieces, Reynie, where I’m certain to lose control and tell on you and everyone else—”

The more Sticky spoke, the more emotion crept into his voice, until at last, shaking, he covered his eyes and dropped to his knees. “I can’t do it, Reynie. I can’t go back there, and I can’t face Mr. Curtain without failing you. I just can’t. I have to leave. I have no choice.”

Reynie’s eyes suddenly filled with tears. “Listen to me, Sticky. I’m so sorry for what you’ve been through. Really I am. But I can’t tell you how glad I am you’re still in there. I thought they’d taken your memory! But it’s still you in there, Sticky—still my good friend!”

“Not for much longer,” Sticky said miserably. “I’m going to crack, Reynie. You know how badly I handle pressure. I’ll flub it tomorrow, and you’ll all be caught. What kind of friend will I be then?”

Reynie closed the suitcase. “You’re not going to flub anything.”

“How can you know?”

“I can see it in you,” Reynie said with perfect conviction. “You’d hold fast tomorrow even if I didn’t have a plan—which I do. When your friends really need you, they can count on you. I just know it. And I do need you, Sticky. I need you here as a friend.”

Sticky’s eyes flickered like a candle on the verge of guttering. “It’s… nice of you to say,” he said doubtfully. Then he shuddered. “But Reynie, it’ll kill me if I have to go back to that place. All those hours, with every second crawling by—and other things crawling by, things you can’t see—constantly sinking into that goop, the smell so horrible, like something dead, like maybe it’s yourself that’s dead—”

“You won’t have to spend another day in there,” Reynie said. “I swear it.”

“You bet your boots you won’t,” said Kate, whose head appeared in the ceiling above them. She lowered Constance into the room. “If they send you back there, we’ll find a way to get you out, no matter what. Okay, chum?”

Shakily Sticky rose to his feet.

“It’s going to be all right,” Reynie said. “I’m sure you’ll see Mr. Curtain first thing in the morning.”

“But that’s no good, either! It’s terrible! How can I keep from giving you all away? He knows we’re friends, he knows I was cheating, and he’ll just put two and two together.…” Sticky caught his breath, held it a moment, and started over. “Okay, you mentioned a plan, didn’t you? Do you really have one?”

“I’ll tell you about it,” Reynie said, handing him a roll, “but first you should eat. I smuggled some food for you.”

For the first time, Sticky’s eyes brightened and stayed bright. “I am awfully hungry.”

“Ten o’clock!” roared Jackson from just outside the door. Everyone jumped. No one had heard him creeping down the hallway. “Lights out!”

As he hurried to the light switch, Reynie gave Kate a questioning look.

“We turned ours off before we left,” she said a little too loudly.

Immediately Jackson rapped at the door. “Do you boys have someone in there with you? You know that’s against the rule. No room visits, period! And even more no room visits during lights-out!”

“It’s just the two of us,” Reynie replied.

This was just what Jackson had hoped Reynie would say. If he caught the boys with visitors now, they were not only breaking one of the Institute’s very few rules, but lying about it as well. He flung open the door and switched on the light. “Aha! There you—” but he cut himself short, for he saw only the two boys, sitting on the floor.

“Isn’t the light supposed to be off?” Reynie asked him.

With a scowl Jackson reached to turn off the light, then thought better of it. “Not just yet,” he said, strolling over to the wardrobe. “First I’d like to see who you have in here.” He threw open the wardrobe doors.

Nothing but clothes inside.

“If you don’t mind, we’d like to get some sleep. Sticky’s had a long day.”

“And whose fault is that?” Jackson said, kneeling to look beneath the bottom bunk. Only the boys’ suitcases. He rose and stared at Reynie, who smiled pleasantly, and then at Sticky, who only shrugged. Jackson sneered. “How did you like the Waiting Room, George?”

Reynie suddenly boiled over with anger. He had spent the evening in such a state of emotion, he couldn’t seem to stop himself. “How can you do that to people, Jackson? Send them to a place like that, and then tease them about it?”

Jackson feigned puzzlement. “What do you mean, ‘a place like that’? The Waiting Room isn’t such a bad place. And it’s perfectly safe. A little mud never hurt anyone. Washes right off, doesn’t it? It may have a bit of an odor, but an odor can’t hurt you any more than mud can—or darkness, for that matter. Darkness is good for you. Rests the eyes. Prevents sunburn…”

Livid though he was, Reynie fought to regain control of himself. He should never have said anything in the first place. It did no good to argue with an Executive.

Jackson was still lecturing with obvious pleasure. “And yes, I suppose there are a great many flies and beetles and crawling things—but they didn’t bite or sting, did they? You aren’t afraid of a fly, are you, George?”

“No,” Sticky replied in an even tone. But he was glaring at Jackson. It was such an angry look—so full of defiant outrage—that Reynie actually felt encouraged. There was strength in Sticky. It was just easy to miss. Easiest of all for Sticky himself.

Jackson missed it, too. “Of course you aren’t. So let’s hear no more nonsense,” he said, screwing up his face as if talking to a pitiful baby, “about the Waiting Woom being such a nasty wittle pwace.” Then he grinned wickedly, shut off the light, and left the room. His boots thumped away down the corridor.

Constance’s stifled voice called out, “Good grief ! Do you intend to keep me in here forever?”

“Quiet,” Reynie whispered, peeking out the door. The corridor was empty. He nodded at Sticky, who dragged his suitcase from beneath the bed.

“It’s a good thing you’re so small,” Sticky whispered as Constance climbed out.

“Oh, yes, lucky me! So small you can pack me in the luggage. Why don’t you try curling up in a suitcase?” Constance said, forgetting that Sticky had spent his entire day standing in filth, darkness, and bug swarms.

The ceiling panel slid aside and Kate dropped down into the room again. “Now what’s this about a plan?” she said, as if they’d never been interrupted.
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Both boys were awake before dawn. And they had stayed up late the night before, going over the plan. But Sticky wasn’t at all sleepy. Fear was keeping his eyes wide open. As he got dressed in the dark, he whispered up to the top bunk, “Reynie, they didn’t happen to blindfold you when you went to Mr. Curtain’s office, did they?”

“A blindfold? No.”

“Then I guess I’ll know right away if I’m going to the Waiting Room. That’s something, I suppose.”

Reynie rolled over and looked down from his bunk. “They blindfolded you? Why?”

“Didn’t say. Jillson just dragged me onto the plaza, put the blindfold on, and spun me around until I threw up. I mean I literally threw up. Then she laughed and led me inside and down some stairs to the Waiting Room. I had to wear it when I left, too.”

Reynie furrowed his brow. Why would they blindfold Sticky like that?

Just then someone banged on the door. Sticky stared at the door a long moment before opening it. S.Q. Pedalian stood in the dusky corridor, eating a cinnamon roll. His mouth stuffed full, he beckoned for Sticky to follow him. The time had come.

Sticky took a deep breath. “Wish me luck, Reynie.”

Reynie nodded. “Don’t worry, you’ll do great.”

Sticky followed S.Q. down the corridor. The dormitory was perfectly silent, save for the echo of their footsteps and the occasional gulping sound from S.Q., who was munching his cinnamon roll with gusto. Then they were outside in the chill morning air, where S.Q. stopped, licked his fingers, and—to Sticky’s horror—reached into his pocket.

“S.Q.?” Sticky asked in a strained voice. “Am I… am I to wait a little longer, or—?”

“Oh, no, Mr. Curtain can meet with you,” said S.Q. casually, pulling out a banana, not a blindfold. “Now, Sticky”—S.Q. was the only Executive who ever called Sticky by his nickname, though only by accident—“that is, George, allow me to give you some advice. I’m an Executive, you know, and I understand the way things work around here.” Glancing left and right, S.Q. lowered his voice. “I like you, George, you’re a nice kid, and very bright. And you’re an orphan, which makes you a good candidate for Executive someday if you’ll just straighten right up and fly… if you fly straight and right…”

“Straighten up and fly right?”

“Yes, all of those,” S.Q. said, relieved. “My point is, don’t blow your chances right off the bat. Whatever you do, do not admit to Mr. Curtain that you cheated. If you did cheat, I mean. I’m not saying you should lie. That’s even worse. Don’t admit to cheating, and don’t lie.”

“You’re saying my best course of action right now is not to have cheated in the past.”

“Exactly,” S.Q. said.

“That’s helpful.”

S.Q. grinned. “Thought it would be. Mr. Curtain hates a cheater more than anything. Otherwise he’s a genial fellow. So just keep that in mind during your meeting—the most important thing is not to admit you cheated.”

“Thanks,” Sticky said in a weak voice. His head had begun to ache. S.Q.’s advice was exactly the opposite of Reynie’s.

He would have liked some time to consider his new dilemma, but in less than a minute he was standing outside the metal door to Mr. Curtain’s office. Beads of sweat appeared on his smooth scalp. What should he do? If anybody should know this sort of thing, it would be an Executive. Yet S.Q. was not the brightest bulb in the Executive chandelier. Reynie, on the other hand, was very shrewd about people.… And now S.Q. was knocking on the door. Sticky rubbed his throbbing temples. He felt on the verge, once again, of growing paralyzed. Or worse: flub-mouthed.

The door slid open. S.Q. motioned for Sticky to enter. Whatever course he chose, he had to choose it now.

Mr. Curtain sat in the middle of the cold stone room, his fingers laced together, his chin lifted expectantly. The gigantic silver-eyed spider, waiting for the fly.

“I’m sorry I cheated, sir!” Sticky declared as he went in.

The door slid closed behind him, but not before he heard a shocked S.Q. mumbling something about the poor kid cracking under pressure.

Mr. Curtain drummed his fingers on the journal in his lap, regarding Sticky with those unseen eyes. Sticky was hard-pressed not to fidget. A bead of sweat trickled down the curve of his bald head, made its way to his earlobe, and hung there, trembling. It tickled Sticky maddeningly, but he held still. Suddenly Mr. Curtain shot forward in his chair—Sticky nearly jumped out of his shoes—and screeched to a stop with his face inches away.

“Do you care to explain yourself ?” Mr. Curtain said coolly.

Sticky had memorized the speech. (If he hadn’t, he might never have gotten a word out.) He stammered, swallowed, then began: “I’m very sorry, sir. I didn’t want to do anything wrong. But she put so much pressure on me—”

“You mean Constance Contraire, I assume,” interrupted Mr. Curtain with a look of satisfaction.

“Constance? Oh, no, sir. She’s too stubborn even to let me help her with homework. I’m sure you’ve noticed how stubborn she is. You notice everything about everybody, if you don’t mind my saying so, sir.”

“Hm,” said Mr. Curtain. “I have noticed that, it’s true. But if not Constance Contraire, then of whom are you speaking?”

“Well, as I was saying, sir, she put so much pressure on me, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it, she being a Messenger and all—”

“WHAT?” Mr. Curtain bellowed, his face instantly purple. “A Messenger? Snakes and dogs, I’ll—” He cut himself off, and for a few moments went absolutely silent, as if trying to decide just what horrible thing to do to Sticky. Send him back to the Waiting Room? Fling him into a patch of drape-weed? Crush him beneath the wheels of his chair?

Sticky closed his eyes.

When several moments had passed, however, without his being sent, flung, or crushed, Sticky opened one eye. The color had faded from Mr. Curtain’s face so that it no longer looked like an eggplant with glasses; only the tip of his lumpy nose retained a crimson hue. And he had begun drumming his fingers again. “George,” Mr. Curtain said, more calmly now, “why are you looking at me with one eye?”

Sticky quickly opened his other eye. “I… I…”

“Never mind,” said Mr. Curtain. “Now explain yourself. Are you telling me a Messenger made you cheat?”

“I’m sorry to say so, sir. It made her furious that Reynie and I were doing so well. She couldn’t believe we already knew more than she did. She humiliated me in class, and later she told me she’d keep doing it—or even worse—unless I agreed to help her. The quizzes were so much easier if I just gave her the answers, she said. And if I did, she would make it easier for me—by not tormenting me.”

“You are speaking of Martina Crowe,” Mr. Curtain said.

Sticky nodded.

“Hmm. I shall have to look into this. Your cheating doesn’t trouble me much, I must say, so long as I understand the situation. The secret is control, do you see? I simply wish to know the circumstances so that I can manipulate—that is, so that I can manage them. No matter what the circumstances, George, so long as they are controlled, we may have harmony. Do you understand?”

“I believe so, sir.”

“Very well. I’m sorry you had to wait to speak with me on this matter. I understand it is an unpleasant thing to wait. Unfortunately there’s no help for it sometimes—I’m quite busy. The good news is that you will not be punished.”

“Thank you, sir,” Sticky said humbly.

“And George?”

“Yes, sir?”

“You are doing rather well, aren’t you?”

“Apparently, sir.”

Mr. Curtain was looking Sticky up and down and nodding to himself, as if appraising a fine new piece of machinery that would come in handy.

“Nice work,” said Constance. “You’re a natural liar.”

It was less diplomatic congratulations than he’d received from Reynie and Kate—who had cheered and clapped him on the back—but Sticky was too relieved to quibble.

They were on their way to lunch, trailing well behind the rest of the students so that they could speak privately in the corridors. They were all pretty pleased with themselves—not least because Martina Crowe was in hot water. And now, as they approached the end of the corridor, they overheard Jackson and Jillson talking in an empty classroom. Looking at one another in silent agreement, they stopped walking to listen.

“—finally caught who was spying in the gym,” Jackson was saying. “A waste, though. He was a good Messenger. And a special recruit, you know. Mr. Curtain would probably have kept him on, trained him into an Executive one day. I guess now he’ll be retrained as a Helper.”

“Too bad,” Jillson said. “Shouldn’t have been so average-looking.”

“What he shouldn’t have been was so curious,” said Jackson. “The nerve of that kid! Always asking questions—it’s what got him sent to the Waiting Room last time, you know. I thought he’d learned his lesson.”

“Apparently not,” said Jillson. “Any word on the accomplice?”

“His partner in crime? Not yet. Personally I can’t see what there is to worry about, but you know Mr. Curtain. Can’t be too careful, he says. We’re supposed to be extra vigilant, keep an eye out.” Jackson grunted. “And I guess you heard he’s changing the door codes.”

“No! Again? I hate learning new codes!”

“Tell me about it,” Jackson said. “Would have saved us some trouble if the kid had ratted on his partner, but he denied everything to the end. Like I said, it’s a shame. Probably would have made a good Executive.”

“Quiet,” Jillson said. “Did you just hear something?”

In the corridor, the children’s eyes widened. They held their breath.

“Only my stomach growling,” Jackson said. “Get your stuff together, won’t you? Let’s go eat.”

That was the children’s cue to move. With relieved expressions, Sticky, Kate, and Constance hurried quietly on down the corridor. Reynie followed behind, trying to calm himself. Jackson’s news had quite upset him.

After they’d safely rounded the corner, Kate said, “Can you believe it? That’s two narrow escapes now! First Sticky got off the hook for cheating, and now you’re off the hook for spying, Reynie!”

“Yeah,” said Reynie, his face flushed with guilt. “It’s… it’s great news.”

“And now Martina’s on the hook,” Constance said. “This might actually be a good day.”

By supper the rumors were flying. Martina Crowe had not been in any of her classes. Some said she was enjoying a long session of her special privileges—whatever those were. Others argued that the secret privileges never lasted this long. More likely, someone said, she’d been sent to the Waiting Room—a student had seen Jackson and Jillson escorting her across the plaza. Martina Crowe? Going to the Waiting Room? Who had seen that? For this no one had an answer, so maybe it was just a rumor.

Reynie had begun to feel rather ill. It was starting to seem everything he did got someone hurt. First he’d suggested they cheat, which landed Sticky in the Waiting Room. Then he’d spied through the gym window, for which some poor, average-looking kid was paying the price. Now there was this plan he’d put into effect—the plan to get Martina bumped from the Messenger list. It had seemed clever at the time, but was he sure about that? For all his caution and wits, he was turning out to be a dangerous person to be close to. He looked at his untouched meal with distaste. He shoved it away and put his face in his hands.

“Reynie?” Kate said. “What’s the matter?”

“It was my plan,” Reynie mumbled.

“Hey, if anybody deserves the Waiting Room, it’s Martina.”

“If anyone deserves it…,” mumbled Sticky, who felt every bit as bad as Reynie. He knew how terrible the Waiting Room was—at the very mention of it he had broken into a cold sweat—and he had been the one to condemn Martina with a lie. It didn’t matter how cruel she was. No one deserved the Waiting Room, not even Martina.

To make matters worse, at that very moment a hidden-message broadcast began.

“It’s that boy Harold Rockwell,” Constance grumbled to herself. “Shut up, Harold.”

Reynie gave Constance a bleak look. It had occurred to him to wonder what would happen to her when Mr. Curtain boosted the signal power all the way. If Constance could hear voices now, what would it be like for her then? What would it do to her? Had she thought to wonder about this herself? For her sake, Reynie hoped not. If he were in her shoes he’d be terrified.

This day had gone from good to bad to worse. And from there to worse than worse.

“Watch your toes, everyone,” Kate murmured.

S.Q. Pedalian was squeezing between two nearby tables, where students were wincing and crying out as he passed. Reynie tucked his feet safely out of reach. S.Q. came up and looked appraisingly at them. “Why the long faces, kids? Everything all right?”

The children tried to appear cheerful so he would leave them alone, but for once S.Q. judged correctly. “You can’t fool me. I know downtrodden faces when I see them. I’m surprised at you! Here Stick—I mean, here young George has got off clean and easy, you’re doing great on your quizzes, and yet the whole lot of you sits around like the cat got your pudding. Er, the pudding… no, got your tail.…”

No one felt like helping him, and after a moment S.Q. gave up. He adopted a shrewd expression, which, on S.Q., looked rather as if he had severe indigestion. “Now don’t tell me you’re fretting about not making the Messenger list yet! Is that it? Listen here,” he said confidentially, leaning in close to them, “I’ll tell you a secret, because you’re good eggs. You’re closer than you think!”

Reynie nodded glumly. “Is it because Martina’s not a Messenger anymore?”

S.Q. cocked his head. “How could you possibly know that?” “Everybody knows,” said Kate.

This surprised both S.Q. and Reynie, who said together, “They do? How?”

Kate pointed across the cafeteria, where Martina had just come in, escorted by Jillson and Jackson. She wore her tunic and sash as always, but not the typical striped pants of a Messenger. No, her pants were solid blue, and as the other Messengers cheered and clapped, her face shone simultaneously with malevolence and triumph.

Martina had been made an Executive.
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That evening, at precisely 10:01, S.Q. Pedalian knocked on the boys’ door. He knocked first with his feet, by accident, and then with his knuckles. Getting no response, he opened the door and peered in. In the dim room he saw the boys lying on their bunks in their pajamas. Something caught his eye, however, and he looked upward. Only shadows on the ceiling.

“S.Q.? Is that you?” Reynie asked in a sleepy voice.

“Sorry, boys,” S.Q. said, snapping on the light. “I didn’t think you’d be asleep so early—it’s only just now lights-out. Mr. Curtain wants to see you. Hop up now, both of you, and get dressed. You know, I could have sworn I saw one of your ceiling tiles move.”

“Probably just a shadow,” Reynie suggested, fumbling with his trousers and shoes.

“Or a mouse,” said Sticky in a cracked voice. His mouth had gone very dry.

S.Q. scratched his head. “A mouse, hm? That’s probably it. A lot of students have complained about mice in their ceiling lately. I suppose we’ll have to put out some traps.” As Reynie made a mental note to tell Kate to look out for mousetraps, S.Q. ushered them from their room.

Both boys were in a state of high alarm. Obviously Martina had convinced Mr. Curtain she hadn’t cheated, for how else would she have been made an Executive? Thus Mr. Curtain must know that Sticky lied, and no doubt Reynie had been implicated as his accomplice. Which was as it should be, Reynie thought miserably. It was his plan that got Sticky into this mess—twice.

At the entrance to the Institute Control Building, S.Q. stopped. With a sympathetic expression, he knelt down and put a hand on each of their shoulders. “I imagine you two are wondering what Mr. Curtain wants to speak with you about.”

“Oh, yes!” cried the boys together, and Reynie’s heart leaped. If he had a moment to prepare, maybe he could think of something to say, something that…

“I wish I knew,” S.Q. said, shaking his head. “I hope it’s nothing bad.”

Sixty seconds later the boys were alone with Mr. Curtain in his office. Trying to breathe evenly (and mostly failing), they waited for him to speak. Mr. Curtain had put down his journal and rolled out from behind his desk. But instead of his usual zooming about, he was inching toward them, very, very slowly, contemplating the boys in a way that gave them the impression of a predator—a wolf spider came to mind—seeking just the moment to pounce upon its prey. They had to fight the urge to recoil.

“No doubt,” said Mr. Curtain as he drew near, “you are wondering why Martina Crowe was made Executive. After all, according to you, George, she was a bully and a cheat. Isn’t that right?”

Sticky reached for his spectacles, checked himself, and thrust his hands into his pockets to still them. “Yes, sir.”

“It’s true, Mr. Curtain,” said Reynie. “We were wondering that.”

“Yes. I know. And now I shall tell you why. Do you remember what you said to me the other day, Reynard, when we discussed Miss Contraire? You said the best way of dealing with those you don’t trust is to keep them close. I agreed with you then, and I agree with you now. Of course, had Martina Crowe not been such an excellent candidate for Executive, I would have sent her packing at once. But she has always been useful, and as I told George, the cheating itself doesn’t trouble me, so long as I understand the situation. At any rate, the situation has been rectified. Miss Crowe and I had a brief discussion of the matter (she denied the cheating, I might add), and ultimately she was promoted. Everything is settled.

“Everything, that is, except for your situation,” Mr. Curtain went on. “Which is why I have sent for you.”

“Our… situation?” said Reynie. He could hear Sticky trying to swallow.

“Indeed,” said Mr. Curtain. “For as of this moment, you are both made Messengers!”

The boys were stunned. Here they’d been afraid something terrible was in store for them—instead, their mission had leaped forward! Messengers at last! Their faces broke into huge grins.

“Oh, thank you!” Sticky cried, hoping he sounded more grateful than relieved.

“We won’t disappoint you,” said Reynie.

“I should hope not,” said Mr. Curtain. “I have two new Messenger slots to fill, and as a matter of urgency I am promoting you a day earlier than planned. Here are your new uniforms.”

Returning to his desk, Mr. Curtain produced two white tunics, two pale blue sashes, and two pairs of striped trousers. “Wear them with pride. And then… who knows? One day you may forego those striped pants for solid blue ones, just as Martina Crowe did today!”

When S.Q. had finally left off slapping the boys on the backs in painful congratulation and lumbered away down the corridor, Reynie and Sticky exchanged relieved glances and closed their bedroom door behind them. The door’s closing revealed the silhouette of Kate Wetherall pressed flat against the wall behind it. She switched on her flashlight and whispered in an exasperated tone, “You didn’t even knock!”

“It’s our own room!” Sticky replied.

“I’m surprised you didn’t hear us in the corridor,” Reynie said. “S.Q. was patting us on the backs so hard my teeth were clacking together.”

“To tell the truth,” Kate said sheepishly, “I was asleep until I heard the doorknob turn. I only had the time to leap across the room and hide.” She jerked her thumb toward the lower bunk, where Sticky’s covers and pillows were in lumpy disarray. “And first I had to throw the covers over Constance. You were gone so long, she fell asleep on Sticky’s bed. I meant to keep guard, but I guess I nodded off.”

“Some guard,” said a groggy voice from beneath the covers.

“Anyway,” Sticky said, “we’re glad you’re here. We have some news.”

He and Reynie held up their new uniforms.

“Messengers!” Kate exclaimed. “I can’t believe it! And here we were worried you’d gotten in big trouble!”

Constance sat up, rubbed her eyes, and squinted at the uniforms.

“Oh, yes,” Reynie said with a laugh. “So worried that you both fell asleep.”

Kate gave him a disapproving look. “We were worried,” she insisted. “And I’m sure Mr. Benedict is, too. We told him you’d been called to see Mr. Curtain. We should let him know the good news right away.”

“You sent a report?” Sticky asked, surprised.

“Took us forever,” Constance said, stretching. “Morse code’s a little rusty.”

Rusty was not exactly the word for Constance’s Morse code, but the boys resisted comment. They were both glad to hear a report had been sent. They’d been unable to send one the night before—a night crew of Helpers had been working on the plaza, filling cracks and replacing broken stones.

Sticky climbed onto the television, made sure the coast was clear, and began flashing a message.

“Our ‘special privileges’ begin tomorrow,” Reynie told the girls. “That’s all he told us.”

“Nervous?” Kate asked.

“What do you think?” Reynie said. “I feel like I swallowed a beehive.”

“Here comes a response,” Sticky said from the window. “Glad… proud… now pay attention.”

“Sounds like he’s about to tell us something important,” Reynie said. He went over and peered out the window with Sticky. Sure enough, the light in the woods continued flashing its coded message:

With open eyes now you may find

A place you must exit to enter.

Where one—

“Where one what?” Sticky said, when the message broke off and didn’t resume. “Why did they stop?”

Reynie groaned. “It’s Mr. Curtain,” he said, pointing. “He’s going out onto the plaza.”

“Now?” Sticky hissed, watching the familiar figure rolling into view below. “In the middle of the message? He couldn’t have waited twenty more seconds?”

“At least we have a start,” Reynie said.

But a start was all they had, for even after a long discussion, the children were left stymied. The last, unfinished line gave no clue at all, and the first seemed pointless, as it hardly seemed necessary to tell them they needed to keep their eyes open. Which left only the middle line, and that one utterly baffled them. How on earth could you enter a place by exiting it?

“We’ll have to try again tomorrow,” Kate said finally, stifling a yawn. “I can’t think straight anymore tonight. At least you boys made Messenger. That’s an encouraging development.”

The others agreed, the meeting adjourned, and in a few minutes the girls had disappeared into the ceiling and the boys had gone to bed. Reynie had just begun to compose a mental letter to Miss Perumal when Sticky whispered into the darkness.

“Reynie, you awake?”

“Wide awake,” Reynie replied.

“I wanted to ask you… does this ‘encouraging development’ scare the wits out of you as much as it does me?”

Reynie laughed. “It may be the worst encouraging development I’ve ever experienced.”

In the bunk below, Sticky laughed, too. Their laughter relaxed them the tiniest bit—and that was all it took. In moments their exhaustion overcame them, and both boys fell asleep.
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When the knock sounded on his door, Reynie was in the midst of a terrible dream. He had written down his letters to Miss Perumal, and Jackson, having found the letters on the desk, was pounding them with his fist. Bang! Bang! Bang! “We’ve got you!” he cried with a wicked laugh. “Don’t worry, you won’t be punished! It’s the Waiting Room for you—what fun you’ll have there! And when you’ve disappeared beneath the stinking mud for good, we’ll get your beloved Miss Perumal, too!”

“No!”

“What do you mean, ‘No’?” said Jackson. “Isn’t this what you’ve been working for?”

This was an unexpected response, and Reynie, startled, opened his eyes. Jackson stood in the doorway, staring at Reynie with an expression of wild impatience.

“I’m sorry,” Reynie said, coming fully awake. “I was dreaming. What did you say?”

“I said hurry up and get your tunic on. I’m to take you to Mr. Curtain immediately. Today’s your big day! Special privileges, Reynard! Now wake up your skinny bald friend and hustle, will you? I want to get a muffin on the way.” Jackson stepped out of the room to wait.

When, after considerable shaking, Reynie had roused Sticky, the two of them threw on their Messenger uniforms.

“This is it,” Reynie whispered. “We have to be on our toes.”

Sticky nodded. “Good luck.”

They shook hands resolutely.

“It’s about time,” Jackson muttered when they came out. “Now follow me.” He set off in double-time for the cafeteria. It was just before dawn, with no one astir but a few silent Helpers mopping floors, sweeping walkways, or scaling ladders to scrub mildew from ceilings. In the cafeteria, too, the Helpers were already hard at work. Jackson helped himself to a freshly baked blueberry muffin and a glass of cold milk. “Better choke something down quick,” he said to the boys. “You don’t want to be in the Whisperer with an empty stomach. It’s very draining. You need all the energy you can get.”

At this, the first open mention of the Whisperer, goose bumps rose on the boys’ arms. Their stomachs flipped, too, but dutifully they reached for muffins and milk and, just as Jackson said, choked them down. Sticky, already losing his nerve, couldn’t help trying to stall. “What about classes?”

“What do you think all those classes are for, George? I don’t see how you’ve ever made Messenger if that’s how dimwitted you are. You’ll have plenty of time for classes after your session. The Whisperer is what’s important, boys. It’s the whole reason we’re here.”

After all the secrecy that had come before, it was very strange indeed—in fact it was thrilling—to be spoken to with such candor and trust. They really were Messengers at last! Reynie almost had to remind himself that his new position wasn’t an honor to be prized.

“All right, then, swallow and follow,” said Jackson, turning on his heel. The boys gulped their milk and hurried after him. Out on the plaza, in the gray light of dawn, Jackson ordered them to stand still. “If you ever become Executives,” he said, tying cloths over their eyes, “then you’ll be allowed to learn the route to the Whispering Gallery. Until then, it’s blindfolds and no talking. Understand? Now, then, round and round you go.” He grabbed their shoulders and spun them about until they were so dizzy they stumbled and bumped into each other. Jackson allowed himself a moment to laugh. Then he took them by the elbows and set off.

They were marched across the plaza, down a walkway, and finally over a patch of grass. Then came a sort of scuffing, thumping noise—it sounded like Jackson kicking something out of the way with his boot—and the boys were led inside. They went down a short passage, then up some winding stone steps. And then more winding steps. Steps after steps after steps. They must be heading up to the top of the flag tower, Reynie thought. No other place in the Institute could have so many steps.

With their leg muscles burning and chests heaving, the boys finally reached the top. Jackson gave them a few good spins—perhaps just for the fun of it—and removed their blindfolds. They stood in a bright, narrow stone passage. Before them loomed a great metal door.

Jackson pressed a speaker button on the wall. “Your new Messengers are here, sir.”

“Very well,” said Mr. Curtain’s voice through the speaker.

The door slid heavily open.

“What are you waiting for?” Jackson said. He gestured impatiently, mumbling something about numbskulls not taking hints, and the boys stepped through the open doorway. The door slid closed behind them.

“Welcome to the Whispering Gallery!” said Mr. Curtain, spinning his wheelchair away from the desk at which he’d been working. He beckoned them forward with a crook of his finger. “Come in, boys, and take a look around!”

The Whispering Gallery, though quite large, was furnished only with a single desk, two cushions in the corner, and, in the center of the room, a strange contraption resembling an old-fashioned beauty-salon hair dryer. So this was the Whisperer: an oversized metal armchair with a blue helmet bolted to the seatback, and another helmet (this one red) protruding into empty air behind it. It looked surprisingly simple—no running lights, computer screens, or whirring gizmos—and indeed, considering its purpose, the entire room seemed simple. Smooth, uniform stone walls, a lack of furniture or decoration, and only a single window.

Kate was right, Reynie thought. There is something important behind the highest window.

“If you’re wondering why the Whispering Gallery is so austere,” said Mr. Curtain, “the answer is security. You will find no heavy metal objects or sharp devices lying about, nothing with which my Whisperer might be damaged, nothing to be used as a weapon. The Whisperer’s computer system and power supply are safely protected by two feet of metal and stone. The walls are solid stone as well. The door through which you entered is the only door, and I am the only one who can open it. Control, boys! Control is key. The Whispering Gallery is perfectly controlled.

“I say all this to impress upon you the importance of our project,” Mr. Curtain continued. He gestured for them to sit on the cushions. “Why else would such security be necessary? It is a great honor to be made Messenger, and I hope you will not squander it.”

“No, sir,” the boys said together.

“Here, at last, is your special privilege,” said Mr. Curtain. “Only Messengers are allowed to help me with my project, and you may be assured it is a marvelous project. Now, I’m sure you’re wondering what the Whisperer is—am I right?”

The boys nodded.

“Of course I am. My machine cannot help but provoke curiosity. It looks simple, does it not? Only a chair with a helmet? Don’t be fooled! The Whisperer is a miraculous invention—my miraculous invention—and is sophisticated beyond reckoning. Have you ever heard of a machine capable of transmitting thoughts? Of course not! Would you even have thought it possible? Never! And yet it is possible. My Whisperer makes it possible.”

Mr. Curtain waved elegantly at the contraption behind him, rather like a game show hostess displaying fabulous prizes. “It has been fashioned with the human brain as a model—my human brain, in fact, which as you might suspect is quite an excellent one. And it is my brain that controls it! No need for keyboards and computer screens, knobs and dials, bells and whistles. The Whisperer listens to me. For not only is it capable of transmitting thought, but also—to a certain extent—of perceiving thought. And although currently its proper function depends upon my being present and connected—”

“You mean you have to be hooked up for it to work?” Sticky blurted.

Mr. Curtain’s wheelchair rolled forward until the front wheels pressed the edge of Sticky’s cushion. Mr. Curtain’s reflective glasses and protuberant nose eased toward Sticky’s face like a snake testing the air. “You are only a child, George, so I do not expect much of you,” Mr. Curtain said coolly, “but if you are to be a Messenger you must be made aware of something. I do not take kindly to interruption.”

“Sorry,” Sticky mumbled, looking down.

“Good,” said Mr. Curtain. “And yes, I must be ‘hooked up’ for it to work—for now. It is undergoing modification, you see. For years I have employed the Whisperer as an… educational tool. But greater things are in store. Once my modifications are complete, the Whisperer will become a wondrous healing device, boys—a device capable of curing maladies of the mind. No, it’s perfectly true! I see the surprise on your faces. But I assure you, my invention is destined to bring peace to thousands—perhaps even millions—of troubled souls. And you boys will have played a part. Is it not exciting?”

As if to demonstrate his excitement, Mr. Curtain shot backward in his wheelchair at breakneck speed, screeching to a stop beside his desk. (His entire life must feel like an amusement-park ride, Reynie thought.) A moment later he had shot back over to the boys with a brown package in his hands.

“What you are wondering now,” Mr. Curtain said, “is how Messengers play a part. The answer is this: The Whisperer requires the assistance of unsophisticated minds. Children’s minds. You see, though my machine is stunningly complex, its mental processes still pale in comparison to my own. For the Whisperer to do, well, certain things I wish it to do—I will not waste time explaining details you cannot comprehend—my thoughts must first pass through a less sophisticated mind. This is where my Messengers come in.

“Now, do not be daunted,” Mr. Curtain went on. “It’s an easy matter. When you occupy the seat, the Whisperer directs you to think certain phrases—it whispers to you, do you see?—and when you think these phrases, the Whisperer’s transmitters do the rest. Your function is that of a filter: my thoughts, once they pass through your minds, are more easily processed. Do you understand what I mean by this?”

“They go down easier,” Reynie said. “Like candy rather than medicine.”

“Precisely!” said Mr. Curtain, seeming pleased. “But the thoughts will be medicine, make no doubt of that—one day soon they will be medicine for countless minds. For now, our project consists of inputting data. Which is to say, we are filling the Whisperer’s computer bank with necessary information.”

So this was the explanation Mr. Curtain gave his Messengers: “inputting data.” They weren’t even told they were actually sending messages—that they themselves were whispering to others!

Mr. Curtain had laced his fingers together atop the brown package in his lap and was looking at the boys expectantly. With a hint of impatience, he said, “And now for your questions.” The boys got the distinct feeling that if they didn’t have questions, he would be most displeased.

Sticky, trying to do his part, cleared his throat and squeaked, “What… what is that package for?”

“Excellent question, George!” cried Mr. Curtain, which clearly meant it was the question he had wanted to be asked. “The package is for demonstration purposes.” He held up the box. “Tell me, how many things do I hold in my hand?”

“One?” Sticky replied.

Mr. Curtain looked at Reynie. “Is that your answer, too, Reynard? I hold one thing in my hand?”

There must be something inside the box, Reynie thought. But he sensed this was not a time Mr. Curtain wished to be impressed. Rather, Mr. Curtain wanted to surprise the boys for “demonstration purposes,” and so Reynie replied, “It certainly looks like one thing.”

“Ha!” Mr. Curtain cried, seeming quite pleased indeed. “And yet observe.” He turned the package upside down, and out of it spilled hundreds of little pieces of paper. “One package, yes, but one package may contain many things, do you see? Now clean up these paper scraps—I despise a messy floor.”

As the boys scrambled to pick up the paper, Mr. Curtain continued, “What do I do if I wish to transmit an enormous amount of information in a short space of time, hmm? Do you think I can sit in my Whisperer every minute, every hour of the day, dictating to my Messengers? Hardly! There is work to be done, modifications to be made, an Institute to be run, plans to be implemented! And so how do I accomplish the inputting of all this data? Packaging, boys. I transmit packages, and every package contains an incredible amount of information.”

Reynie and Sticky finished cleaning up and sank onto the cushions again.

“I am going to say something to you now,” said Mr. Curtain. “One phrase only. But I want you to pay attention to what happens in your minds when I say it. Are you ready?”

The boys nodded.

“Poison apples, poison worms.”

The boys blinked, startled, for in a single moment an entire lesson—an entire class period of listening to Jillson drone on and on about bad government—had blossomed in their heads.

Mr. Curtain was smiling. “One package, many thoughts. If you have mastered the material, then the proper phrase will conjure it—like the magic words that coax a genie from a bottle. Do you see?”

In fact the boys understood much more than Mr. Curtain realized. Finally it all made sense! Mr. Benedict had wondered how the hidden messages could be so simple and yet have such profound effects. It was one of the things he’d hoped they might find out. Now they knew: Mr. Benedict’s Receiver was able to detect the “package” phrases, but not the information contained in them. He could hear the magic words, but he couldn’t see the genie!

“Very well,” said Mr. Curtain, when he saw that the boys understood, “you have been sufficiently briefed. And now the moment of truth. Reynard, have a seat in the Whisperer. George, you may observe from your cushion. If all goes well, the session should last about half an hour. Then you shall have your turn.”

Reynie rose and approached the machine. His mouth went pasty and bitter-tasting as he recalled Mr. Curtain’s saying that the Whisperer could perceive thoughts. “To a certain extent,” he’d said—but to what extent? How much could it see? Would the Whisperer reveal him as a spy? Reynie stopped and stared at the metal chair and the blue helmet, racked with indecision. Should he try to resist somehow? Try to mask his thoughts? Was it even possible? He had no way of knowing, and no time to consider.

“Reynard?”

“Sorry, sir. Just… just savoring the moment.”

With clammy hands Reynie took his seat in the chair. Mr. Curtain, meanwhile, zipped around to the rear of the Whisperer, reversing himself so that his back was to Reynie’s as he fitted the red helmet over his own head. “Ledroptha Curtain!” he barked. Instantly the blue helmet lowered itself onto Reynie’s head, contracting to fit snugly against his temples. At the same time, metal cuffs popped out of the armrests and closed over his wrists.

“Never fear,” said Mr. Curtain. “The cuffs are only to keep you secure. Please relax.”

Reynie took a deep breath and tried in vain to stop trembling. After a moment he realized it was his seat that trembled—the Whisperer was pulsing with energy. He closed his eyes.

Good, said a voice in his head. It wasn’t his own voice, nor was it Mr. Curtain’s. It was the Whisperer’s. Not unkind, but not friendly, either. Impossible to describe, it was simply… there. Good, it repeated. What is your name?

Reynie still wasn’t sure if he ought to resist a little. How much could the Whisperer detect? If he gave an inch, would it take a mile? He was trying to decide how to proceed when the Whisperer’s voice in his head said, Welcome, Reynard Muldoon.

But he hadn’t answered! Opening his eyes in surprise, he saw Sticky on his cushion watching with intense concern. Reynie tried to concentrate. Of course—this wasn’t like talking. He hadn’t realized he’d thought his name, but once you were asked to think of your name, you couldn’t not think of it, no matter how you tried. Like the Whisperer’s voice, the answer was simply there.

Reynard Muldoon, what do you fear most?

Spiders, Reynie lied, trying to regain some control. Spiders made Reynie nervous, but he wasn’t afraid of them. Certainly they were not what he feared most. That was something he didn’t want the Whisperer to know.

But responding to Reynie’s involuntary answer, the Whisperer said, Don’t worry, you are not alone.

At once Reynie was filled with an astonishing sense of well-being. He felt so good, so at peace, he could hardly hold his thoughts together. So this was why those other Messengers looked so happy, why they craved their sessions so intensely! When you did what it wanted, the Whisperer rewarded you by soothing your fears. Reynie would never have guessed it could feel so wonderful.

Reynie had another problem now. A very troubling problem. Having been made to feel so wonderful—and so easily, so unexpectedly—Reynie found he wanted to give in to the Whisperer. Wanted it desperately. This was a disturbing development, and while he still had some trace of determination left—before he lost himself entirely—Reynie decided he must learn something if he could.

Mr. Curtain? he thought. Can you hear me?

Let us begin, said the Whisperer.

Mr. Curtain, can you hear my thoughts?

Let us begin.

Mr. Curtain didn’t seem to be hearing him. So maybe the Whisperer could only seek out certain things and was incapable of detecting anything else. Reynie had to hope so.

Let us begin, the Whisperer repeated with an unmistakable hint of impatience.

He could not put it off any longer.

Okay, Reynie thought, bracing himself. Okay, I’m ready.

When Reynie opened his eyes again, Sticky stood over him, staring at him as if he might be dead. Reynie blinked and stretched. (He saw relief in Sticky’s eyes.) He was fatigued, but pleasantly so, as if he had worked hard at some extremely enjoyable task. The cuffs had retracted into the armrest, the blue helmet had been lifted from his head, and Mr. Curtain was at his desk, making a note in his journal and speaking quietly into his unseen intercom.

“Are you okay?” Sticky whispered. “You were in that thing for two hours.”

“Two hours!” Reynie repeated, amazed. It had seemed like only a few minutes. He remembered the first stream of words entering his mind, remembered dutifully repeating them, his mind relaxing into a feeling of marvelous happiness. There was nothing at all to fear, nothing at all to worry about. In fact, now that Reynie thought about it, he was a little cranky. He wanted to slip back into that feeling. He was struck with a pang of bitter jealousy that Sticky was about to take his place in the Whisperer.

“Does it hurt?” Sticky asked. “Are you all right?”

Sticky’s worried expression brought Reynie to his senses. “No… no, don’t worry. Just relax. I think… I think we’re safe for now. We can talk later.”

“No whispering, boys!” Mr. Curtain called, wheeling over to them. “I dislike all secrets save my own.”

“Sorry, sir,” said Reynie. “I was only telling him not to worry, that it doesn’t hurt.”

Mr. Curtain laughed his screechy laugh. “Of course it doesn’t hurt. It wouldn’t be useful if it did. To function properly, my Whisperer has always needed children, and children are averse to pain—I’ve found that out through experience. No, it doesn’t hurt, George. Quite the opposite. I daresay Reynard can assure you the session was perfectly wonderful. And unusual, I might add—two hours was far, far longer than I expected. As I have said before, Reynard, you have a strong mind. New Messengers rarely make it half an hour before their concentration flies apart and they slip into a daze. Even my seasoned Messengers never last more than an hour.”

Mr. Curtain seemed tired himself. Perspiration glistened on his forehead, and his lumpy nose was splotched with red. Tired but happy, just like Reynie. “I am very pleased, Reynard. Very pleased, indeed. I believe we have more to discuss now. And if George’s session goes even half so well, our discussion will include him, too. Wouldn’t you like that, George? Of course you would. Meanwhile, I’ve sent for some juice. Using the Whisperer calls for frequent refreshment.”

Reynie rose shakily from the seat. His mind kept returning to the phrases he’d been compelled to think: “…Brush your teeth and kill the germs. Poison apples, poison worms. The missing aren’t missing, they’re only departed.…” And with each phrase came the memory of the pleasure he’d been given by thinking it. He wanted to sit back down, go straight into another session.…

Reynie shook his head. He couldn’t believe how strongly the Whisperer took hold of you. Also how much it took out of you—he felt so weak he stumbled over to a cushion and collapsed upon it. Sticky followed and hovered over him, wanting to help somehow, not knowing what to do.

Mr. Curtain, meanwhile, had pressed a button on his chair, and the Whispering Gallery’s metal door was sliding open. Jillson the Executive entered with a plastic jug and paper cups.

“Anything else, sir?” Jillson eyed the boys with grudging approval. She held an esteem for Messengers she didn’t have for other students.

“That will be all, Jillson,” Mr. Curtain replied.

Jillson went out, and Mr. Curtain poured the juice. Plastic jug and paper cups. No glass. Mr. Curtain was indeed careful. But even if they’d had a heavy glass bottle, something hard to conk him over the head with, what then? The Whisperer’s computer circuitry was safely hidden beneath the stone floor, its chair and helmets made of strong metal. How could they possibly do anything about it?

“Ready, George?” said Mr. Curtain. It was more of a command than a question. Sticky gulped and took his place in the machine. Once again Mr. Curtain fitted the red helmet over his head and growled, “Ledroptha Curtain!”

The blue helmet lowered, the cuffs appeared, and Sticky squeezed his eyes shut. His hands strained unconsciously against the cuffs, wanting to get at his spectacles. He was obviously frightened.

Reynie watched from the cushion. Poor Sticky. In a moment his fear would dissolve, replaced by something wonderful—which was far more troubling than the fear, for how could they work to defeat Mr. Curtain if they found his invention irresistible? Even now, free of the Whisperer’s metallic grip, Reynie found himself longing for that sensation of perfect security, of not being alone.…

His thoughts were interrupted by Sticky’s nervous voice crying out: “Sticky Washington!”

A pause.

Then more quietly: “Fine. George Washington.”

The Whisperer had asked his name, and Sticky, without realizing, had answered aloud. Apparently it preferred Sticky’s given name.

Reynie watched his friend anxiously clutch the armrests. He wished he could help him, but there was nothing to be done. Next the Whisperer would ask what his greatest fear was, and poor Sticky would be powerless to hide it. He must face the worst, and indeed it was with a distinctly quavering voice that Sticky spoke his reply to the Whisperer’s unspoken question.

“Not being wanted,” Sticky said. “Not being wanted at all.”
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At lunchtime Kate was tossing grapes into the air—so high they almost struck the cafeteria ceiling—then catching them in her mouth, where they made a satisfying plock! She did this without thinking, as it was an old habit with her always to toss grapes when she ate them. And so, although she might seem distracted, Kate was actually listening carefully as the boys told of their experience in the Whispering Gallery. This was proven when Reynie said the Institute was going to close, and Kate—glancing down in disbelief—received a tunk! (forehead) instead of a plock!

“It’s true,” Sticky said. “Mr. Curtain foresees a ‘call to greater duty’ in the near future. He warned us to keep it quiet. He’d already told us that one word about the Whisperer gets your Messenger status revoked—and believe me, no Messenger wants to chance that. I suppose if he knew we were telling you this…”

“He’d toss you out of the tower,” Kate said, wiping grape juice from her forehead.

“He told us all this,” Reynie said, “because he’s considering keeping us around after the change—the Improvement, as he calls it—to be trained up as Executives. He said we’d get to use the Whisperer once a week as a reward for our service.”

“Is it really as great as all that?” Constance said. “Sitting in a stupid chair doing nothing?”

Reynie and Sticky glanced at each other and quickly glanced away. Neither wished to admit how overcome he’d been by the Whisperer. In fact, Reynie had struggled not to sound excited—even fond—when he described it to the girls. Did he really want to say aloud that Mr. Curtain’s machine had made him feel… well… happy?

Instead, Reynie changed the subject. “It’s exhausting, is what it is. That’s why Mr. Curtain needs so many Messengers. He alternates them to keep their minds fresh. Given the number of Messengers, our turn should come again in about a week, assuming—oh, for crying out loud, there goes another one!”

The children scowled and clutched at their heads. Constance, though, looked not just annoyed but perplexed—as if this were her first hidden-message broadcast instead of her thirtieth.

“Constance?” Reynie said. “Are you—?”

“Quiet,” Kate hissed. “Here comes a sash.”

“Hello, George, hello, Reynard,” the Messenger said, ignoring the girls. He was a stout boy with braces so heavily rubber-banded that his mouth looked like a cat’s cradle. “On behalf of the other Messengers I want to congratulate you, and to invite you to join us at one of the Messenger tables for meals. You know—to mess with the Messengers, ha ha!”

“Ha ha,” said Reynie, as politely as possible. It wouldn’t exactly help their mission to offend the other Messengers, but neither did he wish to be split up from Kate and Constance. He glanced at Sticky, who had a curious, expectant look on his face, as if he really were considering joining the Messengers. What was he thinking?

“Thanks so much,” Reynie said quickly. “But do you have any concerns about stomach viruses? It may be a day or two until Sticky and I get over ours.”

“Stomach viruses?” said the boy.

“Stoma—? Oh, yes,” said Sticky, catching on. “We spent most of last night throwing up. It was bad, too—I felt like I was being turned inside out. But Reynie’s too cautious. We’re probably not contagious. We should go ahead and join you.” He grabbed his tray and made as if to rise.

“Uh, no… no, I think Reynard’s probably right,” said the boy, backing away. He covered his mouth and spoke from behind his hand. “You can never be too careful with these things. Why don’t you fellows give it a few days, and when you feel absolutely better, I mean one hundred percent, then come on over and join us.”

“That’s awfully nice of you,” Reynie said as the Messenger hurried away.

“Quick thinking,” Kate said. “And you, too, Sticky—pretty bold work. But what happened to the Sticky Washington I know? You know, the shy and timid one?”

“Give me a break,” Sticky said, ducking his head.

“Ah, there he is!”

Sticky tried to smile, but in truth he was decidedly troubled. If Reynie hadn’t spoken up just then, he wasn’t at all sure what he would have done. He had actually wanted to join the Messengers! Was that all it took to sway him—being asked? Did he want so much to be wanted that he would do, well, anything? It was as if the Whisperer had opened a door, and now Sticky couldn’t close it again. He was so ashamed he could hardly look up.

Reynie, meanwhile, felt deeply disturbed. The more he thought about his response to the Whisperer, the more convinced he was that becoming a Messenger had been a bad development, a blow to their mission rather than a boon—because he was too weak to handle it. He needed to get through the mission and off this island before he faced the Whisperer again. His next turn probably wouldn’t come for several days, and yet already he found himself glancing at doors.

Reynie cleared his throat. “I think we need to—”

“Please!” Constance snapped, covering her ears. “Reynie! Will you please… stop… talking!”

Taken aback, Reynie closed his mouth and stared at her in surprise.

“What is your problem?” Sticky said sharply.

Constance lowered her hands and looked at Reynie with a mixture of ruefulness and irritation. “Sorry about that,” she said tersely. “It’s just that you’ve been on this whole time, and it’s already getting old. One of you, maybe. But two of you is too much.”

“On?” Reynie repeated. “Two of me?”

“You know,” Constance said, tapping her head. “You’re on. The broadcast—it’s you talking.”

The others looked at one another in amazement.

Reynie was flabbergasted. “Are you… are you sure, Constance? I mean I’m—I’m right here!”

Constance thumped the side of her head, as if trying to clear water from her ears. “It’s like you’re in stereo.”

“Wow,” Kate said, impressed. “This must be really weird for both of you.”

“You know what this means?” Sticky said. “Mr. Curtain is recording the Whisperer sessions! He can record thoughts!”

“But if he can do that,” said Kate, “then why does he need fresh Messengers all the time? Why not just play his recordings?”

“I think I know,” said Reynie, finally recovering from his astonishment. “He hasn’t always been able to do it. Remember the ‘modifications’ he wrote about in his journal? He said it this morning, too—he said his Whisperer was ‘undergoing modification.’”

“That explains why he’s not going to need Messengers after the Improvement,” Sticky said. “Once he’s finished recording all his messages, he’ll have no use for Messengers anymore.”

“And he’ll be able to broadcast his recordings around the clock,” said Constance. She sighed miserably and closed her eyes. “That’s just peachy.”

That wasn’t all, Reynie thought. He had a strong suspicion that as soon as Mr. Curtain had recorded his messages, he would boost them to full-strength. It was all going to be part of the Improvement. But for Constance’s sake, Reynie decided not to mention this aloud. She was already frightened, no doubt. Sitting there, eyes tightly shut, anxiously wondering what lay in store for her.…

Reynie felt an itch in the back of his mind. He had recently felt the very same way himself. But his eyes hadn’t been closed, exactly.…

“We’re almost out of time, aren’t we?” Sticky was saying. “I never thought we’d still be on the island when all the bad stuff happened. Of course, I hoped it never would happen.”

“I wish we could be doing something!” Kate said. “If we could just figure out what Mr. Benedict…” She paused. “Reynie, why are you looking at Constance like that?”

Constance opened her eyes to find Reynie staring at her.

“Mr. Benedict said with open eyes now,” Reynie muttered, almost to himself. “Meaning before they were closed—or blindfolded!” Abruptly he stood up. “Quick, everyone, we still have time before class.”

Kate leaped to her feet. Her blue eyes twinkled with excitement. “Where are we going?”

“To find a place you must exit to enter.”

Moments later the Mysterious Benedict Society stood on the plaza, exactly where the boys had stood that morning when Jackson blindfolded them. A few students milled about in the rock garden, but there were no Executives in sight.

“This is the spot, isn’t it?” Reynie asked.

“I’m pretty sure,” said Sticky, who still wasn’t sure what Reynie was up to. Reynie had been in too much of a hurry to explain.

“And how many steps did we take before we went inside?”

Sticky told him, and Reynie looked at Kate. “Which door would that take us to?”

Kate asked Sticky to take a few steps while she watched. Then, one by one, she studied the Institute buildings. Finally she shook her head. “Based upon the length of your stride, that many steps wouldn’t take you to any door of any building in the whole Institute, front or back.”

“Oh,” Sticky said, certain he had disappointed Reynie somehow. “I’m sorry. I was so nervous, you know. I guess I’ve misremembered.”

“I don’t think so,” said Reynie, who, far from looking disappointed, was growing more and more excited. “We left the plaza, remember? Went down a walkway—and then across grass.”

“Grass?” Sticky said. “Hey, that’s right! I was so anxious I didn’t even think about that. And you know what? It was the same when Jillson took me to the Waiting Room.”

Reynie nodded. “When Mr. Benedict said we must exit to enter, he meant we must exit the buildings to enter someplace else—a place we can’t get to from inside!”

Kate’s face broke into a grin. “It’s the traps, isn’t it? The number of steps you took would bring you almost exactly to the one behind the Institute Control Building.”

“But why would we want to enter the traps?” Constance asked doubtfully.

“Not the traps themselves,” Reynie said. “Remember how we thought the boulders were to help hide them? I think it’s the other way around. The traps are there to keep us away from the boulders—because the boulders are hiding secret entrances!”

“Secret entrances!” Constance said, trying hard not to look impressed. “How did you think of that?”

“Actually I should have thought of it sooner,” Reynie said. “Sticky had already told me Jillson took him outside and blindfolded him. Obviously the Executives wanted to keep something hidden—something other than the Waiting Room, I mean, because no sane person would ever want to find that place. I’ll bet you anything the next line of Mr. Benedict’s message was going to be something like ‘Where one of you has been before.’”

Sticky was mystified. “But how would Mr. Benedict know?”

“They’re watching the Institute through their telescopes, remember? And the plaza’s in plain sight of the mainland. They must have seen Jillson blindfold you and take you behind the Institute Control Building. That’s how Mr. Benedict knew about it.”

“So you mean something good came out of that?” Sticky asked, his eyes suddenly shining with tears. “I didn’t go to the Waiting Room for nothing?”

“You aren’t going to start crying on us, are you?” asked Constance rudely.

“Not now,” Sticky growled, removing his spectacles and swiping at his eyes. “I believe you’ve cleared me right up.”

“Anyway,” Reynie said, “the passages that lead to the Waiting Room and the Whispering Gallery may also lead somewhere else. Somewhere important. We need to get inside them and find out.”

“So what’s next?” Kate asked. “Sneak around to the boulders behind the building? We still have a few minutes before class.”

Reynie considered. “I think the ones up behind the dormitory would be safer. There’s too much activity down here.”

“Safer is good,” Sticky said.

Kate was bouncing on the balls of her feet. “So what are we waiting for?”

“The right moment,” Reynie replied.

As it happened, Reynie had a particular “right moment” in mind—the moment the day’s classes had ended, when all the Recruiters and most of the Executives would be in the gym, marking the steps of their eerie dance. There would be far less of a chance of bumping into someone in the secret passages, he pointed out. But they would only have a few minutes. They needed to hurry.

Luckily hurrying was something at which Kate excelled. By the time the others had made it halfway up the hill to the stretch of path nearest the drapeweed patch, Kate had already reached the hilltop well above them. A quick check to make sure no one was coming up the other side of the hill; a quick scan of the plaza to see if anyone was looking this way; then Kate gave the “all clear” sign, and the others ran over to hide behind the boulders. A minute later she joined them.

“We’ve found the entrance,” Sticky told her, pointing to a barely detectable outline in the stone. “The question is how to open it. We’ve already tried pushing it, sliding it, and begging it. No luck.”

“Open Sesame!” Constance cried, then scowled at the unmoving boulders as if she hated them.

At the moment Reynie wasn’t particularly fond of them, either. He hadn’t considered that it might be difficult getting into the secret entrances once you’d found them. Now here they stood, thwarted, while precious seconds ticked away.

Kate glanced around to be sure they couldn’t be seen, but Mr. Curtain had placed the entrance very carefully. The back of the boulders couldn’t be seen from anywhere below—not from any window or door in the Institute. The same was true for the boulders behind the Institute Control Building. If students stayed on the paths and walkways as they were supposed to, they would never spot an Executive using a secret entrance.

Reynie, meanwhile, was casting about for a hidden lever or knob—anything that might open the door. Finding nothing, he growled, “Come on! We don’t have time for this!” He gave the door a frustrated kick.

To the amazement of all, the stone door immediately swung up and away, revealing an open archway.

“You kick it?” Sticky cried incredulously.

Reynie nodded, finally understanding. “Mr. Curtain likes to ram through doors,” he said. “Have you noticed?”

The children hurried through the archway into a small, empty foyer. The wall swung closed behind them, and immediately a light came on overhead. It was so bright they almost had to squint. Before them an equally bright passageway curved away in a steep descent. Reynie had thought to post Constance near the entrance as a lookout, but he saw now that a lookout was pointless. After the passage curved away from the foyer, it descended for quite some distance uninterrupted by other doorways or passages. If someone came in through the foyer, there would be no place for a lookout to hide. The children had no choice but to keep together and hope for the best.

Quickly, quietly, they moved down the passage. Constance was riding piggyback, Kate and Reynie were tiptoeing, and Sticky, who was bad at tiptoeing (he brought his knees rather too high, so that he looked and sounded like a prancing horse), carried his shoes and walked silently in his socks. In the bright light, with no nooks or crannies to duck into, they all felt quite vulnerable.

Near the bottom of the hill they came upon another passage that branched off to their right and slanted steeply downward. They wouldn’t need to investigate it, though; they knew at once where it led. A remarkably foul odor hung in the air, and the passage descended to a lonely black door with an iron padlock. Near the door the stone floor was slick with black mud, and from beyond it came a high-pitched humming noise, punctuated with little clicks and scratches. Reynie turned. Sticky stood a few paces behind them, trembling and closing his eyes.

“Let’s move on,” Reynie said quickly. He and Kate took Sticky by the arms just as his knees appeared ready to buckle. He leaned on them gratefully as they hurried on.

A dozen paces more and the children had come to another passage that branched off to the left. This one led to a simple metal door.

Regaining his composure, Sticky quit leaning on Kate and Reynie and set his shoulders. Whatever the door concealed, he wanted to confront it bravely—or at least more bravely than he’d handled the Waiting Room. And so, while Kate and Constance looked questioningly at Reynie (who seemed hesitant to be the one to open it), Sticky took the opportunity to press forward and give the door a sharp kick. This produced a sound very much like that of a hammer coming down upon a finger—a sort of dull donk—and Sticky fell to the floor, clutching his foot.

Reynie pointed to a numeric keypad beside the door. “It’s not like the outside doors,” he whispered. “It’s locked.”

Sticky winced and put his shoes back on. So much for regaining composure.

“What’s that?” Kate said, pointing to a piece of paper stuck to the wall above the door. “It looks like a note. Here, Constance, let me lift you up.” In a moment Constance had the note. Printed in distinctive, awkward handwriting, it read: LOSE the new code? Turn OVER for new code!

At the bottom of the paper an arrow pointed down.

The children sucked in their breath. Could it be as simple as this? Could they be so lucky? Eagerly Reynie flipped the paper over. On the back was another note, this one in different handwriting: Attention all Executives: You cannot leave notes like this. S.Q., this had better be gone by tonight. Stop trying to be clever. —Jackson

“I knew it was too good to be true,” said Constance.

“I don’t get it,” Sticky said. “Why would S.Q. say ‘turn over for code’ if he wasn’t going to write the code on the back?”

“It’s S.Q., remember,” said Kate. “Maybe he forgot to write it. My question is why Jackson didn’t just take the note down himself.”

“And miss a chance to scold S.Q. in front of the other Executives?” Constance said.

“Good point,” Kate said.

Reynie was studying the note. “There’s something…” The others looked at him expectantly. He rubbed his chin. “Well… why did Jackson tell him not to try to be clever?”

“Because Jackson knows it’s pointless for S.Q. to try?” said Constance.

“But he did try—that’s what Jackson’s saying. So the question is, what did S.Q. do that he thought was so clever? Surely it wasn’t just leaving the note so high up. It was hard to reach, maybe, but not hard to spot.”

Kate read the note again. “Okay, why does he capitalize LOSE and OVER? It’s not just for emphasis, is it?”

“I think it’s to call attention to them,” Reynie said. “There’s something special about them.…” He trailed off, considering.

“Well… both words have four letters,” Sticky offered, hoping somehow this was a helpful thing to point out.

“Maybe the code’s in invisible ink,” Constance suggested.

“With invisible ink he could have just written the code on the front,” Reynie said. “What would be the point in turning the note over?”

“You think everything S.Q. does has a point?” Sticky said.

Suddenly Reynie stifled a laugh. “Wait a minute! I have it! Turning the note over is the point! S.Q., you devil!”

“Um, Reynie?” said Kate. “We did turn it over, remember? There’s nothing there.”

“We turned to the back of the paper,” Reynie said. “S.Q. didn’t mean that. He meant to turn the note upside down.”

“I still don’t get it,” Sticky said.

“Think of it this way. What if the note read: ‘Is LOSE the new code?’ The answer is ‘Yes, but you have to turn it OVER!’” Reynie turned the note upside down and pointed to the word LOSE. The letters were now numbers: 3507.

“Hey, that is clever,” said Sticky. “For S.Q., I mean.”

“We’re just lucky he’s not clever enough to remember the code without leaving notes,” Reynie said.

The note was returned to its proper place, and the children prepared themselves. Now that they’d had a moment’s pause, their minds had filled up with questions: What would they find behind this door? What if it was terrifying? Or what if it was exactly what Mr. Benedict needed? Or what if—this had suddenly occurred to Reynie—what if S.Q.’s note had been left on purpose, to trick sneaking children like themselves?

Reynie saw a troubled look cross Kate’s face. Had it occurred to her, too? Mr. Curtain suspected another snoop on the island—that was why he’d changed the door codes, after all. So what if…?

“We need to think about this,” Reynie whispered.

But Kate was already reaching for the keypad. “No time for thinking. He’s coming!”

“H-he?” Sticky repeated.

That was why Kate’s expression had changed. She’d heard something, and now Reynie and the others heard it, too—down in the main passage, growing louder by the second, an electric whine, a shifting of gears.…

It was Mr. Curtain.

They had no choice but to go through this door, even though Reynie had no answer to his last burning question: What if it was a trap?
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The door slid open. The children dashed through. They found themselves in a warm, bright room that smelled heavily of newsprint and ink. It seemed to be some kind of press office. Two tables stacked with printed material stretched across the middle of the room, and in the far corner an oversized printer was spitting out page after page. A television stood near the printer—its screen flashing but the volume turned down—and on top of it sat a glass of juice. The room appeared to be in the process of being disassembled: Two long tables had been folded up and leaned vertically against one wall; several empty wooden crates were stacked against the other. This was clearly a busy place, and only temporarily empty.

Mr. Curtain rolled into the room twenty seconds later carrying a tall stack of newspapers in his lap. Empty was how the room appeared to him, too. Humming a chipper tune, Mr. Curtain shot over to the printer and began sorting through the printouts.

Meanwhile, the entire membership of the Mysterious Benedict Society, crammed inside an empty crate like a bunch of discarded dolls, peered out through the spaces between the crate’s wooden slats. Reynie, because of the unfortunate angle of his neck and the weight of Constance upon it, was only able to see a bit of floor. Constance’s view of the ceiling was little better. Sticky, however, was in the perfect position to see the evidence of the unfortunate thing that had just happened; and by pinching Kate’s ankle to get her attention, then repeatedly blinking and rolling his eyes, he tried to explain it to her. His eyes, wide as saucers, seemed to Kate more anxious and panicky than usual. This was understandable, she thought, given their predicament. Although, wasn’t something missing? Something about his eyes? And was he trying to point something out to her? Kate swiveled her own eyes to see what Sticky was looking at.

There, in plain sight on the floor outside the crate, were his spectacles.

They must have come loose when Kate tossed him into the crate. She hadn’t seen them fall—she was too busy throwing Constance over her shoulder, tumbling in after the boys, and pulling the top of the crate over them. But she saw them now, all right. And if Mr. Curtain hadn’t been absorbed in his newspapers when he came in, he would have spotted them, too. But the moment he finished his task at the printer and turned around…

Kate could tell the spectacles were beyond her reach. She would need to consult her bucket. This proved a bit tricky, though—one arm she could not move at all; the other she had to thread around Constance’s neck while pressing her elbow into Sticky’s nose; and she had to bend her wrist backward at an unnatural angle that hurt like the dickens. A bit tricky, yes, but Kate managed it, and with a sharp tug (which brought tears to Sticky’s eyes), she had her horseshoe magnet.

The spectacles had wire rims. Kate just hoped it was the proper kind of wire.

Mr. Curtain had turned the volume up on the television. A news anchor was saying something about the Emergency. Mr. Curtain giggled—actually giggled—as if he were watching a comedy show. He sipped his juice and returned to his work, humming again.

From her awkward angle inside the crate, Kate could see Mr. Curtain’s wheels pointed toward the printer. Now was the time. She slipped her arm between two crate slats and stretched it out as far as she could. The magnet was still a few inches short of the spectacles. Gripping it as tightly as she could between two fingers, Kate stretched just a tiny bit further. The spectacles twitched. Then quivered. Then slid over to meet the magnet with a click.

Mr. Curtain’s humming stopped. “Hey? Who’s there?”

With a sharp squeak, the wheels whipped about to face the crate, into which Kate, a split second before, had drawn the spectacles. There was a long pause, a tap-tap-tapping of fingers on a hard surface, and finally a grunt. The wheels turned away.

A few minutes later Mr. Curtain had left the room.

The children piled out of the crate, stretching their stiff limbs and rubbing their bruises.

Reynie looked quickly about. “He took his juice, so maybe he’s not coming back. Constance, will you stand guard? You know the code—if you hear someone coming, run in and warn us.” He ushered her out the door before she could think to argue.

Sticky was already going through a stack of fresh printouts. “These are government press releases.”

“What’s a press release?” Kate asked, looking over his shoulder.

“A kind of report sent to the newspapers to be printed,” Sticky said. He scratched his head. “Strange, these are all dated from the future. One’s from next week, one’s from the week after, and so on for months—even years!”

“They’re planned press releases,” Reynie said, coming over to flip through the pile. “Articles Mr. Curtain intends to have printed in the newspapers. And they all have something to do with him. Look at the headline on this one from next week: ‘ESTEEMED SCIENTIST AND EDUCATOR APPOINTED TO IMPORTANT POST.’”

Sticky groaned and took off his spectacles. “Will you read it aloud, Reynie? I’m afraid I need to polish these.”

And so Reynie read aloud:

LEDROPTHA CURTAIN, the recently named Minister And Secretary of all The Earth’s Regions (M.A.S.T.E.R.), had this to say about his new role: “The governments of the world have established my position as that of an advisor and coordinator in this time of crisis. Being a private man, I accept the honor reluctantly, believing it my duty.”

“That’s preposterous!” Kate said. “There’s no such position!”

“Apparently there will be. It says here that the governments have finally reorganized themselves in response to the Emergency.”

Sticky spluttered. “But the Emergency is made up—it’s something Mr. Curtain created! I can’t believe every single—”

“That’s it!” Reynie cried, staring intently at the paper. He felt a wave of relief, quickly followed by alarm—as if he’d finally succeeded in translating hieroglyphics only to discover he’d translated a curse.

“What’s it, Reynie?” asked Kate.

“The Emergency is the first step,” Reynie said, thumping the paper. “Mr. Curtain thinks fear is the most important element in human personality, remember? It’s why the Whisperer has so much appeal to Messengers—it soothes their fears, and Mr. Curtain uses that to motivate them. So what if he created a fear, a fear everyone would hold in common, a fear the entire public would share?”

“The fear that everything is hopelessly out of control,” Kate said.

“Exactly! Then his next step would be to soothe that fear with just the right message. The Messengers all love the Whisperer with a passion, right? Well, Mr. Curtain intends to make it so that everyone in the world will feel the way Messengers do!”

“Everyone will love the Whisperer?” Sticky said.

“No,” Reynie said. “Everyone will love him.”

Reynie was putting it all together now. “So those journal entries—the places where he seemed to be talking to himself—‘Trust Ledroptha Curtain’ and all that. They were rough drafts!”

“He’s working on his new message,” Sticky said, finally understanding.

Kate couldn’t help but laugh. “You mean ‘Ledroptha Curtain Stops the Hurtin’ was an idea for a hidden message? That’s so lame!”

Reynie handed another press release to Kate. “Look at this one: ‘CURTAIN BEST MAN TO HANDLE BAFFLING AMNESIA EPIDEMIC.’”

“An amnesia epidemic?” Sticky said.

Kate had moved down the table to rifle through a stack of pamphlets, shaking her head in disgust. “And here’s how he intends to pull it off.” She handed each boy a pamphlet. Reluctantly Sticky put his glasses back on, and in grim silence they all read the pamphlet. It was an official advisory from something called the Public Health Administration:

Just what is Sudden Amnesia Disease (SAD)? SAD is an extremely contagious disease that causes total memory loss in those who contract it.

What’s being done about it? Although the origin and cure of this disease have yet to be found, they’re being investigated by a group of experts headed by none other than Ledroptha Curtain, the highly regarded scientist and our newly named Minister And Secretary of all The Earth’s Regions. SAD cases are admitted for free care at the Amnesia Sanctuary on Nomansan Island, a state-ofthe-art facility where patients live comfortably, under strict quarantine, while the cure for their disease is sought.

Am I a SAD case? Are my neighbors? A common first symptom of SAD is the belief that one hears children’s voices in one’s head. The onset of this symptom is most sudden, and once it has begun, it persists without interruption until amnesia sets in.

Reynie flipped to the next page, which showed a picture of two smiling Recruiters. They had their hands on the shoulders of Jackson the Executive, who was trying his best to look miserable and happy at the same time. The photo caption read: “Already feeling better! A SAD case jokes around with our friendly doctors.”

Sticky had finished the pamphlet and hurried to the other table. “There are more over here, printed in dozens of languages!”

“I can’t believe it,” Kate said. “It doesn’t make sense.”

For Reynie it all made too much sense. The last piece of the puzzle had fallen into place. “This whole thing,” he said bleakly, “the Helpers, the Recruiters, the Messengers—the entire Institute—it’s all been one big experiment to make sure his plan can work. Mr. Curtain has been practicing. The Institute will become the Amnesia Sanctuary—he needs a place to put all the people who resist him!”

“People like us,” said Kate.

“People including us,” said Sticky.
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“I still say it makes no sense,” Kate said. “It can’t really happen, can it? He intends to brainsweep everyone who resists him? Doesn’t he have to put them in his Whisperer to do that? What about people in other countries?”

Sticky waved a handful of pamphlets. “He has Sanctuaries set up all over the world. The maps on the back show their locations.”

Kate humphed, then frowned curiously. She had just noticed the edge of a doorframe behind the folded tables leaning against the wall.

“It is hard to understand how he’ll manage it, though,” Reynie said. “Sticky, remember when he told us the Whisperer was going to be a ‘healing device’ that would bring peace to thousands of troubled minds?”

“Even millions,” Sticky said with a shiver. “I remember.” Kate had squeezed behind the tables and found a numeric keypad by the covered-up doorway.

“But how would that be possible? So many people brain-swept in so short a time? That’s a major operation—it would take ages to prepare for it.” Reynie felt an unexpected burst of optimism. “Maybe we’ve gotten lucky! Maybe we’re in time. If we can just figure out how—”

“Boys?” Kate poked her head out from behind the tables. “There’s a door back here. You need to see what’s on the other side.” She spoke in an oddly strangled voice, as if she’d just seen a dead body.

Sticky’s eyes widened. He shook his head. “I don’t want to. Reynie, you look and then tell me about it.”

But Reynie grabbed Sticky’s arm, and together they went to look through the door.

“Oh,” said Reynie.

“Oh, no,” said Sticky.

“Are those what I think they are?” Kate asked. “They look like old-timey hair dryers.”

“I’m afraid so,” Reynie said.

The machines stretched in long rows—row after row after row—across a vast underground warehouse. An elegantly lettered sign that hung from the ceiling read: WELCOME TO MEMORY TERMINAL. Along one wall were stacked hundreds of crates. Reynie bent to inspect the nearest one. It was filled with bundles of paper and marked with an address in China. The crate next to it bore the same address but was filled with machine parts—including, he noted, a red helmet and a blue one.

“It really is happening,” said Kate. “I can’t believe it.”

“So what’s in the crates?” said Constance.

They turned to find Constance standing in the doorway behind them.

“What happened to standing guard?” Sticky cried.

“You took too long!”

Sticky’s eyes bulged, but Reynie cut him off before they could start arguing. “She’s right. We have taken too long. We need to get out of here before it’s too late.”

And yet as they rushed out of the Memory Terminal and up the long secret passage, Reynie couldn’t stop thinking, “But we are too late! Much, much too late!”

The night was rainy, the plaza deserted. The light in the distant woods had stopped flashing, and Sticky turned from the window. “They want us to wait for a reply. I guess it’s a lot for them to think about.”

It was a lot for everyone to think about.

None of the children spoke. They only waited.

An interminable hour passed. Constance fell asleep sitting cross-legged, and Kate repeatedly asked Reynie to thumb-wrestle her to pass the time. Reynie declined. Even thumb-wrestling felt beyond his ability at the moment. Everything did. He was hoping against hope that Mr. Benedict would find some way to save them—to save everyone—without requiring anything more from him. Reynie didn’t think he was capable of more, not since the Whisperer. He was worried, deeply worried, that the Whisperer had revealed to him who he truly was.

At the window Sticky suddenly sat up straight. “Here’s a message!” He adjusted his spectacles and stared intently toward the mainland. “Know… thine… enemy.” After a minute Sticky climbed down. “That’s it. ‘Know thine enemy.’”

Kate looked hopefully at Reynie. “I don’t suppose you know what he means, do you? Just right off the bat?”

Reynie shook his head. “No idea.”

Kate sighed. “Then I suppose we’ll have to wake up Constance. It’s been so pleasant not to have anyone grumping and mumping for a few minutes.”

The children woke Constance (who claimed she hadn’t been sleeping) and put their heads together. What could it mean? Didn’t they already know Mr. Curtain was the enemy?

“Why do they say it like that, anyway?” Constance muttered. “It sounds stupid.”

“It’s an old saying,” said Reynie. “That’s how it’s usually said.”

“At least in the early translation,” Sticky said. “Originally it appears in a book by Sun Tzu called The Art of War. It comes at the end of the third chapter.”

The others stared at him.

“Well, it does,” Sticky said.

“I think we need more,” said Kate. “We’re in too big a hurry and have no idea what they’re talking about. Let’s ask for another hint.”

The others agreed—it couldn’t hurt to ask—so Sticky returned to the window and sent a follow-up question: Which enemy? But to this he received no reply. Sticky repeated the message and again got no reply. He was about to try a third time when Reynie stopped him.

“There has to be a reason they’re not replying,” Reynie said. “Are you sure the coast is clear?”

Sticky cringed. “I hadn’t thought of that.” He peered out the window. “The plaza’s empty… so’s the rock garden… the shoreline and the bridge are harder to see, but as far as I can tell they seem deserted.”

“Let me look,” Kate said, climbing up beside him and sweeping her eyes from left to right. “Sticky’s right, it does seem clear.” She took out her spyglass and scanned the view again. “Nope, no one out there that—oh, no!”

Kate jerked away from the window, and Sticky, alarmed, leaped backward. He tumbled onto Reynie and Constance—who luckily had covered their heads, expecting whatever it was to come crashing into the room.

“Sorry!” Kate whispered sheepishly. “It’s all right. I thought he was staring right back at me. But he’s too far away for that, of course. The spyglass makes him seem closer.”

Frazzled, the others gathered themselves up.

Kate was looking out the window again. “He really is staring in this direction, though. Oh, it gives me the creeps. Surely he’s not looking at our window? I have to remember it’s dark in here. He can’t see me.”

“Who are you talking about, Kate?” Reynie asked nervously.

“A Recruiter. He’s standing down under the edge of the bridge.” She lowered the spyglass and squinted into the darkness. “No wonder Sticky didn’t see him. Without the spyglass he just looks like a shadow among the bridge pilings.”

“Maybe the message was a warning,” Constance said. “To let us know an enemy was out there watching.”

“That doesn’t make sense, Constance!” Sticky said impatiently. “If they’d seen him there, they wouldn’t have sent any message at all.”

“You don’t make any sense,” Constance snapped. “They shouldn’t have sent you at all.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? I don’t know who you think you are—”

“Easy, you two,” Reynie said. “A message broadcast just started, didn’t you notice? It’s making us cranky.”

It was true. Though the messages were unpleasant as ever—and came more frequently now that Mr. Curtain had some sessions recorded—the children were getting used to them. Sometimes they didn’t immediately recognize the reason for their bursts of fussiness.

Sticky took a breath. “He’s right. Sorry about that.”

“That’s okay,” said Constance, though everyone noticed she didn’t apologize herself.

Kate was still watching the Recruiter. Exasperated, she said, “Why won’t that man leave? Doesn’t he know we have a secret message to receive?”

“Maybe he does,” Reynie said with misgiving, “and is waiting to see it.”

Sticky rubbed his head in agitation. “Do you really think so? You think we’ve been found out? They’re spying on us now?”

“I don’t know, but something seems extremely fishy about him standing in the shadows all alone. Recruiters are never alone—they’re always in pairs. And he obviously doesn’t want to be spotted. In fact, from this angle, we’re about the only ones who could see him down.… Wait a minute.”

“You think he wants us to see him, don’t you?” Kate said, raising her spyglass again. “He really is looking this way! Just standing there not moving. And here’s something weird I didn’t notice before—his hair is wet, but his clothes are dry. What do you think he’s up to?”

Reynie thought he knew. “Does he remind you of anybody, Kate?”

“Does he remind me…? Of course! I can’t believe I didn’t see it!” She rapped her forehead with her knuckles. “It’s Milligan!”

“Milligan’s here?” Sticky cried, unable to contain his excitement.

Reynie grinned. “That’s what they meant by ‘Know Thine Enemy.’ And that’s why they didn’t respond to our second message—they had to make sure we looked for him. Sticky, let’s send a message that says, ‘Enemy Known.’”

Sticky sent the message.

No sooner had he done so than the light in the woods began flashing a message with extreme rapidity: Go at once. Hurry. Hurry. Hurry.

The children leaped to their feet, their hearts racing. What in the world? Had they been found out? The boys threw on their shoes, Kate retrieved her rope from the ceiling, and Constance climbed onto her back. Sticky took one last glance out the window—“It’s still flashing ‘Hurry!’”—and the children flew from the room, down the darkened corridor, and out into the night.

They had stared out their window at night enough to know where the darkest shadows lay, and it was to the darkest shadows they kept. Avoiding the plaza, where they would be terribly exposed, they bolted quick as cats along the bottom of the hill by the dormitory, dashed across a stretch of crumbling shale, then made straight for the water. With a final scramble down a rocky incline, they came to the island shore. If they kept low they would not be easily seen; the incline would shield them from view of the Institute. Keeping low, then, and stepping carefully on the rocky shore, the children made their way toward the bridge.

It had stopped raining, but the night remained cold and windy. Before the children had gone half the distance to the bridge, the wind began to carry a strong, spicy scent to their noses. The odor of a familiar cologne. They stopped and looked around, seeing nothing. Then a shadow detached itself from the rocky incline and took on the general form—if not the exact appearance—of Milligan. He certainly smelled like a Recruiter, Reynie thought, but for some reason he seemed un-Recruiter-like. He was dressed in a fine suit; he wore watches on both wrists; and his hair, though quite wet as Kate had mentioned, was perfectly combed. So what was it?

It was the smile, Reynie realized, or rather the lack of one. He’d never been near a Recruiter who wasn’t smiling, and certainly not one who looked inconsolably sad.

“I’m sorry not to have fetched you myself,” Milligan said, “but this was the safer course. A Recruiter on the shore alone may or may not draw suspicion, but a Recruiter in the student dormitory most certainly would.”

“What’s going on, Milligan?” Kate asked.

“I’m to take you away,” Milligan said.

The children were stunned.

“Away?” Reynie repeated. “You mean off the island?”

Milligan produced four black cloaks—no one saw from where—and held them out. “Put these on and draw them tight. They’ll help conceal you. If we run into trouble, stay close and don’t worry. I’ll die before I let harm come to any of you.”

“Don’t worry?” Sticky said. “Don’t worry? You’re talking about dying and we’re not to worry? What’s happening, Milligan?”

“There’s little time for explanation, Sticky. I can get you to the mainland, but we must make our way to the other side of the island, and it will be slow going.”

“But why are we going?” Kate said.

“Your mission is completed.”

Reynie felt an enormous pressure lift from his shoulders. Completed! That meant he wouldn’t be tested anymore! No more worrying about failing everyone. He could leave the island without ever facing the Whisperer again. Yes, it was time to go: Just thinking of the Whisperer filled him with longing, even made him want to stay.…

“Completed?” Kate said. She seemed suspicious. “Does that mean Mr. Benedict has a plan now? He thinks he can stop Mr. Curtain?”

“You mustn’t worry about that, Kate,” said Milligan. “Please put the cloak on.”

Kate tossed the cloak onto the ground. “You didn’t answer my question. Does Mr. Benedict think he can stop Mr. Curtain or not?”

Milligan frowned. “It doesn’t concern you anymore, Kate. The Improvement is much too close. Mr. Benedict wants you away from here, where you can be safe.”

“I’m not budging until I get an answer,” Kate said firmly. “Can Mr. Benedict stop the Improvement or not? Tell us the truth!”

The other children were holding the cloaks in their hands, glancing back and forth from Kate to Milligan.

Milligan looked away over the water. He seemed extremely reluctant to answer. Finally he sighed. “No, children. We have no way to stop it. You’ll have to go into hiding—we all will. We’ll need to keep moving, keep ahead of the Recruiters… but Mr. Benedict believes he can keep you safe, and you have my word that I’ll do all I can to protect you. Please, try not to worry. Mr. Benedict will never give up. That much I can assure you. He will work tirelessly, and perhaps in time he can find a way to counteract Mr. Curtain’s messages—to clear all of our minds.”

Kate was having none of it. “What about Constance?” she demanded. “What happens to her when Mr. Curtain boosts the power all the way? She’s already hearing voices, you know!”

Milligan looked sadly at Constance. “I don’t know, child. Nobody does. I’m so sorry—you’re in danger no matter where you go.”

At this, Constance sat down on a rock and covered her face. She seemed smaller than ever now—so small the harbor breeze might catch her up like a scrap of paper and carry her away, carry her into nowhere.

It was then Reynie knew they couldn’t leave.

He shouldn’t have needed Kate to show him, he thought. His desire to save himself had kept him from seeing it at first, but at least he saw it now. He felt it in his bones, and it felt perfectly awful, but there it was: They couldn’t leave. Not just for poor Constance’s sake, but for Mr. Bloomburg, and Milligan, and the Helpers, and all the future people Mr. Curtain intended to brainsweep, not least of whom was dear Miss Perumal herself. Mr. Benedict would never ask it of him, but he must ask it of himself.

“Milligan, please tell Mr. Benedict thank you,” Reynie said. “But I’m staying.”

Kate threw her arms around him. “Oh, I hoped you would say that, Reynie! Because I’m staying, too. We have to, don’t we?”

Sticky seemed ready to cry. “You’re staying? But… but…” He turned and gazed longingly toward the mainland. He had known they would say this. And he knew they were right.

“Sticky?” said Kate.

“I suppose we don’t have much choice,” Sticky said. “We don’t have much chance, either. But we’re the only ones Mr. Benedict has got.”

Milligan tried again, and then again, but the more he pressed the children, the more determined they became. Finally he gave up. “In that case, I’m to give you a message from Mr. Benedict.”

“A message?” Constance said. “Why didn’t you tell us before?”

“Mr. Benedict had a feeling you would choose to stay. ‘That is exactly the kind of children they are,’ he said. He hoped to discourage such a decision and carry you to safety. But if you adamantly refused—and only then—I was to give you the message.”

“So what is it?” Kate asked.

“He said to remind you that every single one of you is essential to the success of the team—that now more than ever, you must rely upon one another in all things.” Milligan took the cloaks back from the children. “What’s more,” he said, tucking the cloaks down the legs of his suit pants, “you must also rely upon me. Whatever develops, I’m here to help you. I’m staying on the island. When the time comes, this is the place to contact me.”

“How do we do that?” Reynie asked.

Milligan pointed back the way they had come. “Not far from here an old drainage culvert empties into the channel. It’s a good marker. To leave me a message, hide it in a dry spot within twenty paces of the culvert, and stack two stones upon it. I’ll check the place often, and meanwhile I’ll keep an eye on you as best I can.” With that, Milligan turned to go.

“Wait a minute,” Kate said. “Aren’t you going to wish us luck?”

“Luck?” Milligan said, without turning around. “I’ve been wishing you luck from the moment I met you. What I wish for you now is a miracle.”

He disappeared into the darkness. The children stared after him.

“He thinks we need a miracle,” Sticky said in a bleak voice.

“Well, optimism has never been his strong suit,” said Kate. “Or haven’t you noticed?”
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Reynie woke before dawn, shivering and drenched in sweat. For the second night in a row he had dreamed an awful thing. This time, while his friends cried for help from somewhere far away—so far away they sounded like whining mosquitoes—Reynie had been sitting in the Whisperer, incredibly happy and content, grinning in triumph. Why triumph? He tried to remember. He was grinning because… Reynie shuddered, remembering: He had decided to join Mr. Curtain.

Reynie rubbed his temples. Just a dream, he told himself, though reality wasn’t much better.

Nor did reality improve as the day unfolded. Classes, meals, studytime—all passed in an unpleasant blur as Reynie struggled to come up with a plan. For the first time since he’d set foot on Nomansan Island, he was dreading the meeting of the Mysterious Benedict Society that night. He had no idea what to do. The others were looking to him as a leader, and he could only look back at them as a failure. When the lights finally went out and the girls joined them, Reynie was cringing even before Kate asked her question.

“Okay, Reynie, what’s the plan?”

Reynie shook his head. “I… don’t have one. I’m sorry. I’ve tried, but my brain just goes round and round. All I can think is that we need to disable the Whisperer, but—”

“That’s a great plan!” Kate said, excited. “How do we do it?”

“That’s what I mean,” Reynie said with a shrug. “I don’t see how we can. The computers are below the Whispering Gallery, tucked away beneath two feet of metal and stone. There’s no way.…”

“Mr. Curtain told you that,” Kate pointed out. “Are you sure he was telling the truth? You were blindfolded on your way up there, remember. How do you know the computers aren’t sitting out in the open and you just couldn’t see them?”

Reynie was surprised this hadn’t occurred to him. “It’s a good question.” He considered a moment. “But no, as much as he emphasized security, I’m inclined to think he’s telling the truth. Wouldn’t you say, Sticky?”

“I’m afraid so,” Sticky said.

“But Mr. Curtain needs some way to get to those computers,” Kate pressed. “To work on them and modify them and all that. Don’t you think?”

Reynie went from being surprised to being mortified. Shouldn’t he have thought of this? “You’re… you’re right, Kate. He must have some way of getting to them. Which means we might be able to get to them, too. After all, we know the door codes now!”

“It couldn’t hurt to take a peek,” said Kate, standing up. “And the sooner the better. I’ll go by myself—if I get caught, you three might still have a chance to figure something out. Now just tell me how to get there. I know I need to go through the secret entrance behind the Institute Control Building, but then what? Sticky?”

Sticky felt a powerful urge to make up a lie—to protect the Whisperer. Unbelievable, he thought. He tried again, but again he felt the urge. Only by clenching his fists and speaking through gritted teeth did he manage to tell Kate the truth. “It’s just down a short passage and then up the tower steps.”

“We need to go with you, though,” Reynie said. “It’s too dangerous alone.”

Kate waved him off. “I’ll be fine. It’s really a one-girl operation, anyway.”

You shouldn’t let her go alone, Reynie thought. She ought to have help. But when he opened his mouth to argue, he found nothing would come out. A fog seemed to have rolled into his mind, and on top of that he felt bone-weary. He was tired, very tired, of always trying to do the right thing.

Kate set her flashlight on the television. “You’ll need this in case I get caught.”

“If you get caught—,” Constance began.

“Don’t worry, I won’t give up my friends,” Kate snapped. “Good grief, Constance, it’s the last thing I’d do!”

In a vexed tone Constance said, “I was going to say, ‘If you get caught, don’t worry. We’ll find some way to save you.’”

They were all moved by this—especially Constance, who’d said it herself—and Kate patted Constance’s shoulder. “Sorry, Connie girl. Sometimes I forget you’re not always a crab. Now let me take you back to the room. Reynie, Sticky—I’ll let you know what I find out. Wish me luck!”

They wished her luck, and moments later the girls were gone.

With hardly a word between them, hardly even a glance, the boys slipped into their beds. They often chatted a minute or two before dropping off to sleep, but now both were afraid of betraying how strongly the Whisperer was affecting them.

Betray, Reynie thought. It was an ugly word, an awful thought. But as often happens with awful thoughts, he could not stop thinking it. Why hadn’t he argued with Kate? He should have insisted he accompany her. Why hadn’t he? Was it the broadcasts fogging his mind? Or was it that part of him didn’t want to stop Mr. Curtain?

Reynie pressed his fists into his eyes. In his mind he began composing a letter.

Miss Perumal,

Would you ever have thought I might choose a lie for the sake of my own happiness? The Whisperer’s version of happiness is an illusion—it doesn’t take away your fears, it only lies to you about them, makes you temporarily believe you don’t have them. And I know it’s a lie, but what a powerful one! Maybe I’m not who I always thought myself to be. Maybe I’m the sort of person who will do anything to hear what I want to believe.…

Reynie was crumbling, on the brink of despair. Mr. Benedict had expected him to be a leader to his friends, to be smart enough to devise a plan, to be brave. But he was no kind of leader at all, he knew that now, certainly not brave, and Mr. Benedict felt very far away indeed. More and more, Mr. Curtain seemed like the real man, and Mr. Benedict like a memory from a dream. And Miss Perumal, the only person who always treated him kindly, had become an imaginary reader to whom he wrote imaginary letters.

What has happened to you? he thought. He’d never expected doing the right thing to be so hard. But it was. Too hard for him, anyway. He was the wrong person for this task, the wrong person in the wrong place.

Reynie squeezed his eyes shut, trying not to cry. But that only made him see the Whisperer all the more clearly. How was he supposed to resist the Whisperer when it was the one thing that offered relief? What he needed was help—some encouragement, some guidance, anything to bolster his resolve. The others all looked to him. Who was he supposed to look to?

It had to be Mr. Benedict, Reynie thought. If Mr. Benedict couldn’t help him, then he was beyond help.

Reynie climbed down and went to the window. He gazed out into the dark night. Kate was off somewhere risking her neck. Sticky was murmuring in his sleep, having troubled dreams. And Constance’s dreams could be no less troubled—she had more to worry about than anyone.

Reynie would send one message, one message only. He had never been superstitious, but he decided now that if he received no response to help him, he would give up. Just give up and take an easier path. He wouldn’t have to try to be some kind of hero, wouldn’t have to fail—and soon it would be too late to matter. There would be nothing he could do, no point in trying. It would be out of his hands.

Just thinking about it was so enticing Reynie almost didn’t send the message. But then, squeezing his lips tight in determination, he signaled the words before he could change his mind: Whisperer too strong. Please advise. —RM

Reynie waited at the window, his heart hammering. He felt his entire future, indeed his entire character, depended upon the next few moments. Send me something, he thought. Please just send me… just send me anything.

He waited. Minutes crawled by. Why must they take so long? Perhaps they had nothing to offer him. Perhaps they were racking their brains for anything to say other than “good luck.” Or perhaps they weren’t even watching—perhaps the Recruiters had found them. Reynie couldn’t know the reason, but the reason hardly mattered. What mattered was the empty night.

“I can’t believe this is it,” Reynie thought, with the strangest mixture of despair and relief.

But this was it. It was all over.

He was just turning from the window when he saw a distant flash, a pinprick of light among the trees on the mainland shore. Someone, at last, was signaling a response. Reynie heard his pulse pounding in his ears. He held his breath until the message was completed.

Remember the white knight.

Reynie let out his breath. A long, slow release. He didn’t have to think very hard to know what Mr. Benedict meant by that. Though it seemed so long ago, he well remembered their conversation about the chess problem. The white knight had made a move, changed his mind, and started over.

“And do you believe this was a good move?” Mr. Benedict had asked.

“No, sir,” Reynie had answered.

“Why, then, do you think he made it?”

And Reynie had replied, “Perhaps because he doubted himself.”

Reynie stared out the window for a long time. Then he put down the flashlight and climbed back into bed. His heartbeat had steadied, his shoulders relaxed. In his mind he took out the letter he had just written to Miss Perumal, crumpled it up, and threw it away.

He would write her another.
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As Reynie composed a more optimistic letter to his former tutor—indeed, even as, in his mind, he wrote the words “and now our hopes really do lie with Kate”—Kate was feeling less and less optimistic herself.

Her problem wasn’t finding Mr. Curtain’s secret computer room. Her problem was not getting caught.

At first everything had gone fine. Kate had flitted through the shadows behind the dormitory, and in no time had made her way down to the boulders behind the Institute Control Building, kicked open the secret entrance, and darted inside the foyer. It was here that the problems began. The ceilings had no crawl space, and the air vents were too small to accommodate her. She had no choice but to move about in the open. And it was open in the passage, as a quick peek from the foyer proved—open and bright as day. Not to mention it was hardly a “short passage” at all. Lined with doorways, it stretched off into the distance, where it finally turned a corner. Why had Sticky said it was short?

Then Kate remembered the boys had been blindfolded. They must have thought it was short, because they’d only gone a little way before Jackson had led them through a doorway and onto the tower steps. Any one of these near doorways might lead to the steps, then. Should she try them all?

As if in answer, about halfway down the passage a door slid open and Jackson stepped out into the passage. Kate pulled back into the foyer and listened. No footsteps. She peeked out again. Jackson was leaning against the wall by the door, munching absently on a stick of licorice. He seemed relaxed, settled, as if he intended to stay there awhile. Kate smiled. She thought it pretty likely he was guarding the tower steps. Now she just needed to get past him.

Pulling back out of view, Kate eased her slingshot from her bucket, snugged a marble into it, then peeked around the corner again. She waited a long minute, then another. Finally the opportunity came: Jackson looked down to straighten his sash, muttering something to himself. It was now or never. Kate launched the marble down the passage.

The marble shot over Jackson’s head, struck the stone floor in the distance with a satisfying click, bounced off the far wall, and skittered around the corner. Jackson spat out his licorice and barked, “Who’s there?” Not waiting for an answer, he ran down the passage and around the corner, and Kate dashed to the door he’d been guarding. Next to it was a numeric keypad. She hadn’t counted on that, but if Mr. Curtain hadn’t changed the codes again.… Her fingers flew across the numbers.

The door opened. Kate leaped inside.

Only then did she realize she was in an elevator. An elevator? Of course! How else would Mr. Curtain get up to the Whispering Gallery in his wheelchair? He must not let his Messengers use it—he did like his secrets, didn’t he? Probably enjoyed the thought of the children laboring up all those steps, too. As the door slid closed, Kate saw the tower steps through an open doorway across the passage. Jackson had been guarding both entrances.

There were only a few buttons inside the elevator. They were unlabeled, but it wasn’t hard to guess that the top button would be for an entrance outside the Whispering Gallery, and the one below it—that would surely be the computer room. Kate stared longingly at the button… but of course she couldn’t press it. She couldn’t use the elevator. Jackson was sure to hear it. He was probably already coming back down the passage.

And so Kate improvised. She emptied her bucket, flipped it over, and standing atop it on her tiptoes, unscrewed the maintenance panel above her. She’d never worked so quickly in her life. In no time she’d tied her rope in place, gathered her bucket and things, and disappeared through the panel into the elevator shaft above.

No sooner had Kate replaced the panel below her than the elevator door opened. Kate held perfectly still. She heard Jackson grunt. The door closed again.

Kate flicked on her penlight. The elevator cables stretched high above her, disappearing into blackness. She took off her shoes and socks, slid the socks over her hands to protect them, then put her shoes back on. With her penlight clamped between her teeth, she started up, wasting no time. She had a very long, very difficult climb ahead of her.

It was a very long, very difficult way to go only to be disappointed. Despite the socks, the cable hurt her hands; the climb was exhausting; and when at last Kate came to a set of doors near the top, she found them impossible to pry open or peek through. Above them another set of doors (which must open onto the passageway outside the Whispering Gallery) proved equally immovable. Then, squeezing past the winch and machinery at the top of the elevator shaft (if the elevator had started just then, she’d have been killed), Kate discovered that a vent cover she’d spotted was welded shut. The vent was too tiny to climb through, anyway. She did manage to peer down through it, if only to make the following, discouraging mental notes:

In the foyer: two Recruiters, very big and dangerous-looking, both wearing shock-watches. Behind them: thick metal door, three manual locks in addition to an electronic keypad, one of the locks a combination. Air ducts: too small for Constance to fit through, even if greased. Ceiling: inaccessible. Windows: none.

No windows, Kate thought, and no hope for entry. She couldn’t even get to the room outside the computer room, much less into the computer room itself. It was hard to resist a sigh. She’d had grand visions of sabotaging the Whisperer, destroying its computers all by herself. Ripping out cables, crushing components, stealing mysterious gizmos that could not be replaced. Not only would she be regarded as a hero, she would prove once and for all that she could do everything alone—that she needed no one’s help. But now she saw she could do no such thing. Not this time.

Kate stiffened. In her disappointment she had let her mind wander, and only now became aware that one of the Recruiters was peering into the darkness in her direction.

“McCraig,” the Recruiter said to his partner, “do you see something odd behind the vent there?”

McCraig pulled out a flashlight. Nothing behind the vent. “Probably a mouse.”

“A talking mouse?”

“That’s not coming from the vent, you idiot. That’s the Executives coming up the steps. Got a new one taking the tour tonight, remember?”

Kate, who had pulled back just in time, also heard the voices. They were just on the other side of the wall.

“—part of your training,” S.Q. was saying, his voice growing louder. “After I show you the ropes up here, you and I meet with Mr. Curtain so he can explain some things to you.”

“Yes, you’ve already said that,” said a testy voice. Martina Crowe. “But why are you coming to the meeting? You’ve been an Executive for almost a year now.”

“Well, you probably haven’t noticed,” S.Q. said, “but I’m a little slow on the pick-up. Mr. Curtain sometimes has me sit in on these tutorials, to refresh my memory about certain things.”

Kate heard a derisive snort, then Jackson’s voice saying, “Hold on, you two.” She leaned and peeked through the vent again, but couldn’t see him. The entrance from the tower steps was out of view.

“McCraig,” she heard Jackson say to the Recruiter. “Everything fine up here? Nothing unusual going on tonight?”

“I’m telling you, Jackson,” said S.Q.’s voice, “it was probably a mouse.”

“We got mice, too,” said McCraig. “Other than that all’s fine.”

“Jackson takes his guard duty very seriously,” S.Q. said knowingly.

“Hey, it’s Mr. Curtain who wants security stepped up,” Jackson snapped. “You got a problem with Mr. Curtain, S.Q.?”

“Of course not! I was just saying…”

Kate didn’t hear the rest. She was already easing her way down the elevator shaft again. She needed to beat Jackson back down so she could slip out. And then? What was this about a meeting with Mr. Curtain? Maybe the night didn’t have to be an entire loss. The trouble would be finding a way to eavesdrop on his office. Too risky going into the Institute Control Building. But maybe she could find another way.

“And so you see, Martina,” Mr. Curtain said, rolling out from behind his desk, “after the Improvement most people will be much happier.”

“But not all,” said S.Q. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Curtain?”

“Quite right, S.Q. Unfortunately, there are some people whose natures incline them to be sad when others are happy.”

Martina was smiling. “May I assume,” she said in a sly tone, “that these poor souls would not only be unhappy—which certainly is tragic enough—but might also… cause trouble? Am I right that brainsweeping will not only help them feel better, it will make them more manageable?”

“You understand perfectly,” said Mr. Curtain with an approving look. “And S.Q., I believe that explanation should satisfy you, as well.”

If the explanation had not satisfied S.Q., it had nonetheless created in him the strong impression that he ought to be satisfied, and so he laughed and said, “I see, yes. Of course.”

Martina leaned forward in her chair. “One thing I’m still unclear on, though, is how brainsweeping works. It doesn’t actually erase the memories?”

“Not at all,” Mr. Curtain said. “Anyone who knows anything about the human mind understands that it never truly forgets anything. To completely erase memories is impossible. What is possible, however, is hiding memories from their owners. To use my favorite comparison, we sweep the old memories under a mental rug—hence the word ‘brainsweeping’—and there they remain hidden away, with no one the wiser.”

“And everyone happier,” S.Q. said.

“Yes, S.Q.,” said Mr. Curtain with a significant look at Martina. She was a brand-new Executive, but already understood far more than S.Q. ever would. “Yes, my friend. Everyone’s happier.”

“Isn’t it amazing?” S.Q. said to Martina. “I get goose bumps every time I learn it.”

“It is much the same with fears, you know,” Mr. Curtain said. “S.Q., do you believe you have it down now? Would you like to explain to Martina how the Whisperer deals with fears?”

“Oh, yes, of course I would,” said S.Q., reddening. “That is, I would, but, um—”

“But you’ve forgotten?” Mr. Curtain snapped, flashing a sneaky half-grin at Martina. (Apparently he took pleasure in toying with S.Q., which no doubt explained why Mr. Curtain hadn’t booted him off the island years ago.)

“Forgotten? Oh, no!” S.Q. cried in dismay. “No, I wouldn’t say I’ve forgotten—you know, nothing is ever truly forgotten, you said so yourself, sir, ha ha—” He coughed. “It’s just that, uh, you’re so much more elegant than I am.”

“I daresay that’s true. Perhaps you also find me more eloquent than you. Very well, S.Q., I shall explain it, and you may nod along as always.”

S.Q. nodded.

Mr. Curtain turned to Martina. “You recall how your fears seem to disappear when you’re seated in the Whisperer, do you not?”

Martina’s expression sharpened with hunger. “Absolutely,” she breathed.

S.Q. nodded.

“Of course you do. Again, the magic is in the messages. My Whisperer rewards your cooperation by sending extremely high-power messages that deny your fears. A simple procedure. Fears lurk just beneath the surface and are easy to detect.”

S.Q. nodded.

“So it’s just a wonderful illusion!” Martina said. “That explains why the fears come back later. I’ve always wondered about that—when I’m in the Whisperer they seem to have gone away forever.”

Mr. Curtain laughed. “Sadly, no. The only way fears truly disappear is if you confront them. But who in the world wishes to confront his or her worst fears?”

“Not me!” Martina said.

S.Q., already beginning to nod, checked himself and shook his head.

“Nobody does,” said Mr. Curtain. “And now we are on the brink of offering the same peaceful contentment on a much grander scale. After the Improvement, you see, everyone’s greatest fear shall be drowned out by a message much like the ones you receive in the Whisperer. It will be grand!”

“I can’t wait!” S.Q. cried, unable to contain himself. “To think that so many people will be so happy!”

Mr. Curtain chuckled. “You don’t have long to wait, S.Q. My modifications have gone much more quickly than I even hoped. I now fully expect the Improvement to begin the day after tomorrow—perhaps even sooner.”

“The day after tomorrow!” Martina exclaimed. “I had no idea!”

“Yes, you’re very lucky,” Mr. Curtain said. “You’re the last Executive promoted before the Improvement. It’s a proud tradition, Martina. Several generations of Executives have come before you, many of whom were dispatched to the four corners of the world to prepare for the Improvement. In fact, many have become important government officials.”

“What will I be doing?” Martina asked, her eyes shining with anticipation.

“You’ll start by helping with the Sweepers,” said Mr. Curtain. “You’ve been to the Memory Terminal, yes? S.Q. showed you the Sweepers?”

“We just came from there. They look exactly like the Whisperer.”

“True, but they are much less powerful,” said Mr. Curtain, “and much less sophisticated. The Whisperer, Martina, is a sensitive, delicately balanced machine that requires my strict guidance for its proper function. Only my Whisperer can bring about the Improvement.”

Here Mr. Curtain paused, his face adopting an expression of fond reverie.

“So the Sweepers just bury memories,” Martina said. “Nothing fancy.”

“Correct,” said Mr. Curtain. “They are much simpler tools than the Whisperer, hardly more sophisticated than metal brooms. Otherwise my Executives would be unable to operate them.”

This time it was Martina who nodded and S.Q. who did not. In fact, S.Q. now wore an unusually serious expression.

“Um, sir?” S.Q. said timidly, raising his hand. “A thought just occurred to me.”

Mr. Curtain raised his eyebrows. “That’s remarkable, S.Q. What is it?”

“Shouldn’t we be asking people’s permission? I mean, if we’re putting things in their heads, shouldn’t we ask them first?”

Martina’s jaw dropped with disbelief, but Mr. Curtain was long used to the workings of S.Q.’s mind. In fact, S.Q. had asked this question before, more than once, but had forgotten. With more amusement than impatience, Mr. Curtain answered, “If we ask permission, S.Q., then it doesn’t work. Do you want people to be happy, or don’t you?”

“Oh, I do!”

“Then the answer is no, we should not be asking permission. Do you see?”

Relieved, S.Q. nodded.

“And so, Martina,” Mr. Curtain concluded, “you may now anticipate the Improvement with pleasure. As I said, by the day after tomorrow we—” Mr. Curtain’s attention shifted to the drain cover in his office floor. “How odd. I thought I heard something in the drain.”

“Maybe it’s a mouse,” S.Q. ventured.

“What’s that drain for, anyway?” asked Martina.

“Would you like to tell her, S.Q.?” said Mr. Curtain, still peering toward the saucer-sized grate. “I suspect that’s something you do remember, grisly details being the most memorable.”

“Oh, yes, sir!” replied S.Q., eager to prove his knowledge. He cleared his throat importantly. “You see, Martina, back in the early days, when the Institute was being built and a colony of workers lived on the island, this room was used as the butchery. There was always a lot of blood, of course, gallons of it, and the butchers would wash it down that drain. The drain connects to a culvert, which carried everything off to the harbor. They say sharks used to gather in the waters there, drawn by the scent of blood, and workers would fling mice out for them to snap up.…”

Here S.Q.’s face brightened. He’d suddenly remembered something else, and it was rare that he remembered two different things in so short a time. “You know what, Mr. Curtain? Jackson heard a mouse, too, not half an hour ago. We’re having a real problem with them lately.”

“The real problem,” said Mr. Curtain, “is that we hear these mice but never see them.”

Rolling to his desk, he took up a pot of hot water S.Q. had brought him for his tea. “It may be that our mice have grown better at hiding. However, it occurs to me that although the drainpipe is mouse-sized, the culvert is human-sized, and would provide a perfect hiding place for some bold eavesdropper who managed to find its entrance.” Even as he spoke, he shot across the room and dumped the steaming contents of the pot down the drain.

He waited, listening carefully, but not a sound reached him save the gurgling of the hot water as it drained away. “Hmm. Perhaps it was a mouse, after all, or the echo of harbor traffic. Pipes do have strange acoustic effects.” For a moment he stared at the empty pot in his hand, somewhat lost in thought, then said, “I do want my tea, however. S.Q., run over to the cafeteria and bring me another pot of water. And some pastries, too. Here, I’d better write it down for you.”

The note Mr. Curtain handed to S.Q. had nothing to do with tea or pastries. It read: Go at once to the culvert opening on the south shore. Bring Jackson along. If you find no one, scour the sand near the opening for footprints. Hurry!

S.Q. read the note, read it again, glanced up to express his puzzlement, and saw Mr. Curtain lay a finger to his lips. Understanding dawned on him then, and tripping in his great haste, he left the room.

Kate’s ear had been to the pipe when she heard the splash—she’d barely had time to jerk her head back before the hot water gushed out. Even then, a little splashed onto her neck, and it was all Kate could do to hold in a gasp. Then she heard Mr. Curtain send S.Q. away, and suspecting a trap, she beat a quick retreat down the culvert to the shore.

As she emerged into the night air, Kate spotted two figures (S.Q. and Jackson, though in the dark she couldn’t tell this) burst out from behind the Institute Control Building and race across the plaza for the shore. In moments they would be upon her. There was nowhere to go but the water. Kate plunged in and dove deep. It was shockingly cold—too cold for sharks, she hoped, for what S.Q. had said just before Mr. Curtain dumped the water was much on her mind. That butchery business was long ago; surely by now the sharks would be out of the habit of congregating here. She hoped. Anyway, she could hardly return to shore, so in the water she must stay.

Fortunately Kate was an excellent swimmer. Heading out into the channel, she stayed underwater as long as she could, emerged briefly to gulp air, and dove under again. When at last she surfaced and looked back, she’d put a good distance between herself and the shore, and saw to her relief that she wasn’t being pursued. Perhaps she hadn’t even been seen. Good. She would just need to swim down the coastline and find a safe, inconspicuous place to sneak aground.

Kate turned, looked at the water ahead, and gasped.

She’d seen what she expected to be the last thing she ever saw. A shape, triangular and black, slicing toward her through the dark water. Fear coursed through her body like an electric shock. She braced herself for the brutal, daggerlike teeth, and in that split second of waiting, managed to wonder if it would be the shark’s bite that killed her, or if instead she would be snatched away, deep down, to drown in a bloody darkness.

In the next moment, she saw that the shark fin was only a rock.

The fear drained away, but the aftereffects of panic remained, sharpening Kate’s senses. With her heart thudding like bass drums in her ears, she looked around. Jagged rocks pierced the water surface all about her. Amid the murk of night and the sloshing of a thousand tiny waves, most of them appeared to be moving. More than a few resembled shark fins. Perhaps a few even were.

“Good grief,” she said, for she had no choice but to swim right through them. She’d have to be careful not to cut herself to ribbons on their sharp edges. And she’d have to hope none of them were actually sharks.
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By the time she crept into Reynie and Sticky’s room half an hour later, Kate was in a better mood. Which is to say, she was disappointed with her mission, miserably cold, soaked to the bone, and in a good deal of physical pain. But at least she hadn’t been eaten by a shark. At the sound of squishing shoes and a strange, rapid little clicking sound, the boys awoke to see Kate giving their radiator a bear hug, her teeth chattering furiously, her clothes dripping water.

“Kate!” they cried in barely contained whispers. “What happened? Are you all right?”

“W-w-w-ell,” she stammered, unable for the moment to continue.

Reynie threw his blanket over her shoulders, and when at last she grew warmer, Kate told them everything. (She omitted, however, the part about the imagined shark. No sense getting into all that.)

“Luckily I had my bucket secured with my belt,” she said, “or I’d have lost it for sure. Even so, I did lose a few things, and my penlight is waterlogged. And my fingers were too numb to grip anything, so I couldn’t climb into the ceiling. I had to sneak down the corridor. Can’t believe I didn’t bump into Jillson or somebody.”

“I can’t believe you managed to eavesdrop through that drainpipe,” Sticky said. “How did you even think of it?”

“A lucky guess,” Kate said. “Reynie mentioned that drain in the floor when he first told us about Mr. Curtain’s office. Then last night Milligan pointed out the culvert to us. Drains and culverts—I put two and two together and hoped for the best.”

Reynie had been rummaging for an extra towel. He handed it to Kate. “So there’s absolutely no way we can get into that computer room?”

Kate shook her head reluctantly. She hated to admit it.

“All right,” he said. “Nice job, Kate.”

“Nice job? But I didn’t accomplish a thing!”

“Are you kidding? Now that we know we can’t reach the computer room, we won’t waste time trying. And we don’t have any time to waste—by the day after tomorrow we’ll have no chance at all. We know that now, too, thanks to you. It’s all crucial information.”

Kate shrugged dismissively, but secretly she was pleased. She opened and closed her hands. The feeling seemed to be returning to her fingers.

Reynie was concentrating. There was no message broadcast at the moment; the storm system in his mind had moved out. “And what was that he said, Kate? About his Whisperer being a sensitive machine?”

“Sensitive and delicately balanced,” said Sticky. “And it requires his strict mental guidance for its proper function.”

“I think that’s what he said,” Kate admitted. “I tried hard to remember it just as he said it, but I don’t have quite the memory you do.”

“All right, we’d better report all this to Mr. Benedict right away,” Sticky said, scrambling up onto the television. Instantly he groaned. “Jackson’s out on the plaza with S.Q.—he’s yelling at S.Q. about something.”

“Sticky and I will wait them out,” Reynie said. “Kate, you should change into dry clothes and go on to bed. No point all three of us staying—” Just then another broadcast began. They all grimaced. Reynie felt the storm system move into his mind again.

“Good grief, I hope this one doesn’t keep me awake,” said Kate with a sigh. “I’ll go lay these clothes on my radiator and try to sleep, anyway. We only have a day or so to save the world. We’ll need all the rest we can get!”

Sleep she did: Kate was so tired from her night’s exertions that she slept through the wake-up announcement and was late getting ready for breakfast. Constance was no help, either. When Kate had returned in the middle of the night, she’d awakened Constance to fill her in, and afterward Constance was even sleepier than usual. So both girls were snoozing soundly when Jillson banged on their door. Kate dreamed she was back in the circus, being fired from a cannon.

“Up!” Jillson shouted, rapping again with such force that the girls’ window rattled in its frame. “Helpers stop serving breakfast in fifteen minutes, girls!”

Waking with a start, Kate leaped out of bed, threw on some clothes, and snatched her shoes from the radiator. They hadn’t dried much, unfortunately. Then she shook Constance awake—or at least into a groggy stupor. “Come on, Connie girl! We’ve got to get moving!”

Constance smacked her lips, blinked a few times, and said, “Don’t call me Con—”

“Right, right. Sorry.”

After a lot of hustling and cajoling, Kate got Constance moving, then quick-stepped it to the cafeteria with the smaller girl riding piggyback. She spotted the boys at their usual table and squished over to them. For some reason, Reynie’s eyes widened at Kate’s approach, and no sooner had she sat down beside him than he said loudly, “There you are! Let me pour you some juice, Kate!” With unusual awkwardness he grabbed a juice pitcher, lost his grip, and ended up sloshing an entire quart of juice all over Kate’s feet. At a nearby table, a group of Messengers burst out laughing.

“Good grief, Reynie!” Kate said. “I can pour my own juice, all right?”

In an undertone Reynie said quickly, “Listen, Kate. Rumors have been flying all morning. They know someone was in the culvert and swam away to escape—your soggy shoes are a dead giveaway. Everybody saw me spill that juice, so now you have a reason other than harbor water.”

“Yikes,” Kate said. “Thanks, buddy. And wipe that grin off your face, Constance. You don’t always have to enjoy it so much, you know.”

As the girls wolfed down their breakfasts, Reynie and Sticky filled them in: After Kate left their room, they’d finally had the opportunity to send Mr. Benedict a report, but to their enormous disappointment, Mr. Benedict hadn’t been able to reply. Jackson and S.Q. had returned to the plaza, this time with Mr. Curtain, who like Jackson was clearly furious with S.Q. about something and kept shaking his finger in S.Q.’s face.

“We wondered why S.Q. was in so much trouble,” Sticky said, “and this morning we found out. Everybody’s heard about it: Jackson and S.Q. failed to catch the spy, but they did find footprints in the sand at the culvert entrance, footprints leading down into the water.”

“What?” said Kate, freezing with a forkful of scrambled eggs halfway to her mouth. “Oh, no! I meant to wipe away the prints, but then I didn’t have time.” She reddened, ashamed, and set down her fork. “I’m sorry, everybody. They’ll match my shoes to the prints, you know they will. And then it’s… Why are you both shaking your heads?”

“Because you have nothing to worry about,” said Reynie.

Sticky broke into a grin. “S.Q. took care of the problem for us. Those big feet of his came in very handy for once. He found the footprints, all right, and followed them down to the shore, but in the process his own footprints destroyed yours! Destroyed them completely! That’s why Mr. Curtain is furious.”

“Ha!” Kate said, profoundly relieved. “Here’s to good old S.Q.!”

“We’re still in a tight spot,” Reynie said. “Mr. Curtain will be watching everybody very… and, oh, don’t you find these danishes splendid, Sticky? They go down wonderfully well with cold milk, especially the raspberry ones.”

Sticky wasn’t puzzled by the change of subject. He, too, had seen Jackson and Martina approaching the table. He was responding earnestly that he preferred the cinnamon rolls when Jackson drew up and said with a sneer, “George, forgive me for interrupting your very interesting conversation about breakfast foods, but Martina and I are making an inspection. No doubt you’ve all heard about the spy.”

“We have,” Reynie said, “and we can hardly believe it. Why on earth would a spy be at the Institute?”

Jackson knuckled Reynie painfully on the head. “If you would use your brain, Muldoon, you might figure a few things out. The spy obviously hopes to steal some of Mr. Curtain’s secret technology, then sell it to someone who might use it for wicked purposes.”

“That would be terrible,” Kate said.

Reynie was rubbing his head. “Anyway, yes, we’ve heard about the spy.”

“And yet one thing you probably have not heard about is this.” Jackson reached into his pocket and drew out a marble. Kate’s marble.

“The spy is a marble?” Reynie asked.

“Ha ha, young man. Ha ha. No, this marble happens to have been found somewhere last night, somewhere—let me put it this way—somewhere it should not have been.”

“That seems a reasonable way to put it,” Reynie said.

Martina leaned forward, peering into Kate’s bucket. “So Jackson and I are looking for the marble’s owner. I don’t want to point any fingers,” she said silkily, “but it seemed to me Kate’s bucket might be a good place to look. She has so many odds and ends in there, you know.”

Reynie and Sticky tried to appear unconcerned, but their minds were in turmoil. Kate had mentioned losing a few things in the water last night, but she’d said nothing about the marbles and slingshot.

“Mind if we have a look?” Martina asked, already reaching.

“Not at all,” replied Kate. Before Martina could actually touch anything, she dumped the bucket’s contents onto the table: a magnet, a Swiss Army knife, a spool of twine, a kaleidoscope, and a rope (which was damp, but you couldn’t tell without touching it). No marbles. No slingshot.

“Oh,” said Martina, with a look of bitter disappointment.

“Okay, then,” said Jackson. “Just checking. We have other people to ask, so we’ll leave you to continue your fascinating conversation. Come on, Martina.” With some effort he drew the reluctant Martina away.

Kate winked. “I may not know when the Cenozoic Era was—”

Sticky was aghast. “Kate, we live in the Cenozoic Era. Sure, it began 65 million years ago, but—”

“What I was going to say,” Kate continued stubbornly, “is that I may not know when the Cenozoic Era was, but I wasn’t born yesterday.”

“What in the world are you people talking about?” asked Constance.

“She just means to say she’s not stupid,” said Reynie. “So you got rid of the marbles and the slingshot on purpose, Kate?”

“Of course. I figured he’d find that marble, so I had to dump the others. I sure hated to, though. I won most of them in a game with a lion tamer.”

“Poor Kate,” said Constance, “she’s lost her marbles.”

Everyone but Kate was chuckling about this one when Martina and Jackson, halfway across the cafeteria, suddenly seemed to change their minds and returned to their table. An intimidating look of cruel pleasure on Martina’s face dried up all their laughter and made them wait in silence for the explanation.

“Jackson forgot to mention something else,” Martina said. “He just so happened to spit out a piece of licorice last night in the same place he found that marble. But when he looked for it later, it was gone.”

Reynie felt Kate stiffen next to him. They were in trouble.

“Funny thing about licorice,” said Jackson. “It’s just the sort of thing to get stuck in the bottom of your shoe without your realizing it.”

“I get it, I get it,” said Kate, squirming in her seat. “So now you want to see the bottoms of my shoes.”

“If you’d be so kind,” Martina said with a wicked grin. She’d noticed Kate squirming and was delighted to think she’d frightened her.

“Well, sorry about the dripping, but Reynie just spilled juice all over them,” Kate said.

“Oh, yes, we saw that,” Jackson said. He let out an amused rattle of laughter that sounded like a sheep in pain.

While Jackson was bleating at her expense, Kate pressed something sticky, gritty, and cold into Reynie’s hand beneath the table. She hadn’t been squirming from nervousness—she’d been twisting her legs up to get at the licorice. As she lifted her sodden shoes now for the Executives to inspect, Reynie reached across under the table and pressed the hunk of licorice into Sticky’s hand. The further away from Kate the better, he thought. Sticky had the same idea, immediately passing the licorice on to Constance.

Constance, unfortunately, did not understand what it was.

In horror the boys watched her raise the slimy, dirty, half-chewed glob of candy above the tabletop to examine it. Reynie’s eyes swiveled to the Executives, who, having been disappointed in Kate’s shoes, were now asking her to show her empty hands, then checking for stickiness under the edge of the table. He looked back to Constance and saw the realization hit her, her eyes widening with alarm. And then, an instant before Martina glanced up to see it, Constance popped the licorice into her mouth, chewed it up, and swallowed it.

“Eww, that was the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen,” Sticky said later, when the crisis had passed and the Executives were off harassing other children. Constance’s cheeks, normally a rosy red, had turned a faint shade of green.

“Disgusting, yes, but heroic,” Reynie said.

“We all have to make sacrifices,” Constance muttered miserably.

“What we need to make is a decision,” said Kate. “We need a plan, and quick. Does anybody have any ideas? I’m fresh out.”

Constance only groaned and put her head in her hands.

“I do have one thing to say,” said Reynie, then hesitated. He had intended to say that he couldn’t face the Whisperer again—that the mere thought of it turned his mind to jelly, so how much worse would it be if he actually experienced the Whisperer again? Wouldn’t he be certain to give up? This was what Reynie had meant to say. But now he found he couldn’t. He was too ashamed.

Constance groaned again without looking up. “Reynie, you’re the king of saying you have something to say, then not actually saying anything. Do you realize that?”

“Sorry,” Reynie said. “I… I forgot.”

He was not the only one at the table with troubled thoughts. Sticky felt the same way Reynie did, and Kate was still wishing she’d been able to sabotage those computers, to have solved the dilemma all on her own. (And having failed to do that, she was trying to pretend to herself that she hadn’t.) Constance, meanwhile, was trying not to contemplate what might happen to her when Mr. Curtain boosted the messages to full power. Thus all the children were trying not to think of things instead of trying to think of things, and trying not being generally less productive than trying, they weren’t coming up with ready answers.

In the midst of going round and round in his mind about not facing the Whisperer, however, Reynie did stumble against something which—if seen from a distance and not stared at directly—might resemble a plan. A hundred times he’d thought to himself, “I can’t face the Whisperer again.” But this time, for some reason, he had tacked on the word “alone.” And this was how he stumbled against the planlike thing.

“Okay, everyone. I think I do have a plan now. Didn’t Mr. Benedict tell us that we must rely upon one another in all things? That every single one of us is essential to the success of the team? We have to take into account that we need each other.”

“That’s the plan?” Constance said. “To give each other big hugs?”

Reynie ignored her. “I was thinking maybe if we faced Mr. Curtain and his Whisperer together, we could figure out what to do.”

“You mean all of us in the Whispering Gallery at the same time?” said Constance doubtfully. “With Mr. Curtain there? What could we possibly do?”

“I don’t know yet,” Reynie admitted. “But there’s Milligan, too, remember. If we contact him, we’ll have him to help us.”

“I say it’s worth a try,” said Kate. “We’re running out of time. How do we manage it? Should Constance and I sneak in while you two are having your sessions?”

Reynie considered. “The door is controlled by a button on Mr. Curtain’s chair, so you can’t sneak in. But Sticky and I could press the button to let you in.”

“There’s at least one problem with all this,” said Sticky. “We weren’t to have another turn in the Whisperer for at least a few days, remember? By then it will be too late!”

Kate tried to think. “What would be good… What would be good would be if Mr. Curtain won the Nobel Peace Prize!”

Sticky spewed a mist of chocolate milk. “Have you gone off your… oh, hi there, S.Q.! What brings you by our table?”

S.Q. Pedalian looked down upon them dejectedly. “Hello, kids. I suppose you heard how I bungled that spy business. Wiping out the footprints and all that.”

“You shouldn’t feel bad,” Reynie said. “I doubt anybody could have done a better job.”

“It’s nice of you to say,” S.Q. said with a sigh. Then he took a deep breath just so he could sigh again. “But enough about pitiful me. I came over to ask about you, Constance. Are you feeling all right? You seem rather, well, green-colored.”

“I’m afraid we gave her a stomach virus,” Reynie interjected. “Sticky and I just got over it.”

S.Q. looked sympathetic. “Oh, yes, the other Messengers told me about that stomach bug. It’s a nasty one, eh? How do you feel, Constance?”

“Like I ate something revolting,” said Constance. “I guess that’s what I get for hanging around with Reynie and Sticky.”

“Now, now,” S.Q. observed, “nothing better for you than spending time with Messengers. Good influence and all that. I mean, stomach bug aside. Let’s just hope not too many other people get sick. It would be a shame if classes had to be canceled. There’s too much good stuff to review!”

They all heartily agreed with S.Q., thanked him for stopping by, and nodded as he droned endlessly on about the escaped spy and a good many other things, until finally his jaw was worn out, his mind was empty, and he went away.

“What we need,” said Kate, as if they’d never been interrupted, “is for you boys to get your turn sooner. Isn’t there any chance you could be called on tomorrow?”

“I’m afraid not,” Reynie said. “Not unless every other Messenger suddenly fell ill.”

“Too bad we can’t actually give them belly aches,” said Constance.

Sticky’s ears perked up.

“Who says we can’t?” he said.
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The children’s plan was bold, ill-formed, and likely to fail, and all of them knew it. They also knew they must act now or never. “Tomorrow, then,” Sticky said, hurriedly grinding a plant root between two rocks. When he was finished, Constance swept the powder into a small bag and handed him another root.

“Yes, tomorrow,” said Kate, standing guard on the hilltop, a few yards up the path. “And let’s hope it’s not too late.”

“I wouldn’t want it to be any sooner,” said Constance. “I don’t particularly look forward to tomorrow.” She contemplated a few pulpy grains of crushed root clinging to her finger-tips and resisted—for the twentieth time—the temptation to see what they tasted like. Sticky had warned her that wild chuck-root (“or Euphorbia upchucuanhae, as it’s more widely known”) was a powerful emetic. Constance had never heard the word “emetic,” but for once she hadn’t required an explanation. It was clear from their plan—and from Sticky’s mischievous grin—that by tomorrow most of the students at the Institute would be barfing up their suppers.

Those suppers had yet to be eaten, however. It was the end of the school day, not yet suppertime, and the uneasy members of the Mysterious Benedict Society were the only children outside in the chill air. The other students were either in their rooms studying or watching television, but the moment class was dismissed Sticky had led his friends up here, just over the top of the hill beyond the gym. It was here, on the day they’d encountered Mr. Bloomburg, that Sticky had spotted the patch of wild chuck-root (along with various other plants whose Latin names he rattled off and the others promptly forgot).

“This should be enough,” Sticky said, grinding up the last bit of root. He dusted his hands vigorously. Then considering what would happen if he absentmindedly touched his lips—then absentmindedly licked his lips—Sticky dusted them again. And a few minutes later, when the children were gathered on the hilltop, he dusted them again. “I’m actually starting to feel guilty about this, can you believe it?”

“Maybe it means you still have a conscience,” Reynie said.

Kate snorted. “Or maybe it means you’re sympathizing too much with the enemy. Personally, I don’t feel the least bit guilty for sending a bunch of bullies on an emergency trip to the bathroom.”

Sticky wiped his hands on his pants. “Don’t let your feelings make you too ambitious on this one, Kate. If you overdo the dose, you might hurt somebody.”

“And it isn’t just Messengers getting the stuff,” Reynie reminded her. “That would be too suspicious. It has to be everybody.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Who needs parents when I have you two? Don’t worry, I won’t kill anyone. And I promise not to enjoy it the tiniest bit if Martina turns green.”

Guilty or not, they all smiled at the thought.

“So let me just review the plan,” Constance said. “The other Messengers will get sick and won’t be able to do their sessions with the Whisperer, so you boys will get your turn early. When you get called for your session, Kate and I will sneak away somehow and wait outside the door to the Whispering Gallery. Now, how exactly are we supposed to do that? What if we’re in class?”

“We haven’t worked that part out yet,” Reynie admitted.

“Right,” said Constance. “And then one of you will push the button that opens the door, even though the button is on Mr. Curtain’s wheelchair. How are you going to manage that?”

“We haven’t figured that part out yet, either,” mumbled Sticky.

“I see. And then, after all this has been magically accomplished, Kate and I will rush inside, and the four of us together will somehow defeat Mr. Curtain, ruin his Whisperer, and make our escape unharmed—even though we’re on an island, and the bridge is guarded by Recruiters. Any idea how this is going to happen?”

“No,” the boys said dejectedly. Kate shrugged.

“Okay,” Constance said. “I just wanted to be sure I understood the plan.”

“Anyway, you can’t count Milligan out,” Reynie said. “He’ll be there to help us.”

Constance threw her hands into the air. “How do you know? You haven’t even left the note for him yet!”

Reynie rubbed his temples. “I’m going right now, Constance. Okay?”

“Be quick, Reynie,” Kate said. “I’ll need all three of you to distract the Helpers while I doctor the food.”

“How are we supposed to do that?” Constance asked, launching into a tirade about how ill-prepared they were, how little time they had, and how this plan was giving her a worse headache than the hidden-message broadcasts did. “So I ask you again,” she concluded, “exactly how are we supposed to distract the Helpers?”

“Just be yourself,” Kate said with a sigh.

Reynie left the others arguing on the hilltop and hurried down toward the shore. He had insisted he be the one to hide the note. Kate would have loved to sneak down to the culvert again, but this was not a clandestine operation. It had to be done in the daylight. Reynie did take a route that made it difficult for him to be seen from the Institute grounds, but if he was spotted, he’d invented a good explanation.

In one pocket Reynie carried a note for Milligan that told him of their plan. In another pocket he carried a sketch of the island bridge, which Reynie had spent most of two class periods working on from memory. He was a fair artist and had felt modestly satisfied with the result until Kate glanced at it after class.

“Not good?” he’d asked, seeing her brow wrinkle.

“It’s okay,” Kate had said tentatively. “But the perspective’s a bit off. See, if you just follow the line here… and darken those shadows there.…” In about two minutes she had produced a much better sketch than his own.

Reynie scowled. “I’ll take yours,” he said grumpily. “Wouldn’t want you to have gone to all that trouble for nothing.”

At the top of the sketch he’d printed the title, Your Favorite View. If he was caught, Reynie would say he’d gone to the shore for a better view of the bridge, so as to make the best possible drawing—the drawing, of course, being intended as a present for Mr. Curtain.

Hurrying along at the bottom of the incline, just out of reach of the lapping water, Reynie patted his pockets anxiously. Both pieces of paper were there. Good. Now don’t step in the water, he told himself. Wet shoes might draw suspicion. And be sure the note doesn’t stick out when you leave it—cover it up completely with the rocks. And don’t leave any footprints. It’s a miracle footprints didn’t sink us last time. Only poor old S.Q. spared us that disaster.

Reynie found the culvert and marked off twenty paces from it. He looked around. Not a soul to be seen. There was no one on the bridge, the incline concealed him from the rear, and in front of him was nothing but water… and across it the mainland shore. It occurred to him that Mr. Benedict and his crew were probably watching him through a telescope right now. He stared toward the trees across the channel. No doubt they could see him. The question was whether he would ever again see them. Reynie gave a melancholy little wave—one part hello and one part goodbye—then bent and hid the note beneath two big rocks.

Be sure, Reynie reminded himself. Had he stacked the rocks carefully? Had he made sure the note couldn’t be seen? Had he left any telltale footprints in the sand? Satisfied on all counts, he hurried back the way he’d come, anxious to put distance between himself and the note. As he left the shore and started up the incline, Reynie considered what to do with the sketch. He didn’t think he’d been spotted, but he should save it just in case. If someone confronted him about it later, he would have his excuse in his pocket.

Reynie patted his pocket, but the sketch wasn’t there! How could it not be there? Hadn’t he put it in his left pocket? He reached into his other pocket and felt the paper. He must have had it confused. Or had he? He took out the paper to be sure, then stared at it in disbelief. It was his note! He had left the sketch under the rocks!

Now things were getting dicey. Kate needed his help, and it was almost time for supper. But they absolutely had to contact Milligan. You can do it, Reynie told himself. You’ll just have to run.

Reynie ran. Down the incline, watching his step on the rocks, careful not to get wet, careful not to leave prints. Soon he’d made his way back to the two stacked stones. He glanced quickly around—shore, bridge, water. All clear. Exchanging the note for the sketch (unfolding the note to be certain this time), he put the stones back, checked one last time for footprints, and ran off as fast as he could.

Two minutes later Reynie was alone on the plaza, breathing hard. He saw S.Q. Pedalian appear from behind the Institute Control Building, but there was no way S.Q. could have seen him, and there was no one else in view. Reynie wiped his brow. That was a lot of excitement over nothing. He waved to S.Q. and hurried on, not wanting to get caught up in a conversation. No time for that. The others were waiting.

As it happened, S.Q. was in a hurry, too. All day long he had been tormented by his mistake. How could he have been so foolish as to wipe out the spy’s footprints? Such a ridiculous blunder! And all day long he had thought maybe, just maybe, if he were to go back down there and take a closer look… S.Q. picked up his pace, feeling more eager with every step. He would skip supper and spend the entire hour searching. Wouldn’t it be something if he did find the spy’s footprint after all? Or some other clue? They had scoured the area pretty carefully before, but you never knew, did you? How wonderful it would be if he could redeem himself in Mr. Curtain’s eyes!

And so it was that with longer and longer strides, S.Q. Pedalian hurried across the plaza and down the incline, toward the shore, toward the culvert, toward the place where Reynie, in his anxious hurry, had stacked the two stones just a little less carefully than he’d done the first time—toward the place where one corner of the note stuck out, flickering in the harbor breeze like a tiny white flag of surrender.

When suppertime came and the cafeteria roiled once again with rowdy students, the members of the Mysterious Benedict Society suddenly developed an apparent dislike for anything salty or sweet. They loaded up their trays as usual, to avoid suspicion, but carefully avoided touching their forks to anything but green vegetables.

“You couldn’t have saved even one kind of pastry, Kate?” asked Constance, screwing up her face to swallow a Brussels sprout. She barely managed it, gulping it down with plain water rather than her usual orange-flavored soda. “These might as well be poisoned.”

“Better safe than sorry,” said Kate, through a mouthful of lima beans. “Anyway, I didn’t have time to pick and choose, you know.”

All around the cafeteria, children were stuffing themselves with their usual favorites—greasy foods, savories, and sweet treats—and guzzling chocolate milk and soft drinks. Reynie, meanwhile, speared a dry lettuce leaf with his fork and thought: So far, so good. Despite his bland supper, despite the nagging message broadcast in his head, and despite the uncertainty of his plan, he felt a stirring in his heart, a good feeling that might pass for hope. Kate had spread the powder, Reynie had delivered the note to Milligan, and neither of them had been caught. At least some parts of the plan were going as hoped.

It really was a good feeling. But it didn’t last long.

Jillson appeared in the cafeteria, a jubilant grin on her face, and came straight over to their table. Without asking, she crowded herself into a seat between Reynie and Kate—her wide shoulders forcing them to draw their arms close together over their trays, like praying mantises—and snatched a cream puff from Kate’s tray and said, “Hi, there, squirts!”

Kate frowned, but only out of principle. Privately she was delighted. “Help yourself,” she said coolly.

“Thank you, I will,” Jillson said, gulping the cream puff down. “Listen, I have good news and bad news, and I thought you kids would be particularly interested. You heard about S.Q.’s bungling the spy business, right?”

“It does ring a bell,” said Reynie, who didn’t like where this was going.

“Well, guess what?” Jillson said. “There’s been a new development. S.Q. went back down to the culvert just now, to take one last look around. And he found something.”

The children could only stare at her, stricken with dread. They were also confused. If S.Q. had found the note, then why weren’t they already in trouble? Was Jillson toying with them?

“Now, as I said, there’s good news and bad news,” Jillson went on.

Feeling as if they’d just been given very bad news indeed, Reynie had to stop himself from asking what the good news was.

“The bad news,” Jillson said, “is that what S.Q. found—a curious piece of paper—was destroyed before he could read it.”

“That’s… terrible!” the children cried, trying to cover their relief. It was too plain on all their faces, and they knew it.

Luckily, Jillson didn’t notice. She placed a hand on her belly and frowned. After a moment she belched, smiled with satisfaction, and continued, “Don’t worry, the good news makes up for it. The spy’s been caught!”

The children looked at one another. Caught?

Jillson belched again and scowled. “Must have eaten too much pudding. Yes, caught like a rat in a trap. Turns out it was a man disguised as a Helper. Came out of nowhere, snatched the paper from S.Q., and tried to run away. But Jackson heard S.Q. shouting for help, and some Recruiters on the bridge had seen it happen, so in no time they had the spy surrounded. He tried to fight them off, but he was no match for our guys, I can tell you. He’s in a classroom right now, under heavy guard.”

Reynie felt as if he’d been kicked in the belly. They had lost Milligan. “Why… why are you telling us this, Jillson?”

“Well, I have to admit I was surprised. Martina had convinced me that Kate was the spy. She was disappointed to learn otherwise. But I thought you should know Kate’s off the hook. The Helper confessed to everything. He’s a lone operator, apparently. That means he works by himself.”

Kate looked quite sick. “Did he say who he was?”

“We don’t know his name, but he was on the island once before—years and years ago. When they took off the disguise, Mr. Curtain and some of the Recruiters recognized him at once. Oh, and get this: He ate that piece of paper! Chewed it up and swallowed it before anyone could read it. Said it was from his private journal and was none of our business. Very dangerous madman. Don’t worry, though, they’re taking him to the Waiting Room in just—oh! Here they come now!”

The children could barely bring themselves to look.

There was Milligan. His hands and ankles were cuffed, his feet dragged along in a defeated shuffle, and his ocean-blue eyes, sadder than ever, focused only on the ground before him. Though he kept his head bowed, the cuts and bruises on his face were easily seen. He was being marched across the cafeteria by a half-dozen Recruiters and Executives (including a very proud Martina Crowe)—none of whom showed any marks from a scuffle. Reynie wondered how this was possible. Jillson said he’d tried to fight, but if Milligan had really resisted, wouldn’t his captors look as if they’d caught a tiger by the tail? Had he only pretended to struggle? But why? Unless…

Suddenly Reynie understood. Because S.Q. had glimpsed the note, Milligan had chosen to be caught. He’d wanted a chance to confess, a chance to make up a story about that piece of paper. A note would have suggested someone else had written it—another spy on the island—but a page from a private journal pointed only to Milligan himself. Yes, he had wanted to convince Mr. Curtain he was working alone, had wanted to take suspicion off the children. He had sacrificed himself for them.

As Milligan passed through the cafeteria, the whole place erupted in applause for the Executives and Recruiters, then horrible boos and jeers for the captured spy. The miserable man was led past their table—right past the grateful and heartbroken children he’d saved—but never did he look up or reveal any awareness of them.

“Boy, doesn’t he look glum?” Jillson said.

Kate started to speak, but a catch in her voice made her words incomprehensible. She was thinking exactly what her friends were thinking. Milligan had said he would die before he let any harm come to them.


[image: ]

M captured. Must face Whisperer tomorrow. Please advise.

“Still no response,” Sticky reported from the window.

The others waited in depressed silence. Although the “stomach virus” had spread like wildfire (already the bathrooms and the Best of Health Center were crowded with students), the success of their scheme had done nothing to boost their spirits. Not even the sight of Jillson hurrying down a corridor with her hand over her mouth, clutching a paper bag in case she didn’t reach the bathroom in time—not even this managed to cheer them. Time was slipping away, and they’d been forced to abandon the hope that they’d nurtured in the backs of their minds: the hope that if things went terribly wrong, Milligan would be there to save them somehow.

After another interminable minute had passed, Kate said, “I’m sick of waiting. I say forget the plan and let’s try to rescue Milligan instead.”

Sticky was taken aback. “But he’s under heavy guard—we wouldn’t stand a chance!”

“We don’t stand a chance either way, do we?” said Kate.

“That isn’t like you, Kate,” said Reynie, surprised. “I think the broadcasts are getting to you.”

Kate frowned. “You’re… you’re right. I’m sorry.”

“Wait, here comes a response,” Sticky said. “What in the world? Can that really be it?” He began signaling with the flashlight again.

“For crying out loud, what are you doing, George Washington?” demanded Constance. (Though the others wouldn’t have thought it possible, Constance grew steadily crankier as the Improvement drew closer.) “Did they send a message or not?”

“I’m asking them to repeat it.” But when the message was repeated, Sticky was left scratching his head. “It’s just an old saying: Laughter is the best medicine.”

“Are they joking?” Kate said.

“Maybe it’s their way of saying for us to cheer up, to have hope,” Sticky said.

Reynie didn’t think so. “That’s too lighthearted. They wouldn’t expect us to feel like that, not with Milligan taken prisoner. It’s a riddle of some kind—important advice. We just have to figure out what it means.”

“For once I’d like a straight answer,” Constance grumbled. “It’s ridiculous that they do it this way—it isn’t right!”

“They have to be careful, don’t they?” Sticky said. “If they gave us a straight answer and someone else saw it, we’d be in even worse shape.”

“How much worse shape could we possibly be in? I’m tired of being careful. And I’m tired of their dumb codes, and I’m tired of you all treating me like a stupid baby.”

“Easy now, Constance,” Reynie said, as calmly as he could. “We’re all frustrated and upset, and I know you’re scared—”

“Shut up,” Constance snarled. “I’m sick of you, too! Who made you king, anyway?”

“Why don’t you shut up?” Reynie snapped.

With that—the first time Reynie had ever spoken so sharply to her—Constance lapsed into furious silence. The others, disgruntled, turned their energy toward solving the riddle. But Sticky and Kate were not the best puzzle-solvers, and Reynie was lost in his mental fogbank. (And the Whisperer, high up in its tower, kept shimmering like a lighthouse beacon through that fog.)

After half an hour of useless guessing, the children had come no closer to an answer, and Constance abandoned her silence in order to mock their efforts. Reynie put his head in his hands. “Okay, Constance, I give up. Is that what you want? None of us can concentrate while you’re being this way. I say we adjourn and get a few hours of sleep. Maybe a little rest will help.”

Constance, who felt very desperate indeed, could not control herself. “Rest?” she sneered. “I thought what we needed was laughter. Isn’t that what stupid old Benedict said? Well, hardy har har, that’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“You’re hopeless,” said Kate, who’d been in an awful mood to begin with and now had lost all patience. “Reynie’s right. Let’s go back to our room.” She scurried up her rope into the ceiling, and as she hauled Constance after her she whispered down: “We’ll be back before dawn. Or I will, at least. If she’s still acting like this, she can rot in our room, for all I care.”

The gap in the ceiling closed.

Reynie and Sticky looked at each other. Everything seemed to be falling apart, and neither boy could hide his worry. It was written plainly on both their faces.

“If you think of anything at all…,” Reynie said.

Sticky nodded. “I’ll wake you up. You do the same.”

Fully dressed and fully miserable, the boys climbed into their beds, still going over the message again and again in their heads. Laughter is the best medicine, laughter is the best medicine.… By midnight, neither had come up with anything. By one o’clock, Sticky was whimpering himself to sleep. By two o’clock, Reynie was abandoning his last letter to Miss Perumal, starting over, then abandoning the new one as well—too anxious even to think about being anxious. His mind returned to Mr. Benedict’s message.

“Why laughter?” he wondered for the hundredth time. “Why medicine? It’s something… something that cures an illness or… or solves a problem, maybe, but what problem?”

But the answer remained maddeningly elusive. Reynie decided he would have to stay awake. There was no way he could sleep, anyway, not until he had figured out the message. Having made this decision, he sighed, rolled over to get comfortable… and fell asleep.

Some time before dawn Reynie awoke with a start. His mind had been working furiously as he slept. He swung down off his bunk and shook Sticky. Sticky opened one eye, then closed it to open the other, as if too afraid now to look at the world with both at once.

“Wha—?”

“Sticky, wake up.”

This time Sticky blinked both eyes. “Hmm? What time is—?” He sniffed and rubbed his head, coming slightly more awake. “Oh, has something happened?”

“I have an idea about what Mr. Benedict meant,” Reynie said excitedly. “I just don’t think it’s quite right yet. I think maybe it’s half right. Let me tell you about it, and then you tell me what you think.”

Sticky sat up, fully awake now. “I’m all ears.”

But no sooner had Reynie begun than a knock sounded on their door, and S.Q. Pedalian, not waiting for a response, poked his head into their room. “What, already up? Good boys! You must have guessed all the other Messengers are down for the count, and Mr. Curtain needs you again right away. He’s had to cancel half his night sessions thanks to this stomach bug. Good thing you two are already over it, eh? Can you imagine anything worse than not being able to go when Mr. Curtain summons you?”

The moment had arrived too soon! No one had expected such an early morning session. Snatching a pen from his desk, Reynie scribbled something on the palm of his hand.

“What are you doing?” S.Q. said.

“Just writing down something I don’t want to forget.”

“I do that sometimes,” S.Q. reflected, “only I usually forget I wrote something on my hand, and I wash it off before I remember. What are you writing?”

“Remind me to tell you later,” Reynie said.

“Right—we don’t want to keep Mr. Curtain waiting. Well, come along, then!”

The boys followed S.Q. out the door. In the corridor a few weak-kneed, pasty-faced students were making their way to and from the bathrooms, and a group of silent Helpers worked double-duty to keep the floors mopped. S.Q., cheerful now that he’d made up for his earlier blunder, smiled and patted the miserable students as he passed. “Hang in there! Chins up! Look on the bright side—it could always be worse!”

The trip to the Whispering Gallery didn’t seem nearly long enough. The blindfolding, the walk to the secret entrance, the exhausting climb up countless steps—all of it seemed to pass in one excruciating instant. Then S.Q. was removing their blindfolds and pressing the intercom button. “Reynard Muldoon and Stic… er, George Washington here for their sessions, Mr. Curtain!”

Mr. Curtain’s voice came through a speaker: “They must wait. Meanwhile, bring me more juice.”

In his most authoritative tone (which was not very authoritative), S.Q. ordered the boys not to stir from that spot. After they assured him that such a thing would never have occurred to them, he hastened back down the steps.

“Let’s run!” Sticky whispered.

“No, listen, we still have a chance,” said Reynie. “You have to go first, Sticky, and make your session last as long as you can. If you resist the Whisperer at the very beginning, while you still have strength, you might be able to stretch out the session—”

Sticky’s jaw dropped. “Resist it? But Mr. Curtain will suspect something! He’ll notice it, you know he will. He’ll send me back to the Waiting Room! He’ll—” Sticky began to shake all over. “He’ll turn the Whisperer on me! I’ll be brain-swept!”

“I know the risks,” Reynie said. “But this is our only shot.”

Sticky’s horrified expression shifted into one of anger. “Why don’t you go first, then? Why don’t you be the one to resist it, if you’re so brave?”

“I need to try to signal the girls,” Reynie said. He grabbed Sticky’s arm. “We can still do this, Sticky!”

Sticky looked doubtful, even suspicious. “How do you propose to signal the girls? How—?”

The Whispering Gallery door slid open and Martina Crowe came out, her expression pleasantly befuzzed. She was so content she almost didn’t bother to sneer at them. Almost. But then she stopped and made an effort.

Reynie returned the sneer with his best fake smile. “Did you just have a session with the Whisperer? I thought you were an Executive now.”

“I’m such a young Executive, I can still do Messenger work in a pinch,” Martina boasted. “And this is definitely a pinch. I’ve never seen so many upchucking kids in my life.”

“You haven’t gotten sick?”

“Sick of being hungry, is all. I was so busy capturing that spy last night, I missed supper. That’s the price you pay for being an Executive, doing the important work. Not that you boys would know anything about that.” With an immensely self-satisfied and condescending expression, Martina walked on, saying over her shoulder, “Hurry on in, boys. I’m off to another duty. You’ll notice I don’t have to wear a blindfold, either.”

The moment she was out of earshot Reynie whispered, “You have to trust me on this, Sticky. To give us a chance, you have to go first. It’s our only hope.”

Sticky’s face was a mask of doubt.

“Boys, get in here!” Mr. Curtain called.

Reynie tried to make one last plea to his friend, but Sticky turned and plunged into the Whispering Gallery without looking back.

Reynie had no choice but to follow. Taking a deep breath, he walked into the Whispering Gallery… where his breath escaped like air from a balloon. There it was! The Whisperer! Reynie’s eyelids fluttered. Stepping into its presence was like stepping into a warm bath. He wanted to take his seat in it and never climb out.

You have to fight, Reynie told himself, and with great effort he tore his eyes from the seductive machine to look at Mr. Curtain.

Mr. Curtain seemed tired but eager. “Welcome, boys. I trust you are fully recovered? You have your strength up?”

“Yes, sir,” the boys said together.

“I hope so! Only a tiny handful of Messengers have recovered, and I’ve worn them all out. You saw I resorted to using an Executive—a rare thing, as older children are so much less effective. But I’ve been put off my schedule and am raging against the delay. If only this infernal stomach sickness hadn’t emerged, my project would already be complete!”

“Sorry to hear that, sir,” said Reynie.

“No matter, my young friend. The problem will soon be rectified, for I intend to finish right now!”

Reynie sucked in his breath.

“You mean… you mean…,” Sticky stammered.

“I see you’re quite tongue-tied by the honor. That’s right, George, you boys shall personally preside over the completion of my project. If all goes well, that is.”

The boys forced weak smiles.

Mr. Curtain clapped his hands together. “Now, here is our task. First we shall have a last session devoted to old material—the last of the lessons. Then we shall have a session of entirely new material. Material hot off the presses!” Mr. Curtain waved his journal triumphantly. “I’ve just completed it.”

Reynie tried to stall. “Shouldn’t we take time to study it, sir?”

“No, Reynard, in this case simplicity is essential. My Whisperer is designed to soothe troubled minds, and nothing soothes the mind more effectively than a simple answer to a complicated problem.”

“Mr. Curtain, sir?” Sticky asked. “Do you still plan to close the Institute?”

At this unexpected question, Reynie glanced sharply at Sticky. Was he stalling, too, or was it the opposite—had Sticky already given up?

Mr. Curtain chuckled. “Don’t worry, George, I haven’t forgotten you. The other students will be sent home tomorrow—I have chosen to answer a higher calling and will be serving the public in a much grander capacity—but I have you boys in mind as personal assistants, to be groomed as Executives as you mature.”

“You… you really do want us, then?” Sticky asked.

“But of course I do,” Mr. Curtain said, with an encouraging smile. “I could use you both! And the sooner the Improvement begins, the sooner you’ll begin your new life. What better motivation to perform well, eh?”

Sticky’s lip quivered.

“I’m here with the juice, sir,” S.Q.’s voice called through the intercom speaker.

“Finally,” Mr. Curtain grumbled, his smile instantly vanishing, as fake smiles often do. He pushed a button on the arm of his wheelchair.

Reynie, who had been watching Sticky in bleak despair, noted which button Mr. Curtain pressed. If Kate and Constance managed to come, he could open the door. But what were the chances of that? First Sticky would need to resist Mr. Curtain’s invitation—and with the pull of the Whisperer so powerful, with Mr. Curtain now so likely to succeed, could Reynie hold out hope for this?

S.Q. brought their juice and tripped out again; Mr. Curtain sipped from his paper cup with an expression of eager contemplation, and then the moment had arrived. “Very well, Reynard, let’s improve the world. You may take your seat in the Whisperer now.”

Reynie stared pleadingly at Sticky, whose expression was impossible to read. What was going on in his head?

As it happened, Sticky himself did not know.

There had been times in Sticky’s life when an important question would flummox him no matter how well he knew the answer; and times he had run away from his problems; and times when he’d felt himself paralyzed when action was most needed. He’d never understood this tendency of his—he knew only that he rarely lived up to expectation, and for this reason had clung so fiercely to his nickname. Any boy with a name like George Washington must surely have great things expected of him.

And yet, in these last days, he’d become friends with people who cared about him, quite above and beyond what was expected of him. With perfect clarity he remembered Reynie saying, “I need you here as a friend.” The effect of those words, and of all his friendships, had grown stronger and stronger, until—though he couldn’t say why he didn’t feel mixed up now—at the most desperate moment yet, he knew it to be true. There was bravery in him. It only had to be drawn out.

So it was that Sticky stepped in front of Reynie and said, “May I go first, Mr. Curtain? I’ve been looking forward to this ever since my last session.”

Mr. Curtain laughed his screechy laugh. “I daresay Reynard feels much the same, George. But let’s not quibble. Reynard went first last time. You may go first this time. Take your seat.”

At last Sticky met Reynie’s gaze, which was now full of gratitude and admiration. With a quick nod, Sticky turned and climbed into the Whisperer. Immediately Mr. Curtain whizzed over to sit behind him, fitted his head inside the red helmet, and barked, “Ledroptha Curtain!”

The cuffs sprang up around Sticky’s wrists. The blue helmet lowered.

“Sticky Washington,” Sticky said aloud, closing his eyes.

Reynie watched his friend’s face grow tense with the effort of resisting. He knew the Whisperer wanted Sticky’s given name.

“Sticky Washington,” Sticky repeated.

“Hold on, Sticky,” thought Reynie, his eyes darting to Mr. Curtain’s face, which seemed both tired and troubled. Had Mr. Curtain already sensed a problem? He was frowning with concentration, his eyes closed.

How long could Sticky hold on—knowing his resistance might betray him? Knowing all he must do to relieve his terror was cooperate? Knowing he was but moments away from that wonderful relief? It would be like trying not to scratch the most powerful itch anyone had ever known.

Reynie moved silently to the window.

“Sticky… Washington,” Sticky said again, in a much weaker voice, and Reynie knew they hadn’t much time.

Mr. Curtain’s eyes were still closed. Now was his chance. Reynie waved his hand back and forth in front of the window. It was dark outside, but the room was well-lit—his hand would be visible from outside. Back and forth he waved, back and forth, back and forth. Please, please, let somebody notice, he thought. Please, Rhonda, let it be true what you said. Through the telescope we appear to be only a few feet away. Through the telescope you watch the island constantly. Please let it be true. And please let your eyes be sharp.

With one final attention-gathering wave, he placed his hand against the glass so that the message scrawled on his palm could be read, if only someone was out there to read it: We need K & C here! Now!
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K and C, as it happened, were still in bed. It had been an awful night for Kate. Try as she might, she couldn’t forget the look in Milligan’s eyes as the Executives and Recruiters paraded him through the cafeteria. She slept poorly, in and out of a doze, constantly worried and miserable, and never once did she have a shred of an idea what to do.

Now it was almost dawn, time to rise, though rising hardly seemed worth the trouble. Worsening Kate’s mood, if that was possible, was a distant, irritating beeping sound, the erratic honking of a faraway horn. A car alarm on the mainland, or some obnoxious kid fooling around with an air horn. It had been going on for several minutes now. Long honks, short honks, long honks again, on and on. Irritating, and irritatingly familiar, like something she was supposed to remember but couldn’t. Almost like a code, she thought. Almost like…

“Morse code!” Kate said aloud, sitting bolt upright in bed.

A long honk, a short honk, a long one again, a pause. That would be a K. She listened intently. Here came some more. Oh, why hadn’t she been studying her Morse code? Flying to her desk, Kate wrote the code down as it came. Short, long. Long, short. Long, short, short. A pause. That spelled and, she was fairly sure. Long, short, long, short—a C. K and C.

“Will somebody turn off that stupid alarm?” Constance moaned in her sleep.

“Shush! No, don’t shush! Constance, wake up! We’re being signaled!”

But Constance, lost in a sleepy fog, only buried her head under her pillow.

The code kept coming. Kate struggled to decipher it. “I hope the boys are getting this,” she thought. “Sticky will know it for sure.” After a pause the message started to repeat, and Kate studied what she’d jotted down: k and c to flauto were now. Good grief! It made no sense at all. “K and C” stood for Kate and Constance, obviously. But what did “flauto” mean? Was it Spanish? Latin? Again she hoped Sticky was listening—he knew every language in the book. Here came the message again. Kate paid close attention, careful not to mistake short for long or vice versa, making sure to recognize pauses. She came up with this: k and c to flau tower now. What in the world? What was a “flau tower” anyway?

“Flag tower!” she exclaimed, realizing her mistake. “Good gravy, Kate! The boys are in the flag tower already! Constance, wake up!”

“Quiet down!” came the muffled voice from beneath the pillow.

Kate threw on her shoes, fastened her bucket to her belt. Who knew how long they’d been up there? Who knew what sort of danger they were in? What if she was too late? She’d have to—

Kate stopped in mid-thought, staring at the tiny lump of bedclothes that was Constance Contraire. How could she possibly make it with that belligerent girl along? Kate would have to carry her, assuming she could even get her out of bed. What if Constance slowed her down so much she couldn’t help the boys in time?

It occurred to Kate to leave her behind. An inviting thought—so inviting she almost did just that. She went to the door. Hesitated. Looked back. The plan had called for all four of them. That was what Mr. Benedict had said mattered most, and it was what they’d agreed upon only yesterday. All four of them. That was the plan. No way would she be the one to mess it up. In a flash Kate was at the bedside, shaking Constance like a maraca. “Wake up, Constance! It’s an emergency!”

Even with the shaking and urging, it took Kate a minute to get Constance fully awake. Dawn had broken, daylight grew stronger by the second, and with it her fear that she’d be too late. By the time Constance understood what was happening, Kate had jammed her shoes onto her feet. “Get on my back!” she ordered, ignoring Constance’s whining that her toes hurt (Kate had forced the shoes onto the wrong feet). Constance climbed on—still grumbling—and Kate dashed from the room.

In the corridor they passed several students clinging miserably to paper bags, standing in line for the overcrowded bathroom. There were slick spots here and there on the floor that the Helpers hadn’t mopped up yet, and Kate nimbly avoided these, trying not to think about them. When a queasy-looking Executive approached to ask their business, Kate cried, “Get back! She’s about to barf her Brussels sprouts!” The Executive, who had already seen more of this sort of thing in one night than she cared to see in a lifetime, stepped aside without another word.

Faster and faster Kate ran, catching her pace, her bucket bouncing against her hip and Constance clinging desperately to her shoulders. Past exhausted Helpers with their buckets and mops, out of the dormitory, and straight for the secret entrance behind the Institute Control Building. With the help of Mr. Curtain’s elevator, Kate figured they could be outside the Whispering Gallery in thirty seconds or less. “Provided we get lucky,” she thought, “and the entrance isn’t guarded.” She rounded the boulders, kicked the door open, and burst through the foyer into the secret passage.

The entrance was guarded, unfortunately. And by none other than Martina Crowe.

Kate drew up short, trying to think of what to do.

Martina was so astounded by Kate’s sudden appearance, she almost looked afraid, as if Kate had come to deal her some blow. But she quickly grew haughty. “How did you two get down here? You’re in serious trouble now, do you realize that?”

Kate scarcely heard Martina. Her mind was racing. Could she get past Martina? Alone, maybe, but with Constance on her back? Martina would call for help, and the Recruiters guarding the computer room would come running. All Martina had to do was hold Kate off a few short moments. No, they’d never make it. They would have to try another way.

“Well, what do you have to say for yourselves?” Martina snarled, advancing threateningly.

Kate bit her lip, clenched her fists, and for once, said nothing. Instead she whirled on her heel, hitched Constance higher on her back, and ran away.

Martina stared after the girls, extremely confused. It was not like Kate Wetherall to back down like that, not like her at all. And why had they come into the secret passage in the first place? They’d been in a hurry, clearly rushing toward some urgent business. Her face darkened as she contemplated the possibilities.

Just then Jillson rounded the corner. She’d spent a dreadful night in the bathroom making sounds like a sea lion, but now that she was feeling better she was coming to relieve Martina from guard duty. “Jackson told me to take over for you. If Mr. Curtain doesn’t finish the job with Reynard and George, you may be having another session in a few hours. Go get some rest.”

Martina wasn’t listening. Her mind was awhirl with speculations about Kate. The wicked little snoop must know this was the way up to the Whispering Gallery, she thought. Why else would the girls have come here? And what had they been in such a hurry for? And… and what was that infernal beeping sound in the distance? Martina was finding it difficult to concentrate.

“Jillson, did you pass Kate Wetherall in the foyer just now?”

“And that little squirt Constance? You bet I did. I sent them straight back to their room. Some kids never learn. It’ll be a brainsweep for those two, no doubt about it.”

“They aren’t going back to their room,” said Martina. “Something’s going on.”

Jillson frowned. “Is that so? Do you think it has anything to do with that maddening honking sound? What is that, anyway?”

“You’ve noticed it, too, then. I don’t know. It almost sounds like—no, it definitely sounds like a code. Yes, it’s a code! Morse code. Jillson, you don’t know Morse code, do you?”

“Why on earth would I? Nobody uses Morse code anymore. But you know, Mr. Curtain keeps all sorts of code books in his office cabinet. We could take a look. I have the cabinet key with me—privilege of a senior Executive.”

Moments later the two of them were in Mr. Curtain’s office, poring over a chart of Morse code, hastily scrawling a transcription of the distant honks.

“What’s a ‘flauta’?” Jillson asked, scratching her head.

Martina corrected the mistake. Not short short long, but long long short—not U but G. Flag tower. “I knew it! Let’s go find Jackson. We have two more spies to catch!”

The spies in question were at that very moment hurrying down a corridor in the Helpers’ barracks, where Kate had just burst into a storage room and snatched a ladder from an alarmed Helper. Now they were tripping and stumbling toward the exit. Kate stumbled because of the unwieldy ladder. Constance stumbled because it was her natural method of locomotion, and because her feet hurt from being in the wrong shoes.

“Come on!” Kate urged, panting for breath. “Can’t you move any faster? Honestly, I can’t carry you and the ladder both.”

“Just leave me then! You don’t want me along, anyway.”

“We don’t have time for this,” Kate muttered, banging the door open at the end of the corridor and hauling the ladder out into the early morning light. Constance came tottering after her, struggling to keep up as Kate rounded the classroom building and charged onto the empty plaza.

The horn still sounded from across the water, insistently repeating its urgent message.

Kate was just thinking, I wish they’d knock it off now, someone else is sure to catch on, when the horn abruptly stopped. Unfortunately, even as it did so, two Executives emerged from behind the boulders on the hill to stare curiously toward the mainland. (One of them was S.Q., whose gangly frame Kate recognized even from this distance. The other, judging by the size of her head, was a tall-haired Executive named Regina.) They were too distracted at the moment to notice the girls. Still, this would never do. Constance was dragging behind. If the Executives spotted them, she was sure to be caught.

“Listen,” Kate puffed as they crossed the plaza, “if the sashes come after us, I’ll slow them down. You keep going. Head straight up the hill behind the Institute Control Building—to that stone wall below the brook. I’ll catch up with you there.”

Constance stopped. “All the way up there? But I can’t walk that far! I’m exhausted! My feet are killing me!”

Kate skidded to a halt. “You can’t make anything easy, can you? Not even now, the most important moment of your life?” She dropped the ladder and reached into her bucket for the rope.

“What are you doing?” said Constance. “I thought we were in some huge hurry.”

“Put a lid on it,” Kate said.

Before Constance could think of a grumpy reply, Kate had tied the ladder to her belt and hoisted the smaller girl upon her back. “I’ll just have to drag the stupid thing. It’s going to make an awful racket, though, so hang on.”

With that, Kate was off, faster than she would have thought possible herself, perhaps spurred on by the tremendous bang and clatter and scrape of the ladder dragging behind her. In the distance Regina began to shout—the ruckus had caught her attention. Kate glanced up the hill to see S.Q. tripping over his feet, and Regina tripping over S.Q., as they started out after the girls. “Bless those size fifteens,” she thought. “Now we may just make it.”

Kate made her way to the back of the Institute Control Building, hustled past the boulders and the drapeweed trap, and started up the hill. It was a difficult ascent. There was no path here, the slope was steep and slippery with gravel, and Kate—unlike her pursuers—was dragging a ladder and carrying someone on her back. Even so, Kate was halfway up before S.Q. and Regina even arrived at the bottom. She was just about to feel encouraged when Martina, Jackson, and Jillson came swarming out the back of the Institute Control Building.

“Well, that’s unfortunate,” Kate said. She smiled and waved.

“Unfortunate?” cried Constance. “Unfortunate?”

“Don’t you think so?” Kate asked, panting under her burden. Jackson sent S.Q. and Regina scurrying away—probably to notify Mr. Curtain—and started up the hill with Jillson and Martina close behind.

They were moving very fast.

Kate stopped glancing back and pressed on, hard, until she and Constance came to the stone wall. From below them they heard the rapid scraping of boots on gravel. Quickly Kate worked to untie the ladder from her belt—but after the long drag uphill, the knot had grown too tight. Come on, come on, she thought, unfastening her belt to slip the knot free. In her haste she missed her grip on the bucket and, to her horror, it slipped loose and tumbled several yards down the hill behind her.

“Leave it!” Constance cried, seeing her look of dismay. “There’s no time!”

Constance was right. They would lose their narrow head-start. But even worse was to lose her bucket. And so, to the mocking laughs of Martina from halfway down the hill (“Fat lot of good that bucket will do you when we catch up with you!”) she handed her rope to Constance and scampered back to retrieve it. Everything had spilled out, including her precious spyglass, but here Kate drew the line—she snatched up the bucket and left the rest behind.

“You lost your lead!” Jackson called. “You might as well wait for us there.”

“Just wanted to give you a fighting chance!” Kate called back. With the ladder in place and Constance (fuming with disapproval) on her back, she began to climb. She was really sweating under her load now. The wearier she grew, the heavier Constance seemed. In a final determined burst, she scaled the last few rungs just as Jackson reached the ladder. She scrambled forward onto the high, sloping ground above the wall.

A few paces ahead, just above the rock wall, ran the brook Kate had spotted their first day on the island. It streamed along a shallow gully for some distance before finally spilling over the wall and running downhill. Kate stumbled quickly toward it. By the time she’d dumped Constance—rather unceremoniously—next to the brook, Jackson and Jillson were both on the ladder, and Martina was preparing to climb.

“What good is your bucket doing you now?” Jackson jeered.

“I’m glad you asked!” Kate said, bending over the brook to scoop the bucket full of water. Instantly it was as heavy as a bowling ball. Returning to look down into Jackson’s icy blue eyes—he was only a few rungs from the top—she gave him a friendly wink.

And dropped the bucket.

Surprised though he was, Jackson resisted the urge to let go and catch the bucket. It didn’t matter. The bucket caught him. It landed squarely on top of his head and sent him tumbling backward down the ladder, in the process knocking Jillson down as well. They landed in a wet, moaning heap at Martina’s feet.

“Instant ton of bricks,” Kate said with satisfaction. “Just add water.”

There wasn’t time to reflect upon the pleasing scene. Martina had been quick-witted enough to grab the ladder before Kate could haul it out of reach, and was waiting only for her dazed companions to climb to their feet again. Slinging Constance over her shoulder, Kate splashed across the brook (too tired now to leap it) and made her way up the last, steep stretch of ground to the tower wall.

“Ugh!” Constance cried. “Get your shoulder out of my belly, you big—”

“Listen,” Kate said, setting her down and hastily forming a lasso with her rope. “I need to concentrate, so keep quiet, will you? We have to reach that window as quick as we can.” As she spoke, she swung her lasso round and round, eyeing the flagpole that jutted out from the tower wall high above them, the Institute’s red flag rippling gently beneath it.

Careful, Kate warned herself. Don’t let the lasso get fouled up with that flag. It was essential she didn’t miss—there’d be no time for a second attempt.

Kate concentrated, took aim, said a prayer, and…

“You don’t really think you can lasso that flagpole, do you?” Constance blurted just as Kate flung the lasso upward.

The outburst nearly broke Kate’s concentration, but her throw was true enough—with a perfectly timed twitch of the rope, she adjusted its path. The lasso dropped neatly over the end of the flagpole. Kate heaved a sigh of relief. “You call that quiet?” she asked, tightening the loop with a tug.

“It could have been louder,” Constance replied.

“Thanks ever so much,” said Kate, already tying the rope around the smaller girl’s waist. “Now don’t argue. I’m doing this so I can haul you up after me. I can climb faster this way.”

Constance, of course, began to argue, but Kate had already completed the knot and begun scrambling up the rope. She didn’t waste time looking back. She knew that at this very moment Martina was leaping the brook. She knew she had only a matter of seconds. And when at last she’d reached the flagpole, balanced atop it, and looked down to see Martina charging toward Constance far below, she knew that those seconds were not in her favor. As tired as she was, as fast as Martina was moving, she wouldn’t have time to pull Constance out of reach.

It took only one of those seconds for Kate to think: It has to be all four of us, but Constance can’t handle them. You can handle them, though. It will be rough, but you can handle them.

(Part of Kate believed this—a very important part, for Kate’s sense of invincibility was the main thing that had sustained her all her young life alone. But another part did not believe this—and it, too, was an important part, for unless you know about this part it is impossible to understand how brave a thing Kate was about to do.)

With a fluid motion Kate slipped the lasso from the end of the flagpole. She gripped the rope tightly. Oh well, she thought. I sure hope the little grouch is worth it.

And with that, she leaped backward into empty air.

The rope fell across the flagpole like a cable over a pulley, and as Kate dropped downward, so Constance—much lighter by far—shot up out of the grasp of the astonished Martina Crowe. The tiny girl clung madly to the rope, her eyes bulging, but Kate could do little to calm her. As they brushed past each other, one going up and the other down, both to uncertain fates, Kate offered her breeziest smile and said, “Hang tight, Connie girl! And be sure to untie yourself when you get up there.”

Then she descended into the waiting arms of three powerful Executives, all of them grinning with vengeful excitement.
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“Mr. Curtain! Mr. Curtain, sir!” buzzed S.Q.’s voice through the intercom.

For Reynie, the interruption could not have come at a better moment. For what seemed an eternity now, he had watched Sticky alternately frown with effort and smile with relief, his tea-colored skin going almost as pale as honey, and perspiration trickling down his cheeks like tears. But the frowns had at last faded away, replaced entirely by the pleasant, contented smiles. Sticky had made a great effort, but in the end he couldn’t help it—he had stopped resisting.

Mr. Curtain, however, did not welcome the interruption. After a night with too few sessions, he’d finally got a Messenger into his Whisperer again, only to struggle unexpectedly. The machine had gone balky as an old donkey, losing Mr. Curtain’s train of thought and sometimes misunderstanding him altogether. Usually the mental effect for him was of speaking into a telephone and hearing his own voice in the receiver. But this session had been like hearing himself through a staticky radio. It was the boy, it must be, and Mr. Curtain had just begun to suspect that George was an unfit Messenger after all—that in fact he might be untrustworthy—when the session improved. The boy’s mind grew more receptive, the Whisperer’s wrinkled messages straightened, and Mr. Curtain had at last settled into some real, productive work. He was just finishing the session when the interruption came.

“Mr. Curtain! Please, sir, it’s an emergency!”

“Rats and dogs!” Mr. Curtain said furiously, thrusting off his red helmet. Behind him, the cuffs and blue helmet freed Sticky, who rose, wobbling, in a state of weak confusion. Reynie leaped forward to support him.

“What is it, S.Q.?” Mr. Curtain said, pressing the intercom button on his wheelchair. “It had better be important.”

“It is, sir. Two students are trying to break into the tower!”

Reynie closed his eyes; his heart sank. The Executives knew what the girls were up to, and S.Q. was already outside the door. It was over, then. After all this, after Sticky had been so brave, had tried so hard…

“Two students?” Mr. Curtain was saying. “By students you mean children, do you not?”

“Um, yes, sir,” came S.Q.’s uncertain reply.

“Do you mean to tell me you can’t prevent two children from breaking in?”

“Um, well, sir, we’re sure to comprehend… I mean apprehend… I mean we’re sure to catch them soon. I just thought I should alert you—”

“Thank you, S.Q.,” said Mr. Curtain, who did not sound at all thankful. “Consider me alerted. And by the way, unless you are presented with an actual emergency, I want no further interruptions, understood?”

“Yes, Mr. Curtain,” came S.Q.’s reply. “Sorry, Mr. Curtain.”

With a disgusted shake of his head Mr. Curtain exclaimed, “Children! Am I supposed to fear unarmed children? No doubt they’re in cahoots with my prisoner. Unlikely agents, but no matter—they’ll soon join him.” He grew silent, staring intently at Sticky as if considering how best to cut him up and cook him. “George, I’m afraid I was not terribly pleased with your performance. No. In fact I was rather displeased. Reynard will take over for you now. We will see about you later.”

There could be no doubt what Mr. Curtain meant by “we will see about you,” but Sticky was too exhausted at the moment to be afraid. He only shook his head. He had done all he could.

Mr. Curtain gestured impatiently toward the cushions, and Reynie helped Sticky over to them. Sticky collapsed. Reynie turned to meet Mr. Curtain’s gaze, and saw in those silvery lenses the reflection of his own uncertain, frightened face.

“The time has come, Reynard,” said Mr. Curtain. “Unsatisfactory though your friend’s session has been, we are nonetheless close—very, very close.” Mr. Curtain coughed and wiped his pale, moist brow. As if to himself he mumbled, “I’m afraid I must pause for refreshment, though. But only for a moment. It can’t hurt to savor the occasion, at any rate. A cup of juice, then. Do you hear me, Reynard? I shall have a cup of juice. After that, only a few minutes more… and then! And then! The Improvement will begin! Can you believe? I can scarcely believe it myself!” Mr. Curtain’s face, though pale and drawn, quite gleamed with exultation. His dream was on the cusp of becoming reality.

Reynie glanced at the Whisperer. Then his glance hardened into a focused gaze. He couldn’t tear his eyes away. Didn’t the Whisperer look inviting? Comforting? It almost seemed to be speaking to him—whispering to him all the way over here. Was it whispering to him? Whispering the unthinkable thing…?

Don’t struggle for nothing, Reynard. You can still join Mr. Curtain, be important, be a part of something.

But… but Mr. Benedict, Reynie thought. He… he needs me to…

Mr. Benedict! Is he the one who tricked you into joining him, who encouraged you to cheat on quizzes, who offered you ‘special opportunities’? Or was that Mr. Curtain, who said cheating doesn’t bother him, who rounded up poor unfortunates only to give them a better life, who has offered you a chance to be an Executive? How different are the two men? Not very, Reynard. The only difference is that one can offer you only suffering now, while the other offers you a way to belong—a way to relieve the loneliness.

Shaken, Reynie thought, But… Miss… Miss Perumal.

You can help her! You can warn her, tell her to keep quiet about the voices in her head. You’ll have Mr. Curtain’s ear—you can vouch for Miss Perumal. You can protect her!

Reynie clasped his hands to his head. But would she want me to do that? At such a cost? No, she wouldn’t. And yet… and yet… it’s impossible! There’s no way out!

Mr. Curtain had finished his juice and was watching Reynard watch the Whisperer. “You’ve missed it, I see,” purred Mr. Curtain. “Well, miss it no longer. Take your seat, Reynard. Take your rightful place.”

Reynie’s mind was so foggy. Had Mr. Curtain said “your rightful place”? Or was that his own mind? And who had been talking to him before that? Wasn’t it the Whisperer? No, he realized. Unfortunately not. It wasn’t the Whisperer at all. It was Reynie himself.

“Reynard!” Mr. Curtain prompted.

Reynie made his way toward the Whisperer. The session would go quickly—a few minutes, Mr. Curtain had said—and then it would be over. And then… he swallowed hard. What would happen to Constance? Would something dreadful happen to her when Mr. Curtain boosted the power? And what would become of the others?

He looked back at Sticky, slumped on a cushion in a posture of weary defeat. Despite his terror, in the face of the Whisperer’s irresistible power, Sticky had resisted with all his might. He would never have done that if not for Reynie’s urging, and now it had put him into disfavor with Mr. Curtain. Was Reynie really going to help Mr. Curtain? It would be a betrayal of their friendship! And Kate—to think of what they’d been through together, and the risks she’d taken.…

“Ledroptha Curtain!”

The cuffs clasped Reynie’s wrists. The helmet lowered. Reynie closed his eyes, only to see the faces of his friends. He remembered the final question of Mr. Benedict’s first test: Are you brave? Now, at least, Reynie knew the answer. He wasn’t brave. He had only hoped he was.

Good, said the Whisperer. What is your name?

“Just get it over with quickly,” Reynie told himself.

Welcome, Reynard Muldoon.

“Welcome,” Reynie repeated. Yes. Welcome was such a—such a welcoming word. It made you feel a part of something. It made you feel… not alone. No, he was not alone at all. And yet…

Reynard Muldoon, what do you fear most?

In his mind’s eye Reynie still saw the faces of his friends. Sticky, Kate, Constance—all watching him with concern. They’d been through so much together! Was he really going to betray them?

“You could never be more alone than if you betrayed your friends,” Reynie said to himself.

Instantly the Whisperer’s voice said, Don’t worry. You will never betray your friends. You are brave enough.

Reynie was so startled he almost laughed aloud. The Whisperer was too perceptive for its own good! At the most important moment of all, it had given him just the encouragement he needed—the encouragement to help him fight it!

Let us begin, said the Whisperer.

Reynie was flooded with a terrific sense of well-being. Real well-being—not an illusion at all. He would not betray his friends. He knew that now. He had confronted his worst fear, and now it was gone. No need for the Whisperer to deny it—there was nothing left to deny!

Let us begin, the Whisperer repeated.

Reynie braced himself. Let the worst come. He would be brave enough to resist, and he would not be alone.

Let us begin, the Whisperer repeated, more insistently.

Not just yet, Reynie thought.

Let us begin.

First let me polish my spectacles, Reynie thought.

Let us begin.

Not without my bucket, Reynie insisted.

He heard Mr. Curtain muttering behind him.

Let us begin, let us begin, let us begin.

Rules and schools are tools for fools, Reynie thought.

And then, as if he had conjured her, Reynie heard Constance’s shrill voice. It was perhaps the first time he had ever been glad to hear it.

“Help! Open up! Let me in!”

“Pah!” sputtered Mr. Curtain. “What is wrong with this infernal machine? And now another interruption! Where is that voice coming from?”

“From the window,” said Sticky, who looked every bit as surprised as Mr. Curtain.

“The window?” Mr. Curtain said, thrusting the red helmet from his head and looking toward the window. Nothing was visible beyond it except blue sky. He grunted and lowered the helmet again. “Never mind. We’ll just ignore it. I am going to finish this session if it’s the last thing—”

“Open up! Open up! Open up!” shrieked Constance.

“That’s going to be difficult to ignore, sir,” Reynie said as Constance continued to shriek.

“This is outrageous! How am I to concentrate if…?” Mr. Curtain’s face twisted with frustration. “Very well, I’ll have to address this. The window latch is too high for me to reach from my chair, however. George—” He glanced suspiciously at Sticky, then shook his head. “No, George, you stay where you are. Reynard, go and see what the trouble is.”

The cuffs unclasped his wrists, the helmet went up.

Reynie needed no prodding. In an instant he was across the room and scrabbling at the window catch. He flung open the panes and looked down. Just beneath the window, the miniature figure of Constance Contraire clung desperately to the flagpole—Reynie’s first impression was of a koala bear hugging the trunk of a fallen eucalyptus tree—her entire body trembling with effort, her eyes rolling with fright. She had good reason: The least slip would send her plummeting to rocky ground.

Nor, apparently, was the ground a safer place to have remained, for there Kate was engaged in a furious struggle. Reynie’s heart swelled with pride and hope. It might be bad, but it wasn’t over. The girls weren’t captured yet.

“Well?” Mr. Curtain demanded from across the room. “What is it?”

Sticky was watching with a hint of new hopefulness.

Reynie kept his face turned away; he must not reveal his smile to Mr. Curtain. “It’s those children S.Q. mentioned, sir. One appears to have been apprehended. The other is stuck on the flagpole outside the window.”

Mr. Curtain seemed unsure whether to laugh or snarl. “Go ahead and haul him inside, then. This will be our last interruption.”

“It’s a girl, sir,” Reynie corrected. “Sticky, can you help me?”

Sticky, having recovered a bit of strength, came over to hold Reynie’s legs as he reached out and lifted the frightened girl through the window.

“Well, well, well, Constance Contraire,” said Mr. Curtain with apparent satisfaction. “Just as I suspected. I knew all along you weren’t to be trusted. In fact, I would have taken care of you long ago had it not been for—”

He gave a sudden start, whipping off his glasses to reveal bright green, horribly bloodshot eyes—eyes quite flaming with angry realization.

“Had it not been,” he repeated, turning those eyes now on Reynie, “for you.”

Mr. Curtain threw his silver glasses to the floor, as if without them he would have seen the truth much sooner. And then, to the children’s great confusion and horror, the fearsome man unstrapped himself, rose from the wheelchair to stand at his full alarming height, and strode across the room to seize them.

Kate Wetherall, meanwhile, was fighting for her life. Martina Crowe had been hoping for just this sort of occasion, an opportunity to exact revenge for past humiliations. And now Jackson and Jillson, never the most delicate creatures to begin with, were equally determined to knock Kate about, having been embarrassed—not to mention bruised—by her bucket. Kate might be clever and quick as a fox, but she was a weary fox now, and one among hounds.

Still, she had managed to inflict some unpleasantness: In addition to the knot on Jackson’s head, his pointy nose was swollen and red where she’d pinched it to encourage her release. Jillson’s ear was ringing painfully—the result of a well-placed elbow. And Martina had been rebuffed by an excruciating shin-scrape. The Executives circled her more warily now, looking for the right moment to renew their attack.

Kate crouched, watching them carefully, her lasso at the ready. (For once Constance had followed Kate’s advice—had untied herself so that the Executives couldn’t yank her down—and the rope was now free.) The others circled and circled, eyeing the lasso, looking for a weakness. But it was Kate who saw one first: Martina had taken an awkward step, was slightly off balance. Kate feinted to the side—moving as if to flee—and when Martina lunged to stop her, Kate snared her ankle with the lasso and jerked her off her feet. Martina landed in the dust with an angry growl.

It was an excellent throw, but it was also the beginning of the end. Before Kate could let go of her rope, Martina grabbed it and heaved. Kate was pulled off balance, and Jackson chose that exact moment to give her a shove—and no gentle shove, at that. It was as if she’d been struck by a ram. Kate went reeling, trying to catch herself.

But it was Jillson who caught her.

The next few minutes were wretched ones indeed. Kate’s ears were boxed, her hair pulled, her cheeks pummeled with Jillson’s boltlike knuckles. And though she writhed and twisted, swung her fists, and kicked her feet, she could do nothing to stop them. Kate had told herself she could handle the Executives, but she’d been fooling herself—just as she had fooled herself for so long. She couldn’t do everything by herself. She realized that now.

Kate stopped struggling. Why struggle? She was of no use now to her friends, herself, or anyone. She was completely overcome, helpless and alone. The bitter irony wasn’t lost on Kate: The moment she finally admitted to herself she needed help, there was no help to be found.

As if reading her thoughts, Martina hissed, “Now you realize how outclassed you are, don’t you, Wetherall? I don’t blame you for giving up.”

“Don’t kid yourself, Martina,” Kate mumbled through bloody lips. “I’m just taking a nap while you yammer on.”

This infuriated Martina, and as Jackson and Jillson redoubled their grips on Kate’s limbs, the raven-haired girl prepared to unleash her most vicious attack yet. Stepping back to get a running start, she cried, “I’ll kick you until you cry for mercy, Wetherall! I’ll make you suffer until you beg me to stop! I’ll beat you until you admit I’m the best! I’ll—”

“You’ll do no such thing,” said an unfamiliar voice, followed by three successive swit, swit, swits, upon which Martina’s eyes crossed, Jackson and Jillson sighed, and all three collapsed upon the ground unconscious, dart feathers blooming from their shoulders as if by magic.

Where Martina Crowe had been, Milligan now stood with his tranquilizer gun. Covered from head to toe in slimy black mud, his left arm in a sling fashioned from an Executive’s blood-stained tunic, Milligan—wonder of wonders!—was grinning at Kate with joyous eyes. That was why his voice had seemed unfamiliar—it was too cheerful. She hadn’t recognized it at all.

And yet. Staring at him all the while, Kate rose unsteadily to her feet. And yet… something about those eyes. There was something familiar about him, after all. Something…

“Sorry it took me so long, Katie-Cat,” said her father.
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“You,” Mr. Curtain repeated, looming over the children and glowering in particular at Reynie. “You betrayed me! After all I did for you—welcomed you to my Institute, soothed your fears with my Whisperer, offered you a role in my Improvement—after all this, you chose to defy me?”

“I don’t suppose you’d accept an apology,” Sticky offered. (A cheeky response for him, especially since he was too petrified by the sight of Mr. Curtain’s towering figure even to reach for his spectacles, though every bone in his body wanted to give them a terrific polishing.)

Mr. Curtain laughed a terrifying, screech-owl laugh, and said, “Oh, no, I’m afraid not, George. But I thank you for reminding me how pathetic children are. Quick to follow, quicker still to flee. Yes, quite pitiful, and annoying as gnats, but certainly not a threat. To think you hoped… what did you hope for, anyway? To defeat me? But you’re only children!”

Mr. Curtain erupted into laughter again, a long fit of convulsive screeching. Calming himself with some effort, he said, “Well, no matter. I needn’t dirty my hands clutching your grubby little collars. I’ll summon my Executives to bear you off.”

Mr. Curtain turned to walk back to his chair. He paused, however, at the sight of Reynie Muldoon’s penetrating stare. The boy’s eyes shifted rapidly back and forth, as if calculating something with great concentration. Before Mr. Curtain could ask what the devil he was doing, Reynie said aloud, as if to himself, “Okay, so it isn’t laughter.”

“What are you blathering about, Reynard?” Mr. Curtain demanded.

Reynie hardly seemed to hear him. “With Mr. Benedict, it’s usually laughter that does it. But if it’s not laughter with you, then what? It must be something, otherwise you wouldn’t strap yourself so carefully in. You’re so afraid of losing control—but how, exactly?”

Mr. Curtain’s eyebrows shot up. His entire head quivered like a struck bell. “I have no idea—what the devil are you—snakes and—I haven’t time for your childish—,” he sputtered.

“Yes, you’re definitely afraid of something,” Reynie said more forcefully, his eyes lighting up. “The chair, the straps, the reflective glasses—they’re all there to keep your secret safe from the children. But why are you so afraid of children? Maybe that’s why you keep saying we’re so harmless. You’re trying to convince yourself. In fact you’re scared to death of us! You’re like a tiger afraid of mice! Why else would you stand there shaking in your boots?”

“It’s not from fear, you insignificant speck of dust!” roared Mr. Curtain, his face livid with rage. “How dare you! I’ll crush you all like the gnats you are!” And with that, he sprang forward… only to drop in a green-plaid heap at the children’s feet, where he promptly began to snore.

Reynie’s breath escaped in a whoosh of relief. Then he nodded. “Laughter usually puts Mr. Benedict to sleep. With Mr. Curtain, it’s anger. Quick, Sticky, let’s tie him up with our sashes.”

Sticky released Constance’s hand, which in his fright he had unconsciously seized, and loosened his sash. “So that’s the reason for the chair and the glasses. When he gets really mad, he goes to sleep, but he doesn’t want anyone to know!”

“All those times he seemed so furious and then suddenly got quiet,” Reynie said, knotting his sash around Mr. Curtain’s ankles, “I always thought he was getting ready to kill me, but really he was just asleep!”

“Um, fellows?” said Constance. “He’s awake.”

The boys jumped back. Sure enough, Mr. Curtain’s eyes were open and looking wildly about. When they fell upon Reynie’s face, they narrowed with hatred. “Oh, that’s right,” he said, yawning. “I was on my way over to kill you. But what’s this? Sashes? Surely you don’t think mere ribbons could restrain me?”

Reynie’s face fell. “I sort of hoped they would.”

“Then you are even more foolish than I perceived you to be,” said Mr. Curtain, and spreading his arms and legs with one powerful thrust, he ripped the sashes in two.

“If we’re so foolish,” Constance shouted before he could rise, “then what does that say about you? You made the boys Messengers even though they always intended to betray you, and we’ve tricked you again and again. We even know about your narcolepsy, though you tried so hard to hide it. If we’re foolish, then you’re the greatest fool of all, since we’re obviously much smarter than you!”

For a moment Mr. Curtain trembled violently, unable even to form words in his fury. Then his eyes closed and he sank back upon the floor.

“That was fun,” Constance said.

“That was close,” Sticky said. “But now what? There’s nothing else to tie him up with.”

“How about this rope?” cried a familiar voice, and to their surprise Kate Wetherall suddenly leaped in through the open window.

She was a welcome sight, but a terrible one. Her cheeks were scratched and bleeding, her lips were swollen, her clothes were torn, her hair stuck out in all directions, and on top of this she was streaked with mud. Yet she seemed cheerful as ever they’d seen her, her bruised, black eyes shining with happiness and her bloody lips spread in a terrific grin. As she knelt to bind Mr. Curtain’s hands and feet, Kate eagerly told them what had happened.

“Your father!” Sticky cried. “I can’t believe it! So that’s why Milligan disappeared all those years ago—he was captured on a mission!”

“But why has he disappeared now?” Constance demanded. “Shouldn’t he be here?”

“He said he was going for help. I didn’t take time to ask for details—I thought you’d need me.”

Reynie nudged the slumbering Mr. Curtain with his toe. “It’s good you came when you did. Otherwise he’d have throttled us when he woke up.”

“So now what?” Constance asked.

Reynie was already moving toward the Whisperer. “I’ve been thinking about what Mr. Curtain said. That the Whisperer is a sensitive—how did he say it, exactly, Sticky?”

“A sensitive, delicately balanced machine that requires his strict mental guidance for its proper function.”

“Exactly, and we also know that its computers are modeled on Mr. Curtain’s brain. Well, if it’s so sensitive and delicate, and if it’s like a brain, we ought to be able to confuse it. Maybe we can trick it into shutting itself down!”

“That’s your plan?” Constance asked doubtfully.

“Any machine can be turned off,” Reynie said, “if only you know how. So let’s figure out how.” He pulled Mr. Curtain’s red helmet down onto his head. Instantly he heard the Whisperer asking his name.

“Ledroptha Curtain!” he barked, just as he had heard Mr. Curtain do.

You are not Ledroptha Curtain, came the reply.

Reynie took a deep breath. He had to trick the Whisperer, had to think just as Mr. Curtain would. Concentrating with all his might, he tried to imagine what a genius he was, and how pleasant life would be once he was known as MASTER Curtain, and what a nuisance children were.

“I am Ledroptha Curtain!” he declared again.

There was a pause. Could the Whisperer be hesitating? Was it uncertain? I must control it, Reynie thought, which definitely reminded him of Mr. Curtain. Focusing on these words, he redoubled his concentration. Control it, he thought. Control it, control it, control it. The pause stretched out. In his mind he thought he could hear a clicking sound, like the tumblers of a lock. This really might work!

Then the Whisperer said, No, you are not Ledroptha Curtain.

An awful chuckle sounded from across the room. Reynie ducked out of the red helmet. Mr. Curtain had opened his eyes. His face showed evident mirth. “Surely you didn’t think you could fool my Whisperer. How typically juvenile. I’m afraid my Whisperer is foolproof, Reynard. Or perhaps I should say childproof—they amount to the same thing.”

At that moment S.Q. Pedalian’s voice came over the intercom. “Mr. Curtain? I hope this qualifies as an actual emergency, sir. I don’t want to disturb you. But I just received a report that some Executives have been knocked out with tranquilizer darts, and Kate Wetherall was seen climbing through your window. There’s a ladder by the brook, but it’s too short. Shall we send for a taller one and follow her in?”

Mr. Curtain smugly lifted an eyebrow. “Reynard, be a good lad and tell S.Q. you wish to surrender. This will be the most efficient course. You are soon to be captured, regardless.”

“We’re not done yet,” Reynie said determinedly, climbing into the Whisperer’s seat.

S.Q.’s voice came over the intercom again. “Mr. Curtain, sir? Since you haven’t responded, we’re sending for the tallest ladder we can find. We’ll come to your aid at once!”

“Poor Reynard,” Mr. Curtain said. “The Whisperer won’t activate the blue helmet unless I am wearing the red one. So you see, your idea may have been good—for a child—but ultimately fruitless.”

“He’s trying to trick us!” Kate warned. “He wants us to put him into the Whisperer!”

Reynie had sat beneath the blue helmet, just in case it might work. But about this, at least, Mr. Curtain had told the truth—the helmet wouldn’t come down. He stood and poked his head up into it. Nothing happened.

“This is really very amusing,” Mr. Curtain said.

Reynie turned to his friends. “I have to try it.”

“Splendid!” Mr. Curtain cried.

Sticky grabbed Reynie’s arm. “If you’re sitting in the Whisperer, he can brainsweep you. That’s how he does it. You won’t stand a chance!”

“Maybe not,” Reynie said somberly, “but if we don’t stop him now, he’ll never be stopped. I’ll do my best to resist. If he brainsweeps me, one of you has to take my place. He’s already tired—maybe we can wear him out.”

“How very touching,” Mr. Curtain said. “Willing to be brainswept are you, Reynard? I applaud your sacrifice. That is, I would if my hands were not so crudely bound.”

The others looked uncertainly at Reynie, who smiled as bravely as he could and said, “What choice do we have?”

Sticky and Kate agreed. It was the only thing to do.

With the three of them working quickly together—Constance had retreated into the corner looking more frightened, stubborn, and miserable than ever—they lifted Mr. Curtain (who only smiled, offering no resistance), strapped him into his wheelchair, and rolled him into position beneath the red helmet. Then shaking hands and wishing each other luck, they fitted the helmet over his head.

“Ledroptha Curtain!” he roared in delight.

Reynie’s vision seemed to flicker. Did he have something in his eyes? He blinked and looked again.

Mr. Curtain was smiling triumphantly at him. “Obviously, Reynard, you were unaware of the extent of my improvements. You needn’t be seated in my lovely Whisperer to experience its most powerful effect. In this room you are all quite within range.”

In horror Reynie’s mind flashed back to an entry from Mr. Curtain’s journal, the one that began, “As of this morning, the messages are transmitting directly. To my great satisfaction, the Whisperer is now capable of…” They hadn’t seen the last part, but now—too late—Reynie realized how it must have ended. If Mr. Curtain could broadcast messages directly into people’s minds, he could brainsweep them in the same way! He had only to focus on them!

Again Reynie’s vision seemed to flicker, this time for a little longer. Everything simply disappeared, as if the lights had gone out. It came again—a wave of complete blankness. Mr. Curtain was doing it to the others, too: Sticky stood blinking and clutching his head, utterly stunned, and Kate was turning round and round, as if seeking her invisible attacker.

“What… what’s happening?” she cried. “What do we do?”

“He’s trying to brainsweep you!” Reynie shouted. “Fight it! Think of everything you love and hold on to it!”

You have to fight, Reynie commanded himself. Think of Miss Perumal. And your favorite books. And Mr. Benedict. And your friends… You have to… hold on.…

“As you can see,” Mr. Curtain was saying, “my machine is capable of much more than whispering. It is capable of shouting! And I’m afraid the final effect is—how to put it? Quite deafening.”

It was like shouting, Reynie thought, an overwhelming shouted silence, above which you could hear nothing else. Nothing else.… His eyelids were drooping now. Reynie pinched himself, but he hardly seemed to feel it. He slipped to his knees. It was impossible to fight. Impossible to resist. What could they do? Reynie couldn’t think straight at all. There was nothing they could do… nothing they could do… nothing they could… nothing they… nothing they… nothing… nothing…

“What’s this?” Mr. Curtain exclaimed. He cackled with pleasure. “Well, well, well!”

Reynie forced his eyes open. Mr. Curtain was beaming as if he’d been given a marvelous, unexpected present. Sticky had dropped to his hands and knees. Kate was leaning against a wall, trying to hold herself up. And Constance… Where was Constance?

The sound of metal cuffs snapping into place drew Reynie’s gaze back to the Whisperer, in which—was it possible?—Constance had just taken a seat.

Now Sticky and Kate were staring, too, their mouths hanging open.

Constance Contraire?

Already the blue helmet had lowered onto the tiny girl’s head. Her eyes were squeezed shut, her mouth set tight and grim. She looked as cranky and unhappy as they had ever seen her. “Reynie Muldoon!” she shouted, and Mr. Curtain’s delighted grin shifted into a frown.

The waves of blankness began to subside.

“Why…,” Kate said, shaking her head to clear it. “Why did she yell your name?”

“The Whisperer asks for your name,” Reynie said. “Constance is resisting it.”

“Sticky Washington!” Constance shouted, and Mr. Curtain quivered with irritation.

“That’s the first time she ever used my nickname,” Sticky said. He sat up on his knees. “But why has the brainsweeping stopped?”

“Mr. Curtain must be focusing all the power on her,” Reynie said in a wondering tone.

“But why would he need to do that?”

Reynie leaped to his feet, having realized the answer.

“The Great Kate Weather Machine!” Constance shouted, and behind her Mr. Curtain said, “Bah!”

“Because she’s resisting!” Reynie cried. “And no one can resist like Constance!”

For a moment Constance and Mr. Curtain both trembled violently, as if caught in an earthquake. Perspiration poured down the face of man and girl alike. And then, in a voice so loud it hurt everyone’s ears, Constance exclaimed: “I… don’t… CARE!”

This was followed by a crazed string of negatives: “No! I won’t! I will not! You can’t make me! Uh-uh! Never! No!”

Mr. Curtain hissed. “Bend, you obstinate child!”

“NEVER!” Constance shrieked. And indeed it seemed she never would. Mr. Curtain’s face had gone quite purple, and drops of perspiration fell from the tip of his lumpy nose like water from a leaky faucet. It was a fierce battle. The children’s admiration soared. This was Constance’s great gift—the gift of stubborn independence—and she was bringing it to bear with all her might.

For all her valiant resistance, though, the child was, after all, only a child. As the minutes passed, Constance’s voice grew more cracked and strained, her cheeks redder and redder, her strength closer to failing. She could not hold out forever. Indeed, she seemed ready at any moment to fly apart like a broken doll.

“Can’t we do something?” Sticky cried. “It’s killing her!”

Yet what could they do but stare helplessly at the poor girl? If they could remove her somehow, one of the others could take her place. But Constance was shackled into place. The children watched in growing despair as the brave child grew weaker and weaker, her voice softer and softer, until at last her cries of defiance were scarcely more than mumbles.

And now Mr. Curtain’s voice came to them. It, too, was weak, as if the struggle had taken as great a toll on the man as it had on the child. But it was smug, nonetheless: “As I told you, and as you now see for yourselves, children, my creation is foolproof.” He smacked his lips and forced a feeble smile. “A few moments more and I believe you can say goodbye to little Miss Con—”

A loud booming sound interrupted him. The children jumped. Had the Executives come to break down the door? But no, the booming sound didn’t come from the door. It came from behind the wall, and was quickly followed by a muffled voice: “Katie! Are you in there, child?”

“Snakes and dogs!” growled Mr. Curtain. “Who is that? And how did he get back there?”

“Milligan!” Kate shouted as they all put their ears to the wall. “Where are you?”

“In a passage behind a hidden door, but the door opens from the inside. Is there a lever or switch of some kind?”

“The wheelchair!” cried Reynie, dashing to Mr. Curtain’s chair to study its buttons. “I should have known you’d keep a secret exit. When it comes down to it, you’re not even half as brave as a child.”

Reynie was hoping his words would infuriate Mr. Curtain into sleep, but Mr. Curtain had prepared himself and was not so easily goaded. “You’re right. I give up,” he said slyly. “If you promise not to hurt me, I’ll tell you which button to push. It’s the middle one there on the right arm.”

“Sure it is,” said Reynie, who recognized the button. Pushing it would admit the Executives. He studied the other ones. “Let’s see, this one’s for the intercom—I saw you push that one, too—and these levers are obviously for the wheels and brakes, so that leaves… this one!” He held his finger above an inconspicuous silver button.

“You’re right,” Mr. Curtain said with a dramatic sigh. “That’s the one.”

Reynie grinned. “You want me to think you’re trying to trick me. But you can’t trick me that way, either.”

Mr. Curtain scowled, Reynie pressed the button, and an electronic keypad popped into view on the wall above Kate’s head.

“Well done, my miserable young spies,” said Mr. Curtain haughtily. “You’ve found the keypad. What a pity you don’t know the code.”

“Try 3507,” Reynie said.

Kate reached up to enter the code. “Oh, no! There aren’t any numbers! It’s all letters!”

Mr. Curtain smiled an oily, self-satisfied smile. “You must have got that number from one of my Executives. I admit I’m impressed. However, I’m afraid not even my Executives know the code to my secret exit.”

“Maybe we can guess it,” Sticky ventured.

Mr. Curtain shook his head as if he pitied them. “Do you not see the pointlessness of your efforts? Even if you managed to escape the island, you would have accomplished nothing. Moreover, you can be assured my Recruiters would come for you. You would be captured by nightfall, and by morning you would be calling me your master. You will be under my complete control!”

“Thank you!” Reynie burst out, his face brightening.

Mr. Curtain was startled. “Thank me?”

“You’ve given me an idea! Aren’t you always saying that control is the key?”

Mr. Curtain snorted with contempt, but from the look of fury in the man’s eyes, Reynie felt he’d struck the right note. “Kate, try the word ‘control.’”

Kate poked the keys deliberately, calling out the letters as she typed: “C-O-N-T-R-O-L.”

Nothing happened.

Over the intercom came S.Q.’s voice: “Mr. Curtain, sir! We’ve found a ladder and should have it outside your window in two minutes!”

Mr. Curtain chuckled. “Reynard, you pathetic fellow, did you honestly think you were smarter than I? Did you truly believe you could guess my code? ‘Control,’ indeed. Oh, bravo. Bravo, bravo. Three cheers for Reynard Muldoon!”

“I thought we’d try English first,” Reynie said thoughtfully. “But since you’re so proud of your home country, I think we’ll also try Dutch.”

Mr. Curtain’s jaw dropped. Then, trying to cover his consternation, he said, “As if you could possibly know—”

Reynie interrupted him. “Sticky, how do you spell ‘control’ in Dutch?”

“Same as in English,” Sticky replied. “Only with an E on the end.”

“Here’s hoping,” Kate said, reaching up to tap the E key.

“Snakes and dogs!” howled Mr. Curtain, before falling into a peaceful sleep.

As the hidden door slid open and Kate was swept up into Milligan’s good arm, Reynie and Sticky rushed over to help Constance. The cuffs and helmet had not retracted. Constance’s eyelids were fluttering, and still she murmured, so quietly it was difficult to hear her, “No… no… no…”

“We have to get her out!” Sticky said.

“Don’t worry, we will,” said a woman’s voice.

The boys turned to discover Rhonda Kazembe and Number Two standing right behind them. And then, before they could express their amazement, into the room strode Mr. Benedict himself.

“Mr. Benedict!” Reynie cried. “We were trying to confuse it—that is, Constance was, but—”

Mr. Benedict nodded. “You’ve done wondrously well. Wondrously well. Now how is dear Constance?”

“Awful,” said Sticky. “Just look at her.”

“Yes,” said Mr. Benedict, kneeling beside Constance, “this machine has come close to breaking her will. The brave child, she’s very nearly used it up all at once.”

“Very nearly?”

“Oh, she’ll quite recover.” In a much louder voice Mr. Benedict said, “Constance Contraire! You’ve done it, child! The Whisperer is deeply, profoundly confused—you can stop fighting now!”

The little girl stopped mumbling, smacked her lips, and opened her eyes. “What took you so long?”

“Do you see?” Mr. Benedict said with a fond smile, tousling her hair. “She’ll be fine. Constance, dear, please climb down from the chair now. We must hurry.”

“But she can’t climb down,” Reynie said, indicating the cuffs.

“What do you know about it?” Constance replied grumpily, sliding her tiny wrists free of the metal bands and slipping her head out of the helmet.

The boys gaped.

“You mean you could have gotten out any time you wanted?” Sticky asked.

“It would take some pretty small cuffs to hold me tight,” she replied.

Despite her bravado, however, Constance was so weak she toppled forward when she tried to stand. Mr. Benedict caught her, held her by the shoulders, and looked her squarely in the eyes. “I am so proud of you, Constance. You’ve been very brave indeed. Thank you for your great efforts.”

Constance beamed with pleasure.

There was no time for anything: not to express their shock at Constance’s having chosen to remain in the Whisperer despite the agonizing struggle, not to seek explanations for the arrival of Mr. Benedict and his agents, not even to tell Mr. Benedict what had happened. Fortunately, he and his agents seemed to know exactly what to do. Already Milligan had lifted the slumbering Mr. Curtain out of his chair and laid him—more gently than anyone thought he deserved—onto the floor. Already Rhonda was ushering the children toward the secret exit. And already Mr. Benedict (allowing himself only a moment to stare into the sleeping face of his brother, who had chosen such a dreadful path)—already he was taking Mr. Curtain’s place in the wheelchair and reaching for the red helmet.

“Mr. Benedict, there’s no time!” said Sticky. “They’ll come through that window any moment!”

“There’s time, Sticky, but not for everything. Thanks to you children, this machine is disoriented, and I must strike while the iron’s hot. Hurry now, all of you. Make your escape as quickly as you can.”

The others were dumbfounded, including Number Two, who had shadowed Mr. Benedict to the wheelchair and seemed at a loss what to do. “You mean you’re staying behind? But they’ll catch you! They’ll kill you!”

“Why else am I here if not to do this now?” he told her soothingly. “Milligan, please take my brother with you. We must separate him from his machine. If I fail to disable it, you must do everything in your power to keep him away from it.”

“You know I will,” Milligan said, shaking his hand. With his uninjured arm, he scooped up Mr. Curtain, still bound by Kate’s rope, and threw him over his shoulder.

“Now, don’t worry about me, children,” Mr. Benedict said. “Above all else, you must make your escape. Go at once! Milligan, allow no one to linger. Not even you, dear Number Two. Hurry now! Go!”
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Down, down the winding passage they went, through darkness and spider webs and dripping water, until at last they emerged into a cold wind, brilliant sunlight, and the sound of waves breaking on rocks. They were on the far side of the island, the side opposite the bridge. In the distance a flat-bottomed motorboat lay beached on a strip of sand scarcely wide enough to accommodate it. Together the little group scrambled through scrub brush and gravel down to the boat. Milligan dumped Mr. Curtain onto the sand, then began helping Rhonda and Number Two usher the children into the boat. Kate had just climbed over the gunwale, with Rhonda and Number Two scrambling in after her, when Sticky pointed and cried, “He’s getting away!”

Milligan whirled. Kate’s rope lay in a tangle on the sand, and Mr. Curtain was running with surprising swiftness back the way they’d come. Already he was almost to the secret passage. In an instant Milligan had pulled out his tranquilizer gun and fired—but it was too late; Mr. Curtain had gone too far. The dart whizzed behind him just as he disappeared into the secret passage.

It was a terrible misfortune, and for a moment Milligan seemed his old grim self. With a severe expression he turned back to the children. “No time to chase him. My duty is to see you to safety, and for that we must leave at once.” Laying a hand on Kate’s shoulder as he prepared to shove off, he murmured gently, “Remind me, though, to teach you a better knot.”

“What if Mr. Curtain stops Mr. Benedict before he can disable the Whisperer?” Sticky asked.

“We’ll go into hiding,” Rhonda said gravely. “Those are Mr. Benedict’s instructions.”

Milligan launched the boat and steered them out into the channel, where the children eyed the rocks that jutted up here and there on all sides.

“Um, Milligan, aren’t these waters supposed to be dangerous to navigate?” asked Reynie as the boat whizzed past a sharp rock, missing it by inches.

“Oh, yes, fearsome dangerous,” said Milligan with a smile. “Many a boat has capsized here. But I haven’t been secretly swimming in the channel every night for nothing. I know these rocks well. You’ve nothing to fear.”

The strange sight of Milligan’s smile eased their fears of drowning, but it also chafed Constance, who blurted, “How can you possibly smile knowing Mr. Benedict is back there? He’s sure to have been captured already, and now Mr. Curtain will see to it that he’s killed!”

“Don’t fret, child,” Milligan said, squinting against the spray as he steered their boat between two boulders. The mainland was rapidly approaching. “I intend to return for him the moment I’ve ferried you to safety. I would never abandon Mr. Benedict.”

“But you won’t stand a chance! You’re injured, and they’ll be ready for you! Mr. Curtain will—”

The distraught girl was interrupted by the boat’s rushing up onto sandy shore. Before she could continue, Rhonda Kazembe had carried her off to the waiting station wagon. The others quickly followed, and soon Number Two was cranking the ignition and pulling the car onto the road. Milligan sat near an open window with his tranquilizer gun at the ready. “Just drop me near the bridge guardhouse,” he directed Number Two, “then take the children away.”

“But Milligan,” asked Sticky, “how will you escape? For that matter, how did you ever escape in the first place? I remember that Waiting Room—there was no way out!”

“No way but down,” Milligan replied. “I eventually realized that where there’s mud, there’s water, so an underground stream must run somewhere below the room.”

“But… but how?”

“No great matter,” Milligan said. “I had only to hold my breath a few minutes to dig down through the mud into the stream, drag myself upstream, then dig through more mud and, oh, about a foot of clay. After that it was only a question of tearing out a few stones, prying apart a few boards, chiseling out some mortar, bending the bars of a metal grate enough to squeeze through (that’s how I broke my arm), then incapacitating the guards and using their keys to unlock my shackles. Really, it’s quite simple once you know the trick.”

The children blinked.

“More remarkable,” Milligan went on, in a voice so happy he almost sang, “more remarkable by far was what happened while I was doing it. Down there in the mud, holding my breath and digging away, I realized that the feeling I had—that I must get back to you children, that I must reach you no matter what the cost—was exactly the same feeling I’d had when I first awoke out of blackness years ago with the name ‘Milligan’ ringing in my mind. Thinking of this, I realized for the first time that it was a child’s voice that had been saying my name. And just as this realization struck me, so too did the cold waters of the underground stream, and into my mind flashed an image of a mill pond, a lovely place perfect for swimming. I could picture a girl swimming in that pond—so young it was hard to believe she could swim at all, much less splash and dive about like an otter—and in my mind’s eye I drew her near to me, heard her laughing, and, as I took her hand to lead her home, heard her ask me, ‘Daddy, may we come to the mill again?’ To which I replied, ‘Of course, Katie-Cat. Of course we’ll come to the mill again.’

“Mill again—Milligan. Do you see? It wasn’t my name at all. It was my last, unkept promise to my daughter. I had only to realize this, and all of my other memories came flooding back. The best moment of my life,” he finished, with an affectionate look at Kate beside him.

Kate was trying to fight back tears and failing miserably. The station wagon was approaching the island bridge now. She’d been so thrilled to get her father back. Was she really expected to give him up again to another dangerous mission? Not just dangerous—hopeless. No, she wouldn’t have it, and with a ferocity that surprised even her she declared, “You can’t go, Milligan! I won’t let you! How can you possibly leave me again?”

Milligan flinched as if he’d been stung, his own eyes suddenly brimming with tears. “Oh, Katie, it’s the last thing I want to do, but how can I possibly leave Mr. Benedict? Without him we’d never have been reunited!”

“Then I’m going with you!”

“No, no, that would never do!”

“It will have to do!” Kate retorted fiercely as Number Two stopped the car near the guardhouse.

“Hush, both of you!” cried Reynie, surprising everyone. He was pointing at the bridge, upon which now Mr. Curtain could be seen in his wheelchair racing toward them. An entire troop of Recruiters ran alongside him, shaking their cuffs, their shock-watches glinting in the sunlight. The rocketing wheelchair zigzagged recklessly, forcing the Recruiters to jump this way and that to avoid being knocked aside, and the two Recruiters in the guardhouse (who must have radioed the island the moment they spotted the station wagon) had come out to stare first at Mr. Curtain, then at the car, uncertain what was expected of them.

“Kate, I love you, but you must leave with the others!” Milligan commanded. He reached for the door handle. “Rhonda, see that she does. I’ll lure them off by heading back for the boat. Perhaps I can cut behind them. Number Two, drive like a fiend and never look back!”

“No!” Reynie shouted, just as forcefully, and Milligan checked himself with a start. “Stay put, Milligan! Number Two, don’t drive away. Just trust me. Please trust me. We have to wait and see!”

It was a tense moment. And a curious one, too—for every person in the car, adult and child alike, realized just then that they trusted this eleven-year-old boy quite without reservation. If Reynie Muldoon asked them to do something, if he promised them something, they would do what he asked and believe every word.

Number Two looked at Milligan, who looked back at her.

He nodded. She nodded. They waited.

At the near end of the bridge Mr. Curtain came to a sudden screeching stop in his wheelchair—so sudden that he almost flew out of it, despite the straps—pointed at the station wagon, and cried, “It’s a trick! Those are decoys! The others must still be on the island!”

The Recruiters were scratching their heads. “But, sir,” one of them protested mildly, “they look just like the ones we’re after!”

“Fool!” Mr. Curtain shouted in his most terrible voice. “Do you really believe they would escape the island only to come right back to the bridge? These people are meant to distract us. Back to the island at once! That’s an order!”

The Recruiters flinched and spun on their heels.

“You, too!” he snarled at the Recruiters in the guardhouse. “Forget the decoys! We need all hands on the island!”

The Recruiters saluted uncertainly and left their posts, hurrying to catch up with the others. For a moment Mr. Curtain watched them go. Then, quickly unstrapping himself, he rose from the chair and trotted toward the station wagon.

“What’s he doing?” Rhonda said.

Milligan lifted his tranquilizer gun and drew a bead on the man, now only a few yards away.

“Don’t shoot!” Reynie warned. “Don’t you see? It’s Mr. Benedict!”

Milligan lowered the gun, amazed. Mr. Benedict’s performance had been most convincing. In all their years together, he had never seen him look so angry or speak so unkindly.

“Thank you, Reynie, for saving me from that dart,” said Mr. Benedict with a wink and a clipped version of his dolphin laugh. He paused with his hand on the door handle, having noticed that Mr. Curtain wasn’t in the car. His eyebrows rose. “But if my brother escaped, then how did you know who I was? How could you be sure?”

“To be honest,” Reynie replied, “I knew it the moment I saw how badly you drove that wheelchair!”

“Hmm, yes. It’s one thing to snarl and bark orders, quite another to steer that wicked contraption. However, I do think I would have got the hang of it with just a bit of practice.”

“We’re very glad you’re safe, sir,” said Number Two from behind the steering wheel. “But may we please leave now and save the congratulations for later?” She was nervously eyeing the troop of Recruiters, who had realized their leader was not among them. One by one they were turning to gawk and point at the station wagon. Some had started back across the bridge.

“By all means, Number Two,” said Mr. Benedict, climbing into the car. “Let us fly!”
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Every night the moon made its slow passage over Stone-town, and every night Reynie Muldoon gazed up through the window of the drafty old house, remembering the moonlit meetings of the Mysterious Benedict Society. There was much to remember about that time, and much to tell, but the moon in its nightly travels would dwindle, disappear, and fatten again before their stories were entirely told. There was too much to do, too little time for storytelling.

Mr. Curtain had escaped the island, along with several Recruiters and a few of his most trusted Executives. So reported the government officials Mr. Benedict had persuaded to raid the Institute. These officials had never believed him before, but their former skepticism had crumbled under the weight of new developments. For one thing, Milligan’s memory had returned, and with it a number of top-secret government passwords. For another, Kate, unbeknownst to anyone, had swiped a pamphlet from Mr. Curtain’s press room, not to mention Mr. Curtain’s journal, which she’d nabbed on her way out of the Whispering Gallery. But most important of all, the Whisperer was no longer broadcasting Mr. Curtain’s messages. Their mind-muddying effects were daily diminishing, the Emergency was fading, and minds long closed to truth were opening again, like flowers craving sunlight.

These days a steady stream of agents and officers flowed through Mr. Benedict’s doors, gathering details and scribbling furiously in notebooks (and often getting lost in his maze). They wanted to catch Mr. Curtain, though for this Mr. Benedict held out little hope. Mr. Curtain, he said, was too smart to be outfoxed by adults. Only children could have accomplished it.

Still, there remained the important problem of all those who had been robbed of memories: the “recruited” children; the secret agents who’d been retrained as Helpers; Mr. Bloomburg, of course; and a good many of the Executives, who not so long ago had been hapless orphans in search of purpose and a home. It would be Milligan’s task to lead the search for all the unfortunates who had ever set foot upon Nomansan Island; it would be Mr. Benedict’s to restore their memories. Already Mr. Benedict was hard at work modifying his twin’s invention with the aim of reversing its brainsweeping function—instead of covering up old memories, it would coax them into the open again—and when pressed, Mr. Benedict admitted he thought it rather likely he would succeed. To those who knew him, this meant there was no doubt he would.

Mr. Benedict firmly insisted, however, that modesty had nothing to do with his opinion that the children had been the real heroes in this adventure. It was they, he argued, who took the risks to discover Mr. Curtain’s dark secrets; they who overcame Mr. Curtain in the Whispering Gallery; they who primed the Whisperer for shutdown; and they who figured out how to unlock the secret exit—something that could only have been done from the inside.

“How did you even know about that secret exit, Mr. Benedict?” Kate asked one night, some weeks after their return. Though everyone in the house had been talking nonstop, it had mostly been to government agents, not to one another, and their own curiosities had yet to be satisfied. This night happened to be the first that they all sat down together with no one to interrupt them. Everyone in the dining room cradled a mug of steaming hot chocolate, for autumn had now given way to winter, and everyone—even Constance Contraire—wore an expression of profound relief to find themselves alone together at last.

“Again I must defer the credit,” said Mr. Benedict. “It was Milligan who found it.”

Everyone looked to Milligan, who was seated at the table beside Kate.

“I just felt sure Mr. Curtain would have built a secret escape route for himself,” Milligan explained. “So after I joined you on the island, I searched every night under cover of darkness. Even then I was lucky—I only found the entrance the night before I was captured.”

“It’s always about entrances and exits with you, isn’t it, Milligan?” Kate teased.

Milligan laughed—it was a hearty, booming laugh—and everyone at the table jumped. They were still getting used to his laughter. After all these years of acting like the saddest man alive, Milligan now acted as if he were the happiest man alive—and perhaps he was. Having so long ago exited his life as a father, he had now, at long last, entered it again.

Milligan reached over and plucked Kate’s chin, which for the first time in weeks was not greasy with ointment. (Her cuts and bruises were long since healed, having been constantly overattended to, not only by Milligan but by everyone else in the house as well.) Kate beamed, swatting playfully at his hand. The next moment she realized the marshmallow was missing from her hot chocolate. She looked up to see him pop it into his mouth.

“You thief!” she said, giggling.

Milligan gave her a wink and a fresh marshmallow.

At the other end of the table, meanwhile, Reynie was preoccupied with a curious question: What should he call the person beside him? He was seated next to Miss Perumal, of course. They’d been reunited at last—with much hugging and great quantities of tears—and she sat by him now with one hand resting on his shoulder. But would he continue to call her Miss Perumal? What would he call her? This is a pressing question for all children who find themselves with a new parent, and so it was for Reynie, whose absence had impressed upon Miss Perumal how dear to her he was: At their reunion, she had lost no time asking what he might think of her adopting him.

At first Reynie had been unable to answer her, only threw himself into her arms and hid his face.

“Oh dear,” Miss Perumal had said, bursting into a fresh bout of tears. “Oh dear, I hope this means yes.”

It had, of course, meant yes, and the two of them sat now with the odd sense—very much like that experienced by Milligan and Kate—of having been family for ages, yet somehow having only just met. An odd sense, but extremely pleasant.

“Mom” didn’t feel quite right, Reynie decided. Why not use the Tamil word? He’d heard her refer to her own mother as “Amma,” but whether this meant “mom” or “mother,” he wasn’t sure. Reynie felt a flutter of happy anticipation. He would ask Sticky.

At that moment, Sticky happened to be the only unhappy person in the entire group. He was trying valiantly not to show it, though. Instead he pressed Mr. Benedict with another question: “But how did you finally disable the Whisperer?”

“I only finished what you children had already begun,” replied Mr. Benedict. “I persuaded the Whisperer that I was Curtain, then gave it orders that more or less baffled it out of operation. But had Constance not already thoroughly discombobulated it, and had I not possessed a brain so very much like my twin’s, we might never have succeeded.”

“Three cheers for Mr. Benedict’s brain!” cried Kate. Everyone laughed and cheered.

“And three cheers for Constance,” said Mr. Benedict, then grew thoughtful as the others cheered and Constance blushed. “That reminds me. Constance, my dear, would you please step into the kitchen and retrieve the small box on the table there?”

Constance nodded and went into the kitchen.

“I can’t believe it,” Sticky said. “She went without even grumbling. It’s almost like she’s growing up.”

“That is precisely to the point, Sticky,” said Mr. Benedict, with a nod to Rhonda Kazembe, who went to a cabinet and produced an enormous birthday cake that had been hidden inside.

“Thank goodness,” said Number Two. “I’m starved.”

Constance returned to find the others beaming at her and pointing to the cake. She blushed yet again. “But my birthday isn’t until next month!”

“Who knows what the next month brings?” asked Mr. Benedict. “I say let us eat cake now!”

Constance shook her head bemusedly, though clearly she was delighted, and as she clambered back into her chair she handed him the little box he’d sent for.

“It was the three cheers that reminded me,” said Mr. Benedict, opening the box and shaking out three birthday candles. “I’d forgotten to put the candles on the cake.”

“Three birthday candles?” Reynie said. “Three birthday candles? Constance is only two years old?”

“Two years and eleven months,” the girl said defensively.

The children gaped.

“But… but…,” Sticky began, then closed his mouth and shook his head.

“Why, that explains everything!” Kate said, with a feeling of great relief, as if a nagging question had finally been answered, though she’d never realized she’d had the question in the first place.

Reynie laughed with delight. “So that was what Mr. Benedict meant when he said you were more gifted than anyone realized. I thought he was just referring to your incredible stubbornness!”

“Who’s stubborn?” Constance said, frowning.

“A toddler,” Sticky murmured to himself. “No wonder she was always so sleepy, so cranky, so stubborn. She’s two!”

“I am not stubborn,” insisted Constance, who had overheard. Then she corrected him: “And I’m almost three.”

The next day, although the house once again teemed with agents and rattled with the noise of a thousand phone calls, Mr. Benedict found it necessary to abandon the projects for a time and attend to important matters of a more personal nature. He tracked Sticky down in an upstairs hallway, where Number Two was rubbing Sticky’s bald head and nodding.

“Yes, I concur,” she said matter-of-factly. “Your hair is definitely coming back.”

“Finally,” Sticky said.

Number Two noticed Mr. Benedict and frowned. “What on earth are you doing out of your chair? Why didn’t you call for one of us?”

“I apologize, Number Two. I was distracted by an urgent matter and will return at once. Sticky, will you please accompany me? I have something to discuss with you.”

“Make sure he sits down, Sticky,” Number Two called after them.

Together they went into Mr. Benedict’s office, where Mr. Benedict obediently sat at his desk and said, “Sticky, I won’t beat around the bush. Your parents are here.”

“My—my parents? Here?” Sticky said, glancing around as if expecting to see them hiding behind furniture. It was only a nervous response. He had no idea how he felt about the news.

“I’ll explain,” said Mr. Benedict. “Let us begin with what you already know. After you ran away your parents did, for a time, get caught up in the sudden downpour of riches. In fact they made so much money they were wealthier than most people, wealthier by far than they had ever been. Though they did look for you, their efforts grew halfhearted—”

“You’re right,” Sticky interjected miserably. “I know this part.”

“Not entirely, my friend. Their efforts were halfhearted, I say, but this, more than anything, was because they were afraid of you.”

“Afraid? Of me?”

“Indeed, they were afraid of their inability to give you a proper home. When you ran away, Sticky, your parents were bitterly ashamed. You were already so much smarter than they were, and they had already made such a terrible mess of things. If you wished to run away, then perhaps—or so they thought in their anguish—perhaps it was for the best. Perhaps you were better off without them.”

“Better off?” Sticky echoed, remembering that long-ago phrase of his father’s, the phrase he’d partly overheard. He’d thought his father meant they were better off without him.

“These were their thoughts at the time. You must also realize they were being influenced by Curtain’s hidden messages. ‘The missing aren’t missing, they’re only departed,’ remember? A most pernicious message indeed. And yet despite this, Sticky, your parents became perfectly morose. Despite their desperate hopes that the money would help them forget you, they soon understood no amount of riches could fill the hole you’d left in their lives. They realized they needed you, even if you didn’t need them. And so they’ve spent all their money looking for you, in fact have gone deeply into debt and are now quite poor.

“It may also interest you to know,” Mr. Benedict continued, “that your parents began their search before we disabled the Whisperer. So determined were they to bring you back, you see, their minds began to resist the broadcasts. Only a powerful love could have mounted such a resistance.”

Sticky was having trouble taking it all in. “And they found me? You didn’t call them?”

“They found you. I could have kept you hidden, perhaps. But once I was convinced of how earnestly they sought you, once I had grasped their true feelings, I allowed you to be found.”

“So you think I should go with them.”

“It’s what you think that matters, Sticky.”

“Well, but how do they seem to you?”

“Quite wretched, I should say, and sick with longing for their lost child. They made a terrible mistake and will always regret it. When I told them you were safe, your parents’ relief overwhelmed them. They wept and wept. Nor had they stopped weeping when I took my leave of them. I believe they’re still weeping, in fact—I saw Rhonda bringing fresh tissues.”

Sticky’s eyes brimmed with tears. “And they really said they needed me more than I needed them?”

“That appears to be their take on the matter. What is your own opinion?”

The tears spilled over and ran down Sticky’s cheeks. “May I see them?”

“You had only to ask, my friend,” declared Mr. Benedict, rising to shake Sticky’s hand. His eyes shone with emotion. “They’re waiting for you in the dining room.”

Sticky flew from Mr. Benedict’s study toward a reunion so joyous and tearful and, eventually, so full of happy laughter, that soon the dining room was crowded with all Sticky’s friends, and with Milligan and Rhonda and Number Two, and even a few unfamiliar officials drawn by the commotion. It was a splendid, uproarious, spontaneous celebration, with hugs and handshakes and kisses all around, and eventually Milligan produced the remains of last night’s birthday cake and Rhonda whipped up a frothy fruit punch. Even the officials, at first irritated by the delay in their investigations, got caught up in the frenzy, and before long they had shed their coats and ties, one of them had put on a record, and dancing broke out.

This had been going on for some time when Number Two suddenly looked about for Mr. Benedict. “Mercy!” she cried, and flew from the room. She found him exactly where Sticky had left him after their warm handshake; only instead of standing Mr. Benedict was sprawled facedown across his desk, papers scattered all about, snoring like a freight train with an expression of pure happiness on his face.

“Mr. Benedict is adopting Constance, eh?” Kate said to Reynie. “That’s good news. And a good fit, I’d say. He certainly enjoys her lame jokes.”

They had completed their snow fort and were building up a supply of snowballs for the coming attack. Across the courtyard Rhonda, Constance, and Sticky were engaged in the same activity. Peeking over the top of the fort to observe the other side’s progress, Reynie said, “Yes, everybody’s finding their family, it seems. You have Milligan. I’m to have a mother and a grandmother. Constance gets two sisters and a father—”

“Two sisters?”

“Oh, yes, it turns out Mr. Benedict adopted Number Two and Rhonda long ago. Though Rhonda believes it’s more apt to say they adopted him. In fact, I think that’s how Mr. Benedict put the question to Constance: ‘Would you be willing to adopt us as your family?’ Constance told him she’d have to consider it, but was inclined to accept.”

Kate snickered. “‘Inclined to accept.’ What gumption. Hey, you’re making those too big. Try to make them about this size.” She displayed one of her perfectly formed spheres to Reynie, then scooped up more snow with her new bucket (a gift from Milligan—it was exactly like her old one).

“Kate! Reynie! Are you ready for ignominious defeat?” shouted Rhonda from across the courtyard.

“Defeat? We know not the word!” Kate shouted back, then whispered to Reynie, “Actually, ‘ignominious’ is the word I don’t know.”

“Shameful,” Reynie said.

“Hey, I can’t know every word, Mr. Smarty. For crying out loud, how—”

“No, ‘ignominious’ means shameful.”

“It does?” Kate said. She frowned with passionate defiance. She was as happy as she had ever been. “The beasts! We’ll see about that. Do you remember our strategy?”

Reynie rolled his eyes. “How could I forget? You barrage them with snowballs while I run out and gather all the ones they’ve thrown, so as to keep our pile from running low.”

“Yes, and repack them to the proper size while you’re at it,” Kate said.

“Would you mind terribly if I threw an occasional snowball myself? That is part of the fun, you know.”

Kate sighed. “I hate to waste a snowball, but I suppose there’s always the chance you’ll hit something. Fine, you can throw some.”

“Much obliged,” Reynie said.

Moments later the courtyard erupted into a melee of flung snowballs, scurrying children, and peals of laughter. More laughter sounded from behind the windows of the house, where all the adults, including Miss Perumal and the Washingtons, sipped apple cider and watched the gleeful battle below. Mr. Benedict laughed so hard, in fact—a great, long, series that sounded like an entire school of dolphins—that Number Two hurried over to snatch the hot cider just as he went limp in sleep. He awoke minutes later only to laugh himself to sleep again, and so he continued, laughing and sleeping and laughing again, all afternoon, until at last he slipped into a prolonged slumber. When he awoke a final time to Number Two’s gentle shaking of his shoulder, Mr. Benedict saw that the day had grown noticeably darker.

“It’s dusk and we’ve called them in twice already,” Number Two told him. “Can’t you urge them to come inside at once? Dinner’s growing cold.”

“Soon, Number Two, soon,” said Mr. Benedict, casting an affectionate look first at her, then at the giddy, happy children beyond the window. “Have a snack, why don’t you? Sneak a bowl of the stew—I won’t tell anyone—but let’s give them a few minutes more. They’ll be so cold that even lukewarm victuals will seem piping hot to them. Just a few minutes more, Number Two. Let them play. They are children, after all.”

And this was certainly true, if only for the moment.


Dear Reader,

In case you are curious, and acquainted with the code, allow me to inform you that a message—indeed a question of the greatest importance—now lies within your grasp.

Best regards,

Mr. Benedict


Dear Reader,

In the ten years since The Mysterious Benedict Society was published, I’ve been fortunate to receive a great many letters. Several have included original artwork, a few have contained DVDs featuring scenes acted out from the book, and an uncomfortable number have tested me with riddles and puzzles. Some letter writers have helpfully pointed out that I’m actually the author Pseudonymous Bosch; another has explained in detail how he deduced that I’m Lemony Snicket. (Both cases of mistaken identity, alas.) I’ve been offered countless suggestions for how I should continue the series—and almost as many for how I could improve it. And I’ve enjoyed every word.

More than anything else, though, I’ve been asked questions, and because it’s possible that some of the more common questions are ones you now have yourself, I’ve compiled a list of these (along with my answers, naturally—otherwise, how annoying) and present them here. I hope you enjoy!

Yours truly,
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Q: How long does it take you to write these books?

A: From start to finish, including editing, each book in the Mysterious Benedict Society series took around a year and a half to write, give or take a few months.

Q: Where do you get your ideas? Are any of your characters inspired by real people?

A: My ideas tend to arrive unannounced. Many of them are bad, and I do my best to get them out of my head before they stick to anything. Some of them I like, however, and these I try to write down. As for the characters, they’re all made up and not really based on anyone in particular, although one or two are named after friends of mine.

Q: When did you first learn Morse code? Have you ever used it outside of writing the Mysterious Benedict Society books?

A: I first came across Morse code in mystery books I read as a kid. But with the exception of the distress signal SOS—which everybody seemed to know—I can’t say that I actually learned it. While writing The Mysterious Benedict Society, I made use of a chart. Charts have come in handy since then, too, as on occasion I’m compelled to decipher coded letters from readers. (It takes me a while. Fortunately none of the letters have been urgent.)

Q: Do you have a favorite puzzle or test in The Mysterious Benedict society? How do you come up with your ideas for the riddles and clues that the characters have to solve?

A: I may be most fond of the chess riddle, which seemed to come out of nowhere and ultimately had emotional significance for Reynie. Most of the riddles and challenges early on in the book—like the test that is more than it seems, or the maze with the sneaky directions—were ideas that simply occurred to me while daydreaming. (I am an incorrigible daydreamer.) Eventually, though, I had to think more deliberately about how riddles work, so that I could actually come up with them on purpose.

Q: Do you think you could pass the tests, and solve the riddles and clues, the way the children do?

A: Sadly, no. One benefit of being a writer is that I can create characters who are far more talented than I am. I might spend hours, for example, coming up with a riddle that Reynie could solve almost without trying, or researching information that Sticky has long since memorized. I probably have the skills to acquire a bucket and put things inside it, but any comparisons to Kate must end there. And Constance spontaneously composes rude poetry that in reality took me a lot of time and concentration to craft. (We probably enjoy it about the same, though.)

Q: Who is your favorite character? Which of the books in the series is your favorite?

A: I probably feel closest to Reynie, but for one reason or another I like all the characters (even the villains), and it’s difficult for me to choose a favorite. The same goes for my books.

Q: How do you pronounce Reynie’s name?

A: I pronounce it to rhyme with “Jenny,” but I know it looks as if it might be pronounced “rainy,” so if that’s the way you want to pronounce it, feel free. Reynie and I are used to it.

Q: Other than naming a few of the characters after friends of yours, have you used any details from your own life in the books?

A: I can’t disclose details about my years as a child spy, of course. But I do sometimes experience episodes of sleep paralysis—waking up temporarily unable to move—which is something I share with Mr. Benedict, and which I might reasonably describe as “very unpleasant.” (Unlike Mr. Benedict, though, I don’t actually have narcolepsy.)

Q: Have you always wanted to be a writer? Have you ever worked any different jobs?

A: I started writing silly poems as early as third grade and was making up stories in my head well before that. So I suppose I did always want to be a writer, though not necessarily only a writer. As a child I considered other career possibilities, such as becoming an inventor. (It turned out that I was only good at inventing things in my imagination.) I’ve worked lots of different jobs—from library assistant to deliveryman to creative-writing professor—but now I’m a full-time writer.

Q: What advice would you give to aspiring writers?

A: Read and write as much as you can. You learn by doing and by paying attention to what others have done. Taking a class or two can also be helpful. Lots of things can be helpful, in fact, but you might as well start with doing what you love.

Q: What do you enjoy doing other than writing?

A: I love to read, watch movies, take long walks, play music (inexpertly), visit museums, play chess (also inexpertly), and hang out with my sons, Elliot and Fletcher. I also spend a lot of time being mysterious.

Q: Of all the books you’ve read, which is your favorite?

A: That’s hard for me to say—I have too many favorites to narrow the list down to one. But I can name the books that I loved most when I was young: The Hobbit, Watership Down, Mrs. Frisby and the Rats of NIMH, and The Chronicles of Narnia.

Q: Will you be writing more Mysterious Benedict Society novels?

A: The Mysterious Benedict Society and the Prisoner’s Dilemma is (probably) the last novel about the Society. I’ve also published a novel about Mr. Benedict when he was a boy, called The Extraordinary Education of Nicholas Benedict, and a companion book called Mr. Benedict’s Book of Perplexing Puzzles, Elusive Enigmas, and Curious Conundrums.

Q: Are you going to write books about other characters, then?

A: Yes! In fact I’ve already written one, a new mystery adventure called The Secret Keepers. You can find an excerpt from it at the end of this book.

Q: It’s been ten years since The Mysterious Benedict Society was first published. Do you ever miss writing about the characters and coming up with new puzzles and games?

A: I loved writing about the Society, it’s true. Fortunately we’ve all moved on to other rewarding challenges, but I think it’s fair to say that we miss one another. At least, I’d like to believe that they would miss me, if they only knew that I was real like them.


Ten Facts About the Number Ten

in Honor of the Tenth Anniversary of
The Mysterious Benedict Society

1. If you have ten feet, you are called a “decapod”; a collection of ten items is called a “decade”; and a “decathlon” is an athletic competition consisting of ten track and field events.

2. The Roman numeral for the number ten is the letter X. The Roman numeral for the number five is the letter V. If you place a V on top of an upside down V, these two Vs (fives) make an X (ten).

3. The ten-cent coin, a dime, is the smallest in diameter and the thinnest of all current U.S. coins. It has 118 ridges around its edge. A ten-dollar bill spends about four and a half years in circulation before it needs to be replaced.

4. Dogs can only make about ten different vocal sounds, but they can make about one hundred (ten times ten) different facial expressions, mostly with their ears.

5. About ten percent of the people in the world are left-handed, and about ten percent of the people in the world live on islands.1

6. The Apollo 10 space mission set the record for the highest speed by a manned vehicle, at 24,791 miles per hour, during its return from space on May 26, 1969.

7. “Ten-codes” or “ten signals” are used in radio communications2 as short forms of common phrases. For instance, when you say “ten-four,” you are saying “I acknowledge” or “I understand.” When you say “ten-twenty,” you are saying “Where are you?”

8. A ten-gallon hat does not hold ten gallons of water. The term probably comes from a misunderstanding of Spanish words that sound like the English words “ten gallon” but actually mean “handsome” or refer to the style or width of a hat.

9. Before self-adhesive stamps became popular, people consumed about one-tenth of a calorie every time they licked the glue on the back of a U.S. postage stamp. So if you licked ten postage stamps, you would consume about one calorie.

10. In most advertisements for watches, a watch’s hands are set to 10:10. Some watchmakers3 say that this is because the hands don’t get in the way of the brand name if they are set to 10:10. Others say it is because the angle of the watch’s hands makes the face of the watch look like it’s “smiling.”


Running Jokes and Punning Jokes in the Mysterious Benedict Society Series

HARD HANDSHAKES, HURTFUL HUGS, AND HIGH-VELOCITY HIGH FIVES

In all three books, whenever Reynie first encounters Kate, he exchanges friendly greetings with her and—because she’s so strong—immediately regrets it.

NOT AGAIN, MILLIGAN

At some point in every book, Milligan seriously injures himself in an effort to help the children. (Fortunately, he’s a quick healer.)

ALMOST AN ARCHIPELAGO?

In all the books, the children’s final confrontation with Mr. Curtain occurs on an island. This pattern is predictably annoying to Constance, who in the end complains, “What is it with this guy and islands?” (She’s referring to Mr. Curtain, but rumor has it that the author was also taking the opportunity to make fun of himself.)

FOLLOW THE FOOT PRINCE

Most of the names in the series contain hidden (or not so hidden) meanings, but S.Q. Pedalian’s name in particular is a joke within a joke (within a joke). It’s a play on “sesquipedalian”—a long word that means “having a tendency to use long words.” S.Q. does indeed have a tendency to use long words, but he’s clumsy with them, just as he’s physically clumsy, thanks to his extra-big feet. The roots of the word “sesquipedalian” literally mean “one and a half footed” (referring to words that are “a foot and a half” long). All of this amounts to more than enough jokery for one character. But this big-footed name has one last half-joke to play: “S.Q.” sounds suspiciously similar to “Sasquatch,” a well-known name for, well, you know.

What do the initials “S.Q.” stand for? No one can say. Even S.Q. himself has a hard time figuring out what he stands for. (It takes him three books.)

THIRD ISLAND, SIXTH SENSE

Constance has already expressed her irritation with the existence of a third island in the series. But even she might acknowledge that the prison in the story—where she makes critical use of her ability to sense things that others cannot—is fittingly named: Given that the term “the third eye” refers to extrasensory perception or mystical insight, what better place than Third Island (or “third eye land”) for Constance to explore her special gifts?


Are You Mysterious Benedict Society Material?

Take this quiz to find out!

1. What does this spell in Morse code? .-.. .. --- -.

a. Fish

b. Hare

c. Lion

d. Codes are for toads!

2. Rearrange the letters to find the correct word: uttisteni

a. Utensil

b. Institute

c. Who says “uttisteni” is not a word?

d. Tinsel

3. What day did Hawaii become the 50th state of the United States of America?

a. August 21, 1959, the 233rd day of the year (234th in leap years)

b. February 22, 1960, the 53rd day of the year

c. March 19, 1958, the 78th day of the year (79th in leap years)

d. October 7, 1957, the 280th day of the year (281st in leap years)

4. Which of the following words does not belong: parsley, mint, nutmeg, or tomato?

a. Parsley

b. Mint

c. Nutmeg

d. Tomato

5. If Kate is taller than Reynie, and Sticky is shorter than Kate, and Constance is the shortest, who is the tallest member of the Mysterious Benedict Society?

a. Sticky

b. Constance

c. Reynie

d. Kate

6. What condition does Mr. Benedict suffer from?

a. His nose is like a rose—it grows and grows!

b. Narcolepsy

c. Neurology

d. Nitrogen

7. In leap years, what is the 234th day?

a. October 7, World Smile Day

b. February 22, George Washington’s birthday

c. March 15, the ides of March

d. August 21, the same day that Hawaii became the 50th state of the United States of America

8. What word rhymes with orange?

a. Whatever I want!

b. Nothing rhymes with orange!

c. Porridge

d. Courage

9. What is the next number in this pattern: 0, 1, 1, 2, 3, 5?

a. 8

b. 3

c. 9

d. 10

10. To be inquisitive is to be…

a. A type of pasta

b. Brave

c. Smart

d. Curious

After you have answered all the questions, turn the page (but not before)!


Answers

1. c. Lion

2. b. Institute

3. a. August 21, 1959, the 233rd day of the year (234th in leap years)

4. d. Tomato

5. d. Kate

6. b. Narcolepsy

7. d. August 21, the same day that Hawaii became the 50th state of the United States of America

8. b. Nothing rhymes with orange!

9. a. 8

10. d. Curious

If you got at least five of these answers correct, then you are officially Mysterious Benedict Society material!

Now find out which member of the team you are most like. →


Which Mysterious Benedict Society Member Are You?

Take this quiz to find out!

1. You’re trapped in a maze on the edge of a pit filled with crocodiles. What do you do?

a. Swing across the pit using a bucket, a rope, and a nearby boulder.

b. Announce, “Crocodiles have stupid smiles!” and sit down for a quick snack.

c. Judging by their swimming pattern, I determine that the crocodiles are mechanical, therefore it would be safe to cross the pit by jumping on them.

d. Retrace my steps (all ten thousand of them) and exit the maze completely.

2. What would you say if someone asked you which word was most commonly spelled wrong?

a. “Great question! No idea. I’ll bet my friend knows, though—I’ll ask him for you!”

b. “Wrong is a song that is way too long!”

c. “Actually, ‘wrong’ is most commonly spelled that way, I would imagine.”

d. “According to Webster’s History of Words & Spelling, the most commonly misspelled word is ‘conscientious.’”

3. Which of these is your perfect day?

a. A day of excitement and adventure

b. Any day that’s not today!

c. A quiet day spent with friends

d. A rainy day curled up with a book

4. Which word describes you best?

a. Agile

b. Cranky

c. Clever

d. Studious

5. If you had to choose a new name for the Mysterious Benedict Society, what would it be?

a. The Great Kate Weather Machine Crew

b. A Massive Failure Waiting to Happen

c. Dream Team Benedict

d. Four Kids with a Secret Mission

6. Congratulations! You’re getting dropped in the wilderness for a week. What do you take with you?

a. A box of tools

b. A bag filled with candy

c. Another person

d. A wilderness survival manual

7. What do you fear most?

a. Being physically incapacitated

b. Being hungry

c. Being alone

d. Being unwanted

8. Hey! What do you want for breakfast?

a. Milk

b. Candy

c. Tea with honey

d. I’m too nervous to eat.

9. So what’s your biggest weakness?

a. I’m a bit impatient and headstrong.

b. I’m often very rude to people.

c. I second-guess myself.

d. I get scared easily.

10. How true is the following statement? Success is likely.

a. Absolutely true!

b. How likely is it that I care?

c. Somewhat true

d. Untrue

11. If you’ve got an important job to do, how do you do it?

a. I get started right away. Piece of cake!

b. Jobs are for slobs. Count me out.

c. I consult my friends for advice. There’s nothing better than teamwork!

d. I call for help, because there’s no way I can handle it by myself.

12. During class, you ask to go to the bathroom, but the teacher says no. What do you do?

a. Wait until the teacher turns away, then sneak out.

b. Ask? Why ask?

c. Persist politely, arguing reasonably and unemotionally.

d. Give up. I can hold it.

13. If you ran away from home, what would you do?

a. Join the circus, or be a street performer—I got moves!

b. Live in a museum or a library.

c. I don’t think I could run away from home.

d. Hide out in my basement and sneak up for food.

14. It’s all up to you. How do you feel?

a. That’s a-okay with me!

b. What’s up to me? That doesn’t make any sense! Leave me alone.

c. I guess I can handle it.

d. Wh-what? P-please say you’re k-kidding.

15. Let’s just say you’re kidnapped. How do you react?

a. Try to break the bars, climb the walls, and punch the guards.

b. Whine about how hungry I am.

c. Watch and listen carefully while coming up with an escape plan.

d. Curl up in a corner, terrified.

Now turn the page to find out which member you are most like!


Answers

If your answers were mostly A… you are most like KATE.

Strong and impetuous, you grasp life in a very physical way. You’re extremely resourceful and can find your way out of most physical situations. You rarely think to ask for help and have to be reminded to work with your team. You don’t fear much, but if you found yourself without tools or the ability to use your amazing agility, you’d be pretty scared. Of course, that’s never gonna happen, right? Especially not to a member of the Mysterious Benedict Society.

If your answers were mostly B… you are most like CONSTANCE.

Wow, nobody better mess with you! Prickly as a porcupine, you’re determined to be stubborn, cranky, and contrary. The word “teamwork” is not listed in your personal dictionary. When asked for help, you’d probably just yelp for kelp. But when push comes to shove (and it always does), your stubborn resistance may just save the day. Welcome to the Mysterious Benedict Society!

If your answers were mostly C… you are most like REYNIE.

Logical and compassionate, your friends are very important to you. You know how to work as part of a team, and you’re a natural leader. Your biggest weakness is self-doubt, although in general you’re pretty confident. Biggest fear? Not fitting in and not having friends. But don’t worry about it—you’re a member of the Mysterious Benedict Society!

If your answers were mostly D… you are most like STICKY.

I’m not sure why, but you’re nervous and unsure of yourself. You like being part of a team because you’re afraid you won’t succeed on your own. In spite of your amazing talents and hard work, you lack confidence. Your biggest fear: being rejected. Stop biting your nails! The Mysterious Benedict Society wants you because you rock!

Want to learn more about the Mysterious Benedict Society members (and other favorite characters)?→
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Reynie Muldoon Perumal

FOUNDING MEMBER, THE MYSTERIOUS BENEDICT SOCIETY

	Achievements	Learned Tamil; attained highest possible score on Mr. Benedict’s tests; correctly guessed Mr. Curtain’s secret password; consistently led friends with grace and wisdom against all odds
	Expertise	Problem solving
	Habits	Pacing when thinking
	History	Orphaned as an infant; formerly resided at Stonetown Orphanage
	Family	Miss Perumal, former tutor at Stonetown Orphanage, and her mother
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George “Sticky” Washington

FOUNDING MEMBER, THE MYSTERIOUS BENEDICT SOCIETY

	Achievements	Memorized the Stonetown Library catalog; braved the Whisperer for the sake of his friends; helped save Mr. Benedict’s life
	Expertise	Ability to read exceptionally quickly and recall every word exactly (as a result, can read and write, though not necessarily speak, most major languages)
	Habits	Polishing spectacles when nervous; can become confused under pressure
	History	Former quiz-show champion; ran away from home after overhearing conversation between his mother and father
	Family	Mr. and Mrs. Washington, his concerned and loving parents
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Kate Wetherall

FOUNDING MEMBER, THE MYSTERIOUS BENEDICT SOCIETY

	Achievements	Conquered the Hoop of Fire while in the circus; faced down Ten Men on numerous occasions; almost never lost patience with Constance
	Expertise	Physical dexterity, enhanced by fearlessness
	Habits	Moving around
	History	Mother died when she was an infant; father disappeared when she was two; ran away to join the circus at age seven
	Family	Milligan, her father; Moocho Brazos, caregiver, baker, former circus performer, and friend; and her falcon, Madge (also known as Her Majesty the Queen)
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Constance Contraire

FOUNDING MEMBER, THE MYSTERIOUS BENEDICT SOCIETY

	Achievements	Has never agreed to do anything
	Expertise	Poetic talent, coupled with extreme mental sensitivity
	Habits	Grumbling, protesting, demanding sweets, and napping
	History	Formerly lived in hiding in a storage room in the Brookville Library
	Family	Mr. Benedict, Rhonda Kazembe, and Number Two
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Milligan

SPECIAL AGENT

	Achievements	Evaded 873 pencils in the line of duty; saved the lives of the Mysterious Benedict Society members on more than one occasion; has never done another person irreparable bodily harm
	Expertise	Master of disguise; extraordinary mental and physical fortitude and creativity
	History	Captured on a mission more than ten years ago and suffered near-total amnesia; went to work for Mr. Benedict after escaping captors; regained memory in final hours on Nomansan Island, including recognizing his daughter
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Rhonda Kazembe

ASSOCIATE TO MR. BENEDICT

	Achievements	Trained the members of the Mysterious Benedict Society; faithfully supported Mr. Benedict in all of his endeavors
	Expertise	Varied, with a memory nearly as good as Sticky’s and a very even temperament
	History	Born in Zambia; brought to Stonetown as a child
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Nicholas Benedict

MENTOR, THE MYSTERIOUS BENEDICT SOCIETY

	Achievements	Last century’s Malta Incident; received Stimler Prize for Research in Neuroscience and Philosophy; rarely hit his head when falling asleep; thwarted his brother Mr. Curtain’s plans for world domination
	Expertise	Genius
	Habits	Narcolepsy (uncontrollable bouts of sleep) triggered by strong emotion
	History	Born in Holland; after his parents died in a laboratory accident, briefly resided with his aunt in America, then in a series of orphanages; earned multiple university degrees; served as a code breaker in U.S. Naval Intelligence
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Number Two

ASSOCIATE TO MR. BENEDICT

	Achievements	First person ever to record a perfect performance on Mr. Benedict’s recruitment tests; helped recruit and train the members of the Mysterious Benedict Society
	Expertise	Varied, with particularly exceptional computer skills; needs very little sleep, and thus can watch Mr. Benedict in case he falls asleep due to narcolepsy
	Habits	Eats almost constantly
	History	Orphaned as an infant; originally from Leadville, Colorado



Discover Your Next Great Read

Get sneak peeks, book recommendations, and news about your favorite authors.

Tap here to learn more.

[image: Little Brown logo]


Looking for your next adventure?

Ready to grab the latest and greatest in middle-grade reading?

Want to stay updated with news about your favorite authors?

Find reading guides, downloadable activities, videos, and more! Visit LB Kids online:

LBYR.com

Twitter.com/lbkids

Pinterest.com/lbkids


About the Author

Trenton Lee Stewart is the author of the award-winning and New York Times bestselling Mysterious Benedict Society series. He lives in Little Rock, Arkansas.


About the Illustrator

Carson Ellis received her BFA from the University of Montana and has established a loyal following for her artistic collaborations with the band the Decemberists. She lives in Portland, Oregon.


Is knowing a secret a gift or a curse?

[image: ]

Find out in this New York Times bestselling heart-pounding mystery-adventure from Trenton Lee Stewart.


[image: ]


That summer morning in the Lower Downs began as usual for Reuben Pedley. He rose early to have breakfast with his mom before she left for work, a quiet breakfast because they were both still sleepy. Afterward, also as usual, he cleaned up their tiny kitchen while his mom moved faster and faster in her race against the clock (whose numerals she seemed quite unable to read before she’d had coffee and a shower). Then his mom was hugging him goodbye at the apartment door, where Reuben told her he loved her, which was true—and that she had no reason to worry about him, which was not.

His mom had not even reached the bus stop before Reuben had brushed his teeth, yanked on his sneakers (a fitting term, he thought, being a sneaker himself), and climbed onto the kitchen counter to retrieve his wallet. He kept it among the mousetraps on top of the cupboard. The traps were never sprung; Reuben never baited them, and so far no thieves had reached up there to see what they might find. Not that the wallet contained much, but for Reuben “not much” was still everything he had.

Next he went into his bedroom and removed the putty from the little hole in the wall behind his bed. He took his key from the hole and smooshed the putty back into place. Then, locking the apartment door behind him, he headed out in search of new places to hide.

Reuben lived in the city of New Umbra, a metropolis that was nonetheless as gloomy and run-down as a city could be. Though it had once enjoyed infinitely hopeful prospects (people used to say that it was born under a promising star), New Umbra had long since ceased to be prosperous, and was not generally well kept. Some might have said the same of Reuben Pedley, who used to have two fine and loving parents, but only briefly, when he was a baby, and who in elementary school had been considered an excellent student, but in middle school had faded into the walls.

Eleven years had passed since the factory accident that left Reuben without a father and his mother a young widow scrambling for work—eleven years, in other words, since his own promising star had begun to fall. And though in reality he was as loved and cared for as any child could hope to be, anyone who followed him through his days might well have believed otherwise. Especially on a day like today.

Reuben exited his shabby high-rise apartment building in the usual manner: he bypassed the elevator and stole down the rarely used stairwell, descending unseen all the way past the lobby to the basement, where he slipped out a storage-room window. The young building manager kept that window slightly ajar to accommodate the comings and goings of a certain alley cat she hoped to tame, enticing it with bowls of food and water. She wasn’t supposed to be doing that, but no one knew about it except Reuben, and he certainly wasn’t going to tell anyone. He wasn’t supposed to be in the storage room in the first place. Besides, he liked the building manager and wished her luck with the cat, though only in his mind, for she didn’t know that he knew about it. She barely even knew he existed.

From his hidden vantage point in the window well, which was slightly below street level and encircled by an iron railing, Reuben confirmed that the alley behind the building was empty. With practiced ease, he climbed out of the window well, monkeyed up the railing, grabbed the lower rungs of the building’s rusty fire escape, and swung out over empty space. He hit the ground at a trot. Today he wanted to strike out into new territory, and there was no time to waste. When they’d lived in the northern part of the Lower Downs, Reuben had known the surrounding blocks as well as his own bedroom, but then they’d had to move south, and despite having lived here a year, his mental map remained incomplete.

Of all the city’s depressed and depressing neighborhoods, the Lower Downs was considered the worst. Many of its old buildings were abandoned; others seemed permanently under repair. Its backstreets and alleys were marked by missing shutters, tilted light poles, broken gates and railings, fences with gaps in them. The Lower Downs, in other words, was perfect for any boy who wanted to explore and to hide.

Reuben was just such a boy. In fact, exploring and hiding were almost all he ever did. He shinned up the tilted light poles and dropped behind fences; he slipped behind the busted shutters and through the broken windows; he found his way into cramped spaces and high places, into spots where no one would ever think to look. This was how he spent his solitary days.

It never occurred to him to be afraid. Even here in the Lower Downs, there was very little crime on the streets of New Umbra, at least not the sort you could easily see. Vandals and pickpockets were rare, muggers and car thieves unheard of. Everyone knew that. The Directions took care of all that business. Nobody crossed the Directions, not even the police.

Because the Directions worked for The Smoke.

Reuben headed south, moving from alley to alley, keeping close to the buildings and ducking beneath windows. He paused at every corner, first listening, then peering around. He was only a few blocks off the neighborhood’s main thoroughfare and could hear some early-morning traffic there, but the alleys and backstreets were dead.

About ten blocks south, Reuben ventured into new territory. He was already well beyond his bounds: his mom had given him permission to walk to the community center and the branch library—both within a few blocks of their apartment—but that was all. And so he kept these wanderings of his a secret.

Despite her excessive caution, his mom was something else, and Reuben knew it. He wouldn’t have traded her for half a dozen moms with better jobs and more money, and in fact had told her exactly that just the week before.

“Oh my goodness, Reuben, that is so sweet,” she’d said, pretending to wipe tears from her eyes. “I hope you know that I probably wouldn’t trade you, either. Not for half a dozen boys, or even a whole dozen.”

“Probably?”

“Almost certainly,” she’d said, squeezing his hand as if to reassure him.

That was what his mom was like. Their conversations were usually the best part of his day.

Crossing an empty street, Reuben made his habitual, rapid inventory of potential hiding places: a shady corner between a building’s front steps and street-facing wall; a pile of broken furniture that someone had hauled to the curb; a window well with no protective railing. But none of these places was within easy reach when, just as he attained the far curb, a door opened in a building down the block.

Reuben abruptly sat on the curb and watched the door. He held perfectly still while an old man in pajamas stepped outside and checked the sky, sniffing with evident satisfaction and glancing up and down the street before going back in. The old man never saw the small brown-haired boy watching him from the curb.

Reuben rose and moved on, quietly triumphant. He preferred bona fide hiding places when he could find them, but there was nothing quite like hiding in plain sight. Sometimes people saw you and then instantly forgot you, because you were just a random kid, doing nothing. As long as you didn’t look lost, anxious, or interesting, you might as well be a trash can or a stunted tree, part of the city landscape. Reuben considered such encounters successes, too. But to go completely unnoticed on an otherwise empty street was almost impossible, and therefore superior. He was reliving the moment in his mind, exulting in the memory of the old man’s eyes passing right over him without registering his presence—not once but twice!—when he came upon the narrowest alley he’d ever seen, and made his big mistake.

It was the narrowness that tempted him. The brick walls of the abandoned buildings were so close to each other that Reuben saw at once how he might scale them. By leaning forward and pressing his palms against one, then lifting his feet behind him and pressing them against the other, he could hold himself up, suspended above the alley floor. Then by moving one hand higher, then the other, and then doing the same with his feet, he could work his way upward. It would be like walking backward into the sky.

No sooner had he imagined it than Reuben knew he had to try it. Glancing around to ensure that he was unobserved, he moved deeper into the alley. He could see a ledge high above him—probably too high to reach, but it gave him something to shoot for, at any rate.

He started out slowly, then gained momentum as he found his rhythm. Hand over hand, foot over foot, smoothly and steadily. Now he was fifteen feet up, now twenty, and still he climbed. Craning his head around, Reuben saw the ledge not too far above him. Unfortunately, he also saw how difficult it would be to climb onto it—his position was all wrong. He frowned. What had he been thinking? He didn’t dare try such a risky maneuver, not at that height. He’d be a fool to chance it.

That was when Reuben felt his arms begin to tremble and realized, with horror, that he had made a terrible mistake.

He hadn’t anticipated how drastically his arms would tire, nor how abruptly. It seemed to happen all at once, without warning. Now, looking at the alley floor far below him, Reuben became sickeningly aware of how high he had actually climbed. At least thirty feet, maybe more. The way his arms felt, there was no way he’d make it back to the ground safely. He probably couldn’t even get back down to twenty feet.

Thus the action he’d just rejected as being foolishly dangerous suddenly became the only choice left to him, the only hope he had. He had to make the ledge, and by some miracle he had to get himself onto it.

With a whimper of panic, Reuben resumed his climbing. The trembling in his arms grew worse. He could no longer see the grimy, broken pavement of the alley floor below. His vision was blurred by sweat, which had trickled into his eyes and couldn’t be wiped away. He was burning up on the inside but weirdly cold on the outside, like a furnace encased in ice; the alley’s quirky cross breezes were cooling his sweat-slick skin. Beads of perspiration dripped from his nose.

In desperate silence he pressed upward. He heard the wind fluttering in his ears, the scrape of his shoe soles against brick, his own labored breath, and that was all. He was so high up, and so quietly intent on climbing, that had any passersby glanced down that narrow alley, they’d have noticed nothing unusual. Certainly none would have guessed that an eleven-year-old boy was stretched out high above them, fearing for his life.

As it happened, there were no passersby to see Reuben finally come to the ledge, or to note the terrible moment when he made his fateful lunge, or to watch him struggle for an agonizingly long time to heave himself up, his shoes slipping and scraping, his face purple with strain. No one was around to hear Reuben’s gasps of exhaustion and relief when at last he lay on that narrow ledge—heedless, for the moment, of his bruised arms and raw fingertips. If any passersby had been near enough to hear anything, it would have been only the clatter of startled pigeons rising away above the rooftops. But in the city this was no unusual sound, and without a thought they would have gone on with their lives, reflecting upon their own problems and wondering what to do.
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Reuben lay with his face pressed against the concrete ledge as if kissing it, which indeed he felt like doing. He had such immense gratitude for its existence, for its solidity beneath him. After his pulse settled and his breath returned, he rose very cautiously to a sitting position, his back against brick, his legs dangling at the knees. With his shirt, he dried his eyes as best he could, wincing a little from the smarting of his scraped fingertips. His every movement was calculated and slow. He was still in a dangerous predicament.

The ledge was keeping Reuben safe for the time being, but it was only a ledge, spattered here and there with pigeon droppings.

When he tried to look up, the wind whipped his hair into his eyes; to keep them clear, he had to cup his hands like pretend binoculars. The rooftop seemed miles above him, and might as well have been. Beyond it the early-morning sky was blue as a robin’s egg. A perfect summer morning to have gotten stuck on a ledge in a deserted alley.

“Well done, Reuben,” he muttered. “Brilliant.”

He knew he couldn’t get back down the same way he’d come up. He would have to edge around to the back of the building and hope for a fire escape. Otherwise his only option was to follow the ledge around to the street side, try to get in through one of the windows there. If he was lucky, perhaps no one would spot him. But if he couldn’t get in, he would have to shout for help. Reuben imagined the fire truck’s siren, the fierce disapproval on the firefighters’ faces, the gathering crowd—all of it terrible to contemplate, and none of it even half as bad as facing his mom would be.

His mom, who thought he was safe at home in their apartment, reading a book or watching TV or maybe even back in bed. His mom, who even now was on her way to slice and weigh fish at the market, her first and least favorite work shift of the day. His mom, who had never remarried, who had no family, no boyfriend, no time to make friends—meaning Reuben was all she had, Reuben the reason she worked two jobs, Reuben the person for whom she did everything in her life.

His mom, who would not be pleased.

“Oh, let there be a fire escape,” Reuben breathed. “Oh, please.” Swiveling his eyes to his left, he studied the precious, narrow strip of concrete keeping him aloft and alive. It appeared sound enough; there was no obvious deterioration. A brown crust of bread lay nearby (probably some pigeon’s breakfast that he’d rudely interrupted), but that was all—no broken glass or other hazards. His path looked clear.

Reuben began shifting himself sideways, moving left, toward the back of the building. He kept his shoulder blades pressed against the brick wall behind him, his eyes fixed straight ahead on the featureless wall of the building opposite him, just a couple of yards away. He tried very hard not to imagine the dizzying drop below him.

He had progressed a few feet when his hand came down on the crust of bread. Without thinking, he attempted to brush it away. It seemed to be stuck. Glancing down now, Reuben discovered that the bread crust was actually a scrap of leather and that in fact it was not resting on the ledge but poking out of the bricks just above it. What in the world? Why would this scrap of leather have been mortared into the wall where no one would ever see it? Was it some kind of secret sign?

Reuben pinched the scrap awkwardly between two knuckles and tugged. It yielded slightly, revealing more leather, and through his fingers he felt an unseen shifting of stubborn dirt or debris, like when he pulled weeds from sidewalk cracks. He tugged again, and a few loose bits of broken brick fell onto the ledge, revealing a small hole in the wall. The brick pieces appeared to have been packed into it.

Reuben took a firmer grip on the leather and gave another tug. More bits of brick came loose. The scrap of leather turned out to be the end of a short strap, which in turn was connected to a dusty leather pouch. Carefully he drew the pouch from the hole and up into his lap.

Not a secret sign. A secret thing.

He should wait to open it, he knew. It would be far easier, far wiser to do it after he was safely on the ground.

Reuben stared at the pouch in his lap. “Or you could just be extra careful,” he whispered.

With slow, deliberate movements, Reuben brushed away some of the brick dust. The pouch was obviously old, its leather worn and scarred. It was fastened with a rusted buckle that came right off in his hand, along with a rotted bit of strap. He set these aside and opened the pouch. Inside was a small, surprisingly heavy object wrapped in a plastic bread sack. It was bundled up in yet another wrapping, this one of stiff canvas. Whatever it was, its owner had taken great pains to keep it safe and dry.

Reuben unbundled the wrappings to reveal a handsome wooden case, dark brown with streaks of black. Its hinged lid was held closed by a gray metal clasp, the sort that could be secured with a little padlock. There was no lock, though; all Reuben had to do was turn it. He hesitated, wondering what he was about to find. Then he turned the clasp and felt something give. The lid opened with a squeak.

Inside the case were two velvet-lined compartments, both shaped to fit exactly the objects they contained. One of the objects was a small, delicate key with an ornate bow; the other appeared to be a simple metal sphere. Both had the dark coppery color of an old penny and yet, at the same time, the bright sheen of a brand-new one. They were made of a metal Reuben had never seen before. Something like copper or brass, but not exactly either.

Reuben very carefully lifted the sphere from its velvet compartment. It felt as heavy as a billiard ball, though it was not quite as large as one. He turned it in his hands, gazing at it in wonder. What was it? He’d expected that the key would be needed to open it, but there was no keyhole. Looking more closely, he noticed a seam, scarcely wider than a thread, circling the middle of the sphere like the equator on a globe, dividing it into two hemispheres.

“So you can open it,” he murmured.

Holding the sphere in his left hand, Reuben tried, gently, to open it with the other. He used the same gesture he had seen in countless silly old movies he’d watched with his mom, in which hopeful men drop to a knee and open tiny velvet-covered boxes, proposing marriage with a ring. He imagined he felt every bit as hopeful and excited as those men were supposed to be.

The two hemispheres parted easily, smoothly, without a sound, as if their hidden hinge had been carefully oiled not a minute before. The interior of one hemisphere was hollow, like an empty bowl. It served as the cover for the other hemisphere, which contained the face of a clock. What Reuben had found, evidently, was a pocket watch.

And yet it was a pocket watch of a kind he’d never seen, to say nothing of its quality. Its face was made of a lustrous white material, perhaps ivory, and the hour hand and the Roman numerals around the dial gleamed black. It was missing a minute hand, but otherwise the parts were all in such fine condition the watch might have been constructed that very morning, though Reuben felt sure it was an antique.

A wild fluttering started up in his belly. His pulse boomed in his ears. How much, Reuben wondered, might such an exquisite device be worth? Indeed, the watch seemed so perfect—so perfect, so unusual, so beautiful—that he almost expected it to show the correct time. But the hour hand was frozen at just before twelve, and when he held the watch to his ear, he heard no telltale ticking.

The key! he thought. Reuben’s mom had a music box that his father had given her before Reuben was born. You had to wind it up with a key. It must be the same with this watch. A closer inspection revealed a tiny, star-shaped hole in the center of the watch face. Could that be a keyhole?

A glance confirmed his suspicion. The key lacked the large rectangular teeth of normal old keys, but rather tapered to a narrow, star-shaped end, small enough to insert into the hole. This was the watch’s winding key, no question.

Reuben was tempted. He even laid a finger on the key in its snug compartment. But once again a warning voice was sounding in his head, and this time he listened to it. He might fumble the key, drop it, lose it. Better to wait until he was in a safe place. Better, for once, to resist his impulses. This was far too important.

Reluctantly he closed the watch cover and put the watch back inside the case. He was about to close the lid when he noticed an inscription on its interior: Property of P. Wm. Light.

“P. William Light,” Reuben muttered, gazing at the name. “So this once belonged to you, whoever you were.” He closed the lid, fastened the clasp. “Whenever you were.” For whoever P. William Light was, Reuben felt sure he’d stopped walking the earth long ago.

Reuben rebundled the case and tucked it back inside the pouch, then stuffed the pouch into the waist of his shorts—no small feat in such an awkward, precarious position. Now he was ready to move.

He took a last look at the hole in the wall, wondering how long the watch had been in there. It had been put there by someone like him, someone who found places that were secret to others. It could only have been found by someone like him, as well, which made its discovery feel very much like fate.

Just don’t blow it by falling, Reuben thought. Boy finds treasure, plummets to his death. Great story.

It was with exceeding caution, therefore, that he began to inch sideways along the ledge. A wearisome half hour later he reached the back of the building, only to find that there was no fire escape. No windows, either, and no more ledge.

“Seriously?” Reuben muttered. He felt like banging his head against the brick.

His bottom and the backs of his thighs were aching and tingling. Another hour on this ledge and he’d be in agony. Yet it would take at least that long, and possibly longer, to reach the front of the building.

There was, however, a rusty old drainpipe plunging down along the building’s corner. Reuben eyed it, then grabbed it with his left hand and tried to shake it. The pipe seemed firmly secured to the wall, and there was enough room between metal and brick for him to get his hands behind it. He peered down the length of the pipe; it seemed to be intact. He had climbed drain-pipes before. Never at anywhere near this height, but if he didn’t think about the height…

It was as if someone else made the decision for him. Suddenly gathering himself, Reuben reached across his body with his right hand, grabbed the pipe, and swung off the ledge. His stomach wanted to stay behind; he felt it climbing up inside him. Now that he’d acted, the fear was back in full force.

Clenching his jaw, breathing fiercely through his nose, Reuben ignored the lurching sensation and got his feet set. Then, hand under hand, step after step, he began his descent. He went as quickly as he could, knowing he would soon tire. The pipe uttered an initial groan of protest against his weight, then fell silent.

Flakes of rust broke off beneath his fingers and scattered in the wind. Sweat trickled into his eyes again, then into his mouth. He blew it from his nose. Every single part of him seemed to hurt. He didn’t dare look down. He concentrated on his hands and his feet and nothing else.

And then the heel of his right foot struck something beneath him, and Reuben looked down to discover that it was the ground. Slowly, almost disbelieving, he set his other foot down. He let go of the pipe. His fingers automatically curled up like claws. He flexed them painfully, wiped his face with his shirt, and looked up at the ledge, so high above him. Had he actually climbed all the way up there? He felt dazed, as if in a dream.

Reuben withdrew the pouch from the waistband of his shorts and gazed at it. This was no dream. He began to walk stiffly along the narrow alley, heading for the street. One step, three steps, a dozen—and then he felt the thrill begin to surge through him. He’d made it! He was alive! He’d taken a terrible risk, but he’d come back with treasure. It seemed like the end of an adventure, and yet somehow Reuben knew—he just knew—it was only the beginning.


1 Readers of the Mysterious Benedict Society series know that all three books have scenes that take place on an island.


2 Savvy readers will note that Mr. Curtain’s “Recruiters,” who later in the series come to be known as “Ten Men” (due to a rumor that they have ten different ways of hurting people), often communicate via radio. But whether or not they employ “ten-codes” remains unclear at this time.


3 Curious readers may be interested to learn that a watchmaker named Mrs. Genevieve plays an important role in The Secret Keepers. As this list was being compiled, however, she was in the midst of a dangerous mystery and unavailable for comment.
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On a bright September morning, when most children his age were in school fretting over fractions and decimal points, a boy named Reynie Muldoon was walking down a dusty road. He was an average-looking boy—with average brown hair and eyes, legs of average length, nose an average distance from his ears, and so on—and he was entirely alone. Other than a falcon soaring high over the road and a few meadowlarks keeping a low profile in the fields on either side, Reynie was the only living creature around.

To an observer, Reynie might well have appeared lost and far from home, and in fact such an observer would have been half right. At least Reynie found it amusing to think so, for he had just determined that his present situation could be described entirely in terms of halves: he was half a day’s drive from the suburbs of Stonetown, where he lived; half a mile from the nearest small town; and according to the man who had given him directions, he had another half mile to go before he reached his destination. The most important thing, however, was that it had been half a year since he had seen his three closest friends.

Reynie squinted against the sun. Not far ahead the dirt lane went up a steep hill, just as the man in town had said it would. Beyond the hill he should find the farm. And on that farm he would find Kate Wetherall.

Reynie walked faster, his shoes kicking up dust. To think he would see Kate any minute! And Sticky Washington—Sticky would be here by evening! And tomorrow they all would drive to Stonetown to see… well, to see Constance Contraire, but that was all right, too. Even the thought of Constance insulting him in rhyming couplets made Reynie happy. She might be an impudent little genius-in-the-rough, but Constance was one of the few people in the world Reynie could count as a true friend. Constance, Kate, and Sticky were like family to him. It didn’t matter that he’d met them only a year ago. Their friendship had formed under extraordinary circumstances.

Reynie broke into a run.

A few minutes later he stood at the crest of the hill with his hands on his knees, panting like a puppy, his enthusiasm having gotten the better of him. He had to laugh at himself. After all, he wasn’t Kate, who probably could have run the whole way from town without breaking a sweat. (In fact, she probably could have done it running on her hands.) Reynie’s gifts were not of the physical variety—he was average in that respect, too—and he was left mopping his brow and gasping for breath as he surveyed the farm spread out before him.

So this was Kate’s home: a modest farmhouse and barn, both freshly painted, with an old truck in the farmyard; a tiny white henhouse; a pen with sheep and goats milling about in it; and beyond the pen, an expanse of rolling pastures. Across the lane from the buildings was an orchard, a few of its trees studded with fat red apples, though most of the fruit was undeveloped and scarcely visible. The farm still needed a lot of work, Kate had said in one of her letters. And that was almost all she’d said. Her letters were never what you would call wordy, though they were always cheerful. Rather too cheerful, actually—they sometimes made Reynie feel as if he were the only one who missed his friends.

Just as Reynie started down the hill, a bell sounded among the farm buildings below. He scanned the area hopefully for Kate but saw only the goats and sheep filing out of their pen, which must have been left open so they could graze in the pastures. Reynie drew up short in surprise. He could have sworn the last goat to leave the pen had turned around and nudged the gate closed.

Reynie’s brow wrinkled. That conscientious goat was not the first unusual thing he’d seen this morning. He was reminded of something else—something curious to which, in his excitement, he hadn’t given much thought until now. Reynie shaded his eyes and searched the sky. There, circling quite low overhead, was the falcon he had noticed earlier. He could just make out its facial markings, which resembled a black cap and long black sideburns. Reynie didn’t presume to know much about birds (though in fact he knew more than most people), but he felt sure that this was a peregrine falcon—and in this region, at this time of year, peregrine falcons were very rare indeed.

Reynie grinned and hurried downhill to the farmyard. Something odd was going on, and he couldn’t wait to find out what it was.

The barn lay closer than the house, so Reynie went and poked his head in through the open doors, just in case Kate was there. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust from the brilliant sunlight to the relative gloom inside the barn, but once they did they could not have fallen on a more welcome sight.

There was that familiar blond ponytail, those broad shoulders, that fire-engine red bucket. He’d found Kate, no doubt about it. She stood with her back to him, hands on her hips, staring toward the far wall. Reynie considered sneaking up on her, then quickly reconsidered. It was probably a very bad idea to sneak up on Kate. Anyway, he hated to disturb her. She was still staring straight ahead, apparently lost in concentration. Reynie, who could see nothing on the barn wall, suspected she was concentrating on something inward. Perhaps she was contemplating some useful new tool to carry in her bucket.

Suddenly Kate doubled over and began to cough. Then to splutter. And then to make truly horrific gagging sounds. Was she choking? Reynie was just about to rush forward and help her when Kate cried out in frustration and stomped her foot. “Not again!” she moaned, straightening up. Then she turned and saw Reynie watching from the barn entrance.

“I have no idea what that was all about,” Reynie said, “but I have a feeling I’ll think it’s funny.”

“Reynie!”

Kate dashed over to him, her bright blue eyes shining with delight. Reynie threw his arms out wide—and instantly regretted it. Kate’s greeting, delivered at full tilt, was more of a football tackle than a hug, and as the two of them fell hard to the ground, Reynie felt his breath knocked clean away.

“Did you just get here?” Kate said excitedly, rising onto her knees. “Where’s Miss Perumal and her mother? And what took you so long? You were supposed to be here yesterday. I double-checked the letter just to be sure.”

Reynie, suffering from the panicky feeling that always accompanies having one’s wind knocked out, was nonetheless trying to smile—indeed, to make any expression other than that of a stranded fish—but he could only move his lips, unable to utter a sound.

“Why, Reynie, you’re speechless!” Kate said with a laugh. She hauled him to his feet and began dusting him off with sharp, painful swats. “I know, I’m excited, too. And not only about Mr. Benedict’s big surprise. I’m thrilled just to see you boys again! You can’t imagine how disappointed I was when you didn’t show up last night.”

Recovering his breath, Reynie stepped out of range of Kate’s swats and said, “You aren’t the only one. Our car broke down, and we had to have it towed into town. We spent the night in the motel.”

“The motel in town?” Kate cried. “If only we’d known! We could have come for you in the truck.”

“Sorry, I would have called, but since you don’t have a telephone—”

Kate groaned. “Milligan and his rules! You know I love him, but honestly, some of the things he insists on…”

“Anyway,” Reynie said, laughing, “I couldn’t stand to wait for the car to be fixed, so I got permission from Amma”—Amma was what Reynie called Miss Perumal, his former tutor who had recently adopted him—“and directions from the mechanic, and here I am. Amma and Pati will be along as soon as the car’s running.”

Kate caught Reynie’s arm, her face creased with worry (an unusual expression for Kate, who was not the worrying type). “Is the car big enough for all three of us to ride together? I mean along with Miss Perumal and her mother and all the luggage? Sticky’s parents are coming, too, you know, and their car is tiny. I can’t imagine one of us spending six hours separated from the other two—not after we’ve just spent six months apart!”

“We rented a station wagon. There’ll be plenty of room. Now listen,” Reynie said, holding up his hand to check Kate, who had begun to speak again, “before we stray too far from the subject, won’t you tell me what you were doing just now? The last time I heard a sound like that was when the orphanage cat spit up a hairball.”

“Oh, that?” Kate said with a shrug. “I’m training myself to regurgitate things, but it’s a lot harder than you’d think.” Seeing Reynie’s horrified expression, she quickly explained, “It’s an old escape artist’s trick. Houdini and all those guys could do it. They’d swallow a lockpick or something, and later they’d use their throat muscles to bring it back up. You’re supposed to train with a string tied to whatever it is you’re swallowing, so you can help pull it back out. I did that at first, but then I thought I might manage it without the string. No luck yet, though.”

“So I was right,” Reynie said. “It is funny. But isn’t it dangerous?”

Kate pursed her lips, considering. Evidently this had never occurred to her. She wasn’t one to worry about danger much. “I suppose it isn’t the safest thing in the world,” she admitted, and with a serious look she said, “You’d better not try it.”

Reynie laughed (for nothing could possibly induce him to try such a thing himself), then affected an equally serious look and said, “All right, Kate, I promise never to swallow—well, what was it you swallowed, anyway?”

Kate rolled her eyes and waved off the question. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“And, hey, what happens to it now?” Reynie persisted, looking horrified again. “I mean, since you couldn’t—?”

“I don’t,” Kate said firmly, “want to talk about it.”
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They had plenty of other things to talk about, anyway. Not only did Kate want to show Reynie around the farm, she desperately wanted to know his thoughts about the big surprise Mr. Benedict had planned for them. Exactly one year had passed since Mr. Benedict had recruited the four of them for an urgent mission—a mission that only the most remarkable children could have accomplished—and now, on the anniversary of their first meeting, he had arranged for a reunion at his home in Stonetown. In one of his letters he had explained, “Here you will be met with a surprise that I hope will please all of you—a surprise that, while it inadequately expresses my gratitude, not to mention my great and lasting affection for you, nevertheless strikes me as an appropriate…” And he had gone on like this for a while, elaborating upon his appreciation for the children’s unique qualities and his eagerness to see them all again. Kate had skimmed the letter happily and put it away. Reynie had read the letter several times and learned it by heart.

“You memorized the whole thing?” Kate said, leading Reynie up a ladder to show him the hayloft. “You’re starting to sound like Sticky.”

“Sticky would only have needed to read it once,” said Reynie, which was perfectly true, but Reynie mentioned Sticky mostly to draw attention away from himself. The fact was that he’d memorized every letter he’d received these past six months—not just from Mr. Benedict, but also the breezy notes Kate had sent, the slightly boring but faithfully detailed reports from Sticky, and even the quirky poetry Constance had mailed him along with whatever curious button, dust bunny, or paper scrap had struck her fancy on the way to find a stamp. Reynie felt more than a little sheepish about how tightly he’d clung to every word from the others, none of whom had ever said anything about missing him.

“Speaking of Sticky,” Kate said, hauling Reynie through the trapdoor into the loft, “have you heard much from him lately? He says you two write more often than he and I do. Says that you actually take the trouble to answer his questions, unlike some friends he knows. I don’t think he quite understands my situation. This is the loft, by the way.”

Reynie looked around. The hayloft resembled every other hayloft he’d seen—though admittedly he’d seen them only in pictures and movies—but Kate seemed immensely proud of it, so he nodded approvingly before he said, “What doesn’t Sticky understand? About your situation, I mean.”

“Well, for one thing,” Kate said, swinging open the loft’s exterior door, which overlooked the animal pen, “I’ve been awfully busy, what with going to school and trying to get the farm up and running again. Milligan’s often away on missions, you know, and I have to help out.”

Reynie did know this. Milligan was Kate’s father. He was also a secret agent. Neither of these facts had been known until recently, though—not even by Kate. She’d been just a toddler when Milligan was captured on a mission, lost his memory, and failed to return. Since her mother was dead and her father had abandoned her (or so everyone believed), Kate had been sent to an orphanage, which she eventually left for the circus. Milligan, for his part, had escaped his captors and gone to work for Mr. Benedict. Not until Mr. Benedict brought them together, exactly a year ago this month, had Kate and Milligan discovered the truth.

“The farm really fell to pieces over the years,” Kate was saying. “There’s been enough work to keep me busy around the clock. Not that I mind work, of course. What I find most difficult is sitting still long enough to write a good letter. Sticky should know that, shouldn’t he?”

“He probably should,” Reynie admitted. He stepped over to the door, where Kate was taking something from her bucket (the bucket had a flip-top now, Reynie noticed) and placing it between her lips. It was some kind of a whistle. She reached into her bucket again.

“But the real problem with writing letters,” Kate continued, speaking around the whistle as she tugged a thick leather glove onto her hand, “is that the government reads all my mail. Daughter of a top agent, you know. They have to be sure I’m not revealing any secrets. It’s bad enough that everything about our mission was made hush-hush—by all rights we ought to be famous for what we did—but I can’t even send private letters to my best friends? It’s outrageous!”

As if to demonstrate her outrage, Kate puffed her cheeks and blew mightily on the whistle, which emitted a thin squeal like that of a teakettle.

“Is that what I think it’s for?” Reynie asked.

“Probably,” said Kate, “since you’re usually right about everything. Honestly, though, don’t you think it’s unfair that Sticky blames me for writing so little?”

Reynie decided to come out with it. “I have to admit I felt kind of the same way, and not just about your letters, but about everyone’s. No one has ever really said much about… about… Well, I was starting to think I was the only one, you know, who…”

Kate looked at him askance. “Reynard Muldoon! I would never have thought you, of all people—” She shook her head. “Not everyone has your gift for expressing things, Reynie. You have no idea how much I’ve missed all of you. I even miss Constance, for crying out loud!”

Reynie grinned. It was just as he’d hoped. He’d been here only five minutes and already felt a hundred times better.

“Ah, here she is!” Kate said, holding her arm aloft. An instant later the air in front of them burst into a flurry of talons and wings. Reynie leaped back. The falcon had swooped down to perch upon Kate’s thick leather glove, which extended well past her wrist, and was now flicking its head from side to side, regarding them. “Reynie, meet Madge.”

“Madge?”

“Short for Majesty. Actually, her full name is Her Majesty the Queen. Because, you know, she’s queen of the birds.”

“I see,” said Reynie. “Naturally. Queen of the birds.”

“Don’t give me that look! It’s an excellent name whether you like it or not. Isn’t it an excellent name, Madge?” Kate gave the falcon a strip of meat from a sealed pouch inside her bucket. She urged Reynie to stroke the bird’s feathers (Reynie nervously obliged) and then sent her off again. “Milligan gave her to me for my birthday—it only took a dozen hints and a month of begging—and I’ve been training her. She’s very smart.” Kate lowered her voice, as if Madge, already a hundred yards away, might overhear. “Which, between you and me, is kind of rare for a bird of prey. Of course I’d never tell her that.”

Reynie was watching the falcon sail away over the farm. It was just like Kate Wetherall to show you something so dramatic and then act as if you shouldn’t be surprised. “I thought you needed a license to own a falcon,” he said, “and go through years of special training.”

“Oh, you do,” said Kate, slipping the leather glove back into her bucket. “I did all that when I was in the circus. One of the animal trainers was a falconer, and he let me be his apprentice. I learned all sorts of things from that guy… but we can talk about that later,” she said, dismissing the subject with an impatient wave of her hand. “You were going to tell me about Sticky. Have you heard from him lately?”

Reynie produced a folded sheaf of papers from his pocket. “Actually, he sent me this a few days ago. It’s an account of our mission—for posterity, he says, assuming the mission’s ever declassified. He said I could show it to you. He wants our opinion.”

“You mean he wrote about everything that happened? Like a story?”

“Well… something like that.” Reynie unfolded the papers and handed them to Kate, who immediately sat down in the hay to read. There were five pages, covered front and back with tiny, cramped print, and the title alone was almost as long as one of Kate’s letters. It read:

The Mysterious Benedict Society’s Defeat of the Terrible Brainsweeping Machine Called the Whisperer (along with its inventor, Ledroptha Curtain, who was revealed to be the long-lost identical twin of Mr. Nicholas Benedict, for whom the Society is named): A Personal Account

“Holy smokes!” Kate said.

“The title?”

Kate nodded and continued to read:

In the event that you, the reader, are unaware of Mr. Curtain’s foiled plan to become a powerful world ruler using the mind-altering effects of his Whisperer, this account will inform you of it.

The account commences with the forming of the Mysterious Benedict Society. Through a series of tests it was determined that George “Sticky” Washington (the author of this account), Reynard Muldoon (whose full name is now Reynard Muldoon Perumal, as he has been adopted), Kate Wetherall, and Constance Contraire were sufficiently skilled to enter Mr. Curtain’s Learning Institute for the Very Enlightened (the acronym being L.I.V.E.) and act as secret agents for Mr. Benedict. At the aforementioned Institute these children discovered many disturbing things. Then they disabled the Whisperer, although Mr. Curtain and his closest assistants (his Executives, as they were called) unfortunately avoided capture. But I see I have already come to the end. Allow me to back up and make a proper introduction to the course of events…

The account went on like this, backtracking and sidetracking and circling around as Sticky labored to produce an accurate summary of their adventures. An entire paragraph, for instance, was devoted to the origin of the word “terrified,” another to the curious sense of isolation that can occur on islands (as opposed to peninsulas), and still another to a consideration of cruel punishment in schools. By the time Kate reached the second page, her shoulders were sagging. With a sigh, she flipped to the last page and read the final sentence: “And that is the end of the account.” She looked up at Reynie. “Is it… um, all like this?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“But how could he make the most exciting, the most dangerous, the most important event in his life—in anyone’s life—so… so…”

“So dull?” Reynie offered.

Kate flopped back onto the hay and started giggling. “Oh, I can’t wait to see him!”

“Don’t give him too hard a time. He may be coming out of his shell, but he’s still sensitive, you know.”

“I’ll be sure to hug him before I tease him,” Kate said.

Reynie cringed. Kate’s hug would probably hurt Sticky much worse than her teasing.

“Well, enough lying around,” said Kate, who had been lying around for perhaps three seconds. She sprang to her feet. “Aren’t you going to say anything about my bucket?”

“I was about to,” Reynie said. “I see you’ve made some modifications.”

Kate hurried over to show it to him. The bucket’s clever new lid opened easily but closed securely, which kept her things from spilling out as they sometimes had done in the past. What was more, inside the bucket Kate had attached several pouches that closed with snaps, straps, and zippers, so that everything could be snugged into a designated place. Her rope lay coiled in the bottom as always, tucked neatly beneath the pouches.

“Impressive,” Reynie said, examining the hidden catch that made the lid spring open.

Kate beamed. “Milligan designed the lid. He pointed out that a utility belt would be less cumbersome than a bucket, but I reminded him that you can’t stand on a utility belt to reach things—”

“Or fill it with water and drop it on pursuers,” said Reynie, remembering how Kate had done just that to escape Jackson and Jillson, Mr. Curtain’s most thuggish Executives, who had menaced the children at the Institute.

“Exactly! And Milligan saw my point, so he offered to help me improve the bucket instead of replacing it. Look,” she said, stepping up onto its closed lid. “No more emptying it and flipping it over. That saves time, you know.”

It was hard to imagine Kate doing anything more quickly than she already did, but Reynie acknowledged the improvement. “And what are you keeping in it these days? I mean other than falcon snacks and whistles.”

Pouch by pouch, Kate showed Reynie the bucket’s contents. Luckily, she said, Milligan had recovered some of the things she’d been compelled to leave behind at the Institute—her spyglass (which she disguised as a kaleidoscope), her Swiss Army knife, her horseshoe magnet, and her flashlight—and she also had replaced some of the items that had been lost or ruined, such as her slingshot and marbles, her spool of clear fishing twine, her extra-strength glue, and her penlight. In addition, she’d recently added a pencil-sized paintbrush and a bottle of lemon juice.

“I had to wait to tell you in person,” Kate said with a mischievous look. “You know the lemon-juice trick, don’t you? From now on I’ll brush secret notes onto my letters, and those government snoops won’t be able to see them. All you have to do is hold the paper over a candle and the words will appear.”

Reynie chuckled. He was familiar with the lemon-juice trick but had never had an opportunity to use it. “And what’s in the last pouch?” he asked, pointing to one that remained unopened.

“Oh, just these,” Kate said, somewhat drearily, producing a ring of at least two dozen keys of all different sizes and varieties. “Keys for the house. Keys for the truck. Keys for the barn padlock, the henhouse padlock, all the gates and cupboards and sheds, you name it. Milligan believes in keeping things secure.” She sighed and stuffed the keys back into their pouch.

“What’s the matter?” Reynie asked.

“Nothing, really,” Kate said. “Nothing important, at least—and I think that’s the trouble. I love the farm, you know, and I’m glad to be here. It’s just that sometimes it feels a little dull. After all the exciting things we went through, the important things we accomplished—well, everything since then has seemed a bit ordinary. We were secret agents, Reynie!” Even as she spoke the words, Kate’s eyes lit up in a very familiar way. Then she laughed at herself. “It’s kind of hard to get excited about having the key to the root cellar. That’s all I mean.”

“Well, you’re not alone,” Reynie said. “Since Miss Perumal adopted me, things have been great, but I still feel restless all the time—like I should be doing something urgent and can’t say what.”

“Really?” Kate said, and for a moment the two friends regarded each other in silence. It was a look that communicated everything they shared: the dangers, hardships, and triumphs of their mission, of course, but also the knowledge—as isolating when they were alone as it was thrilling when they were together—that they understood things about the world that no one else did, things they might never speak of except to each other.

“I suppose it’s just a normal letdown,” Kate said at last. She walked over to the corner of the hayloft. “Anyway, it’s not that bad. And I do what I can to keep things interesting.”

With that, she leaped high into the air and pulled a cord hanging from the rafter above her. A trapdoor fell open beneath her, and with a playful wave Kate fell through the hole and disappeared. Reynie heard her land with a thud on the earthen floor below. “Come on!” she called up. “Let’s go pick some apples.”

Reynie shook his head and went to use the ladder. Kate did keep things interesting, after all, and there was no point pining for bygone adventures. If anything, Reynie should be grateful—he was grateful—that being with his friends no longer meant being in danger. Who needed danger, anyway? Certainly not Reynie!

But whether Reynie needed it or not—and though he had no way of predicting it—danger most certainly awaited him and his friends.

And it would not be waiting long.
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Kate and Reynie spent the rest of the morning doing chores. It was enjoyable work, especially since they were engaged the whole time in conversation. As they picked apples from the few trees giving fruit, Kate told Reynie about her last school year (classes were easy enough, but there was far too much sitting in desks). As they filled the water troughs, she described what a terrible state of disrepair the old farm had been in when she and Milligan had returned to it. And as they oiled the gate to the animal pen, she related how Milligan would sometimes come home from a mission in the middle of the night, wake her up, and talk with her for hours.

“Which is fine by me,” Kate said, working the gate hinge to be sure it was entirely smooth and squeakless. She cast Reynie a sly look. “He tells me all sorts of top-secret things.”

Reynie raised his eyebrows. “Like what?”

“I’d better wait and tell you and Sticky at the same time,” Kate said. “He’ll want to hear it, too, you know.” She considered a moment, then added reluctantly, “For that matter, I suppose we should wait until Constance is with us, too.”

“Then at least tell me about that,” Reynie said, pointing toward two hens he had just seen come around the corner of the barn. The hens were harnessed to a tiny wagon filled with grain, and—with chickeny little stutter-steps and a great deal of clucking and flapping—were towing the wagon toward the henhouse.

“Chicken delivery,” Kate said with a nod of satisfaction. “One of my pet projects.” She glanced at Reynie to see if he caught her joke, but he seemed too preoccupied by the feathery spectacle to have noticed.

“A chicken-drawn wagon,” said Reynie (who was politely pretending not to have heard Kate’s joke). “Now how did you manage that?”

“Oh, training the chickens was easy,” Kate said. “The hard part was training Madge not to hunt them—I lost two hens before she caught on.” She paused a moment to honor the memory of the unfortunate hens, then continued brightly, “I told you I learned a lot from that animal trainer, remember? I’ve been training the farm animals to do chores. Milligan’s often away, so we need a lot of help around here. Might as well use what we have, right?”

“I think it’s brilliant,” said Reynie with perfect sincerity. “The chickens feed themselves, and the livestock open and close their own gate.”

“You saw that?” said Kate, looking pleased. “Yes, they come and go whenever Moocho sounds the farm bell.” She pointed toward the orchard. “Speaking of Moocho, there he is now. Hey, Moocho! Here’s Reynie!”

Kate had mentioned Moocho Brazos in her letters, so Reynie knew a few things about him. He knew, for instance, that Milligan had wanted someone to help out on the farm, as well as to look after Kate when he was away on missions, and that Kate had persuaded him to hire one of her old circus friends. But now, as the swarthy figure of Moocho Brazos emerged from the apple trees, Reynie realized that Kate had neglected to mention a detail or two. She certainly didn’t need to fill him in now, for it was perfectly clear from Moocho’s enormous muscles, slicked-down hair, and handlebar mustache that he’d been the circus’s Strong Man.

Moocho was toting a heavy tub full of apples that Reynie and Kate had picked earlier that morning. They’d left it at the far edge of the orchard to be retrieved by Moocho—in the farm truck, Reynie had supposed, not having conceived that anyone could carry it more than a few steps. But Moocho had gone on foot, and in his hands the apple tub looked no more substantial than a bowl of cherries.

“So you’re the wonderful Reynie Muldoon,” he said as he came up. “I’ve heard so much about you.” Given his daunting appearance, Moocho’s soft, melodious voice was every bit as unexpected as his attire—a flowery apron worn over coveralls and house slippers. He set the apple tub down and gave Reynie’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Very pleased to meet you.”

“Overslept, have you, Moocho?” Kate said.

Moocho yawned as if on cue. “We were up so late waiting, you know.”

“Madge and I were up late. You went to bed at nine.”

“Which, as you know perfectly well, is long past my bedtime,” Moocho said, “so no scolding, young lady. Unless, of course, you don’t care to eat any of my apple pies tonight.”

Kate immediately repented of her teasing, then told him about the broken-down car. Moocho offered to fetch Miss Perumal and her mother in the farm truck, but Reynie said he expected them to arrive soon. The mechanic had promised the car would be fixed before lunch.

“Well, if they aren’t here by then I’ll go for them,” Moocho said, scooping up the apple tub and starting for the house. “We can’t let them eat in town—the café is dreadful.”

Reynie watched him go, still marveling at how effortlessly he carried the tub. “I see why you asked Milligan to hire him. He must do the work of several people.”

“Oh yes, I suppose he does,” said Kate. She grinned. “But wait till you try his pies. Then you’ll know the real reason.”
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Noontime found Reynie and Kate perched high atop the farmhouse roof. They had gone up to replace a broken shingle and to right a listing weather vane, and afterward they had lingered to survey the countryside. The view was excellent from that height, and Kate was pointing out the distant mill pond, scene of her earliest memory (that of swimming with Milligan), when a faraway sound caught their attention. They turned to see a plume of dust rising over the lane in the distance.

“That must be Amma and Pati,” Reynie said, but Kate, fixing the dust plume in her spyglass, gave a little gasp and cried, “They’re all here, Reynie! I mean Sticky’s here, too!”

Reynie took the spyglass—Kate was thrusting it upon him with such zeal he feared she would knock him off the roof—and sure enough, down the dusty lane came Miss Perumal and her mother in the station wagon, followed by an old sedan: the Washingtons had arrived earlier than expected.

Kate scrambled nimbly to the edge of the roof, gripped the sides of the ladder, and slid down it like a firehouse pole, bypassing the rungs altogether. By the time Reynie had descended in a more conventional fashion, the farmyard was full of automobiles, the Perumals and Washingtons were chatting with Moocho Brazos (who had hurried out to greet them), and Kate was helping Sticky up from the ground and dusting him off.

To Reynie’s surprise, Sticky looked exactly as he’d looked a year ago: a skinny boy with light brown skin, anxious eyes (though perhaps the anxiety came from not yet having recovered his breath), and a completely bald head. The baldness was the surprising part. The last time Reynie had seen Sticky, all his hair had grown back; it had since disappeared. His spectacles were missing, too, but this was only because Kate was just now picking them up from where her hug had knocked them free.

Clutching his ribs, Sticky gave Reynie a feeble smile. Then the two boys laughed and hugged and clapped each other on the back. All around them, the adults were chattering about faulty carburetors and making good time on the highways and bumping into one another unexpectedly in town. Mr. Washington was getting a wheelchair out of the trunk for Mrs. Washington, whose troubled knees kept her from walking much, but who nonetheless took a few painful steps to embrace Reynie and Kate. A short woman with walnut-colored skin, narrow shoulders, and a rather pouty mouth belied by the kindness in her eyes, Mrs. Washington couldn’t stop shaking her head as she turned the children’s faces left and right in her hands.

“You both look years older already,” she said ruefully, as if she couldn’t bear the thought. Mr. Washington came up with the wheelchair, and his wife lowered herself into the seat and dabbed at her shining eyes. Mr. Washington, who resembled a larger version of Sticky—tall, slender, and bespectacled—was not much for words, but he smiled fondly and greeted the children with reserved pats on their shoulders.

Meanwhile, Miss Perumal (her arms crossed protectively over her ribs) had come over to hug Kate. “Don’t you look wonderful, dear? Oh! And I see you’ve put a lid on your bucket! How clever!”

Kate beamed—she was always flattered when someone complimented her bucket—and only her desire to steal away and talk privately with the boys prevented her opening the bucket and showing Miss Perumal its entire inventory. They were already going to have to wait much too long to be alone, for first the luggage had to be brought in, and lunch eaten, and the dishes cleared away, and the guests situated in their rooms—all of which was perfectly pleasant but took ages to accomplish. By midafternoon the three young friends were casting nearly constant, yearning glances at one another, and when Miss Perumal finally asked them to make themselves scarce so the adults could speak in private, they lost no time in bolting for the door.

Still, as they walked out into the orchard, Sticky looked suspiciously back toward the farmhouse. “Why do they want to speak privately, I wonder?”

“It’s Mr. Benedict’s surprise,” Reynie said. “They’re in on it.”

“They are? So that explains why my parents have been whispering. I thought they were discussing Mom’s getting a second job. They know I’m dead set against it. I’d sooner go back to quizzing, you know, but they’re dead set against that.”

Reynie knew from Sticky’s letters that his father already did work two jobs. Their family’s finances were terribly strained due to the unhappy events leading up to the last year. Sticky’s prodigious memory and reading abilities had made him an incomparable quiz champion, but he had suffered badly under the pressure to make his family’s fortune and ultimately had run away from home. The Washingtons had spent every penny—in fact had gone deep into debt—in order to find Sticky and bring him back to them. They had been distrustful of money’s allure ever since, and were stubbornly unwilling to let Sticky be subjected to unusual pressures. (“They can hardly stand even to hear me talk about our time at the Institute,” Sticky had written. “The very thought of my being in danger makes them tremble.”) And so the Washingtons remained quite poor.

“How did you find out they know about the surprise?” Sticky asked as they settled down in the shade of the apple trees.

“Amma got a letter from Mr. Benedict,” Reynie said. “I saw it on her dresser, but she neglected to mention it to me, and later I overheard bits of a conversation she had with Pati. Pati’s hard of hearing, so Amma had to say a few things rather louder than she meant to. None of it was enough to give me any clues, but I could tell they knew something I didn’t. Not long after that I got my own letter from Mr. Benedict—the one he sent all of us—and I knew we were in for something good.”

“Of course it will be good! How could it not be good?” said Kate, leaning back on her elbows with a satisfied smile. “It’s already good. We’re together, aren’t we? And tomorrow we’ll see Mr. Benedict!”

“Not to mention Rhonda and Number Two,” Reynie said, referring to Mr. Benedict’s brilliant assistants (who also happened to be his adopted daughters, though this wasn’t widely known). “I can’t wait to see them, either.”

“Neither can I!” Sticky said. In a somewhat more subdued tone he added, “And, well… Constance, too, of course. And what about Milligan, Kate? At lunch you said he’d meet us at Mr. Benedict’s house, but wasn’t he supposed to be here?”

“That was the plan, but then he got called away on a mission.”

“What kind of mission?” asked Reynie and Sticky at the same time. They were both hungry for details.

Kate shrugged. “No idea. He never tells me anything beforehand, only afterward. I always read the paper for clues, of course—I’d love to be able to tell him I figured out what he’d been up to—but I never find anything.”

“So you have been keeping up,” Sticky said. “I asked about that in my last letter, but you never replied.” His tone was slightly resentful, but Kate either ignored it or else was blithely unaware.

“Of course I’ve been keeping up! But I’m not like you, Sticky. I can’t read ten newspapers every morning, and half of them in foreign languages. I only read the Stonetown Times. Why? Have you seen anything suspicious?”

Sticky grunted. “I wish. What about you, Reynie?”

Although this conversation might have seemed strange if overheard (for it is rare to hear children discuss the newspaper, and still more so to hear one ask whether anything “suspicious” has been found), to Reynie and his friends it felt perfectly natural. All of them had long had the habit of reading the paper—in fact it was a newspaper advertisement that had first led them to Mr. Benedict—and ever since their mission they had scanned the daily headlines with particular interest. It was doubtful any activity concerning Mr. Curtain would be declassified and printed, but it was always possible that some seemingly innocent story might reveal a connection to something deeper and darker—something the children would recognize even if other readers would not. In this single respect they still felt like secret agents, though reading the daily paper was hardly exciting field work.

This morning’s front page of the Stonetown Times, for instance, had been devoted to nothing more sinister than finance, freight, and forestry: INTEREST RATES SHARPLY ON THE RISE, read one headline; CARGO SHIP SHORTCUT TO MAKE MAIDEN VOYAGE, read another; while still another read, PINE WEEVIL MAKES MEAL OF SOUTHERN FORESTS. And the news only grew less interesting on page two.

“Suspicious?” Reynie said. “Not unless you think pine weevils are suspicious. Everything I’ve read has been dull as doorknobs.”

Kate’s eyes twinkled. “Hey, that reminds me! Sticky, I—”

Reynie cleared his throat and gave her a warning look. It was too late, though. Sticky might be slow to make certain connections, but he was exceptionally quick at recognizing personal insults. “Go on,” he said, burying his face in his hands. “It’s about my account of the mission, isn’t it?”

Now Kate looked regretful. “Oh… no… I was, uh, just going to…” She looked helplessly at Reynie, unable to think of what to say.

Much to their relief, Sticky lowered his hands and smiled. It was a sheepish smile, but at least he didn’t seem wounded. “Out with it.”

“Well, it’s… factual,” Kate said.

“And thoughtful,” Reynie added, hurriedly taking the account from his pocket in hopes of finding something to praise.

Kate nodded vigorously as Reynie unfolded the papers. “Oh, yes, it’s very thoughtful! And grammatical!”

Sticky winced. “Is it that bad? Oh well, I knew it was probably dreck. You should have seen the earlier drafts. This was my sixth attempt.” He took the account from Reynie and looked it over ruefully before stuffing it into his pocket. “Don’t worry, I figured I could never publish it anyway. I just wanted to do something to celebrate the occasion.”

Reynie had a sudden insight. “That’s why your hair’s gone, isn’t it? For old times’ sake!”

“I thought you might get a kick out of that,” Sticky admitted. “This time Dad helped me shave it—no more hair-remover concoctions.” He shuddered at the memory.

“Well, I love it!” Kate said, giving Sticky’s scalp an affectionate rub, and Reynie grinned and nodded his appreciation.

For a long time the three friends lingered in the orchard, reveling in one another’s company and reminiscing about their mission to the Institute. Laughing, groaning, occasionally shivering as they recalled their experiences—all of which remained perfectly vivid in their memories—they let the afternoon slip past them. When Kate noticed how long the shadows had grown in the farmyard, she gave a start and hopped up.

“Good grief! They’re going to call us inside soon, and Sticky hasn’t even met Madge yet!”

“Who’s Madge?” Sticky asked.

“Her Majesty the Queen!” Kate said, as if this explained everything. Impatiently she hauled the boys to their feet and ushered them out into the farmyard, where she blew on her whistle and tugged on the protective glove. Almost instantly the falcon appeared, streaking down from an unseen height to settle upon Kate’s wrist.

Sticky’s puzzlement faded, replaced by anxiety. Though he readily expressed his admiration of this sharp-taloned creature now regarding him with shining black eyes (“Falco peregrinus,” he said, nodding as he backed away, “impressive bird… swiftest of predators…”), he was not at all keen to make her special acquaintance. As casually as he could, Sticky took a cloth from his shirt pocket and removed his spectacles.

Reynie smiled to himself. He was quite familiar with Sticky’s habit of polishing his spectacles when nervous, and seeing him do so now was unexpectedly satisfying. There was a unique pleasure in knowing a friend so well, Reynie reflected, rather like sharing a secret code. Also, it was nice not to be the only one afraid of Kate’s bird.

“Don’t worry, Madge,” Kate was saying as she fed the falcon a strip of meat, “I’ll be back before you know it.” And after she’d sent Madge aloft again, she clucked her tongue and said, “Poor thing, did you see how fidgety she was? She knows I’m going away. I think it makes her nervous.”

“Oh yes,” said Sticky, with a doubtful glance at Reynie. “Poor thing.”

Reynie patted Kate’s back. “I’m sure your little raptor will be fine.”
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Moocho Brazos had prepared a sumptuous meal, and dinner was a boisterous, satisfying, happy affair, with everyone chatting at once and platters constantly being passed this way and that. For dessert Moocho served his much-anticipated apple pies—six of them, in fact, although that number seemed less extravagant once Moocho’s own appetite was taken into account.

After the dishes were washed, the pleasant tumult died down and the talk fell away. Everyone was overcome with drowsiness. It had been a long day for all, and another full day awaited them. The children were determined to stay up regardless, but though only a year ago they had been on a secret mission making life-and-death decisions, now they were subject to the dictates of their guardians—which meant bathing, bidding one another good night, and going to bed.

“Oh well,” Kate said through a yawn. “We’ll be up again soon. The rooster crows at sunrise, you know.”

And indeed it was the sound of crowing that woke Reynie the next morning. He sat up blearily—he’d slept on a pallet on the floor—to see gray dawn beyond the window and Miss Perumal sitting up in bed, smiling at him.

“Today’s your big day,” she said. “I know you’re excited. You didn’t sleep until after midnight.”

“You were awake?” Reynie asked. He’d been so involved in his thoughts that he hadn’t paid attention to Miss Perumal’s breathing. Obviously, though, she’d been paying attention to his.

“I’m excited, too,” Miss Perumal said. “I know you’re going to love your surprise.”

There was something about her expression that gave Reynie pause. She was happy for him, he could tell—but there was something else, too. It reminded him of the day she had driven him to take Mr. Benedict’s tests, when she had felt convinced he would no longer need her as a tutor. Her eyes, now as then, reflected a mixture of pride, expectation, and a certain sadness. But they were family now, and Reynie knew nothing could induce Miss Perumal to leave him. So what was she musing about?

Miss Perumal’s eyes suddenly changed. With a little laugh of surprise, she turned her face away from him, and when she turned back she’d adopted a scolding look. “I forget how good you are at reading expressions,” she said. She waggled a finger. “You mustn’t study things too closely, Reynie, if you don’t want to spoil your surprise.”

Together they roused Miss Perumal’s mother—whose slumber had been unaffected by the rooster’s crow, but who was always susceptible to foot-tickling—and after she’d come awake laughing and calling them villains, they all set about getting ready.

With a feeling of resignation Reynie put on the shirt Number Two had sent him last month for his birthday. He knew it was a token of her affection, but he still couldn’t look at the shirt without wrinkling his nose. Number Two’s apparent conviction was that good fashion meant matching one’s clothes to one’s skin tone (her own wardrobe consisted almost entirely of yellow fabrics that accentuated her yellowish complexion), and so naturally she’d thought this muddled, flesh-colored shirt would suit Reynie perfectly. It did fit him—sort of—but Reynie couldn’t have imagined an uglier shirt, or for that matter a less comfortable one (it was made of canvas, “for durability,” Number Two had written), and he wore it now only because he expected to see her today.

“You, too?” Sticky muttered when Reynie met him in the hall. Sticky was wearing a light brown shirt made of some kind of thickly padded material—his torso appeared to have swollen—and he was perspiring heavily despite the morning’s chill air. (Reynie recalled that Sticky’s birthday was in January; no doubt the shirt had seemed more suitable then.) “They made me wear it,” Sticky said, jerking his thumb toward the room he’d shared with his parents. He looked Reynie up and down. “Do you realize you look like a tote bag?”

“At least I’m not puffy,” Reynie said. “Let’s go find Kate.”

They hadn’t long to look. Before they could start up the stairs, Kate came sliding down the banister. To their disappointment she was wearing blue jeans and a perfectly normal shirt. She landed beside them with a delighted grin. “Why, you both look so handsome! Are you going to a party?”

Sticky crossed his thickly padded arms. “This is unacceptable, Kate. You need to go right back up and put on your birthday present.”

“Absolutely,” Reynie said. “You’re outvoted, Kate. We all suffer together.”

Kate was rubbing his canvas sleeve to see how it felt. She whistled and gave him a pitying look. “Sorry, but mine was much too small for me, so I cut it up and made my pouches out of it. Did I show them to you?” She eagerly flipped open her bucket’s lid. “It was very sturdy material, so—”

“You showed us already,” Sticky said in a defeated tone. “What was your present, anyway?”

“Mine? Oh, it was a vest. With fringe.”

Reynie eyed her suspiciously. “Was it really too small?”

“Well,” said Kate with a sly smile. “It was going to be.”
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The day was still quite young when the station wagon and the sedan pulled away, their eager occupants half-rested but well fed. Moocho Brazos stood in the farmyard waving goodbye until the cars had disappeared beyond the hill. Then he sighed and stroked his mustache sadly. He was much attached to his exuberant young friend, and with Kate gone the farm seemed dull already. With a melancholy shake of his head, Moocho headed off into the orchard, where a number of trees required tending.

And so it was that the young man who arrived on a scooter a few minutes later was met by an empty farmyard.

The young man dashed first to ring the doorbell—he rang it several times—then to the barn, where he discovered a hen depressing a lever with its beak to fill a tiny wagon with grain. He was startled by this sight, but he quickly overcame his wonder and renewed his search for the addressee of the telegram he carried. As he headed out behind the barn (it would be some time before he tried the orchard), the young man—an employee of the town’s general store and wire service—was hoping that someone, at least, would be here. His job was to deliver the telegram to “anyone on the Wetherall farm.” There was no telephone here, he knew, which explained the need for a telegram. The old store owner had told him this was the first telegram they’d been asked to deliver in many years. And a very curious, very urgent one it was. It read:

CHILDREN YOU MUST NOT COME STOP TOO DANGEROUS STOP CALL ME AT ONCE AND I WILL TELL YOU THE NEWS STOP OH IT IS BAD NEWS INDEED STOP REPEAT DO NOT COME BUT CALL AT ONCE AS I FEAR FOR YOUR SAFETY STOP WITH LOVE AND REGRET RHONDA
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The drive to Mr. Benedict’s house in Stonetown would take several hours, but they had hardly been on the road twenty minutes before Reynie, in his mind, was already there. He was daydreaming. In the front seat of the station wagon, Miss Perumal’s mother was humming to herself, unaware that her voice resounded throughout the car. Miss Perumal was suppressing a smile. And beside Reynie in the backseat, Kate and Sticky were catching each other up on their lives. Having arrived earlier than Sticky and being a better correspondent than Kate, Reynie already knew everything the other two were telling each other now. The fact that Sticky had briefly had a girlfriend, for instance, until she broke up with him for remarking upon her pulchritude. (“She didn’t believe me when I told her it meant ‘beauty,’” Sticky said. Kate shook her head. “It’s always best to stick to small words. If you’d said that to me, I’d have punched you.”) Or the fact that—unlike Miss Perumal, who considered Reynie unusually mature for his age and was contemplating his enrollment in college—the Washingtons had forbidden any such possibility for Sticky, to whose emotional well-being they were especially attentive now. (“I’ve told them again and again that I can handle it,” said Sticky. “But they aren’t budging.”)

As his friends talked, then, Reynie let his thoughts wander ahead of the station wagon to the house in Stonetown—with its familiar ivy-covered courtyard and gray stone walls—and, of course, to Mr. Benedict himself. Reynie could see him now: the perpetually mussed white hair; the bright green eyes framed by spectacles; the large, lumpy nose; and, of course, the green plaid suit he wore every day. To those who didn’t know him, Mr. Benedict might well look like a joker. The thought made Reynie indignant, for the man was not only a genius, he was exceptionally good—and in Reynie’s opinion, good people were decidedly rare.

Mr. Benedict himself had disagreed with Reynie about this. Reynie remembered the conversation perfectly. It had occurred some months after the children returned from their mission to the Institute, when Reynie had still lived in Stonetown. Despite Mr. Benedict’s countless pressing duties, he had arranged for a visit with Reynie, as he did every week. (Kate, by this time, had gone to live on the farm, and Sticky had returned to live with his parents in a city several hours away. Of the four children, only Constance—whom Mr. Benedict was in the process of adopting—would remain in Stonetown, for Miss Perumal was moving their family to a larger apartment in the suburbs, where Reynie could have his own room and, equally important, a library within walking distance.) After Reynie moved away, these weekly conversations with Mr. Benedict had become impracticable, and he recalled them now with fondness—even reverence.

On this particular occasion, Reynie had found Mr. Benedict alone in his book-crowded study. As usual, Mr. Benedict had greeted him with great warmth, and the two of them had sat down together on the floor. (Mr. Benedict had a condition called narcolepsy and was subject to bouts of unexpected sleep, often triggered by strong emotions. In those rare instances when he was not fretfully shadowed by Number Two or Rhonda Kazembe, he protected himself from painful falls by keeping low to the ground.) As had happened so many times before, Mr. Benedict had discerned immediately that Reynie had something on his mind.

“Though as I’ve previously remarked,” Mr. Benedict said, smiling, “this is not such a feat of deduction as it might seem, since you, my friend, always have something on your mind. Now tell me what it is.”

Reynie considered how to begin. It was all so complicated, and he could find no good starting point. Then he remembered that Mr. Benedict always seemed to intuit what he meant, whether or not Reynie had managed to express it properly. And so he said simply, “I see things differently now, and it’s… it’s bothering me, I suppose.”

Mr. Benedict gazed at Reynie, stroking a bristly patch on his chin that he’d missed with his razor. He exhaled through his lumpy nose. “Since your mission, you mean.”

Reynie nodded.

“You mean to say,” said Mr. Benedict after reflecting a moment, “that you’re disturbed by the wickedness of which so many people seem capable. My brother, for example, but also his Executives, his henchmen, the other students at the Institute—”

“Everybody,” Reynie said.

“Everybody?”

“Or… or almost everybody. I certainly don’t think that about you—or about any of us who’ve come together because of you. And there’s Miss Perumal and her mother, of course, and a few other people. In general, though…” Reynie shrugged. “I thought with the Whisperer out of commission—with Mr. Curtain’s hidden messages no longer affecting people’s minds—well, I thought things would start to seem different. Better. But that hasn’t happened.”

“You aren’t doubting what you accomplished, I hope.”

Reynie shook his head. “No, I know we stopped terrible things from happening. It’s just that I hadn’t expected to start seeing things—to see people—this way.”

Mr. Benedict made as if to rise, then thought better of it. “An old habit,” he said. “I occasionally feel an urge to pace, which, as you know, is ill-advised. If I dropped off and brained myself against the bookcase, Number Two would never let me hear the end of it.”

Reynie chuckled. He was well aware of Number Two’s fearsome protectiveness.

Mr. Benedict settled back against his desk. “It’s natural that you feel as you do, Reynie. There is much more to the world than most children—indeed, most adults—ever see or know. And where most people see mirrors, you, my friend, see windows. By which I mean there is always something beyond the glass. You have seen it and will always see it now, though others may not. I would have spared you that vision at such a young age. But it’s been given you, and it will be up to you to decide whether it’s a blessing or a curse.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Benedict, but how can it possibly be a blessing to know that people are untrustworthy?”

Mr. Benedict looked at Reynie askance. “Rather than answer that, allow me to call attention to the assumption you’re making—the assumption that most people are untrustworthy. Have you considered the possibility, Reynie, that wickedness is simply more noticeable than goodness? That wickedness stands out, as it were?”

When Reynie looked doubtful, Mr. Benedict nodded and said, “I wouldn’t expect you to change your mind so quickly. You’re used to being right about people—we all know you have marvelous intuition—and it’s difficult for you to question the conclusions you’ve drawn. But as I do with my pacing, Reynie, you must guard against old habits leading you astray.” Mr. Benedict crossed his arms and regarded Reynie shrewdly. “Let me ask you: Have you ever had a dream in which, having spied a deadly snake at your feet, you suddenly begin to see snakes everywhere—suddenly realize, in fact, that you’re surrounded by them?”

Reynie was surprised. “I have had that dream. It’s a nightmare.”

“Indeed. And it strikes me as being rather like when a person first realizes the extent of wickedness in the world. That vision can become all-consuming—and in a way, it, too, is a nightmare, by which I mean that it is not quite a proper assessment of the state of things. For someone as observant as you, Reynie, deadly serpents always catch the eye. But if you find that serpents are all you see, you may not be looking hard enough.”

Reynie had mulled this over—was still mulling it over, in fact, and not a little doubtfully—but had let the subject drop as he and Mr. Benedict played a game of chess. Reynie had never beaten Mr. Benedict; in the relatively few games they’d played, however, he had learned a great deal from him—and not always about chess. As often as not, their games were interrupted by long discussions of other matters, and this time was no different. Mr. Benedict gave no indication of surprise when, half an hour later, Reynie responded to an announcement of check by asking, “So you’ve had the snake nightmare, too?”

“Oh, certainly,” said Mr. Benedict, gently setting aside the rook he’d just taken. (He was always respectful of Reynie’s pieces, as if he considered their capture an unfortunate necessity.) “It’s a common nightmare, and I’ve had it many times, as well as a great many others that are more rare. Part of my condition, I’m afraid.”

“What do you mean?” Reynie had always known that Mr. Benedict’s narcolepsy made him prone to unpredictable episodes of sleep; beyond this, he realized now, he knew almost nothing.

For a moment Mr. Benedict didn’t speak, only gazed contemplatively at his fingers as if considering them for the first time. It seemed to Reynie that for some reason he was reluctant to answer, but that he didn’t wish to dismiss Reynie’s question, either. The latter impulse won out, apparently, for at length Mr. Benedict looked up and said, “For someone like me, Reynie, nighttime can be just as trying as daytime. It’s always a relief to give over to sleep, of course—to stop fighting against it, as I must do during the day—but I am often beset by nightmares, strange fits of waking paralysis, and even hallucinations, which can be quite terrifying.”

“That’s awful!” Reynie said. “I had no idea.”

“Well,” Mr. Benedict said, “I am long since used to it. I’ve even made friends with the Old Hag.”

“The Old Hag?”

“An ancient name for one of the more common hallucinations. I sometimes awake to the vision of a hunched figure at the end of my bed. Sadly, this hallucination is usually accompanied by paralysis.”

Reynie was aghast. “You mean to say there’s a strange person lurking by your bed—in the darkness—and you’re not able to move?”

“Nor even to cry out,” said Mr. Benedict. “It’s rather inconvenient.”

Reynie shuddered, imagining it. “I’d be scared out of my mind!”

“That is the most common reaction,” Mr. Benedict said with a smile. “And I admit I’m only joking when I say I’ve befriended her. Let’s just say I recover more quickly from our encounters than I used to. At any rate, the hallucinations and the paralysis rarely last more than a minute.”

That minute must seem like an eternity, Reynie thought. Then something occurred to him. “What about Mr. Curtain? Do you think that happens to him, too? Do you think it might be why he’s so obsessed with controlling things?”

Mr. Benedict tapped his nose. “Very astute, Reynie. I’ve often wondered that myself. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn that my brother’s nightly torments and daily struggles have contributed to his obsession. Though I’ve long since come to terms with my own spells of helplessness, it did take years before I stopped feeling ashamed of them. Evidently my brother has taken a different tack and has achieved no such resolution.”

This was an understatement, to say the least. Reynie recalled with frightening clarity Mr. Curtain’s eerie silver glasses and his high-powered, customized wheelchair—props he used to conceal his condition. The man might look exactly like Mr. Benedict, and he might possess a similar degree of genius, but his approach to the world couldn’t have been more different.

For a minute Reynie was lost in the uncomfortable memory of his encounters with Mr. Curtain. (The memory was uncomfortable not just because of the danger he’d been in, but also because Reynie himself, in a terrible moment, had once doubted which of the two brothers he was more like.) Thankfully, however, he was soon snapped from his reflections by the sound of soft snoring. Mr. Benedict’s head had dropped forward, his hands twitched at his side, and he appeared on the verge of slumping over onto the chessboard. Reynie’s impulse was to slip out and let him sleep, but Mr. Benedict had repeatedly instructed Reynie to wake him whenever such episodes occurred. Or try to wake him, at least—it wasn’t always possible.

“Mr. Benedict!” Reynie said. “Mr. Benedict, sir!”

Mr. Benedict came to with a start. Then, yawning, he ran his hands through his rumpled hair and regarded Reynie apologetically. “I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

“Not even a minute,” Reynie said.

Mr. Benedict sighed. “My brother has influence, I’m afraid, even in his absence. Thinking of him so often upsets me.…”

Reynie thought he understood this—his own thoughts of Mr. Curtain were nothing if not upsetting. And yet, seeing Mr. Benedict’s expression, Reynie realized it was not anger or fear or even outrage that troubled him so. It was sadness.

“Well, now,” Mr. Benedict said, with a quick gesture toward the chessboard, “I don’t wish to rush you, but I believe it’s mate in six. Do you agree?”

Reynie turned his attention to the board, but his concern clouded his thoughts. Clearly Mr. Benedict wanted to be alone. And so climbing to his feet he said, “Next time I’ll give you a better run for your money.”

“I look forward to it,” Mr. Benedict said, also rising. He gave Reynie’s shoulder an affectionate squeeze as they moved for the door. “Until then, my friend, may you have pleasant dreams.”
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Reynie was having pleasant dreams when Kate nudged him awake. He blinked and looked around to discover that his dreams were, in fact, reality. He was with his friends, and through the car window he saw the tall buildings of Stonetown ahead, which meant they would soon be reunited with Mr. Benedict and the others. He gave Kate a sleepy grin. “I guess I dozed off.”

“Zonked out is more like it,” Kate said. “And you weren’t the only one. Sticky dropped off in the middle of a speech about orchid varieties. I think he bored himself to sleep.”

Sitting on the other side of her, Sticky only smiled. He was awake now and happily polishing his spectacles, in much too good a mood to be snappish. Reynie could see bits of fuzz stuck to his scalp where he’d slumped against Kate’s shoulder.

Into Stonetown they rode, passing several landmarks familiar to Reynie. There was the orphanage where Reynie had lived until a year ago; there was the park where he and Miss Perumal used to take their walks; and now, as they passed into the busy downtown district near the harbor, Reynie could see the Monk Building. It was there he’d met Sticky and Kate, who like Reynie had come to take Mr. Benedict’s tests.

“Strange to think,” Kate said, almost to herself. She was gazing at the Monk Building with a look of wonder. When she’d met Milligan there, she had thought it was for the first time; neither of them had known the truth about their kinship.

“Can you believe it?” Sticky said as Miss Perumal turned onto the street that led to Mr. Benedict’s house. “A year ago we hadn’t even met Mr. Benedict. We had no idea what we were in for! Can you imagine—”

Reynie interrupted him. “What’s the matter, Amma?”

Miss Perumal was staring at something, her brow furrowed with concern. The children strained against their seatbelts, trying to see ahead. Miss Perumal pulled the station wagon to the curb, and then they saw what she had seen: three police officers stood under the elm tree in the courtyard of Mr. Benedict’s house. They were talking to a cluster of government officials (the children recognized the officials, who had questioned them after their mission), and their expressions were very serious.

“Something’s happened,” Miss Perumal said. “You children wait—”

But the children were already leaping from the car. With Kate in the lead, they dashed to the iron gate that led into the courtyard. They were met by a stern, unfamiliar man who held out his hand to stop them. He was a small man—hardly taller than Kate—but his unpleasant expression and his raspy, sharp voice gave him a distinct air of threat.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he demanded. “Who are you?”

“We’re friends of Mr. Benedict,” Kate said.

The man narrowed his eyes. “Friends, you say.”

“Oh dear!” a voice cried from the house. The children looked past the man to see, standing in the front doorway, a lovely young woman with coal-black skin and braided hair. It was Rhonda Kazembe, of course, and as she hurried down the steps she seemed greatly dismayed to see them. “You came? You didn’t get my telegram?”

Kate tried to press past the man, but he took her roughly by the shoulder and held her back. “Who are these children?” he asked Rhonda.

“It’s all right, Mr. Bane, they’re friends. In fact, the girl you’ve grabbed so rudely is Milligan’s daughter.”

With a start, the man released Kate (who at any rate had been about to release herself), and Rhonda gestured toward the government officials. “Everyone here but you knows these children,” she said. “Feel free to check with your superiors.”

As Mr. Bane stalked off to do just that, Rhonda opened the gate and embraced them all at once. “Oh dear,” she said again, squeezing them tightly. “You shouldn’t have come, but now that you have, at least I can stop worrying about you.”

“What’s happened, Rhonda?” asked Reynie.

Before Rhonda could answer, Miss Perumal and her mother came up, followed by the Washingtons. Rhonda greeted them with apparent relief. “Come inside,” she said soberly. “Come inside and I’ll tell you everything.”

“Tell us everything about what?” Kate insisted.

“Mr. Benedict and Number Two,” Rhonda replied, and her eyes suddenly brimmed with tears. “They’ve been taken.”

The children stared at her in shock. Taken?

“But… but who—?” Sticky began.

Rhonda angrily wiped her eyes. “Who do you think?”

They all knew the answer at once. Reynie said it aloud. “It’s Mr. Curtain, isn’t it?”

“I’ll explain everything when we’re in the house. I don’t know if you’re safe out here. Someone had to deliver it, after all. They may yet be close by, and who knows what they intend?”

“Deliver what?” Reynie asked, but Rhonda wouldn’t say more until she had ushered them inside.

Gone were Reynie’s visions of a happy reunion inside Mr. Benedict’s old house. The rambling, three-story stone building was perfectly familiar, yet the knowledge that Mr. Benedict and Number Two were missing gave the place an alien feel. As Mr. Washington helped his wife up the front steps and Rhonda carried up her wheelchair, Reynie and his friends kept casting anxious looks all around.

Through the front door they entered Mr. Benedict’s maze, which Rhonda and the children knew by heart. The maze had been the last of Mr. Benedict’s tests, as well as a line of defense against intruders. Together they moved quickly through its many identical rooms, up the staircase at the far side, and at last into a sitting room, where their entrance surprised another group of officials, all of whom turned toward the doorway with apprehensive expressions.

“Oh, it’s just you,” a silver-haired woman said to Rhonda. “Sorry, we’re a bit on edge.” She glanced inquiringly at the children. “I take it these are—?”

“Yes, Ms. Argent,” Rhonda said. “And I would like for them to see it.”

Exchanging uncertain looks, Ms. Argent and the other officials nevertheless stepped aside to let the children approach. On a table in the center of the room sat a brown box.

Rhonda gestured toward the box. “What happens to Mr. Benedict and Number Two depends on that,” she said grimly. She sounded as if she still couldn’t believe it, and indeed, as if speaking to herself, she repeated in a whisper, “Everything depends on that.”

The children moved closer. It was an ordinary-looking box, about the size of a fruit crate, with several holes punched into it. Together they peered through the holes into the box’s dark interior, anxious to see just what it might be—what the box might possibly contain that would determine the fate of those they held so dear.

It was a pigeon. Only that. A pigeon.
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“What can this bird have to do with the kidnapping?” Kate asked.

The government officials seemed reluctant to speak until Rhonda pointed out that the children might be directly affected by this situation. Finally a blond man with prominent cheekbones stepped forward to address them. “It’s a carrier pigeon,” he said, “sent by Mr. Curtain. It had a message strapped to its leg. We’re expected to send a reply by the same method.”

“Actually,” Sticky interjected, “it’s a homing pigeon.”

Everyone in the room looked at him. The Washingtons, who were standing with Miss Perumal and her mother inside the doorway, shifted uncomfortably, unsure whether their son had just been helpful or rude.

The blond man coughed into his fist. “I hate to argue with you, son—”

“Then please don’t,” said Rhonda impatiently. “I assume the difference is important, Sticky?”

“It could be,” Sticky said. “Homing pigeons can fly great distances—sometimes thousands of miles. Carrier pigeons aren’t really suited for long flights.”

Ms. Argent, the silver-haired woman, said, “So we can’t necessarily expect it to fly somewhere around Stonetown?”

Sticky shook his head. “Its roost could be anywhere on the continent.”

Ms. Argent cast a dark, meaningful look at the blond man, who mumbled something about needing to make a phone call and left the room. Rhonda watched him go, her expression grave.

“Tell me you haven’t started a search,” she said.

“Don’t worry,” Ms. Argent replied. “We’re taking appropriate measures.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Rhonda said, turning on her heel. Beckoning her friends to follow, she left the sitting room without another word. She led them down the hallway to the dining room, where she had them sit at the long table. “It’s exactly what they should not be doing,” she muttered, closing the door behind her. “Not until they know more. I’m going to have to be aggressive, I see.”

“Rhonda,” said Miss Perumal, “what did the message say?”

“I would show it to you,” Rhonda said, “but they’ve already confiscated it as evidence. In essence, it said—”

“Can you quote it exactly, Rhonda?” asked Reynie, who knew Rhonda had a prodigious memory almost as good as Sticky’s. “There might be something important in the phrasing, you know.”

“You’re absolutely right,” Rhonda said. “Ready, then?” And she quoted the message, which was as follows:

Dear Miss Kazembe,

I write to report that your friends are in grave danger, and—lest there be any doubt—that it is I who endangers them.

Let me explain. Despite his efforts to keep silent on the matter, my prisoner, Nicholas Benedict, has been compelled to reveal a secret regarding a certain rare plant. According to his reluctant confession, “only one person can secure the information” I seek—namely, the exact location and description of the plant—and this person is neither Benedict nor his yellowish assistant but someone, regardless, who is “extremely close” to Benedict. I know for a fact that he is telling the truth. I must assume that if you are not this person yourself, you will at least know of whom he speaks. For Benedict’s sake, I certainly hope so.

You have exactly four days to release this pigeon with the information I require. Be assured that if you attach any tracking devices to the bird, or make any sort of attempt to follow it to its destination, I will know. Such treachery will not bode well for your friends. If you hope to see either of them again, you will give me exactly what I wish, and without delay.

Oh, do not delay, Miss Kazembe. We shall all be most unhappy if you delay.

Cordially,

L. Curtain

When Rhonda had finished reciting the letter, there was a disturbed silence as everyone felt its meaning sink in. At length the silence was broken by Mrs. Washington stifling a sob with her handkerchief, and then everyone started to speak at once. Rhonda held up a hand. “Nobody say anything yet.” She went to make sure nobody was listening at the door, then returned to the table and spoke to the children in a low voice. “Do any of you know what this is about?”

None of them did.

“Good, then at least you won’t be subjected to more than the usual unpleasant questioning.” Rhonda jerked a thumb over her shoulder to indicate the officials down the hall. “They’re very concerned about what Mr. Curtain is trying to get. They’re worried it’s connected to the Whisperer.”

Everyone at the table knew that Mr. Curtain’s infamous machine was now situated here in Mr. Benedict’s house, powered by a huge bank of computers that had been moved into the basement. Several months ago, Mr. Benedict had finished altering the Whisperer’s sophisticated functions, and since then he’d been using it to help people whose memories had been suppressed by the Whisperer under Mr. Curtain’s guidance. In fact, in Mr. Benedict’s last letter he had happily reported that he’d restored the memories of almost everyone ever affected by the Whisperer, and that after a year of constant labor he might even allow himself a short vacation.

“What would a plant have to do with the Whisperer?” Sticky asked.

“I don’t know,” Rhonda said. “Mr. Benedict’s never mentioned anything about a plant to me. All I know is that he was away doing some personal research. Of course he had to take Number Two with him—she’d never let him go alone, and I had to stay to prepare for your visit—but if she knew where they were going, she didn’t let on. I doubt she knew. Mr. Benedict loves his surprises.”

“Hold on,” Kate said. “Mr. Benedict went away on purpose? He wasn’t going to meet us here?”

“He and Number Two left last week,” said Rhonda. “It was supposed to be part of your surprise.” She was about to say more, but a look of crushing sadness came over her face, and she fell silent.

Miss Perumal spoke up, addressing the children. “We adults all knew about it, of course. Mr. Benedict asked our permission before he made the arrangements. You were to go on a mysterious adventure.”

Sticky looked at his parents in surprise. After this last year of being so carefully sheltered, he found it hard to believe they had granted permission for him to go on an adventure of any kind—mysterious or otherwise.

Mrs. Washington lowered her handkerchief. “We’d been fretting about your education, you see. You’re such extraordinary children, and none of us thought you were being suitably challenged. Yet we were reluctant to send you off to college so young. We must have had a dozen telephone conversations on the subject, wouldn’t you say, Miss Perumal?”

“We did,” said Miss Perumal. “And we were still deliberating when we heard from Mr. Benedict, who happened to be planning an anniversary reunion for you. When we mentioned our concerns to him, he suggested that a field trip—a very special field trip—might be just the thing to supplement your educations. He’d always regretted you were exposed to such dangers on your mission, he said, but it was undeniable that you had thrived under the challenge. None of us could disagree. It was obvious how much you’d grown as a result of that mission—to say nothing of how much you missed one another now.”

“So Mr. Benedict proposed an adventure,” Mrs. Washington said. “A completely safe one this time, but an adventure nonetheless. The timing was perfect, he said, because he intended to take a research trip anyway and would be happy to expand its purpose. He and Number Two would leave sometime before you, and then you four would follow in their footsteps, with Rhonda and Milligan accompanying you. That was to be your big surprise.”

Miss Perumal leaned to murmur into Reynie’s ear. “You were going to be away for two weeks. I knew you’d have a wonderful time, but I also knew how much I’d miss you.” She gave him a sad smile, and Reynie nodded, understanding now the bittersweet look she’d given him that morning.

“Mr. Benedict would cover the expenses,” Mrs. Washington went on (with a significant look at Sticky, who’d just been wondering how they could afford such a trip). “He said you were owed that and a great deal more besides, and with Rhonda and Milligan to accompany you we hadn’t the least worry for your safety. But now to think”—here Mrs. Washington raised her handkerchief to her face again, though not enough to conceal her look of horror—“to think if you had actually gone. What might have happened to you?”

“Nothing would have happened to us,” said Kate soothingly. “Milligan was going, too, remember? Nobody could have touched us with him along.”

Mrs. Washington, who at any rate wished to banish such frightening thoughts from her mind, nodded tightly and lowered her handkerchief. Mr. Washington squeezed her shoulder and said nothing—he’d said scarcely a word since they arrived—but his eyes were deeply troubled.

“What exactly was this field trip to be?” Reynie asked. “Where were we going?”

“That part was secret,” said Miss Perumal. “Mr. Benedict thought you might be nosy enough to glean the details ahead of time, which would defeat the purpose of the exercise, so he provided very few. We knew that you’d eventually meet up with him and Number Two, and that along the way Rhonda would make sure you called home every day—but more than that he didn’t reveal. Perhaps Rhonda can tell us more.”

“I wish I could,” said Rhonda, who was at the door again checking for eavesdroppers, “but Mr. Benedict was mum on almost everything. I think he relished the idea of surprising me, as well. He wouldn’t even tell me what his research was about, though I sensed he was eager to pursue it.” With a last look down the hallway, she pulled the door closed again.

“Why are you being so careful, Rhonda?” asked Kate. “Don’t those people want to help Mr. Benedict, too?”

“Some of them, yes,” said Rhonda. Her face hardened. “Some of them, perhaps not. There’s a lot of resentment of the fact that Mr. Benedict is the only one who can operate the Whisperer. It’s Mr. Benedict who calls the shots, and he’s stubbornly resisted certain people’s suggestions that the government use it for other purposes. Those people might be very pleased if he went away for good. As for the others…” She shook her head. “I don’t trust them not to attempt some kind of rescue operation and bungle it terribly. It would be the worst thing they could do. All of them together aren’t half as smart as Curtain.”

“What do you think we should do?” Sticky asked.

“We need to speak privately with Milligan. I haven’t been able to get in touch with him, but he should be here soon—he’s already late, in fact. It’s possible Mr. Benedict gave him more details about the trip. He did want to be sure it went well for you. Oh, if you could have seen Mr. Benedict’s face the morning they left! He was so pleased to be giving you this surprise!”

Just then the door flew open with a bang. Everyone jumped and stared. Oddly, though, there seemed to be no one in the doorway. Reynie’s first thought was that an unusually strong draft had blown the door open—it was a drafty old house—but then he thought to lower his gaze, and in doing so was rewarded with the sight of Constance Contraire’s scowling face.

“You’re meeting without me?” she demanded. “Why wasn’t I told?”

“Come in, Constance,” Rhonda said in a weary voice. “You asked to be left alone, remember? I was just catching everyone up. They’ve only been here a few minutes.”

This explanation clearly did not satisfy Constance, but she had no opportunity to express her dissatisfaction, for she was immediately swept into the air by Kate, who hugged her so tightly she was unable to speak.

“It’s good to see you, Constance,” Kate said sadly, “even though it’s under such awful circumstances.”

Constance’s pale blue eyes glistened, her pudgy cheeks reddened, and her feet dangled helplessly around Kate’s knees. (She might be of extraordinary intellect for her age—she was only three—but she was of ordinary size, and Kate quite towered over her.) When at last Kate set her down again, Constance had no chance to recover before Reynie and Sticky embraced her as well, quickly followed by the adults. By the time everyone had greeted her, Constance’s wispy blond hair had come free of its barrettes and fallen about her face, and she wore a wildly disoriented look, as if she were an oversized rag doll that had been magically brought to life.

“Oh,” Constance said confusedly. “Okay, then. Hello.”

Ms. Argent, meanwhile, had appeared in the dining room doorway and stood waiting for the fuss to die down. “Ms. Kazembe,” she said, “we’d like to ask you a few more questions, please.”

“Very well, I’ll be right there,” Rhonda said.

Ms. Argent seemed disinclined to leave, but when she realized that everyone in the room was staring at her impatiently, she turned slightly pink and made a hasty exit.

Rhonda made sure Ms. Argent was out of earshot, then stepped to a side table, opened a drawer, and took out a sealed envelope. She looked solemnly at the children. “I was to give you this,” she said. “It contains Mr. Benedict’s instructions for beginning your adventure. I haven’t seen what’s inside it yet—I didn’t want Ms. Argent’s crew to know about it, and there hasn’t been the least opportunity to read in private—and now that you’re all here it seems proper that the four of you should see it first. Mr. Benedict wanted you to, after all. I’d better go see if I can deduce what these people are planning, but we’ll discuss this as soon as I return.

“Now, before I hand it over,” Rhonda said, lifting the envelope away from Constance, who had stepped forward to grab it, “you must promise that if the instructions offer any hint as to Mr. Benedict and Number Two’s whereabouts, you’ll mention it to no one but Milligan or me. It wouldn’t surprise me if Ms. Argent or one of the others tried to catch you alone, and we must be very careful.” When the children had promised, Rhonda let Constance take the envelope.

“I’m so sorry, everyone,” she said, looking sorrowfully first at the children and then at the other adults. “Please make yourself as comfortable as you can. Help yourselves to anything in the kitchen—but remember, don’t speak to a soul unless I’m present. I have to do everything I can to manage this situation.” Rhonda was fighting back tears again. “I have to get them home safely. I have to…”

Miss Perumal walked her to the door. “It’s what we all want, Rhonda. Now, don’t worry about us. We’ll be fine.”

“And discreet,” Mrs. Washington added.

No sooner had Rhonda left than the children turned with anxious, pleading faces to the adults, who could hardly refuse them.

“Go,” Miss Perumal said, waving them toward the door. “But stay in the house, and remember what Rhonda told you.”

“And come back soon to eat,” Mrs. Washington said. “It will be a long day, and you’ll need your strength.”

“Those poor children,” said Miss Perumal’s mother. She meant to say it under her breath, but her voice carried after the children as they hurried from the room. “Oh, the poor, poor dears!”

[image: ]

The children sat in a circle on the floor of Constance Contraire’s bedroom. Around them were the piles of Constance’s laundry—some dirty and some clean—that they had shoved aside to make room for themselves. Clothes hung on the back of Constance’s miniature desk chair, too, and blankets and towels were draped haphazardly across her unmade bed. Given the state of her room, it would be no surprise to find her chest of drawers utterly empty; and under different circumstances one of the children would have made a point of checking, just to see. But right now, no one was in the mood to tease Constance about her disorderliness or anything else.

The window shade was drawn; the door was locked. They spoke in hushed tones, and every so often one of them checked the hallway for unwanted listeners. The secrecy of their discussion—and the anxiety and urgency that attended it—lent a strange feeling of familiarity to the scene, for only a year had passed since the Mysterious Benedict Society had held meetings just like this at the Institute. In the middle of their circle lay the sealed envelope. Reynie had put off opening it but hadn’t said why.

“He didn’t tell you anything more?” Reynie asked Constance, who evidently knew as little about Mr. Benedict’s trip as the others.

“Don’t you think I’d have said so if he had?” Constance snapped. “I’ve spent the whole morning crying, Reynie—ever since that stupid bird showed up. If I could think of some important fact, you know I’d tell you.”

“I know,” Reynie said gently. He was used to Constance and had a better way with her than the others did. “Now please don’t be upset, but can you tell me how the pigeon got here?”

Constance sniffled and swiped at her eyes. “There was a knock at the door, and when one of the guards went to open it, that box was on the doorstep. He didn’t see who left it, but one of the upstairs guards was watching through a window. She said it was a man in a suit. He was carrying a briefcase.”

“I knew it,” said Kate, curling her lip, and in a tone that implied considerable loathing she said, “A Ten Man.”

The others looked at her.

“A what?” Sticky asked.

“This was something I was going to tell you about. Do you remember Mr. Curtain’s Recruiters?”

Constance stared at Kate. “Do I remember them?” she said, her face darkening. “Hmm, let me think, Kate. Oh, wait! You mean like the men who tried to kidnap me—the ones who shot wires out of their watches, shocked the wits out of me, and stuffed me into a bag?”

“Exactly,” Kate said. “Those guys. Well, they’re still working for Mr. Curtain, only they aren’t called Recruiters anymore. Milligan and the other agents call them Ten Men.”

“Because they’re heartless?” asked Reynie, thinking of The Wizard of Oz.

“Not Tin Men, Reynie. Ten Men. It’s true they’re heartless, though, and they’ve gotten even more dangerous. The agents call them Ten Men because they have ten different ways of hurting you.”

“Not just the shock-watches?” Sticky asked, cringing as if he didn’t really want to know.

“Apparently they’ve expanded their wardrobe,” Kate said.

Reynie was rubbing his chin. “If a Ten Man delivered the pigeon,” he mused, “then another Ten Man could be waiting at its roost. Mr. Curtain wouldn’t have to be there himself. They could just call him when the reply came. That means Mr. Curtain could be anywhere in the world—and wherever he is, that’s where Mr. Benedict and Number Two are.”

“I have a feeling you’re going somewhere with this,” Kate said.

“Not just me,” Reynie said. “All of us.”

“We’re going somewhere?” Sticky asked, confused.

“Okay, Reynie, why haven’t we opened the envelope yet?” Constance said. “Why have you been stalling?”

“Because I think we need to be resolved,” Reynie said, taking the envelope and staring at it intently. “Whatever Mr. Benedict has written in here could put us on his trail.” He looked up. “And I think we should follow it.”

“You mean actually go on the trip?” Sticky said, his eyes widening.

“By ourselves?” Kate said. She considered for perhaps half a second. “Okay, I’m in.”

Constance looked faintly hopeful. “You think we could actually find them?”

“It’s worth a shot,” Reynie said.

Sticky was polishing his spectacles now. Beads of sweat had appeared on his bald head. “It might be dangerous. You realize it might be dangerous, right?”

“Yes,” Reynie said. “But if we find them—or if we can just get close—we won’t do anything foolish. We’ll contact Rhonda and Milligan, and they can decide what to do.”

“What if we come across a Ten Man?” Constance asked.

“Don’t worry about that,” said Kate, with a dismissive wave of her hand. “We’ll just need to keep an eye out for suits and briefcases—and, you know, be prepared to run for our lives.”

“Thank you,” said Constance with a quaver in her voice. “That’s ever so comforting.”

“A Ten Man probably wouldn’t even notice us,” Reynie said. “Four children don’t exactly look like a rescue team, you know.”

“Well, I suppose that’s true,” Constance said in a somewhat stronger voice, and Reynie smiled encouragingly. He didn’t quite believe what he’d just said—he suspected at least some of Mr. Curtain’s henchmen would have heard about them. But Mr. Curtain, of all people, would hate to admit he’d been outsmarted by children, and it was possible he’d avoided mention of them. At any rate, Reynie thought it best to shore up Constance’s courage, for he could tell she intended to come along regardless.

Kate cracked her knuckles. “If we’re going to do this we need to get started. Four days, the letter said, and we may need every minute.”

“So what’s the plan?” Sticky asked, putting away his polishing cloth and resettling his spectacles.

“If we’re in agreement,” Reynie said, “we’ll go wherever these instructions lead us. Secretly, of course. The adults would never let us go now—not even if Rhonda and Milligan came with us.”

“Of course not,” said Kate. “We’ll have to sneak out.”

“Oh boy,” said Sticky, who hadn’t thought about this yet. “If a Ten Man doesn’t kill me, my parents surely will.”

Reynie grimaced, imagining how Miss Perumal would react when she discovered he’d gone. He quickly forced the image out of his mind (just as, moments before, he had forced away the image of a Ten Man seizing him in some far-off place where no one could protect him).

“Are we agreed, then?” Kate asked.

“Agreed,” said Constance and Reynie.

Sticky let out a deep breath. “Agreed.”

Everyone looked at the envelope then, wondering where in the world—and into what unknown dangers—it was to take them.
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Reynie opened the envelope, took out two sheets of stationery, and began to read:

Dear friends,

I greet you from afar! By now I trust you’re enjoying one another’s company again. I’m very pleased to think of it.

Rhonda will have given you a few details concerning your trip. The rest are these: She and Milligan shall accompany you, but you should think of them as passengers and yourselves as pilots. It is you who must solve the clues that will bring us together again for our celebration. I know you are more than up to the challenge, and I do look forward to hearing stories from your journey.

That journey begins here, where the four of you are gathered. Your first steps should be in the direction that the riddle on the following page takes you. May your adventures bring you closer together, even as they take you far from home.

Warm regards,

Mr. Benedict

For a short time the children sat in silence. Now that they’d been given a moment to reflect upon it, they were deeply moved by Mr. Benedict’s gesture. He’d gone to a great deal of trouble to offer them something special. Little had he known that his own fate was about to take such a terrible turn, or that his gift would lead the children into danger. He would never want them to put themselves at risk—least of all on his account—which was one reason they cared enough about him to do so.

“Are you ready?” Reynie asked finally.

The others murmured their assent, adopting expressions of concentration as Reynie read the riddle aloud:

“Looking for something? Open me.

I’m sure that your something inside of me lies.

Of course you can always find hope in me

(Though despair must come first; and later, surprise),

What’s sought, though, depends on the seeker—

One looks for bobbin; another, for beaker;

Others, for nature; still others, for nurture—

The quarry will vary from searcher to searcher.

And yet (I suspect this will strike you as strange),

My contents are set and will not ever change.

If you still cannot guess what I mean, here’s a clue:

The answer—what I mean—lies inside of me, too.”

“You must be kidding,” Kate said when Reynie had finished. “That’s the riddle? But it’s nonsense! Nothing can hold all those things!”

Reynie looked at her curiously. “It isn’t nonsense, Kate.”

“It’s impossible, is what it is,” said Constance, rolling her eyes. “I wouldn’t have thought I could feel angry at him—not right now—but did he really have to make it so hard? How are we supposed to help him?”

“It sounds like magic,” Sticky said in an awed tone. “After all, he wouldn’t give us an impossible riddle. Maybe the answer just seems impossible, but isn’t really! Like magic!”

Constance made a point of getting Sticky’s attention, then rolled her eyes again. “It isn’t magic, Sticky.”

Sticky glared at her. “Well, do you have a better idea? If it isn’t nonsense, and it isn’t impossible, and it isn’t magic—”

“It’s a dictionary,” Reynie said, standing up. “Now let’s go find it.”
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When Kate had stopped smacking herself on the forehead; and Sticky had worked through the riddle aloud (“So ‘hope’ comes after ‘despair’ but before ‘surprise’ because the words are in alphabetical order! I get it!”); and Constance had rudely pointed out that the riddle had been solved already and didn’t require Sticky’s decoding; and Reynie had grabbed Sticky’s arm to prevent him from giving Constance a painful finger-thump on the head—when, in short, they were ready, the children developed their plan.

Mr. Benedict’s house, as they all knew perfectly well, contained more books than boards. Almost every available surface held stacks of books; almost every wall was lined with bookshelves. According to Sticky—who remembered the exact placement of every book in the house—there were seventeen dictionaries (twenty-six if you counted foreign languages), any one of which might contain the next clue. The children decided to start on the third floor, where Constance’s bedroom was located, and work their way downstairs if necessary.

The third floor consisted of three long hallways, a dozen rooms, and quite a few nooks and crannies—space enough for thousands of books, and searching for the dictionaries would have taken hopelessly long if not for Sticky. As it was, the children were able to move swiftly from shelf to shelf (and from coffee table to windowsill), examining one dictionary after another as Sticky pointed them out. In minutes they had looked at most of the dictionaries on the third floor—including the Greek, Latin, and Esperanto dictionaries in Mr. Benedict’s tiny room, which saddened them even to enter—but although they’d found lots of silverfish, a pretty silk bookmark (which Constance pocketed), and the definition of a Greek word Sticky had been meaning to look up, they came upon no clue.

“What about Number Two’s bedroom?” asked Kate.

“No dictionaries in there,” Sticky said. “Number Two told me she prefers to go find a dictionary when she needs one. Searching the shelves helps her remember where every thing is.”

Constance was staring at Sticky as if he’d just said he liked to eat sawdust. “You two have conversations about dictionaries?”

“We used to,” Sticky said sadly. “I haven’t seen her in months, you know.” Then he realized Constance had been making fun of him. “It wouldn’t hurt you to look in a dictionary every now and then, Constance. Some new words might improve your rotten poetry.”

“My poems would sound good if your ears weren’t of wood,” Constance said.

“My ears,” Sticky said through gritted teeth, “are fine.”

“For whittling, maybe, your ears are well suited. For poetry, though—”

“Please don’t finish that, Constance,” interrupted Reynie. “We don’t need a rhyme attack right now. We need to find that dictionary.” To Sticky he made a private gesture that clearly meant “stay calm and ignore her.”

“I saw that,” Constance said, giving him a very cross look.

Reynie sighed.

Only one hallway on the third floor remained to be searched. They had put it off until last, for on that hallway lay the chamber that contained the Whisperer. Two guards were always posted at the chamber door, and the children had hoped to avoid speaking to anyone. But Sticky said two dictionaries were to be found there, so they were compelled to go look. Luckily there were none in the chamber itself, Sticky said, for as they all knew, no one was ever allowed in there without Mr. Benedict. (Reynie didn’t point out that Mr. Benedict wouldn’t have left the clue where they couldn’t possibly get to it, and he was relieved when it didn’t occur to Constance to say so.)

The children had been inside that guarded chamber only once, when Mr. Benedict took them in to look around. They had admired the soothing colors and soft lighting he used to calm his visitors (or “guests,” as he called them, to make them feel welcome). It came as no surprise that Mr. Benedict’s guests might stand in need of calming, for they were the Whisperer’s former victims, the extremely unfortunate people whose memories Mr. Curtain had hidden from them—memories Mr. Benedict now employed the Whisperer to restore. The cozy room was a far cry from the cold, austere atmosphere of Mr. Curtain’s Whispering Gallery.

“It can be disturbing to have one’s memory suddenly return,” Mr. Benedict had said, “to remember all at once the important things that have been missing for so long. I do my best to lessen the shock.” He indicated an overstuffed chair in the corner. “That is where my guests sit. It is easily within the Whisperer’s range, and I should think they find it more comfortable—and far less threatening—than the seat my brother designed.”

Mr. Benedict kept the Whisperer hidden behind a decorated screen, but the children didn’t need to see it to remember it. All but Kate, in fact, had sat in its hard metal chair, their wrists cuffed, a helmet pressed tightly over their heads. And all four of them remembered the terrifying moment when they’d realized Mr. Curtain could use his device to wipe away their memories—brainsweeping, he called it—even when they were standing several feet away. Yes, they all remembered the Whisperer perfectly well, and they were quite content to leave it hidden behind the screen in that locked and guarded chamber.

As the children entered the hallway on which the chamber lay, the two guards at its door offered them faint, polite smiles. The guards were not supposed to fraternize while on duty, of course, and they knew the children were free to roam the hallways; they might well let them pass without comment. But depending on their security clearance (depending, in other words, on their access to classified information), the guards might also know something of the children’s history, and this made Reynie worry they would be suspicious of any unusual activity.

“Are you sure there’s a dictionary here?” he said to Sticky, as if they were in the middle of a discussion.

“Yes, there certainly is, Reynie, I am sure of it,” Sticky replied in a tone so stiff that Reynie almost winced. They needed to brush up on their acting.

To her credit, Kate was more convincing than either of the boys had been. Casually retying her ponytail, she winked at the guards and said in a breezy tone, “Just looking up a word.”

The guards nodded, but one of them—a burly, bulldoggish man—watched the children with an appraising look that verged on suspicion. Reynie turned his back, the better to hide his own nervous expression. Sticky had already located the first dictionary and was rapidly examining it as the others looked on. He closed it with a discouraged sigh. “No luck.”

The burly guard leaned toward them. “Must be an unusual word, eh? You ought to try the other dictionary. It’s really big.”

“How do you know there’s another dictionary?” asked Sticky, surprised.

“What else do we have to look at all day but these bookshelves?” said the guard. He pointed a little way down the shelves. “It’s right over there, a great huge fat one. Wait, now where is it? I remember it perfectly—terrible condition, falling apart at the seams. It was right there, I’m sure of it.”

“I know the one you mean,” Sticky said, pointing to a gap on the shelves. “It was right there.”

The other guard spoke up. “Oh, Mr. Benedict took that one! Couple weeks back. You were on break, Russ,” he said to the burly guard. “Said he was going to fix it up, but I don’t suppose he got around to it before he left. I saw it in his study not two days ago, and it was still in awful shape.”

Reynie’s heart leaped. “His study? I guess we should go down there, then.” He and the others quickly turned to go, only to find their way blocked.

“Listen, you kids, I know what you’re doing,” said Russ, the burly guard.

They stared at him in bewildered dismay. How could he know? Was this over before they’d even begun?

Reynie forced himself to speak. “You know what we’re… doing?”

“You’re trying to distract yourselves,” Russ said. “I understand. You’re worried about Mr. Benedict and Number Two, and you’re just aching to think about anything else. Am I right?”

“Yes!” cried Sticky from behind Reynie. He sounded much too eager to agree, and Russ might have paused to consider this had Constance not crossed her arms and grumpily remarked, “If you say so.”

“Let me give you some advice,” said Russ, scratching a dry patch on his left jowl. “If you really mean to be distracted, don’t go down to Mr. Benedict’s study. Go back to your room and play a nice little game. Okay?”

“Why?” Reynie asked. “Why not go into his study?”

“It’s serious business down there, son. They’re going through all his papers right now—every folder, file, and book—looking for clues to his whereabouts. They won’t let you in there, anyway. Not until they’re finished, at least.”

“Thank you,” said Reynie as calmly as possible. “It’s… good advice. Come on, everyone, let’s go play a game.”

The children hurriedly said goodbye to the guards, who watched in bemusement as they bumped into one another, sorted themselves out, and walked with strange jerky steps down the long hallway, looking for all the world as if they were trying not to run in panic.

“Poor kids,” said Russ in a low tone. “They’ll do anything to avoid the scary stuff.”
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As soon as the children were out of sight of the guards, they ducked into the first available room (it happened to be Number Two’s bedroom) to discuss their dilemma.

“If they find that clue,” Kate said, closing the door, “you know we’ll never see it.”

“They may already have found it,” Constance said. She dropped despondently onto the yellow rug Number Two had woven for her floor. “For all we know, they’re planning some disastrous rescue mission even as we speak.”

“We have to assume they haven’t found it yet,” Reynie said. “Mr. Benedict has an awful lot of books and papers in that study, and they probably won’t think to check the dictionary until they’ve checked everything else.”

“We need a distraction,” said Kate. “Something to get them out long enough for us to slip in and grab it.”

“Any ideas?” Reynie asked.

Sticky began to look around the room as if seeking inspiration. Everything he saw was familiar to him already: the open wardrobe with its array of yellow clothing; the basket of sewing materials and stacks of science journals by the bed (Number Two scarcely slept—seldom more than an hour or two—and filled her long night hours with quiet activity); the tidy writing desk with its bouquet of pencils in a cup; and of course the well-stocked cupboard full of snacks (for though she required little sleep, Number Two had to eat almost constantly or else grow irritable and faint).

“I wish we hadn’t come in here,” Sticky muttered, depressed by so many reminders of their missing friend. He went to the window to give himself something different to look at.

Different, though, hardly described what Sticky saw through the window. Indeed, it was one of the strangest spectacles he’d ever witnessed. In the courtyard below, the three police officers were spinning round and round with their legs flying out behind them, as if they were the spokes of a wheel. They were all trying to hold on to whatever it was that was spinning them; they had all lost their caps; and one had even lost his toupee, which lay on the ground nearby like a stunned ferret. At the same time, on the sidewalk beyond the fence, the unpleasant Mr. Bane appeared to have just attempted an unsuccessful headstand, for he lay on his back staring confusedly at the sky. And as if all this weren’t enough to make Sticky suspect he was dreaming, no sooner had his brain registered the bizarre scene than a large bird swooped down into it, snatched the policeman’s toupee, and flew up into the eaves of the house.

Sticky rubbed his eyes, stared out again, and suddenly understood. “I think we have our distraction—Moocho Brazos just arrived.”

The others rushed to the window (Sticky gave Constance a boost so she could see) and quickly made sense of the commotion below: Moocho had come to see Kate for some reason; Mr. Bane had rudely refused to admit him, which had got him tossed over the fence; and the police officers had then felt compelled to restrain the huge man, which they did first by grabbing him, then by clinging desperately as he tried to spin them off on his way to the front door.

A buzzer rang somewhere in the house below, followed by the sound of doors banging open and people rushing down hallways and stairs. The guards were swarming to the exits, and everyone else was hurrying to windows to see what was the matter.

“Sticky’s right!” said Reynie. “Now’s our chance!”

And whirling around as fast as he could, he discovered the bedroom door wide open and Kate Wetherall already gone.
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They found Kate coming up the stairs just as they were starting down. In her arms was a massive old dictionary, and her blue eyes twinkled with excitement. She pointed back the way they’d come. Everyone turned and headed straight to Constance’s room, where Kate locked the door and went to the window.

“Good,” she said, peeking out, “Rhonda’s down there trying to clear things up. That buys us time.” She clucked her tongue. “Poor Moocho. I’ll bet he got her telegram and was worried out of his head.”

“You weren’t seen?” Sticky asked.

Kate shrugged. “Nope.”

Even knowing her as they did, the others stared at Kate, flatly amazed. In a matter of seconds—in the time it took the rest of them just to reach the stairway—she had flown down the stairs into the study, found the dictionary, and come out again without being spotted. It seemed impossible.

Kate noticed their expressions. “What?” She bent to look at herself in Constance’s wall mirror. “Do I have something on my face?”

“Just show us the stupid dictionary,” said Constance resentfully. (She still had trouble tying her shoes.)

Kate laid the thick book on the floor, and everyone knelt for a closer look. The dictionary was a tattered old thing with warped covers—evidence of some long-ago water spill—and a hopelessly ruined spine. Gingerly, so as not to damage it further, Reynie opened it and began turning pages. Some were irrevocably stuck together; some fell out at the merest touch. An odor of must and mildew filled the room.

“He should have thrown this away years ago,” Constance said, wrinkling her nose at the mildew smell. “It isn’t even usable.”

Reynie turned a page to reveal a deep, rectangular space cut out of the dictionary pages. Nestled inside the cut-out space was another book. “Not usable as a dictionary, maybe. But as a hiding place it’s perfect.”

The second book had brown leather covers and was rather large itself. Reynie quickly turned to the first page, which was blank except for the following inscription:

Travelers should always keep journals, and journals should always keep secrets. This journal is no exception. I have taken the liberty of writing the first entry. Read it quickly and move on. Bon voyage!—Mr. Benedict

With the others peering over his shoulder, Reynie flipped through the next few pages. It was difficult to gauge whether the journal was an expensive gift or something Mr. Benedict had snatched from a bargain pile—something discarded as a botched product and sold for a nickel. Its pages, although made of fine, heavy paper, had been cut unevenly, so that some were much wider than others. Each page was blank except for a single word written in the outer bottom corner. Reynie flipped to the back of the book. The same. One word per page, but taken in order the words did not form intelligible sentences.

“Let’s go through it nice and slow,” Kate said.

Reynie returned to the front and began turning the pages one at a time, working all the way to the end. The first several pages yielded the following sequence of words:

TAKE DOWN ROSES AND THREE TAKE YOUR CHANCES TAKE TIME TO BELIEVE TAKE UP CINNAMON CANDLES TAKE NOTES TAKE MY RULER TOO TAKE OFF GLOVES TAKE HOME.

About a third of the way through the journal a different sequence began:

THE LUCK OF MY BROTHERS THE NOTION OF CONSEQUENCE THE SCOUNDREL THE FLY IN THE OINTMENT THE NERVE THE PUZZLE THE DOGFISH ATE THE CATFISH THE ANSWER.

And in the last third of the journal, the words in the bottom corners ran like this:

SHORTCUT HAIRCUT SHORTCUT BLUE SHORTCUT CREWCUT SHORTCUT DO SHORTCUT COLDCUT SHORTCUT YOU SHORTCUT UPPERCUT SHORTCUT THROUGH.

Sticky scratched his head. “It’s some kind of word puzzle, I take it.”

“It does mention the word ‘puzzle,’” Kate said. “Maybe that’s a hint?”

They were both looking to Reynie for help, but Constance surprised them all by speaking first. “Take the shortcut,” she whispered, as if to herself.

“What?” Sticky said.

“That’s the answer,” Constance declared, more confidently now. “Take the shortcut.”

Reynie gave Constance a long, searching look. She stared back as if daring him to argue. Instead he turned to the others and said, “I agree with Constance.”

Sticky was baffled. “But… but how…”

Kate was glancing back and forth between Reynie and Constance. “What makes you think that?” she asked, though she didn’t appear to know which of them to ask.

Reynie held out his hand to Constance, indicating that she should answer.

“It’s obvious,” Constance said. “Those are the only three words that keep being repeated. The other words are meaningless—they’re just there to make things look weird.”

“They may be repeated a lot,” said Sticky, “but how can you be sure that matters?”

“Take a look at them,” Constance said. “They’re always in the corner of a wide page, never in the corner of a narrow one. Doesn’t that seem significant?”

Sticky didn’t have to look. He remembered perfectly where the words fell on every page. “Okay, that’s true, too. But why are the wider pages significant? Who’s to say we can rule out the narrow pages?”

Constance shrugged. She had no answer for this. “I know I’m right, though,” she said. “I can just tell.”

Reynie gazed at her wonderingly. It should have occurred to him, he thought, that Constance would surprise them. Given what she’d been capable of at the age of two, there was no telling what she could do now that she was three. After all, she must have developed considerably in the past six months.

“Reynie?” said Kate. “Any idea about the wide pages?”

Reynie opened the journal to Mr. Benedict’s inscription and drew his finger along this phrase: Read it quickly. “Remember that? I figured it was important, since Mr. Benedict knows how quickly some of us read already—especially Sticky.”

“What does speed have to do with what the words mean?” Kate asked.

“Speed has to do with what words you see,” Reynie said, and with the others looking on, he fanned the pages of the journal from left to right. Sure enough, the only words that appeared in the bottom corners were these: TAKE THE SHORTCUT.

“Well, what do you know!” said Kate with a laugh. “Of course! The other words are on narrow pages, so when you fan through like that—”

“—only the corners of the wider pages show up,” Sticky finished, nodding. “Yeah, I get it too.”

Kate whistled. “I wouldn’t have figured that out in a million years.”

Constance looked exceedingly pleased.

“Okay, so we’re one step closer,” Reynie said. “We need to take the shortcut. But what shortcut? A shortcut to where?”

The group fell silent, and Reynie thrust his chin into his hands, trying to concentrate. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Constance do the same thing. At first he thought she was mocking him, and he started to tell her to knock it off. Then he saw her close her eyes, obviously trying to think. Reynie felt oddly, deeply touched. He had no time to linger on the feeling, though, for just then someone knocked on the door.

“Are you all in there?” said Rhonda. “You have a visitor.”

The children exchanged frustrated glances. If they didn’t want to raise suspicion, they had no choice. For the moment, this meeting of the Society was adjourned.
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“I left as soon as I received Rhonda’s telegram,” Moocho Brazos was saying. “I hoped to catch up and warn you, but you were too far ahead. I’m afraid I was rather agitated when I got here.”

“Perfectly understandable,” said Miss Perumal, passing him a platter of cold cuts. “It was good of you to try to warn us.”

Everyone was gathered in the dining room again except Rhonda—who’d returned to the questioning interrupted by Moocho’s arrival—and the recent confusion had been sorted out. Moocho and the police officers had apologized to one another (much to the displeasure of Mr. Bane, who would not be soothed), and Kate had whistled Madge down from the eaves—for the bird Sticky had seen was indeed Kate’s clever falcon.

(“What a bird!” Kate had exclaimed. “She must have seen me get into the station wagon and followed it all this way! Oh, you must be exhausted, you foolish, naughty thing!” she scolded, stroking the bird’s feathers. She was clearly flattered to discover her falcon was so attached. Nevertheless, she felt obliged to leave Madge outside, for a bird of prey could hardly be trusted in the same house with the precious homing pigeon.)

“Does Milligan know about any of this?” asked Moocho, politely taking only enough cold cuts to feed a normal-sized person.

“Rhonda’s been unable to reach him,” said Mrs. Washington.

Mr. Washington, who had been staring out the window, spoke up for the first time since they’d arrived. “What is Milligan doing, anyway? I thought he’d already tracked down everyone Mr. Benedict wanted to help.”

“Everyone but the Executives who disappeared with Mr. Curtain,” Kate said through a mouthful of turkey cold cut. She swallowed and continued, “Lately he’s been going on other kinds of missions. He’s… uh… I’m actually not supposed to know about them,” she said nervously.

“Don’t say anything you shouldn’t, dear,” said Mrs. Washington.

“If the missions have had anything to do with Mr. Curtain,” said Reynie (who was hoping to stall questions about the envelope Mr. Benedict had given them), “it might be important for us to know about them.”

“That’s true,” said Mr. Washington, coming to sit at the table. “This concerns all of us. Do you know anything that might be relevant, Kate? You should keep quiet about anything that isn’t, of course.”

Kate cast a wary glance at the dining room door. Miss Perumal’s mother, seeing this, rose from her seat. “I’ll stand guard,” she said. “You can fill me in later. I can’t hear a word when you’re all whispering, anyway, and this is certainly a time for whispering.” She went out. The others looked expectantly at Kate.

“He’s been investigating the activities of Mr. Curtain’s creepy henchmen,” Kate said. “The Ten Men. They’ve been up to something these past few months—breaking into offices, stealing things from laboratories—but no one can figure out what it is.”

“Ten Men?” said Miss Perumal. “What a curious name.”

“They’re called that because they have ten different ways of hurting you,” Sticky said knowingly.

Sticky’s parents turned to stare at him. “I see you’ve already heard about them,” said Mr. Washington.

“We don’t know any details, though,” Reynie said quickly, as Sticky averted his eyes.

“Ten Men look pretty much like regular businessmen,” Kate said, “which can make them hard for the authorities to spot. But everything they carry is a weapon. You already know about their shock-watches, right? Well, they also use their neckties like whips. And their pocket handkerchiefs are soaked in something—if they hold it to your nose you’ll be knocked right out—and their briefcases are chock-full of evil stuff, too: razor-sharp pencils, poisonous chewing gum, even a laser pointer that fires a real laser—not just a red light, I mean, but a beam they can cut your ears off with!”

At this, everyone at the table looked uncomfortably at their plates of cold cuts. Sticky’s hands went to his ears. “They really cut them off?”

“Well, I don’t know if they really do,” Kate admitted, “but they could if they wanted to.”

“We get the picture,” said Mrs. Washington, pushing her plate away. “These are bad men.”

“Nasty men,” Kate corrected. “Milligan has been in some awful scrapes, I can tell you. If he weren’t Milligan, I’d be worried about him all the time.”

Beside her, Sticky was polishing his spectacles, feeling even more troubled now at the prospect of bumping into a Ten Man. The adults were disturbed as well. All around the table they were shaking their heads, clucking their tongues, and looking very somber indeed. Only Reynie felt unsurprised by Kate’s report, for he retained the feeling—despite Mr. Benedict’s argument against it—that wickedness was something to be expected.

“That’s all I know,” Kate said apologetically. “It doesn’t really shed any light on our situation.”

Reynie noticed Miss Perumal looking thoughtful and prepared himself. He figured he knew what was coming. Sure enough, she turned to him and said, “I’m assuming the envelope Rhonda gave you doesn’t clear anything up. Otherwise you’d have told us right away.”

“It didn’t give us the least idea of where they might have gone,” Reynie said, which was true in a sense. “Maybe Milligan will have some answers. Surely he’ll be here soon.”

“In the meantime, may we see the letter?” Mr. Washington asked.

“Of course,” said Reynie at once, before his friends betrayed any alarm. “We left it up in Constance’s room. Should I get it now?” He made as if to rise.

“Finish your lunch first,” Miss Perumal said, which was what Reynie had hoped she’d say. “You can go up afterward.”

Reynie settled into his seat again. He was so nervous he had no appetite, but he did try to eat something. If he and the others were going to sneak out, they had to do it right after lunch. After that, who knew where his next meal would come from?
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Eventually Rhonda Kazembe rejoined them in the dining room, closing the door behind her. With a weary shake of her head, she reported that Ms. Argent very much wanted to interview the children but had been put off until later. “I insisted she allow you time to recover from the shock, and that at any rate you could hardly be expected to know anything. Now tell me,” she said with a keen look, “what was in the envelope? Did you learn anything?”

Reynie quickly repeated his half-truth, saying that the letter hadn’t given them any idea about where their friends had gone. Rhonda, who had no reason not to trust him—indeed she put great stock in his opinions—looked bitterly disappointed. In that case, she said, she would wait to see the letter until she’d dealt with another matter. Reynie nodded, feeling every bit as guilty as he did relieved.

Rhonda moved to sit beside Constance (who squirmed uncomfortably, as if in danger of being shown affection) and placed a small, clumsily wrapped box on the table. “I couldn’t give you this earlier,” she said. “It was in Mr. Benedict’s study, and the inspectors wouldn’t let me take anything out until they’d gone over it with a fine-toothed comb. I’m sorry to say they’ve already examined this, even though it was a personal present to you from Mr. Benedict. I did make them rewrap it.”

“They sure did a terrible job,” Kate observed. “They put the paper on inside out!”

“I know,” said Rhonda, and in a melancholy tone she added, “Mr. Benedict would have found that amusing, don’t you think? No doubt he’d have laughed himself to sleep.”

“What is it?” Constance asked.

“An early birthday present,” Rhonda said.

Everyone immediately understood. After the children’s mission last year, Mr. Benedict had baked a cake for Constance’s birthday even though it was a month early. He’d known too well that they would all be separated soon enough. It was at that unexpected celebration that the other children had learned Constance was only two years old. Until then they’d thought she was just an unusually small, awkward, and stubborn child with poor manners.

“So it’s a sort of commemoration,” Sticky said. “To remind us of last year.”

The first thing Constance pulled from the box was a card that read: Happy birthday, my dear! Always remember that the world is your oyster. Affectionately, Mr. Benedict.

Constance seemed ready to cry, but she cleared her throat and passed the card roughly to Reynie. She needed several tries to take out her present—it was small and delicate, and Constance had neither patience nor dexterity—but at last she produced a lovely pendant on a slender gold chain. The pendant was a miniature globe, painted in deep greens and blues, with a bright, tiny crystal set into it.

“Oh, it’s beautiful, dear!” said Mrs. Washington.

“It’s all right,” Constance said, but now she really was crying and in no mood to be watched. “I’m going to my room now.” Clutching the pendant tightly in her pudgy fingers, she hastened from the room.

“We should go be with her,” Reynie said.

The adults murmured their approval as Sticky and Kate nodded and rose from the table. Before he left the room, Reynie stopped in the doorway to take one last glance at Miss Perumal, who happened to be looking right back at him. Her forehead was wrinkled with concern—she was worried about him, of course—and Reynie did his best to give her a reassuring look before he closed the door, wondering when he would see her again.

He could have used a reassuring look himself.
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Constance Contraire sat among the heaps of linens on her bed, wearing her new pendant and a sullen expression. When her friends came in, she muttered something cranky and looked away. Not even Reynie, an excellent judge of people’s moods, could tell exactly how upset Constance was, for with Constance crankiness was routine.

It wasn’t entirely her fault. Though older, wiser, and slightly bigger than she had been a year ago, Constance knew perfectly well that her obstinacy—her sheer, unrivaled determination not to do what she was told—had played a key role in the success of their mission. She knew, of course, that her friends also had played important roles, and that her willfulness was not generally a likable trait—in fact, it sometimes ran counter to her own desires. But she’d received a great deal of positive attention for her defiant behavior, and she was, after all, only three years old. She might be a budding genius, but her emotions were still as complicated and ungovernable as those of any child her age. So while on the one hand Constance wanted to be pleasant, courteous, and helpful, on the other she was inclined to be argumentative and grumpy, and indeed this was the sort of behavior that came most naturally to her.

Her friends were used to this. To a certain degree they all faced the same difficulty—that conflict between heart and brain that arose from being gifted beyond their years—and in sensitive moments such as this one, they felt keenly what it meant to be children in a world of grownups. Without a word, the three of them climbed onto the bed and sat with Constance. It might not have been her style to say so, but Constance loved Mr. Benedict more than anyone in the world, and they all knew it.

They sat a while in silence. It wasn’t long, however, until Constance made a whining sound and climbed down from her bed. She could never stand to be the object of others’ pity unless she had purposely aimed for that effect, and this time she hadn’t. Moreover, her irritation crowded out her self-pity, which came as a relief. So it was in a slightly sturdier mood that she uncovered the journal Mr. Benedict had left them (she’d hidden it under a pile of clothes) and stared at it intently, as if hoping it would reveal its secret of its own accord.

“Somehow it seems like I should know what that shortcut is,” Constance said. “I have a nagging feeling about it, like it should be familiar. But I can’t place it.”

“I’ve had the same feeling,” Reynie said.

“Hey, so have I!” said Kate. “What about you, Sticky?”

Sticky shrugged. “I’m always having nagging feelings. The trouble is knowing which one to pay attention to.”

“Well, one thing’s for sure,” Kate said. “If Mr. Benedict had mentioned some kind of shortcut before, you boys would remember the conversation. I think even I would remember it. So why does this mention of a shortcut seem so familiar to all of us?”

“We must all have heard about it somewhere,” Reynie said, “or else… Do you suppose it could have been in the newspaper?”

“Hey, that would make sense!” said Kate. “Mr. Benedict knows we all read the newspaper every day.”

Reynie rubbed his chin. “So the question is what—”

But Sticky, having already consulted his memory, interrupted him excitedly. “It’s that cargo ship—the MV Shortcut! Remember? It was in all the papers yesterday.”

“Remind us,” said Constance.

“Here, I’ll quote one of the articles I read,” said Sticky, and in a rather self-important tone he recited: “‘Tomorrow the speediest cargo ship in history will make its maiden voyage, launching from Stonetown Harbor at four o’clock—’”

“Four o’clock!” Kate cried. “We have to get down there!”

“We still have a few hours,” said Sticky, who felt hurt at having been so quickly interrupted, to say nothing of how nervous he felt at the thought of leaving.

“It will take a while to reach the docks, though,” Reynie said. “And first we have to sneak out of the house.”

“That part’s easy enough,” said Kate, pulling out her rope. “There’s a hidden laundry chute down the hall that empties behind the maze.”

“How do you know that?” Sticky asked. “I mean, if it’s hidden—”

“Found it on our last visit. When you were looking at bookshelves, I was exploring. The chute hasn’t been sealed off or anything, has it, Constance?”

“How should I know? I didn’t even know about it,” said Constance. She gestured at the laundry piles around them. “Normally this just builds up until Number Two hauls it away in a basket. She says she hates to spoil me, but she can’t stand the mess. I call it her laundry quandary.”

“That must annoy her to no end,” Sticky said.

“Oh, it does!” said Constance, and she smiled a little, cheered by the memory.

Kate was taken aback. “You mean you live in this house and don’t even—?” She shook her head. “You amaze me, Constance. Anyway, I can lower you all down the chute with my rope, and then I’ll come down after you.”

“The police have gone,” said Reynie, peering out the window into the courtyard, “but Mr. Bane’s still guarding the gate. I’ll bet he has orders not to let anyone come or go without permission.”

“Now that’s a problem,” said Kate. “If he tries to stop us it’ll draw attention to what we’re doing.”

“I’ll think of something,” said Reynie. “Meanwhile, could you sneak down and get different shirts for Sticky and me? Mine’s giving me a rash.”

Kate balked at this. “I doubt any shirts in this house would fit you. Don’t you think you should just—?”

“My dad brought in the suitcases,” Sticky said. He gave her a suspicious look. “Didn’t you see them by the stairs? We walked right past them.”

“Oh, right, the suitcases,” said Kate, sighing on her way out. She’d rather enjoyed seeing the boys look so silly and hated them to change.

By the time she returned with the shirts, Reynie had cleared off Constance’s desk and was hurriedly writing a note to explain everything and to apologize for causing the grownups any worry. They would be extremely careful, he wrote, and would contact Rhonda and Milligan as soon as they found anything useful. They all signed their names at the bottom (Constance’s signature was a wild scrawl) and afterward gazed somberly at one another, for signing the note had brought home the seriousness of what they were about to attempt. Then, one by one, they nodded resolutely and headed out.
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When Kate came down the chute, she found Constance and Reynie cramped between the washing machine and the door, and Sticky, for lack of room, sitting on the clothes dryer. The laundry area, crowded into a space beneath the stairwell at the back of the maze, was more of a closet than a room.

“What took you so long?” Sticky whispered.

“Rhonda came looking for us,” Kate said. “I heard her knocking on Constance’s door, so I hurried back before she could go inside and find our note. I told her we’d be down in a minute. Which technically is true. I didn’t say down where.”

“We need to get out of here fast,” Sticky said.

“Lower your voice or we won’t get anywhere at all,” said Kate, squeezing through them to peek out the door. “You too, Reynie. Try not to breathe so loudly—you sound like a whale spouting. Okay, coast is clear.”

The children quickly made their way through the maze. The route was second-nature to them now, and in no time they arrived at the front door, where everyone looked at Reynie. He took a deep breath, steadied himself, and threw the hidden switch that unlocked the door.

Mr. Bane sat on a bench beneath the elm tree, keeping a watchful eye on the gate. His face tightened at the sight of the children. Before he could ask their business, Reynie blurted, “Mr. Bane, you need to escort us to the Washingtons’ car. We’re supposed to bring in some packages.” He pointed down the block. “It’s just around the corner.”

Mr. Bane gave him a dark look. “For one thing, sonny, I don’t like to be told what to do, especially not by the adolescent darlings of Rhonda Kazembe. For another, I’m on duty. Or don’t you want the entrance guarded?”

“It’ll only take a few minutes!” Reynie said, plainly irritated. He went down the steps with the others just behind him.

Mr. Bane rose to head them off. “Apparently you don’t understand what’s meant by ‘duty.’ I’m watching the gate!”

The others stared at Reynie. Was this his plan? To outrage Mr. Bane? Weren’t they trying to avoid a confrontation?

“Well…” Reynie hesitated as if considering something. “You will let us back in, though, won’t you? We have permission to be here, you know.”

Mr. Bane’s expression changed. The change was subtle, but it was exactly what Reynie had hoped to see—a shift from defiance to craftiness. Moving to open the gate, Mr. Bane said, “I suppose you kids think you can do whatever you want. You don’t think you even have to say please.” With a mocking bow, he stepped aside, and the children hurried out. Mr. Bane closed the gate behind them with a disagreeable smile.

“We’ll need your help taking the packages upstairs,” Reynie called as they walked away down the sidewalk. “They’re very heavy.”

“I’ll be here,” Mr. Bane called back, then muttered something the children couldn’t hear.

“Well, that was clever, Reynie,” said Kate in a low voice. “I had no idea what you were up to.”

She knelt and held her hand out to Constance, who climbed onto her back (it was their habit for Constance to ride piggyback when they were in a hurry) saying, “Did you see the look on his face? He obviously can’t wait to make us stand there begging to be let back in.”

“And then watch us struggle up the steps with the packages,” said Sticky. “Well done, Reynie.”

Reynie said nothing. He was relieved the ploy had worked, but it wasn’t exactly satisfying to have taken advantage of Mr. Bane’s unpleasantness. The man was supposed to be on their side, after all. His behavior didn’t improve Reynie’s opinion of people very much.

“I hope Madge will be all right,” Kate said, hitching Constance into a more comfortable position on her back. “I didn’t see her in the eaves. She’s off hunting pigeons, I suppose.”

“We need to get out of sight,” said Sticky, who was anxious about being caught and felt rather like a hunted pigeon himself. “Does anyone have enough for a taxi?”

No one did. Even pooling their money together produced only a few dollars and some change. That was enough to get them on a city bus, however, and they set out at a rapid clip for the nearest bus stop. Halfway there Constance uttered a cry of dismay. She’d forgotten the journal Mr. Benedict gave them.

“Great,” Sticky muttered. “This hardly makes for an auspicious beginning.”

“What does ‘auspicious’ mean?” asked Constance. She looked ready to be furious.

“Never mind,” said Kate. “It’s probably good you left it. One less thing to carry, you know.”

“But I wanted us to write in it like Mr. Benedict said,” Constance whined. “You know, as we traveled.”

“We’ll write about everything when we get back,” said Reynie. “Right, everyone? We’ll all promise to write something about… well, about whatever’s going to happen.”

Sticky and Kate promised they would. Constance wasn’t much comforted, but there was no going back now. The children hurried on to the bus stop and boarded the first bus that came, even though its route didn’t pass as close to the harbor as they would have hoped. They couldn’t risk waiting for a different one.

They rode for some time in silence, watching the more familiar streets and buildings pass behind them as the bus traveled into a different part of Stonetown. Kate was perhaps the only one who didn’t half wish they hadn’t gotten away, but even she was subdued. The children were alone and penniless now in a big city. And if everything went as expected, they would soon find themselves—still alone and penniless—in the even bigger world beyond.
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If the city of Stonetown was a busy place, its port—Stonetown Harbor—was positively frantic. The harbor, in fact, seemed like a city unto itself. The concrete and steel docks stretched endlessly along the water’s edge, bristling with cranes and towering stacks of cargo, and teeming with stevedores and sailors, all of whom dashed about in a mad hurry. Looming over the docks were the ships themselves, their sides rising up like gleaming, metallic cliffs. Some were being loaded or unloaded; others had weighed anchor and were heaving off into the bay, looking for all the world as if a chunk of the city had broken free and was drifting away. The entire place clamored with the sounds of bells, horns, machinery, whistles—of clanking and screeching and booming and grinding—a shocking bombardment of noise that all but muted the cries of seagulls dipping and soaring overhead.

The children, standing outside the harbor’s main security gate, stared wide-eyed.

“I’m not going in there,” said Constance, backing away.

Reynie was in no hurry to descend into that chaos himself, but hurry they must if they wanted to find the Shortcut in time. Before he could think how to prod Constance forward, though, a barrel-chested young man in a blue uniform and cap whizzed up to them in a motorized passenger cart.

“Don’t see many kids down here!” the young man shouted over the din. He circled the children in his cart, looking them up and down with friendly brown eyes. “And you do fit the description! Here for the Shortcut, right?”

The children nodded, and Kate said, “Do we, um, need tickets or anything?”

“Tickets? No, you’re guests of the captain! He expected six, though…” The young man glanced left and right, as if someone might have materialized in the last instant. “This all of you? No grownups?”

“Just us,” Reynie replied, and to prevent any questions he added, “No time to explain!”

“Right you are!” the young man said, clearly pleased. He slammed on the brakes and gestured for them to get into the cart. “Glad you made it! If you weren’t here in two minutes Captain Noland said I was to go fetch you.”

The cart lurched forward and shot toward the gate. The young man looked back at his passengers. “Name’s Joe Shooter, by the way, but you can call me Cannonball. All my friends do! I’m third officer on the Short—oh, hold on!”

Joe Shooter—that is, Cannonball—whipped out a piece of paper and waved it at the gate guards, who obviously knew him and only nodded as the cart passed through. The cart, which had already been moving frighteningly fast, began to accelerate. “We’re headed all the way down to the end of the docks!” Cannonball shouted, now weaving crazily among forklifts and stacked cargo and terrified dock workers. The children gripped the sides of the cart. “So you all ready for your journey? I see you didn’t pack any bags! This whole thing’s awfully mysterious, if you ask me! Why are you going to Portugal, anyway? Or are you just coming aboard for the experience?”

The cart jerked sharply to the left, and Constance flew out of her seat with a little squeak. Kate caught her by the shirt and pulled her safely down.

“Don’t talk much, do you?” Cannonball shouted. “That’s all right! You’ll see I don’t bite! Now hang on, it gets a bit dicey up here around Terminal Four!”

All the children except Kate closed their eyes. Reynie had never been on a roller coaster, but he imagined it felt much like this. In fact, he was trying to pretend he was on a roller coaster—a very safe, properly maintenanced roller coaster that stood no chance of crashing—when Kate spoke into his ear. “Reynie, did you know the ship was headed to Portugal?”

Reynie nodded, keeping his eyes tightly shut. “Port of Lisbon,” he said, then flinched as he heard something whoosh by overhead, followed by a loud crash and the sound of someone cursing.

“Well, I didn’t read that part,” Kate said. “Don’t you think we ought to take a plane instead? We can figure out a way to pay for the tickets—I know you can, at least—and we’ll get there much faster.”

“We don’t know whether Lisbon’s even important,” Reynie pointed out. “Mr. Benedict said to take the Shortcut—he didn’t say anything about Lisbon. For all we know the next clue may be hidden on the ship, or it may be revealed to us only at sea.”

“Gosh, that’s true. I guess—” Just then the cart jounced over a bump, and Kate’s head knocked sharply against Reynie’s.

“What’s that?” Cannonball shouted when he heard them cry out. “Say something?”

Kate and Reynie were grabbing their heads, in too much pain to answer, but Constance called out that she would very much like to know where Portugal was.

The sailor laughed and cupped his hand to his ear. “Sorry, it sounded like you asked me where Portugal was!”

Now everyone was looking at Constance, who made a face and said, “Well? Is anyone going to tell me?”

“The other side of the ocean,” said Sticky. He was holding on to the cart with one hand and keeping his spectacles on his nose with the other, and he looked rather unwell.

“I know that much,” Constance snapped. “Fine, don’t tell me. Why would I want to know?”

“Here we are!” Cannonball announced. The cart skidded to a stop at the bottom of a gangway. “Everybody out!”

The children piled out of the cart. Cannonball allowed them a moment to stare up in awe. Like any ship, the Shortcut was daunting when seen from below. Nor was its size an illusion, for the ship was longer than two football fields and taller than Stonetown City Hall.

“She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” Cannonball said, gazing up admiringly. “First of her kind, fastest cargo ship in the world! By far! Special hull design! Special jet propulsion system! Believe it or not, kids, in calm seas she can reach—”

“Upwards of sixty knots,” Sticky said. “She’s expected to cross the Atlantic in just two days, right?”

Cannonball snapped his fingers and pointed them at Sticky. “Exactly right! Exactly right!” He grabbed Sticky and hugged him roughly, then just as quickly set him aside. “Love a boy who knows his ships! Now let’s go, everyone! Let’s go!”

And with that, Cannonball set his cap on Sticky’s head and charged up the gangway.

“I like this guy,” Kate said.

Reynie wasn’t surprised. After all, Cannonball was a lot like Kate.

“We’re all loaded up!” Cannonball called over his shoulder. “Just taking care of last minute details! Oh, speaking of which…” He stopped on the gangway and knelt down. When the children caught up, he spoke in such a low voice they strained to hear him. He seemed to have no medium volume.

“Listen here, a lot of bigwig company owners decided they wanted to come aboard at the last minute,” Cannonball whispered. “Top brass. Head honchos.” He puffed out his chest and made a ridiculous face. “Bullfrogs, if you ask me. Captain Noland’s had to make room to accommodate them, so I imagine he’ll be pleased to hear there’s only the four of you.” Cannonball stood abruptly. “Now let’s go!”

The ship’s main deck was every bit as bustling as the docks had been. Dozens of men and women in uniforms hurried in every direction to complete unknown tasks. Cannonball bade the children stay exactly where they were, then dashed away across the deck. He soon returned with a man in a white uniform. “Here’s the captain!”

“Phil Noland,” the captain said, shaking their hands. Everything about Captain Noland was trim. He had a trim gray beard and well-trimmed gray hair, a trim physique, even trim movements that were not robotic or stiff, exactly, but gave the impression of great efficiency. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. Nicholas Benedict is an old friend of mine, and I’ve heard a good deal about you all. Now what’s this about Milligan and Rhonda? They really aren’t here?”

Captain Noland seemed agitated, but Reynie sensed it was for reasons unrelated to the children. Given what Cannonball had said about the captain’s unexpected guests, Reynie suspected he was simply under a lot of pressure.

“There was a change of plans,” Reynie said, “but we can explain all that later, when you’re not so busy.”

“I am a bit harried,” said Captain Noland. “And I must apologize. My intention was that you would dine with me this evening. Unfortunately, I’m called upon”—here his expression shifted to one of barely concealed resentment—“that is, compelled to make other arrangements. I’m embarrassed by this, children, and ask your forgiveness. If you don’t mind, we’ll take a late refreshment together after I’ve fulfilled my other obligations.”

The children readily agreed, and Captain Noland hurried away, leaving Cannonball to show them to their quarters below.

“I’m afraid it’s just one cabin,” he said, leading them down a ladder. “The bullfrogs insisted upon having rooms to themselves, so the four of you are squeezed together. Captain’s pretty upset. You were to be his guests of honor. But what the company wants, you know, the company gets.”

In the narrow passage at the bottom of the ladder a crew member pulled Cannonball aside and spoke in his ear. “Right, right,” said Cannonball as the man disappeared up the ladder. To the children he whispered, “Reminding me to keep my voice down. Good advice, of course, if you like your job. Which I do. Down this way, now!”

They went along more passages and down another ladder, and at last came to their cabin, a cramped space with a single porthole set too high in the wall for any of the children but Kate to look through—and even Kate had to stand on tiptoe. Their bunks were attached to opposite walls (or bulkheads, as Cannonball called them), with a top and bottom bunk on either side. The cabin reminded Reynie of the laundry closet in Mr. Benedict’s house; there was hardly room for everyone to stand. To spare one another elbow-knocks and squashed toes they each climbed into a bunk as Cannonball closed the cabin door to finish his speech. Or at least to continue it, for apparently Cannonball never finished talking—he only shifted topics.

“When we’re properly underway I can give you a tour of the ship,” he said, “but we’ll have to make it snappy. We’re shorthanded now, thanks to the bullfrogs.”

“Why shorthanded?” asked Reynie.

“Excellent question!” said Cannonball, flashing him a bright smile. “The chief bullfrog is a big jewelry merchant, and he’s transporting a huge lot of diamonds to Europe. No problem with this, of course—the Shortcut’s an exceptionally secure ship—but at the last minute this bullfrog insists on extra security guards. The captain points out there’s no room for so many bodies, says the crew needs space, too, you know. And what does the bullfrog say? Reduce the crew! Says the captain should be good enough to make the ship run with a smaller crew, anyway! So the captain has no choice, and now the rest of us will be working double duty to make sure the trip goes well.”

“That’s hardly fair,” said Kate.

“You don’t know the half of it! But now’s no time to go on about injustice. I’m off to the security hold to make sure everything’s in order. Feel free to go back up on deck if you like. Just keep out of the crew’s way. And when you see bullfrogs, be polite! If they want us to toss you overboard, you know, we’ll have to do it!”

Cannonball laughed and winked, then snatched his cap back from Sticky’s head and dashed from the room.

“It’s too bad,” Sticky said, rubbing his scalp. “That cap was keeping my head warm. I’m still not used to the drafts I get with my hair gone.”

Kate tossed her pillowcase to him. “Here, you can wrap that around your head.”

“You’re joking, right?” Sticky said. “I’d look ridiculous!”

“No more than you did with that cap on,” said Kate matter-of-factly.

Sticky bit his tongue. He knew Kate was only trying to be helpful. After all, a girl who always carried a bucket was clearly more interested in function than style. “Thank you anyway,” he said, tossing the pillowcase back. “Now why don’t we go up on deck for the launch?”

Everyone got up except Constance, who had fallen asleep. When they tried to wake her she covered her head with her pillow.

“Just like old times,” Kate said.

“She’s had a pretty rough day,” said Reynie.

And so they left Constance to her nap and went topside again, where the afternoon sun cast long shadows before them and the harbor breeze whipped in their ears. Far across the deck they saw a group of well-dressed men and women—the ship company owners, presumably—leaning against the dockside rail, attended by Captain Noland. In his brisk, efficient way, the captain was gesturing and pointing, explaining the activity swirling about them as the crew readied for launch.

The children decided to steer clear of all this. Keeping to the opposite rail, they heard but did not see the brass band playing somewhere on the dock below, then the distant tinkle of a bottle being broken against the side of the ship, followed by a burst of applause. (“It’s an old tradition,” Sticky told the other two, who already knew this.) Soon they felt the rumble of engines far below them, and the Shortcut moved away from the docks and began to nose out of the harbor.

As the ship slowly turned, the children could see all the way across Stonetown Bay to Nomansan Island, the hilly mass of rock upon which Mr. Curtain’s Institute had been situated, and memories of their time there—memories both dark and thrilling—flooded to the forefront of their minds. Without speaking, possibly without even realizing it, the three friends edged closer together until they stood with shoulders touching. Together they looked out across the waters of the harbor as if across time itself: There they were a year ago, arriving on the island, anxious about what lay ahead. And now, standing at the ship’s rail, their thoughts came full circle to their present mission: to save Mr. Benedict. What harm did Mr. Curtain have in mind for Mr. Benedict and Number Two? And was there any chance in the world that they could stop him?

As if they’d been discussing this aloud, Kate said, “Well, we’ve made it this far. That’s a start, isn’t it?”

The Shortcut was well clear of the docks now and was picking up speed. In no time the ship would be out of the harbor and plowing into Atlantic waters.

“Just imagine,” said Sticky, shaking his head. “A few hours ago I was worried about what Mom and Dad would do to me for leaving without permission. Now we’re crossing the ocean. And we have no idea what we’re in for.”

Kate gave him a sympathetic look. “Your parents are the least of your worries now, you know.”

Sticky rolled his eyes. “That was my point, Kate.”

“Oh!” Kate said. She clapped him on the back. “Well, then. Good point.”

The Shortcut was really moving now. The harbor traffic fell astern, the glittering waters of the ocean stretched endlessly ahead, and the ship sped faster and faster—so fast that the salty air howled past the children’s ears like the winds of a gale—as if the Shortcut meant to flash across the water like an arrow and split the horizon. None of them had ever experienced anything like it. For more than an hour they stood transfixed, staring ahead with watering eyes as the ship pressed on and on, trembling with an urgency they felt to their bones. So engrossed were they that none of them thought to look back again until Stonetown itself had disappeared behind them, lost beyond the curve of the earth.
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“There you are!” shouted Cannonball. “We’ve been looking for you!”

The children turned to see the barrel-chested sailor grinning at them, clutching his cap to keep the wind from carrying it off. Beside him, gripping Cannonball’s leg to keep herself from being carried off, was a scowling Constance Contraire. Perhaps she felt she’d been abandoned, or perhaps she simply hadn’t napped long enough. Her mouth was moving—no doubt she was elaborating upon her foul mood—but the wind on deck was so loud she could scarcely be heard. The others only nodded and tried to look apologetic, the better to avoid a tantrum.

“Ready for your tour?” Cannonball hollered.

The children followed Cannonball from bow to stern, listening with interest as he shouted about the Shortcut’s hull design and engines, and the functions of various deck buildings and equipment. There wasn’t much room to walk on deck, for most of it was covered with stacks of huge metal containers. Almost all the cargo was carried in these containers, Cannonball explained, which in other cargo ships must be loaded and unloaded with cranes—a long, laborious process—whereas the Shortcut’s specially designed containers could be rolled off and on the ship in no time.

“It’s all about speed, you see!” Cannonball shouted. “She may carry less than other container ships, but she’s five times as fast!”

Constance, who could hardly get excited about a bunch of giant metal boxes, pointed toward a squat tower behind whose windows she could see Captain Noland and some crew members working. “What’s that thing for?”

“Why, that’s the bridge!” Cannonball cried with a look of surprise. It obviously hadn’t occurred to him that anyone could fail to recognize a ship’s bridge. “Can’t take you in there, I’m afraid!” He glanced about, then tried to shout in a whisper: “The bullfrogs wouldn’t like seeing children on the bridge.” The children frowned at this, and with a sympathetic shake of his head Cannonball started to move away.

“Good grief!” exclaimed Kate, whose sharp eyes had just spotted a familiar large bird perched atop the bridge tower. “It’s Madge! She followed me again! She must have seen me get on that bus!”

“Madge?” asked Cannonball, his eyes growing round with amazement as Kate pointed out the falcon and explained the situation. They grew rounder still when she produced her spyglass and trained it on the bird, and for a moment the young sailor seemed unable to decide whether to stare at the falcon on the bridge tower or the girl with a bucket full of useful tools—both sights being so unusual on a ship. He recovered quickly, however, and with a fond smile said, “My great-uncle was a falconer. I always loved visiting him as a boy. Wonderful birds, falcons. Royalty of the bird world, if you ask me.”

Kate beamed at this, of course, and when she had passed around her spyglass—none of the other children cared to look long, as Madge was dining upon an unfortunate seabird and the sight made them squeamish—she took out her whistle and her leather glove, thinking to call Madge down. But Cannonball bent close and asked her to put them away.

“Not right now,” he said, with a significant look at a portly company owner who had just appeared on deck. “Sorry, but that fellow might be displeased to see something so irregular as a girl with a trained falcon. We’ll call her down later, if you don’t mind. At any rate, it would be uncivil of us to interrupt her meal, don’t you think?”

Kate was disappointed, but she followed obligingly enough when Cannonball led them belowdecks, where the howl of the wind abruptly ceased and they were able to speak in normal voices. (Or, for Cannonball, what passed as a normal voice.) “Care to see the security hold?” he asked. “Cargo containers are awfully dull stuff for a tour, I know. But the security hold’s something special!”

The children did, of course, want to see the security hold, so Cannonball took them down into the depths of the ship. They passed several scurrying crew members and a phalanx of security guards before coming to a thick metal door with a round, spoked handle on it like that of a bank vault. At a word from Cannonball, one of the guards rather begrudgingly opened the door to let them enter, then positioned himself in the doorway to watch their every movement. The security hold was surprisingly large, almost the size of a tennis court. Its walls were lined with lockers, chests, and safes.

“The great thing about the security hold,” Cannonball told them, “is that it can be locked from the inside, and it’s big enough that we could cram the whole crew in here if necessary.”

“Why would you do that?” asked Reynie.

“In case of attack,” said Cannonball in a matter-of-fact tone. “It’s just an added measure of protection. That’s one reason the company owners are so pleased about the Shortcut. With a ship this fast and a security hold like this, there’s no chance of losing your precious cargo to pirates.”

“Pirates!” Constance exclaimed. “You must be joking!”

Kate laughed. “I think you have your centuries mixed up, Cannonball.”

“Wrong you are!” said Cannonball. “Of course modern pirates don’t hoist the skull and crossbones, and it’s not as common as it used to be, but there’s still a good bit of piracy around the world. Costs companies a pretty penny.”

“In fact,” Sticky interjected, “last year, piracy cost the global economy over thirty billion dollars.”

Cannonball’s eyes bulged with delight, and once again he grabbed Sticky and hugged him. “Listen to him talk about piracy and global economy! Now how in the world did you know that?”

“Sticky reads a lot,” Reynie said.

“And it all sticks in his head,” Kate said. “That’s why he has the nickname.”

“You don’t say!” said Cannonball, chuckling. “Why, I’ve never met—”

The guard in the doorway cleared his throat impatiently. “How long is this going to take, Cannonball?”

“Hard to say,” Cannonball said, giving the guard a withering look. “And you can call me Officer Shooter.” He turned away from the man and crossed his eyes at the children, who tried not to laugh. “At any rate, you don’t have to worry about pirates. These shipping lanes never see any attacks. But the bul—that is, the company owners want to know they can ship things overseas with absolute security.”

“Like those diamonds,” Constance said.

Cannonball stole a nervous glance at the guard, who was speaking into his radio and seemed not to have heard. “Yes, well, ahem. Let’s not discuss those in present company, all right? I’m not entirely sure you’re supposed to know about them, if you see what I mean.”

“I’ll tell them,” the guard muttered into his radio. He put it away and said, “Tour’s over, people. Everyone out.”

“Well, since you ask so nicely,” said Cannonball, and with a wink at the children he led them out.

After the tour, the children returned to their cabin to eat their suppers, which Cannonball went to fetch for them. He’d thought they might join the crew for their meals, he said. But the owners had already expressed irritation at the presence of children on the ship, and Captain Noland, with apologies, had sent word for them to keep to their quarters.

“I can’t believe the nerve of those people,” Constance said as they waited. “They treat the captain like their servant—and us like rats. We’re starving down here!”

“That’s probably what they’re hoping for,” said Reynie.

“As long as we’re waiting,” Kate said, going to the door, “I’m off to the head.”

Constance looked confused. “The head?”

“Ship-talk for ‘bathroom,’” said Kate as she went out.

“Why not call it what it is?” Constance grumbled. “Just keep it a toilet, no grand names to spoil it.”

“You think ‘the head’ is a grand name?” Reynie asked.

“Poetic license,” Constance said haughtily, as Sticky smirked and rolled his eyes. “If you boys can come up with a better rhyme to express my annoyance, feel free.”

The boys were still trying to come up with better rhymes when Cannonball returned from the galley. “I’m afraid Kate hasn’t found her sea legs,” he said, handing out sandwiches and bottles of soda. “I overheard her in the head as I passed by. Sick as a dog, poor thing. Retching and gagging for all she’s worth.”

“That can’t be Kate,” Sticky said. “She wasn’t sick at all when she left.”

Reynie masked a smile. He thought he knew what Kate had been up to. “I’ll check on her, just in case,” he said, going out. He met Kate in the narrow passageway outside the cabin. Sure enough, her face was flushed and sweaty, and she was stomping along in obvious frustration. She saw Reynie and tried to look natural, but it was too late. His amusement was too plain.

“Not a word,” she said, brushing past him.

“Still no luck?” Reynie said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kate said without looking back.

As Cannonball had other duties to attend to, the children ate their supper alone. Afterward Kate placed her bucket beneath the porthole so that Reynie and Sticky could stand on it and look out. A nearly full moon had risen over the ocean, its reflection shimmering on the water. It was a lovely sight, and Kate offered to lift Constance up to see for herself. But Constance was lying on her bunk, gazing at her pendant, and said she wasn’t in the mood.

The truth was that Constance was suffering a great deal. Ever since that morning, when the dreadful message was delivered, she had felt caught up in a whirlwind of emotions, and there was no sign of her coming down anytime soon. It was no wonder. For the last year of her life she had relied completely upon Mr. Benedict—and a year was a very long time indeed to Constance, who had been around for so few to begin with.

Now Mr. Benedict was gone, perhaps never to be seen again, and Constance found herself anguishing over his disappearance as much for what he had not been to her as for what he had. What Mr. Benedict had been was Constance’s affectionate guardian and emotional anchor. What he had not been was her father—not yet, at least, and Constance keenly felt the lack. She could never express why this was so, not even to herself, but she had long believed that becoming Mr. Benedict’s adopted daughter would transform her world, would make her something other than a lost and wandering oddity of a girl. Now she may well have lost her chance.

As it often did, this line of thinking brought to Constance’s mind a particular early morning discussion that had occurred a few months prior. The memory was quite vivid, not least for how it began, with Mr. Benedict and Number Two entering the dining room just as Constance was sleepily finishing her cereal. Their appearance made for a striking combination of green, yellow, and red—Mr. Benedict wore his green plaid suit as usual; and Number Two’s rusty red hair was set off, also as usual, by a yellow outfit—and to Constance’s bleary eyes the two of them together looked like a traffic light painted by Picasso.

“I don’t even like Picasso,” she muttered by way of greeting.

“Good morning to you, too!” Mr. Benedict said as Number Two began to lay out a variety of charts and folders.

“Not again,” Constance protested. “It’s too early.” She didn’t feel like speaking yet, much less submitting to another of Mr. Benedict’s curious exercises. He’d given her some kind of odd task almost every day since she’d moved in.

Mr. Benedict grinned and slid his hands into the pockets of his suit jacket. “I’m afraid now is the best time, my dear.”

“I’m eating breakfast.”

“Your cereal bowl is empty,” Number Two pointed out. “There’s only milk left.”

Constance wanted to argue with this, but finding she could not she said, “Why do I have to keep doing these exercises, anyway? Is there some stupid law that requires it?”

“Forgive me, I thought we’d discussed this,” said Mr. Benedict, feigning surprise, for of course they had discussed this before, and more than once. He took a seat at the table, and then—only then—the watchful Number Two sat down. Looking a bit faint, she took a handful of almonds from her pocket and popped them into her mouth.

“As your unofficial guardian,” said Mr. Benedict, “I consider myself responsible for your education. That is the reason for all these tiresome exercises. Legally we’re obligated to do nothing. The law does not yet figure in.”

“Because I’m not legally adopted yet?” Constance said.

“That’s part of it,” said Mr. Benedict. “It’s actually rather complicated.”

Constance looked away. She had never openly expressed any special desire to be adopted by Mr. Benedict, and she always felt embarrassed to discuss it. Her impatience was finally winning out over her embarrassment, however. She happened to know that Reynie’s adoption by Miss Perumal had been made official two months ago, but for some reason her own situation hadn’t changed, and Constance had begun to suspect that Mr. Benedict was reconsidering. “What do you mean by ‘complicated,’ exactly?” she asked, trying to sound casual. “I mean, why haven’t I been adopted yet?”

Running a hand through his rumpled white hair (which as usual looked as though it had been groomed with a toothless comb), Mr. Benedict sighed and said, “Technicalities, Constance. You see, according to official records, you do not exist. Oh, I know you probably think you do—and I, for one, agree—but officially you do not. My challenge, then, is to prove your existence to the proper authorities, who apparently are unconvinced by the actual fact of your living, breathing body. Perhaps this is because there is so little of you to offer as evidence. I can’t say for sure.”

Here Mr. Benedict paused, searching Constance’s expression for signs of mirth. They often enjoyed jokes no one else found funny, and Mr. Benedict tended to use humor to defuse Constance’s explosive moods. But this time she only frowned, and Mr. Benedict cleared his throat and quickly continued. “At any rate, the authorities wish to see official paperwork—paperwork which, like yourself, appears not to exist. So you see we face certain obstacles. I’m confident, however, that once your existence has been established, the adoption process will go smoothly. In the meantime, you should consider yourself part of this family whether the law does or not.”

But this did not satisfy Constance at all. “What about the Whisperer?”

Mr. Benedict raised an eyebrow. “The Whisperer?”

“You can use it on me to figure out where I came from! You redesigned it so it can retrieve memories, right? So do that with me! We can find out where I was born, who my parents were—”

Mr. Benedict shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that right now.”

Constance was growing extremely agitated. “Why? Because the officials won’t let you? What about hypnosis, then? Milligan said you’re good at it. So hypnotize me! We could find out… we could really find out…”

She trailed off, discouraged by Mr. Benedict’s expression. She could tell he was going to refuse her. She could also tell he hated to do so, but her impatience prevented her from focusing on this, and she crossed her arms and glared at him. Number Two was looking back and forth between them, shifting uneasily in her seat and trying to chew her almonds without making too much noise.

“Constance,” Mr. Benedict said gently, “I have doubts about whether hypnosis—or even the Whisperer—would work in your case. The minds of most two-year-olds are incapable of creating long-term memories. They simply haven’t developed enough yet. Most people remember nothing about their toddler years.”

“I’m three and a half,” Constance said indignantly, “and besides, my mind is hardly typical. Isn’t that the point of all these stupid exercises?”

“You were two when you came to me,” Mr. Benedict reminded her. “And yes, it’s possible your gifts reflect development that would enable you—with assistance—to recall your past. But I don’t believe you’re prepared for what you might learn. In fact I cannot allow it. There is every indication, Constance, that whatever circumstances led you to find yourself alone at such a young age will be traumatic for you to remember. When you’re older, perhaps. At the moment I feel compelled to protect you from any such trauma. You and your friends have been through quite enough already, and lest you forget, you are still very young indeed.”

“Fine, so you can’t adopt me, and you won’t do anything to make it happen,” Constance growled. She felt deeply wounded. “Sorry I brought it up. Let’s just get on with your dumb tests.”

“Look at me, Constance,” Mr. Benedict said.

Constance averted her eyes.

“My dear,” said Mr. Benedict softly, almost in a whisper, “one of your gifts is abundantly clear to me, if not to yourself, and I am going to help you call upon it now. I wouldn’t ask it of you if it weren’t important, for I know very well how unnerving you find all this. It is important, though. So please, Constance. Look at me.”

Partly out of curiosity, and partly because she loved Mr. Benedict even though she was furious with him, Constance looked up. Mr. Benedict had removed his spectacles and was looking steadily at her with his bright green eyes. Constance’s first reaction was to wonder if he was about to fall asleep; her second was to wonder why she’d wondered that.

“You often pretend not to know certain things,” said Mr. Benedict, “because you don’t see how you possibly could know them, and this disturbs you. But you do know things, Constance, and right now I want you to pay attention to that fact. When you looked up at me just now, I saw a question in your eyes. You formed an opinion, did you not, about what I was feeling or thinking?”

“I wondered if you were about to fall asleep,” Constance murmured, “but I didn’t know why I thought that.”

Mr. Benedict smiled. “No doubt you noticed something familiar about my expression—something others wouldn’t see. Leaving aside explanations for now, let us focus on one thing only, which is that you can know things if only you’ll allow yourself. Can you agree to do that? Just for a moment?”

Constance hesitated, then nodded. “I’m not sure what you mean… but fine, I’ll try.”

“Thank you,” said Mr. Benedict. “While I have your complete attention, then, I’ll speak frankly. I have something I want to say to you, and I want you to keep looking at me as I say it. Are you ready?”

Constance braced herself. Her heart was skipping inside her chest, for she had no idea what was coming. “I’m ready.”

“Then what I want to say is this: Every person in this family loves you. Rhonda loves you, Number Two loves you, and I love you. We already consider you as much a part of our family as any of us, and we would do anything—no, we will do anything—”

Mr. Benedict’s eyes closed before he could finish his sentence, and he slumped forward onto the table, upsetting Constance’s cereal bowl and spilling milk onto the folders and charts.

“Oh dear,” Number Two said, hastening to soak up the spill with her shirt sleeve before it ran into Mr. Benedict’s hair. “I should have seen that coming.”

Constance was blinking in amazement—because she had seen it coming. Just before Mr. Benedict fell asleep, the thought “Here he goes now” had flashed into her mind. Mr. Benedict was right. She could know certain things…

“I hope you realize he meant it,” said Number Two. Despite her brusque tone—or perhaps because of it—Constance could tell she’d been touched by Mr. Benedict’s words.

“I do,” said Constance, recalling the feeling of certainty she’d had while Mr. Benedict was speaking. “At least… I mean, I think I do.”

“Good. You should. And now for heaven’s sake, are you going to help me clean this up or do you mean to just sit there and watch?”

Constance slowly broke into a grin—she was feeling very happy all of a sudden—and said exactly what Number Two had expected her to say, which was that she did indeed mean to just sit there and watch.
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Lying in her bunk in the Shortcut, remembering the events of that morning, Constance felt every bit as sad now as she had felt happy then. She had no idea where she came from and no idea where she might be headed. In what little she could remember of her life, the only constant thing—the thing she depended on above all—had been Mr. Benedict’s presence. And now she had lost even that. Constance sniffled as quietly as she could.

Reynie knelt beside her bunk. “They’re going to be all right.”

“How do you know?” said Constance, rubbing her stinging eyes. “How do you know that awful man hasn’t already done terrible things to them? How do you know they’re not… not…”

“I just do,” Reynie said, and Constance realized that he was speaking with a conviction he didn’t actually feel. But it was something, anyway, to hold on to, and she gazed at him with as much hopefulness as she could muster.

“I just do,” Reynie said again, and both of them hoped with all their hearts that he was right.
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The hours crawled by as the children waited for Captain Noland. With the exception of one brief spell during which Cannonball thought it safe to allow them on deck (it was raining and the company owners were all below), they’d spent the entire time confined to their cramped quarters. Nor had their appearance on deck, during which they were compelled to hold a tarpaulin over their heads to keep the rain off, proved to be anything like a pleasant diversion. At least it hadn’t lasted long: there’d been time enough for Constance to compose a rhyming complaint about bullfrogs and tarp hogs (by which she meant the boys, whom she accused of crowding her); time enough for the boys to observe how much more miserable a cold wet night could be made by a poetic companion in a foul mood; and time enough for Kate to summon Madge from the bridge tower and smuggle her down to Cannonball’s cabin (a courtesy Cannonball insisted upon, since their own cabin was so crowded)—but all of this took less than five minutes. Afterward the children had retreated belowdecks, and since then had done nothing but wait.

Constance had finally given up and dozed off, while in the bunk above her, Sticky sat with his feet dangling over the edge, absently rubbing his scalp (which had begun to feel sandpapery with new stubble) and expounding—rather too loudly and at great length—upon modern ocean vessels. Initially Sticky had limited his speech to what he’d read in the newspapers about the Shortcut, but once he’d exhausted that topic he had expanded to include all things nautical.

Reynie lay in the other top bunk, propped on an elbow, thinking less about structural innovations than about his friend’s recent tendency to show off. It used to be that Sticky couldn’t bear to be looked at or listened to. Now it seemed the opposite was true, and the effect was more than a little tiresome. Even a naturally curious person like Reynie disliked hearing lectures that hadn’t been asked for. Reynie yawned and stretched—then glanced down at Kate, wondering how she was bearing up. Kate was as good-natured as could be, but she’d also been cooped up for hours. She was sitting on the floor with her legs elaborately crossed and intertwined (in what for most people would be an excruciating position), making sure her bucket’s contents were properly secured. By Reynie’s count she’d done this five times already, and he suspected she was tolerating Sticky’s speech by ignoring it.

At that very moment, however, the speech drew to a sudden, unexpected close, and Sticky—mumbling something indistinct about having a rest—turned onto his side to face the bulkhead. He was burning with embarrassment, for it had just sunk in to him how long he’d been talking and how pompous he must have sounded.

Sticky would have found such behavior distasteful in another person, and indeed it was a far cry from how he used to act. Lately, though, he couldn’t seem to help himself. It was hard to resist the pleasure he felt when others were impressed by him—and they did so often seem impressed. (Cannonball’s exuberant demonstrations of approval, for instance, had made Sticky feel positively rapturous.) And yet, when his efforts fell flat—when he bored people to death or, worse, when he was proven wrong—he either flew out in anger or withered in humiliation. He envied Reynie’s calm, imperturbable manner, to say nothing of Kate’s unshakable bravado and good cheer. Even Constance inspired some jealousy, for at least she had an excuse for her behavior. Sticky covered his face with his pillow. Was he really jealous of a three-year-old? There must be something seriously wrong with him.

There wasn’t anything seriously wrong with Sticky, though. The truth, which Sticky didn’t quite understand, was that pride was a new feeling for him—something he’d rarely experienced before last year’s mission—and it was simply taking some getting used to.

“Look who’s awake,” said Reynie, who had noticed Constance blinking her eyes and looking around with a disturbed expression. “It’s okay, Constance. You dozed—”

“Someone’s coming!” Constance hissed. Her tone was so unnerving that Reynie and Sticky sat bolt upright, and Kate sprang up into a defensive crouch.

“Easy, Constance,” Reynie said, his heart racing. “You must have been dreaming. You’re safe here with—”

A knock sounded at the door. They all froze.

“Hello?” a man’s voice called. It was Captain Noland.

Kate looked wonderingly at Constance. “How did you…? Never mind, we’ll talk about it later.” She opened the door.

Captain Noland stood in the passage holding a small chest. His face was drawn with fatigue, but he gave the children a friendly smile as he came in. “Well, my friends, I regret the circumstances—I’d hoped to entertain you in my own cabin—but regardless, I’m pleased to join you at last. How are you enjoying the Shortcut? She’s a mighty fast ship, isn’t she?”

As the children responded with polite enthusiasm, the captain knelt to open the chest. It was tidily packed with a miniature folding table, a serving tray, a coffee pot and coffee cups, a bottle of cream, and two tins of sweets. Captain Noland set up the table and laid out the treats, and Reynie and Sticky climbed down from their top bunks, taking care not to upset the little table, for there was scarcely room on the floor now to step. Indeed, when all four children were seated on the two lower bunks, their knees pressed against the table’s edge, and their feet were awkwardly intermingled below. Keeping his elbows close to his side, Captain Noland smiled apologetically and handed each of them a cup. “So long as no one moves very much, I believe we’ll be fine. Ever had navy coffee?”

“What is it?” asked Kate, eyeing the pitch-black liquid in the pot with suspicion.

“It’s brewed with a pinch of salt in the grounds,” Sticky answered. “The salt’s supposed to cut the bitterness.”

“So you’re familiar with it!” said Captain Noland with an approving look at Sticky. With careful movements he filled the cups, including one for himself. “Don’t worry, Kate, you can’t actually taste the salt. Just good, strong coffee.” The children took turns stirring cream into their cups, and the captain leaned against the cabin door and waited politely. When at last they were ready, he toasted their health—as if they were drinking champagne rather than coffee—then closed his eyes and took a long, slow sip, obviously savoring it.

Reynie drank from his own cup and almost choked. It was hard to say whether the coffee tasted more like gasoline or cough syrup. Luckily Captain Noland still had his eyes closed and didn’t see Reynie grimace as he forced the foul stuff down. He shot a warning look at the others (it was too late for Kate, who was trying to twist her horrified expression into something that resembled a smile) and in a slightly strangled voice said, “So you were in the navy, Captain?”

“The navy’s where I met Nicholas Benedict, in fact,” said Captain Noland. “He and I—why, what’s the matter?”

Captain Noland had opened his eyes to discover the children staring at him uncomfortably. They had agreed they must tell him the truth or risk getting nowhere, but now that the time had come, they were anxious. What if he decided to send them back home on the first plane from Lisbon? Or what if he wanted to help them but couldn’t? What if there were no more clues to be had?

“We need to speak with you about Mr. Benedict,” Reynie said after a pause. “He’s—”

Just then, the cabin seemed to lurch. The children nearly fell from their seats, and the coffee pot and serving tray slid across the table. Captain Noland leaped forward and caught them. The cabin righted itself just as quickly as it had gone askew.

“We’re heading into some rough seas, I’m afraid,” said Captain Noland, as if the children could possibly have failed to notice. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing very serious, and it won’t last the night. By morning we’ll… Wait, what were you going to tell me about Nicholas?”

It took a few minutes for the children to explain, and by the time they had finished Captain Noland was sitting on the little chest, his chin in his hands, looking quite stricken. “I can’t believe it. He called me from Lisbon only last week. He said he and Number Two were having a fine trip.”

“They’re in Lisbon, then?” Reynie asked hopefully.

“They were,” said Captain Noland. “They were leaving that afternoon. He called to make sure everything was properly arranged. You see, I’d invited Nicholas to be a guest on this maiden voyage months ago, and he asked if I would bring you children as guests instead. I was happy to do so. In fact, I was to play a role in the surprise he planned for you.”

“How so?” Kate asked.

“By presenting you with a sealed envelope he sent me several weeks ago. He said he intended to make certain arrangements, and if he succeeded, I was to give you the envelope when we reached port. When he called from Lisbon, he confirmed I should deliver it, along with some official paperwork to ease your passage between countries.”

“Do you have the envelope with you?” Reynie asked.

“In my cabin,” said Captain Noland. “When we’ve finished here I’ll get it, and we can open it together. I know you meant to do this alone—and I admire your courage—but for your own safety I can’t allow it. I won’t send you back, but I am going to help you.”

“It isn’t that we don’t want help,” Reynie said, “and we certainly wouldn’t mind some protection. But Mr. Curtain is suspicious and extremely smart. His henchmen—the Ten Men—they’ll be on the lookout for any kind of rescue attempt, and—”

“I understand you,” Captain Noland said. “We mustn’t involve the authorities, must operate in secret as much as possible. That’s all right, Reynie. I’ll do whatever’s necessary. You probably don’t know this, but I owe Nicholas my life. So tell me again, what exactly—”

He was interrupted by a knock at the door. “Captain, are you in there?”

“I asked not to be disturbed!” Captain Noland called.

“You said except in case of emergency, sir,” said Cannonball, poking his head in. “Which it is.”

Captain Noland quickly stood up. “What’s happened, Joe?”

The young sailor closed the door, and standing with his back against it (there being no place else to stand) said, “Well, sir, you know how Mr. Pressius was going on to the other… um, the other owners about his scads of diamonds? About how the jewels themselves are worth more than the Shortcut and all her crew?”

“I seem to remember that,” the captain said dryly.

“Well, after you excused yourself, Mr. Pressius told Mr. Thomas about the…” Cannonball hesitated, glancing at the children.

“Speak freely, Joe.”

“Aye, sir. He told Mr. Thomas about the fakes.”

“Mr. Pressius has brought along a chest of plastic diamonds,” Captain Noland explained to the children, “which he seems to think may serve as decoys in the event of a robbery. I believe he took the idea from a movie.” The captain kept his face impassive, but the children got the distinct impression that he found Mr. Pressius perfectly ridiculous. “Now, Joe, tell me what happened.”

“Aye, Captain. Well, Mr. Pressius said the fakes were so good—the best cheap fakes ever made, he said—that he bet Mr. Thomas couldn’t tell the difference. Of course Mr. Thomas didn’t like that, as he figures himself an expert on everything—”

“Where’s the emergency in all this?” asked Captain Noland.

“Getting to it, Captain. So what happens is Mr. Thomas and Mr. Pressius insist I take them down to the security hold to open the chests. I didn’t know what to do—you said to keep them happy, and seeing as the diamonds do belong to Mr. Pressius—”

“You did the right thing.”

“Thank you, sir,” said Cannonball, looking relieved. “Only, the trouble is that Mr. Pressius wins the bet. Without a magnifying glass, it’s extremely hard to tell the difference between the real diamonds and the plastic ones.”

“Why is that a problem?” asked Captain Noland.

“Because… well, sir, did you happen to notice a kind of a joggle in the ship a few minutes ago? A bit of a lurching? Well, Mr. Thomas and Mr. Pressius were holding the open chests when that happened—they were carrying them across to where the light was better—and seeing as neither of them has his sea legs yet, why… the, uh, the diamonds and the decoys, they… ahem. They sort of spilled out.”

“Spilled out?”

“Exactly, sir. And mixed together. All across the floor of the security hold.”

“The idiots!” cried Captain Noland, putting a hand to his forehead. “Don’t tell me. Mr. Pressius refuses to do the sorting himself. He wants you to do it.”

“Yes, sir. Under heavy guard, of course. He said I’ll need to examine each one with a magnifying glass. He’ll inspect the diamonds when I’ve finished, he said, but he certainly isn’t going to do the initial sorting himself. That’s grunt work, he said. Said it wouldn’t have happened, anyway, if the ship had been sailing properly.”

“Of course that’s what he said. And what did you tell him?”

“I said I had to speak with you first. Said you might prefer someone else do it, as it’s likely to take several hours, and I’m needed to—”

“Everyone is needed!” Captain Noland snapped. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m sorry. The fact is I can’t spare anyone for several hours, Joe. We’re shorthanded as it is. The crew is already working double duty, sacrificing their sleep, and now we have rough seas thrown into the bargain. What’s more,” Captain Noland said, with a significant look at the children, “our friends here have alerted me to an urgent situation that requires my attention.”

Cannonball was wringing his cap in his hands. He stared at the floor. “Sorry, Captain. I should never have—”

“It isn’t your fault, Joe. It’s the owners’ fault. First they compel me to reduce the crew, and now this.” Captain Noland’s face contorted with bitterness; his tone was desolate. “And yet if the Shortcut arrives late—if the least little thing goes wrong—”

“I know,” said Cannonball with an anxious look. “I know what it would mean for you, sir. It would be… well, if there’s anything I can… you know that I…”

Captain Noland’s expression softened. He put a hand on Cannonball’s shoulder. “It’s all right, Joe. We’ll just have to do what we can and hope for the best. Now, help me think. I’ll need you on the bridge soon, so who should I assign? Who can I possibly spare?”

Kate raised her hand. “Why not let me do it? I have good eyes and quick hands. I could make short work of it.”

“I could help, too,” Sticky offered. “We all could.”

Cannonball brightened. “Now, there’s an idea! What do you think, Captain? Set the young ones to sorting?”

“It’s very good of you, children,” said Captain Noland, “and I thank you, but Mr. Pressius would never stand for it. You know he wouldn’t, Joe. Now, please, we need to hurry. Who can I send?”

Cannonball’s face fell. “You’re right, of course. He wouldn’t hear of it. All right, then, what about Jenny Briggs? No, wait, you’ll need her on the… What about Matthew Tanner?”

The captain shook his head. “Tanner took on Pratt’s duties. What about Kavanaugh? Or is he—”

“Excuse me,” Reynie interrupted. “Captain Noland?”

The captain scratched at his beard, evidently straining to be patient. “Yes, what is it, Reynie?”

“You said the fake diamonds are plastic, right? If that’s true, then you ought to just pour everything into a tub of water—the fake ones and the real ones together. The plastic ones will float to the top.”

Captain Noland and Cannonball blinked. Then looked at each other. Then burst out laughing.

“Reynie Muldoon, you’ve just earned yourself a spot on my crew!” roared Captain Noland. “Put them in water and see what floats—now, why didn’t I think of that? My whole life depends on things that float! Joe, will you—?”

“Already on it, Captain!” said Cannonball, and pausing just long enough to tousle Reynie’s hair, he hurried out.

“I can’t thank you enough,” said Captain Noland. He started to refill Reynie’s coffee cup, then saw it was still nearly full. “Please, drink up! And help yourself to those treats, all of you. They’re entirely deserved. Reynie may well have saved me from a fate I can hardly stand to consider.”

Constance had begun stuffing gumdrops into her pockets to prevent the others from eating them. “What would that be?”

“Why, dismissal, of course,” said Captain Noland. “This maiden voyage is an important trip! The owners will make money only if the Shortcut proves it can deliver what they promise—a reliable transatlantic shipment in two days. If it fails, they’ll want to blame something other than the ship design, and it certainly isn’t going to be themselves. No, there’s no doubt about it. They’ll send me packing.”

“Surely you could find another ship,” said Kate. “Why do you want to work for these jerks, anyway?”

Captain Noland gave her a weary look. “It’s complicated, Kate. If I were dismissed from my command of the Shortcut—if the owners claim that I’ve surprised them with my incompetence—well, you can see it would be difficult for me to secure another position. Meanwhile, I’d be left high and dry. And that is something I cannot tolerate. No, I need to be at sea.” The captain’s sincerity on this point was unmistakable. Even as he’d spoken the words “high and dry,” his eyes had begun to dart back and forth, and his jaw quivered.

“Enough of that, however,” said Captain Noland, composing himself. “We have more pressing matters to consider. I should return to the bridge now, but I’ll bring you that envelope when I can. Shall I bring more coffee when I come? I’ll gladly brew a fresh pot.”

The children begged him not to trouble himself on their account. And so, with a promise to return as soon as possible, Captain Noland took his leave.

[image: ]

As the children rifled through the treat tins, they felt somewhat encouraged. If Mr. Benedict had called from Lisbon, they were on the right track, and with the captain’s help they might even figure out where to go next before they reached port. This was their great hope, for when they arrived in Lisbon they would have only two days left to find their friends.

The room had begun to sway again. The movement was less dramatic than that original lurch, but even so Reynie experienced an unpleasant rolling sensation, as if the ocean waves had found their way into his belly. Abandoning his half-nibbled mint cookie—eating seemed like a terrible idea all of a sudden—Reynie began to put away the tiny folding table, which was threatening to tip. Kate moved the treat tins to the floor, munching happily as she decided what to choose next. She seemed unfazed by the motion of the cabin.

“So are we going to talk about what Constance did?” asked Sticky (who like Reynie had sadly given up on the cookies). “You know, the way she knew Captain Noland was at the door before he knocked?”

Constance rolled her eyes. “Reynie was right. I was dreaming. Forget about it.”

“Even if you were dreaming,” said Sticky, “you predicted someone was coming.”

“I think it must have been a coincidence,” said Kate, getting up to help put the table away. Reynie was having trouble keeping his balance and kept banging his shins against the chest. “Wouldn’t you say so, Reynie?”

Reynie dropped heavily to the floor. He was feeling worse by the second. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Has anything like that ever happened before, Constance?”

Constance shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

“What does that mean?” Sticky said exasperatedly.

Constance made a face at him. “It means it’s happened before, but how can I possibly know whether it’s a coincidence or not? Unlike some people, I don’t happen to think I know everything.”

Sticky, stung by this comment, took out his polishing cloth and made no reply.

“Why don’t you just tell us what you do know?” Reynie asked gently. “What does Mr. Benedict say about… about your gifts?”

Constance gazed at her shoes, evidently considering how—or whether—to answer him, and after a few moments Kate seemed ready to prompt her. Reynie, sensing Constance’s emotional confusion, warned Kate with a subtle shake of his head. He was pretty sure Constance hadn’t noticed, yet no sooner had he done it than she looked at him with a grateful expression. It made Reynie very uneasy, as if she’d read his thoughts. Could that be what happened? More likely she was just developing a sense of intuition, like Mr. Benedict (and like Reynie himself, for that matter). But what if…?

“Mr. Benedict hasn’t said much about it,” Constance said, “except that I can do patterns and stuff, which might explain everything or… or maybe not.”

“What do you mean by ‘patterns and stuff’?” asked Sticky, trying not to sound demanding this time.

“It’s like… like…” Constance spluttered her lips. “One thing I’m not good at is explaining things.”

“How did Mr. Benedict explain it to you?” said Reynie.

Constance thought about this. “Okay, he said it was like how when most people look at a familiar word, they don’t have to spell it out letter by letter. Even with long words like, um—what’s a really long word, Sticky?”

“Epidemiological,” Sticky suggested.

“Okay, it’s like when Sticky sees that word on paper. He already knows it, so he doesn’t have to figure it out letter by letter. Right, Sticky? You just recognize it by the pattern of its letters. I can do the same thing, only with more complicated stuff.”

“Like what?” asked Kate.

Constance seemed embarrassed. She began to pick at her fingernails, and in a barely audible voice she said, “Like weather, and, you know, stuff like that.”

Reynie raised his eyebrows. “Weather?”

Constance mumbled something about not feeling very well. This happened to be the truth (nor was she alone in this, for Sticky and Reynie were both holding their bellies now), but the others would not be put off, and so finally she explained, “I can predict it, apparently. I hadn’t realized I could until Mr. Benedict pointed it out. He started asking every morning if it was going to rain that day, and I would make what I thought was a dumb guess—only my guesses always turned out to be right.”

“How can that be?” Sticky asked.

Constance shrugged. “Mr. Benedict says people’s minds are noticing things all the time, even when we don’t realize it. Sights, smells, temperature changes—all sorts of stuff. We notice it without consciously thinking about it. He says we may not be paying attention, but our brains are recording and processing it all the same, and these… these observations, or whatever you want to call them, make up a pattern. So if you’re good with patterns, the way Mr. Benedict says I am, you can sometimes predict things.”

“Because you recognize the pattern,” Reynie said. “I get it.”

“But I don’t see how this explains what happened,” Sticky said. “What kind of pattern could predict the captain’s knocking on the door?”

“Maybe Constance’s mind came to recognize the sound of footsteps in the passageway,” Reynie suggested, “while to the rest of us that particular sound was still mixed in with the unfamiliar noises of the ship. A lot of the ship sounds must follow patterns, after all. It could be as simple as that.”

Sticky considered this. “Highly developed, unconscious pattern recognition,” he murmured. “Okay, I buy that.”

“But couldn’t it also be that she’s psychic?” Kate asked. “Did Mr. Benedict ever mention that possibility, Constance?”

Constance, who now felt very ill indeed, said irritably, “You know it’s possible, Kate. Now stop asking stupid questions.” She crossed her arms and closed her eyes, partly because she was so queasy and partly because she disliked being questioned—especially about this particular subject.

Psychic ability would be an awful lot to cope with, Reynie thought, especially for someone as young as Constance. The prospect seemed to trouble her extremely. But Reynie said nothing, for at the moment he was troubled extremely by the sensation that his stomach was filled with wobbling gelatin.

Kate was unwilling to let the matter drop, however. “I’ll stop asking questions when you start answering them, Constance. Has Mr. Benedict ever said anything about your being psychic, or hasn’t he?”

Constance moaned. “If I tell you, can we please stop talking about it?”

“It’s a deal,” said Kate.

The boys said nothing. They were both quite nauseated and were trying to hold very still. Unfortunately, with every minute that passed the cabin seemed to sway with greater energy, as if the room itself were a swinging hammock. The captain’s little chest was sliding back and forth, first bumping the door, then the wall opposite. Kate took out her rope and tied the chest to a bunk.

“Mr. Benedict said it might seem like I’m psychic even if I’m not,” said Constance, sagging over to lie on her side. “People’s expressions and their tone of voice and, you know, just everything about their behavior—it’s all made up of patterns, and my mind’s good at recognizing them. So sometimes I know things you might not expect. Like right now, for instance. I can tell you’re about to ask me for an example.”

Kate’s eyes widened. “How did you know that?”

“I have no idea,” said Constance. “Maybe it’s something in your eyes, maybe it’s just what you always do when I try to explain things. The point is that people have patterns, too. So there’s your stupid example.”

“Hey, that’s pretty fun!” said Kate, who hadn’t noticed that Constance didn’t think it fun in the least. “Of course, it doesn’t exactly rule out the possibility that you can read minds.”

“Yes, it does,” said Constance, turning away. “And don’t argue with me. I’m done talking. I feel sicker than sick.”

So did Reynie and Sticky, both of whom were breathing in shallow gasps and longing for the solidity of land. Kate felt fine, however, and as she mulled over what Constance had told her, she snatched another treat from the tins and began to pace the cabin. This required no small feat of balance, as there was scant room for pacing and the floor was disinclined to hold on a level. She was chattering about something the whole while, but the boys had lost their ability to concentrate.

Reynie was trying not to watch her. He would have closed his eyes, but doing so made him feel even sicker. “Kate, will you please stop moving around? It’s only making things worse.”

Kate stopped in her tracks. “Making what worse? Oh, you don’t look so well, Reynie! In fact, neither do you, Sticky! Are all of you sick?”

“You should be a doctor,” Sticky groaned.

Before long all three of the invalids were groaning so much that the cabin sounded like a frog pond, and Kate, seeing that her friends’ conditions were only worsening, set out to learn the quickest routes to all the ship’s bathrooms. (It was also a good excuse to flee the whimpering and moans.) As it happened, the routes Kate learned proved very useful to her friends. But they were all too sick to thank her.
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Reynie’s first waking thought was that he was hungry. He hadn’t eaten since the evening before, and it was now—well, what time was it, anyway? He had no idea how long he’d slept. At least the sickness had passed; Reynie would choose hunger pangs over seasickness any day. Reynie would choose almost anything over seasickness.

He, Sticky, and Constance had spent their first night aboard the Shortcut feeling sicker than they’d ever felt. (Kate, having shown them to their various bathrooms, slept peacefully in the quiet cabin.) When their illnesses finally subsided early that morning, they had all collapsed into their bunks and passed out. Reynie had a vague memory—or was it a dream?—of Captain Noland speaking in hushed tones to Kate at the cabin door, but otherwise he’d been in complete oblivion until now.

Reynie’s mind moved swiftly to Mr. Benedict and Number Two. Only three days left, he thought, and the urgency he’d felt since yesterday morning gripped him with new intensity. He opened his eyes and sat up. The cabin was dark. Perhaps Kate had taped something over the porthole to help them sleep? No, a glance at the porthole revealed nothing of the sort. He scratched his head and yawned, only to snap his mouth shut—painfully biting his tongue—when Kate sprang up out of the darkness onto his bunk. She shone her penlight into his face.

“What’s the matter?” Kate asked. “Did I scare you?”

“Never mind,” said Reynie grumpily. “What’s going on? How long have I been out?”

“Too long. It’s evening now. The captain will be here soon.”

“Evening?”

“Yes, and I’ve been going nuts waiting for you to wake up,” Kate said. “Cannonball let me visit Madge a few minutes at lunchtime, but otherwise I’ve been cooped up in here all day with no one to talk to. She’s doing fine, by the way. Cannonball gives her prime bits of meat from the galley—he calls it ‘frog food’—and I think she may be falling in love with him.”

“Did the captain come?” Reynie asked. “Or did I dream that?”

“No, he came by this morning. Do you not remember? You sat up and said something like ‘eggness,’ then fell back to sleep.” Kate thrust a piece of paper at him. “He brought this. He wasn’t sure what it meant, but he said he’d think about it today.”

Reynie looked at the paper, but it was too dark to read. “The captain read this? He didn’t wait for us to see it first?”

“Well, no,” Kate said. “He’d already looked at it. I’m sure he just wanted to help.”

“I suppose so,” said Reynie uneasily. Rhonda had let them open the first envelope, and somehow he’d expected Captain Noland to do the same. But the circumstances had been different at Mr. Benedict’s house, Reynie reminded himself. Anyway, shouldn’t he be glad the captain cared?

“I’ve been staring at it all day,” Kate was saying. “It isn’t really a riddle at all—more like directions—but I still haven’t gotten very far with it.”

“Let me see your penlight,” Reynie said, and shining the light onto the paper he read:

Well done, my friends, and may your ocean crossing be great fun! Please go down for your hint, then up to where the clues lead you—that’s where you’ll find the next envelope!—Mr. Benedict

The middle of the page was blank except for a wide scorch mark. (“No lemon-juice messages,” Kate muttered.) Reynie scanned down to the bottom, where Mr. Benedict had written the following lines:

Castle of Sticky’s namesake

Against westernmost wall

Not visible

Need tool

Olive trees nearby

No cork or pine for two meters

“I figure the castle must be on a hill,” said Kate, “which is why he made such a point of saying to go up to where the clues lead. But I’ve never heard of a castle named Sticky or George or Washington or anything like it, have you?”

Reynie shook his head. “I’ll bet Sticky has, though.”

“I’ll get him up,” said Kate, rolling off the bunk.

A moment later Sticky cried out in the darkness, and Reynie heard Kate ask, “Did I scare you?”

Sticky was still grumbling at her when Captain Noland arrived with their supper. He’d brought a tray laden with peanut butter sandwiches, fruit, cookies, and milk. Much to his embarrassment, however, there was no coffee.

“I’m afraid I left my coffee pot here last night,” Captain Noland said, once they had roused Constance and turned on the light. “And Mr. Pressius demanded his own pot in his cabin, which left me with no extras.” The children, assuring the captain that this was perfectly all right, set hungrily upon the food. (Constance, naturally, reached for the cookies first.)

“I’m glad to see you’re feeling better,” said Captain Noland, who himself seemed in a poor state of health. His uniform was crisp and trim as ever, but he obviously hadn’t slept in some time. His shoulders sagged, his eyes were bloodshot and puffy, and he was stifling a yawn as he asked, “Any luck with the letter? I’m afraid I haven’t had a chance to give it much thought.”

“Actually, neither have we,” Reynie said. “I’ve only glanced at it, and Constance and Sticky haven’t even seen it yet.” He tried to hand the letter to Constance, but she was still very groggy (so groggy she’d forgotten to snatch more than her share of cookies), and she refused to take it.

“I’ll look at it later,” she mumbled.

So Reynie passed the letter to Sticky, who hardly glanced at it before he exclaimed, “Hey, this is easy! That castle’s in Lisbon!”

No sooner had the words left Sticky’s mouth than Kate was clapping him on the back (so hard he almost choked on his sandwich), and Reynie was saying over and over again, “I knew you’d have the answer,” his face flushed with excitement. Even Constance showed her appreciation by not filching Sticky’s cookie while he was distracted. They had been in sore need of hope, and Sticky had just delivered it.

After they’d quieted down, Captain Noland said, “Is Jorge your given name, Sticky?”

“It’s George,” Sticky replied.

“Oh, of course!” said Captain Noland, looking quite impressed. (Sticky, already beaming, now positively shone.)

“Would one of you mind explaining to the rest of us?” Constance said.

“St. George’s Castle,” said Captain Noland. “In Portuguese it’s called the Castelo de São Jorge, and since it’s in Portugal, that’s how I always think of it. Where did you learn to speak Portuguese, Sticky? Or should I call you Jorge?”

Sticky laughed—a bit nervously, it seemed to Reynie—and said, “I know lots of languages. It’s no big deal, really.” (Reynie noticed that this was not exactly the answer to Captain Noland’s question, but the captain either didn’t notice or didn’t care.)

“I can imagine why Nicholas chose to send you up there,” Captain Noland said. “He loves the view from the castle grounds. Probably wanted to share it with you.”

“So the castle is on a hill,” Kate said. “I thought so.”

“The highest hill in Lisbon, in fact.” Captain Noland’s tired eyes suddenly looked thoughtful and melancholy, as if he were gazing with them upon a different time. “Nicholas and I went up there together once, many years ago. He was so moved by the view that he fell asleep and nearly plunged over the castle wall. Oh, I would never have forgiven myself if he had! I’d been watching a ferry down on the river and wasn’t keeping an eye on him. I should have been paying better attention.”

“What happened?” asked Constance, a little short of breath, as if at that very moment Mr. Benedict were about to topple from the precipice.

“He fell backward instead of forward. As simple as that. He got a rather nasty bump on his head, but when I think of the alternative…” Captain Noland shuddered. “Just like that,” he said, snapping his fingers, “and I would have lost my friend forever—to say nothing of all the lives he saved that year. And it would have been entirely my fault.”

“Was it the westernmost wall he nearly fell from?” asked Reynie. He had a good many questions he wanted to ask—for instance, what was this about Mr. Benedict saving lives? Whose lives did the captain mean? But more pressing at the moment was understanding this clue and what they were to do about it.

“It was indeed,” said Captain Noland. He yawned and pointed toward the chest, still tied to a lower bunk. “I don’t suppose there’s any coffee left in the pot, is there? Did you finish it off last night?”

“We, uh—we couldn’t,” Reynie said. “We got seasick right after you left.”

Captain Noland squeezed past him and opened the chest. “Why, there’s still a good half pot left! I’m in luck!” He wiped out his cup from the night before and filled it with the treacly black liquid. Perhaps being cold and stale improved the coffee’s taste, Reynie thought; certainly it couldn’t make it any worse. Regardless, the captain had forgotten to offer them any, and for this all the children were grateful.

Captain Noland downed half the cup in one gulp, refilled it, then closed the chest and sat on it. “Much better,” he said. “I’m of no use to you if I’m asleep. Now then, as for Nicholas’s directions, they all make sense to me now. Things should be pretty straightforward when we get up to the castle.”

“How so?” asked Reynie.

“Well, as you might imagine, there aren’t any olive trees in the castle itself,” said the captain, “so Nicholas has to be referring to the outer wall of the castle grounds, which are rather like a big park. I remember quite a stretch of wall on the western side, but I’m sure these other clues—the description of which trees are nearby and which aren’t—will narrow the location down exactly. No doubt we’ll see right away where he’s buried the envelope. We’ll look for a spot where the earth has been freshly turned.”

“You think it’s buried?” Sticky asked.

“Surely that’s what Nicholas meant by ‘not visible’ and ‘need tool.’ He meant for us to dig. I’ll have Joe fetch a shovel as soon as we dock.”

The children looked at one another with expressions of relief and surprise.

“Well, that was easy,” said Kate, putting the letter away inside her bucket. “Now all we have to do is get there!”

“You can leave that to me,” said Captain Noland. “I’ll radio ahead to have a taxi waiting at the docks. We’ll waste no time that way. Joe and I will change into civilian clothes—the better to avoid notice—and accompany you to the castle.”

“What do you mean by civilian clothes?” asked Constance. “Aren’t you a civilian?”

“Ha!” cried Captain Noland, scratching his beard. “An old habit, Constance. I was in the navy for so long, I tend to forget things have changed. I only meant to say we won’t wear our uniforms.”

“That reminds me,” said Kate. “Did you say that you and Mr. Benedict met in the navy?”

“It’s a fact,” said Captain Noland. “We were in naval intelligence together. Of course, this was very long ago… Has Nicholas never told you?” Seeing their blank faces, the captain chuckled and shook his head. “It doesn’t surprise me. He couldn’t have told you much without seeming to brag—and Nicholas is anything but a braggart. I’m perfectly happy to brag on him, though. I used to joke that he saved a hundred lives every morning before breakfast, and the truth wasn’t far from that. We were engaged in a terrible war, you see—a long-forgotten war that no one likes to talk about now—and Nicholas was our best code breaker. Whenever an enemy transmission was intercepted, we brought it straight to him. He usually cracked the code within minutes, if not sooner. Our soldiers avoided any number of surprise attacks thanks to Nicholas.”

The children grinned, pleased to hear good things said about Mr. Benedict. In his absence they found themselves especially eager for details about him—as if by gathering details they might, in some small way, bring him back.

“Didn’t you say he saved your life once, too?” asked Reynie.

Captain Noland had just slugged the rest of his coffee and stood to open the chest. He took out the coffee pot and refilled his cup. “Actually, Nicholas saved my life more than once. The first time, we’d been sent on a secret assignment. It was an unusually important assignment, too—otherwise they wouldn’t have sent Nicholas, who never did field work. His narcolepsy might put him at risk, you see. Well, we managed to complete the assignment, but in the process we were captured by the enemy. I should say that I was captured. Nicholas was not. But in order to rescue me he turned himself over to my captors.”

Captain Noland settled onto the chest again. “I’m sure you’re thinking what I was thinking. How on earth did he hope to save me by sacrificing himself? Well, that was when I discovered that Nicholas is the most persuasive man in the world. Mysteriously so. Over the next two days, he spoke with every officer in the enemy headquarters. If he couldn’t convince one officer of what he was saying, he would switch tactics, arguing that a different officer ought to be sent in to speak with him. One way or another, he always succeeded, and by the end of the second day he’d found just the right things to say to just the right people, and had convinced our enemy that we should be let go. To this day, I can’t quite believe it.”

“That’s amazing!” Kate cried. “How did he possibly manage it?”

“I can’t say for sure, but I think part of the answer is that people sense something in Nicholas that makes them trust him. And of course that’s with good reason. Compared to Nicholas, even the best of men are untrustworthy.”

Reynie felt a sudden, unexpected twinge of suspicion. This last statement of the captain’s sounded rather like a justification, as if one could be untrustworthy and still be considered among “the best of men.” What was more, the captain’s expression had shifted subtly in a way that Reynie couldn’t quite interpret. Perhaps he simply felt jealous of Mr. Benedict’s trustworthy character—or of other people’s perception of it. That could be a natural feeling for a good man who wished he were more trustworthy. Still, the thought made Reynie uneasy.

Sticky, meanwhile, was asking Captain Noland how else Mr. Benedict had saved his life, and Reynie tried to set aside his suspicions and listen. He did like Captain Noland, after all. And if Mr. Benedict trusted him, shouldn’t Reynie?

“He saved me once again by saying the right thing to the right person,” Captain Noland said. “This time the person was me. The war had just ended, and Nicholas was leaving the navy to return to his research. I was thinking of leaving the navy myself, for I was extremely miserable half the time. I’d grown up on ships—my father was a merchant sailor—but by the end of this war I felt I’d missed my calling. How else was I to explain my feeling depressed so much of the time?

“When I told him this, Nicholas laughed so much he fell asleep. I was fairly annoyed, I can tell you. But then he always did like to laugh, and when he woke up he apologized sincerely and said, ‘Phil, it isn’t being on ships that makes you miserable. It’s getting off them. You’re always sad when you head for port, and you’re sad the entire time you’re on land—except for the day you set sail again. The worst thing you could do would be to stay ashore.’

“Well, this was so obvious a child should have seen it, and I hate to say, I almost resented Nicholas for making me look so dumb. But there it was: he knew me better than I knew myself. As long as I’m at sea, I’m happy—which is why this maiden voyage is so important. I can’t afford to lose my reputation as a sea captain. Sending me to shore would be like sending me to my doom.”

“Why did you ever leave the navy, then?” asked Constance.

“I felt I had no choice. They had long wanted to promote me, which seems nice enough until you realize that a promotion would have sent me to a comfortable, highly respected post—on land. Torture! I’d always found a way out of it, but finally they insisted. That was when I left the navy and applied for my current position, which seemed perfect. The Shortcut will be at sea almost constantly—it loads and unloads faster than other ships, so it spends less time in port—and as I told the owners…”

Captain Noland trailed off, looking sheepish. “I’ve gone on far too long about your poor old captain. It was Nicholas you wanted to hear about, and rightly so. A better man I’ve never known—and this despite all manner of ill fortunes, as you children know. To lose his parents so young, and then to struggle so mightily with his narcolepsy… I don’t mean just the tendency to fall asleep at odd times, but, oh, the nightmares!”

Captain Noland rubbed his bloodshot eyes. He looked as though he had endured a night of bad dreams himself. “Nicholas and I shared a ship cabin more than once,” he said, “and the cries of terror he uttered in his sleep were enough to keep me wide-eyed and shivering for hours. He suffered these visitations from phantom creatures almost every night—the Old Hag, I remember, was the worst, such a dreadful hallucination I hated even to hear about her—yet during the day you’d never guess what he’d been through. Always cheerful, always brave. That’s Nicholas. Still, he did hope that one day—Wait!”

Captain Noland stiffened so suddenly he spilled coffee on himself. “To think!” he cried. “Oh, where has my mind gone? To think I almost forgot!” And looking at the children he said, “Forgive me. I hadn’t realized it until this moment, but we have another clue!”
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A little over a year before, Captain Noland said, Mr. Benedict had received word from a Dutch science museum about the discovery of certain papers—a journal and a packet of documents—in a secret location. The papers had belonged to his parents. Mr. Benedict, an orphan since infancy, had wanted to see the papers right away, but at the time he was busy investigating the hidden messages that would eventually lead him to Mr. Curtain and the Whisperer. Not until recently had he addressed those more urgent duties enough to take some time for himself—to go on this personal trip.

“So when he called you from Lisbon,” Reynie said, “he was on his way to Holland?”

“Or else he’d just come from there,” said Captain Noland. “I don’t know. I was pressed for time, and we spoke only briefly. I’m sorry to say I don’t know the name of that museum, or even in what city it’s located. But I know he intended to go there on this trip.”

“I know his parents were Dutch scientists,” Sticky said, “but why does the museum have their papers? Shouldn’t they have gone to Mr. Benedict?”

There was a bit of a legal question pertaining to the case, Captain Noland explained. Mr. Benedict’s parents had bequeathed all their papers to this museum, but it was unlikely—at least from Mr. Benedict’s point of view—that these newly discovered documents were meant to be included among those original papers.

“Still, Nicholas was excited,” the captain told them. “Before now, you see, he’d had only a glimpse into his parents’ lives. A few of their early papers had been published in scientific journals, and Nicholas had tracked these down and read them. They were quite sophisticated studies of narcolepsy, he said, which led him to believe his own condition was inherited from one of his parents. Beyond this, though, he’s never known anything about them.”

“I’ve often wondered about that,” said Reynie. “If anyone could track down information about them, you’d think it would be Mr. Benedict.”

“Oh, Nicholas would have loved to find out more if he could,” Captain Noland said. “But as a young man he was much too poor to travel, and then came that awful war. It was years before he had any money to speak of. By then he’d already gotten sidetracked with his investigations into Curtain’s doings, and of course it’s a good thing for everyone that he did. But what a nasty bit of luck it was to learn he had a twin. Separated at birth, apparently, and sent to different relatives—the sort of story that might have made for a joyful reunion. Instead he was devastated to see what a wicked man his brother had become. And who could blame him? After all those years with no family, and then, in effect, to gain a brother and lose him in the same moment!”

At this, the children felt an uncomfortable prickling of guilt. It made sense that Mr. Benedict had been wounded by that discovery. But he had hidden his distress from them, and preoccupied as they were with their own problems, none of them had given the situation much thought. Reynie felt particularly guilty, for Mr. Benedict had mentioned his sadness to him once but had quickly changed the subject—and Reynie had soon forgotten about it.

Captain Noland put a hand to his brow. He looked uneasy. “I shouldn’t have told you that,” he said. “I’m sorry. Nicholas would never have wanted to trouble you. Now here you are, going about dangerous business for his sake, and I’ve only added to your concern.”

“It’s all right,” Kate said. “If something’s important to Mr. Benedict, we all want to know about it—even if he thinks he should protect us.”

This was true enough, yet Reynie couldn’t help but wonder again about Captain Noland’s trustworthiness. There was no denying that Mr. Benedict had kept his feelings from the children, and now Captain Noland had revealed them. He may not have intended any harm, but still…

“Well,” said Captain Noland, “speaking of things important to Nicholas, there was something else about these new papers that excited him. He thought they might contain useful information regarding his narcolepsy. He even joked about shaking hands with the Old Hag and sending her packing.”

“What are you talking about, anyway?” Constance asked. “This is the second time you’ve mentioned her.”

“The Old Hag is a notorious hallucination,” Sticky said in an automatic tone, as if reading from a textbook, “occasionally suffered by people with certain sleep disorders. She appears as a figure crouching near the person’s bed, or even sitting on the person’s chest. The experience is supposed to be terrifying.”

Captain Noland raised his eyebrows. “You know a good many things, don’t you, Sticky? You’re exactly right. It is a terrifying hallucination, and Nicholas has experienced it countless times.”

Kate whistled sympathetically. “No wonder he’d like to get rid of her. He must dread going to sleep at night.”

As if on cue, Captain Noland yawned and looked at his watch. “Speaking of sleep, my friends, I should attempt a few hours of it. We have a very big day ahead of us tomorrow. And let’s be optimistic, all right? Your plan is a good one. We’re going to find Nicholas and Number Two—I’m sure of it—and then we’ll contact Rhonda and Milligan. Rhonda will have the best ideas for how to proceed, and if anyone in the world can rescue our friends, it’s Milligan. So chins up, everyone.”

Reynie, Sticky, and Constance dutifully attempted upbeat expressions, and Kate, already beaming at the captain’s praise for her father, winked and gave him a thumbs-up.

“That’s the spirit,” said Captain Noland. “Now then, Reynie, will you help me carry these things back to my cabin? I think your help with my little diamond crisis earns you a chance to stretch your legs. I really am sorry to keep you all so confined. Just grab that empty tray and milk bottle, will you? I’ll carry the chest.”

The others watched with jealous eyes as Reynie followed the captain out.

“Pay close attention to the route,” Captain Noland instructed as they walked along the narrow passages. “We’ll take a bit of a roundabout path to avoid running into—well, to avoid any unpleasant encounters.”

Reynie disliked having to sneak around to avoid bumping into disapproving bullfrogs—for this was obviously what the captain had meant—but he didn’t mind taking the long way. It was good to stretch his legs. And yet, Reynie thought, frowning to himself, it was awfully unfair that his friends had no such opportunity. They’d been stuck in that tiny cabin as long as he had. Would it really have been too much to let them come along?

The injustice being done to his friends seemed even worse when Reynie saw Captain Noland’s cabin—a large, comfortable, well-furnished room that made the children’s all the more closet-like in comparison. Still, the cabin’s appeal was greatly diminished by its alarming state of disarray. Reynie had rarely seen a messier room. Dirty plates, platters, silverware, and glasses were everywhere, and the floor was strewn with wadded napkins and odd fragments of food. The cabin looked as if someone had emptied a kitchen into it—drawers, cupboards, trash cans, and all.

Captain Noland made a disgusted noise as he set down his own neatly packed chest. “I was obliged to host a party for the owners,” he explained, “and I’m so short of staff I had no one to clean up afterward. It’ll have to wait until we’re in port, I suppose. The most important thing now is sleep.”

“I could help you clean up, if you like,” Reynie said. He made the offer reluctantly—the place was truly in a revolting condition—but as he had gotten plenty of sleep himself it seemed the decent thing to do.

Much to Reynie’s relief, Captain Noland said, “No, no, you’ve already done more than enough. In fact, young man, I wanted to give you something as a reward for your help with that diamond business. No, don’t even think of refusing. I’m convinced that your idea saved me my job—and my job, as you know, means everything to me. So hold out your hand. I’m serious now.”

Reynie’s relief faded, replaced by a weird sense of dread. Uncertainly he held out his hand.

Captain Noland closed the cabin door—first looking up and down the passageway to be sure no one was coming—and reached into his pocket. He placed something hard and shiny into Reynie’s palm and closed his fingers over it. “Let’s keep this between us, all right, son?”

“All right.” Reynie’s heart was beating fast. “Um… thank you, sir.”

“You’re more than welcome,” said the captain, opening the door and once again looking both ways along the passage. He nodded and stepped aside. “Good night, Reynie.”

Reynie wished the captain good night and went out. He hadn’t yet opened his hand, which he now shoved deep into his pocket. He didn’t want to look at what Captain Noland had given him, nor did he think he should show it to the others. He had caught a glimpse of it, of course, and there was no mistaking the feel of it in his hand. But Reynie didn’t want to examine it closely. He didn’t want to have his worst suspicions confirmed.
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Two days left. Only two days, and the children had no idea how much farther this journey would take them—no idea whether two days would be enough.

These were Reynie’s first troubled thoughts the next morning, and he was just moving on to more troubled thoughts (he seemed to have a growing supply) when Cannonball appeared and informed them that Captain Noland would not be coming ashore.

“Don’t look so dismayed,” Cannonball said, bending to set a platter of toast and jam on the floor. “I’m still going to accompany you myself. The captain’s told me everything about your situation, and I’m sorry about your friends—really and truly sorry. But just you wait. We’ll get them back safe and—”

“Captain Noland said both of you were coming,” Reynie interrupted. “Why has he changed his mind?”

If Cannonball noticed the hint of accusation in Reynie’s tone, he gave no indication. “It’s that bullfrog Pressius again. We were supposed to have a few days of festivities and celebrations in Lisbon. The captain intended to skip these and go with you. But now Pressius has informed the captain that he wants the Shortcut to return to sea at once—just to sail around for a couple days.”

“Why on earth would he want that?” Kate asked, moving the toast before Constance, who was rolling sleepily out of her bunk, could step on it.

“Those ridiculous diamonds,” said Cannonball with a roll of his eyes. “Pressius is convinced that someone means to rob him. Once we’re in the harbor, he’s going to make a big show of opening the chest of decoys in front of all the reporters and crew members. He’ll announce that the chest is being delivered to a private vault in England. In fact he’s taking the real diamonds with him on the train to wherever he’s going. That’s why he insisted on all the extra security—this way he can send some guards along with the decoys to make his story seem authentic. Evidently it’s been his plan all along. He just didn’t see fit to tell the captain.”

“And of course Captain Noland can’t refuse him,” Reynie said. What he really wanted to say was that the captain wouldn’t refuse Mr. Pressius. For a man who believed he owed Mr. Benedict his life, Captain Noland certainly seemed unwilling to take many risks on his behalf.

“So what’s next?” Sticky asked.

“We’ll slip away while the ship’s being unloaded, before the ceremonies begin,” Cannonball said. “I’ll have a radio with me. The captain wants us to stay in close touch. He still intends to help—he’ll just have to do it from the ship.”

Reynie bit his tongue and looked away.

“What about Madge?” Kate asked. “Can someone keep her for me? It wouldn’t be for long, you know, only a couple of days…” She trailed off, suddenly solemn, for a couple of days wasn’t long, and it was all they had to save their friends.

“I’ve already made the arrangements,” said Cannonball kindly. “Don’t you worry. Madge will keep my cabin, and she’ll be treated like a queen.”

The Shortcut was not due in port until late in the afternoon, which allowed the children plenty of time to bathe—an activity that had never seemed quite the luxury it did now. They’d gone a long time without changing clothes or even brushing their teeth, and their general dirtiness had begun to depress them, to say nothing of offending one another’s noses. Cannonball had no fresh clothes to offer, but he could provide towels and soap, and he gave them his own half-flattened tube of toothpaste. So the children were able to get rid of the grime, at least, and they brushed their teeth with their fingers.

Afterward they took turns looking out the cabin’s porthole. For most of the trip they had seen nothing but endless water and sky. But now, with the Portuguese mainland in the distance, they were able once again to appreciate the great speed of the Shortcut. The land seemed to transform from a hazy, indeterminate blur on the horizon to a full-fledged coastline in a matter of seconds.

“It won’t be long now,” Sticky said, stepping down from Kate’s bucket. “The port is just a few miles inland on the Tagus River. There’s sufficient depth there for—” He stopped himself with a frown—he’d been about to launch into a long and technical speech—and simply said again, “It won’t be long now.”

When at last Cannonball came for them, he was carrying a shovel and was dressed in “civilian” clothes, or at least he seemed to think so. He wore Bermuda shorts, sandals, and a loud floral-print shirt, and he had smeared his well-tanned face with sunscreen in an effort to make himself look like a tourist. Unfortunately the shirt, which he had borrowed from a shipmate, was no match for his barrel chest. No sooner had he entered the room than a button popped loose and skittered under Constance’s bunk.

“I’ll get it for you,” said Constance, with a readiness that took the other children by surprise. But then, her voice had quavered when she spoke, and when she emerged from beneath the bunk her expression was unmistakably anxious. She was trying to occupy herself however she could, for now that they’d arrived at this next stage of their journey, she found herself growing frightened.

Cannonball knelt beside her. “You know what I like about buttons?” he said, taking the button from Constance and gazing at it admiringly. “They’re very small things that hold bigger things together. Awfully important, buttons—little but strong.” He winked and stood up again, leaving Constance with a calmer expression on her face, and having strengthened the good opinion the other children already had of him.

“Now here’s the official stuff,” said Cannonball, unfolding a typed document stamped with all sorts of government seals. Reproduced on the back of it was a photograph of the children taken the year before. “Mr. Benedict sent this to the captain to give to you. It’s like a passport, apparently, only better. You’ll want to keep it secure.”

Kate took the document without thinking and slipped it into her bucket. Her friends didn’t argue, for not only did Kate’s bucket seem the safest place, the photograph was positively horrible of all of them, and no one cared to see it any longer than necessary.

“Only a minute now,” Cannonball said, holding his head in an attitude of careful attention. He was listening to the ship’s engines and looking out the porthole at the docks below. The children could hear a brass band playing just beyond the bulkhead. “There,” he said. “Now we’ll just scoot along.”

Cannonball and the children made their way up into brilliant sunlight, a warm breeze, and a shocking confusion of sound. The ship’s deck and the docks below were in utter turmoil—throngs of people were cheering, music was playing, and streamers and confetti drifted everywhere on the breeze. All of Lisbon, it seemed, had come down to greet the record-setting cargo ship. The place looked like a carnival set upon the bank of the river.

By the energetic application of his elbows Cannonball got the children to their taxi, and shutting their doors against the clamor, they were all whisked away toward St. George’s Castle. The cobbled streets wound sharply back and forth, mazelike, as the taxi passed through an old fishery district and rose higher and higher up the steep hill upon which the castle sat. With every other turn of the road the castle came into view again, larger each time, until at last they drew near the gated entrance to the grounds. Beyond the stone wall encircling the grounds the castle loomed impressively—but it was the wall that mattered to the children.

The taxi driver stopped the car and spoke to his passengers in accented English. “Listen, I warn to you,” he said, turning in his seat. “I do not know your plans, but they will not let you to dig here. I see the bucket and the shovel. But the castle is public grounds. The guards will—how do you say?—they will throw you up.”

“Throw us out?” Reynie suggested.

“Yes!” said the taxi driver, smiling. “That is it! Throw you out!”

“Thanks for the warning,” said Cannonball. He paid the driver and asked him to wait.

For no good reason, Reynie had been imagining an abandoned ruin of a castle with no one around, but St. George’s Castle was the exact opposite—a popular tourist site, with people streaming in and out. When he and the others had crossed the street and passed through the open gate, they found quite a lot of visitors milling about the castle grounds, which did resemble a lovely park, as Captain Noland had said. Tourists strolled through little thickets of shrubs, sat on benches, and paged through guide books, chattering and pointing at architectural features on the castle. A street musician played guitar and sang near a grove of olive trees. And surrounding everything was the stone wall, in some places low enough to sit on, in others high enough to cast long shadows over those walking below.

“We need to find the westernmost part, right?” Constance said. “So which way is west?”

“That way,” Reynie said, pointing toward the late afternoon sun.

“Constance!” Sticky said in a reproving tone. “Don’t you know that the sun—”

Luckily Sticky’s comment, which surely would have provoked a squabble, was interrupted by a garbled voice blaring from Cannonball’s radio. Signaling the children to wait, the young sailor walked off to a quieter spot and spoke into his radio. When he came back he was clearly distressed.

“That was Captain Noland,” Cannonball said. “The crowds have caused big problems with unloading the containers, and he needs my help sorting things out. Now please don’t worry. It’s a very quick business once it gets going, and I’m only needed at the start. I should be back within an hour—two at the most.”

“But what if you aren’t?” Kate asked. “We have to hurry, Cannonball! Our friends need us!”

“I know that,” Cannonball said gravely. “I’m truly sorry, and so is Captain Noland. He said he begs your forgiveness.” He handed Kate his radio and the shovel. “Start without me, all right? With luck I’ll be back before you’re even finished digging. Just radio the captain if you run into trouble, and I’ll be back as quick as I can!”

With that Cannonball dashed away, but not before Reynie saw the expression on his face. He obviously felt horrible to abandon them and would never have done so had he not been following orders. Reynie shook his head and turned away. Kate put the radio inside her bucket, and with Constance riding piggyback the children set out for the westernmost part of the wall, which lay on the other side of the castle.

Weaving among scattered clusters of sightseers and picnickers, they hurried up a series of steps, crossed a narrow stone plaza, and followed a winding path through a shrub thicket, where their footsteps flushed several peafowl out from under the shrubs. The startled birds darted here and there among the children’s feet, clucking and flapping with great agitation before fleeing back to the very shrubs from which they’d emerged.

“Silly, clumsy lot of birds,” muttered Kate, who had nearly tripped over two of them. “Madge would have a field day here.”

Beyond the thicket the path led the children to the corner of the castle, and just as they turned the corner they all drew up short, blinking in dismay. The westernmost wall lay a short distance from where they stood—but that was the only short thing about it. Indeed, it seemed to stretch on and on forever. Worse, there were people everywhere: people sitting on the wall gazing out over the city and the river below; people admiring the old black cannons set into the wall at regular intervals; people wandering about taking pictures on the grassy lawn between the wall and the castle. And not only were there people everywhere, there seemed to be olive trees everywhere, too. All of a sudden, Mr. Benedict’s directions seemed hopelessly difficult. Kate took out the paper to read them again:

Castle of Sticky’s namesake

Against westernmost wall

Not visible

Need tool

Olive trees nearby

No cork or pine for two meters

“Well, that’s not very helpful,” Kate said. “There are olive trees ‘nearby’ the whole wall, and hardly a pine tree in sight. Which ones are the cork trees, Sticky? I haven’t the faintest.”

Sticky pointed. “There, that’s a cork tree. And there and there. Only those few that I can see.”

“That makes for an odd clue, then,” said Reynie. “Why mention ‘olive trees nearby’ and ‘no cork or pine for two meters’ when that can be said of almost the entire wall? It doesn’t narrow down the location a bit. Let me see that, will you, Kate?”

As Reynie studied the letter with furrowed brow, Kate shrugged and said, “Maybe we should just start walking along the wall and see what we find. If Captain Noland’s right, it’ll be easy to spot where something’s just been buried.” She looked around again at all the people. “The hard part will be digging without getting noticed. If we had time to wait we could sneak back in at night. Maybe that’s what Mr. Benedict thought we’d do. Otherwise I can’t see how he expected us to pull this off without getting in trouble.”

“Neither can I,” said Reynie, still studying the letter. “Which is why I’m wondering—”

“Get back, everyone!” Constance said. She grabbed Kate’s ponytail and jerked on it as if pulling on the reins of a runaway horse. “Back! Back around the corner! It’s Jackson! He’s here!”

“What are you talking about?” Kate snapped, trying to pry Constance’s fingers from her hair. “That hurts, Con—”

“Do what she says, Kate!” said Reynie, grabbing her arm. “Step back!”

Puzzled and irritated, Kate stepped back around the corner of the castle. She set Constance on the ground—none too gently—and said, “This had better be good.”

Constance ignored her, instead looking up at Reynie with searching eyes. “Why do you think he’s here, Reynie? Do you think he knew we were coming? What should we do?”

Reynie put his hands on her shoulders. “Just stay calm and tell me what happened. Did you see Jackson? Or did you, you know—”

“I just suddenly knew. I could just tell.”

“Are you two talking about Jackson the Executive?” Sticky asked.

“The one and only,” said Reynie. He peered around the corner of the castle, studying all the people on the wall, near the cannons, on the grassy lawn… And then there he was, a swaggering young man stepping out of the shade of an olive tree. Jackson. Their old tormentor, one of Mr. Curtain’s trusted Executives. He’d seemed unfamiliar at first—he wasn’t wearing the tunic and sash he’d always worn at the Institute—but it was him, all right. That sharp, knife-like nose, the strutting walk, the stocky build and bright red hair. Reynie could feel his heartbeat picking up speed. “She’s right. I see him.”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Sticky said in a miserable tone. “Here?”

Constance seemed shaken up. “I probably just saw him and didn’t realize it, right?”

“I’m sure that’s what happened, Constance,” said Reynie, trying to sound calm. “And lucky for us it did. He would have spotted us for sure. He’s patrolling the wall.”

“Patrolling it?” Kate said.

“That’s what it looks like,” said Reynie, peeking around the corner again. “He’s just pacing back and forth, like he’s waiting for something.”

“Or someone,” Constance said.

“I knew it was too good to be true,” Sticky said, taking out his polishing cloth. “And here I’d thought this part, at least, was going to be easy.”

Kate’s face darkened. “Reynie, if Jackson’s here…”

“Then Jillson’s probably here, too. I know.”

If Jackson was dangerous alone, he was doubly dangerous with Jillson, his constant companion. The children had never determined if the two Executives were brother and sister, boyfriend and girlfriend, or simply partners in crime. They didn’t even know them by any names other than Jackson and Jillson—which could have been first names, last names, or nicknames. But none of this mattered. What mattered was that Jackson stood between them and their mission, and that Jillson, no doubt, was lurking nearby.

“Constance,” Reynie said, “do you have a feeling about Jillson?”

“Oh, yes, I hate her,” Constance said. “Don’t you?”

“I meant a feeling about whether or not she’s here.”

“Oh. No. No, I would have told you if I had, wouldn’t I? But that doesn’t mean she isn’t here. Maybe she’s just on the other side of the castle.”

“Or maybe something terrible happened to her,” Kate suggested hopefully. “She always tied her ponytail with wire, remember? Maybe she got struck by lightning!”

“I’ll never understand how you can joke at times like these,” said Sticky, anxiously looking around.

“Who said I was joking?” said Kate. “Anyway, if she shows up, we can deal with it, can’t we? I’m sure I can handle her by myself—Jillson or Jackson, either one. With the three of you”—she glanced at Constance—“well, the two and a half of you to handle the other one, we can probably win if it comes to a fight. At the very least we’ll give them a run for their money.”

“It can’t come to that, Kate,” said Reynie. “I don’t know why Jackson’s here, but if he sees us he’ll report it to Mr. Curtain, and that will wreck everything. We can’t afford for him even to suspect that we’re here—not without putting Mr. Benedict and Number Two in greater danger.”

“So what do we do?” asked Constance. “How are we supposed to dig? How do we even find where to dig?”

Reynie quickly returned to the letter. He felt sure that Mr. Benedict had provided an answer if only he knew how to find it. A lot of the directions seemed unimportant or unhelpful, so perhaps they were meant as distractions—like the extra words in the bottom corners of the journal pages. And what was this business about going down for their hint, then up to where the clues led them? Mr. Benedict had written the clues at the bottom of the page, and they did lead uphill to the castle, but why say it like that? For that matter, why did he say “hint” first—as if there were only one—and then “clues,” which implied more than one? Did Mr. Benedict mean to suggest a difference between “hint” and “clues”? Why would he do that?

Sticky was growing more anxious by the second. It was well and good for Kate to conjecture about “handling” Jackson and Jillson—she was so quick she probably wouldn’t get handled in return. But he wasn’t Kate. He would almost certainly get handled, and just thinking about it was enough to make him sweat. “Reynie?” he prompted. “We need to hurry!”

“I know,” Reynie said, still poring over the letter. “That’s what’s troubling me. I don’t think Mr. Benedict meant for us to spend hours searching for our next clue. He expected us to be able to go straight to it—and to recover it quickly, without getting caught. The secret has to be in the letter. It has to be!”

“So find it,” snipped Constance. “Come on, Reynie, do your thing. Where do we dig?”

Reynie stared at the letter, desperately willing the answer to come to him—and suddenly it did. He started and looked up. “I don’t think we do.”

Constance scowled. “We don’t dig? But Captain Noland said—”

“I don’t care what Captain Noland said,” Reynie interrupted, with a sharpness that surprised all of them. “I’ll bet we just have to scrape off some putty and paint. That’s why we need a tool. Kate can use her Army knife for that.”

The others stared at him.

“You left out a part,” said Kate. “What are we scraping putty and paint from?”

Reynie handed her the letter. “Mr. Benedict says to go down for the clue. He doesn’t mean go down to the bottom of the page—he only wrote the hints down there as a distraction. He wanted to make it seem like he was just being playful: Go down for this, go up for that. But take a closer look. Go down the hints—read the first letter of each line.”

Kate did as Reynie said. Her eyes widened. Constance and Sticky crowded against her to see what she had seen. And there was the answer, plain as day.
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“I can’t believe you didn’t see that sooner,” said Constance with an incredulous snort. “It’s perfectly obvious!”

“Next time you might trouble to look at it yourself,” said Reynie, trying hard not to snap.

Kate glanced around the corner of the castle wall. “It’s the nearest one. The other cannons all have cork or pine trees within two meters.” (She could speak with perfect certainty given her talent for gauging distances.) Pulling out her spyglass, Kate popped off the kaleidoscope lens and took a closer look at the cannon.

“See anything unusual?” Reynie asked.

“Not yet.”

“Maybe it’s down inside the barrel,” said Sticky.

“No, I think I see something now. Yes, that’s it! There’s a slightly darker area near the base of the cannon…” Kate lowered the spyglass and grinned. “It’s rectangular.”

“Like an envelope,” Reynie said.

Kate nodded. “I think you were right. A little putty and paint and he was able to hide the envelope in plain sight.” She put away the spyglass and took out her Army knife. “I can get it and be back here in fifteen seconds.”

“Shouldn’t we do something to distract Jackson?” Sticky asked.

“Too risky,” said Kate. She slipped her bucket from her belt and set it down, then began untying her ponytail. “Too many people around, too little time. Jillson could show up any second. I’ll just need to go when he’s facing the other direction.”

“I agree with Kate,” said Reynie. “But listen, if he does look your way—”

“I’m one step ahead of you, pal.” Kate shook her head vigorously, then ran her fingers through her hair, teasing it up and forward, until it stuck out on all sides and almost completely obscured her face. “Sticky, can I borrow your glasses?”

Sticky cringed, but of course he couldn’t refuse. “Be careful with them, will you?”

“When am I ever not careful?” Kate said. She balanced the spectacles low on her nose so she could see over the rims. “How do I look?”

Sticky squinted. “Blurry.”

“Weird,” said Constance.

“Perfect,” said Reynie with an approving nod.

Kate untied one of her shoes and peeked around the corner again. “He’s still pacing. Same number of steps in both directions. Looks left, looks right, looks left again. I do like that about Jackson. He’s predictable. Okay, I’m off!”

Reynie took Kate’s place at the corner and watched her go. She walked quickly, but not so quickly as to draw attention to herself, and she even managed to appear slightly bowlegged. For a spur-of-the-moment disguise, it was pretty good. A wild-haired, bow-legged girl with an untied shoe, wire-rimmed spectacles—and no red bucket. If Reynie hadn’t known better he might not have recognized her himself. He glanced toward Jackson, who was still walking in the other direction. So far, so good.

Kate swerved around a family that was approaching the cannon to take pictures, pretended to notice her untied shoelace, and knelt by the cannon’s base to tie it—which she did with one hand. In the other hand Reynie saw her knife glint. There was no time to marvel at Kate’s dexterity, though, for she was every bit as quick as she was dexterous. Already she had scraped the envelope free, tied her shoe, and was rising again, shoving the envelope and knife into her pocket with a triumphant smile. Then she hesitated. The mother in the family was speaking to her, holding out a camera, stepping in front of her. She wanted Kate to take the family’s picture together.

“Oh no,” Reynie said.

“What’s happening?” Constance hissed.

“Get ready to run,” Reynie said. He heard the other two suck in their breath.

Kate was shaking her head, feigning incomprehension. The mother had grabbed her arm, trying to make herself understood. Finally, with an apologetic smile and an artful twist of her arm, Kate got away. But it was a costly delay. Reynie knew it, and from the expression on Kate’s face, she knew it too. She was walking purposefully, but she couldn’t risk running. Reynie looked to see if Jackson had noticed her.

Jackson hadn’t. But Jillson had.

There was no mistaking Jillson. Six feet tall, greasy brown ponytail, arms like jackhammers. She had just come around the far corner of the castle, and as she approached Jackson, she was pointing in Kate’s direction. Her expression was not one of outright recognition, but it was clearly suspicious. Jackson turned to look just before Kate rounded the corner. Whether or not he recognized her Reynie couldn’t say—he had to withdraw quickly to avoid being spotted himself.

“Did he notice me?” asked Kate.

“Jillson did,” Reynie said. “We need to go.”

“Jillson?” Sticky cried.

Kate snatched the shovel from Reynie. “Move it, then! Give Constance a ride. I’ll meet you outside the gate.”

There was no time to argue or ask questions, nor even for Sticky to retrieve his spectacles. With Constance riding on Reynie’s back and Sticky, squinting, following close behind, the three of them hurried down the winding path through the thicket, once again startling peafowl from under the shrubs. Across the plaza, down the steps, and toward the gate they ran, and as they ran Reynie looked back to see that Kate had herded several of the peafowl together and was shooing them around the corner of the castle. Even from this distance he could hear a young woman’s angry cry of surprise—that would be Jillson—followed by a great clucking, cooing commotion.

Kate, meanwhile, was tossing the shovel like a spear into the middle of the thicket. Reynie glanced ahead at the gate—almost there—and when he glanced back, Kate was disappearing around the castle’s farthest corner. Jackson and Jillson came around the other corner just as Reynie darted out through the gate.

“I don’t think they saw us,” said Constance, who also had been looking back, “but what if they ask around? A lot of people saw us running to the gate.” Indeed, some people were looking at them even now. A few were glancing about as if they wondered where the children’s parents were.

“I can’t imagine either of them speaks Portuguese,” said Sticky. “We’ll have to hope they don’t find someone who speaks English. Maybe they won’t even think to ask. They aren’t very clever, you know.”

As if to prove Sticky’s point, a thwacking sound came from the direction of the thicket, followed by a loud oath. Jackson had stumbled upon the shovel Kate had put there for that very purpose. It sounded as if he’d stepped on the blade, causing the handle to fly up and strike him. The thought would have been amusing were Jackson’s angry grumbling not growing louder and more distinct by the moment.

“Clever or not, they’re coming this way,” said Reynie, staring anxiously at the gate. “We need to get out of here. But Kate—”

“What about me?”

Everyone jumped and turned to see Kate grinning at them.

“Where did you come from?” Constance asked.

“I went over the far wall,” said Kate. She handed Sticky his spectacles. “Listen, I heard them talking. They weren’t sure who I was, but they’re coming out to look around. Here, Reynie, you’d better let me carry Constance.”

The children took off, hurrying away from the castle. Down, down along the twisting cobbled street, weaving through pedestrians, crossing tiled plazas, down and down to where the street grew still more narrow and began to branch off into other streets and alleyways. They had come into the fishery district. The children stopped to catch their breath and get their bearings. Around them the odor of fish mingled with the more delicate scent of flowering bougainvillea, which draped the old stone walls. Locals and tourists brushed shoulders passing up and down the narrow street, and crowded in the doorways of little shops.

Reynie and Sticky were panting and clutching their sides. Sticky had dropped to one knee and was mopping his brow with his shirt.

“You guys are in awful shape,” observed Constance from her perch on Kate’s back.

Kate was looking back up the way they’d come. The spyglass was of no use; the streets were too winding to allow her to see more than a block in any direction. But at least Jackson and Jillson weren’t right behind them, which they all had half-feared.

“We don’t even know where we’re going yet,” Reynie gasped. “We need to read the clue.”

They moved into an alley, huddling together behind a stall in which rows of huge fish were stacked like logs. They would not be easily seen from the street. The fish vendor—a burly man wielding a cleaver—glanced at them, saw that they were only children, and returned to his task of lopping off fish heads. Kate slit the envelope open with her Army knife. Inside was a note and a key.

She glanced at the note. “I can’t make heads or tails of this,” she said, handing the note to Sticky and directing her attention to the key. It was an ordinary metal key, smallish, with the number 37 engraved upon it. Kate took out her farm keys to compare with it, thinking she might deduce what sort of thing it unlocked. She suspected a cabinet, or no, a locker—this key was much like the one for the grain locker in the barn, and lockers, after all, were usually numbered.

Sticky, meanwhile, was reading the note aloud: “This station word will train you to send the puzzle.”

“What’s a station word, anyway?” asked Kate.

“I’ve never heard of any such thing,” said Sticky. “Maybe it’s a—”

“The train station,” said Constance. “Right, Reynie? This word puzzle will send you to the train station. That’s the only possible answer!”

Startled, Sticky looked back and forth between Constance and the note in his hand. This new Constance—the one who could detect patterns and sense things others couldn’t—took some getting used to.

“Looks right to me,” Reynie said.

“I’ll bet this key opens a rental locker there!” said Kate. “Quick, Sticky! Ask this man how to get to the train station!” She tapped the shoulder of the fish vendor.

Sticky blinked, opened his mouth, closed it again. The vendor looked at Kate, then at Sticky. He waved his cleaver impatiently and said something in Portuguese.

“I… I don’t speak Portuguese,” Sticky said, and Kate cocked her head in surprise.

Constance looked positively disgusted. “But on the ship,” she said, “when Captain Noland asked you—”

“I can write it, though!” Sticky said, digging in his pocket for a pen. As the vendor watched—and the others exchanged troubled glances—Sticky turned Mr. Benedict’s note over and began to write. The vendor said something else in Portuguese. He made a writing motion with his hand, then shrugged and shook his head.

“He can’t read,” Reynie said.

“Let me get this straight,” Kate said. “Sticky can write Portuguese but can’t speak it, and this fellow can speak it but can’t read it.” She seemed uncertain whether to be frustrated or amused.

Sticky, meanwhile, seemed ready to cry.

Reynie stepped forward. “Do you speak English?”

The man shrugged apologetically and turned away.

“Español?” asked Reynie. He had studied Spanish for a couple of years at the orphanage academy. Portugal bordered Spain, so just maybe…

“Sí,” the man said, turning back to him. “Un poquito.”

“What’s he saying?” Kate asked.

“He speaks a little Spanish,” said Reynie, and he quickly asked the man where the train station was located. After a brief, difficult exchange (they both spoke rather clumsy Spanish), Reynie deduced that the station was only a short walk away. The man even agreed to draw them a map, and with a few proficient strokes of the pen he rendered quite an excellent one on the back of Mr. Benedict’s note. He couldn’t write the street names, but these he spoke aloud to Reynie, who thanked him heartily and turned back to the others.

The girls were already set to go, with Constance riding piggyback and Kate looking up and down the busy street to be sure Jackson and Jillson weren’t around. Sticky was avoiding Reynie’s gaze, but if he expected a complaint, he certainly wouldn’t get it from Reynie. Now was hardly the time.
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The train station was a bustling, crowded place, with several loading platforms all swarming with people. There was a constant babble of conversation and a barrage of rattling and clacking and hissing as trains pulled in and out of the station, and on top of all that were loudspeaker announcements that echoed everywhere. It was very difficult to hear anything clearly.

“Try again,” said Constance.

Kate again tried to contact Captain Noland on Cannonball’s radio. But the squawk that came through its speaker was unintelligible, and for all she knew her own voice on the other end had sounded every bit as squawkish. Even if not, the noisy station might have made her words impossible to comprehend. There was no way to tell if the captain had understood her—or even if it was the captain who had responded. Kate turned the radio off to preserve its battery. They would have to try again later.

Constance scowled. “You should have radioed from the castle, Kate.”

“If you’ll recall,” Kate said lightly, “I was a little busy helping us escape.”

Reynie said nothing. He had observed Kate’s efforts to contact the captain with a strange mixture of hope and misgiving, and he thought it best to keep quiet until he figured out how he really felt.

Sticky came hurrying over from the ticket counter. “I got directions,” he said, waving a piece of paper. “The rental lockers are that way.”

The others followed Sticky through a door and down a short corridor. If the key didn’t open a locker, the children had no idea how they were to decide where to go next, so it was with considerable anxiety that they watched Kate insert the key into Locker 37. She turned the key. The lock sprang.

Inside the locker was an envelope and a stack of paper money. The bills were very colorful, nothing at all like the money the children were used to, and Constance regarded them skeptically. “Fake money? Why would he give us fake money?”

“Those are euro banknotes,” Sticky said. “They’re common currency in Europe.”

“Okay, so it’s real money,” said Constance. “What are we supposed to buy with it?”

“Train tickets, I imagine,” said Reynie, opening the letter and reading it aloud:

You’ve used your gifts to come this far

(And done so most terrifically),

The next step also calls for gifts—

Constance’s specifically.

“Me?” Constance said. “What am I supposed to do? Predict the stupid weather?”

The others looked at one another, stymied.

“Maybe you should look around,” Reynie suggested. “Maybe the answer will come to you.”

“Give me a break!” said Constance, feeling very much on the spot. She glanced up and down the corridor. “I see lockers. That’s it.”

“No patterns?” Sticky asked.

“Hmm. The lockers do seem to be arranged in numerical order,” Constance said sarcastically. “I wonder if that’s important.”

Kate had begun transferring the money from the locker to her bucket. “You’re joking,” she said, “but maybe the numbers are significant.” She tapped the number on the locker door. “Maybe ‘37’ means something.”

“It probably means the first thirty-six lockers were taken when Mr. Benedict rented this one,” said Constance.

“It isn’t a bad idea,” said Reynie. “Let’s think about it.”

But no matter how hard they all thought about it, they couldn’t find any significance in the number. Constance, meanwhile, began to pace back and forth. For Constance this was unusual behavior (it was more like Reynie), and Reynie watched her closely, trying to imagine how Mr. Benedict expected them to figure out this clue. If anyone was sensitive to Constance’s volatile moods, Mr. Benedict was. It seemed unlike him to put such pressure on her. True, he hadn’t predicted so much would be riding on this clue, but even so, he probably hadn’t intended for Constance to figure it out all by herself.

Constance had stopped pacing now, and Reynie suddenly realized she was staring hard at him.

“What’s the matter?” he said.

“You’re figuring this out,” Constance said. “I can tell.”

“I am?” Reynie said. “You can?”

Sticky and Kate exchanged glances. They could tell something important was happening.

“Maybe it’s a look in your eye,” Constance said, “or maybe it’s your expression, or the way you breathe, or… I don’t know. I can tell, though. You’re about to come up with the answer.” She continued to stare at Reynie, her eyes searching now, half hopeful and half afraid.

Reynie tried to keep his composure. He knew Constance needed him to remain calm, but in fact his heart was racing. It was very strange indeed to have his thoughts revealed like that. For his thoughts on the matter had just shifted a little, had they not? He’d begun to broaden his perspective on the clue, to consider how he might look at it in a different way…

“There!” said Constance, just as Reynie’s eyes widened and he opened his mouth to speak. “You figured it out!”

Reynie’s mouth snapped shut. He took a deep breath. “Okay, that’s pretty unsettling, Constance.”

“Tell me about it,” said Constance. “Think how it is for me.”

Kate couldn’t keep quiet any longer. “What is it, then? What’s the answer? Tell us, for crying out loud!”

“It’s the pendant,” said Reynie, pointing to Constance’s new necklace. “Mr. Benedict didn’t mean ‘gift’ as in ‘talent,’ he meant ‘gift’ as in ‘present’!”

Kate laughed. “Well, what do you know? Your present was a clue in disguise! Come on, Constance, let’s have a look!”

Constance unclasped the necklace and held the pendant in front of her, turning the miniature globe over and over in her fingers. She gazed at it sadly, admiring anew its rich greens and blues and its brilliant little crystal. “The world is your oyster,” Mr. Benedict had written in her birthday card, and now they all understood that he’d had more in mind than it first appeared. He’d been planning this exciting trip around the world, unaware of the danger into which he was about to fall—and into which Constance and the others would follow him.

Constance thrust the pendant toward Kate. “Here,” she said in a choked voice. “Look at it all you want.” She turned and walked a few paces down the corridor, visibly upset.

The others looked after her with concern, but there was little they could do to comfort Constance right now. They still had to figure out where to go next, and it wasn’t proving as easy as any of them hoped. The continents and oceans on the globe pendant were clearly depicted, but there were no markings anywhere to indicate a destination, and the crystal was set in the middle of the Pacific—no apparent help.

“Any thoughts?” Kate asked.

Reynie was scratching his head. “Mr. Benedict wrote that the world was her oyster, right? I think this oyster must have a pearl inside. The question is how we get to it. Maybe there’s some kind of internal mechanism. Try pressing on the crystal.”

Kate pressed the crystal. Nothing happened. She tried moving it up and down like a switch, then twisting it like a dial. The crystal was firmly set, however, and wouldn’t budge. She turned the globe, inspecting it carefully. There were no discernible seams, no secret hinges. Kate glanced down the corridor at Constance and whispered, “Do you think we have to crack it open?”

Sticky grimaced. “I hope not. She’s upset enough as it is.”

“Mr. Benedict wouldn’t do that to Constance,” said Reynie. “There must be some other way.”

“I could pry the crystal off with my knife,” Kate said. “Maybe there’s a hidden catch or something beneath it. We can have the crystal reset later.” She shrugged. “Assuming, you know, that we survive long enough.”

Sticky covered his face. “I hate it when you say things like that.”

“Can you do it without breaking the pendant or scratching it up?” Reynie asked.

“I think so,” Kate said. She peered closely at the edges of the crystal to see exactly how it had been set. “Wait a minute, there seems to be something…” She held the crystal right up to one eye and closed the other. “Whoa!”

Constance hurried back to them. “What? What is it?”

Grinning, Kate handed her the pendant. “That crystal’s not exactly what it seems. Don’t just look at it. Try looking through it.”

Constance covered one eye and held the pendant very close to the other. She started. “Whoa!” She jerked the pendant away, looked at it as if she’d never seen it before, then brought it close to peer into the crystal again.

The crystal, as the boys soon discovered for themselves, was a magnifying glass. Looking through it revealed a map of Holland hidden inside the pendant. The map was smaller than a postage stamp but perfectly legible when seen through the crystal. A bright red X marked a city called Thernbaakagen, and at the bottom of the map was the name of a hotel and a street address.

“I saw that city on the schedule board!” Sticky said. “There’s a train leaving for there in ten minutes!”

“Then it’s time to catch a train,” Reynie said.
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As the members of the Mysterious Benedict Society hurried to catch their train, Jackson and Jillson—less hurried but every bit as purposeful—entered the station. With frowning faces they scanned the crowd. Neither was especially methodical by nature, and their search, at first, was haphazard. After a few minutes of fruitless looking, however, Jackson had the idea of starting at one platform and walking slowly along all the platforms until they reached the other side of the station. He told Jillson that this was what they would do.

“I don’t like being told what to do,” said Jillson.

“Maybe not,” said Jackson. “But you don’t like making decisions, either.”

“That’s true,” Jillson said, and she started walking, shoving aside a young businessman who dropped his newspaper and almost fell. “So you tell me what to do, Jackson, but you don’t tell me why. For the last time, why are we at the train station?”

Jackson ignored her. They had just come to the first platform. “You look that way, into the station,” he said, pleased with himself for having devised a system, “and I’ll look this way, toward the platforms.”

Jillson grunted and did as Jackson said, but after passing the first two platforms she still hadn’t sighted the wild-haired bespectacled girl they’d seen at the castle, the one who’d behaved so curiously and looked so familiar. Then she remembered that Jackson had never answered her question. “Hey,” she said, “tell me why we’re here or I’m going to club you.”

This time Jackson deigned to answer. “Because Benedict came here, Jillson. Don’t you remember? He and that nervous-looking woman came here on the same morning they went to the castle.”

“Of course I remember. But so what?”

“So they came and left without catching a train. And they never did catch a train. They left on a plane. Which means they were up to something at this station, Jillson, something other than catching a train.”

Jillson stared blankly at him. “That’s it?”

“Yes, that’s it,” Jackson said irritably. “Besides the castle, this is the only place in the city that we know is connected to Benedict. If we saw someone suspicious hurrying away from the first place, and we didn’t find her on the street, don’t you think we ought to look around the—”

As Jackson was talking they came to the next platform, where a train was about to pull away. The platform was empty now—all the passengers had boarded—except for one girl who leaped aboard the last car just as the train began to move.

A blonde girl with a bucket.

Jackson stopped in his tracks. “I just saw Kate Wetherall get onto that train!”

“So did I,” said Jillson, who’d forgotten that her job was to look away from the trains and into the crowded station. And because she wasn’t looking in that direction, she failed to see a businessman emerge from the crowd and come to stand behind her and Jackson.

This businessman was not the young fellow Jillson had shoved aside earlier. This businessman carried a briefcase, and he wore an expensive suit, expensive cologne, and two expensive watches—one on each wrist. Had Jillson seen this man earlier, it would never have occurred to her to shove him.

“Kate Wetherall,” Jillson was saying. “Well, well, well. It did look like her. But can we be sure? I don’t want to report it if we’re not sure. He hates it when we make mistakes, you know.”

“Can we be sure?” Jackson mimicked with a sneer. “What other girl in the world carries a bucket wherever she goes, Jillson? It was Kate Wetherall, without a doubt. Let’s find out where that train is headed, and then…”

Jackson stopped talking. He stiffened. He had caught the scent of expensive cologne. Jillson, noticing Jackson’s odd demeanor, likewise stiffened. Together they turned and discovered the businessman standing behind them. The man looked serious, but his eyes displayed an obvious satisfaction, even pleasure. Setting down his briefcase, he placed one hand on Jackson’s shoulder, the other on Jillson’s.

“Good work,” he said. “Now come with me.”
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Because the train journey would take all night, the children had reserved a sleeping compartment, and the first thing Constance did upon entering it was fling herself upon a lower bunk to rest. This was not the irritating behavior it used to be when the others hadn’t known Constance’s age. For a three-year-old, even riding piggyback all afternoon could prove exhausting, to say nothing of being constantly worried and in constant distress. In truth, all of them were worn out—even Kate. But Kate was not one to let fatigue slow her down much. The moment she closed the door behind her, she popped open her bucket and took out Cannonball’s radio.

“It’s quieter in here,” she said. “With luck we’ll still be in range.”

Reynie stood at the compartment window, his hands in his pockets. The train was still in the city, and he could see the setting sun reflected in the windows of passing buildings. It would soon be dark. The children would soon have left far behind them the city, the port, and the ship that had carried them here. In his pocket Reynie could feel the present Captain Noland had given him. He’d never looked closely at it, but with every passing minute he felt more convinced of its significance.

“May I see that radio, Kate?” he asked.

Kate gave him a quizzical look. Something in Reynie’s tone had struck her oddly. It wasn’t a tone he had ever used with her, and she couldn’t guess what it meant. She handed him the radio. “What’s going on? You sound funny.”

Reynie opened the window and tossed the radio out.

“What in the world?” Kate cried. “Why’d you do that?”

Constance sat up to stare at him, and Sticky ran to the window to look out, as if the radio might have fallen somewhere he could reach. It hadn’t, of course, and he stared after it, shaking his head in disbelief.

“I don’t want him to know where we are,” said Reynie. “The captain. I don’t trust him.”

Sticky was still gazing forlornly out the window. That radio—their one connection to adults who might protect them—had been a source of comfort. “I wish you’d discussed it with us first, Reynie.”

“I’m sorry. I was afraid you would argue.”

“You were being crafty!” Kate said. “That’s what your tone meant. No wonder I didn’t get it. I’ve heard you be that way with other people, but never with us. I have to say, I don’t like it.”

“Sorry,” Reynie said again. His tone was weary. He sat down on the bunk opposite Constance’s. His body felt leaden, as if he’d gained a hundred pounds.

“Reynie,” said Constance quietly.

With a feeling of great reluctance, Reynie looked up. “Yes?”

Constance’s pale blue eyes were shining with tears, and in them Reynie detected something like alarm. “The way you’re feeling about Captain Noland right now? I don’t ever want to feel that way about you.”

Reynie felt tears spring to his own eyes. He looked away.

“Don’t ever do that again,” Constance said. “Promise me.”

Reynie swallowed hard. He forced himself to meet her eyes again. Then he looked at Kate and Sticky, who were gazing at him wonderingly and with not a little hurt of their own. It would be awful for them to feel they couldn’t trust him, Reynie knew. For Constance it would be even worse. But it would be worst of all for him.

“I promise,” Reynie said.

And from the way Constance smiled, he knew that she knew that he meant it.
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Reynie awoke early the next morning with a prickling of uneasiness. He had neglected to consider something, but his mind hadn’t settled on whatever it was. Opening his eyes he discovered Sticky awake and likewise looking troubled. He stood at the compartment window, staring out at the gray sky with a furrowed brow.

“Our last full day,” Sticky murmured when he saw Reynie was awake. “Tomorrow’s the deadline.”

Reynie nodded gravely. “Where are we?”

“Holland. I just saw a sign.”

They had slept through most of Portugal and all of Spain, France, and Belgium. This came as no surprise to Reynie, for extreme weariness had sent all of them crashing into sleep the evening before—they hadn’t even made it to dinner. The others had already been yawning when they tried to question Reynie about Captain Noland, only to be interrupted by the arrival of the conductor asking for their tickets. Surprised to find the children traveling alone, the conductor had required some made-up explanations, and by the time of his exit they were all completely done in. They scarcely managed to mutter goodnight before collapsing into their bunks.

At the sound of the boys’ voices the girls came awake, Constance looking grumpy with one eyelid half-matted shut, Kate looking quite refreshed as she stretched and tied her ponytail. They rose and joined Sticky at the window, gazing out at the flat, unfamiliar landscape. None of them had ever been to Holland before. There truly were windmills here, and canals, and as the train entered a city they saw lovely old buildings that seemed impossibly narrow, as if they’d been squeezed from the sides. Sticky said the staircases in the buildings were often so narrow and twisty that upstairs furniture had to be hoisted by ropes and brought in through windows. Constance said she was too hungry to care about furniture—that it could be assembled by elves, for all she cared—and that if Sticky wanted to offer useful information, perhaps he could tell her where to find the dining car.

“Good morning, Constance,” said Reynie.

They were all hungry—famished, in fact—and in the dining car they ordered so much food that their waiter raised his eyebrows and asked to see their money first. They had more than enough to stuff themselves silly, however, and so they did. Afterward Sticky said he had something to do and would join them later.

“He’s looking for someone to show off to,” said Constance as they returned to their compartment.

“Go easy on him,” said Kate. “He can’t always help himself, you know. I imagine if you know as much as Sticky does, it’s hard not to let some of it slip on occasion. Don’t you think, Reynie?”

Reynie was at the window, deep in thought. “Hmm? Oh, yes, probably so.”

“Okay, what’s on your mind?” Constance asked him. “You look funny. I mean more than usual.”

“I’ve been feeling uneasy about something,” Reynie said, “and I just realized what it is. If Captain Noland heard you on the radio, Kate—which we can’t be sure about—then it wouldn’t take much detective work for him to figure out where we’re headed. You said we were at the train station. If Captain Noland described us to the ticket agents, they could tell him we bought tickets for Thernbaakagen.”

Kate shrugged. “So? I know you don’t trust him, Reynie—and maybe he isn’t the most reliable person we know—but he’s Mr. Benedict’s friend. He has no reason to try to stop us.”

“Maybe not,” said Reynie, who couldn’t shake the worry that the captain’s loyalty might be swayed—for the right price. “But even if he wants to help us, can we trust him to make the right decision? What if he decided to tell the police? He might think we need protection. For all we know, the police are waiting at Thernbaakagen to take us into custody. If that happens, we’ll never be able to help Mr. Benedict and Number Two.”

“You have a point,” Kate admitted. “What are you suggesting?”

“We should get off the train,” Reynie said. “Just to be safe. We get off at the next-to-last stop, before we reach the main station.”

Kate and Constance thought this a sensible plan. It certainly wouldn’t hurt to be cautious. But they still wanted to know why Reynie was so doubtful about Captain Noland.

“It doesn’t matter now, does it?” said Reynie, who felt sad, and not a little guilty, for mistrusting Mr. Benedict’s friend. Maybe he couldn’t help how he felt about the captain, but he could at least avoid speaking ill of him.

“I suppose it doesn’t matter,” said Kate in a stern, unforgiving tone, “seeing as how you chose to cut off all contact with him.”

Reynie looked at the floor. “I really am sorry for behaving that way. I know it was inexcusable, and—”

Kate snickered and slapped his arm. “Good grief, Reynie, I was just giving you a hard time! As if anyone could hold a grudge against you!”

“I could,” said Constance, glowering at him. Then she, too, slapped his arm, apparently for the fun of it.

Reynie hurried out to find a train schedule, and consulting it together the three of them determined to get off at a town called Naansemegen, which lay just at the outskirts of Thernbaakagen. From there they would take a bus or taxi to their hotel. They still had enough money for that, Reynie said, and he was about to suggest they buy a street map of the area when to their great surprise Sticky arrived carrying just such a map.

Apparently—or so Sticky reported when they pressed him—he’d written out a request in every language common to western Europe (despite his slight misrepresentation to the captain, he truly did know how to read most languages, if not how to speak them) and shown it to passenger after passenger until someone finally gave him the map. “I promised to return it before the next stop,” he said. “Meanwhile I figured we all could take a look.”

Reynie noticed that Sticky did not say what he might have said, which was that he could easily memorize all the streets and intersections on the map by himself. No doubt he intended to do just that—or had already done so—but was trying to be careful about how he presented himself.

“I also learned something else,” said Sticky. “There’s a science museum in Thernbaakagen. I can show you where it is on the map.”

“Outstanding!” Reynie cried, eagerly spreading the map on the floor. “You’ve been busy, haven’t you?”

“I did have to ask a lot of people,” Sticky said.

“You think it’s the same museum Mr. Benedict was going to?” asked Kate, peering over his shoulder at the map.

“It seems pretty likely,” Reynie said. “Why else would he lead us to this particular city?”

After Sticky had shown them where the museum was located—it lay near the outskirts of the city—he traced his finger along a main thoroughfare, then tapped it at an intersection near the middle of the map. “Our hotel is here. Downtown.”

Reynie nodded. “So we should go to the museum first.”

“What’s all this stupid talk about the museum?” Constance snapped. “What about the next clue?”

“For all we know,” Reynie replied, trying hard to be patient, “Mr. Benedict never had a chance to leave the next clue. Maybe there’s something for us at that hotel and maybe there isn’t. We have no idea when or where he was captured. The museum is a lead, Constance. We need to go there, and because it’s closer we should go there first, to save time.”

Constance blinked a few times as Reynie’s words settled on her. “I see,” she said. “That hadn’t occurred to me.” And with a quivering lip she shuffled to her bunk and lay down with her eyes closed, her fingers wrapped around her pendant.

The others looked at one another in confusion. What was so upsetting about having a lead? Wasn’t that good news?

“Constance, what’s the matter?” Kate asked. “We’ll be there soon, you know.”

“I know,” Constance murmured.

“So what’s the problem?”

“The problem is what if there isn’t anything at the hotel?” Constance cried. “And what if we can’t find out anything at the museum? Then it’s all over! We’ll be at the end of the road, and we won’t have saved them!”

Reynie felt like kicking himself. He should have been more careful choosing his words. Constance had been worried enough as it was.

“Listen to me, Constance,” said Kate in a commanding tone. Constance fell silent at once and listened with grave attention—as did the two boys. It wasn’t like Kate to speak so seriously.

“Look at Reynie,” said Kate.

Constance looked at Reynie, who wasn’t sure why he was being looked at but did his best to appear confident and resolute.

“Look at Sticky,” said Kate.

Constance did, and under her searching gaze Sticky felt a tremendous urge to polish his spectacles. He resisted, instead giving her a small, sober nod.

“Now look at me,” said Kate.

Constance did—and was almost startled by what she saw. Kate seemed to have doubled in size. She had drawn back her broad shoulders and set her jaw, and something in her stance called to mind the contained ferocity of a lioness. But it was the fierceness in Kate’s bright blue eyes that had the most striking effect. The sort of look that made you thankful she wasn’t your enemy.

“It’s not going to be over,” Kate said firmly, “until we say so.”
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When the train pulled into the station, a well-dressed man carrying a briefcase stood in the shadows, waiting. He watched the passengers deboard, keeping an eye out for a blonde girl with a bucket. No such girl appeared. The man’s face darkened, and he stepped out of the shadows and boarded the train. Passing methodically through the cars, he checked every seat, every compartment, until he reached the last one. The train was empty. Turning on his well-polished heel, the man strode quickly back to the front, where he found the conductor telling jokes to one of the porters. The conductor saw the look in the man’s eye and stopped talking, his smile frozen upon his face. A minute later the man exited the train with the information he needed.

The children had gotten off in Naansemegen.
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At that very moment, the children in question were sailing down the streets of Naansemegen on bicycles. They had been looking for the bus stop outside the station when Sticky noticed a sign advertising bicycles for rent. There had been no need for debate, nor even any hesitation. The sun was shining; they had enough money; they rented the bicycles.

Constance rode in a metal basket on the front of Sticky’s bike, her legs dangling over the basket edge. The metal pinched her and she felt considerably squashed, but she wasn’t complaining. She’d never ridden on a bicycle before and was experiencing, for the very first time, that rare and wonderful sensation of soaring that can occur—especially on a cool, sunny day, and especially when no pedaling is required. For Constance the ride was like coasting down one long, gentle hill, with the breeze fluttering in her ears. She even rather liked her helmet, a sparkly red dome that made her look like a lollipop.

It was impossible not to smile.

Reynie, Sticky, and Kate were smiling, too. They couldn’t help themselves. As their bicycles picked up speed, the worries and fears that had burdened them for days seemed to lift away, rising like vapor into the blue sky. However brief their ride might prove to be, it was a reprieve, an escape from their serious concerns, and it was perfectly glorious.

There was a great deal of bicycle traffic in Naansemegen—more so even than automobile traffic—and so whenever possible the children cut through parks, alleys, and side streets. Kate, naturally, was in the lead, and from time to time she would whip her bike around to face the others, beaming at them as she rode backward, then whip it forward again and speed ahead.

“That’s why I’m riding with you,” Constance said to Sticky, who had already guessed as much. If he were Constance, he wouldn’t have wanted to ride with Kate, either. But it wasn’t lost on Sticky that Constance had insisted on riding with him specifically. He’d taken her demand as a gesture of friendship, a sort of peace offering, and so despite the extra effort it required of him, he had agreed without complaint.

Riding behind them, Reynie could hear Sticky and Constance talking, and he felt encouraged. The last thing those two needed was friction between them—more friction than usual, at any rate. Not when the hardest part of their journey still lay ahead. For Reynie had a strong suspicion that things were about to get extremely difficult indeed, not to mention more dangerous. Jackson and Jillson obviously had been posted at the castle to look out for something, which suggested still more sentries would be posted along the trail of clues.

Reynie frowned. Just like that, the old dread had settled back down upon him. Not ten seconds ago he’d been enjoying the bike ride and feeling pleased to see Sticky and Constance getting along. Now he was thinking about the Ten Men again. The reprieve had been very brief indeed.

“Left!” called Sticky.

Ahead of them, Kate turned left. They had used the borrowed map to determine their route and were relying on Sticky’s memory to account for detours. And now that path led them over a canal bridge, out of Naansemegen and into Thernbaakagen. There was no obvious distinction between the two places—Naansemegen being little more than an extension of the larger town—but as the children passed down yet another street of tall, narrow houses, they found that their moods had changed even if the landscape had not.

In Naansemegen they had been going somewhere that might prove dangerous. In Thernbaakagen, they had arrived.
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The science museum in Thernbaakagen was an old, narrow, elegant brick building, four stories high, and set off the street by a little stone courtyard. On a bench in the courtyard a bald man sat smoking a pipe and reading a newspaper. A white bandage covered the crown of the man’s head—it looked as if he were wearing a doll’s cap—and a badge on the breast of his tweed jacket indicated he was a museum employee. When the children pushed their bicycles through the gate, he looked over his paper at them, raised his eyebrows skeptically—no doubt he thought they should be in school—and returned to his reading.

In the museum lobby, the children passed an anxious-looking security guard on their way to the information desk, which was staffed by a dour woman with a recently stitched cut on her cheek and a cast on her left arm. (Reynie wondered if she and the man outside had been in an accident together.) The woman gave the children a brochure and asked them a question in Dutch. Sticky had prepared for this; he handed the woman a note that said they were American exchange students on a field trip. With a grunt, the woman took the first brochure back and gave them one written in English. The museum was free and open to the public, the brochure said. Its exhibits occupied the first three floors, and its library was on the top floor. The children followed a sign to the elevator.

Reynie’s heart gave a lurch when he entered the library. He loved it instantly, as he did all libraries, but more than this the room—with its dark wooden tables and creaking floorboards—reminded him of the old public library back home, where he and Miss Perumal had spent many an hour walking the aisles. Until now Reynie had tried hard not to think about Miss Perumal. She must be so worried about him…

Reynie felt Constance squeeze his hand. It was very quick—she let go almost at once—but it was a kind gesture, and one that reminded him that Constance noticed a great deal more than might be supposed. Especially with me, Reynie thought. He must remember to be careful what he said, and even what he allowed himself to think. Constance relied on him. He knew that now.

The museum library’s collection was entirely for reference—nothing could be checked out—and except for a few dictionaries and encyclopedias, all the books and other materials were stored in back rooms, to be retrieved by librarians upon request. The children approached the librarian’s desk and Sticky handed a note to the librarian, who had been watching them with interest. They were the only people in the library, and no doubt she rarely saw children here, especially on a school day and without a chaperone. A cheerful-looking young woman with lustrous blond hair and hazel eyes, the librarian read Sticky’s note with an expression of growing wonder.

“Did you write this yourself?” she asked Sticky in English. She looked extraordinarily impressed. “Your Dutch is excellent. But you do not speak it well? You would prefer to speak English?”

“Yes, please,” Sticky said.

“Good, then,” said the librarian with a friendly smile. “Most Dutch people speak English, you know.”

Sticky hastened to say that he certainly did know this and that he had written the note merely as a precaution—after all, recent surveys indicated that around fifteen percent of Dutch citizens did not speak English, and…

Constance rolled her eyes. “Recent surveys,” she muttered, loud enough for Sticky to hear.

Sticky fell abruptly silent. He shot Constance an angry look.

The librarian, however, smiled at him again. “My, but you are studious! This must explain why you are here in the library on such a beautiful afternoon. My name is Sophie, children. Now let me see,” she said, returning to the note. “You are requesting some papers, yes? Special holdings?”

“I explained more on the other side,” Sticky said.

Sophie flipped the paper over. Her eyebrows drew together into a frown. She looked up at the children, then at the door behind them, then back at the note. Her frown deepened. “I find this very troubling, children. I would like to know what is happening.”

Sticky looked nervously at Reynie, who said, “What do you mean? What would you like to know?”

Sophie regarded him with anxious eyes. “Why is there all this interest in these papers?”

“All this interest?”

Sophie studied him. “Could it be a coincidence?” She shook her head. “And yet you seem like nice children.”

“We are nice,” Kate insisted. “We don’t know what you’re talking about. What’s the big deal about the papers?”

“People are being hurt,” Sophie said gravely, “because of these papers you wish to see.”
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Often the best way to avoid answering questions is to ask them yourself, and Reynie was quick to do just that. “We were hoping you could tell us more,” he said to Sophie. “What exactly has been happening?”

“But I thought you said you knew nothing,” said Sophie, looking confused.

“We heard there was trouble. We wanted to know what kind of trouble.”

“I am not sure that I wish to discuss it,” said Sophie, more guarded now. “It is very unpleasant for me.”

“Please,” said Kate. “Please help us.”

Sophie gave her a searching look. “Help you? I do not see how…” She sighed and ran her fingers distractedly through her hair. “Very well. It is nothing you cannot read in the newspaper. Many people wanted to see these materials last week. Some of them… men in suits, with little hard bags… What do you call them in English? Shortcases?”

“Briefcases,” Sticky suggested grimly.

“Yes. Briefcases. These men did something to the security guard. He is in the hospital now. Some of the museum staff tried to help him. They also are in the hospital now. Everyone is in the hospital except for three of us, who were hurt not as much. We are all afraid now, though. There is a new security guard, but he is afraid, too.”

“Did the men steal the papers?” Reynie asked, fearing her response.

“No, because they are fools,” Sophie said bitterly. “They demanded to see the papers, and when I did not answer fast enough—they were very frightening, you see—they hurt me so that I was not awake. What is the word? Unconscious? They made me unconscious, and when I opened my eyes they were still trying to find the papers. They did not understand how we organize the library, you see. They were angry and creating a bad mess. But there were sirens in the street. The police were coming, and the men decided they must leave. I shouted at them as they left: ‘It is a free and public library! All you had to do was ask!’”

Sophie shuddered. “The men, they… they shocked me”—she made motions with her hands, as if to show something flying out of her wrists—“with little wires.” She quickly covered her eyes. It was evident she was trying not to cry.

Constance stepped close to the desk and said quietly, “I know how that feels, Sophie.” The others looked at her in surprise. They had agreed not to divulge any information about themselves. Reynie in particular had insisted they trust no one and give nothing away. Now Constance had admitted outright that they’d encountered Ten Men before, and therefore must be involved in this unpleasant business. It would be a miracle if they weren’t in police custody within the hour.

Sophie had lowered her hand to look wonderingly at Constance, who said, “The watches and the wires. I know how it feels. They shocked me, too.”

Sophie gazed at Constance without speaking. Then she reached across the desk—she had to stretch a good deal—and placed a hand gently against the tiny girl’s cheek. Constance, who usually bristled at so much as a pat on the hand, did not withdraw or even flinch. She returned Sophie’s sympathetic gaze with an expression of gratitude and mutual understanding.

“I am sorry,” Sophie said. “Please, children, go and sit at a table. I do not understand your true reasons, but I will bring you these papers.”
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They chose a table at the opposite end of the room, away from the librarian’s desk, so that they might speak in low voices and not be overheard. Sophie emerged from a back room carrying a journal and a thin stack of papers in a protective envelope. She placed the journal on the table and carefully removed the papers from the envelope. The top page was covered in handwriting, and not surprisingly it was written in Dutch.

“We can speak again afterward, if you wish,” Sophie said. “As for these…” She laid a finger on the papers. “I must ask you to be careful and to keep everything in sight on the table, where I can see it from my desk. It is the policy now, for the protection of the materials. I hope you understand. It is not that I do not trust you.”

The children assured Sophie they understood. She returned to her desk, where they could see her taking slow breaths to calm herself, even as she kept a dutiful, watchful eye on them across the room.

The journal, an old, warped, cheaply constructed book, was held together by a binding that, given its deteriorated state, was rather more of an idea of a binding than an actual one. The other papers were equally decrepit, all quite yellow with age, and some of them as fragile as onion skin. Not without trepidation, Sticky slid the pile closer to him. The others watched with keen attention. Sticky gave his spectacles a once-over with his polishing cloth, and then—carefully, anxiously—he opened the journal.

It was a strange business watching Sticky read. His eyes hardly seemed to move, for they absorbed great blocks of writing all at once. He would stare at a page for the space of a breath or two, then turn it. Stare, breathe, turn again. At this rate he would finish the journal in minutes, the other papers in just a few minutes more. But Sticky recorded information at a considerably faster pace than he understood it, and once he did understand he sometimes had difficulty summarizing it. He would likely need some time to order his thoughts.

They needed to be patient, Reynie reminded himself, despite the feeling that a Ten Man might burst through the door any moment. They mustn’t put too much pressure on Sticky. When he was flustered, Sticky was capable of becoming very agitated and confused. He was less susceptible to such states these days, but the possibility still existed. It had long been a source of embarrassment for him.

Even as he was contemplating this, though, Reynie noticed a subtle shift in Sticky’s demeanor. At first it was difficult to place. Sticky, marking a spot in the journal with his finger, had begun to examine the other papers. “Letters,” he said, glancing up at the others. He studied the topmost letter with great seriousness, then set it aside and returned to the journal, first adjusting his spectacles with a casual, scholarly, almost absent gesture. Almost absent, but not entirely. And now Reynie understood: Sticky was feeling his importance.

It was clear to Reynie that Sticky had been struggling with his ego ever since they met up again at Kate’s farm, and Reynie was inclined to forgive his fits of vanity. The boys had been through a great deal together, and Reynie thought he knew Sticky’s heart as well as anyone’s—knew, in fact, that it was nobler and braver than most. Sticky was a skittish and fearful child, yet he always ended up doing the right thing, no matter how frightening it was. In Reynie’s opinion, this made Sticky one of the bravest people he’d ever met. If he occasionally acted like a peacock, it was not such a grave offense, and at any rate Sticky could generally count on Kate and Constance to pluck his feathers.

Sticky soon finished his reading. He pursed his lips and removed his spectacles, evidently deep in thought. Staring into an unseen distance, he polished the spectacles, put them on again, and with a deep, thoughtful breath began rubbing his chin in exactly the same way Reynie often did. Reynie felt suddenly seized with irritation—so much for forgiveness—but he held his tongue, determined not to rattle Sticky out of thinking clearly.

Constance, however, climbed down out of her chair (her arms were too short to reach Sticky from where she sat), stepped over to him, and swatted his hand with all her might. She struck the hand Sticky was using to rub his chin, and the sting of her blow as well as his startlement caused Sticky to jerk the hand up and away, knocking loose his spectacles. Kate reached out, quick as a wink, and caught them—and with the other hand she caught Constance, who was rearing back for another swat.

“Get over yourself!” Constance hissed as Sticky blinked at her in blurry-eyed alarm. “Stop looking for glory and give us the story!”

Sticky’s face turned sullen. “I was trying to think of how to explain it in English,” he said, taking his spectacles from Kate. “You can’t just hit people when you’re dissatisfied, Constance.”

“Watch me!” Constance said, trying to writhe free of Kate’s grip.

“Constance,” Reynie said sharply. He jerked his head toward the librarian’s desk, where Sophie had risen from her chair and was staring at the children with concern. He waved at Sophie. “It’s okay. Sorry. We’re fine.” And when Sophie, doubtful, sat down again, he murmured, “You two can fight all you want later. Right now let’s just get through this, okay?”

Sticky and Constance glared at each other, but eventually they nodded, and Constance climbed back up into her chair. After Sticky had taken a moment to regain his composure (but only a moment this time, and without any puffery), he told them what he’d learned: the journal had belonged to Mr. Benedict’s mother, Anki Benedict, while the letters were from her sister in America—Mr. Benedict’s aunt—and from a fellow scientist, a close friend of Mr. Benedict’s parents named Han de Reizeger.

“What I’ve read explains a lot,” Sticky said. “For one thing, the Benedicts weren’t expecting twins. Anki makes several references to the ‘baby’ coming—one baby, not two—and that if it was a boy they would name him Nicolaas.” Sticky pointed out the name in the journal. “Obviously the aunt changed the spelling later.”

“Obviously,” said Constance in a mocking tone.

Sticky twitched but made no response to this. “There are no entries after the birth,” he said, “which explains why the museum didn’t know about a twin. Only Mr. Benedict was contacted about these papers, though obviously Mr. Curtain has found out about them.” (He stiffened, anticipating another mocking remark, but this time Constance refrained.) “Those Ten Men may not have gotten their hands on the journal, but somehow Mr. Curtain knows what Mr. Benedict discovered in it, which is that their parents may have found a cure for narcolepsy—”

“Really?” cried Reynie and Kate together.

“It’s possible,” Sticky said, “but not certain. There’s a rare plant—”

“A rare plant!” Kate exclaimed.

“You mean like the ‘rare plant’ Mr. Curtain mentioned in his letter?” asked Constance.

Sticky pressed his lips together tightly. It is difficult to explain anything when one is constantly interrupted, and yet Sticky felt he couldn’t say so without being accused of haughtiness.

Reynie came to his rescue. “Sorry, we need to let you finish, don’t we? Go ahead, Sticky.” The girls, following Reynie’s lead, assumed attentive expressions.

“Okay,” Sticky said. “Let me back up a little. Apparently Mr. Benedict’s parents had narcolepsy. Not just one of them. Both of them.” Sticky turned to a passage in the journal. “Anki writes here that despite having grown up feeling cursed, she and her husband now feel blessed, because it was their shared condition—and their scientific interest in it—that led them to meet.

“She goes on quite a bit about how well they work together, with each of them always on the alert for the other, since they rarely fall asleep at the same moment. And I have to say, they were both pretty amazingly brilliant. They were planning several impressive research projects—all they lacked was the money to get started—and they’d already published a few papers on narcolepsy. But those papers had nothing to do with this rare plant. The plant doesn’t enter the picture until near the end of the journal—near the end of their lives, I suppose—when they received this letter.”

Handling them with care, Sticky set aside three sheets of paper from the bundle (the last of which, Reynie had already noticed, had a rectangular space cut out of its middle). “This letter is from their scientist friend, Han de Reizeger. He wrote to tell them that he’d found living specimens of Translucidus somniferum—otherwise known as duskwort—previously believed extinct.”

Sticky hesitated. “I… I can tell you a little bit about that plant, if you’re interested. I mean I’ve read about it before.”

“Of course we’re interested, you lunkhead!” Kate said, laughing. “Are you kidding? That plant’s the key to this whole business!”

“Well, it’s just that sometimes…” Sticky shrugged. “All right. Ahem. Duskwort appears in a few ancient texts, but only a few. It was supposed to be extremely powerful—the slightest taste of it could put people to sleep—and was often considered the stuff of legend. There’s an old Norse tale about a party of Vikings storming into a village on a foggy afternoon, only to discover every single inhabitant asleep. Not in their beds, either, but on the ground, against walls, slumped over worktables—everywhere.

“The Vikings were so unnerved that they didn’t touch anything. They just walked through the village, staring at all the sleepers. On the far side of the village they found a boy lying next to a smoldering cookfire, clutching a tiny fragment of duskwort. Evidently he’d thrown some into the coals, and the smoke it produced had put everyone in the village to sleep, even though it must have been only the faintest wisp of smoke. Can you imagine?”

“Holy smokes!” Kate said, glancing around to see if the others caught her little joke. They didn’t, though, and she had to admit it wasn’t worth repeating, so she only added, “That’s some powerful plant.”

“Powerful but fragile,” Sticky said. “Duskwort only grows in certain unique conditions, and if it’s removed from its native environment, it disintegrates. I know this from the journal. The Benedicts had found some specimens the year before—Anki doesn’t say where—and taken one back to their lab to study. It quickly turned to dust, but not before they felt pretty confident it could cure narcolepsy, or at least eliminate the worst symptoms. The duskwort would just need to be mixed with certain other chemicals—common chemicals any scientist could easily obtain.”

“And they knew where to find more of it,” Reynie said. “But they never created the cure. So what went wrong?”

“Unfortunately they were in for a disappointing shock,” said Sticky. “They went back and retrieved another specimen, only to discover that this second plant wasn’t duskwort at all—it was just a clever mimic. It looked exactly like duskwort and lived in exactly the same conditions, but its most important chemical properties were different. In other words, it was useless. Worse than useless, actually, because it was much hardier and more aggressive, which explained why duskwort was so rare—if it even existed anymore, now that they’d accidentally destroyed the only known specimen. They believed this mimic plant—Anki calls it ‘thwart-wort’ in the journal—took over the duskwort’s habitat, killing off all the duskwort in the process. The Benedicts went back and scoured the place where they’d found the duskwort, but no luck. Nothing but thwart-wort.”

“So how could they be sure their friend—this Han guy—had found real duskwort?” asked Constance.

“The Benedicts had shown him their research,” Sticky said. “So Han knew what to look for. He used a microscope to study the plants right where he found them. He expected it all to be thwart-wort, and some of it was, but mostly it was duskwort. Lots and lots of duskwort, in fact.”

Reynie wrinkled his brow. Something had been bothering him during Sticky’s account, but he hadn’t been able to lay his finger on it until just now. If the Benedicts had truly found duskwort, wouldn’t it have been the scientific discovery of the century? Why, then, hadn’t they published papers about it? Why hadn’t they even announced it to the press?

“So what does duskwort look like, anyway?” Kate asked.

“I don’t know,” Sticky said.

Constance gave an incredulous laugh. “You don’t know? But I thought you knew everything! I find that awfully hard to believe, George Washington!”

“I don’t care what you believe,” Sticky growled. “I really don’t know.”

“Calm down, everyone,” said Reynie with another anxious wave at Sophie. “Constance, he’s telling the truth. I know you’re upset, but if you calm down and look at him, you’ll know it.”

(Constance was already looking at Sticky, but she was glowering, and glowering tends to obscure one’s vision of deeper things. She did her best to relax, and sure enough, she saw the truth in Sticky’s defiant, angry expression. He really didn’t know.)

“It finally makes sense to me,” Reynie said. “The fact that Anki doesn’t specifically mention where they found the first specimen. The fact that the Benedicts didn’t announce what they’d found, even though it was an amazing discovery. The fact that these papers were hidden away. It all adds up. They were keeping it a secret.”

“Not just the Benedicts,” Sticky said with a sullen look at Constance. “Botanical historians have always considered duskwort one of the great mysteries. In the few ancient texts that refer to it, someone has always removed any description of what the plant looks like or where it’s found.”

“Just as the Benedicts did with Han’s letter,” Reynie said, pointing to the space cut out of one page. “I assume it’s his description of the duskwort that’s missing, am I right?”

Sticky nodded.

“But why keep it a secret?” Kate asked. “If it’s so important—”

“Think about it,” Reynie said, looking grave. “Only a smidgen of this plant put an entire village to sleep. So what do you think would happen if it fell into the wrong hands? Like you said, Kate, this is one powerful plant. Nobody has ever wanted the wrong person to find it.”

“The Benedicts knew, though,” said Sticky. “And they only shared the information with their most trusted friend. Han sent them maps, by the way, but the maps aren’t here. I assume the Benedicts destroyed them, too.”

“Maps of what?” Kate asked.

“Of the island where Han found the duskwort. He sent one map that showed where the island was located and another of the island itself—including the exact location of the duskwort. He describes the island a bit in the letter, but he doesn’t name it or say anything that would pinpoint the place. Otherwise I’m sure the Benedicts would have cut that part out, too. The island could be anywhere in the world.”

“And Mr. Curtain wants to find out where it is,” Constance said. “And he thinks Mr. Benedict knows. Or at least that someone ‘extremely close’ to Mr. Benedict knows. Isn’t that what his letter said?”

“More or less,” Reynie said. “And you know what? Now that I think about it, Mr. Benedict really might know where it is. If he does, then the question is whether he made it to the island or not. We’ll have to see—”

“Reynie,” Kate interrupted, “how could Mr. Benedict possibly know where the island is? The maps are gone!”

Reynie was about to explain when the library door opened and the bald, bandaged man they’d seen in the courtyard entered the room. The man glanced at them without interest and went to the librarian’s desk, where he engaged in a murmured conversation with Sophie. Suddenly he whipped his head around to stare at them with bulbous eyes. He hastened to their table, followed by an anxious Sophie.

“I am Mr. Schuyler,” the man said in curt English. “And who, may I ask, are you?”

“Students,” Sophie said, coming up. “They are exchange students, Mr. Schuyler.”

Mr. Schuyler gestured with his pipe toward the journal and the letters. “Why are you looking at these?”

“They heard about the trouble,” Sophie interjected. “They were simply curious. They are children, Mr. Schuyler.”

Mr. Schuyler seemed to consider this declaration with suspicion. At length, however, he grunted, gnawed on the stem of his pipe, and said, “I suppose I can tell you a few things, then. It is a rather interesting story.” He pulled out a chair, forcing Sophie to step back to avoid having her knees knocked, and sat heavily in it. “Where shall I begin?”

“How about the beginning?” Reynie said.

“Ah. The beginning is very troubling,” said Mr. Schuyler. “You see, these papers legally belong to our library, but an American man—the son of the papers’ original owners—argues that he has claim to them. I had told him he is free to pursue the matter in court, and if the court decides in his favor, he shall have the papers. In fact, I have no doubt the court will decide in his favor. But until that decision has been made, the papers must remain in the library! That is simply the way of it.

“This man, however, comes to the desk one morning and asks to see these papers. It is a free and public library, so of course he is given the permission to do so. Afterward he tells me who he is and asks if I have ever seen him before. I tell him I have not, which is true. Sometimes he uses a wheelchair, he says. Has nobody in the library noticed him before? I assure him that I have not, and Sophie assures him that she has not, either. Do you agree this is what happened, Sophie?”

Sophie opened her mouth to speak.

Mr. Schuyler went on, “Yes, that is what happened. And when we finally convince him that he is not so famous as he believes, he and his companion—a sort of yellow-colored woman with red hair who reminded me of a pencil—do you not think that is a clever comparison, Sophie? That she looked like a pencil? I believe I said so at the time—What was I saying? Oh yes. He and his companion left. But five minutes later I receive a phone call from him, and he tells me that he only took what was rightfully his. That is all he says, and he hangs up.

“Perhaps you do not know what he meant, children, but I did,” said Mr. Schuyler. “I went straight to the journal and the papers, and I immediately discovered that he has taken two documents that were among the letters, and he has cut out a piece of one page! He has stolen and damaged library property!”

Reynie absorbed these details with keen attention, for Mr. Schuyler had just confirmed what Reynie had suspected. Mr. Benedict did know where the island was. It was he—and not his parents—who had removed the two maps. He also had cut out the part missing from Han’s letter. Mr. Benedict’s parents had hidden these documents in a secret location, after all. They probably hadn’t thought it necessary to destroy the sensitive information contained in them.

“The man has committed criminal acts,” Mr. Schuyler was saying, “and I can prove it. He was not so clever as he thinks!” He pointed to a security camera high on the wall behind the librarian’s desk. “You see? I have the evidence. And will you believe, children? He returned to the library the very same day! Well! What do you think happened?”

“You called the police,” Reynie said, privately admiring Mr. Benedict’s ingenuity, for it was plain to him what Mr. Benedict had done. First he’d determined whether Mr. Curtain had ever seen these papers (that was why he’d asked if the librarians recognized him). Then he’d tried to make sure that if his twin ever did come to the library, he would be arrested.

“Indeed,” said Mr. Schuyler. “I called the police. Nor was it the first time I had called them that day, for earlier the men with the briefcases had come. You have heard about these men?”

“The Ten Men?” asked Constance, and the other children tried not to show their alarm. Constance instantly realized she had spoken imprudently, but it was too late.

Luckily Mr. Schuyler was too interested in hearing himself speak to pay close attention to what a tiny girl said. “Ten men?” he repeated absently. “No, you have heard wrong. There were only two. Although they were as dangerous as ten, perhaps even more. They arrived soon after the American man and the pencil woman had left. I was in the courtyard—my position requires much coming and going from the museum, you see—” (The children understood this to mean Mr. Schuyler often went into the courtyard to smoke his pipe and read the paper.) “—and I saw them enter the gate, but I thought nothing of them until I heard the screams.”

At this Mr. Schuyler turned to give Sophie’s hand a comforting pat, but Sophie quickly withdrew her hand, so Mr. Schuyler patted the arm of his chair, as if this were a perfectly normal thing and just what he’d intended to do.

“The men demanded to see any materials connected to the name ‘Benedict,’” Sophie interjected, “as well as anything that had been requested by previous visitors to the library that day. I knew what they must be seeking, but as I told you, I was at first too frightened to speak. And then—”

“Yes, the screams were terrible,” Mr. Schuyler continued, as if Sophie hadn’t spoken at all, “but they did alert me to the situation, and when these men came out again, I charged at them from behind the bench—” (From this the children gathered that Mr. Schuyler had peeked over the top of the bench, behind which he was no doubt cowering in terror.) “—but one of them pointed a deadly device at me. My reflexes are excellent, and I ducked my head, though not quickly enough to avoid injury.” Gingerly he touched the white bandage on the crown of his head. “I suffered a great loss of blood, and of course, all of my hair.”

The children raised their eyebrows, and Kate stifled a snicker. Judging from the size and placement of the bandage, there couldn’t have been more than a half-dozen hairs on Mr. Schuyler’s head to begin with. But it did appear he had sustained injury.

“They said I should be glad I was not taller,” Mr. Schuyler reflected. “Then they laughed and went away, and I called the police.”

“Actually, it was Eda who called the police, Mr. Schuyler,” said Sophie quietly. “You called the ambulance. Because of your injury.”

Mr. Schuyler made an irritated gesture with his pipe. “The details are unimportant. And it was most certainly I who called the police the next time, children, when the American man returned. He was using a wheelchair now, just as he’d told me he sometimes does, and he was accompanied by an awkward young man with large feet, as well as a teenaged girl with long, shining black hair and a very rude temperament. Very rude indeed! I do not care to repeat what she called me when she left.”

Reynie and the others exchanged furtive glances. They hadn’t the least doubt that Mr. Schuyler was describing S.Q. Pedalian and Martina Crowe—the other Executives who had fled the Institute with Mr. Curtain. And of course the man in the wheelchair had been Mr. Curtain himself.

“The American man,” Mr. Schuyler went on, “asked to see all the materials he had examined that morning. He said he understood there had been an unfortunate incident at the library and wished to verify that the materials were still here. As if he had not committed a crime himself! As if he had never called me on the telephone admitting to it! The nerve of this man!”

Mr. Curtain certainly didn’t lack for nerve, Reynie thought, but this was an instance of cunning rather than bravado. Clearly he’d wanted to find out why Mr. Benedict had visited the museum library, and when his Ten Men failed to secure the answer, he had resorted to duplicity.

“Well, as you might suppose, I was clever,” said Mr. Schuyler. “I gave no sign of distress, the better to lay my trap. He seemed in a hurry this time, and he wanted to photocopy everything—every single page of the journal and letters—to take with him. I told him that with such delicate materials we must use a special machine, and a librarian must make the copies. This is actually true, but that does not make my plan less clever. Not when you consider that as Sophie made the copies, I secretly called the police and told them to come at once, but not to use their sirens. Do you see what I was up to, children? This way there was no warning! When the copies were finished, and the man and his companions took the elevator to the lobby, they were met by the police. It was all very clever, I assure you.”

“So what went wrong?” asked Reynie, for they all knew perfectly well that Mr. Curtain had escaped.

Mr. Schuyler spluttered his lips in disgust. “Despite all I had done, the police let the man escape. He leaped from his wheelchair—greatly surprising them—and did something… well, it isn’t known exactly what he did. He appeared simply to touch the police officers, and they dropped to the floor and lay helplessly for several minutes. The villain fled with his companions, not to be seen again.” He shook his head and looked over his pipe at the children.

“That’s a remarkable account, Mr. Schuyler,” said Reynie, when it became clear Mr. Schuyler expected such a comment. “These are very curious and frightening incidents. May I ask one more question about them?”

Mr. Schuyler pretended to check his watch, then sighed indulgently, as if he did not care to keep talking and talking but would do so for the children’s sake. “Very well, young man. What is it?”

“The documents that were stolen. What were they?”

“The documents? Oh, they were maps of some kind.”

“Maps?” Reynie repeated, though of course he already knew that. He was hoping Mr. Schuyler might have some clue about where the island was located. “Maps of what, exactly?”

Mr. Schuyler seemed to dislike this question. Frowning, he tapped his pipe impatiently against the table top. “We do not know. The materials had been filed and recorded more than a year ago, and no one had reviewed them since.”

“Who filed and recorded them?” Reynie persisted, glancing between Mr. Schuyler and Sophie. “May we speak with that person?”

Sophie looked at Mr. Schuyler, and Reynie understood. Obviously Mr. Schuyler was that person. And obviously he had not examined the maps.

“I cannot be expected to commit to memory everything I see!” said Mr. Schuyler in an exasperated tone. “I am quite busy with my duties here, children.” He rose abruptly from his chair. “In fact, I have duties to attend to at this very moment. Good day, all of you. I hope you will cooperate with the police. Please behave with the proper respect.”

“The police?” they all cried.

Mr. Schuyler smiled. “Oh, yes, you must wait here for them, of course. The police wish to question anyone in connection with the attack. You have asked to see these papers, so you must be questioned. Sophie, you have called the police, I assume.”

Sophie started. “Not yet,” she said with an apologetic look at the children.

“Not yet!” Mr. Schuyler exclaimed indignantly. “Very well, if you cannot be troubled to call—”

“I will do it right away,” said Sophie, hurrying to her desk.

Reynie leaped to his feet. “Please, Mr. Schuyler. Will you consider—”

But Mr. Schuyler wouldn’t let him finish. “No,” he said firmly. “I will not.” He turned and stalked past the librarian’s desk into one of the back rooms.

With the telephone in her hand, Sophie watched him go. She listened a moment, then turned to the children. “There is something wrong with this telephone,” she said quietly. “It is not working. I will try again in one or two minutes. Do you children wish to use the bathroom? It is downstairs.”

“The bathroom?” Sticky said.

Kate grabbed him and whispered, “She’s letting us go, Sticky. Move it.”

They went quickly to the door, pausing just long enough to cast grateful looks toward the young librarian.

“Thank you, Sophie,” Reynie whispered.

“Good luck, children,” Sophie whispered in reply. She watched them leave with an expression of great concern, no doubt wondering whether she’d done the right thing in letting them go. They were children, after all. Whatever they were doing, wherever they were going now—would they be safe?

It was a question shared by the children themselves.

And the answer was no.
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Reynie was confident now that Mr. Benedict and Number Two had gone to the island, wherever it was, and that Mr. Curtain had followed them there. Whether the children could follow them there, too, remained to be seen, but one thing was certain: if they failed, it would not be from a lack of hurrying.

“I’m sorry! I have to rest!” Reynie gasped, steering his bicycle off the road and into a patch of grass, where he shakily dismounted and flopped onto his back. His legs burned from calf to thigh, his lungs were heaving, and he could barely see for all the sweat stinging his eyes. They had been pedaling madly ever since they left the museum.

Hearing a strange, raspy sound nearby, Reynie wiped his eyes and turned his head to look. Sticky lay wheezing in the grass a few yards away, one leg under his bicycle, like a cavalry soldier whose horse had fallen on him in battle. Too winded to speak and too exhausted to dismount, he’d followed Reynie into the grass and simply let himself crash.

Kate came back to see what was the matter. She sat on her bicycle—by some miracle of balance she kept it upright without pedaling—and Constance sat in the basket. Both girls seemed disappointed.

“We need to hurry, you know,” said Constance, who otherwise wouldn’t have agreed to ride with Kate.

“I think… I’m done for,” Reynie panted. “You go on… without me.”

“Are you joking?” Kate asked, astonished.

Reynie nodded and hauled himself into a sitting position. He found he couldn’t breathe as well this way, however, and so he fell onto his back again. Constance frowned disapprovingly. Meanwhile, an old woman walking a miniature poodle had stopped to let the dog sniff at Sticky. Sticky could only blink at it and gasp. The old woman clucked, said something to the children in Dutch, and moved on.

The route from the museum to the hotel was a long, straight shot along a major thoroughfare, but to avoid attention (since the police might be looking for them) the children had kept to side streets. They were in a quiet neighborhood now. The patch of grass the boys had collapsed upon was actually a tiny park—a dreary one, unfortunately, scarcely larger than a parking space, with a single rotting bench and a single blighted elm tree.

“I’ve been thinking,” Kate said as the boys recovered. “What if Mr. Benedict meant for Thernbaakagen to be our last stop? What if he and Number Two took a quick trip to that island with the idea of returning before we got to the hotel? After all, he didn’t know about the island until he got here. It wouldn’t have been part of his original plans.”

Reynie had considered this but had kept the question to himself. He hadn’t wanted to discourage Constance. Sure enough, now that Kate had mentioned it, Constance’s troubled expression grew darker still.

“He may very well have tacked the island onto our trip,” Reynie said quickly. “In which case he’ll have left a clue at the hotel. And even if he hasn’t, we might be able to track down Han de Reizeger—the Benedicts’ friend. He’d be very old by now, but—”

“Oh,” Sticky said, looking uncomfortable. “Um, sorry. Han was already very old. He died a long time ago. Mr. Benedict’s aunt mentioned that in her letter.”

“She did?” Constance said, turning on him. “Why didn’t you say so earlier?”

Sticky clenched his teeth. “Because Mr. Schuyler came in before we got to it, Constance.”

“Can you tell us what it said?” Reynie asked.

“It was in English, actually,” Sticky said. “Shall I quote it? Or would you rather I—?”

“Absolutely,” said Kate. “Quote away.”

And so Sticky recited the letter:

My dear Anki,

I write in English this time, not only to show you how proficient I’ve become—I am a regular American now—but to encourage you and Dr. Benedict to practice it yourselves, as it has always struck me as ridiculous that you speak ten languages between you yet render your English so clumsily.

But forgive me. I meant first to offer condolences for the loss of your friend Han de Reizeger. It must be a comfort to you that he was so very old. And had he not lived a full and adventurous life? And did he not die traveling the world as he had always hoped he would? If only everyone could be so lucky!

I do regret the financial troubles mentioned in your last letter, Anki, but I cannot help you. I realize you’ve not gone so far as to ask openly for my help, but I thought the request implicit in your letter, and I am sorry to refuse it. As you should know, my own precarious situation prevents me. I scarcely have enough to pay rent, nor have I ever since Thiedric died these many years ago. But what is this trip you wish to make, anyway? If it is so urgent, must you keep it a secret from your own sister? It only seems proper that a request for traveling funds be accompanied by an explanation.

Regardless, I beg you not to attempt the experiment you mention. Sure, the government will pay you handsomely if you achieve success, but are you not concerned about the possibility of an accident? Is this not why others have refused? You may say that most lack your qualifications, but surely in all of Holland there are other scientists who might attempt such a thing.

Personally I believe it is in the nature of explosives to be explosive, and I do not see how you can make it otherwise. No matter how “noble the purpose,” as you say in your letter, no matter how many lives might be saved, I assure you no one could induce me to attempt such a thing! That, I suppose, is why I did not become a scientist myself. (That, and the fact that science is such a dull business—so much Latin and so many symbols.)

I am relieved, at least, that you intend to wait until the baby has come. But what is the hurry? The baby, the experiment, the mysterious journey—you write as if all must come so quickly! Take your time, Anki! It has never failed to annoy me, I must confess, the way you always write with both hands going at once, as if there were never a moment to be lost. Such haste is hardly proper in a woman to exhibit, however scientific she might think herself to be.

The children were appalled. It was a very disagreeable letter, and as Sticky finished quoting it—the rest was devoted to outrageous prices and noisy neighbors—Reynie wondered what Mr. Benedict must have thought of it. Knowing him, he’d probably found his aunt’s superior tone amusing; Mr. Benedict was not the sort of person to waste a good chuckle on indignation. But then again, Reynie reflected, he must have been disappointed to find yet another example of such unpleasantness in his family.

“I suppose,” said Kate when Sticky had finished, “they hid her letter because it mentions Han and the secret trip they were planning. They were being awfully careful.”

“Why not just destroy it?” Constance said. “A nasty letter like that! Why on earth would Anki keep it?”

Kate snorted with laughter. Of the few letters Constance had ever sent her, not one could be considered pleasant, exactly. “Probably for the same reason I keep your letters, Connie girl.”

Constance screwed up her face, uncertain if Kate’s comment was an insult or an admission of fondness. In fact, she rather thought it might be both.
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Strictly speaking, Thernbaakagen lay not on the coast but beyond it. Like so many towns in Holland, it occupied land that the clever Dutch had reclaimed from the ocean. Bordered by the North Sea and crisscrossed by innumerable canals, the town seemed more water than land, and a great deal of its commerce depended on that fact. Fishing, shipping, and water transport had made Thernbaakagen, if not a large city, then at least a thriving, busy one, and the Hotel Regaal sat in the heart of its downtown.

Reynie, Sticky, and Constance could see the hotel sign from their busy corner two blocks away—but they weren’t looking at the sign. As they waited for Kate to return from a scouting run, they stood a short distance away from a snack cart, staring with watering mouths at all the food. The smell of fried potatoes, especially, made Reynie almost giddy with longing. But they had spent the last of their money on the bicycles.

One of those bicycles came barreling out of traffic now, ridden by a bespectacled girl with wild hair who hopped the curb and narrowly missed striking the snack cart. The owner of the cart leaped away, fearing for his toes, and said something in terse, disapproving Dutch.

“That’s what the old woman with the poodle said,” Constance muttered to herself, and Reynie, hearing her, realized she was right.

“I saw lots of well-dressed people with briefcases,” Kate reported, handing Sticky his spectacles and taking back her bucket, “but no Martina or S.Q. I think we’ll just have to chance it, don’t you?”

“I suppose we have no choice,” Reynie said, and catching the attention of the snack cart owner he asked if the man would keep an eye on their bicycles.

Upon hearing Reynie speak English, the man’s disapproving expression faded—as if for some reason he disliked Dutch children but found American ones tolerable—and he said gruffly that he would do so but that they must hurry; he could not spend his afternoon minding bicycles for children. Reynie thanked him, and with another curt nod the man handed Reynie a cone-shaped packet of hot, sliced potatoes—they resembled thick French fries—covered with a mayonnaise-like sauce. “I saw you looking,” he said. “Now go and hurry back.”

The children walked slowly toward the hotel, hungrily sharing the potatoes and keeping a wary eye on the people that passed them. The sidewalk was swarming with pedestrians, many of them in elegant, professional attire, and every time a businessman in a suit looked at the children their hearts skipped. Never had walking down a street been so nerve-racking. They were all relieved when they reached the hotel.

The Hotel Regaal had seen better days—its lobby furniture was rickety, its floors were scuffed, and a musty odor hung in the air—but despite having been upstaged by more modern hotels, it was doing its best to retain a semblance of past splendor. The rickety furniture was polished to a shine, the scuffed floors were immaculately swept, and the front desk clerks were well groomed and professional. One of them, an older man with slicked gray hair, said something in Dutch when the children came in. The other clerk, a frail, pallid, severe-looking woman with dark circles under her eyes, nodded her agreement.

“There it is again,” said Constance, frowning.

This time Reynie had noticed it, too—the phrase uttered first by the poodle woman and then the snack cart owner. The coincidence seemed too significant to let pass. With the others behind him, Reynie approached the clerks and asked if they spoke English. Instantly a look of understanding appeared on both faces.

“Of course we speak English,” said the gray-haired man, not unkindly. He had bright red cheeks and a goatee so thin and small it looked like a thumbprint on his chin. “And how may we help you children?”

“May I ask what you just said about us?” Reynie asked. “We’ve heard others say it, too, and we’re curious.”

“You are attentive children, then!” said the man, sounding both amused and impressed. “I said that you should be in school! These others you mention must have thought, as I did, that you were Dutch children, and that you were truant. But you are American, yes? On a school trip of some kind?”

“Something like that,” said Kate.

Reynie felt foolish and not a little uneasy. Traveling across town the four of them must have been much more conspicuous than they’d hoped. There was no help for that now, but it was all the more reason to find the clue and leave as quickly as possible. “Is there a message here for us?” he asked. “A message from someone named Nicholas Benedict?”

The man broke into a delighted grin. “Benedict, you say? Here you are at last! Did you hear about this mysterious arrangement, Daatje?” he asked his partner, who only looked away, as if she preferred to be left alone. “I suppose not,” the man said and turned back to the children. His enthusiasm was undiminished, not least because of the relief so evident on the children’s faces. “My name is Hubrecht, children, and I am very pleased to meet you! I do have something from Benedict. Yes, indeed I do!”

The children waited, but Hubrecht only looked at them with an encouraging smile. He appeared to be waiting for something himself.

“May we, um, see it?” Kate asked. “Please?”

Hubrecht glanced left and right, and then in a comically conspiratorial manner he leaned forward and whispered, “First you must show me… the item.” He wiggled his eyebrows dramatically.

“The item?” said Sticky.

“Oh, yes! Your Mr. Benedict has rented a room, and I am to make it available to anyone who mentions his name—provided I am shown a certain item. Do you have it? He said you will not have come here without it. I cannot say more.”

“Not another riddle,” Sticky said wearily.

Reynie scratched his head. “All right, what is it Mr. Benedict knew we’d bring?”

“My bucket?” Kate asked. “I do always have it with me.”

Hubrecht smiled and shook his head. He glanced at Constance as if expecting her to guess, but Constance had noticed a wad of gum stuck under the edge of the desk and was making unpleasant gagging sounds, so Hubrecht looked politely away.

“If Mr. Benedict’s sure we’ll have brought it,” said Reynie, “it’s probably something we’d have to have with us to get here.”

“Maybe it’s clothes,” Sticky ventured.

The others stared at him.

“Oh yes, it must be clothes, Sticky,” Constance said as Kate suppressed a snort of laughter. “Show him your clothes and see if that gets us into the room.”

“It’s not such a dumb idea,” Sticky said defensively. “Without clothes we’d have been arrested by now, right? We couldn’t have come here then, could we?” But Hubrecht was shaking his head.

Embarrassed, Sticky gave Constance a sharp poke in the ribs for mocking him. Constance cried out and responded with a kick to the shin; then, pleased with the result (Sticky was grimacing and hopping), she quickly tried for another.

“How about a train schedule?” asked Kate, ignoring the scuffle. “Or a ticket?”

Hubrecht shook his head. Again he glanced at Constance, as if he expected her to have the answer—and this time Reynie understood why. She did have the answer, and Hubrecht had spotted it.

“Your present!” he said, pointing to Constance’s globe pendant. (Constance stopped trying to bite Sticky’s hand and looked down in surprise.) “We couldn’t have come here without it!”

Hubrecht clapped his hands. “That is it! A small world—just as your Mr. Benedict said! Very well, children, you shall have a key.” He reached beneath the desk. “This is a scavenger hunt of some kind, yes? What fun! I have been wondering when someone else would come.”

Reynie took the room key from Hubrecht. “When you say ‘someone else,’ do you mean another person came before us?”

“Oh, yes! It is a contest, correct? The adults against the children, maybe? Never fear! You are the first to be given a key. No one else has entered the room—not even hotel staff. These were Mr. Benedict’s instructions.”

“Who else has come?” Sticky asked.

“Two very nice gentlemen. It was the same day your friend Mr. Benedict rented the room. They asked if he was staying here. He was not—he and his young associate had simply inspected the room and gone away, leaving the key with me—but because the gentlemen had mentioned his name, I abided by his instructions: I offered them a room, compliments of Mr. Benedict, if only they would present a certain item. I thought perhaps it would be in one of their briefcases. They had no item, however, so they thanked me and went away. Polite men, elegantly dressed, the sort who used to frequent this hotel in its finer days. I was left to wonder who else might come. Then, as the days passed, I began to think no one would! Did you think so, too?” he asked his partner, the woman he’d called Daatje, who now seemed to be paying attention.

Daatje started. “I knew nothing about this, Hubrecht.” Reynie thought she seemed upset. She was staring at them, not with malice, exactly, but her expression was decidedly unpleasant. Did she feel left out? Obviously Hubrecht found Mr. Benedict’s arrangement charming and enjoyed being involved. But it wasn’t Hubrecht she was staring at. Perhaps she disliked children.

Reynie wanted to believe this but found that he couldn’t. He felt pretty sure Mr. Benedict would have left money in the room for them—at least enough to buy a meal or two—and he had a sneaking suspicion that Daatje had stolen some of it, perhaps even all of it. She might easily have done so, knowing the room was unoccupied. Perhaps she’d meant to blame poor Hubrecht or some other member of the hotel staff. That was the look she wore, Reynie decided. A guilty look. It made him very uneasy.

You’re getting ahead of yourself, he thought. Let it go for now. You’ll find out soon enough.

But then he noticed Constance.

She was staring at Daatje, staring with a most intense, penetrating look. And the longer Constance stared, the darker her expression grew, until she was positively glowering. Daatje had noticed and was squirming in her seat, avoiding eye contact, as Hubrecht told the children where to find their room. As Kate and Sticky thanked him and headed over to the elevator, Reynie had to take Constance by the arm and lead her away from the desk.

“What’s the matter?” he said in an undertone. “What did she do?”

“I don’t know,” Constance growled, looking back over her shoulder. “But it’s not good.”

“That’s all? Not good?”

“By which I mean extremely bad,” said Constance.

“That’s what I was afraid of.”

“What are you two talking about?” Sticky asked.

“Tell you when we’re alone,” Reynie said. “But keep your eyes open. Something’s not right.”

“Oh, I hate that you just said that,” said Sticky, reaching for his spectacles.

Kate’s eyes narrowed. “You can tell us on the elevator,” she murmured, for the doors had opened now and the elevator was unoccupied. The children got on and stood close together, closer than space required, and Kate opened her bucket lid, ready to grab for anything she might need in a hurry. The doors slid closed.
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Across the lobby, Daatje watched the children go. She looked upset, so much so that Hubrecht asked if she felt all right.

“Actually, I have a terrible headache,” she said. “Do you have any medicine?”

“No, but we keep some in the supply cabinet, you know. I’ll bring you some.” Hubrecht cast about for the key to the supply cabinet. “The key must be in the office,” he said, looking puzzled. “Don’t worry, I’ll find it.”

When he had gone, Daatje took the supply cabinet key from her pocket and dropped it onto the floor, where it would appear to have fallen by accident. She unfolded a scrap of paper upon which was written a telephone number—a number she dialed with trembling fingers. “Hello? Yes, this is Daatje—from the hotel… Yes. Someone has finally come. Just now. It is only a group of children. You may send the money you promised to my address, if you please. I… what? No, I cannot possibly tell you which room. Did you hear me say they are only children? No, I never agreed to that. It is against policy, and anyway… No, absolutely not! I’m afraid I… I’m afraid…”

With frightened eyes Daatje glanced over her shoulder. She was still alone. “Surely you would not do that,” she whispered into the receiver. “Surely you… you… I see.” She swallowed with some difficulty. “But I insist… you must promise no harm…”

There was a long pause, during which she chewed her bottom lip in extreme anxiety. And then in one quick breath she gave the room number and slammed down the phone, recoiling from it as if it had given her a most terrible, most excruciating shock.
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“I’ll go in first,” said Kate, despite feeling very nervous. (And Kate got nervous only when most children would feel terrified.) She and the boys were creeping down the carpeted hallway to the hotel room. Constance had remained at the elevator to hold its doors open. They were on the fifth floor. If someone disagreeable confronted them in this hotel room, they needed a means of quick escape.

Kate listened at the door, unlocked it, and peeked into the room. With an uneasy glance at the boys she slipped inside. Reynie and Sticky waited on pins and needles. Kate’s confidence always helped keep their own fears at bay; they disliked it when she seemed uneasy. When after a long, tense minute Kate called out that all was clear, the boys exchanged looks of relief. Her voice had regained its natural breeziness. The boys signaled for Constance to follow, then entered the room.

The door opened into a cramped entryway made all the more awkward by the ill-advised placement of a table in the door’s path, so that the door swung only halfway open. On the table, waist-high to the boys, stood a vase of silk flowers, a bowl of candies, and a note that said, “Welcome!” in Number Two’s distinct, crabbed handwriting. Reynie’s stomach twinged at the thought of what Number Two must be going through at this moment.

Beyond the table a doorway opened onto the large main room, which was furnished with a few chairs, a bed, a sleeper sofa, and two cots folded against one wall. (Enough accommodations for the four of them, Reynie realized, plus Milligan and Rhonda, who were supposed to have come along.) Kate was checking behind the window curtains for any sign of a clue and making noisy, smacking sounds. She was chewing a particularly sticky piece of candy she’d taken from the bowl.

Reynie couldn’t help but marvel. Walking alone into an empty room—a room in which she might face untold dangers—Kate had stopped to help herself to a piece of candy.

“I don’t thee anything unuthual,” she said. “Bathroom’th clear, too.”

“Maybe this is it, then,” said Sticky, looking around apprehensively. “Maybe he rented this room for us and planned to come back. Maybe there aren’t any more clues.”

“Let’s not give up just yet,” said Reynie, hoping Constance hadn’t heard what Sticky said. He knelt down to inspect four indentations in the carpet by the wall.

Kate had opened her Swiss Army knife and used its toothpick to scrape loose a bit of candy. “I noticed those flat spots, too. A chair or something used to be there.”

Reynie stood up quickly. “The table by the door! It was moved for a reason. I’ll bet we have to climb on it or—”

Constance walked into the main room, a bunch of candies in one hand and an envelope in the other. Her pale blue eyes flashed with excitement. “Didn’t any of you see this? It was hanging beneath the table.”

“We didn’t,” Reynie said. “But Mr. Benedict knew you’d see it right away. Anyone else would be too tall. He must have wanted you to be the one to find it.”

Constance smiled at this. It pleased her to think Mr. Benedict had arranged things that way. But her smile quickly faded as she considered what the letter might say. What if it told them to stay put and wait? What if this was the end of the road? She thrust the envelope toward Reynie. “You read it. I can’t bear to.”

Reynie opened the envelope and read the letter aloud:

My dear friends,

I wanted you to have a comfortable place to rest before the next leg of your journey, which shall take you to… well, I leave the destination for you to figure out, but there is no great hurry. If you don’t know where to look for the answer, you can sleep on it.

Sincerely,

Mr. Benedict

“The bed!” they all cried at once, then burst out laughing. It was rare for them to agree on something so quickly. Together they raced to the bed, and in a flurry of flying blankets, sheets, and pillows, they stripped it to the mattress in seconds. No envelope. They slid the mattress from the frame. Nothing.

“Let’s try the sleeper sofa,” Reynie said, feeling worried now.

They cleared the cushions from the sofa, and Kate, grabbing the cloth handle, tugged up and out on the hideaway mattress. It unfolded to reveal a large manila envelope, upon which Mr. Benedict had written, To be used in case of hunger, curiosity, or both.

Kate slit the envelope open with her knife and dumped its contents onto the mattress. “Lunch money,” she said with satisfaction. She set aside the bundle of banknotes and picked up a sheet of paper. “And an address! ‘Risker Water Transport.’ It’s right here in Thernbaakagen!”

Sticky read the address. “That street runs along the wharf. I saw it on the map. We’re not far from there. All we—”

“What’s the matter, Reynie?” Constance said.

Reynie was staring at the money. “The envelope was sealed. And the money’s still there. So what did she do?”

“What did who do?” Kate asked.

“Daatje, the woman downstairs. I thought maybe she stole money that Mr. Benedict had left us.” Reynie started to pace, only to find his path blocked by the mattress, cushions, and pillows they’d thrown onto the floor. “But she didn’t steal anything. And now that I think of it, those Ten Men that came to the hotel just thanked Hubrecht and left. They didn’t make him show them the room. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”

“Probably they didn’t realize anything was in here,” Kate said. “They just thought Mr. Benedict rented a room for someone to stay in. Someone who hadn’t come yet.”

“Yes, but they would want to know who he rented it for,” Reynie said. “And the best way for them to learn that would be—” His eyes widened. “We need to get out of here now.”

“You think Daatje told them?” Sticky said, not wanting to believe it. “You think she called the Ten Men and told them we’re here?”

“Now, Sticky!” Kate said, grabbing his arm to haul him after her.

But Constance stood in their way, and she wasn’t moving. She was staring toward the far wall, staring as if she could see right through it into the hallway beyond.

“It’s too late,” she whispered. “They’re already here.”
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The children heard the outer door bump against the table in the entryway, and a smell of cologne suddenly permeated the room. A floorboard creaked. And then a tall man with a briefcase leaned in through the doorway to look at them. The Ten Man was dressed in a fine blue suit, had very pale white skin, jet black hair, and thin, almost colorless lips, which gave the impression that either he’d lost a great deal of blood or else had been recently unfrozen. His dark shining eyes swept the room, taking in the mattress, pillows, and bed linens on the floor. He gave the children a smile that revealed bright, perfect teeth. “Dear, dear, chickies, you’ve made an awful mess, haven’t you? Were you looking for something?”

The children stared at him, not daring to move or speak.

“It’s no use pretending you don’t speak English,” the Ten Man said with a wink. “I’ve heard about you four. Now, then, Constance, be a sugar and bring me the paper in your hand. I want to see it. And you, Kate—bring me whatever it is you’re hiding behind your back.” He held out his free hand, the one without the briefcase. It seemed to extend halfway across the room, so exceptionally long was his arm, and his pale, thin fingers, twitching open and shut in a beckoning manner, resembled a dying spider.

Constance made a whimpering sound. She had looked directly into the Ten Man’s eyes, and what she’d seen had terrified her. She gripped the letter from Mr. Benedict ever tighter, her hand trembling. Beside her, Kate stood half-crouched, poised to respond to any sudden movement.

The Ten Man made no sudden movement, however. On the contrary, his motions were relaxed, even leisurely. With a disapproving cluck, he withdrew his hand and set down his briefcase. His arms were so long he had only to bend a bit at the waist. “Well, well. I see from your eyes, my little fox, that I risk being bitten if I approach you. You’ve had your shots, I hope?”

“Try us,” Kate said through clenched teeth.

“She didn’t mean that,” Sticky said.

The Ten Man chuckled. “Oh, I’ve no doubt she did. Your reputation precedes you, Katie, love. Now, do you suppose if I make an example of you, the other children will behave?” He shook his arms, exposing two large silver watches from beneath his shirt cuffs. An electric whine filled the room.

“You don’t have to do that!” Reynie cried. “Don’t hurt her! We’ll give you the papers!”

“Oh dear, I know you’ll give me the papers,” said the Ten Man with an expression of mock pity. He extended both spidery hands toward Kate. “But once I’ve started something, you see, I like to f—”

Kate sprang.

A direct attack was not what the Ten Man had expected, and he flinched in surprise as Kate lunged forward, leaping over the pile of linens and scooping up a pillow as she charged. A split second later there came a muffled THUMP THUMP as two wires struck the pillow Kate had lifted—just in time—to use as a shield.

Reynie saw the wires flickering like snakes’ tongues as they recoiled into the Ten Man’s watches. At the same time he saw Kate bring her other hand around—the one she’d had behind her back—and swing it up toward the man’s face. Reynie had thought she was hiding the paper with the address on it. Now he saw it was a small bottle, the contents of which she splashed into the Ten Man’s eyes.

“I hope you like lemon juice!” Kate said as the man howled and covered his face. Already she had dropped the bottle, grabbed the briefcase, and flung it across the room at Reynie, who saw it flying toward him with alarm. He was not the most athletic of children, and he felt lucky indeed when he managed to catch the briefcase before it knocked his teeth out. It was quite heavy, and Kate had thrown it with a great deal of force.

“Reynie!” Kate cried. “Throw it out the wind—OW!”

The Ten Man, though temporarily blinded, had used Kate’s voice as a guide, snatching her ponytail and yanking her back toward him. He thought better of this when she began to kick at his shins, however, and after a brief tussle he tossed her high into the air away from him. Kate flipped around like a cat, but even so she landed hard on her bucket, and had it not been for the mattress cushioning her fall, she would almost certainly have broken a rib. Wincing with pain, she looked up to see Reynie turning from the window, still clutching the briefcase. “Reynie! Why—”

“The sidewalk’s too crowded,” Reynie said. “I couldn’t throw it out. It might kill someone.” He sounded half apologetic and half scared out of his wits. He had wanted nothing more than to get rid of that box of horrors, yet now he stood holding it against his chest. A humming sound came from inside the briefcase, like that of a hive full of angry hornets.

Kate grimaced. Of course Reynie couldn’t risk it; she should have thought of that. She’d hoped the briefcase was so precious that the Ten Man would run to retrieve it, giving them a chance to escape. Instead she ought to have snatched it and fled. The Ten Man would have chased her, and the others might have gotten away. Now they were trapped—and Kate was out of ploys.

The Ten Man had recovered from the lemon juice and was watching them from across the room. His eyes were puffy and red, and he was no longer smiling. “I was right about you, ducky. You do bite. But that won’t happen again.” His fingers moved up his necktie like a pale and hairless tarantula. With one smooth, practiced motion he slid the tie loose from his collar, revealing a thin, metallic fringe at the end like that of a bullwhip.

“I’ve already said we’ll give you the papers,” Reynie said, speaking with some difficulty. His mouth was dry as dust. “And I’ll give the briefcase back, too. Just please let us go.”

“Oh, tsk tsk,” the Ten Man said. “Weren’t you supposed to be the clever one? And you really think I would let you go? After such rough treatment? Oh, no, Reynard. Naughty children must be punished.” He flicked the necktie, which made a terrible snapping sound as it streaked across the room and knocked a piece of plaster from the wall near Sticky’s head. The children flinched—especially Sticky, who almost fainted—and the Ten Man’s lip curled into a sneer. “That was just to show you what you’re in for.”

Reynie’s mind was racing. The Ten Man stood between them and the exit, and even if they managed to get past him—which was very unlikely—Reynie now saw another man in a suit, lurking in the entryway just beyond the door. The Ten Man had a partner. This observation did nothing to worsen Reynie’s terror (he was already as terrified as he could be), but it did help him understand, fully and completely, that there was no way out, and that he needed to brace himself for what was coming.

Kate, climbing to her feet, had realized the same thing. “Fine,” she said bitterly. “Do your worst. You will get bitten again, though. Both of you will. That much I promise.”

“Both of us?” the Ten Man said with a frown. He glanced sharply toward the entryway. “Why aren’t you guarding the eleva…” His eyes widened. “You aren’t Mortis!”

“I should hope not,” said the other man.

“What have you done with Mortis?” the Ten Man snarled, spinning toward the doorway and raising his necktie-whip.

“I’ll show you,” the other man said, and in the same moment there came a strange whistling sound—swit!—and the feathery end of a dart appeared in the Ten Man’s shoulder.

Angrily the Ten Man snatched the dart out. But he didn’t have time to get a proper look at it before he hit the floor.

The other man entered the room, stepped over the unconscious Ten Man’s body, and knelt down with his arms out. Kate threw herself upon him.

“Oh, Milligan!” she cried. “Oh, Milligan, you’re here!”
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Milligan was there, although he was rather difficult to see beneath the pile of jubilant children mobbing him in their excitement. And even when he had freed himself with a lot of hugging and head-patting and handshakes and smiles, Milligan resembled himself but slightly. His normally yellow hair was black, his blue eyes were brown, and his ears, strangely enough, seemed to have shrunk. His ruddy complexion was the same, and he possessed the same tall, lanky build, but at a glance he was hardly recognizable even to those who knew him.

“I thought you were another Ten Man!” Kate said. “I can’t believe I didn’t recognize you!”

“You were concentrating on the more immediate threat,” Milligan said. His eyes twinkled. “You sounded awfully fierce, by the way. Now listen, all of you, the police are coming and we can’t spare the time to deal with them. We need to make our exit. Quick now!” He took the Ten Man’s briefcase from Reynie, who handed it over with relief.

“The police are coming?” Sticky said.

“Quick now,” Milligan repeated, stepping over the Ten Man’s body.

“You’re just going to leave him lying here?” Constance said. “You aren’t going to tie him up or anything?”

Milligan turned to see Constance staring at the Ten Man on the floor, afraid even to walk past him. “Forgive me,” he said, coming back and picking her up. “Quick now, all of you. And please don’t make me say it again.” He carried Constance from the room.

At the end of the hallway the children could see a man’s feet sticking out through the elevator doors, which kept sliding shut, only to bump the feet and slide open again with a ding. Presumably the feet, shod in expensive black shoes, belonged to the Ten Man’s tranquilized partner.

“Couldn’t you have moved his feet out of the way?” Constance asked. “That ding is annoying.”

“True, but this way the police have to use the stairs,” Milligan said, leading the children in the other direction. They hurried down another hallway and at last to an open window, beyond which a fire escape descended into a side alley. Sticky took one glance out the window and reached for his spectacles. Milligan put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t look at the ground. Just watch your feet and keep moving. You’ll be fine. Kate, you go first and we’ll follow you.”

Just then they heard a door bang open, followed by the sound of officers (heavily winded from their climb up the stairs) storming into the other hallway. Kate vaulted the windowsill and led the way down the fire escape steps, down and down, flight after flight, until she leaped the last few steps and landed beside a parked car. Only then did she realize it was a police car.

“Get in, Kate,” Milligan called from above. “That’s our car.”

“A police car?”

“I borrowed it,” said Milligan. “Quick now, boys.”

Reynie and Sticky scrambled down the final steps of the fire escape and jumped into the back seat with Kate. Milligan put Constance in front with him. “Keep your heads down,” he said, reversing out of the alley. As he drove past the front of the hotel he murmured, “Three police cars. Good. And that woman in the lobby must be who called. She looks distraught. Small wonder there.”

“What woman?” Sticky asked, dutifully keeping his head down.

“One of the desk clerks. She called the police and told them she’d been bribed and threatened, and that some bad men were on the way to the hotel. She was afraid they were going to do something to a group of children there.”

“How do you know all that?” Constance asked.

Milligan glanced at her. She was sitting up straight in the passenger seat—unlike the others she hadn’t needed to duck—and Milligan frowned as something occurred to him. “You should be in a child’s car seat. It’s dangerous without one.”

Constance looked at him incredulously. “Are you joking?”

“A bit. Still, let’s do buckle up, everyone.” Keeping his eyes on the road, Milligan reached across and pulled down Constance’s seatbelt strap, which because of her height (or lack thereof) ran diagonally across her face. She glared at him with her one visible eye.

“Feel free to adjust that,” Milligan said, giving her a lopsided grin. “Now, to answer your question, I knew what I did by listening to a police radio scanner. My Dutch isn’t perfect, but I know enough to do the trick. And luckily I was already in the neighborhood. The police had mentioned you on the scanner earlier today, too. They said you’d just left the science museum and should be brought into the station for questioning. You four have been busy.”

“I’m glad you found us,” said Reynie. “Things were about to get awfully unpleasant.”

“I’m so sorry I didn’t catch up with you sooner,” Milligan said, the regret plain on his face. “Five minutes earlier and I could have spared you that encounter—and spared myself the worry. I was detained, unfortunately, or I would have met you the moment you came ashore in Lisbon. It didn’t help matters that you’re all so horribly clever. I can’t tell you how troubled I was to discover you weren’t on the train in Thernbaakagen.”

By now the children were all sitting up. Milligan was driving through a gritty warehouse district near the harbor. All but Constance, who was too short, could see the shimmer of the North Sea in the near distance.

“But how did you know we were on that train?” Reynie asked. “How did you even know we were in Lisbon?”

“It’s my job to know things,” Milligan said with a mysterious air. Then he shrugged. “Also, you left the travel journal Mr. Benedict gave you.”

“Oh!” said Kate. “Then we’re lucky we forgot it! I told you it was a good thing, Constance!”

“It was indeed,” said Milligan. “When I arrived at Mr. Benedict’s house, Rhonda had already discovered your note, and we found the journal soon after. It took us some time to figure out the clues, though, and by the time we did the Shortcut had launched. Still, I knew you were in good hands with Captain Noland, and that by catching a plane I would arrive in Lisbon before you, so I didn’t really worry until Joe Shooter—Cannonball, I mean—informed me you were all alone at the castle. I was ready to race up there when you radioed, Kate. I couldn’t make out a single word, but it was clear enough from the background noises that you were at the train station.”

Milligan shook his head. “I barely missed you. I even saw your train pulling away. But at that point I had to take Jackson and Jillson in hand. Yes, they’re in custody,” he said in response to the children’s exclamations. “And we had a nice talk. They’re stubborn, those two, but luckily they’re also quite stupid. They told me more than they realized, and I quickly gathered you were in no danger on that train. So once again I didn’t worry; once again I caught a plane—the ticket agent had told me you were headed for Thernbaakagen—and once again I arrived before you. But I didn’t take into account your own wariness. I should have guessed you’d get off at a different station… Ah, this is perfect.”

Milligan pulled the police car off the road and into a warehouse, which somehow he had deduced was empty despite its wide open bay doors. Shutting off the engine, he turned to make eye contact with all of them—first Kate, then the others, then Kate again. “You were brave to do what you did,” he said slowly. “And I know you did it out of love for our friends. But if you ever do something like this again, I can promise you that Ten Men and Executives are going to be the least of your worries—do you understand?” His expression was very severe, his jaw was set, and his words were clipped and terse as if spoken with much suppressed anger.

Kate burst out laughing. Milligan’s eyebrows shot up, and Kate, seeing this, laughed even louder. “Milligan,” she said, “I’ll bet you scare the wits out of bad guys, but as a dad you don’t scare anyone very much.”

“She’s right,” Constance said. “I can tell you aren’t really angry.”

Milligan frowned and looked at Reynie, but Reynie averted his eyes to avoid disappointing him—for he, too, had been unfazed by Milligan’s stern admonition. Only Sticky, furiously polishing his spectacles in the back seat, showed the effect Milligan had hoped for. But Sticky was easily unnerved and could hardly be used as a measure.

“Well,” Milligan said, his face relaxing. “At least I tried.” He jumped from the car and let them all out. Then he went to the trunk, out of which he took a large duffel bag and into which he put the Ten Man’s briefcase. Shadowing him, the children saw three other briefcases already inside. Milligan slammed the trunk closed.
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“If this place is abandoned, why are the doors open?” Sticky asked.

“Broken,” Milligan said, reaching inside his suit jacket. He took out a small tool rather like an Army knife, and in seconds he had done something to the winch mechanism that allowed the bay doors to come rattling down.

It was dusky gray in the warehouse now, the only light being that which filtered in through dirty windows and a broken skylight. And though the day was warm, the warehouse was cold, and Constance began to shiver. Milligan took off his suit jacket and draped it over her shoulders. The jacket hung all around her and down to her feet like a cloak.

“Time for a quick change,” Milligan said, picking up his duffel bag. “Excuse me a minute.”

Kate followed him into what once had been the warehouse office. She was so happy to see Milligan she didn’t want to be separated even for a minute. In fact, during the car ride she’d kept having the urge to hug him again—and now she did just that, throwing her arms around him and squeezing with all her might. Milligan winced, but as his expression was the same as that of everyone Kate hugged, she thought nothing of it until a minute later, when Milligan was changing shirts and she saw his torso covered with a shocking display of cuts and bruises.

“What happened to you?” she cried, staring.

“Hm?” Milligan looked down. “Oh. These. I told you, Katie-Cat. I was detained. That’s why I missed you in Lisbon.”

Kate was aghast. “I thought you got caught up in traffic! Or, I don’t know, had an urgent, top-secret meeting or something!”

“It was a sort of meeting,” Milligan said, pulling on a different shirt. “I’ve had lots of meetings lately. Not all go as smoothly as the one at the hotel.”

Kate suddenly felt worried about Milligan, which had almost never happened, and it was a very disagreeable feeling indeed. She felt guilty, too, for it occurred to her that if she was this worried about Milligan, Milligan must have felt at least as worried about her. Probably more so. She was his daughter, after all.

“Milligan,” Kate said, “I really am sorry to have worried you.”

“Well, you couldn’t have had better intentions,” Milligan said, winking at her. “I appreciate the apology, though. When I heard you’d gone—well, I know you’re very capable, Kate, but I don’t suppose I’ve slept two hours in as many days. I admit it’s taken its toll. I’m not Number Two, after all.”

At this, their faces grew somber, and Milligan laid his hand on Kate’s shoulder. “We’re going to get them back. Don’t you worry.”

Her father’s words were an unexpected comfort to Kate—who hadn’t realized till now that she really could use some comforting—and the effect was to bring tears to her eyes. Kate had always thought crying an acceptable thing for others to do, but she didn’t particularly care to be seen doing it herself, so she leaned out of the office door, pretending to check on her friends. (The boys had opened the police car’s trunk and were peeking in at the briefcases, while Constance was hopping up and down to keep warm.) By the time Kate had blinked her eyes clear and turned back to him, Milligan had almost completed his transformation.

Dressed in his usual weather-beaten boots, jacket, and hat, Milligan looked nothing like a secret agent and everything like someone who’d gotten a bad deal at a secondhand store. Kate was always impressed by the way his clothes so perfectly concealed his utility belt and tranquilizer gun. She thought he ought to look lumpier, somehow.

Milligan adjusted his hat. “How do I look? More like myself ?”

“Except for the black hair and brown eyes,” Kate said, appraising him. “And your ears look smaller. They’re—I don’t know, flatter or something.”

“Ah.” Milligan tugged a piece of transparent tape from each side of his head. His ears sprang out to their normal positions. Then he removed the colored contact lenses, revealing his natural ocean-blue eyes—eyes the same color as Kate’s—and put the lenses away in a tiny container. “Better? I’m afraid I’m stuck with the black hair for a while.”

Kate was grinning, partly because he looked more like her father now, and partly because she had a great admiration for disguises. “Were you trying to look like anyone in particular?”

“Anyone but myself,” Milligan replied. “I’ve developed a bit of a bad reputation in certain circles. I have an unpopular habit of collecting briefcases that don’t belong to me. Speaking of which, the boys weren’t actually touching the briefcases in the trunk, I hope?”

Wondering how Milligan knew, Kate stuck her head out the office door and gave Reynie and Sticky a warning look. They nodded and tried to close the trunk as quietly as possible. “They aren’t now, anyway.”

“Good,” Milligan said, picking up his duffel bag. “I’d hate to have to speak sternly to them again. It embarrasses me to be so ineffective.”
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“What you tell me fits with what I learned from Jackson and Jillson,” said Milligan, when the children had related everything they’d found out. “My impression is that Curtain has Executives and Ten Men posted all along Mr. Benedict’s trail. They haven’t any clue what they’re looking for, because they don’t know what Mr. Benedict was up to. But they’ve been keeping an eye out for anything suspicious.”

“So Mr. Curtain was just shooting in the dark,” Sticky said. “Hoping to turn up something he could use.”

“Which he did,” Milligan said. “He got lucky with this duskwort business. I don’t suppose I need to tell you how serious a matter this is. Every law enforcement agency in the world is already nervous about Curtain—and that’s without duskwort figuring in. If he gets his hands on real duskwort, if he can send entire cities to sleep—”

“It will be a dark day,” said Reynie grimly.

“It will be a dark night,” said Kate.

Sticky started to say that it would be a total solar eclipse in conjunction with unseasonably heavy cloud cover, but Constance interrupted him.

“Forget all that,” she said crossly. “What about Mr. Benedict and Number Two? We only have until tomorrow to find them!”

“Try not to worry,” said Milligan. “I intend to stop Curtain before he can harm them—and before he learns where to find that plant. There’s time enough, Constance. I promise.”

“How can you be sure?” Constance demanded.

“At the airport earlier I was able to confirm that Mr. Benedict and Number Two flew here from Lisbon. There was no record of their flying out again, however, so it would appear they traveled to the island by boat, and the fact that he gave you the address of a water transport business makes it all but certain. The island can’t be very far—probably somewhere in the North Sea.”

“But the oceans are connected!” cried Constance (who had deduced this from gazing so often at her globe pendant). “A boat could have taken them anywhere! For all we know they’re on the other side of the world!” Her face had gone bright red—she was getting very upset. It seemed to her that Milligan had overlooked a key fact, and if it turned out that he was wrong, that they couldn’t get to that island in time…

“They haven’t been gone long enough for that, Constance,” Reynie said gently. “Not every boat is as fast as the Shortcut.”

Constance stared at him a moment, then turned to Sticky, who probably knew everything there was to know about ocean distances and ship speeds and whatnot.

“It’s true,” Sticky said. “The island can’t be very far.”

“Well, why didn’t anyone say that?” Constance growled at no one in particular, but she looked much relieved.

Kate clapped her hands together. “So what are we waiting for? Let’s head to the wharf.”

“We’re practically there,” Milligan said. “I need to scout it out first, though. I’ll take a look from the roof.” He headed for the rear of the warehouse, where a very steep and rickety-looking stairway led up to a high door.

“I’m coming, too!” Kate said, hurrying after him.

“We’ll all come,” said Reynie.

Milligan spun around and held up his hand in warning. “No, you won’t. These stairs may be unsound. You stay here, and I’ll be back in a minute. I mean it, now. Stay put.” Composing his face into a severe expression to show them he meant business, he went up the stairs and disappeared through the door at the top.

The children waited until the door had closed and Milligan was out of earshot. Then they went up after him.
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The door at the top of the stairs opened onto a utility room. From there a ladder and a second door led to the wide, flat roof. The children found Milligan at the roof’s edge, peering through a spyglass he’d balanced atop the low wall there.

“You seem to have misunderstood me,” Milligan said in an even tone, without bothering to look at them.

“The stairs held you, so we figured they were sound,” Reynie said.

Milligan grunted. “For future reference, I walk lightly. Don’t ever let that be your guide.”

Reynie was unsure if Milligan was teasing him or not. He wouldn’t be entirely surprised to learn that Milligan could walk on water. “Have you found anything unusual?”

“It’s what I expected. Several docks and boathouses, a number of seagulls, and one well-dressed fellow with a briefcase.”

Kate took out her own spyglass and swept it along the wharf. Overhanging the entrance to one of the long docks was a sign that had been lettered in both Dutch and English. The English words read: RISKER WATER TRANSPORT—OCEAN TOURS & BOAT RENTALS. A Ten Man stood beneath the sign, his briefcase at his feet and his eyes roving up and down the wharf. Every so often he turned to glance behind him toward the far end of the dock, where a grimy old yacht was moored beside a boathouse.

“I wonder why he keeps looking behind him,” Reynie said, when Kate had passed him her spyglass and showed him where to point it. “If he’s just keeping an eye out for whoever shows up, why watch the boathouse? For that matter, why is he standing in plain sight, unless—?”

“Unless he’s guarding the exit?” said Milligan. “Yes. He’s keeping that man prisoner in the boathouse.”

“What man?” asked Reynie. The boathouse had a window, but from this angle he couldn’t see through it.

“He came out a minute ago—just before you all so flagrantly disobeyed me—and picked up a carton that had been left at the door. He was staring toward the Ten Man as if he wanted to throttle him. But when the Ten Man glanced back at him, he scurried inside like a frightened mouse.”

“So what do we do?” asked Sticky.

“I know,” said Kate, nudging Milligan and pointing to another warehouse roof much closer to the wharf. “From over there you can get the drop on the Ten Man with your tranquilizer gun. He’ll be out like a light before he knows what hit him.”

Milligan shook his head. “It’s more complicated than that. See how close he’s standing to the edge of the dock? I can’t risk it. He might fall into the water and drown.”

Kate looked at him cockeyed. “Are you kidding? These guys are monsters! If that one fell into the water it would serve him right!”

“You might think you mean that,” said Milligan. “But you’d feel differently if it were to happen and you were responsible. We’re not like them, Kate. That’s the entire point of trying to stop them.”

“I know we’re not,” Kate said irritably. She wanted to argue but could tell it was a waste of time.

Constance was not so easily convinced, however, and in her most strident tone she said, “So you just let them get away? Like those guys in the hotel?”

Milligan rubbed his temples and explained, as patiently as he could, that he’d already alerted the authorities to the presence of Ten Men in Thernbaakagen. “The police at the hotel will be vigilant, I assure you. I don’t just ‘let them get away.’ But neither do I risk killing someone—not even a Ten Man—if I can think of a better option.”

“So what’s the better option?” Kate asked.

“I’m still trying to think of it,” Milligan admitted. “I could lure him away from there—preferably to a place where I could engage him at my advantage—but then the prisoner may take the opportunity to flee, and I can’t let that happen. He may have vital information.”

“That’s easy, then,” said Reynie. “You draw the Ten Man away, and we’ll run down and talk to the prisoner.”

“That’s out of the question,” Milligan said. “You won’t be involved in this operation. End of discussion.”

It was not the end of the discussion, however, for the children set at once to arguing with Milligan, pursuing him across the roof and surrounding him and pestering him like honeybees after a bear. With the Ten Man gone there’d be no danger, Reynie said; the clock was ticking and every minute counted, Kate said; if he didn’t let them do it they would die on the spot and it would be Milligan’s fault, said Constance (who could think of nothing better to say); they’d post a lookout, Sticky said, and if something went wrong they’d leave at once. The children said all this and a great many other things besides, generally speaking at the same time and raising their voices to be heard over one another.

“Enough!” Milligan said finally, clutching at his head as if someone had bludgeoned him. “We’ll compromise. You can hide nearby and keep an eye on the boathouse. But under no circumstances will you come out of hiding unless the prisoner appears and seems ready to run. Then—and only then—you may leave your hiding place to speak with him. Is that understood?”

The children swore they understood. And they did. They understood that if something went wrong with Milligan’s plan—if the Ten Man got away from him or radioed for help—they might never get a chance to speak with the man in the boathouse, and the consequences for Mr. Benedict and Number Two could be dire. So although they understood it was Milligan’s duty to keep them safe, they also understood that their own duty required them to disobey him.
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It had begun to rain intermittently, fat drops of water so widely spaced one could almost count them. Though it was only mid-afternoon, the sky had grown quite dark, and pedestrian traffic along the wharf had cleared out, anticipating a heavy downpour that Constance said would not develop. The children were huddled under the awning of a tourist shop that had gone out of business. Milligan was behind the shop, picking the lock to the back door. Farther down the wharf the Ten Man stood as before, heedless of the rain.

Reynie looked out over the water, muddy gray and troubled by raindrops, the perfect mirror to his mood. Waiting is never easy, especially when one faces a dangerous task. Even a few moments can allow time to think and feel too much, and Reynie had quite a bit to think and feel. Not only was he struggling to keep his courage up and his dread at bay, but seeing how happy Kate was with Milligan around had given him a painful case of homesickness. Reynie missed Miss Perumal’s wry smile, her teasing tones, the frequent hugs from her and Pati. And he missed the feeling of being safe at home—hardly even noticeable most days, a feeling he’d begun to take for granted. How he hoped he might take it for granted again soon!

At that very moment Sticky happened to be gazing at the water, too. Like Reynie he was every bit as wistful as he was nervous, and for much the same reasons. It was one of those rare occasions when two different people feel exactly the same way at exactly the same moment, and somehow both boys sensed this. When at the sound of the front door unlocking they turned and their eyes met, they smiled (however glumly) and nodded with a feeling of mutual understanding and appreciation. If they had to be anxious and homesick, at least they were anxious and homesick together.

Milligan stepped aside to let them enter. Kate hustled right in, but the others needed a moment to recover from the surprise, for Milligan had considerably altered his appearance. He looked markedly shorter, his face seemed oddly puffy beneath a dilapidated fisherman’s hat, and when he grinned at them two of his teeth shone gold. Under less urgent circumstances he would have been peppered with questions about this transformation, but as it was, the children scurried silently into the empty shop. Kate was already at the far window, opening the dusty blinds a few inches and looking out through her spyglass.

“This will work,” she said. “I can see all the way down the wharf.”

“Good. Now remember,” Milligan said, “even if the prisoner makes a run for it, you’re not to leave this building if the Ten Man and I are still in view. If that happens, I’ll handle the situation myself. It isn’t my preference, but I can manage it as long as I’m not distracted with worrying about you.”

“We get it, Milligan,” said Kate, who knew too well the discomfort of worrying about someone you love. Now that her father was seconds away from a dangerous encounter, she’d begun to grow very worried herself.

“All right then, I’m off,” said Milligan. Reynie, Sticky, and Constance wished him luck, and Kate hugged him (not as fiercely as before—she was mindful of his cuts and bruises—but with a great deal of conviction) until finally Milligan had to unwrap her arms. He tweaked her chin and went out.

With the others at her heels, Kate ran to the window and poked her spyglass beneath the blinds. Milligan was walking slowly along the wharf. The Ten Man had already seen him coming, stooped to pick up his briefcase, and slipped the other hand inside his suit coat. He kept his hand hidden there as Milligan drew near. Kate couldn’t tell if Milligan spoke or gave any kind of private signal, but the Ten Man studied him intently as he walked past—and continued to study him after Milligan’s back was to him.

Milligan kept walking. The Ten Man glanced toward the boathouse and frowned. He checked his watch… then checked his other watch… and then, with a movement so quick Kate almost missed it, he took something out of his briefcase and slipped it inside his suit coat.

“What was that?” cried Sticky, startled. He had squeezed next to Kate at the window and was watching without benefit of a spyglass.

“I couldn’t tell,” said Kate. Her pulse was pounding in her ears.

With a final glance at the boathouse, the Ten Man set off along the wharf. Milligan, at this point, was nearing the far end of the wharf, heading for a group of outbuildings. But the Ten Man’s stride was twice his, and by the time Milligan turned behind the outbuildings the Ten Man was barely a dozen paces behind him. The Ten Man stopped abruptly, contemplating the corner of the building around which Milligan had disappeared. Spinning on his heel, he turned to take a different route, circling behind the buildings from the opposite direction.

Kate almost dropped her spyglass. “He’s sneaking up on Milligan! He’s going the other way! I have to warn him!” She whirled to race out, but Reynie was standing right behind her—otherwise he’d never have been able to stop her. He threw his arms around her and held on as tightly as he could.

“Hold on, Kate—you don’t know what Milligan has in mind! Maybe he expected that guy to do that! You can’t risk messing up his plan! You—”

Kate had already freed herself from his grip (Reynie wasn’t sure how, but he found himself on the ground with his arms empty) and was almost at the door when she drew up short, his words sinking in. He was right, of course. She had no idea how Milligan did what he did. She might very well endanger him when she meant to help him. Difficult as it was, she would simply have to trust Milligan to take care of himself.

“You’re right,” Kate said with a resigned sigh. She hurried over and lifted Reynie to his feet, but when she tried to dust off his clothes he emphatically protested. “Really? You’re fine? Good, then, let’s go!”

With Constance on her back, Kate led the way along the wharf and down the long dock to the boathouse. Milligan and the Ten Man were nowhere to be seen. Kate dashed in through the boathouse door, then stopped in her tracks, throwing out an arm to prevent the boys (who were less adept at stopping in their tracks) from falling into the empty rectangle of water that took up most of the room. The children looked quickly about. There were no boats in the boathouse, only the murky water and a walkway on three sides. At a table against the near wall sat a stunned-looking man who’d been making pyramids out of canned goods.

“Who the devil are you?” he cried in English, leaping from his chair and toppling his pyramid. A slump-shouldered man with a face as round as a clock and covered with dark stubble, the boathouse prisoner was dressed in dirty fisherman’s clothes, and his black hair, streaked with gray, hung about his face in long greasy strands. He appeared not to have bathed or groomed in days.

“We’re friends,” Reynie said as Sticky closed the door and Kate, with her spyglass, took up her position at the window.

“Friends? Ha! If that shadow let you in here I know you ain’t my friends.”

“He didn’t,” said Reynie. “We snuck in.”

The man’s bloodshot eyes widened, and shoving Reynie aside—almost, in fact, knocking him into the water—he went to the window and looked out over Kate’s shoulder. “So he’s gone, is he?”

“Our friend led him away so we could talk to you,” Reynie said. “Don’t worry, that man won’t bother you anymore. Our friend will take care of that.”

The man looked askance at Reynie, sizing him up. He snorted derisively and looked out the window again. “Your friend, eh? Well, too bad for your friend, whoever he is. I don’t suppose he knows what he’s got himself into.”

With a shake of his head, the man set to pacing, mumbling to himself. “If the boy’s telling the truth, though, now might be the time… but it wouldn’t take him long, you know it wouldn’t, and if he catches you making a break for it…” He ran his fingers through his greasy hair and cursed in frustration. “No, Risker, old boy, you’d better just wait to be sure. Give it a few minutes. Yes, three minutes, maybe four…” He went to look out over Kate’s shoulder again.

“Mr. Risker,” said Reynie, “please listen to me. You’ll see soon enough that everything’s all right. We’re friends of Nich—”

“Benedict,” said Risker, waving him quiet. “Oh, I know who you are now, just took me a minute to get a fix on things. I didn’t expect a bunch of kids, is all. Plus there’s only four of you, and he paid passage for six.”

“Mr. Benedict paid for our passage?” Constance said. “Passage to where?”

“To his confounded island, that’s where! Same place I took him and his friend!” Risker turned from the window to glare at her. He seemed glad to have someone to glare at. “Nothing but directions with that weird bird. ‘Take them here. Tell them this and that. Tell no one else. I’ll make it worth your while.’ Blah blah blah.”

“What’s your problem?” Constance demanded.

“My problem,” Risker growled, “is I’ve had nothing but misery since I got back. I wish I’d never met Benedict, I can tell you. And if you meet that fellow”—he jerked his thumb in the direction of the dock entrance, where the Ten Man had stood guard—“you’ll be wishing the same thing soon enough.”

Reynie was growing very angry. “What did Mr. Benedict do, offer to pay you more money once we arrived safely?”

“Not enough for this!” Risker snarled. He pointed to the empty rectangle of water. “My rental boats sunk in twenty feet of water! And my yacht engine sabotaged! And here I sit with no business whatsoever, trapped in my own boathouse with nothing to eat but soup and beans!” In a fit of fury, Risker swept the canned goods from the table. The cans tumbled noisily over the floorboards and splashed into the water.

Reynie tried to master his anger. This man was obviously in a pitiful state; provoking him would only make things worse. “We’re sorry for your trouble,” he said in a calmer voice. “But things will be better for you now, and we really need your help. Our friends are in danger, and—”

“Join the club,” Risker said with a sneer. He squinted out the window, craning his head this way and that for a better view in each direction. “Two more minutes and I’m gone.”

“But all we want is information!” Reynie said. “Just tell us where the island is and what Mr. Benedict told you. Then we’ll leave you alone. Is that so hard?”

“Don’t you get snippy with me! You don’t know what I been through, do you? The last time I gave out that information I got myself electrified and cheated all at once! ‘Big reward,’ they said, but I never saw any reward, did I? This is my reward, boy!” Risker waved his arms about, indicating his boathouse prison. But even as he did, the fury seemed to pass from his face, his shoulders sagged, and he returned to staring out the window and muttering to himself. “Held out a long time, too. Even with those shockers. I held out.”

Reynie bit his tongue. Risker was clearly ashamed, but he was the sort of person whose shame made him bitter and resentful. Saying the wrong thing would only set him more deeply against them. Reynie tried to find the right words…

“So you betrayed them,” Kate said, glancing over her shoulder at the filthy man. “Why not make up for it now and tell us what we want to know? Then you can stop feeling so bad about being a traitor.”

Risker stared at her, trembling violently, his red eyes bulging from his head. “I’ll tell you nothing!” he shouted, and this time he grew so furious he overturned his table. It toppled into the water and drifted to the other side. Risker looked around at the children, his chest heaving. He shook his head and moved toward the door. “No… no, I’m not even going to bother with you. Now’s my chance, and I’m taking it. You can wait and find out what’s happened to your friend. I’m leaving, and there’s no—”

“Let’s try it this way,” Reynie said, taking something from his pocket. “Risker, do you want this or not?”

Risker froze and fell silent, gaping at Reynie’s outstretched palm, upon which rested a brilliant diamond. Even in the murky boathouse the diamond twinkled like a dime-sized star.

Sticky gasped and put his hands to his head in disbelief. “How did you get that, Reynie?”

“Captain Noland gave it to him,” said Constance with a knowing expression.

Kate was opening and closing her mouth in shocked indignation. “Reynie!” she said at last, in a severe tone. “You can’t give that away! It doesn’t belong to you!”

“Maybe I will and maybe I won’t,” Reynie said, watching Risker’s face. The other children’s reactions were not lost on the man, whose eyes glinted hungrily as he stared at the sparkling stone. He stepped forward, but Reynie stepped back, and staring directly into Risker’s eyes he held the diamond out over the water.

“Tell us what we want to know,” he said firmly, “and I’ll give this to you. Hesitate five seconds and I’ll drop it into the water. Your choice.”

Risker was taken aback. “No! Surely you wouldn’t… can it possibly be real?”

“Of course it’s real,” Reynie said, and it was clear he meant it. “And now I’ll begin counting. One…”

“Hold on!” Risker said. “Don’t be hasty now, boy! I can tell you mean what you say. It’s real, and you’ll hand it over to me if I tell you everything, is that right? We’re in agreement?”

Reynie nodded.

“Good, then! Fine indeed. There’s not so much to tell, anyway. Why don’t you just step away from the water first? Don’t want to risk an accident, right? Don’t want to drop—”

“Three,” Reynie said. “Four.”

“I was to take you to the island and give you a message!” Risker said quickly. “I can’t take you there now, of course, but I can tell you where it is. I can tell you the exact place we were to land—the place I dropped your friends off—and the message is this: ‘Follow the wind.’ That’s all, I swear it. ‘Follow the wind.’ The rest is just details.”

“I happen to be fond of details,” Reynie said. “Now draw us a map.”

“I’ve got nothing to draw it with.”

Kate gave him pen and paper from her bucket, then hurried back to the window. It seemed to her that too much time had passed, and her face was taut with worry.

Risker drew a hasty map. “I’m putting down the longitude and latitude, and I can sketch the eastern part of the island as I saw it, but I never went beyond the shore. I helped them unload their supplies—they brought enough for the lot of you—and then I left. I don’t know anything else about it.”

“That’s a good start,” Reynie said. “Now give us the details, and do it quick. Someone will be here soon—either the man in the suit or our friend. Either way, you’d better talk fast.”

Risker did. Their friends, he said, had come to him some days earlier. After a long conversation (during which he got the impression he was being evaluated), Mr. Benedict had asked for passage to the island, and he and Risker had come to terms. Risker would take Mr. Benedict and Number Two, then return and wait for Mr. Benedict’s friends to arrive. He would reserve his yacht for their arrival and speak to no one about the trip or the island. If all went as arranged, Mr. Benedict would give him more money later. To Risker this seemed an arrangement easily kept. What he couldn’t have known was that the men with briefcases would come knocking.

They had a young woman with them, Risker said (from his description the children knew it was Martina Crowe), and their inquiries about Mr. Benedict were so cheerful and polite that he mentioned the island before he realized they weren’t Mr. Benedict’s friends at all. When he did begin to suspect, he clammed up, but it was too late. They knew he knew what they wanted to know.

“Must’ve had their own boat,” Risker said. “They could have taken my yacht, easy. Instead they sabotaged it and left it sitting out there so things ain’t suspicious to the port authorities. And whenever anyone comes by the dock, that shadow down there sizes them up—I’ve seen him do it—then sends them on their way. He tells them I’m ill, which ain’t far from the truth now, I can tell you that.”

The situation was finally growing clear to Reynie. Mr. Benedict had decided he could trust Risker, but he hadn’t known he and Number Two were being followed, and so hadn’t imagined the man would come into such a terrible predicament.

“I didn’t tell them everything, though,” Risker said. “I didn’t give them the message about the wind. They didn’t ask about it, so that much, at least, I kept from them,” he said, then called the Ten Men an unpleasant name.

“One last thing,” said Reynie, who like Kate was growing extremely nervous about how long Milligan had been gone. “Why did Mr. Benedict come to you? The wharf is full of boats for hire. Why you in particular? Did he give a reason?”

Risker’s eyes narrowed. “You ain’t Benedict’s own boy, are you? You seem to have that same kind of something going on.” He tapped his forehead. “Up here, I mean.” When Reynie didn’t answer (he thought it best to remain inscrutable), Risker shrugged and said, “He chose me because we had something in common, he said. First I thought it was because we were both born here but grew up somewhere else.”

“But that wasn’t what he meant,” Reynie prompted.

“No, he said his parents were friends of my granddaddy, Han de Reizeger. That was my birth name, see—de Reizeger. I changed it to Risker years ago. Your Benedict said he felt he owed something to my granddaddy and wanted to give me some business by way of showing gratitude. Wouldn’t say more than that, and I didn’t care. I was happy for the business, is all.”

Sticky and Constance looked back and forth between Reynie and Risker, who had grown expectantly tense, his eyes fixed on the hand Reynie held over the water. Reynie nodded, satisfied, and with one last distasteful glance at the diamond, he tossed it in Risker’s direction.

Risker was caught off guard—he hadn’t expected Reynie to toss such a valuable thing. His eyes bulged, and with fumbling hands he snatched at the diamond in the air. It glanced off his fingertips and went skittering across the floorboards toward the water. “No!” he shouted, lunging after it. A moment later he had tumbled into the water. And a moment after that he was drowning.

“Help!” Risker gasped, floundering about. His thrashing arms sent up a terrific splash. “I can’t swim!”

In a smooth blur of movement, Kate took her rope from the bucket and tossed one end out to him. “Grab it, Risker! Grab the rope!” Wild-eyed, Risker snatched at the rope and clung desperately to it. Kate pulled him over to the edge, and with great effort he dragged himself up onto the floorboards, panting and cursing.

“I wondered why you didn’t just swim out of here,” Kate said as she recoiled her rope. “I guess this explains it.”

Risker stood up, water puddling at his feet. His chest heaved, his legs were shaky, and he looked terribly confused. He wanted to throttle Reynie for being so reckless with the diamond, but now he owed Kate his life, and throttling her companion wouldn’t exactly do. Still trembling, he glanced down at the water that had nearly claimed him. With a frown Risker wiped dripping water from his eyes, blinked a few times, and looked again.

There was the glittering stone, bobbing in the water like a fragment of ice.

“Why, that’s no diamond!” Risker shouted. “Diamonds don’t float!”

“What do you know?” said Reynie, whose opinion of Captain Noland had just improved somewhat. “It’s a fake!”

“But you said it was real!” Risker growled.

“Real, yes, but I never said it was a real diamond. I had no idea if it was a real diamond or not.”

Risker’s jaw dropped, and Sticky and Kate stared at Reynie, mystified.

Constance, however, was rolling her eyes. “I’m not sure which is more ridiculous,” she said. “That you didn’t know whether it was real, or that you were going to give it to him without knowing.”

“Saving Mr. Benedict and Number Two isn’t ridiculous, is it?” Reynie replied, and with a nervous glance at Risker he said quickly, “Now let’s go. We’ve already been here too long. I don’t know what’s keeping Milligan, but—”

At this, Kate’s face clouded with worry, and she spun back to the window as Reynie moved to join the others near the door. He’d taken a great chance with Risker (who was still gaping at him, dumbstruck), and he wanted to get out of that boathouse immediately, before the man could—

Too late. Risker sprang forward and seized him by the arm. “I don’t like being tricked, boy!” he snapped, his face contorted with fury. “Maybe you’d like to see how it feels to splash around while everyone watches. Maybe you won’t think you’re so clever then!”

“Before you do anything hasty, you might want to look outside,” said Kate, breaking into a grin. She’d just seen Milligan striding toward the boathouse, briefcase in hand, and as Risker peered out the window she said, “He’s with us. We told you he’d take care of that Ten Man.”

Risker’s anger and indignation seemed to drain right out of him. “Fair trade,” he said under his breath. He let go of Reynie’s arm, then turned and leaned heavily against the wall. “At least you’ve got that shadow off my back.”

“Plus Kate saved you from drowning,” Constance pointed out.

“That, too,” said Risker, and after considering a moment he said, “We’ll still call it even.”
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If the children had given Milligan a headache before, what he was experiencing now was something like the flu combined with a toothache, with lockjaw and mumps thrown in for good measure. In other words, Milligan was suffering. Not only had the children disobeyed him, they made no bones about continuing to do so as they deemed necessary.

Milligan was at a loss. He hadn’t a great deal of experience as a father, much less as a guardian to children not his own, and he found himself sorely lacking now in the pertinent skills. To be fair, not many parents would know what to do. Not in this situation. Not with these children.

After they told him what they’d learned from Risker (who had wasted no time heading home for a hot meal and dry clothes), Milligan said he would make arrangements for their safe return to Stonetown. He would go on to the island himself, he said. But then the children had argued. And argued.

And argued.

And the trouble was, he thought they had a point. As a team, they were probably better qualified than Milligan to solve whatever riddles and clues Mr. Benedict had left behind—and who knew how many more there might be?—especially since Mr. Benedict would have created them with the children particularly in mind.

“If you don’t bring us along,” Kate was saying, “we’ll just find a way to follow you there. The best thing from a father’s standpoint would be to keep us close, so you can protect us.”

Milligan closed his eyes and began knocking his head against the wall of the boathouse.

“It isn’t like we want to encounter another Ten Man,” Reynie hastened to remind him. “Much less Mr. Curtain. I’d be very happy never to see that man again. We just want to make sure you can rescue Mr. Benedict and Number Two before it’s too late.”

“Which is tomorrow,” Sticky pointed out. “Tomorrow is too late.”

“Please, Milligan,” said Constance, who so rarely said “please” that Milligan felt disoriented to hear it coming from her mouth. “Please, you have to let us come. We’re their best chance!”

“But how can I trust you now?” Milligan said, exasperated. “How do I know you’ll do exactly what I say? It’s the only way I can keep you safe. And that’s my top priority here—keeping you safe. Not just Kate, but all of you.”

“We’ll make a solemn promise,” Reynie said. “If you let us come, we’ll promise to obey you completely.” He looked at the others. “Right? We really will.”

“So long as you promise not to exclude us,” Kate said to Milligan. “If there’s no direct danger and we can help you, you have to let us. If you promise to do that, I’ll promise to obey you.”

“No matter what?” Milligan said doubtfully.

“No matter what,” the children said together.

Milligan studied their faces. “What if I tell you to stop whatever you’re doing, drop to the ground, and pretend to be pigs?”

“Then we root around for grubs,” Reynie said.

“We grunt and smell bad,” said Constance.

“Do you mean feral pigs or domesticated pigs?” Sticky asked. “Because, you know, their behavior patterns are considerably…” He trailed off. Milligan was staring hard at him. Sticky cleared his throat. “Not that I would ask that question then. I’d be too busy snuffling and oinking.”

Milligan continued to stare hard, and not just at Sticky. He looked down the line of children, gazing into the eyes of every single one, until he felt certain they really were committed to obeying him. “Make the promise.”

“We promise,” the children said together.

Milligan took off his hat and rubbed his head. He felt somehow that it was the wrong thing to agree, but he also suspected he’d feel the same way if he didn’t agree. And just as Kate had said, at least this way he could keep an eye on them.

“Fine. I promise, too,” Milligan said, putting his hat back on. “So let’s waste no more time. I need to make a few calls and find transportation. Sit tight, everyone, and I’ll be back soon with our ride.”
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Their “ride” turned out to be a bright silver seaplane. The children, who had expected a boat, stood outside the boathouse and gaped as the plane came puttering across the harbor with Milligan at the controls, the sun glinting off its wings so that they had to shield their eyes. (Constance had been right; the downpour never occurred and the clouds had blown over.) Milligan turned the plane at the last moment so that its tail end swung round, its propeller faced the harbor, and its left pontoon gently nudged the dock. He threw open the door and shouted for them to jump in.

“A plane?” Kate said as she scrambled aboard, her eyes sparkling with delight. “You got us a plane?”

“Did you expect horses?” Milligan said. “It’s an island, you know.”

The others clambered aboard and strapped themselves in. Milligan checked the instrument panel, made sure the children were secure, then steered the seaplane out into the harbor, where a crew of fishermen waved from their boat as the plane roared past. Reynie saw them through the window, but he couldn’t wave back; his hands were squeezing the armrests of his seat and he couldn’t seem to loosen them. He’d never flown in an airplane before. Nor had Sticky, who was polishing his spectacles with slippery, sweaty fingers, or Constance, whose eyes were tightly shut. Only Kate managed to wave at the fishermen (and she did so with both hands, trying to make up for her rude friends). The plane accelerated until finally, with a stomach-dropping lurch, it lifted off the water and into the air. They were up and away.

Constance didn’t open her eyes again, for no sooner were they airborne than the plane’s vibration put her to sleep. But the others stayed awake pressing Milligan for details: How in the world had he gotten a plane so quickly? What were the calls he’d needed to make? Was one of them to Rhonda? Who else? And why did he go off by himself to make those calls, anyway? Shouldn’t the children know more about it? And wouldn’t…?

Milligan chose not to reply to most of their questions (thereby answering the one about whether they should know more), but he did say that he’d called Rhonda and told her to pass along word that the children were fine. And yes, Milligan could confirm that the Washingtons and Miss Perumal and her mother had been in a state of near-panic since the children sneaked away. And yes, they would be in big trouble when they got home—huge trouble, in fact—but since this paled in comparison to the danger they might face on the island, he suggested they concentrate on surviving the next twenty-four hours.

“Speaking of which,” Milligan said, checking his watch, “three more should bring us there.”

Reynie knew something of geography and had seen Risker’s map, so he knew their destination lay in the North Sea, not far off the coast of Scotland. And Sticky, who knew a great deal more, said the island went unnamed on the maps he’d seen of the region (in fact it rarely appeared on maps at all) and had never been the focus of any territorial disputes. To the rest of the world, apparently, the island was of no consequence, yet to Milligan and the children it was now the most important place on earth.

For a long time they flew in silence, everyone lost in thought. So much had happened in so short a time there’d been little chance to reflect upon any of it. Reynie, for one, was contemplating the events of the day in order, trying to determine if anything had gone overlooked. Eventually, after more than an hour had passed, he did think of something—an obvious question he had neglected to ask.

“Milligan,” Reynie said, “do you have any idea who the person is Mr. Benedict mentioned? I mean the one who supposedly knows about the duskwort? I can’t think of anyone closer to Mr. Benedict than Rhonda or Number Two, but neither of them knows, and you said you don’t know—so who could it be? Do you think it’s a trick of some kind?”

“I have no idea who it might be,” Milligan replied, “but I believe the person exists. In his letter Curtain said he was positive Mr. Benedict was telling the truth. Well, I know what that’s about. A group of Ten Men recently broke into a laboratory and stole a rare chemical compound—a new kind of truth serum. It was only enough for a few doses, but I’m sure Curtain used at least one of those on Mr. Benedict.”

“If that’s true, then why didn’t Mr. Benedict give the information outright?” Sticky asked. “Why this mysterious business about someone ‘extremely close’ to him?”

“The truth serum is tricky. A single drop will make you answer questions truthfully, but it’s only effective for a minute. If a person were clever enough—and we all know Mr. Benedict is as clever as they come—he might anticipate the questions and invent responses that are essentially true but too vague to be meaningful. I imagine this is why Mr. Curtain is holding Mr. Benedict and Number Two for ransom. His serum is in short supply, so he’s trying a different tactic.”

“So what if—?” Kate began.

Milligan interrupted her. “Listen, all of you, I can’t answer any more questions right now. If you must talk, talk among yourselves. There appears to be a bit of a mechanical issue with this plane. Nothing serious, but I do need to concentrate.”

“Oh, good grief,” said Kate, heaving a sigh. She turned to the boys. “All right, I suppose we—hey, what’s the matter with you two?”

“An… issue,” Sticky mumbled, his lips barely moving. “He said… there’s an… issue.…”

Kate rolled her eyes. “Calm down. He’s probably just trying to make us stop asking questions. There’s obviously something he doesn’t want us to know. So fine, let’s think about Mr. Benedict’s clue. What do you suppose ‘follow the wind’ means?”

“A mechanical issue,” said Reynie, putting his hands on his head.

“With the plane…” said Sticky.

“Snap out of it!” said Kate, and she badgered the boys mercilessly until they did—at least enough to have a conversation, though they kept watching Milligan’s face for signs of distress. (He seemed untroubled, but then Milligan was sphinx-like in a crisis. He might appear untroubled even if the wings had fallen off.)

“‘Follow the wind,’” Kate repeated when she had their attention. “What do you think that means? Which wind did he have in mind? And follow it where?”

“It might not be an actual wind,” Reynie pointed out. “It might be a symbol of some kind.”

“At the very least,” Sticky said, “we know we’ll be heading east.”

Kate and Reynie looked at him in surprise. (Milligan, in the pilot’s seat, perked up his ears.)

“I didn’t tell you?” Sticky said when he saw their expressions. “No, I guess I didn’t. Sorry, we’ve been busy.”

“Tell us what?” asked Kate.

“Han de Reizeger’s letter said that on this island a strong wind blows out of the west from sunrise to sunset every day. The villagers told him it had always been that way. It’s a curious phenomenon. He speculated it was a combination of tidal forces and thermal activity under the island, though personally I suspect—”

“Did you just say ‘villagers’?” interrupted Reynie, remembering why it was often better for Sticky to quote things than to summarize them. With so many details to choose from, Sticky sometimes failed to recognize the significance of a particular one.

This time Sticky hadn’t left out much. Yes, there used to be a village on the island, he said, though at the time Han de Reizeger wrote the letter it was rapidly losing its inhabitants. The villagers were forgoing that isolated, windblasted place for the conveniences (electricity and plumbing, for instance) of the mainland. Han had predicted that within a few years the island would be home only to mountain goats and cliff swallows.

“Sounds like there are mountains, then,” Reynie observed.

“How do you know that?” Kate asked, then blushed and laughed. “Oh, right. Mountain goats. Cliff swallows. Well, it sounds perfectly charming.”

Two hours later they saw the island for themselves—a very large, oblong land mass in the middle of a watery nowhere. From a distance it had a notably two-faced appearance, for the late evening sun bathed the western half in soft yellow light, while a small central mountain range blocked the sun from the eastern half, relegating that part to something like dusk. The low mountains—of which there were exactly three—ran from south to north in the middle of the island and were dotted sparsely with trees. Seen from above they gave the island the look of some monstrous, unfathomable beast, its head and tail submerged, its spiny back spotted with moss.

To avoid notice, Milligan had approached at a great height, and as the plane flew over the island he and Kate used their spyglasses to survey the terrain, while the boys craned their necks and squinted to see what they could. A few miles across and perhaps twice as long, the island contained such a variety of landscapes it would have made for an excellent geography lesson. West of the mountains it was divided into three easily distinguished regions: the southwest, which was given to meadow; the northwest, which was all thicket and scrub brush; and between them a belt of woodland that ran almost all the way to the western shore. East of the mountains the island consisted mostly of an exposed plain of black rock, with the exception of a little forest that ranged along the shore of a large southeastern bay.

Unfortunately, even with spyglasses, Kate and Milligan observed nothing more than these geographical features. No movement in the open, no boats anchored in the bay, no sign of an encampment anywhere (they searched in vain for telltale wisps of campfire smoke). And although the abandoned village was easy to spot—it lay just west of the mountains at the edge of the woodland—there was nothing in it to suggest recent human activity. Nevertheless, everyone in the plane had the powerful feeling that there was something down there on the island—that this was indeed the place where their journey, for better or worse, would come to an end.

“That bay to the southeast must be where Risker took them ashore,” Kate said. “It looks just like the one he drew on his map.”

“That’s exactly where we’re headed,” said Milligan, already turning the plane. “At any rate it’s the only good place to bring the plane down. Now hang on, everyone. I’ll be making a quick descent to lessen our chances of being spotted.”

“When you say ‘quick descent,’” Reynie said, “what exactly—”

The plane suddenly plummeted downward so fast and at such a steep angle that the children felt as if they’d gone over a waterfall. Reynie was convinced Milligan had lost control; his heart rose into his throat as he wondered whether the plane would smash to bits on the water’s surface or plunge straight to the bottom of the bay. Sticky, wondering the same thing, tried desperately to faint from terror. But it is in the nature of a quick descent to end quickly—one way or another—and only a few moments later the seaplane’s pontoons were skimming the water.

Milligan had brought the plane down just at the mouth of the bay, passing between low stony hills on either side and heading toward the bay’s interior shore. The shoreline there was lined with trees—the edge of the little forest they’d seen from above—and as the plane drew nearer he scoured the trees with his spyglass. The approach took a couple of minutes, for the wind was against them and the water was choppy, and by the time the plane had glided into the shallows and run partly up onto the shore, Milligan was satisfied no ambush awaited them. Other than a few birds, beetles, and rodents, the forest was empty.

“Everyone out,” he ordered. “Quick now.”

Kate woke Constance, who stared at the rocky shoreline and trees in groggy amazement (to her it seemed as if the harbor in Thernbaakagen had been magically transformed), and the children scrambled from the plane into the chill breeze. Milligan was already out, rigging a cable around a wing strut with quick, sure movements, then hurrying to the nearest tree. He had produced a set of pulleys and winches, and using these he began dragging the seaplane up onto the shore. He had only to draw it a few yards before it lay in the shadow of the trees.

The trees did not lack for shadow. With the sun behind the mountains, this part of the island lay in a sort of semidusk, and it was growing darker by the moment. In the forest the air was even gloomier and spookier.

“Do I smell gasoline?” said Kate, her nostrils flaring. Now that she’d mentioned it, the other children smelled gasoline, too. When Milligan didn’t answer, they looked at one another with concern.

“You mean there really is something wrong with the plane?” asked Sticky, who’d been hoping Kate was right about Milligan just trying to keep them quiet.

“Doesn’t matter,” Milligan said, grunting with effort. He wiped sweat from his eyes and continued working at his winch. “We won’t be leaving by plane. The important thing now is to get it out of sight.” He went back into the plane and emerged carrying a large, camouflage-patterned tarpaulin.

“Did you just say we won’t be leaving by plane?” asked Reynie.

“You need to stop asking questions now,” Milligan said, unrolling the tarpaulin.

“But how will we get off the island?” asked Constance.

Milligan frowned. “I said you need to stop asking questions. Remember your promise.”

“Technically you didn’t order us to stop,” Reynie pointed out, then quickly added, “And before you do, you should consider how anxious you’ve just made us by telling us what you did. It’s going to be hard for us to think about anything else, you know.”

At first Milligan made no reply to this. He climbed up and dragged the tarpaulin over the plane, fastening it securely on all sides so the brisk wind wouldn’t carry it off. From a distance it would blend fairly well into the background of trees and rocks. Milligan came to stand before the children again. “Listen to me, all of you. You needn’t worry about getting off the island. I’ve already made other arrangements. As soon as we’ve determined where Curtain has our friends, I’m sending you away. Now please don’t ask any more questions about it. That’s a direct order.”

“Can we ask why we can’t ask more questions about it?” asked Constance. “Because that part seems unclear to me.”

Milligan grimaced, took off his hat, and rubbed his head. He obviously hated what he was about to say and had hoped to avoid saying it. “Because, Constance, in a worst-case scenario—by which I mean if you are captured—it would be best for you to know as little as possible. Curtain will surely get out of you anything you’re trying to keep secret. I prefer, therefore, to limit your secrets.”

“Oh,” said Constance, her eyes very wide.

“I don’t intend to let that happen,” Milligan said quickly. “I’m just being cautious.”

“Milligan,” Reynie said, “can I ask if these arrangements—?”

“Involve the government?” Milligan finished, correctly guessing what Reynie was worried about. “No, they do not. I’ve enlisted the aid of some personal friends. If Curtain has spies in the government—and I thought it best to assume he does—they don’t know anything about it. Nothing’s foolproof, but I promise I’ve done everything I can to avoid tipping him off. You can trust me, you know, Reynie.”

“I do trust you,” said Reynie, which was perfectly true. Milligan was one of the few people he did trust.

“All right,” Milligan said, clapping his hat down on his head again. “Then let’s see about following this wind. We can’t be expected to head east, as Sticky suggested. That would only take us out to sea.”

Sticky looked disappointed. “Well… maybe we’re supposed to head upwind instead of downwind.”

Everyone fell silent, pondering the clue. It was the first time since they’d arrived that no one was talking or (in Milligan’s case) working, and as they stood there they slowly became aware of the island’s sounds: wind flapping the edges of Milligan’s tarpaulin and shushing in the boughs of the trees, tree trunks groaning and creaking as they swayed, birds chittering and fluttering as they settled into their roosts for the night, the bay waters lapping against the shore…

And from somewhere in the forest, a faint yet unmistakable tinkling sound, like that of a chime.
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They found the wind chime hanging from a low branch a short distance into the forest. It was made of diamond-shaped pieces of thin, painted metal whose edges, according to Milligan, had been cut with a saw. They could find nothing in the tree it was hung from, no markings on the ground beneath it, no signs of any other clues at all. Reynie thought there must be something hidden in the chime’s paintwork—which at first glance appeared to be random, disconnected lines and squiggles—but when Milligan took down the chime pieces and laid them on the ground to examine them, everyone suddenly heard another distant tinkling.

“Another chime?” Sticky said.

“So that’s it!” Reynie said. “Now that we’ve taken down this one, we can hear the next one—the one that’s farther away. Mr. Benedict left us a trail of sound!”

Kate started forward. “Let’s get moving, then. Who knows how many more there are?”

“Wait a minute,” said Constance, bending to take a closer look at the chime pieces. “Let’s figure this one out first.”

“There’s no time,” Reynie said. “The wind dies at sunset, and I doubt we can find the other chimes without it. It’s already hard to see in these trees, and it’s only going to get darker.”

Constance scowled at him. “Who says the wind dies at sunset?”

“Han de Reizeger. You were asleep when Sticky told us.”

“Well, that’s stupid! Whoever heard of a wind—?”

Milligan scooped up the chime pieces in one hand and Constance in the other. “Stupid or not, we need to hurry.”

Constance, confused and annoyed, was looking around at the murky forest. “But isn’t it already after sunset?”

“It only seems that way because of the mountains,” said Milligan, setting off in the direction of the tinkling sound. “Over on the western side there’s still light—though not for long.”

“Dusk before sundown,” Constance muttered. “That’s ridiculous.”

They found the second wind chime fifty yards upwind, and a third one fifty yards beyond that. There they came to the edge of the forest and, apparently, the last of the chimes, for after this they heard no more. As Milligan climbed a tree to get a better view of the open terrain ahead, the children loosened the chime pieces from the wires that held them and laid them out on the ground: thirty diamond-shaped pieces of identical size, each painted with different markings.

“I just realized what these are,” Kate said.

“A jigsaw puzzle,” said Reynie, nodding. “Made with an actual jigsaw.”

Kate flipped one of the pieces over. “It’s really complicated, though. There’s paint on both sides, the edges all look the same, and we have no idea what the picture’s supposed to be. This could take hours!”

Constance stepped closer, staring intently at the puzzle pieces. “Turn that piece over, Kate,” she said, pointing. “No, not that one, that one, near the corner. No, the different one, for crying out loud! Here, let me.” She knelt and flipped several of the pieces over. “There. That has to be the right way, doesn’t it? It’s the only way you can see the jumbled-up map.”

The other children stared at Constance, then at the array of metal pieces on the ground. Where Constance saw a jumbled-up map, the rest of them saw a confusing mess of lines and colors.

Reynie squatted beside her. “We can’t quite make it out, Constance,” he said, trying to seem relaxed. “Could you rearrange the pieces for us?”

Constance’s eyes grew round. “You mean I’m the only—?”

“Oh, any of us can figure it out eventually,” Reynie said with a casual wave at the puzzle, “but it’ll go faster if you do it. What do you say?”

Constance saw through Reynie’s attempt to keep her from feeling the pressure, but his easy, confident manner had a steadying effect nonetheless. She swallowed hard. “I… yes, okay. I’ll sort it out.” Fumblingly she took up a piece and immediately dropped it. The same clumsy fingers that couldn’t tie a proper bow in her shoelaces were now being put to a far more important test, and her nervousness had set them trembling.

“Just take it easy,” Reynie said. “Take your time. However long it takes you will still be faster than we could manage.”

Constance took a breath and started again, her awkward fingers struggling to produce the picture she saw so clearly in her mind’s eye.

During this time, Milligan had descended the tree and walked out from the forest’s edge to inspect something on the ground. Kate went over to join him. The trees gave way to a plain of black rock—beyond which, almost a mile away, loomed the mountains. “Most of this ground’s too hard to take a track,” Milligan said as Kate knelt beside him. “Except for here.” He indicated a wide patch of gravel in which some kind of heavy tread had left an imprint.

“What is that, a bulldozer track?” Kate asked, wondering how a bulldozer—or any heavy machinery, for that matter—could have come here.

“An amphibious vehicle,” Milligan said. “I figured this was why we didn’t see any boats. Mr. Curtain has a Salamander.”

“A what?”

“Picture an armored boat with tank treads. Fast on land, even faster on water. Big enough to carry Curtain and a whole crew of Ten Men, with plenty of room to spare for prisoners.”

“That figures,” said Kate, who was hardly surprised to learn that Mr. Curtain had an intimidating machine to carry him and his thugs around. He had terrorized the children at the Institute with his screeching, souped-up wheelchair, and the Salamander sounded rather like an oversized version of that wicked contraption.

“It came from that direction,” Milligan said, pointing northeast. “I imagine they landed in the bay but had to skirt the forest, which is too thick for the Salamander to pass through. Probably they drove the island perimeter, dropping off scouts along the way. Ten Men are good trackers. Mr. Benedict and Number Two would have had no chance of hiding and nowhere to run.” Milligan ground his heel into the Salamander track, angry at the thought of his friends being hunted.

“Where do you think they are?” asked Kate, who was feeling the same way. She imagined herself finding Mr. Curtain and pummeling him about the ears, though in reality she knew she was no match for him alone.

“I suspect they’re holed up in the mountains,” Milligan said. “We didn’t see the Salamander from the plane, so it’s probably hidden inside a gully or a cave.”

Sticky came over to tell them Constance was finishing the puzzle. It had only taken her a few minutes. They went back just as she was placing the last piece. Before them lay a map of the island, which must have been modeled after the one Mr. Benedict had taken from Han de Reizeger’s letter. Mr. Benedict had chosen to depict only certain parts of the island, and had done so simply but artfully, with a swath of upright arrows indicating the little forest, three swooping curves for the mountains, and a dense group of squares representing the village on the other side. A dotted line ran straight through the bottom of the middle mountain, ending at the village.

“What’s the dotted line, do you think?” asked Constance.

“Most likely a tunnel, given its placement,” said Milligan. He knelt and tapped his finger on the village. “This must be where you were to meet them, which makes it my next stop.”

“Your next stop?” Reynie said. “Not ours?”

Milligan stood. “You’ll stay here under cover of the forest. I’ve searched in all directions and seen no sign of anyone coming—and believe me, if we’d been spotted someone would definitely be coming—so here is where you’ll be safest. Just don’t use your flashlight, Kate, and keep quiet, all of you. Keep yourselves out of sight and your eyes and ears open. If I don’t return by—”

“Milligan!” Constance interrupted in a scolding tone. “You haven’t even seen the other side yet.”

“The other side?” Milligan hadn’t heard them discussing this part. “There’s more?”

“Give me a minute,” said Kate, reaching into her bucket. She took out her pencil-sized paintbrush and her bottle of extra-strength glue and quickly brushed the glue over the seams between puzzle pieces. “It takes about thirty-five seconds to set properly,” she said. No one doubted the number—everyone knew Kate would have counted to be sure—and indeed, when Kate lifted the puzzle thirty-five seconds later, its pieces held firmly together. “This way we can flip it back and forth if we need to,” she said, “without it falling all apart.”

Kate laid the map face-down onto the ground, revealing on its back a series of dashes and dots that were perfectly familiar to everyone.

“Wouldn’t you know it?” Reynie said, smiling.

Mr. Benedict had had them learn Morse code for their mission to the Institute, and they all could still read it. But because Sticky was the fastest translator, the others had always relied on him to handle their coded messages, and despite the time that had passed they resorted to their old habit and turned to him now. Sticky grinned—a little shyly and a little proudly—and translated the message:

Glad you are here. In the village find supplies and a clue, for we may be out when you arrive. The clue will lead you to us. Until soon. B.

“Another clue!” Kate cried triumphantly. “So you have to take us, Milligan. You know you do!”

To their surprise, Milligan looked relieved. “I’d rather keep you close as long as possible, anyway. Still, we can’t just assume the village is safe.” He considered a moment. “All right, here’s what we’ll do. We’ll cross the plain to the foot of the mountains. You’ll wait there until I scout out the tunnel and the village. If all’s clear, I’ll take you to the village and we can see about that clue. Once we’ve solved it, though, I’m bringing you back here. I want no arguments about that.”

The children agreed and prepared to set out right away, but Milligan said they would wait for it to get darker. The darker it was when they crossed that exposed plain, the better.

“We should also lose the map,” Milligan said. “Carrying it will slow us down, and I want to get across as fast as possible.”

“Constance and I will hide it,” said Reynie, noticing the sad look in the tiny girl’s eyes. He knew what she was thinking. The wind-chime map was another example of the trouble Mr. Benedict had taken on their behalf—another testament to his fondness for them—and it might well be his last, for there was no guarantee he’d left the next clue before his capture. Reynie suspected Constance might like another minute with the map, a suspicion confirmed when she didn’t grumble at him for volunteering her.

“Do you suppose we should bury it?” Constance asked as they moved a little deeper into the trees.

Reynie shook his head. Burying the map would seem too reminiscent of a funeral, he thought, and Constance might fall apart. “Let’s just cover it with spruce needles and twigs.”

Constance nodded enthusiastically. She seemed both grateful and relieved by the suggestion. She also seemed more like a three-year-old than Reynie had ever seen her—so vulnerable and hopeful and scared—and now it was his turn to be touched.

Before they had taken twenty paces, Kate caught up with them. “Milligan wants you to stay in sight,” she said. “I told him I doubted you intended to wander off and have a tea party, but he didn’t want to take any chances.”

“Tell him we’re going to the bay for a swim,” Constance said, rolling her eyes.

Kate snorted. “Funny! I will tell him that. Oh, I can already see his jaw twitching.” She turned and ran back to the forest edge.

“Kate sure is in a good mood,” Reynie reflected.

“I know,” said Constance, “and it’s very annoying.”

Indeed, Kate was feeling as buoyant and cheerful as she had in a long time. She found it thrilling to see her father do his job—even when it consisted only of watching the sky, as Milligan was doing now—and to be part of a rescue mission which, in her view, could do nothing but succeed.

“You know,” she said to Sticky as they waited, “hearing you translate that Morse code reminded me of our time at the Institute. I never could get over how fast you did that.” She chuckled. “I miss those days, don’t you? I mean, except for the terrible parts.”

Sticky grinned and nodded. He was inclined to feel nostalgic for any time other than this one (he much preferred having been frightened then to being frightened now), and Kate’s compliment had lifted his spirits. “I especially miss the way you’d drop down from the ceiling and scare the wits out of us.”

Kate laughed and gave him an affectionate rub on his bald head—only to jerk her hand back as if she’d pricked it on a thorn. “Youch! You’ve got some sharp stubble up there, pal!”

Sticky shrugged, still grinning. “Sorry. Hair grows, you know.”

“That’s what Milligan always says,” Kate muttered. “And he wonders why I never want to kiss his cheek.”

When Reynie and Constance had returned from their task, Milligan told everyone to get ready. It still wasn’t dark enough to satisfy him, but it wasn’t going to get any darker—a full moon was rising in the east and there were no clouds. And so, having again impressed upon them the need for both silence and speed, Milligan led the children out onto the plain. To limit their time in the open, they set off at a very brisk pace. For Milligan this amounted to a trot, but for the boys it was a sprint, and Milligan carried first one boy and then the other, trading off whenever the one running got too winded. Kate ran the whole distance with Constance on her back. It was a strenuous business indeed, and even if Milligan hadn’t forbidden conversation, Kate could never have managed a word.

For a time the mountains seemed to draw no closer, and when at last they did it seemed by inches rather than yards, but eventually, finally, the runners reached the place where the land began to rise skyward. The tunnel entrance lay at the bottom of the middlemost mountain, and they had no difficulty finding it. In the moonlight the round black opening was visible from some distance—it looked like a mouse hole at the base of a gigantic cupboard—and Milligan led them straight for it. When at last they came close (but not too close), he ordered them to stay put while he scouted ahead. The children dropped to the rocky ground—everyone but Constance was gasping for breath—and Milligan vanished into the blackness of the tunnel, his footsteps making scarcely a sound.

“All clear,” he said when he returned. “The tunnel’s narrow, so we’ll walk single-file. Here, Constance, I’ll carry you, and you can carry my flashlight.”

“But I don’t want to carry—”

“Never mind. I’ll carry it.”

Milligan marched ahead with Constance on his back and the others close behind. The rock walls and floor of the tunnel were damp and uneven, and it was indeed narrow. It appeared to have been carved by the passage of an ancient underground stream, though in places it had obviously been widened with chisels and hammers. Reynie imagined the villagers had used it as the quickest passage to the eastern part of the island. These mountains weren’t very big—in fact, for mountains they were rather modest—but it would still take hours to hike over them or go around. The tunnel, on the other hand, passed straight through on more or less level ground, and in twenty minutes Reynie was following Milligan out into open air.

They had emerged near the foot of the mountain, yet high enough on its slope to be afforded a good view of the western half of the island—or what would have been a good view had the moon risen over the mountains yet. Even in the gloom, however, they could make out the woodland just down the slope and to the right, and along its near edge the abandoned village—two rows of dilapidated buildings ranging along either side of a broad path. The village reminded Reynie of the frontier towns he’d seen in old Westerns, or at least the main street of such towns, for it had no side roads or outlying structures but was one long, straight shot that ended as abruptly as it began. Milligan scanned the buildings and the surrounding area with his spyglass. He listened carefully. Then he led the children down the slope into the village.

Milligan didn’t need to warn them to stay together. The old, rotting structures of the village would probably have seemed lonesome and sad in the daytime, but at night they seemed positively spectral. A great many leaned precariously to the east, buffeted as they had been by decades of westerly wind, and three or four had seen their roofs carried off by storms. The roofs all lay to the east of their former homes—vine-covered piles of disintegrating beams and rotten wood shingles.

Milligan and the children moved down the path, looking left and right but also at their feet, for the path—though it might once have passed for a road—was rutted and overgrown now and offered poor footing. In silence they passed building after building, all with dark windows and dark doorways.

About halfway down the path they came upon the village well. As with some of the buildings, the well’s roof had blown free in a storm—it lay off in a tangle of weeds, far from the barren posts that used to support it—and the rusty winch that was once suspended over the well’s mouth had fallen aside, still tethered to a forlorn wooden bucket with its bottom long since rotted out.

“What a shame,” Kate murmured, for it clearly used to be an excellent bucket.

At a word from Milligan, the group huddled together near the well to discuss what to do. There were no signs, no indications anywhere that a human had passed this way in years. If Mr. Benedict had left supplies as his message had promised, he hadn’t left any obvious means of locating them.

“Only half these buildings show any sign of being structurally sound,” Milligan observed. “The rest are on the verge of collapse. Mr. Benedict had to know Rhonda and I would never let you venture inside the dangerous ones, so we can rule those out.”

“That still leaves a lot of buildings,” Reynie said. “This could take a while.”

“Maybe the stuff isn’t in a building at all,” said Kate, leaning over the stone wall of the well. She pointed her flashlight into the darkness. Twenty feet down she saw a somewhat distorted version of herself, shining a flashlight back up. “Nope, only water. At least we won’t go thirsty if we can’t find the supplies. I don’t know about you all, but that run across the plain left me a bit dry.”

“Dehydrated,” Sticky said, his voice something of a croak.

Reynie nodded. “Parched.”

Milligan produced a flask from beneath his jacket and tossed it to Kate. “Three sips each,” he said. As the children shared the water, they continued discussing the best way to proceed, but no one could think of a more efficient strategy than simply to search every sturdy building until they got lucky. “I was afraid of that,” said Milligan, capping the flask. “Let’s go back and start at the east end. We’ll work our way around.”

The first building Milligan deemed safe to enter was a house, and they moved warily through its dark rooms, searching for clues. Judging from the number of old-fashioned, woven-rope beds in the loft, the place had once been home to a large family. Now it was home to bats and spiders, and its wooden floors were covered with the dust of decades. With a pang the children saw that Mr. Benedict and Number Two had been here—their footprints were in the dust all throughout the house—but they appeared only to have been looking around, for the house was clearly empty.

They searched two more empty houses before entering an unusual stone and mortar building near the center of the village. The building, which appeared to be a kind of storage facility or barn (a much larger barn than the modest one on Milligan’s farm), consisted of a single large, windowless room with high rafters. What made it unusual was the surprising number of thick wooden beams that rose up from the floor to the rafters, creating the very strange impression of a forest enclosed by walls. The beams, set at equal distances throughout the room, were studded with large iron eyehooks that must once have been used for hanging things. On the dusty floor, the footprints of Mr. Benedict and Number Two roamed among the beams from wall to wall.

Kate shone her flashlight around. “I don’t get it. Those eyehooks are all set at the same height—two feet and four feet—but why hang anything so low? You’d have to stoop to take things off a hook.”

“Maybe the villagers were really short,” Sticky said.

Kate snorted. “A village of elf people?”

“The doors and windows are regular size,” Reynie said. He knelt to inspect a couple of the eyehooks, both of which bore knotted remnants of rope. “I don’t think elves lived here.”

“I never said anything about elves,” Sticky said irritably.

“Whatever,” said Kate, “it’s still a weird place.”

“It’s remarkably sturdy,” Milligan said, shining his flashlight up into the rafters, then onto the heavy wooden door with its iron bolts and hinges. “Sturdiest building in the village by far. The roof would hold up even if the walls fell.”

Reynie stood. “I think this was a storm shelter. That’s why there are no windows. That’s why it’s so solid. There are enough beams and eyehooks to string up dozens of hammocks. If a bad storm blew in—and obviously there’ve been some bad storms around here—everyone in the village could come sleep it out.”

“A community shelter. That makes sense,” said Sticky, trying to sound agreeable, though in truth he was frustrated he hadn’t figured this out himself.

Curious though it was, the shelter was empty, and the group moved on. The next building they searched was another house, which also lacked any sign of their friends except footprints in the dust. The house after that lacked even those, and Sticky took one look at the floor and said, “Let’s not waste time here. They didn’t come into this one.” He turned to go out.

Reynie caught his arm. “Actually, Sticky, I’m pretty sure this is the place.” He pointed to the clean wooden floor. “They did come in here. And they swept.”
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Kate discovered the supplies in an upstairs closet, along with the makeshift broom that Mr. Benedict and Number Two had fashioned from a stick and a bundle of twigs. The house evidently had belonged to the most prosperous villager, or else to the most ardent and skillful carpenter, for it had two well-built floors, each with several rooms whose doors and shutters still hung squarely in their frames. Mr. Benedict and Number Two must have thought it the perfect place to serve as the group’s temporary home and headquarters.

The upstairs closet lay at the end of a short hallway, and Kate stood at its partly opened door, shining her flashlight over its shelves. She had only just found the supplies and called out to the others, who’d been searching a nearby bedroom and now came running.

A doorstop prevented the closet door from opening fully, so it was with considerable bumping and squeezing that Reynie and Constance crowded in beside Kate to take a look. Milligan simply stood behind them and looked over their heads, while Sticky hung back, too embarrassed to jockey for position. (He’d made himself look quite foolish with that footprint business, he thought, and though no one had teased him—not even Constance—he felt the embarrassment keenly.)

“They must have made several trips hauling all this stuff here,” Kate said as she looked at all the supplies. The closet was a shallow one, little more than a wall of shelves, but those shelves were admirably stocked with water, canned food, nuts, dried fruit, powdered milk, and—most important—graham crackers, chocolate bars, and marshmallows for roasting over a fire. (The sight made the children’s mouths water; they hadn’t eaten anything in hours.) In addition to these provisions were two battery-powered lanterns and enough sleeping bags and extra blankets for everyone.

It seemed possible that the next clue would be hidden among the supplies, so after they had all drunk their fill of water and eaten a few hurried mouthfuls of food, they switched on the lanterns and started going through what remained in the closet. It was an irritating task, for the closet door didn’t open wide enough even to let Kate hand things out to them without bumping her elbows. When she’d done this for the third time, she suggested they take the door off its hinges to make things easier.

“Forget the hinges,” said Reynie.

“He’s got it!” cried Constance, who’d been watching his face.

“Got what?” said Milligan. He hadn’t seen Reynie stir an inch except to glance around at the other doorways.

Reynie paused, blinking—he was still unused to Constance’s keen perception—then shook his head and knelt by the doorstop. “This is the most awkwardly placed doorstop in history, don’t you think? Not to mention the only one in the house. It reminds me of that table in the hotel room—and I think it was meant to. Here, Kate, help me pry it up.”

Kate opened her Swiss Army knife and pried the doorstop loose. It turned out to be a hollow piece of wood, and tucked inside it was a note that read:

If you seek to reach us soon,

Peek beneath the town’s twin moon.

“Another riddle,” Sticky said with a grimace. “I was hoping for a map.”

“Maybe the next one’s a map,” Kate said. She read the clue again. “Or maybe there’s a secret passageway beneath this twin moon thing.”

“Or a trail that starts at that spot,” Reynie suggested.

“Whatever,” said Constance, “let’s just hurry up and find it. What is this twin moon?”

They all looked to Sticky, who shrugged regretfully. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“Mr. Benedict’s a twin,” Reynie said. “Maybe he’s referring to himself as ‘the town’s twin.’ But then what would the moon be?”

No one knew.

“It may be more straightforward than that,” Milligan said. “Maybe one of the buildings used to be a tavern or an inn. The Twin Moon sounds like a name for that kind of place. We should look around for an old sign, or an engraving on a door, or some other kind of symbol.” He was already heading downstairs, but halfway down he stopped and cocked his head.

The children had moved to follow him, but Milligan shot them a warning glance and laid a finger to his lips. Had his expression not frozen them in their tracks, the scuffling sound they heard now would have. Footsteps. The sound grew louder, then stopped. There was someone at the front door. Milligan took out his tranquilizer gun.

Suddenly Constance gasped. “Milligan, don’t! It’s—”

Even as she cried out the door flew open, a figure burst into the front room, and only Constance’s warning and Milligan’s quick reflexes spared the intruder a dart in the shoulder.

“—Number Two!” Constance finished.

Kate shone her flashlight down the stairs, and sure enough, there was Number Two, looking up at them from where she’d fallen onto her hands and knees. She squinted into the flashlight beam with wild, disoriented eyes.

“Constance?” she said, for it was Constance who had called out her name. “Have I—have I come home then? And here I…” Number Two chuckled weakly. “Here I thought… Oh, Constance, thank goodness! I was dreaming I was still on that terrible island!”
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Number Two was delirious from hunger and exhaustion. Mr. Curtain hadn’t realized how much food she required, and she had deliberately not told him she needed more, for in order to convince him she would have had to explain why. And there was no way Number Two would reveal that she needed an enormous amount of fuel to compensate for how little she slept, because it was her near-constant wakefulness that allowed her to work away at the fastening pin in her handcuffs, hour after hour and night after night, while everyone else slept.

“Mr. Benedict kept trying to give me some of his food,” Number Two said as Reynie spooned cold soup into her mouth. She coughed, and most of it dribbled down her chin. “I wouldn’t take it. He had little enough. I’m afraid he was angry with me for refusing him. I hope he isn’t still angry. Is he?” She looked at Reynie with worried eyes.

“Of course not,” Reynie soothed. “He never was.”

Milligan had carried Number Two to a first-floor bedroom, easing her onto a rope bed that Kate had covered with a blanket. Her skin had lost its pale yellow hue (it looked positively waxen in the lantern light); her clothes were wrinkled and soiled; and her short-cropped red hair looked frazzled, like an old shag carpet. Even after she had eaten a bit, the poor woman was quite out of her head. The only thing Milligan felt certain about was that she had escaped while her captors were sleeping. When asked where she’d been held prisoner, Number Two had waved her hand as if shooing a fly and said, “Oh, you know, in that cave on the island.” They asked her several times, and in several different ways, but she would be no more specific than that, and after a few minutes she slipped into a fitful doze.

“Keep an eye on her,” Milligan said solemnly. “I’ll be right back.” He patted Number Two on the knee and went out.

Constance watched him go. “He sure seems grim. But isn’t it good news that she’s escaped? And didn’t he say she was going to be all right? And now we know that Mr. Benedict really is okay, so…” She turned to the others, who averted their eyes. “Hey, you all look grim, too. What’s going on?”

After a pause, Reynie said, “Whoever was guarding Number Two will wake up and find her gone. If it hasn’t already happened, it certainly will by morning.”

“Which means they’ll come looking for her,” Kate said.

“And find us,” said Sticky, who had begun to polish his spectacles.

“I see,” Constance said, rather wishing she didn’t. She made a dry, gulping sound. “Do you… do you think they’ll know to look here first?”

“Maybe not,” said Reynie. “The only footprints we’ve seen belong to Mr. Benedict and Number Two, so the Ten Men and Mr. Curtain must have caught up with them somewhere else. My guess is Number Two came back to the village because she knew there was food here—but Mr. Curtain probably doesn’t know that. If he knew they’d been here, I think we’d see signs of a search.”

Constance felt somewhat reassured. “So the Ten Men won’t necessarily know where to look.”

“They’re excellent trackers, though,” Kate said helpfully.

Constance gave a small moan and put her face into her hands.

Reynie felt like doing the same thing. The irony of their situation was pretty bitter, after all. Number Two’s escape might well have ruined her chances of being rescued—and it had put the rest of them in jeopardy, too. Whatever Milligan’s plan had been, he would have to alter it now to protect the children. Or try to protect them, at any rate. Reynie shivered and glanced at Sticky, who was just tucking away his polishing cloth.

“Sometimes I wish I wore spectacles,” he said.

“You can always use mine if you like,” said Sticky, and they exchanged feeble smiles.

Milligan soon returned with a report that he’d made a quick pass through the village to look for the “twin moon” but had met with no luck. “So here is what we’re going to do,” he said, and his tone and expression made it clear there would be no arguments this time. “I am going to search for that cave. You are going to stay here. One of you must attend Number Two at all times. If she gets her wits about her again, find out where the cave is—or where the twin moon is, for that matter. Just learn whatever you can. If I don’t locate the cave myself in a few hours, I’ll be back to check on you.”

“What if you do find it?” Kate asked.

“Then I probably won’t return before morning. If that happens, I want you to head back to the forest by the bay. Make sure you’re hidden in the trees before it gets light out. If Number Two is strong enough, bring her along; otherwise leave her here and I’ll see to her. I know you don’t like that idea,” Milligan said, seeing their disturbed expressions, “but it’s what you must do. Number Two prizes your safety every bit as much as I do. And at any rate, it’s an order.”

Still more orders followed: they could use the lanterns, but they were to keep the shutters and doors closed so the light wouldn’t be visible from outside. They must also keep a lookout—he would show them the best place—and send up a signal flare if there was any sign of danger. And if that should happen, they must all run to the storm shelter—taking time for nothing else—and bar the door until Milligan returned for them.

“The shelter can’t keep Ten Men out for long, but it should hold them off until I get back,” Milligan said. “Don’t worry, if you’re keeping a good lookout, I’ll see your signal flare in plenty of time.”

“Won’t the flare draw their attention, too?” Sticky asked.

“If you see Ten Men,” Milligan said, “it will mean they’re coming to check the village regardless. This way I’ll know you’re in trouble.”

The children had been frightened for some time now, but with every word Milligan spoke—even the ones he meant to be comforting—their apprehension increased. When he unexpectedly turned off the lantern, their hearts quickened, and they reached for one another in the darkness. The window shutters opened, revealing Milligan’s silhouette in the moonlit frame.

“I want to show you the lookout spot,” Milligan said, beckoning them over to the window. He pointed down the path to the west. The last building in the village was also the tallest, a sort of wooden tower with a ladder attached to its outside wall. “Two of you will take a post on top of that old grain silo. The structure is sound and the roof’s in good shape. If you’re careful, you’ll be perfectly safe.”

Kate immediately volunteered to go. Reynie said he would join her.

“We’ll take turns,” Constance said. “Sticky and I can take a shift in a couple of hours.”

Sticky stared at her, then said slowly and mechanically, like a robot, “Um, yes, that is a great idea, Constance.” It was a difficult thing for him to say. The rooftop of that silo seemed awfully far from the ground, and awfully exposed.

“It is a good idea, actually. You’ll want fresh eyes.” Milligan closed the shutters and turned on the lantern, then knelt down and gathered the children close to him. “Listen, all of you, this is going to work out fine. Just be brave and steady, and we’ll get through it. One way or another I’m going to find Mr. Benedict. By tomorrow morning you’ll be far away from danger, and by tomorrow night we’ll all be together—including Mr. Benedict and Number Two—safe and sound. All right?”

The children nodded, and they all wished one another luck. Then Kate and Reynie followed Milligan out of the house and down the village path. Behind them the full moon was just peeking over the mountain; when they had climbed the tall ladder to the silo roof, they could see almost half of it.

“I’ll check these woods to make sure they’re clear,” Milligan said, indicating the swath of trees that ran alongside the village and away to the west. “You won’t need to watch them. Keep your eyes on that empty stretch of ground just to the north, between the woods and the thickets. Anyone coming from that direction will have to cross in plain view.” He turned and pointed. “Same thing to the south. The meadow is wide open, see? If anyone comes, you’ll be able to see them from far off. That leaves only this mountain,” Milligan said, indicating the middle mountain looming over them, “but there’s no good cover on its lower slopes. No one will surprise you coming down that way.”

“What about the tunnel?” Kate asked. “If they come through there they’ll be on us before we know it.”

“They won’t,” Milligan assured her. “Number Two is in no condition to have traveled very far or very fast. She has to have come from this side of the mountains—otherwise we’d have spotted her on our way here. So this side is where they’ll begin their search.”

What Milligan said made sense. Still, Reynie stared nervously at the dark hole in the rock. He couldn’t help but imagine something emerging from that blackness, and he shuddered at the vision. Now was not the best time to have a good imagination.

Milligan put a hand on Reynie’s shoulder. “I would booby-trap it just to be sure,” he said, “but it’s your escape route. The tunnel’s the fastest way to the other side. All right? Now let me show you how to send a signal.” Milligan took a flare gun from inside his jacket. It was about the size of a water pistol and just as simple to operate. “Flip the safety switch here, aim at the sky, pull the trigger. Got it? I’ll see the flare and come at once.”

Milligan kissed Kate on the forehead and tousled Reynie’s hair. Then he grabbed the rails of the ladder and slid all the way to the ground—just as Kate had done from the barn rooftop a few days ago. Was it really only a few days ago? Reynie thought. It seemed like something from a previous life.

Milligan disappeared into the trees, and Reynie and Kate turned solemnly to their duties. They stood back to back in the middle of the silo roof. Reynie looked south over the meadow; Kate looked north to the open stretch of ground beyond the woods. The moon had fully risen over the mountaintop now, bathing everything in ghostly light.

“There he goes,” Kate whispered after a while. Reynie turned to see a figure darting across the open ground at the far edge of the woods. Suddenly the figure stopped and waved in their direction with a wide, slow sweep of his arm. Kate returned the gesture. From this distance Milligan appeared as tiny as an insect, and as he turned and ran farther north he grew smaller still. Soon he had vanished into the thickets.

They glanced at each other but said nothing. Both felt the weight of their duty upon them. Reynie watched south. Kate watched north. The island seemed preternaturally still. The trees did not stir, nor was there the faintest breeze. It was as if the wind exhausted itself by day and so must rest at night. Thirty minutes passed, then an hour. In tense silence the two young sentries stared out upon the moonlit landscape, hoping against hope that what they were looking for would not appear.
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Two hours later Constance came down the village path toward the silo. Kate had been worrying about this, and in a whisper she told Reynie she thought Constance was too little and clumsy to climb up to the roof, to say nothing of how easily distracted she was. What if she stopped paying attention? But Reynie had given this some thought as well, and his opinion was that if Constance committed herself, they could rely on her. Besides, what was there to distract her on top of the silo?

“If you say so,” said Kate, who generally deferred to Reynie’s opinions, “but I’ll feel better if I help her up and give her a safety line. Can you cover for me?”

Reynie spent the next couple of minutes looking anxiously south, then north, then south again. He was afraid to look away from either direction for more than a second at a time, and as a result he appeared to be doing vigorous neck exercises when Constance appeared at the top of the ladder.

“What in the world are you doing?” Constance said. “You look ridiculous!”

As Reynie explained, Kate took out her rope and tied it around the little girl’s waist, tethering it to the top of the ladder so that she couldn’t possibly fall more than a few feet. They must have discussed this precaution down on the ground, for Constance raised no arguments, though she did complain that the rope was pinching her. Reynie continued looking back and forth, back and forth. He was much relieved when Constance took over Kate’s post and let him concentrate on the meadow. Kate went to fetch Sticky, who had stayed behind with Number Two.

“No change?” Reynie asked Constance. They were standing back to back.

“She opened her eyes once and begged me to do my own laundry,” Constance said. “I told her I prefer that she do it, which is what I always say. I didn’t want to make her more confused than she already is. She sighed and went right back to sleep.”

Before long Sticky came up the ladder. Without taking his eyes from the meadow, Reynie handed him the flare gun (he’d decided the flare gun was a responsibility he would not trust Constance with) and passed along Milligan’s instructions. Sticky nodded and took up Reynie’s post, crossing his arms to keep himself from reaching for his spectacles. Now was not the time to be polishing them, no matter how strong the urge.

Reynie wished them luck and went down the ladder. He took his time heading back along the path, glancing around to see if anything clue-related caught his attention. Nothing did, but that might have been because Reynie had a hard time concentrating. Spending two hours at rigid attention was exhausting, especially at the end of a long and tiring day—and Reynie was pretty sure this had been the longest, most tiring day of his life. Between dawn and dusk they had visited the museum library, run from the police, faced a Ten Man, outsmarted Risker, and flown to this island, where the difficulties and danger had only increased. Reynie knew full well that at this very moment, Ten Men might be prowling the island, searching for Number Two, but he was suddenly so weary and bleary that he didn’t even have it in him to be anxious. He supposed that was one benefit of exhaustion.

Kate took one look at him and sent him upstairs with one of the lanterns. “Go get a blanket and lie down. I’ll wake you if anything happens. Honestly, Reynie, you’re dead on your feet!”

Reynie couldn’t argue. He could hardly even mount the stairs. In a sort of dream state he took a blanket from the closet and staggered into a bedroom. Some part of his brain was just alert enough to consider sparing the lantern batteries, and he turned off the lantern and opened the shutters to let in the moonlight. Then he threw his blanket onto the old-fashioned rope bed and fell in after it. The ropes and fastenings were loose, so the bed sagged pitifully—he would not “sleep tight,” as the old saying went—but Reynie couldn’t have cared less. Tight or loose, he could sleep through a train wreck. He could sleep through a tornado.

He could even sleep through the sound of Constance’s screams, which is exactly what he did.


[image: ]

At the moment Reynie was crashing into sleep, Sticky was on the silo roof trying not to do the same thing. The impossibly long day had caught up with him, too. It hadn’t occurred to Sticky that he would be in danger of falling asleep—not when he was on lookout duty, not when he was so afraid of what might happen. And yet, staring at the same spot minute after minute in the quiet night, he found his eyelids growing heavier and heavier, and Sticky became aware of how truly sleepy he was. Was this what Mr. Benedict felt like all the time? He began to pinch himself every so often. Then, after a while, Sticky would realize he had forgotten to pinch himself and his eyelids were drooping dangerously, and with a jolt of fear he would stiffen and blink and stare hard over the meadow. With his pulse pounding in his ears—an unnerving sound that reminded him of footsteps—Sticky would try to determine how long he’d been unfocused. A second or two? A few minutes? Longer? He would glance at the full moon, but unlike Kate he was no judge of distances or proportion. The moon seemed to be more or less overhead, just as it had been ever since Sticky came outside.

Please don’t let me have missed anything, Sticky would think, taking deep breaths to calm himself. And soon, as he began to see that everything was all right, his fear would fade, his breathing would steady—and Sticky would fall right back into the same predicament. Pinching, drowsily forgetting to pinch, then starting awake with wide eyes and a flash of panic.

Eventually Sticky realized he was posing a danger not just to himself but to his friends as well, and though his pride withered at the thought of giving up, he began to consider how to manage it without looking like a coward. He was afraid the others would think he was fibbing about his sleepiness—Constance, after all, seemed to be having no trouble staying awake—but even if he came up with a decent excuse, to fetch Reynie or Kate he would have to abandon his post. This seemed entirely too dangerous, for he didn’t feel he could trust Constance to cover both directions. He had already tried talking to Constance to keep himself awake, but she had shushed him at once. “I can’t concentrate if you talk,” she hissed, and he could tell she meant it. Conversation might help him, but it would distract her, which would leave them vulnerable to the north.

Sticky racked his brain. Pinching himself wasn’t working. Hopping in place was too noisy and might distract Constance. What could he do? Sticky’s weary mind, searching for an answer in the best way it knew how, presently settled upon an image from a book. A man had tied burning twigs to his fingers; when the twigs burned down to his skin the pain would wake him. That wasn’t a bad idea, Sticky thought, his eyelids sagging. What book had that been? It was unusual for him not to remember. He certainly remembered where he’d been when he read it, though—safe at home with his parents. It was winter; he was wearing extra socks. Sticky closed his eyes and watched himself turning page after page, engrossed in the story. It was pleasant reading there by the window. Then his father came into the room and asked what he was reading.

“I can’t remember,” Sticky said aloud. His eyes flew open. He’d been dreaming.

“Remember what?” Constance asked. “Never mind. Don’t tell me. Just keep quiet, for crying out loud. You startled the snot out of me.”

Sticky’s breath was coming hard and heavy. He stared out into the night. The meadow seemed oddly bleary, more like an abstract painting of a meadow than an actual one. His spectacles had slipped too low on his nose. Sticky quickly settled them higher and stared out again. Was anything there? No, thank goodness. The meadow was empty. The nearby mountain slope was empty. There was nothing to see, and Sticky felt the overwhelming relief of someone who has made a terrible blunder and gotten away with it.

That can’t happen again, he scolded himself. You’re just lucky they didn’t come. In fact, you’re lucky you didn’t fall off the roof. It would have been a very nasty fall, too. What was it—twenty feet down? Thirty feet? Kate would know. Sticky took a careful step forward and peered down over the edge of the roof.

A Ten Man stood looking up at him.

Sticky gave a strangled cry and leaped back in terror. His leap carried him straight into Constance, who had been turning to see what was the matter, and in horrified disbelief Sticky saw her tumble backward and fall off the roof. She screamed as she went over, then screamed again—though only for a split second, for Kate’s rope, catching her about the middle, cut her off with a jerk. At first Sticky didn’t realize what had happened. He thought Constance had hit the ground. Then he heard her feet banging against the side of the silo, and he scrambled forward to haul her up. Sticky snatched at the rope, forgetting the flare gun in his hand until he had already let it go. No, no, no! he thought as he watched it fall. It landed near the Ten Man, who had come around the silo to look up at them with a bemused expression, as if contemplating two bickering sparrows in the eaves.

The Ten Man picked up the flare gun and slipped it inside his suit coat. He took out a radio and said, “I have activity in the village.” He said something else Sticky couldn’t hear, for Constance (who had just recovered her breath) kept yelling at him to pull her up. The Ten Man put away the radio and began to climb the ladder. He moved elegantly—the briefcase seemed not to impede him in the least—and the scent of his cologne rose up before him.

Constance, smelling the cologne, fell abruptly still. She stared helplessly at Sticky, afraid to look down. Below her, the Ten Man’s shoes made soft tapping sounds on the ladder rungs.

“There, there, chickie,” said the Ten Man. “Let me help you with that.”
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Reynie was coming slowly awake. At first he was extremely disoriented. He had been having unpleasant dreams until something had awakened him. Everything was dark and quiet. He didn’t think he was in his own bed, and in the moonlight from the window he could just make out the unfamiliar ceiling above him. No overhead light. He blinked and swiveled his eyes, too sleepy even to move his head. He didn’t see any furniture. Was he still dreaming? Where was he? The bed sagged in the middle and had no footboard, and in the gloom he could make out twin humps at the end of it. His feet. Still in their shoes, for some reason. And behind them, just beyond the end of his bed, Reynie thought he could see…

A figure. Crouched in the darkness.

He could see the eyes.

Reynie’s skin prickled—it felt as if ants were swarming over him—and he stopped breathing. He couldn’t move. For a moment his mind was blank with fear, and then it seized desperately upon an explanation. He was dreaming. Not just a dream—a nightmare. The most terrifying, most realistic nightmare of his life. Reynie forced himself to breathe, though all he could manage were shallow gasps. It was Mr. Benedict’s nightmare, he realized suddenly. The figure crouched at the end of the bed—the Old Hag. Reynie had been thinking about Mr. Benedict, and so naturally… Yes, that had to be it. Still too scared to move, Reynie tried to wake himself up. A nightmare, he thought. Just a nightmare. Wake up now.

Reynie saw the eyes blink. He shivered. It looked as if the silent creature was trying to make him out in the darkness. Oh, it was no wonder these visions haunted Mr. Benedict so terribly! Wake up, he commanded himself. Wake up! With great effort, Reynie finally managed to sit up.

And when he did, the figure’s eyes widened and it sprang forward with a hiss.

Reality came roaring back. He was in the abandoned village on the island. And now someone, a stranger, was trying to yank him out of the bed. Reynie fought back, but the stranger was far stronger than he was, and after a few grunts and cries and stinging slaps he felt himself heaved out onto the wooden floor, striking it first, and very painfully, with his chin. For a moment he saw pinpoints of lights in the darkness, like fairy dust. He was seeing stars. And he was still trying to clear his head when a brighter light shone into the room and fell on his attacker’s face.

It was Martina Crowe. Her long black hair, mussed from the struggle, fell all about her face, but there was no mistaking that vindictive expression.

There was also no mistaking the bearer of the flashlight.

One moment Kate stood in the doorway, taking in the sight of her friend being held down by Martina Crowe. The next moment the flashlight rose high into the air, almost to the ceiling, and Kate disappeared in darkness. Reynie’s and Martina’s eyes instinctively followed the light (which was exactly why Kate had thrown it) and so neither of them understood what was happening when, in the same moment, Kate crashed into Martina and sent her sprawling. Martina thought Reynie had somehow managed to strike her a blow. To Reynie it appeared as if Martina had magically transformed into Kate, for his friend now occupied the exact space from which Martina had been so roughly expelled.

Kate caught the flashlight before it hit the floor. “Come on,” she said, pulling him to his feet and out the door, which she banged closed as Martina came hurtling across the room toward them. Wedging her foot against the crack at the bottom, Kate calmly handed her flashlight to Reynie and opened her bucket.

Martina slammed herself furiously against the other side. “There’s no point running, you idiots!” she screeched through the door. “You have nowhere to run!”

“Grab a blanket from the closet,” Kate told Reynie, and as he did so she took out her marble pouch. “Roll it up tight and stuff it into the crack,” she said, pointing with the toe of her shoe. “That’ll slow her a bit. Then give me the flashlight and head for the stairs.”

Reynie stuffed the blanket as best he could into the crack between the door and the floor, jerking back once when Martina kicked the door close to his head. Kate pulled her foot away so he could wedge the last bit of blanket, then quickly put it back. When Reynie had finished and retreated to the stairs, Kate switched off the flashlight. Reynie heard a clattering sound. She was backing toward him, emptying her pouch of marbles onto the hallway floor. The door rattled again, and this time they could hear Martina’s cursing more plainly—the door was inching open. The wedged blanket would delay her only briefly.

“Go,” Kate whispered.

They hurried down the steps and into the bedroom where Number Two had been sleeping. The lantern still burned. The shutters were wide open. The bed was empty.

“Oh boy,” Kate said. “Not good.”

“What’s happened? Where is she, Kate?”

“She woke up when Constance screamed. She was still out of her head, and she insisted on going to see what was wrong. I thought I convinced her to stay put, but—” Upstairs there was a shocking thump, followed by the sound of marbles skittering down the stairs. They heard Martina groan. “Quick,” Kate whispered. “Follow me.”

They went out the window. Kate led him behind the house, to the side opposite the path, and together they scurried behind the buildings in the direction of the storm shelter. Suddenly a bright flash came from the direction of the mountain, accompanied by a great crashing sound like a thunderclap. Reynie and Kate flung themselves down behind a heap of wood—a blown roof—and then, recovering, looked for storm clouds overhead. They saw only the full moon in a clear night sky.

“That was an explosion,” Reynie whispered. “What’s going on, Kate?”

“I don’t really know. After I left Number Two I ran straight to the silo, but no one was there, so I ran to check the storm shelter. It was empty. When I came out again I saw that Number Two had opened the shutters and light was just pouring out for anyone to see. I ran back to shut them and check on her, but then I heard you and Martina fighting upstairs. That’s all I—wait, do you hear that?”

Reynie heard it, all right. A rumbling sound, again like thunder, only softer this time and steadier. It traveled from the direction of the meadow, growing louder and louder until the rumbling seemed to come from the ground all around them. Then the Salamander rolled into view. It was coming down the village path. Reynie and Kate crouched behind the fallen roof and peeked out. A great armored beast thirty feet long and ten feet wide, the Salamander surged forward on heavy revolving treads. Its sides were the dark blue-black of gunmetal and shone dully in the moonlight. A Ten Man stood in front with his hands atop a large wheel, like a captain at the helm of a ship. Behind him Reynie could just see the top of Sticky’s bald head and his wide, frightened eyes. Whether Constance was with him or not was impossible to tell.

The Salamander rumbled on, moving in the direction of the house they had just fled. They heard Martina calling out to the Ten Man in an angry, urgent tone, and the rumbling stopped. Only then could they hear the hum of the Salamander’s powerful engine.

Reynie looked at Kate. “If I distract them, can you—?”

“You know I can,” she said, her eyes flashing. “Go. We’ll meet you in the shelter.”

Reynie took off running back the way they’d come, keeping behind the buildings. When he saw the Salamander he yelled “Over here!” and kept running. He dashed all the way to the back of the last building in the village, the one facing the mountainside. There he drew up short. Another Ten Man was strolling down the slope toward the village, briefcase in hand and a contented expression on his face, as if he’d just completed a most satisfactory transaction. Behind him lay a pile of rubble that used to be the tunnel entrance. That explained the explosion they’d heard.

Reynie pulled back into the shadows, flattening himself against the building’s rear wall. He listened. He heard no voices, which probably meant he was being stalked. Peeking around the corner, Reynie watched the Ten Man walking down from the collapsed tunnel. Perhaps he would unwittingly reveal something. A frown, a wave, a look of acknowledgment—anything might help Reynie know which way to run. He wanted to draw attention once more, then make his way back to the shelter, running for all he was worth. If Kate could snatch Sticky and Constance away, she was fast enough to drag them into the shelter in a matter of seconds. The question was whether Reynie could make it himself.

The Ten Man was about fifty yards away, and in the strong moonlight Reynie could see his face fairly well. He seemed perfectly unconcerned about anything. Just another ordinary well-dressed businessman carrying a briefcase down a hill, in the middle of the night, into an abandoned village on a forgotten island. The sort of thing one saw in bad dreams. Reynie stared and stared. The Ten Man was wearing glasses, and when he glanced up the lenses glinted, reflecting the moonlight.

Like twin moons, Reynie thought with a start, and he suddenly understood where to find Mr. Benedict’s clue.

But even as the answer came to him, it also occurred to Reynie that the Ten Man had looked up for a reason. And was still looking up, in fact. What was he looking at? Something high up at the other end of the village. The grain silo. It had to be. Someone had probably climbed onto the roof for a better view—trying to discover Reynie’s hiding place. And sure enough, just then Reynie heard the Ten Man in the Salamander calling, “See anything?”

“Not yet,” Martina called back. She was up on the silo, temporarily out of the chase. There would be no better moment.

Reynie burst from behind the building and dashed over to the path. Startled, the Ten Man in glasses cried out—then laughed and shook his head as if some cute, wayward bunny had bolted its cage. He seemed in no particular hurry to give chase, but he did start moving in Reynie’s direction. Reynie didn’t look back at him again. He ran straight toward the Salamander, which was parked far down the path on the other side of the village well. Its driver, the Ten Man at the wheel, saw him coming and moved to get out. With one leg over the side, however, he hesitated, evidently debating whether to bother jumping down when it was easier to stay put and let the others handle Reynie.

Jump down, Reynie thought. Jump down and give Kate a chance.

The Ten Man frowned appraisingly at Reynie, unable to make up his mind.

Kate made it up for him. Streaking out of the shadows beyond the Salamander, she was moving so fast when she vaulted up over the side that there was barely time for its occupants—Sticky, Constance, and the Ten Man—to look astonished before she’d slammed into the Ten Man and sent him toppling into the path below. He hit the ground hard, his arms and legs sprawling quite inelegantly, and as he climbed to his feet his face was cold and furious.

Kate had already leaped from the Salamander with Constance over her shoulder and raced away up the path. She thought Sticky was right behind her. But Sticky was much slower getting over the side, and Reynie started yelling, hoping to divert the Ten Man’s attention away from him. The Ten Man ignored Reynie, however, and went for the quarry at hand, plucking Sticky from the side of the Salamander as easily as he might have taken a shirt from a department store rack. And much as he might have done in a store, the Ten Man held the skinny boy in front of him by the shoulders, as if gauging the fit. Sticky wriggled and kicked, his feet dangling. The Ten Man looked disappointed. He pulled Sticky close, pinning him with one hand while with the other he took the handkerchief from the breast pocket of his suit.

“Hold still now, ducky,” the Ten Man said. “Let’s have a little nap.”

Reynie had some vague, doomed notion of charging full tilt into the Ten Man if only he could get there in time. But he was still several yards away. Sticky, meanwhile, was jerking his face this way and that to avoid the treacherous handkerchief, and with a look of annoyance the Ten Man pressed his cheek against Sticky’s head to hold him still. Sticky jerked his head forward as hard as he could—and the Ten Man yelped.

“He scraped me!” the Ten Man snarled, his eyes wide with angry disbelief. “The little duck scraped me with his head!” Surprised though he was, the man still had hold of Sticky, and no doubt he would have returned to his handkerchief-attack with renewed vigor had not Reynie, at that exact moment, charged into him with outstretched arms, lowered head, and eyes squeezed tightly shut.

There was an instant’s confusion, during which the Ten Man swiped at Reynie’s nose with the handkerchief and missed, Sticky threw a wild punch at the Ten Man and succeeded in boxing Reynie’s left ear, and Reynie, recoiling from that painful blow, accidentally struck the Ten Man’s chin with the crown of his head. Then the Ten Man was tottering backward, stunned, and Sticky was free and running after the girls toward the shelter.

Reynie, unfortunately, had staggered backward himself, and it took him a moment to catch his balance. By then the Ten Man had recovered and was moving to block his path. Reynie wheeled about and darted off between two buildings. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the other Ten Man, the bespectacled one, coming up the path and looking amused. He was reaching into his briefcase.

Reynie ran behind one of the buildings and stopped to listen. No footsteps. No voices. He peeked around the corner. The Ten Man from the Salamander had regained his composure now and was nonchalantly tucking away his handkerchief, whereas the bespectacled Ten Man was sitting on the low stone wall of the well, his briefcase open on his lap, as if it had just occurred to him that he needed to go over some important papers. He glanced up at Reynie, smiled, and flicked his wrist. Something whistled past Reynie’s ear and into the darkness. For a moment he was so surprised he didn’t move.

“You missed,” said the other Ten Man with a snort. “You owe me a pencil.”

“Double or nothing,” said the bespectacled one, reaching into his briefcase again.

Reynie turned and ran as fast as he could.

The storm shelter’s door was on the path. He would have to go back out in the open. He passed one building, then another, then veered and raced out to the path again. He was now well away from the Salamander and directly across from the shelter. He didn’t see the Ten Men anymore—they must be circling behind him—and the shelter door was still open. This was his chance. But just as he started for the door, Martina emerged from between two buildings nearby, and Reynie knew the chase was over. Martina was faster and had a better angle. She was going to cut him off for sure.

“You’re mine, Muldoon,” said Martina, her face twisting in vengeful delight.

Reynie skidded to a stop in the middle of the path. “Close the door!” he yelled. “Close the door, Kate!”

Kate appeared in the dark doorway, but she didn’t close the door. She was holding her slingshot, drawing a bead. Reynie felt a burst of hope—he still had a chance! With an excited, incoherent cry, he lowered his shoulders and rushed for the door. Martina lunged to cut him off… Kate let fly with the slingshot… and Martina fell to her knees, howling and clutching her head.

“I saved one marble for you!” Kate called as Reynie ran inside. Then she saw something that made her jerk her head back. An object streaked past her nose and stuck in one of the wooden beams behind her with a loud thwack! Even in the darkness she could see it was a pencil—it must have been a very sharp pencil—and it quivered in the wood like an arrow. Kate slammed the door and threw the iron bolt.

“We made it!” Reynie gasped, scarcely believing it. The windowless storm shelter was pitch black inside. “Sticky, Constance, are you there? Are you all right?”

“Kate nearly broke my ribs,” Constance complained, which Reynie took as a good sign.

“I thought I was gone for sure,” said Sticky. “I thought we all were.”

In the darkness Reynie felt Constance grab hold of his hand.

Kate shone her flashlight on the wooden beam where the Ten Man’s pencil had stuck. She tried to yank it out, but it might as well have been set in cement. She couldn’t even break it off.

“I wonder what they’re doing,” Sticky said, putting his ear to the door to listen.

“Why, they’re waiting for us to let them in,” said a deep voice, and Reynie thought he might throw up. The voice had come from directly overhead.

Kate’s flashlight found the Ten Men in the rafters. There were two of them, squatting on their haunches and peering down at the children with malevolent smiles, like gargoyles in business suits. They seemed gigantic and spidery, all elbows and knees, and their shadows took up the whole of the ceiling.

“But… but how…?” Sticky stammered.

“It isn’t such a mystery, dearies,” said one of the Ten Men. “You’ve just been outsmarted.”
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“Hold still if you like your ears,” said one Ten Man with a grin. He showed them a small cylindrical device in his hand. “I don’t want to have to use this pointer on you—it takes all night to recharge the battery.”

The children, who did rather like their ears, were soon placed in handcuffs and made to stand against the back wall of the shelter. Meanwhile the other Ten Man opened the door to admit the rest of his crew. There were four of them in all, not counting Martina (who was holding her head and, for the moment at least, appeared too furious for words), and each was as well-dressed, calm, and cheerful-looking as his comrades. The shelter was suffused with the smell of expensive cologne.

“Garrotte,” said the largest Ten Man, speaking to the one with the laser pointer, “be a friend and fetch us a lantern, won’t you? Now that you mention batteries, we might as well spare our flashlights, too.”

“That’s a lovely idea, McCracken,” said Garrotte, who was a bearded man with pointy ears and a flattish nose. In his dark suit he looked unnervingly like a giant bat. “Would you care for any victuals as long as I’m going? Will we have a midnight picnic?”

McCracken chuckled. “Just the lantern, thank you, Garrotte. I’m still full from supper.”

Given the nature of their work, the Ten Men’s pleasant demeanor was more disconcerting than anger or harshness would have been, and indeed it would be hard to find anyone more disconcerted than the children. Even Kate was in a heightened state of alarm, not only because they were captured (though that did contribute somewhat) but also because she recognized the largest Ten Man’s name—McCracken—and knew him by reputation.

Milligan had mentioned him before. The leader of all the Ten Men, McCracken was also the most elusive (Milligan had never laid eyes on him), and Kate now had the dubious honor of meeting him before her father did. He was an imposing figure—a huge man with shoulders like bedside tables, perfectly coiffed brown hair, and piercing blue eyes—but his reputation was more imposing still. According to Milligan, McCracken was the most dangerous Ten Man of all, and now here he stood, smiling at them in the darkness.

“You might as well open your little peepers, cookie,” he said to Constance, who had squeezed her eyes closed, trying to imagine herself elsewhere. “We can see you even if you can’t see us, you know.”

“Leave her alone,” Sticky squeaked, his words inaudible although he had intended to shout. McCracken didn’t even notice he’d spoken. Sticky swallowed, trying to find his voice. He was experiencing something close to a breakdown, not from fear (although he was certainly afraid) but from an overwhelming feeling of shame. All thought of pride or personal safety had long since flown from him now. The only thing Sticky wanted was to save his friends from whatever lay in store as a result of his terrible blunders. Yet he had no means of saving them—his talents were of no use here—and his mind was spinning in a tumult of frustration and despair.

Reynie was in quite a jangled state himself. What had struck him at once—and most unpleasantly—was how quickly McCracken had appraised the situation and taken control of it. In a matter of minutes he’d learned of the children in the village, deduced where they would hide, and gone into the shelter’s rafters to await them. It was McCracken who had spoken to them from the rafters, and he had spoken correctly: the children had been outsmarted, which meant McCracken was very smart indeed.

Reynie took a few deep breaths. If they were to have any chance of getting out of this, he had better calm down and think.

Martina Crowe, meanwhile, had mastered her anger well enough to speak and had begun barking orders at the Ten Men. To the children’s surprise, the Ten Men seemed to answer to her. None of them appeared to like it very much (though McCracken seemed amused), but whenever Martina spoke they answered, “Yes, ma’am” and did what she said. She couldn’t have gained this authority through any action of her own—Mr. Curtain must have granted it to her—but it was hers, regardless, and Martina clearly relished it.

The first order she gave was for McCracken to chain up the children so they couldn’t run again. McCracken had obviously planned on doing that—he’d just taken a length of slender chain from his briefcase—but he only smiled and said, “Yes, ma’am,” and finished what he’d begun. Each child’s wrist had already been handcuffed to the next child’s, with Kate at one end, followed by Constance, Sticky, and Reynie. Now McCracken cuffed Reynie’s free hand to the length of chain, which appeared to be nothing more than a lot of paper clips linked together—the sort of thing a bored businessman might create while sitting through a long telephone conference. In fact (as McCracken cheerfully explained) the chain was made of high-tensile metal, perfectly unbreakable by human hand.

“Not even I can break it,” said McCracken, wrapping the other end of the chain around one of the shelter’s wooden beams and securing it with a padlock. He winked. “And I’m good at breaking things.”

“Stop socializing with them, McCracken,” Martina snapped. “Give me the key to the handcuffs.” She thrust her hand out peremptorily, and McCracken, with an unconcealed smirk, put the key very daintily into her palm. The children stared at the key, which seemed the perfect symbol of their predicament. They were now in the hands of Martina Crowe.

And Martina Crowe hated them with a passion.

Martina Crowe hated most things, actually. She hated the children in particular, but the children only represented the top of a long list. She also hated weakness and foolishness, and because she regarded most behaviors as weak or foolish, these two categories contained many subcategories, which in turn contained still more subcategories, and so on until very few things were left outside the range of Martina’s hatred. One of these few things, however, was barking orders. Martina was fond of barking orders, and especially fond of barking them at Ten Men. She also enjoyed distributing them evenly, so that no one was left out. For instance, after she’d demanded the key from McCracken, Martina looked imperiously at the bespectacled Ten Man and barked, “Find me something to sit on, Sharpe!” Then she ordered Garrotte, who had just returned with a lantern, to place it on the floor in the center of the room. And finally she snapped her fingers at the fourth Ten Man (a bald man with only a single eyebrow—the one over his left eye—which gave him a perpetually wry expression), and barked, “Close the door, Crawlings!”

Reynie watched Crawlings bar the door with a feeling of great desolation, as if it were his own tomb being sealed. He hoped Milligan had only been delayed, but when Milligan came back—if he came back—how could he rescue them if he was locked outside? He’d chosen this building for its sturdiness, after all. And even if he did manage to get inside, Milligan would still be greatly outnumbered, and the children would be chained up and couldn’t even make a run for it.

Crawlings joined the other Ten Men by the lantern, where Martina had ordered them to gather. Sharpe, the bespectacled Ten Man, had failed to find her a seat, and Martina gave his briefcase a covetous glance but said nothing. Evidently the briefcases were off limits to her. No doubt she hated that.

“Well, McCracken,” Martina said, “do you want to explain how she got away?”

“She hasn’t gotten away,” McCracken responded. He was casually picking his teeth with the sharp end of the pencil that had been stuck in the beam. Reynie had watched him pull it from the wood as easily as one might draw a thumbtack from a bulletin board. Kate had seen it, too, and her jaw had dropped.

“She hasn’t gotten away?” Martina said with a sneer. She glanced around the shelter and threw up her hands. “I don’t see her. Where is she? Is she hiding behind one of these beams?”

“She’s in the woods. Sharpe saw her heading into the trees, and I had him blow the tunnel entrance so she can’t cut through to the other side of the island. We can track her down that much faster now.”

“Then why aren’t we tracking her?”

“I thought perhaps we should deal with the little darlings first,” McCracken said. “They didn’t materialize out of the air, you know. Someone must have brought them. Better to find out right away who it was, don’t you think?”

Martina acknowledged this with a grunt. The truth—which was clear enough to everyone in the room—was that she wanted nothing more than to focus on the children, but thought it best to establish that failing to catch Number Two would be the Ten Men’s fault and not her own. Spinning on her heel, she marched over to stand before Kate. Of all the children, Martina bore a particular enmity toward Kate, who had done the most to embarrass her at the Institute (to say nothing of the past few minutes).

“How do you explain your presence here, Wetherall?” she demanded.

“Magic,” Kate said, coolly returning the older girl’s stare. “How’s your forehead, by the way? You might want to put some ice on that.”

Reynie noticed that Kate had slipped her free hand inside her bucket. Don’t do anything stupid, he thought. Don’t get yourself hurt, Kate.

Martina touched the swelling bruise on her forehead. Her eyes flashed. “And you might want to consider your position.” She held up the handcuff key that McCracken had given her. “Do you see this? I am in control here, Wetherall, and you are the one in chains, so if you don’t want to find yourself—”

Kate stomped Martina’s foot, snatched the key from her hand, and butted her in the chest with her head.

Martina staggered backward, her cry of pain cut short by the head butt, which had knocked the wind out of her. She turned toward McCracken, her eyes wide with outrage, and jabbed a finger toward Kate, who was scrabbling at her handcuffs with the key.

“Yes, ma’am,” McCracken replied to the unspoken order. He made no attempt to conceal his amused smile, but neither did he waste time striding across the room and grabbing Kate’s wrist. “I did enjoy that, plucky,” McCracken said to Kate, “but that doesn’t mean I won’t also enjoy this.” He squeezed. Kate gave a gasp of pain and opened her hand. The key fell to the floor.

McCracken checked the handcuffs. They were still locked tight. Martina, meanwhile, had snatched up the key and backed out of Kate’s reach. Recovering her breath she said, “I want you… to make… that girl… pay!”

“Yes, ma’am,” said McCracken, opening his briefcase.

“I thought you wanted to know how we got here, Martina,” said Reynie quickly.

Martina looked at him suspiciously. “Don’t try to put this off, Muldoon. Your snotty friend’s going to get hurt no matter what you say or when you say it.”

Reynie shrugged. “Okay, well, if it doesn’t matter to you—or Mr. Curtain—then I can certainly wait to tell you what’s going to happen.”

“What’s going to… happen?” Martina repeated. She glared at him. “What do you mean?”

“If we don’t return to the boat by morning, Risker will contact the authorities,” Reynie said. “So I suggest you think long and hard about whatever actions you’re planning to take now.”

The room was quiet. Then all the Ten Men looked at one another and burst into laughter. Martina laughed, too, and she shook her head a long time before saying, “Risker? You mean that greedy coward in Thernbaakagen? Thank you for the warning, Muldoon—it will be very useful—but we’re not really worried about someone like Risker. I’m surprised he agreed to bring you here in the first place.”

Reynie was doing his best to look crestfallen—crestfallen but defiant. “Well, he did! We paid him half the money Mr. Benedict left us and agreed to give him the rest when we got back to the boat! But if we don’t get back, he’s going to—”

“Where is this money?” McCracken interrupted.

“Nowhere you can get to it,” Reynie said.

“And where would that be?” said McCracken. From his briefcase he took out an elegant, leather-clad cigar box, gave it a shake, and set it on the ground between Reynie’s feet. A strange, sharp clicking sound came from inside the box, followed by a barely audible squeal. McCracken nudged it with the toe of his well-polished shoe. “Shall I open that? Or do you want to tell me where the money is?”

Reynie stared at the cigar box. He began to perspire. “It’s… it’s on the boat. Hidden in my bag.”

McCracken clucked sympathetically. “Then Risker’s gone, my dear. He took your money and left. That’s the sort of fellow he is, you see. Oh, we’ll check to be sure, but I think you can be confident he’s forgotten you. How did you even know about Risker, hmm? How did you know about this island? Tell me quick, and I might put away my box without opening it.”

With the other children listening in bafflement—they had no idea what Reynie was up to—Reynie told McCracken the truth. He said they had sneaked away from their families to find Mr. Benedict and Number Two. He explained about the clues Mr. Benedict had left for them as part of a surprise trip, about how they’d hoped to follow the clues until they found their friends, at which point they’d intended to contact Rhonda Kazembe. He told McCracken about everything—everything except Milligan and the final clue—and because what Reynie said was true, it was a perfectly convincing account.

McCracken seemed impressed. “You made that trip all by your little lonesomes? My, what big boys and girls you are!” He picked up the cigar box and held it very close to Reynie’s perspiring face. “Sure you don’t want just a peek?” He chuckled and gave the box a shake; the clicking sound inside grew louder. “No? Don’t want to meet Pandora?” He shrugged and put the box back into his briefcase.

Garrotte spoke up. “What do you think, fellows? Will Risker make things inconvenient for us?”

“I rather doubt it,” said Crawlings. “If he’s stolen the chickadees’ money, he isn’t likely to contact the authorities.”

“Don’t be a fool,” snapped Martina, irritated to have been left out of the discussion. “We still need to report this to Mr. Curtain. Give me your radio, Crawlings.”

Crawlings raised his single eyebrow. “Oh dear, I never said we shouldn’t report it, did I? But I’m afraid my radio’s of no use.” He pretended to look apologetic. “There’s no reception in the cave, remember?”

Martina cursed under her breath. With a haughty toss of her hair she said, “I’ll need to take the Salamander, then. Garrotte, you drive me. The rest of you wait here. We won’t be gone long.”

“Why not bring the children?” asked McCracken.

“Because I said so,” Martina growled.

She offered no explanation beyond this, but Reynie felt pretty sure he knew what she was thinking. Here in the shelter they were under Martina’s direct control. That would change once they were brought to Mr. Curtain, and Martina was in no hurry for that to happen. No doubt she had some nasty punishment in mind for them—perhaps one inflicted by the Ten Men, who must obey her—and didn’t wish to lose her opportunity. She probably hated to wait even a minute, but she wouldn’t dare put off her report to Mr. Curtain.

“Before I go,” Martina said, jerking her thumb toward Kate, “we need to take her bucket away and search her pockets. She’s a tricky one. Here, McCracken, you hold her while I search her.”

It was shrewd of Martina to have McCracken hold Kate, who might otherwise have relieved her of several teeth. As it was, Kate was left unable to speak or even breathe as Martina searched her—very thoroughly and none too gently—from head to foot. When McCracken released her, Kate fell to her knees, clutching her midsection and gasping for breath.

“That’s just for starters,” Martina said with a satisfied smile. “Wait till I get back—then things will really get fun. Let’s go, Garrotte. McCracken, you keep a close eye on them, you hear me? I don’t want any chance of their getting away.”

“They won’t be getting away.”

“Just do as I say,” said Martina. She grinned at Kate, who was struggling to her feet, and held up the bucket so Kate could see her leave with it. Then she went out, followed by Garrotte, and McCracken barred the door behind them.

“Why bar the door?” asked Crawlings. “We’ll just have to open it again when her highness returns.”

McCracken grunted. “You’re a fine fellow, Crawlings, but you have yet to learn proper caution.”

“I’m cautious enough, aren’t I?” Crawlings said. “Oh sure, I’ve had a bad scrape or two, but I’m cautious, McCracken. I’ll wager I’m as cautious as you!”

“And yet I’m in possession of both my eyebrows, and you’re not.”

Sharpe snickered. “He has you there, Crawlings!”

“At any rate,” said McCracken, “there’s something about all this that doesn’t quite fit, and when I figure out what it is, I want to be ready.”

“Shall we do an inventory?” asked Crawlings.

“Wouldn’t hurt,” said McCracken. “At the very least it will pass the time until her ladyship returns.”

As if in response to some unseen signal, the Ten Men knelt in unison and set their briefcases before them. They were in the middle of the room, where the light from the lantern was strongest, and the children—also in unison—flinched at the sound of the dreadful briefcases being unbuckled.

Outside, the Salamander rumbled out of the village. Then all was quiet except for the Ten Men going through their briefcases. It was clearly a serious business, yet the men surveyed the contents of their briefcases with expressions of happy expectation, even jollity, as if they were selecting chocolates from a holiday tray. The children watched in horror as they laid out tidy rows of sharpened pencils; an assortment of ink pens in various colors; staple removers (which resembled nothing so much as metallic piranhas); sleek-looking calculators; stacks of brilliant white business cards; elegant letter openers tucked into monogrammed leather sheaths—and, of course, the dreaded laser pointers.

Crawlings held up his pointer. “What do you think?” he said, wriggling his eyebrow and jerking his chin toward the children. “Shall I take just the very tip of one of their noses? I’m thinking of a collection.”

McCracken frowned. “You’d waste your only shot on the tip of a nose? This is what I mean about proper caution, Crawlings.”

“Oh, don’t be so serious,” said Crawlings. “I was only sporting for the kittens’ sake.” He grinned at the children. Evidently he very much enjoyed frightening them. “At any rate, you know I prefer to use this.” He lifted up what appeared to be an ordinary clipboard.

McCracken nodded approvingly. “That’s because you’re so good with it.”

“It’s true,” Sharpe said, patting Crawlings on the back. “I’ve never seen anyone so smart with a clip—”

“You’re nothing but a bunch of monsters!” Sticky blurted, finding his voice at last, and the other children stared at him in shock. “Why aren’t you disgusted with yourselves? I mean, look at you! You like hurting people! You like frightening children!”

He fell abruptly silent, every bit as shocked by his outburst as the others had been and regretting it extremely. What kind of fool wanted to make a Ten Man angry? He hadn’t even realized he was going to speak. With his breath coming in ragged gulps and his emotions still awhirl, Sticky braced himself for the response.

But the Ten Men only looked over at him with expressions of mild interest, and McCracken chuckled and said, “We don’t like frightening children in particular, sweetie. It isn’t our fault you’re still a child, is it? Now, why don’t you leave the grownups to their discussion? You wouldn’t want to distract us, would you? We might grow annoyed.”

Sharpe fanned himself with his clipboard. “You know, McCracken, I get so warm when I’m annoyed. It makes me want to loosen my tie.”

“Very warm indeed,” Crawlings murmured, pretending to mop his bald head with his handkerchief. “I may have to take my tie off, too.”

McCracken eyed the handkerchief. “Again, Crawlings. Proper caution.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, don’t be such a mother duck, McCracken. I’m not going to blow my nose with it.”

McCracken and Sharpe laughed at this, and Crawlings carefully folded the handkerchief and returned it to his pocket. The Ten Men resumed their dark discussion.

Sticky was shaking so violently his handcuffs jingled. He longed to polish his spectacles, but with his wrists cuffed to Constance and Reynie it was too difficult to manage.

“It’s okay,” Reynie whispered. “It’s going to be okay.”

Sticky looked at him. “H-how?”

Reynie had no idea. He looked down the line at Constance and Kate. Constance, evidently impressed by Sticky’s outburst, was staring at him as if she’d never seen him before. She seemed to be holding up fairly well. Kate, on the other hand, was still clutching her midsection, and it occurred to Reynie that McCracken might really have injured her. He was about to ask if she was all right when Kate suddenly cocked her head to the side, and Constance stiffened. They had heard something. Kate squeezed the smaller girl’s hand—as if to warn her not to speak—and turned to face the wall.

McCracken glanced up. “What’s the matter, honey? You don’t like watching us get our things together?”

“I think I’m going to throw up,” Kate said.

“Ah! Mixed up your insides a bit, did I? Happens sometimes. Well, that’s a good girl, then. You do your business against the wall where we won’t have to step in it.” He went back to his briefcase materials.

There was enough slack in the chain for Reynie and the others to huddle close to Kate and pretend to comfort her. In fact they were looking at what Kate had just detected and pointed out. A tiny drill bit was boring through the masonry between two stones in the wall. The bit made only the faintest scratching sound as it poked through the masonry, no more than an insect might have made, and this scratching was what the girls had heard. After a moment the bit withdrew, leaving a worm-sized hole, and in its place appeared a tightly rolled scrap of paper. Kate removed the paper. It was a note from Milligan:

Stay where you are until I appear. Then run straight for the door. Do not hesitate even for a moment.

Kate passed the note to Constance, who read it and passed it to the boys.

“Everything all right?” Crawlings called over to them. “Lost your cookies yet, dear heart?”

“Not yet,” Kate called back in a strangled voice.

“Leave her alone!” Sticky shouted, forgetting himself again. He clapped his hands over his mouth, accidentally yanking Reynie’s and Constance’s hands up as well.

“Easy, Sticky,” Reynie cautioned, though he couldn’t help noticing that Constance seemed to benefit from Sticky’s impudence. Each time he lashed out at the Ten Men, she looked less frightened and more like her usual defiant self.

Sharpe snickered and muttered something to the other Ten Men about “that bald one spoiling for a handkerchief.” The others murmured their assent.

The Ten Men had begun putting their things back into the briefcases and were talking in low voices now, which to Reynie seemed far more sinister than when they’d been speaking up for the children’s benefit. He felt his own stomach turning as badly as Kate’s appeared to be. Milligan was coming for them, but how were they supposed to run for the door? They were chained up!

Constance looked at him and whispered, “But how are we going to… you know, how do we do it?”

“Hold on,” Kate muttered. She began to cough, then to gag, and then to spit. Over by the lantern the Ten Men smirked and snorted. Kate thrust her head forward a few times like a pecking chicken, made one last, repulsive retching sound, and fell silent. For a moment she stood with her hands on her knees, breathing heavily through her nose. Then she looked over at her friends, winked, and gave them a huge grin.

Clenched between her teeth was a key.
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Kate had switched one of her old farm keys for the handcuff key. That was why Reynie had seen her slip her hand down inside her bucket—she’d been seeking, by touch, a key that might pass for the one McCracken had given Martina. Anticipating a search, Kate had swallowed the handcuff key and dropped the farm key when McCracken grabbed her. Reynie understood all this at once, but Constance and Sticky only stared, confused. Hadn’t they seen McCracken take that key away?

“We’ll explain later,” Reynie whispered. He was afraid the sound of the handcuffs opening would catch the Ten Men’s attention, so he told Kate to go back to retching, which she did promptly and with great gusto. As she made one horrible noise after another, with her friends gathered around as if to comfort her, Kate unlocked all their handcuffs and adjusted them to fit much larger wrists. The children would appear to be cuffed but could easily slip loose when the time came.

But when would it come? That was the most pressing question now, for they needed to be ready when it did.

The Ten Men were standing up, their briefcases repacked and buckled closed, and were shaking hands all around as if they’d just concluded an agreeable meeting. Milligan still had not appeared. McCracken stuck a pencil behind his ear and walked over to the children. “Guess what?” he said in a tone of cheerful excitement. He knelt in front of Constance, who shrank away, avoiding his gaze. “You’re a lucky ducky, little one! You get to help McCracken!”

“Help you?” Constance asked.

“Oh, yes! You see, I’ve been going over things in my mind, and I’m still not satisfied with the way your story all fits together. I think you’re hiding something from old McCracken, you naughty things, and I’m going to find out what it is!”

“If you don’t like my story,” Reynie said, “then why aren’t you talking to me?”

McCracken didn’t take his eyes from Constance. “Because in my experience the smallest child is the one most likely to tell you what she isn’t supposed to.” He put a finger under Constance’s chin and lifted it so that she was compelled to look up. “Am I right, little one? Do you think I might be able to convince you to give me your secrets?”

Constance stared at the sharp pencil behind the Ten Man’s ear, and her lip began to quiver. Rather than cry, however, she screwed up her face and screamed furiously at McCracken—screamed loud enough to make him wince and step back. She screamed until her breath ran out, and then she glared at him, panting hard, her face purple as a plum.

McCracken looked at Constance as if he were disappointed in her. “Now why would you do that, muffin? Why would you want to make old McCracken angry? Don’t you realize your little adventure is over? Don’t you see there’s no one to help you now?”

“That’s what you think!” Constance snapped.

McCracken wrinkled his brow. Narrowing his blue eyes, he fixed the tiny girl with a cold and penetrating gaze. Constance looked as if she’d swallowed a scorpion and was praying it wouldn’t sting her on the way down.

“Why, I don’t believe that’s the way you’d speak about someone like Risker,” McCracken observed. “Oh no. Not that sorry fellow far away in his boat. You’re expecting someone else, aren’t you?”

“Yes, we are!” Reynie said, hoping McCracken would think he was lying out of desperation. “We’re expecting—”

“You be quiet,” McCracken said, pointing a warning finger at Reynie. “None of your trickery.” He turned to the other Ten Men. “Any ideas about this?”

Crawlings’s eyebrow shot up. He snapped his fingers, reached inside his suit coat, and took out Milligan’s flare gun. “The skinny bald one dropped this! I thought the children were using it to signal one another.”

“Is that right?” McCracken said, scratching his head. “A flare gun? Well, that was silly of you, Crawlings! They wouldn’t need a flare gun to signal one another—they were all right here in the village. So who was our friend really signaling, do you think?”

“Nobody. He dropped it before he could fire the flare.”

“Perhaps, Crawlings, but don’t you think our blowing up the tunnel entrance will have acted as a substitute?” McCracken pursed his lips. “You’d better climb on up into the rafters. Sharpe, you unbar the door. We’ll want to make it easy to get inside.”

Crawlings winked at the children with his right eye—the one without an eyebrow—which made his face look bizarrely lopsided. It was an unsettling sight, but far more unsettling was the way he skittered up one of the beams like a spider and disappeared into the shadowed rafters.

The Ten Men were setting a trap.

Reynie looked anxiously at his friends. Kate was clenching and unclenching her fists, not meeting anyone’s eye, too upset for words. Constance had begun to cry, and with a pained expression Sticky was telling her not to feel bad, that they were in this mess because of him, not her.

“That’s true,” Constance sniffed. Then she straightened into an attitude of attention, as if she’d sensed something, and a moment later they all heard the rumbling of the Salamander outside.

“There’s Garrotte and Martina,” said Sharpe, backing away from the door and loosening his tie.

“Maybe it is and maybe it isn’t,” said McCracken. He turned off the lantern, throwing the room into blackness. “We’ll just wait and see who walks through that door.”

McCracken soon had his answer: No one would walk through the door at all. In fact, to the surprise of everyone in the shelter, the door itself ceased to exist.


[image: ]

With a tremendous cracking and squealing, the thick wood of the shelter door splintered into a hundred pieces; the iron bolts tore free of their fastenings; stones toppled down all around, sending a fine powder into the air—and the nose of the armored Salamander filled the space where the door had been. Someone inside the Salamander threw a switch, and the room was suddenly flooded with light. Masonry dust hung in the light like an amber-colored fog.

“Move!” Kate yelled, slipping free of her handcuffs and grabbing Constance. With the boys at her heels, she ran straight for the Salamander, coughing against the dust and squinting in the floodlight. She passed directly over the spot where McCracken and Sharpe had stood an instant before. Like roaches at the flip of a light switch, the Ten Men had scattered and were nowhere to be seen.

Milligan seemed to drop from the sky. He landed a few feet in front of the Salamander, silhouetted by the floodlight, with masonry dust roiling about him like billowing smoke. He knelt and aimed his tranquilizer gun into the shelter’s strange grove of wooden beams. First to the left, then to the right. He’d seen which beams the Ten Men had disappeared behind and was covering them both. “Help the others get in, Kate! Quick now! Into the Salamander!”

Kate was already dragging Constance past him. “Look out, Milligan! There’s one in the rafters!”

At the words “look out” Milligan sprang forward, and in the same instant a yellow pencil appeared, as if by magic, quivering in the floorboards where he’d just been kneeling. He aimed his tranquilizer gun into the rafters but saw only shadows and wood. Behind him Kate was boosting the others over the side of the Salamander.

“Put down your weapon!” a voice called from above.

“In a minute,” Milligan growled.

“You’ll do it now,” said the voice, “or the girl with the ponytail gets a nasty haircut.”

Kate had just heaved Reynie into the Salamander when she heard this. She looked into the rafters. At first she saw nothing. Then, to her horror, she saw something that resembled a twitching caterpillar. It was Crawlings’s eyebrow, wriggling excitedly. Most of the Ten Man’s body was hidden in shadow, but he was making sure Kate could see his face and, more important, the laser pointer he was aiming at her.

“Kate?” Milligan called. From his position he couldn’t see what she could. When she didn’t answer, he glanced back and saw her staring helplessly into the rafters. Milligan didn’t hesitate. He set his tranquilizer gun on the floor.

“Milligan, don’t!” Kate cried, finding her voice again. But it was too late.

“Kick it away from you,” Crawlings called.

Milligan sent the tranquilizer gun sliding across the floor with his boot.

“Go to the back of the room, pick up a pair of handcuffs, and lock yourself to that chain. Close the handcuffs so tightly they pinch.”

Milligan went and cuffed himself to the chain, which was still padlocked to a beam. He yanked on the chain to demonstrate he was firmly secured, and as soon as he did so Crawlings dropped to the floor a few yards away, aiming his pointer directly at Milligan’s chest. He was smiling with pure delight. “Did I hear her right? Are you really Milligan?”

Milligan said nothing, only leaned forward as if he wanted nothing more than to lunge at Crawlings. But the chain was stretched taut behind him—he was at its outer limit—and Crawlings called out, “Did you hear that, boys? It’s Milligan! We’ve got the famous Milligan handcuffed to a pole!”

McCracken and Sharpe emerged and moved to the middle of the room. The corner of McCracken’s lip jerked upward, as if he were trying not to laugh. “Milligan, eh? What a pleasant surprise!”

Crawlings stepped closer to get a better look, keeping an eye on the chain to make sure he didn’t step within Milligan’s reach. He kept his laser pointer aimed at Milligan’s chest. “You of all people! The Ten Man’s worst enemy! My, oh my! Wouldn’t it be lovely if I were the one to get rid of you once and for all?”

Milligan mumbled something.

Crawlings leaned slightly forward. “What’s that?”

Nobody saw what Milligan did. Or at least not what he really did. What it looked like he did was step forward and return an embrace that Crawlings had apparently decided to give him. And then Crawlings was unconscious on the floor, and Milligan was holding the laser pointer.

“I said this chain is longer than you realize,” Milligan muttered.

McCracken and Sharpe stood a few yards apart from each other in the middle of the room, staring with great attention at the laser pointer in Milligan’s hand. Their smiles had disappeared, and they were holding very still.

“That was clever of you,” said McCracken, recovering. “What did you do, gather some of the chain behind you to make it look shorter? That’s impressive sleight of hand, my friend. You fooled him completely. Well, go on, finish him off. Don’t beat about the bush.”

Milligan ignored him. “Kate, get in the Salamander and go straight to the place we agreed upon. You can handle it. It’s more or less like a tractor.”

“Milligan, we can’t leave you here!”

“Of course you can!” McCracken called, without turning his head. “He has a pointer. He’ll be fine.”

“Milligan!” Reynie called from the Salamander. “Mc Cracken said those things only fire one shot and then have to be recharged!”

“You heard that, did you?” McCracken said, looking coy and sheepish, as if he’d been caught stealing cookies. He shrugged. “They’ve got me there, Milligan. I did say that. Now here’s the deal. I know you must be tempted to have young Kate fetch that weapon of yours. But if you do, I promise you one of us will do her great harm. Sorry, but that’s just the way of it. We can’t let you take us both out. One maybe, but not both. Isn’t that right, Sharpe?”

“Just as you say, McCracken. That’s the code.”

“So let those little dears go, then,” said McCracken. “That’s a fair deal. Let them go, and the three of us will stay here and have a nice chat.”

Milligan never took his eyes from the Ten Men. “Kate, leave right now. That’s an order. Don’t be afraid. Our friends will meet you there.”

“But—”

“Now, Kate!”

Kate climbed into the Salamander. She didn’t speak to the others—who at any rate were speechless themselves—but only blinked tears from her eyes to study the levers and knobs. None of them could believe what they were about to do. They were going to leave Milligan alone, chained to a beam, with two Ten Men. And he had only one shot.

Kate backed the Salamander from the wrecked doorway and out into the village path. She shifted a lever and the Salamander stopped, its engine humming. Kate looked longingly back toward the shelter.

“We should go,” Constance said in an apologetic tone. “We need to do what he said, Kate—we need to go back to the bay forest.”

“We aren’t going to the bay forest,” Reynie said, and the others looked at him in surprise. His expression was very grim but determined.

“Where are we going, then?” Constance asked.

“To save Mr. Benedict. We’re his only chance now.”

“But we don’t even know where—”

“Oh yes, we do,” Reynie said.
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It was long past midnight, and the full moon’s reflection no longer shone at the bottom of the village well—no twin moon down there now—but as Reynie pointed out, Mr. Benedict would have counted on their solving the clue regardless of the hour, just as he would have counted on Kate’s ability to retrieve whatever he’d left for them. And indeed, it took Kate mere seconds to fetch her rope from the top of the silo (where Crawlings had untied Constance in order to capture her) and secure it to one of the posts that used to hold up the well’s missing roof. Flinging off her shoes, she climbed down into inky darkness.

“I have it!” Kate called after splashing around only a moment. She soon climbed back up with a sealed glass jar. It had been anchored beneath the water, she said, with a short length of cord and a heavy rock. And inside it was a map.

After all the confusion and mystery, the final leg of the children’s journey seemed strangely straightforward. The map was simple and easily read, and on it, near the top of the southernmost mountain, was a boldly marked X. There wasn’t even a need to decide on a route; they could just follow the Salamander’s tracks across the meadow.

“Find a seat,” Kate said after she’d helped everyone into the Salamander. She took her position at the wheel. The Salamander’s interior was rather like that of a normal touring boat, with storage compartments lined beneath the gunwales and two short rows of uncomfortable benches. Reynie, taking a seat on the front bench, kicked something over on the floor beneath. Kate’s bucket.

Kate took it from him without a word. The bucket’s recovery was small consolation, but she did seem to stand a little taller with it belted to her side. She took a last look at the ruined shelter door, beyond which, in the moonlit gloom, Milligan remained trapped with the Ten Men. She grimaced and turned away. She grabbed the wheel, shifted a lever, and the Salamander started forward with a powerful lurch.

Reynie, Sticky, and Constance flew backward off their benches.

“Hang on!” Kate called, her ponytail streaming out behind her.

The Salamander roared out of the village and into the meadow, where its floodlight plainly revealed the twin tracks of crushed grass. Kate steered into the tracks and followed them. She swerved only once—to avoid the prone bodies of Martina Crowe and Garrotte the Ten Man, both of whom lay unconscious but otherwise unharmed in the middle of the meadow, where Milligan had ambushed them on their way back from reporting to Mr. Curtain. The other children never saw what Kate saw. Nor did Kate ever tell them how tempted she had been not to swerve. But she did, and the Salamander rumbled on.

Soon they were rising up the lower slope of the mountain. The slope grew steeper and steeper, and before long the other children were covering their eyes, afraid to look, for the view from the Salamander floor (they hadn’t managed to recover their seats) was of nothing but moon and sky. There seemed to be no ground beneath them at all.

Kate stood at the helm, her teeth gritted and every muscle tense. She had a better view than the others and was straining to make out the Salamander tracks, which had grown much harder to find as the meadow gave way to rock. (It would make for a bad end if she unwittingly veered off the route and into some hidden ravine.) Kate was also paying close attention to the feel of the machine beneath her. The Salamander’s engine was working at full capacity, yet their speed had slowed considerably and the treads had begun to slip. When the slope grew even steeper and the Salamander’s progress slowed to a crawl, Kate shut off the engine. They were very near the mountaintop. From this point it would be faster to hike.

The others opened their eyes and felt their stomachs drop. They appeared to be suspended in the sky. Kate was studying the map by flashlight. “The cave’s not far. Let’s go.”

Outside the Salamander they discovered a goat path, which made their climb easier. The air here was sharp and cool, and vegetation was scarce. A few mountain flowers and weeds poked out between the cracks of boulders, and a few stunted, twisted trees stood in patches of sandy soil, but mostly there was only rock. Reynie was wondering how a plant as fragile as duskwort had ever existed in such a place when Kate broke in on his thoughts.

“We’re here,” she murmured, pointing.

There was no mistaking the cave. Bright light poured from its entrance as well as from smaller openings in the rock above it, giving the appearance of an enormous stone jack-o’-lantern with a candle inside. The light even appeared to flicker as a candle would. It took Reynie a moment to realize that the flickering effect was created by someone passing back and forth across the light source, somewhere down inside the cave.

Reynie gave an involuntary shudder. He had hoped never again to see Mr. Curtain. Yet now, twelve months and thousands of miles later, the time had come.
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Elsewhere on the island, in the storm shelter of the abandoned village, a most unpleasant negotiation was coming to an end.

When the children had fled in the Salamander, they had thought they were leaving Milligan chained to a beam, alone in the darkness with two Ten Men. They weren’t entirely correct, however, for even as Kate was descending into the well to retrieve the map, the Ten Man known as Crawlings was regaining consciousness. He lay on the ground near Milligan’s feet, blinking groggily and drooling, trying to get his wits about him. The shelter was dark, illuminated but faintly by the moonlight shining through the ruined doorway. Crawlings became aware of McCracken talking. Then he heard the rumble of the Salamander on its way out of the village. With a groan he hauled himself to his knees, rubbed his eyes—and saw Milligan holding a laser pointer. His laser pointer. Crawlings leaped to his feet, looking wildly about.

“Hold still,” Milligan said, and Crawlings froze.

“Welcome back, Crawlings,” said McCracken’s voice from behind him.

“What—what’s going on?” said Crawlings, not taking his eyes from Milligan.

“Let’s see,” said McCracken. “You allowed yourself to be knocked out, yielding your weapon to the enemy in the process, and Sharpe and I were compelled to stand here while the children escaped in the Salamander. I hate to say it, Crawlings, but Mr. Curtain will not be pleased.”

“I should say he won’t,” said Sharpe.

Crawlings spat onto the floor. He was fully awake now and furious at having been humiliated. “Well, why are we just standing here? There are three of us, aren’t there? That pointer only has one shot.”

“We were just discussing this,” said McCracken. “I was explaining to Milligan that the pointer is extremely sophisticated, a chemical-based laser weapon Mr. Curtain designed for us, and that perhaps he should think twice about attempting to use it. For instance, does he even know he’s pointing it the right way? He wouldn’t want to accidentally shoot himself, would he?”

“You forget I’ve collected a few of these,” said Milligan.

“Oh, that’s right,” said McCracken with an easy smile. “I’d forgotten. Still, when the time comes to shoot, you’ll want to be careful. You don’t want to miss and set one of the beams afire—or the roof, for that matter. Seeing as how you’re chained up, a fire would be inconvenient for you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” said Milligan.

“What’s the point of any of this?” Crawlings said irritably. “He can’t stop all of us and he knows it.”

“He wants to give the children a head start,” said McCracken. “But Crawlings’s point is well taken, don’t you think, Milligan? Really, now. You’re wasting everyone’s time. What’s the use of prolonging the inevitable?”

“Maybe I enjoy it,” Milligan said. He aimed the laser pointer directly at McCracken. “But if you’re in such a hurry to resolve the situation, go ahead and make a move.”

McCracken frowned. “Oh, but Milligan, remember what will happen! You’ll fire your one shot, and perhaps—perhaps—you’ll be lucky enough to disable one of us. But there will still be two of us left to deal with you, and… well, we will deal with you, Milligan. Won’t we deal with him, boys?”

“With pleasure,” said Crawlings, whose head ached terribly from whatever Milligan had done to him.

Sharpe snickered. “Oh yes, indeed. We’re great dealers!”

“But I have an idea you’ll like, Milligan,” said McCracken. “If you toss over that pointer, we’ll forgo any unpleasantness and simply deliver you to Mr. Curtain. Who knows? Maybe you’ll get lucky—maybe he’ll have some use for you. That’s your best chance of survival, at any rate. Believe me, it won’t be easy for us. We’ll be making quite a sacrifice not to punish you for treating us so impolitely.”

“A big sacrifice,” muttered Crawlings.

“A giant one,” agreed Sharpe.

“But if you don’t toss over the pointer…” McCracken shrugged. “Well, it’s not going to be pretty.”

“No, it’ll be ugly, all right,” said Sharpe.

“Really ugly,” said Crawlings.

“How ugly, exactly?” said Milligan, as if he thought it a fascinating question. “As ugly as you?”

Crawlings scowled, his eyebrow slanting inward. He tightened his fists and glanced longingly at his briefcase.

McCracken was chortling. “Even uglier than Crawlings, I assure you, Milligan! And I’m afraid it’s time to make your decision. I’m going to count to three, and then we’re all going to move. You can toss over the pointer or use it as you see fit. The choice is yours. Are you ready? Here we go. One… two…”

“I’ve made my decision,” Milligan said.

“Thought you might,” said McCracken with a condescending wink. He held out his big hand. “Toss it carefully, please. Those things are expensive.”

But Milligan didn’t toss the pointer at all. Returning McCracken’s wink, he spun around and fired at the chain—cutting it clean through.

“Crafty!” exclaimed McCracken, already reaching into his briefcase. The other Ten Men, recovering from their surprise, began to shake their arms, exposing their silver wristwatches. “Crafty but pointless. We’re standing between you and the door.”

Milligan had no intention of trying to escape, however. He feinted one direction, then leaped across the shelter and snatched up his tranquilizer gun.

“Another bold move!” came McCracken’s voice as Milligan ducked behind a beam. There was an electrical hum in the air from the Ten Men’s watches. “But you’d still have done better to surrender. It is three against one, you know!”

“Not for long,” Milligan growled, and he jumped out from behind the beam.

So began one of the fiercest and strangest battles ever fought, a battle that involved all manner of business supplies, elegant clothing and accessories, and no shortage of trickery and taunts. It was a battle that would rage for hours, and which, when at last it came to an end, would leave the abandoned village entirely in ruins and only one man standing to survey the wreckage. It was also a battle that would leave the young members of the Mysterious Benedict Society in even greater danger than before—for alas, the one man left standing wasn’t Milligan.
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At the exact moment the terrible battle with the Ten Men was beginning in the abandoned village, Reynie and the other children stood outside the entrance of the mountaintop cave. The air emanating from within was damp and strangely warm, and had a faintly sulfurous odor. Inside, at the end of a narrow, tunnel-like passage, the cave opened into a much larger space, a cavern in which stalactites and stalagmites bristled from above and below. The children could see everything quite well, for the cavern was illuminated by a series of floodlights erected on metal stands. Nothing moved. No voices sounded. But the children had seen the flickering shadows; they knew someone was down in there. Reynie recalled how the island, when seen from a height, had resembled a monstrous beast. Now they were walking right into its mouth.

At the end of the passage, where the cavern opened up, the children stopped to study their eerie surroundings. The stalagmites here rose out of the ground every dozen or so steps; the stalactites, even more numerous, crowded the cavern ceiling and hung so low that an adult could have reached up and touched their pointed tips. Everything, from floor to ceiling, appeared slimy and gray; everything glistened in the bright floodlights. And the soft buzzing of those lights was the only sound the children could hear—until they heard a man cough.

They swiveled their eyes toward one another, hearts hammering. The cough had been simple and short, a normal-sounding cough, and had come from close by. Signaling the others to stay put, Kate crept several steps further. She paused. Reynie saw her eyes widen. Holding a finger to her lips, Kate beckoned them to join her. The children moved forward on tiptoe.

There, in a sort of clearing among the stalagmites, was Mr. Benedict.

He sat several paces away from them, with his back against the only stalagmite in the clearing. His head was down, his eyes were closed, and his hands were behind him in what looked to be a very uncomfortable position. A metal loop had been driven into the stalagmite beside him; Reynie guessed that it was to this loop that Number Two had been handcuffed, and that Mr. Benedict was probably cuffed to one just like it. That would explain why his hands were behind him at such an awkward angle. Seeing Mr. Benedict made Reynie’s heart swell—there was that familiar head of white hair and that familiar green plaid suit, both rumpled as ever!—but his burst of happiness instantly gave way to concern, for who knew what sort of condition Mr. Benedict was in?

Despite the surge of emotions they felt at the sight of Mr. Benedict, the children kept their composure. Silently, with all their senses on alert, they glanced around for sign of Mr. Curtain. Not far from Mr. Benedict stood a narrow work table covered with equipment—a microscope, several vials and stoppered bottles, and various oddments and tools—and beneath it was a stack of perhaps fifty black metal containers that resembled shoe boxes. Whether all this belonged to Mr. Benedict or Mr. Curtain was impossible to tell, just as it was impossible to tell if there was a key on the table, a key that might release Mr. Benedict. Reynie strained his eyes looking for one, but he was too far away, and it seemed too risky to go over there right now. Someone had been moving around in this cavern, almost certainly Mr. Curtain, and the children had yet to spot him. They mustn’t let themselves get sneaked up on.

Reynie cast a nervous glance toward the passage behind them, then began to study the cavern floor, searching for human-shaped shadows. Was Mr. Curtain hiding behind a stalagmite, ready to burst out at the right moment? Kate tugged his arm and pointed. Far off to their left was an opening in the cavern wall, beyond which there appeared to be a separate chamber, equally well lit. It, too, was thick with stalagmites and stalactites, and at first glance had seemed part of the cavern in which they stood. Reynie felt a rush of hope. If Mr. Curtain was in that other chamber, they might be able to free Mr. Benedict without ever encountering his wicked brother.

“What do you think?” Kate whispered to Reynie.

It was a soft whisper, but even so, Mr. Benedict’s eyes sprang open. The effect was disconcerting—no matter that he was their friend and they were here to rescue him—and the children, startled, almost cried out.

“You’re here?” Mr. Benedict whispered, his expression incredulous. “But how—?” He cut himself off and whispered urgently, “Never mind! Listen to me, children. There’s little time. You must destroy the duskwort! We can’t let Ledroptha discover its whereabouts!”

“But we have no idea where it is!” Kate whispered. “You’ll have to show us!”

Mr. Benedict frowned. “You don’t know? But I thought… Never mind. It’s all right. Just—wait. Hold still a moment. Be quiet now. There he goes.”

The children, frozen in their spots, swiveled their eyes all around. A movement beyond the opening in the cavern wall caught their attention—and then they glimpsed what appeared to be a human head and torso floating past in the other chamber. A prickling sensation traveled up everyone’s spine. Constance gave a muffled whimper. The ghostly sight would have been frightening even if they hadn’t known what it actually was. But they did know. There had been no mistaking Mr. Curtain in his wheelchair. They’d seen that long, lumpy nose and shock of white hair, and the gliding motion was undeniably that of something rolling across the ground. Yes, they had all seen it, and yet, strangely, none of them had heard it. Reynie thought this must be a trick of acoustics, some bizarre effect peculiar to the cavern.

Regardless, Mr. Benedict had somehow sensed the wheelchair passing by; and he seemed to sense, too, when it was safe to speak again. He nodded at the children. “It’s all right,” he whispered. “But he’ll come back any moment. You must hurry!”

Reynie’s arms were covered in goose bumps. “What should we do?”

“Untie my hands,” Mr. Benedict said. “Hurry now, and we’ll escape together!”

Reynie hesitated. Something seemed amiss, but in the urgency of the moment he couldn’t immediately identify it. Kate, though, had already taken out her Army knife—cutting through a rope was obviously faster than untying it—and she began hurrying toward Mr. Benedict just as Constance yanked on Reynie’s arm. Reynie, looking down, realized that she’d been trying to speak but had been too terrified to make a sound. Her eyes were huge. She was frantically shaking her head.

With a flash of horror, Reynie understood the reason for his misgivings: Mr. Benedict would never have asked them to untie him—not when lingering here so clearly jeopardized their safety. No, Mr. Benedict would have told them to run. Reynie dashed after Kate, waving his arms. Not daring to cry out (for fear of a Ten Man lurking in the other chamber) he whispered, “Kate, stop! Stop!”

Kate heard him and looked back, which was exactly the worst thing she could have done. She had already drawn too close to Mr. Curtain—for it could be none other than Mr. Curtain leaping to his feet with such a look of malevolent triumph—and before she understood what was happening, the wicked man had seized her.

Reynie charged in at full tilt. But no sooner had Mr. Curtain grabbed Kate than he let her go, and as Kate slumped to the floor with a stunned expression, Reynie noticed the shiny, silver gloves on Mr. Curtain’s hands—one of which shot forward and took him by the arm. Instantly he felt as if a fireworks display had been launched inside him; his body seemed composed of a million white-hot sparks. It was astonishingly painful, and Reynie’s relief was intense when the fireworks faded, leaving what appeared to be a clear black sky. Or no, not sky… Reynie opened his eyes and saw Mr. Curtain’s blurry, smiling face floating above him. He heard Sticky’s voice as if from a great distance, telling Constance to run. Then he felt something cold, hard, and metallic tightening around his wrist.

“Not again,” Reynie mumbled, still dazed.

“Oh yes,” said Mr. Curtain. “Again.”
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The children were handcuffed to one another in order of their capture. Kate was cuffed to one of the metal loops in the stalagmite—Mr. Curtain had been sure to deal with her first—and Reynie was cuffed to Kate. Next came Sticky, who despite having seen what those silver gloves had done to his friends had charged at Mr. Curtain in an attempt to save Constance.

“Run, Constance!” he’d yelled. “Run and don’t look back!”

Moments later Sticky was on the ground, shocked senseless, and when he came around again he was handcuffed to Reynie. Together they watched bleakly as Constance was brought back from the cavern entrance, where S.Q. Pedalian had been waiting. She was sniffling and crying and had gone perfectly limp, and S.Q. was compelled to carry her.

“There, there, Constance,” S.Q. was saying in a genuinely concerned tone. “Don’t be upset. This is all just a misunderstanding. I mean you’ve just misunderstood. I mean you’ve been naughty. Do you understand?”

“That’s enough, S.Q.,” said Mr. Curtain, removing his silver gloves and slipping them inside his suit coat. “Just cuff her to Mr. Washington there and say no more.”

It was odd for the children to see the former Executive in regular clothes—gone were the spiffy tunic and sash—but in all other respects he seemed the same. He was tall and gangly, his feet were enormous, and he appeared to be acting against his kindhearted instincts out of some dim-witted loyalty to Mr. Curtain. With the mechanical, efficient movements of one who has performed the same task countless times, S.Q. cuffed Constance’s wrist tightly to Sticky’s. Constance winced as the metal pinched her skin, and S.Q. winced in sympathetic response. But he remembered Mr. Curtain’s order and said no more.

Mr. Curtain regarded the captive children as if contemplating a magnificent piece of art. His cheerful expression had an unsettling effect, for it made him seem more like Mr. Benedict than himself. “Thank you all so much for coming,” he said. “I really could not have asked for a better gift.”

“It was the least we could do,” said Kate. She was quite scared, but she’d rather die than show her fear to the loathsome man who had just shocked the daylights out of her. He had also taken away her Army knife, and with it her hopes of prying out the metal loop.

Mr. Curtain clapped his hands. “Such bravado! Of course, I expected no less from you children. And, as I hope you now realize, I did expect you. Many of my former Executives hold government posts, you see, some of them quite close to Benedict. When you children went off on your own, I was informed at once. My informants were baffled by your disappearance, but your intentions were no great mystery to me. The only question was whether you would succeed in finding your beloved Benedict. Oh, how I hoped you would!”

“Where is Mr. Benedict?” Reynie demanded. “Or are you such a coward that—?”

“Reynard! For shame!” Mr. Curtain waggled his finger disapprovingly. “Do you really think I’m unprepared for your tactics this time? Last time, you’ll recall, you betrayed me, which is the only reason you caught me off guard. This time I know you for the conniving and deceitful little wretch that you are. You won’t fool me into getting angry, Reynard. I won’t be disturbed into falling asleep. Au contraire!”

“What?” said Constance, who with some effort had stopped crying. She glared at Mr. Curtain. “What do you want?”

“What do you mean, what do I want?” asked Mr. Curtain, who seemed confused by her question.

Constance scowled. “You said, ‘Oh, Contraire!’ So what? What is it?”

Mr. Curtain burst into his too-familiar laughter, which sounded like nothing so much as a wounded screech owl. “It’s just as S.Q. said, Miss Contraire! You misunderstand!” He shook his head in mock sympathy. “Never mind, my dear. The point is, I am perfectly undisturbed, and I shall remain so. Oh yes, I shall remain in control of my faculties, which means that you shall remain in my power.” He tapped his fingertips together. “However, I do grow fatigued. I believe I shall fetch a chair.”

With a mysterious, expectant smile, Mr. Curtain put his hands behind him and stood at attention, as if waiting for something. Before the children had time to wonder what it was, they witnessed one of the most disturbing things they had ever seen.

Mr. Curtain’s wheelchair appeared without sound. It shot out of the other chamber like a rocket, speeding around the stalagmites toward its owner, but its wheels made absolutely no sound on the cave floor, and its motor and gears were quiet—even, somehow, more than quiet. The effect was like watching a silent film, except that this was real life. The only noise the children heard was the jingle of their handcuffs (for they were all shuddering). The wheelchair was some kind of rolling nightmare, and strapped into its seat was the real Mr. Benedict. His hands were cuffed to the armrests, his head lolled forward on his neck, and his spectacles were in danger of falling from his nose. He appeared to be fast asleep.

“As you see, I’ve designed an excellent remote control,” said Mr. Curtain, showing them a tiny control box he’d been hiding behind his back. “S.Q., put him with the others. Be careful, now—I’m convinced he sometimes only pretends to be asleep.”

S.Q. removed Mr. Benedict from the wheelchair, propped him gently against the stalagmite, and handcuffed one of his wrists to the other metal loop. As S.Q. worked, Mr. Curtain was taking his accustomed place in the wheelchair, which appeared to be his old one—a complicated machine with multiple knobs, buttons, and pedals—but which obviously had undergone certain alarming modifications.

“I imagine he worked himself into a sleeping fit trying to warn you,” Mr. Curtain said in an amused tone. “He’s been in a sorry state of distress ever since Martina reported you were on the island, and his distress only increased when S.Q. spotted you coming up the mountain and I arranged to take advantage of your foolishness. Oh, he protested at the top of his lungs! Or I should say he appeared to. I had activated my new device by then, so his annoying cries went unheard.”

“Noise cancellation?” murmured Sticky in surprise. “But no one’s ever achieved it on such a scale…” He fell silent, not having meant to speak in the first place.

Mr. Curtain had overheard him, though, and he raised his eyebrows. “I see you’ve kept up with your reading, George! Yes, I’ve installed a brand-new device—one of my own invention and thus vastly superior to anything else of its kind—that nullifies all sound in its immediate vicinity. I’m well-versed in the manipulation of invisible waveforms, as you know. Indeed, compared to my Whisperer, this project was no more challenging than…” Mr. Curtain trailed off with a chuckle. “But I digress. The point is, you couldn’t hear Benedict shouting, and I’ve no doubt he upset himself to sleep.”

“How come we can hear you talking?” Constance said. “It would be nice if we couldn’t.”

Mr. Curtain twitched, which was the first sign of annoyance he had shown. “I deactivated the device, Constance, with the push of a button. If you were more attentive, you would know that.”

“I’m attentive enough to see you’re as nasty as ever,” Constance retorted. Her long-anticipated reunion with Mr. Benedict, occurring under such upsetting circumstances, had produced in her a very agitating mix of relief, concern, and fear—emotions she naturally expressed with angry defiance. In fact she was about to deliver an insulting rhyme when Mr. Curtain silenced her with a threatening look.

“S.Q.,” Mr. Curtain said, “be a good fellow—by which I mean not quite such a blundering fool—and take a few steps away from Miss Wetherall. I dislike the way she’s eyeing the key in your hand.”

Having locked Mr. Benedict near the children, S.Q. had lingered unthinkingly close by. At Mr. Curtain’s warning, he shoved the key deep into his pocket and backed away from Kate with a look of disbelief. At the Institute he’d been fond of the children, and despite all that had happened, S.Q. found that he was comfortable with them—and far too trusting. He shook his head angrily. “You should be ashamed!”

“I was only admiring how well you handled that key,” Kate said. “I think you’ve gotten less clumsy, S.Q.!”

S.Q. brightened. “Do you think so?”

“S.Q.!” Mr. Curtain snapped. “Be silent, and bring the smelling salts from the table.”

“Should I bring the serum, too?” S.Q. asked, hurrying to the table.

“Absolutely not. As I’ve told you repeatedly, you are never to touch it. The serum’s too precious to trust in your awkward paws, S.Q. You should know that.”

“I was just thinking about what Kate said, about how I seem to be—”

Mr. Curtain rubbed his forehead. “She was lying to you, S.Q. It was the key she was admiring, not your skill with it. Now wake up Benedict, move away, and for the last time, be silent.”

S.Q. obediently passed the smelling salts beneath Mr. Benedict’s nose. Mr. Benedict sniffed, started, and suddenly looked up. His green eyes, normally so clear and bright, were terribly bloodshot and rimmed with red—he seemed exhausted beyond measure—but they flashed with joy when they fell upon the children, only to grow troubled when he perceived their predicament. “Ah,” Mr. Benedict said ruefully, pushing up his spectacles with his free hand. “How good it is to see you, my friends, and how I wish you hadn’t come.”

“They’ve come to save you, Benedict!” cried Mr. Curtain. “They sneaked into my Salamander and raced to your rescue! Aren’t they doing a fine job?”

“I think they’ve done admirably,” Mr. Benedict said; then turning to S.Q., he added, “S.Q., you know I don’t mind having you close by, but I imagine my brother would prefer you to stand a bit farther away from his prisoners.”

“I’ve told you never to call me that!” Mr. Curtain snarled as S.Q. hastily retreated. “You are not my brother! A brother would not have ruined years of my work! A brother would not have taken away that which I prized most! My brother? No, Benedict, you are decidedly not my brother!”

“And yet we do look rather alike,” Mr. Benedict pointed out.

Mr. Curtain pressed his lips so tightly together the color left them; and his knuckles, too, went white from clenching the arms of his wheelchair. Spinning around so that his back was to Mr. Benedict—the chair moved noiselessly; he must have triggered its silencing device—Mr. Curtain took several deep breaths. (No one could hear him, but his shoulders rose and fell dramatically with each breath.) The fact of his kinship to Mr. Benedict was clearly upsetting to him, just as it once had been—and perhaps still was—to Mr. Benedict. A year had passed since each had discovered a long-lost brother and a formidable enemy at the exact same time, and Mr. Curtain had evidently spent every moment of it cultivating his bitterness.

Regaining his composure, he turned back to face Mr. Benedict. His mouth began to move, but no sound came out. With an irritated grimace, he pressed a button on the controller in his hand and started again. “Very well,” he said. “I will acknowledge that you are my brother—a brother who ruined my ambitions and is thus the very worst kind of traitor. Are you satisfied?”

Mr. Benedict opened his mouth to speak, but Mr. Curtain cut him off.

“That was a rhetorical question, Benedict. I do not care in the least if you are satisfied or not.” He rolled his eyes and moved a little closer in his wheelchair. “And now to business. Since you have slept through recent developments, Benedict, allow me to apprise you of the situation. I had hoped these children would know about the duskwort, but by their own account they do not. Therefore—”

Mr. Benedict interrupted him. “I’ve told you repeatedly, Ledroptha, that if you’d only release Number Two and me, I would make sure you were informed about the duskwort. That offer still stands. Once my friends and I are safely out of reach, I promise to have the information sent to you.”

“I know what you offered,” Mr. Curtain said irritably. “And yet even if I trusted you, Benedict, the offer wouldn’t exactly suit my plans. I am not going to let you go. I am not ever going to let you go.”

“Won’t I grow awfully cumbersome?” Mr. Benedict said. “I hate to be a burden.”

Mr. Curtain sneered. “You joke, but the jokes will soon end. No, you will not be cumbersome. I don’t intend to let you go, but I don’t intend to keep you around, either. I intend to replace you.”

[image: ]

It was with obvious delight that Mr. Curtain explained his carefully laid plans. The months he’d spent watching, waiting, preparing. How he’d ordered the theft of the truth serum—the better, he explained, to extract key passwords and information that would help him pass for Mr. Benedict. Under his new identity, Mr. Curtain would regain access to his Whisperer—and with it the ability to manipulate the memories and opinions of others. In short order, those officials who opposed the “new” Mr. Benedict’s ambitions would find themselves unceremoniously yanked from their posts, with no memory of having opposed him at all. And with the help of his former Executives, so well placed in government, Mr. Curtain—known to everyone else as Mr. Benedict—would rise swiftly to a position of unequaled power.

In a way, Mr. Curtain explained in a mocking tone, Mr. Benedict had done much of the work for him. He had but to take advantage when the opportunity arose. “My associates were ready to pounce the moment you strayed beyond your protection. But then I learned that you’d made plans for travel without disclosing the reasons to anyone. This, I thought, was suspicious behavior, and I determined not to apprehend you until I had learned more. And oh! What I learned was well worth the wait, don’t you think? Duskwort! The most precious plant imaginable! And you—of all people—unwittingly prepared to lead me right to it!” Mr. Curtain uttered a clipped screech of laughter that sounded like a hiccup.

“Ledroptha,” said Mr. Benedict, “why are you telling me this now?”

Mr. Curtain ignored him. Speaking directly to the children, he continued, “When I caught up with him here, I knew the duskwort was close by. Benedict and his assistant—I refuse to call her by her ridiculous code name—clearly intended to use this cave as a temporary laboratory. They had everything they needed: a comfortable location sheltered from the wind, a microscope, good lighting. To my great annoyance, however, I discovered that I’d arrived before they had gathered any of the plants for study. I could never have guessed their pace would be so tortoise-like! Here they were, ludicrously unaware of the duskwort’s precise location or even of its appearance—just sitting on their hands and waiting for some mysterious associate to contact them with the necessary information.”

Mr. Curtain gave Mr. Benedict a contemptuous glance. “Luckily,” he went on, “after wasting only a few drops of my truth serum, I realized the most efficient way to find this person would be to appeal to the protective instincts of Benedict’s friends. It was a perfect plan—no, a plan beyond perfection! I would receive the information I sought, then return to Stonetown in triumph! I would have the duskwort and my Whisperer! Can you imagine?”

The children shuddered. They could imagine only too well. Mr. Curtain’s dream was everyone else’s nightmare.

“Of course,” Mr. Curtain said, “I would have to revel in private. In public I would be compelled to grieve for my assistant, that poor nervous woman who would have failed to ‘escape’ with me. I’m sure you can understand why your friend couldn’t return with me—not knowing who I really was. No, I’m afraid she would have met her untimely demise at the hands of that cruel Mr. Curtain. Or else—I haven’t decided yet—she would remain his prisoner, hidden away somewhere in a far corner of the world, where all the government’s top agents would be dispatched to search in vain. This, of course, is why my men are tracking her down even as we speak. I may be undecided about her fate, but I certainly can’t have her running loose.”

“Ledroptha,” said Mr. Benedict gravely. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

Mr. Curtain looked at him askance. “Oh, but I choose for it to be this way. And the arrival of the children has simplified matters. You asked a minute ago why I’m telling you all this now. The answer is that I needed to be cautious. I did not care to give you information you might use against me. You had already proven yourself too untrustworthy for my truth serum to be effective—you always managed to say something technically true but completely unhelpful. But that was when the serum was administered without—how shall I put it?—without additional ingredients. And now those ingredients are in my possession.”

Mr. Curtain took out his shiny silver gloves. The children instinctively recoiled. Grinning at their reaction, he patted the gloves against his knees. “I suspect that with the children here you’ll be more inclined to tell me what I wish to know. What say you, Benedict? Shall I put on my ‘kid gloves’?”

Mr. Benedict looked at his brother with an expression of profound concern. “Ledroptha, you can’t possibly—”

“Do not tell me what I cannot do!” Mr. Curtain shouted. He quickly closed his eyes and took a deep breath. After a long moment he opened his eyes again. “You can say what you please,” he said in a calmer voice, “but if your answers are not helpful to me, the children will pay the price.”

Mr. Curtain shot forward in his wheelchair—narrowly missing the children and Mr. Benedict—and retrieved a small vial and dropper from the nearby table. He spun the chair around and rolled over to Mr. Benedict. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

Mr. Benedict gazed steadily into his brother’s eyes. “How can I know that you won’t hurt the children anyway?”

“A fair question,” said Mr. Curtain, drawing a single drop of liquid from the vial. “Allow me to put your mind at ease.”

Mr. Curtain lifted the dropper, threw back his head, and let the drop fall into his open mouth. Instantly his eyes bulged and he wagged his head, as if he’d swallowed turpentine. “I promise,” he said, speaking quickly in a strained voice, “that if you tell me all I wish to know, I will not hurt these children. I’ll use the Whisperer to remove their memories of this event, and so they will be no threat to my plans and can live the remainder of their lives in safety. I will not offer you anything better, but that much, at least, I promise.”

The two men stared at each other, Mr. Curtain with a look of defiance, Mr. Benedict with an assessing, contemplative expression. At length Mr. Benedict started to speak, only to be interrupted by Constance, who shouted, “He’s lying, Mr. Benedict! That wasn’t the truth serum at all! He switched the vials while you were asleep!”

Mr. Benedict started, then looked visibly upset, as if he’d just received terrible news. In a voice so low only the children heard it he said, “I knew he was lying, dear girl.”

Mr. Curtain was staring at Constance in amazement. “Well, well, well,” he said in an appraising tone. “Now how could you possibly know I switched the vials?”

Constance stared back in dismay. She didn’t know how she’d known about the vials. She only knew that she hadn’t wanted Mr. Benedict to be fooled, and that her revelation seemed to please Mr. Curtain very much.

“I did switch them, but it was long before you arrived,” Mr. Curtain was saying, mostly to himself. His fingers drummed excitedly on the armrests of his wheelchair. “And yet you knew… you knew. Oh, my, what a useful little girl you are, Constance. I had no idea!”

“Ledroptha,” Mr. Benedict said quickly, “promise to leave her alone—no need for the serum—just make the promise, and I will tell you everything you want to know.”

Mr. Curtain smiled an oily smile. “I’ll make no such promise, Benedict. I will, however, promise not to harm any of the children for the time being—but only if you answer at once. That is my offer. Shall I put on my gloves, or…?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Mr. Benedict said. “Just make the promise.”

“I promise,” said Mr. Curtain. He gave Constance a sly look. “Am I telling the truth, my dear?”

Constance gazed fearfully at him, then nodded.

Mr. Curtain made a pleased murmur. He turned back to Mr. Benedict. “Now tell me quick, and no more games! Who is this person you spoke of ? And don’t you dare ask which person! You know who I mean: the one ‘extremely close’ to you—the only one who can secure the information for me! That’s exactly what you said! Now who is this person?”

Mr. Benedict looked frankly at his brother. “You.”

“Me?” said Mr. Curtain, taken aback. His eyes narrowed, and he put his hands over his mouth, breathing into them as if they were cold. It was evident he was attempting to stay calm. “What do you mean, me? How could I possibly secure this information for myself ?”

“You could have done so at any time simply by letting us go, which was the offer I made you repeatedly,” said Mr. Benedict. “Had you released us, I would have revealed the information.”

Mr. Curtain threw his hands into the air. “But you said you didn’t know!”

“I said no such thing.”

Mr. Curtain’s wheelchair bucked forward, and with surprising agility he leaped from his seat and landed inches away from Mr. Benedict. He shook his finger in Mr. Benedict’s face. “And what if I had threatened to hurt your companion? You wouldn’t have revealed it then?”

“I most certainly would have,” said Mr. Benedict. “But it would still have been you who secured the information with your threats.”

“So you phrased it that way to prevent further questioning!” roared Mr. Curtain, finally understanding. “You knew I didn’t want to waste any more serum! You knew I wanted to save it!”

“That was my understanding, yes.” Mr. Benedict returned his brother’s furious look with a calm, inscrutable gaze.

The children watched hopefully. If Mr. Curtain was angry enough, he might fall asleep, and they could try to make an escape. Maybe…

But after only a moment of outraged quivering, Mr. Curtain relaxed. He smiled, nodded, and put his hands behind his back. His wheelchair came up behind him like a well-trained pet. “Good enough,” he said, taking his seat. “In the end, your treachery has worked in my favor. You must be terribly disappointed in yourself, Benedict. Now I shall have my duskwort and my Whisperer, and these children are proving useful as well.…” He turned his wheelchair and cast a probing glance at Constance.

“Ledroptha,” said Mr. Benedict. “Shall I show you what I discovered now, or would you prefer to wait?”

“Yes,” said Mr. Curtain, turning eagerly back to him. “Show me at once.”

“I’ll need you to turn off the lights, then.”

“What?”

“The floodlights. Turn them off. There’s a control box on the table.”

“I know where the control box is,” said Mr. Curtain. “And I have left the lights on for good reason—so that nothing you did would go unobserved.”

Mr. Benedict gave him a patient smile. “I was aware of this, of course. But if you wish to see what I’ve been hiding from you, then off they must go.”

Mr. Curtain regarded him coldly. “Before I turn them off, do I need to make clear what punishments the children will suffer if this is an attempt to trick me?”

“I don’t believe such an explanation is necessary, no. I assure you I intend to do nothing at all while the lights are out.”

Mr. Curtain backed his wheelchair to the table and picked up the control box. He examined it carefully, then—just to be safe—rolled over and handed the box to S.Q., who’d been watching the proceedings in dutiful silence and at a dutifully safe distance. “Very well, Benedict. Let us hope you haven’t needlessly endangered your young friends. S.Q., flip the switch!”

S.Q. did as he was told, and the cave was thrown into perfect darkness. But the darkness lasted only a moment, for the walls, stalagmites, and stalactites soon began to glow with luminescent streaks of green.

“What you’re seeing is a form of translucent moss,” said Mr. Benedict. “It is what makes the rock appear slimy and wet in the light. In the darkness, as you can see, it is iridescent.”

For a long time Mr. Curtain sat in startled silence. Then he laughed. Softly at first, then louder and louder—and screechier and screechier—until the walls of the cavern reverberated with the great screeching peals of Mr. Curtain’s triumph.
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The hours that followed were wretched ones indeed. Mr. Benedict and the children were compelled to watch as Mr. Curtain and S.Q. diligently scraped duskwort from every surface within reach. It was Mr. Curtain who had brought the black metal boxes stacked beneath the table, the children discovered. Although he’d had no idea of the plant’s appearance or location, he’d long been a scholar of the duskwort legends, and some years ago had secured—in a dark corner of the world—a scrap from an ancient book offering instructions for the transport and preservation of the fragile plant. Evidently nothing more elaborate was required than darkness, moisture, and a certain degree of heat, and Mr. Curtain had devised special containers to meet these conditions. Whenever he or S.Q. opened a metal box to slide in another layer of the precious moss, steam wafted out as if from a modern-day witch’s cauldron.

“To think,” said Mr. Benedict, watching his brother stretch to reach a high patch of duskwort on a stalagmite, “if we had worked together, Ledroptha, we might have accomplished a great deal. We each knew things the other did not.”

“And still do,” said Mr. Curtain, standing on the seat of his wheelchair to reach the duskwort more easily. (The wheelchair, in response to an unseen signal, eerily circled the stalagmite as if it had a mind of its own.) “But as you’ve now witnessed, I’m perfectly capable of making you reveal the things I desire to know. I see no advantage in ‘working together,’ as you put it.”

“The advantage,” Mr. Benedict began, “would lie in—”

“I do not care to hear any more of your opinions,” interrupted Mr. Curtain, peeling away a strip of slimy moss. “Foolish opinions distract me, and I have no time for distraction.”

“You do seem rather in a hurry,” Mr. Benedict observed.

“What did I just tell you about your opinions?” Mr. Curtain snapped. “Once again you betray your simplicity, Benedict. How do you think I have avoided capture if not from choosing never to tarry, never to linger? Take the present case: Even if I did not receive word from your Miss Kazembe, I fully intended to leave this island today.”

“And abandon the duskwort?” Mr. Benedict asked, sounding mildly surprised.

“Again, Benedict. Simplicity of thinking. I intended to leave S.Q., of course, to continue searching for it while I investigated the matter elsewhere. One way or another I would have found the duskwort, I assure you.”

At this, S.Q. paused in his work. From his stunned expression it was clear he’d had no inkling of this plan to leave him alone on a deserted island.

“As usual, however,” Mr. Curtain went on, “I have achieved my goals in the most efficient manner possible. Still, it never serves to stay in one place for long. Therefore I proceed, as always, with due haste.”

“If you’re in such a hurry,” Kate put in, “why don’t you force us to help you gather the duskwort?”

Mr. Curtain uttered his screechy laugh. “I have quite enough help, thank you, Miss Wetherall! And I should have quite enough duskwort even if I were compelled to leave most of it behind. No, I believe it’s better if you remain locked up.”

“I can’t see why you don’t just dump us off the mountain,” Kate said. “Now that you have your stupid plant, we’re not much use to you.” (Her friends squirmed uncomfortably at these words, even though they knew Kate was trying to create an opportunity for escape.)

But Mr. Curtain, who also knew what she was up to—subtlety had never been Kate’s strong suit—only screeched again and said, “On the contrary, you may be useful indeed! I’ve been giving the matter some thought, you see, and the fact is that once I have a proper distillation of the duskwort, it should be simple enough to keep you asleep—helplessly, quietly asleep—except on such occasions as I deem appropriate. Say, whenever I require more information. Benedict has already proven himself quite weak where you children are concerned.”

“Well, I suppose that isn’t the dumbest idea you’ve had,” said Kate, just to show pluck, for Mr. Curtain’s suggestion had made her feel sick with dread. “There are rather a lot of us to keep hidden, though. Do you have some kind of shrinking machine, too?”

“Properly stacked, Miss Wetherall, I should think you would all fit nicely in a single locked closet.” Mr. Curtain pursed his lips, pretending to consider. “But you’re right, it may prove too much of an inconvenience. I’ll need to reflect upon it. What do you say, Benedict? Would you prefer to be gotten rid of entirely, or to sleep your life away in a closet?”

“I am partial to long naps,” Mr. Benedict said. “But I’ve never been gotten rid of before, so it’s difficult for me to say.”

Mr. Benedict’s implacable calm seemed to ruffle Mr. Curtain, whose smirk faded, replaced by an icy stare. “Then it’s lucky you will not be the one who chooses. Now do be quiet, all of you. I’ve had enough of your distractions. I hate to interrupt my work again, but I assure you—and this is a promise—the next person who utters a word will receive my full attention.”

There was no doubting Mr. Curtain’s sincerity on this point—or what he meant by “full attention”—and the remaining hours of the night were spent in awful silence, under threat of those shiny silver gloves, with no sounds at all save for those of Mr. Curtain and S.Q. working away.

Reynie’s mind was also working away—and furiously, at that—but to no good effect. He had tried countless times to think of a means of escape. Tried and failed. And meanwhile he was imagining all sorts of things he would prefer not to imagine, such as the terrible reunion of Mr. Curtain and his Whisperer, and what would happen to Rhonda, Miss Perumal, and all the others whose nosy questions Mr. Curtain would never tolerate. Nor, unfortunately, did Reynie’s imagination stop there. Instead it wandered bleakly on, out of Mr. Benedict’s house and into Stonetown, where Reynie saw a crew of Ten Men stalking the slumbering streets, every last resident having been sent to sleep by a “proper distillation” of Mr. Curtain’s duskwort. Try as he might, Reynie could not avert his mind’s eye, and so he saw with frightful clarity the ease with which Mr. Curtain’s men carried away all those who dared oppose their master. There would be no struggles, not even a cry of complaint. Just a city waking up in the morning with one less opponent of Mr. Curtain.

Mr. Curtain would have what he’d always wanted. He would be in absolute control. All that was required was that he change his name to Nicholas Benedict. Most people would never guess what was happening.

The children would be out of the way by then, of course. That much was certain. The question was what Mr. Curtain was going to do with them. Reynie couldn’t think of any possibilities that didn’t make him sweat.

His only hope—however slim—was that Milligan might save them, and as night drew nearer to morning, Reynie clung to it with increasing desperation. When Mr. Curtain mused aloud that it was taking his Ten Men much too long to track down the escaped Number Two (“the woman,” he called her), and sent S.Q. out of the cave with a radio to contact them, Reynie tensed in expectation. Perhaps Milligan was waiting outside and would ambush him! But S.Q. returned with the report that the radio waves were silent. This news caused Mr. Curtain to furrow his brow suspiciously, and it gave Reynie some reason to nurse his fragile hope a bit longer…

But that hope fell apart completely just before dawn, when McCracken came limping into the cave.

Kate let out a gasp, then burst into tears, for the Ten Man’s appearance could mean only one thing. The other children looked at one another in despair, and Mr. Benedict, his own eyes brimming as he heard Kate’s devastated sobs, reached out to comfort her—then slumped sideways against the stalagmite, asleep.

McCracken observed all this with amusement as he limped over to await Mr. Curtain, who at the sound of his approach had retreated—in perfect, creepy silence—to the other chamber. S.Q. had likewise disappeared, but the Ten Man stared shrewdly at a nearby stalagmite as he called out, “Code Seven, Mr. Curtain! No need for an ambush!” In a patronizing tone he added, “S.Q., I’ll remind you that Code Seven means ‘all clear.’ Your boot tips are plainly visible, at any rate.”

As S.Q. emerged from his hiding place looking sheepish, Mr. Curtain rocketed into view at such a speed that his wheelchair seemed certain to slam into McCracken. He skidded to a stop at the last instant, however, and McCracken acknowledged his entrance with an admiring bow. If Mr. Curtain had actually struck him with the chair, McCracken would have been sent flying, and as a Ten Man he had great esteem for impressive displays of force.

It was lucky for McCracken he hadn’t been sent flying, for he was already in a terrible state. He was using his necktie as a sling for an injured arm, his face was bloody and streaked with soot, his elegant suit was tattered and scorched, and his briefcase positively bristled with tranquilizer darts. His expression, however, revealed an obvious satisfaction, and when he spoke it was in his usual calm, deceptively pleasant way, as if he’d simply come to report on the weather.

“We ran into a spot of trouble,” McCracken said, in response to Mr. Curtain’s look of disapproval. He nodded toward the children. “Where’d you find the chickies?”

“They found me,” Mr. Curtain said coldly, “having stolen my Salamander, which was in your care. And I’ve captured and held them, which was more, apparently, than your imbecile crew could manage. Do remind me why I pay you.”

McCracken grinned, revealing a number of missing teeth. “We’re good for your morale. Anyway, you didn’t have to deal with Milligan.”

“Benedict’s agent? He’s on the island?”

“Ohhh… so they didn’t tell you,” said McCracken, lifting an eyebrow.

Mr. Curtain shot the children a venomous glance. “They did not. Milligan, eh? I suppose his involvement explains why I haven’t heard from Jackson or Jillson.”

“No doubt,” McCracken agreed. “But you needn’t worry about further interference. Milligan’s been dealt with.”

“I take it you dealt with him yourself,” said Mr. Curtain, looking the Ten Man up and down. “You’re in a pathetic condition.”

“Not just me. It took the lot of us. I must say Milligan was like no one I’d ever fought. Fast as a tiger and clever as a fox. But he never had a chance, really. The man had an absurd reluctance to do anyone real harm. You should have seen the lengths he went to just to avoid killing Crawlings, who was doing everything he could to dash him to pieces. Once I discovered that weakness, it was only a matter of time until I finished him.”

“So you did finish him?” Mr. Curtain asked. “Skip to the end, McCracken. And you, S.Q., stop standing there like a lamppost and get back to work.”

“The end was rather a disappointment,” said McCracken as S.Q. hurriedly resumed scraping and packing. “Our fight had taken us high up on the middlemost mountain, where I had backed him onto a cliff at the edge of a ravine—the other men were out of commission by this point—and he was enduring a shocking number of hornet stings rather than come out from behind a boulder he was using to shield himself. But I was gradually moving into position to finish him off, and when he realized this, he chose a less painful end. He jumped.”

Reynie put an arm around Kate’s shoulders, but she scarcely noticed. She had stifled her tears now, mastering herself in order to listen to McCracken’s account. She stared at the Ten Man, radiating fury.

“Now, I didn’t see his body,” McCracken admitted. “My flashlight was shattered by then. But in the moonlight I could see a good fifty feet down, so he fell at least that far, and he was in a sorry condition to begin with. I doubt he lived, but if he did, he’s surely wishing he hadn’t. A fall like that will have broken every bone in his body.”

“You’re going to wish you didn’t live!” Kate snarled, lunging forward. She spoke and moved with such ferocity that everyone in the cave flinched—everyone but McCracken, who chuckled as Kate’s handcuffs, still locked to the metal loop, jerked her off her feet. Reynie and Sticky grabbed on to her, holding her back for fear she’d break her arm trying to get at McCracken.

“I’ve come to see what you prefer to do now,” said McCracken, turning back to Mr. Curtain. “I still need to track down Number Two, but first I should gather the men. Martina, too, I suppose—I saw her and Garrotte in the meadow. Milligan waylaid them on their way back to the village.”

Mr. Curtain frowned. “I thought you said he avoided doing real harm.”

“And so he did, but he left everyone unconscious, and Crawlings has some broken bones that will heal better if I have help to lift him properly. If you don’t care about that, I can just toss him into the Salamander with my good arm. Or, if you prefer, I can wait for the others to regain consciousness and give me a hand. Sharpe and Garrotte appeared to be coming around—they fluttered their eyes a bit when I kicked them—and I predict they’ll be awake soon. But I thought I should let you decide. I knew you hoped to leave before noon today.”

Mr. Curtain received this news with considerable annoyance, but he appeared determined not to grow vexed. “Take S.Q.,” he said brusquely. “And hurry up. We’re almost ready to load.”

S.Q. started to set down the metal box he’d been carrying.

“No offense,” McCracken said, smiling at S.Q. in a way that showed he did, in fact, mean offense, “but I think it ought to be you who helps me, Mr. Curtain. As I said, Crawlings has broken bones. It wouldn’t do to have him dropped.”

S.Q., greatly offended, dropped the metal box on his foot.

“Fine,” Mr. Curtain said as S.Q. hopped around moaning and clutching at his foot. “I’ll come. S.Q., stop prancing and get back to work.”

McCracken had set down his briefcase and was probing at a loose tooth with his fingertips. He pulled it out, examined it with mild curiosity, and slipped it into his pocket. “There’s something else. Milligan told the children that some friends were coming for them.”

“Snakes and dogs,” muttered Mr. Curtain. “Did he say who? It can’t be an official rescue party or I’d have been notified. I assume no one radioed while you were outside.”

“I did hear from Bludgins. Evidently Rhonda Kazembe has sent the pigeon back with a note. She claims to have identified the person you seek and begs for a few more days to locate him.”

“A desperate ploy,” said Mr. Curtain, with a gesture of dismissal. “I’ve already located what I seek. But you have no word on these people who are coming?”

“No, and Milligan didn’t mention any names. But we know where their boat will land, if it hasn’t already. The only decent place is in that southeastern bay. If you like, once my men are up we can drive over—”

Mr. Curtain waved him silent. “Any confrontations can wait, McCracken, and it would be best to avoid them altogether. What I want from you is an assurance that our escaped prisoner cannot contact these people and tell them where Benedict is.”

“Well,” said McCracken, “if she hasn’t already met up with them—that is, if they haven’t already sent a rescue party across the island—”

“Most unlikely,” said Mr. Curtain. “The bay will have had an exceptionally tricky tide last night, McCracken—I know a thing or two about tides, you see—and I doubt any craft can have navigated to shore before now.”

“Very good,” McCracken said. “Then I can assure you we’ll capture Number Two before she causes any trouble. I suspect she’s still hiding in the woods by the village. With the wind’s help we should have no trouble burning the woods and smoking her out.”

“You had better be right,” Mr. Curtain said tersely.

The conversation then shifted to the wheelchair, which Mr. Curtain was loath to leave behind. Because of his injured arm, McCracken couldn’t carry both the chair and his briefcase down the steep goat path to the Salamander, yet the chair was too heavy for Mr. Curtain—or indeed for any but the strongest of men—to carry that far. McCracken pointed out that Mr. Curtain wouldn’t actually be using the wheelchair much, to which Mr. Curtain replied that McCracken didn’t use his brain much, either, but still preferred to keep it with him. And so the discussion continued.

Kate, meanwhile, was rifling surreptitiously through her bucket, trying to find anything that might help. At length she muttered, “I can’t figure out how we’re going to manage this.”

“You mean how we’ll escape?” said Reynie in an undertone. “I can’t either.”

“I didn’t mean that,” Kate replied, as if surprised at the very notion. “Of course we’ll escape!”

“We will?” Sticky asked hopefully. “How?”

“Oh, we’ll think of something,” Kate whispered, which was not quite as specific a plan as Sticky had hoped for. “What I’m wondering is how we’ll meet up with Milligan and find Number Two before those creeps do. How will we rescue her?”

“Wait—you think Milligan is alive?” Constance whispered.

“Obviously! I mean, I didn’t think so at first, but then I realized Milligan would never jump to his death—not when we were still in danger. He must have had something else in mind. Probably he just hasn’t been able to find us. He told us to go to that bay forest, after all. That’s where he’d have gone to look for us.”

Reynie was less optimistic than Kate, but she did have a point. “Let me get this straight. We’re chained up in a cave with no idea what Mr. Curtain’s going to do to us, and your biggest concern is how we’re going to rescue Number Two?”

“Exactly!” Kate whispered.

“I just wanted to be clear on that,” said Reynie, and though he had only a small impulse to smile, this was nonetheless the best he’d felt in some time. “I think the place to start would be to rescue ourselves, Kate.”

“I know, but we need more time! If they’re going to burn those woods—”

“We have more time than they think,” Constance put in. “They’ll have trouble burning anything. It’s getting damp outside. Misting or drizzling. Don’t look at me like that, you know I can sense these—”

“S.Q.!” barked Mr. Curtain. The children flinched and looked up to see him glaring at them. “If any one of our prisoners speaks again—any single one of them, S.Q.—you will report it to me on my return, and they will suffer the consequences. That’s an order, understood? No one is to speak. I will have none of this murmuring among themselves.”

“Yes, sir,” said S.Q. He cleared his throat. “And, er, sir? Might I suggest that McCracken carry your wheelchair while you carry his briefcase? Just down to the Salamander, I mean.”

The two men stared at S.Q., then looked at each other in surprise.

“Out of the mouths of babes,” grunted McCracken.

“I’ll steer my chair as far as the path,” said Mr. Curtain, already moving. “Then we can exchange burdens.” He glided swiftly away up the passage, with McCracken limping along behind him and with never a word of thanks to S.Q.—nor even a glance of acknowledgment—for having made the amazingly practical suggestion that the two of them work together.
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Still smarting from McCracken’s insult and Mr. Curtain’s cold treatment, S.Q. Pedalian had only just returned to his work when Mr. Benedict spoke to him. No one had seen Mr. Benedict wake up, and in fact he spoke now in a careful, measured tone, with a very sleepy quality, as if perhaps he hadn’t woken at all.

“S.Q.,” Mr. Benedict said in this strange, somniferous tone, “I know you have much to do, but if you can spare just a moment, these handcuffs are chafing me again.”

S.Q. turned to Mr. Benedict with a look of distress. “Oh, no, Mr. Benedict, you shouldn’t have spoken! Don’t you realize I have to report you to Mr. Curtain now? It was a direct order, you know! You’ll be punished!”

Mr. Benedict fixed S.Q. with a steady gaze. “I realize that, S.Q.,” he said, still in that slow, sleepy tone, “and it’s quite all right. You must do what you must do, my friend. I bear you no ill will.”

Plainly relieved, S.Q. smiled, then stifled a yawn.

“Still,” said Mr. Benedict, “the handcuffs, as I said, are chafing my wrist most terribly. Just as they always do.”

S.Q. stared at him, not in hesitation or even with suspicion, but as if it were taking a long time for Mr. Benedict’s words to register in his brain. The children, bewildered, said nothing. They dared not even breathe. They could see Mr. Benedict was up to something even if S.Q. couldn’t. S.Q. yawned again but didn’t take his eyes from Mr. Benedict’s.

“You are very tired, aren’t you, S.Q.?” said Mr. Benedict.

S.Q. continued to stare. After a moment, he nodded dumbly. “I really am,” he whispered.

“I know you are, my friend,” said Mr. Benedict. “And so am I. You should sit with me a moment and rest. But first, please unlock my handcuffs, just as you’ve kindly done before. I would like to rub some feeling back into my wrist.”

And then, to the children’s profound amazement, S.Q. Pedalian walked over to Mr. Benedict and unlocked his handcuffs. At first Mr. Benedict did not stir; he only thanked S.Q. and rubbed his wrist gratefully. Then he patted the ground beside him.

“Sit for a moment,” Mr. Benedict said.

“For a moment,” intoned S.Q., his eyes heavy-lidded, his shoulders slumped. He sat beside Mr. Benedict and leaned back against the stalagmite.

“You should feel how these pinch,” said Mr. Benedict, and very casually, as if adjusting a cufflink on S.Q.’s sleeve, he slipped the open handcuff onto S.Q.’s wrist (the other was still attached to the metal loop) and tightened it. “There, isn’t that uncomfortable?”

“It is a bit constraintive,” S.Q. murmured, frowning. “I mean constrictual. I mean…” He trailed off, his expression troubled.

“We should take them off,” said Mr. Benedict. “Here, give me the key.”

S.Q. gave Mr. Benedict the key.

Leaning forward to obscure S.Q.’s view, Mr. Benedict slipped the key to Kate, who lost no time in freeing herself and the others. Then Mr. Benedict drew the children away from the stalagmite, where S.Q. still sat cuffed to the metal loop. S.Q. blinked rapidly, as if coming awake. He stared at the children, and then at Mr. Benedict, in perfect bafflement.

“I am sorry, S.Q.,” said Mr. Benedict. “Some part of you must understand that I mean that.”

S.Q. shook his head violently as if to clear it. His expression darkened; his lip began to quiver. “But… but you can’t be serious! You can’t have lied to me!”

“I never did,” said Mr. Benedict.

S.Q. was stunned. “But all those other times—you never tried anything! You promised you wouldn’t! I even gave you a drop of the truth serum to be sure!”

“Yes, but I made no such promise this time, S.Q. Nor did I promise to release you—I said only that we should take your handcuffs off. Which we should. In a better world and time, I would gladly release you. And I hope to see you again in just such a world, and at such a time. You have a bright soul, S.Q. I’m extremely sorry to leave you in this predicament, but leave you I must.” Mr. Benedict turned away with a sorrowful expression. “Come, children, we should hurry.”

Kate hoisted Constance onto her back, and together the escaped prisoners made quickly for the passage. Behind them, S.Q. sat with his face growing darker and darker, his eyes darting back and forth as he worked through what Mr. Benedict had said. He was plainly trying not to believe what had just happened.

“You hypnotized him?” Constance asked as they hurried up the passage.

“Something like that,” said Mr. Benedict gravely, “although much coarser. Persuading him was possible only because he trusted me not to betray his kindness. I’ve just dealt a terrible blow to the best part of S.Q. Pedalian, children. We must all hope he recovers.” Mr. Benedict touched Reynie’s shoulder. “I hope you haven’t given up on the S.Q.’s of the world, Reynie. As you see, there are a great many sheep in wolves’ clothing. If not for S.Q.’s good nature, we’d never have escaped.”

They were now approaching the cave entrance, from which they could hear an unearthly moaning—it was dawn, and the island’s daily wind had risen—and Reynie was just reflecting that they hadn’t escaped yet when the wind’s moaning was drowned out by a howl of anguish echoing through the cave behind them. S.Q. had finally accepted the reality of his situation. In furious outrage he screamed after them, “You’re just like Mr. Curtain said! I believed you, Mr. Benedict! I trusted you! I should have known! I should have known!”

At the cave entrance Mr. Benedict stopped to look back. Perhaps it was a result of his exhaustion, or perhaps it was because he was the direct cause of S.Q.’s suffering, but his expression was as mournful as any of the children had ever seen it.

“If only—” he began, but he never finished his thought, for at that moment he fell asleep.
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Sticky spared Mr. Benedict a vicious knock on the head by being in his way when he fell. Thus it was Sticky who suffered the knock, bruising his forehead on the hard ground as he fell with Mr. Benedict on top of him. Tugging free, he gently rolled Mr. Benedict onto his back and resettled the sleeping man’s spectacles before resettling his own. He shook Mr. Benedict’s arm. “Wake up, Mr. Benedict! Wake up!”

S.Q.’s howls had stopped as abruptly as they’d started, and the only sound now was the moaning of the wind and Sticky’s entreaties as the others looked anxiously on. Mr. Curtain and McCracken had been gone no time at all. If they’d forgotten something and came back… Reynie cast a nervous glance out beyond the cave. Dawn may have broken, but there was no sunshine. Gray clouds scudded low over the mountain, and—just as Constance had predicted—a fine gray mist hung over everything, swirling in the wind like smoke.

“He isn’t waking up,” Sticky said, patting Mr. Benedict’s cheek.

“Uh oh,” said Constance. “This can happen when he’s really worn out. Sometimes we can’t wake him for hours.”

“Well, he’s surely as exhausted right now as he’s ever been,” Sticky said. He looked up at Reynie. “This isn’t good.”

“Let’s see if we can fashion a stretcher,” said Reynie. “We can’t afford to wait. We need to get to that bay forest.”

“What about Number Two?” Kate protested.

“Our best chance of helping her now is to get to the forest. Like you said, that’s where Milligan expected us to go, so that’s where we should look for him. If he isn’t there, maybe his friends will be, and we can get them to help us. But there’s no chance of any of that if we’re caught. We need to move!”

Move, of course, was a word with great natural appeal to Kate, and she was instantly swayed to Reynie’s perspective. Still, she doubted the boys could handle the other end of a stretcher all the way to the bay, even taking turns, and there was also Constance to consider. “What we need is a sledge. We can drag Mr. Benedict and Constance both. I’ll be right back!” She sprinted down the passage into the cavern.

The others were still trying to rouse Mr. Benedict when Kate returned. She was dragging the table that had been covered with tools and equipment. With the help of the tools, her bucket, and her Army knife (which Mr. Curtain had left on the table), she’d removed the table legs and reattached them lengthwise to act as crude runners. She’d also stripped the wiring from several floodlights and fashioned lead lines and grips with which to pull the sledge. It was quite a makeshift contraption, but no less remarkable for the speed with which Kate had assembled it.

“I wanted to bring those smelling salts,” Kate said, seeing Mr. Benedict was still asleep, “but S.Q. had them in his pocket and I thought it best not to go near him. He was glaring at me like he wanted to wring my neck.”

They hoisted Mr. Benedict onto the sledge; then Constance climbed on and held him steady while the others grabbed the lines and yanked to test them. The metal runners made an awful scratching, grinding sound on the rocks, but with Kate and the boys pulling, the sledge moved fairly quickly.

Satisfied, Kate said, “I’ll need to find the easiest route down,” and she hurried off to scale the peak above the cave, leaping from boulder to boulder as if she were one of the island’s resident mountain goats. In no time she stood high above her friends, scanning the eastern side of the island with her spyglass. She quickly determined the best route: First a short northwesterly descent to a prominent goat path that led almost all the way down the mountain; then slantwise across a long gravel slope (giving as wide a berth as possible to some treacherous bluffs); and finally across the black rock plain to the bay forest, which from here appeared as a dark shadow in the general grayness. Kate looked for any sign of Milligan but found none. The forest, the bay, and the ocean beyond were lost in the shroud of mist.

Far below, Reynie was looking up at Kate, anxious to hear her verdict, when a curious feeling came over him. He wasn’t sure what it was. He stared and stared, trying to place it. Kate stood silhouetted against the gray, cloud-scattered sky, wind flapping her ponytail behind her. Cliff swallows, heedless of the damp, darted in and out of holes in the rocks about her, and high above them circled a bird of prey, no doubt contemplating which swallow would constitute its breakfast. Meanwhile, dark clouds raced overhead as if on a film strip run in fast-motion, and these combined with the fluttering of the swallows and the circling of the larger bird made Reynie’s stomach twist with vertigo… yes, vertigo, that must be the curious feeling. Or… no, Reynie wasn’t satisfied with that answer. What was this feeling, then? It almost seemed like déjà vu—as if he’d experienced something very much like this before.

Kate scrambled back down to report. “It’s going to be awfully hard,” she concluded, after describing the route. “I think it will take at least two hours to get to the forest, maybe three, depending on how much you boys can pull. That’s if we don’t have an accident going down the mountain.” She reached back to retie her ponytail, which had come loose during her climb. “And there’s something else.”

“What’s that?” asked Reynie, sensing bad news.

“I don’t see how we’re going to avoid being spotted. If they find Number Two, they’ll come back here and discover we’re gone—in which case McCracken and Curtain are sure to climb up and take a look around like I just did. If they don’t find her, they’ll keep circling the island on their Salamander looking for her. Either way, as best I can figure it, they’re almost certain to see us crossing that rocky plain. We’re going to be completely exposed for a long time. We’ll have a big head start, so we might outrun them—”

“But then what?” Constance said. “They’ll know where we are, and we can’t even be sure there’s help waiting for us!”

Reynie rubbed his temples. Constance was right, of course. And if McCracken’s prediction was accurate, then two of the other Ten Men would be awake by then, and possibly Martina as well. There would be an awful lot of sharp pencils flying around that forest, and plenty of legs to chase down fleeing children.

“Maybe we should find a place to hide and wait for Mr. Benedict to wake up,” Sticky said. “He’ll know what to do.”

Kate shook her head. “He might sleep for hours. We need to figure this out ourselves.”

By “ourselves” Kate mostly meant Reynie, and she and the others instinctively turned to him now. Reynie frowned. He was trying hard to figure something out, but his mind kept nagging him with that strange feeling of déjà vu. What was it he had been reminded of ? He’d been looking at Kate, and the sky, and the circling hawk… Wait. Had it been a hawk? He started, then looked up into the sky. No, not a hawk. A peregrine falcon.

“Kate! Look there! Is that falcon—”

“Why, it’s Madge!” Kate exclaimed. She took out her whistle and blew it. The falcon streaked down out of the sky, lighting on Kate’s wrist just as she finished tugging on her protective leather glove. “Good girl, Madge!” Kate said, stroking the bird’s feathers. “I’m so sorry I don’t have any treat to give you. I’ll have to owe you one.”

A small leather pouch was tied to Madge’s leg. Kate hastily undid the clasp and took out a letter. “It’s from Cannonball!”

The children all gathered close to read:

Dear Kate,

How we hope this finds you! We know you’re in danger, and I’m writing as quick as I can to tell you of our situation and to see how we may help. In case any of the details are important, I’ll give you all I have.

Last night we were hiding in the forest, anxiously awaiting your appearance, when we heard an explosion. Soon after that Number Two stumbled out of a mountain tunnel into our view. She’ll be all right, but at the time she was in such a condition we felt obliged to carry her to the skiff (our landing boat) and then to the Shortcut for bandages.

She protested loudly—much too loudly, in fact, as her hearing had been affected by the explosion. She was a bit out of her head, too, but it was clear enough that she believed you to be in danger, and that she’d gone looking for you in the tunnel only to find herself cut off (and quite battered by rocks) when the entrance blew. She insisted we leave her and go find you children. But this would have contradicted Milligan’s instructions, and we dared not risk upsetting his plans even if Number Two’s injuries hadn’t required immediate attention. She’s safely bandaged up now, though, and has fully recovered her senses. It was her idea to send Madge with a note, and—now she tells me I’m taking too long, so let me hurry on.

We’re aboard the Shortcut, a few miles out to sea. Our plan was to return immediately to the forest, but we’ve run into difficulty. The skiff’s motor was damaged on shoals as we left the bay—there was a horribly tricky tide—and the skiff is now quite noisy and painfully slow. We worry that using it might endanger you by calling attention to the bay. Milligan advised that we must be stealthy above all else. Is this still the case? Send word, Kate, and let us know what we should do!

Things to consider: Captain Noland, per Milligan’s directions, contacted the Royal Navy at dawn (mere minutes ago as I write) but their patrol boats may not arrive for some time. The captain can’t bring the Shortcut too close to the island for fear of grounding her, but in the skiff we can reach the bay shore in two hours at most. We’ll await you there or come for you as you think best—just tell us where to look!

We’re counting on Madge to find you with her sharp eyes. When you send her back, just say “frog food” and she’ll fly straight to me—I’ve been feeding her those steak bits ever since we took her aboard. Do hurry, Kate, and send your reply!

Cannonball (Joe Shooter)

The moment he finished reading, Reynie began to pace. What he really felt like doing was curling into a ball. The letter should have encouraged him, but under the circumstances it was heartbreaking. If they sent Madge right away with a reply, and if everything went exactly as hoped, the slow and noisy skiff would reach the bay just as the children arrived. But Kate was right—they would almost certainly be spotted crossing that rocky plain; the Salamander, then, would be hot on their trail, and Milligan had said the Salamander was very fast on land and water both. Even if they made it to the skiff… well, a damaged skiff would be easy pickings. They would be snatched up by Mr. Curtain’s crew long before they reached the Shortcut.

The others were all groaning now, having slowly come to understand what had distressed Reynie right away: there was no way out of this.

“At least Number Two is safe,” said Sticky gloomily. “That’s something, anyway.”

The others nodded but said nothing. They were all relieved Number Two was safe. Her good news was their bad news, though, for Mr. Curtain and his Ten Men, not finding her in the western woodland, would continue to circle the island. That made it even more likely the children would be intercepted before they reached the bay.

Reynie glanced down at Mr. Benedict’s sleeping face, frowned, and went back to pacing.

“Maybe we should try to hide,” said Constance. “Those patrol boats will come eventually, right? Maybe they’ll get here in time to save us.”

“We’d have to be awfully lucky,” said Kate. “I say we run for it and hope for the best. Milligan’s probably in the forest, remember. If we can just get to him, he can help us.”

Sticky was feverishly polishing his spectacles. “What do you think, Reynie? Should we run for it or hide?”

Reynie gritted his teeth. What did he think? It would be hard to hide everyone from the Ten Men for long. And even if the patrol boats arrived soon and sent their crews ashore, Reynie doubted their chances against Mr. Curtain’s group of nasties, especially since the Ten Men had the Salamander. But running? Reynie’s mind returned to the skiff. Noisy, Cannonball had said—so they couldn’t even hope to avoid detection in the heavy gray mist. And unlike Kate, Reynie didn’t count on Milligan’s being able to help them. No, hiding seemed the better option, although it was a nearly hopeless one, and although…

Reynie paused in his pacing. He did see one other option. He had seen it from the very beginning, in fact, but had kept shoving it aside. If it worked, it was their best chance of escape. But if it didn’t, all would be lost—and for it to work Reynie must depend upon something he felt could not be depended upon.

“Reynie?” Kate prompted. “What do you say?”

Reynie stared at the sleeping figure of Mr. Benedict. They had risked life and limb for him, had come to the ends of the earth to save him. If Mr. Benedict were awake right now, what would he have Reynie do? He felt a tugging at his sleeve. Constance was gazing up into his face.

“You should trust him,” she said.

“Trust him?” Kate repeated. “Trust who? Reynie, what’s she talking about?”

Reynie returned Constance’s gaze. He knew she was right. He knew what Mr. Benedict would have him do. The question was whether he had the courage to do it.

“Reynie?”

“Give me a pen and paper,” said Reynie, making up his mind. “I know what we need to do!”
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Descending the mountain with the sledge was the most arduous physical challenge either of the boys had ever attempted, and if not for Kate they never would have succeeded. Her excellent eyes, her sense of balance, her gauge of distance and slope—to say nothing of her unusual strength—saved the boys from deadly tumbles more than once. And all the while the sledge had to be kept aright to spare Mr. Benedict and Constance, who struggled mightily to keep him on the sledge without falling off herself. Halfway down the mountain Reynie and Sticky were already trembling and aching from their exertions—and they were pulling downhill.

By the time they reached level ground even Kate was exhausted. Despite the cooling mist and the unfailing wind, her face radiated heat, and her leg muscles and lungs burned from their unusual strain. Gazing out through the mist across that wide rocky plain, remembering how hard crossing it had been just the night before, Kate’s shoulders drooped. She doubted the boys could make it without a long rest—probably several long rests—and there was no way she could pull the sledge alone. Still, the crossing must be attempted. She looked at Reynie and Sticky, both of them gasping and doubled over.

“We can’t rest long,” she said apologetically. “A minute or two, and then—”

Sticky straightened abruptly. His face, dripping with perspiration and taut with fatigue, bore a look of resolution so intense it startled Kate. “No, let’s go now. We can’t afford to rest.”

Sticky’s tone struck Reynie just as his expression had struck Kate, and when Reynie looked up wonderingly he noticed something missing. “Sticky, what happened to your spectacles?”

“They fell off and slid down an embankment. I didn’t want to waste time going after them. Never mind, I can see well enough to see we have a long way to go.” He took one of the sledge grips in a hand already raw from pulling. “I’m ready when you are.”

Reynie, who didn’t feel ready in the least, wiped his brow and made an effort to stand up straight, while Kate drew her shoulders back, suddenly encouraged by Sticky’s display of fortitude. “Where did all this toughness come from?” she asked.

Sticky gave her a weak smile. “I’ve been saving it up.”

“Well, now was the perfect time to spend it,” said Kate, impressed.

Indeed, over the long, grueling trek across the plain, Sticky gave all of them hope. It was Reynie who’d had the idea and Kate who’d plotted their course, but it was Sticky who sacrificed the most—and in the process inspired the others to greater effort. His skinny frame quaked with exhaustion, sweat streamed from his head, and more than once his legs wobbled and went out from under him, but each time he rose, collected himself, and set to the task again with a fierceness they’d never seen. The fact was that Sticky had finally been given a chance to make up for his errors—a chance to get his friends out of danger—and he was passionately determined to succeed, no matter the cost to himself.

When Reynie slipped, Sticky helped him up. When Kate uncharacteristically despaired aloud at their progress, Sticky assured her they would make it, and somehow managed to double his efforts. Time and again his body faltered; time and again Sticky hauled himself up and pressed on. It was a noble thing to behold, and as the group at long last drew near the forest, Reynie found himself thinking that even if they were caught, he was grateful to have seen Sticky at his finest.

“We’re actually going to make it,” said Constance incredulously, and it was true—their pace had slowed to a crawl, and the boys’ hands were blistered and bleeding, but they lacked just a few yards until they could leave the exposed plain for the shelter of the forest.

“Of course we’ll make it,” Kate wheezed as she strained forward. “We just need to… Hey, what’s that?”

The others saw it, too, a lumpy black object on the ground ahead. The object blended in almost perfectly with the rocky ground, and because of the mists they hadn’t seen it until they were almost upon it. It wasn’t a large rock, or even a group of rocks, but appeared to be a long, shallow pile of mud—though where such a lot of mud would have come from was impossible to guess. And then, as the children came closer, they saw that the object was Milligan.

Kate cried out and stumbled forward, landing on her knees beside her father, who had opened his eyes at the sound of her voice. As she wiped mud from his face and begged him to tell her he was all right, Milligan gave her a relieved smile. “Now that I see you’re all right, I can’t compl—” He was cut off when Kate threw herself upon him, mindless of the mud.

Milligan groaned, then whispered hoarsely, “Better stop hugging me, Katie-Cat. Afraid I’ll black out again. From the pain, you know. It’s considerable.”

Kate had drawn back with a horrified expression. “Oh! I’m so sorry! How badly are you hurt? Did you really fall off a cliff ?”

“Jumped, actually,” said Milligan.

“But how did you get here, then? McCracken said you must have broken every bone in your body!”

“Not all of them,” Milligan muttered. (He seemed to be trying not to move his mouth very much.) “And I got here by dragging myself, mostly. I was on my way to save you.” He swiveled his eyes toward the other children and Mr. Benedict on the sledge. “Is everyone all right, then? How is Mr. Benedict?”

For a moment Kate couldn’t answer. She simply shook her head and stared. Now that she’d gotten over the shock of discovering Milligan here, she was coming to realize just how bad he looked. She’d seen him in a frightful condition before—in fact it was only a year ago that she’d seen him covered in mud just like this, and injured as well—but this was much worse. He looked as though he’d been trampled by a stampede. His face was so bruised and swollen with hornet stings he was scarcely recognizable; his shirt and trousers were in tatters; his hat and jacket were gone… and yet he’d been coming to save her. Kate took his hand and held it, noticing as she did so the handcuff and short length of chain dangling from it. She felt anger swelling up inside her.

Milligan winced, and Reynie, standing behind Kate, gently reminded her not to squeeze.

“Mr. Benedict’s all right,” Kate said, easing Milligan’s hand back to the ground. “We’re all fine. But how did you survive if you fell—I mean jumped—into a ravine?”

Milligan swallowed with some difficulty and said, “The bottom was all mud. I’d been there earlier looking for the cave, so I knew.”

“But McCracken said it was more than fifty feet down!”

“Well… I was able to slow myself a bit by dragging along the face of the cliff, and of course I had to land just so…” Milligan winced again, though no one had touched him, and his breath came in ragged bursts. “Still, I’m afraid in the darkness I… slightly misjudged the distance.”

“Kate,” Reynie murmured. “We need to get him into the trees.”

“Right! Okay, Milligan, we’re going to lift you onto the sledge and—”

Milligan made a noise of dissent. “Listen, Kate, I think I’m going to…” he swallowed “… black out again, so listen carefully. Leave me—cover me with pebbles or something if you must—and make for the bay. You can’t escape if you’re dragging me, and I am ordering you to escape, do you hear? Go now… leave me behind… That’s an order, so don’t even think—” Milligan abruptly closed his eyes and fell silent.

“Can’t anyone stay awake around here?” Constance moaned.

“Let’s get him onto the sledge,” Sticky said, coming around to help lift. “I assume we’re disobeying his order.”

“Of course we are,” said Reynie. “We have to save him.”

“I was hoping he would save us,” said Constance.

Kate said nothing. Her grief had rapidly transformed into something else, and she was clenching and unclenching her fists, boiling with anger at the Ten Men for what they’d done to Milligan. She despised McCracken in particular, but all of the Ten Men had played a part. In her fury, Kate wanted revenge more than anything, and for a moment it blinded her to all else.

“Kate!” said Reynie, shaking her shoulder. He’d been calling her name again and again. “What’s the matter? We have to move him! If we can get into the trees, they might not even see us! We’re almost there, Kate!”

Kate looked up and saw the boys staring at her wonderingly. She leaped to her feet—but it was already too late. She saw it on Constance’s face. The tiny girl was staring out into the mist with a look of deepest dread. And the next moment they all heard what she had sensed.

The rumbling.

In horror the children saw the Salamander appear at the far northern edge of the plain, a black shadow moving through the mist like a shark through water. Whipping out her spyglass, Kate found McCracken at the helm—with his own spyglass fixed on her. Beside him stood Mr. Curtain, gesturing angrily, and behind stood Martina, Garrotte, and Sharpe, all awake now and surely seething with vengeful wrath. In the spyglass they seemed close enough for Kate to reach out and hit, and she wanted badly to do just that—they weren’t the only ones seething with vengeful wrath. But even in her anger Kate was sensible enough to realize this encounter was ill-timed. She and the others were doomed. She only hoped she could get a lick at McCracken before he overpowered her.

“How long do we have?” Reynie asked her. “We can’t beat them to the bay, can we?”

“At that speed? With us dragging the sledge? We’ll be lucky to make it ten yards into the trees. At least they’ll have to go to the trouble of getting out. That’s some comfort.”

The others found this no comfort at all, however, and Reynie glanced despondently at the sledge—the prized burden that ensured they’d never make it to the bay. He found himself staring into the eyes of Mr. Benedict, who was sitting up straight and yawning.

“I must have… ah, I see,” said Mr. Benedict, running a hand through his hair. He looked at Reynie in chagrin. “I chose a terrible time to sleep, I’m afraid.” He appeared to grasp their predicament at once, for before Reynie could even think of what to say, Mr. Benedict had lifted Milligan from the ground and, with a rallying cry to the children, set off into the forest with the injured man in his arms. The others exclaimed and hurried after him, Kate slinging Constance up onto her back almost as an afterthought.

“Be careful!” she cried. “He’s badly hurt, Mr. Benedict!”

“So I can see, my dear, but I have no doubt he’ll recover,” Mr. Benedict puffed as they ran through the trees. “Your father is the most resilient man I’ve ever known. He’ll be fine.”

Reynie wished he shared Mr. Benedict’s confidence. At the moment it seemed unlikely that any of them would be fine. Already the Salamander had reached the forest edge and veered off to go around—it was too big to pass through the trees—but not before Reynie heard a telltale pause in its rumbling that indicated a Ten Man or two had been dropped off to follow them. The Salamander would skirt the forest and meet them at the shore, whereas any retreat through the woods was now out of the question. Their escape had become, just as Reynie had predicted, an all-or-nothing situation.

A few desperate moments more and the haggard, gasping group emerged from the trees and stumbled onto the rocky shore of the bay. There was the beached seaplane, still covered by Milligan’s tarpaulin. There, in the far distance, was the Salamander, rumbling around the edge of the forest and turning toward them. And there, in the choppy waters of the bay itself, was… nothing.

Sticky took one look at the empty water and fell to his knees.

Mr. Benedict stared out at the mist-shrouded bay with a perplexed look. “I take it something is amiss.”

Reynie, stricken, covered his face with his hands. “I did what I thought… I mean, I hoped… oh, I can’t believe I hoped—”

Mr. Benedict made a gentle shushing sound. “Whatever you chose, Reynie, I’m sure it was the right thing. Now you must brace yourselves, my friends, for—”

“Hold that thought,” said Kate, pointing at the bay.

They looked, and so awesome was the sight that for a moment all thought of danger fled their minds. Seen through the mist, the dark hills at the mouth of the bay appeared to be moving, as if they were the legs of the ancient Colossus. But this was a trick of the eye. In fact a gargantuan shape had loomed up behind them, was even now rushing between them, and now—to the thrill of the stranded, desperate watchers on the shore—the enormous, magnificent body of the Shortcut hove fully into view, splitting the waters of the bay.

As the ship appeared, its horn blasted with such shocking volume that most of the onlookers covered their ears. The onlookers included those in the Salamander, who had hardly needed the horn to call their attention to the Shortcut’s arrival. Every single one of them was gaping in awe, and even the unflappable McCracken had swerved wildly away from the water before looking back in disbelief. And well he might have disbelieved. So disproportionate was the great ship to the bay, so vastly out of place, it might have been a whale in a bathtub.

“This way!” Mr. Benedict shouted.

Though less than a second had passed since its appearance, the Shortcut was already bearing down upon the shore. The children ran after Mr. Benedict, toward the side of the bay opposite the Salamander. Never once did they tear their eyes from the ship, which was churning up gigantic waves—not only of water but also of mud, for the Shortcut’s keel was furrowing the bottom of the bay like a farmer’s plow.

Captain Noland, just as Reynie had asked him to, was grounding his precious ship to save his friends.

Moments later the Shortcut had come to rest, and the island bay and its shore resembled the scene of some unimaginable disaster. Pieces of the destroyed seaplane were strewn everywhere on either side of the ship, whose bow jutted well into the forest, having crushed any number of trees in its path. On one side of the ship, the Ten Man called Garrotte was digging himself out from a mountain of mud—it was he who had pursued Mr. Benedict and the children through the forest, and he’d been just about to catch up with them when the ship crashed ashore, nearly drowning him in water and muck. Behind Garrotte the Salamander was moving toward the ship at the behest of a furious Mr. Curtain. On the other side of the Shortcut, the group of castaways it had come to rescue were likewise hurrying toward the ship, from whose deck Cannonball and a handful of other sailors were tossing down lines.

Footholds and handholds had been cleverly knotted into the lines, two of which supported a stretcher, and almost before they knew it the children, Mr. Benedict, and Milligan had been whisked up and away onto the deck high above.

“There’s no time!” Reynie declared the moment he set foot on deck. “We have to get everyone into the security hold!”

“Don’t worry, Reynie,” said Cannonball, who in his excitement was grabbing all the children and hugging them in turn. “Captain Noland’s already given the order. He’s coming from the bridge to lead you down. My friends and I intend to stay and fight them off, but—”

“That’s out of the question, Joe,” said Mr. Benedict, with unusual severity. “I admire your bravery, but you’d stand no chance. You won’t even slow them down. You must come with us.”

By this time Captain Noland had joined them—his expression a curious mixture of joy and shock at what he’d just done.

“I commend you on a perfect landing, Phil,” said Mr. Benedict, and the captain laughed and embraced him.

With Cannonball and another stout sailor carrying Milligan on the stretcher, they all hurried from the deck. Even as they were starting down the ladder, grappling hooks began to sail over the deck railing, finding purchase with ominous clangs. Mr. Curtain and his Ten Men were coming aboard.

“The Royal Navy has two patrol boats on the way,” Captain Noland said as he led them down into the belly of the ship. “They’ll be here in half an hour.” At the door of the security hold he ushered everyone else inside before coming in himself. Then, with a spin of the handle and the throwing of a bolt, the heavy metal door was secured.

“Children!” cried a familiar voice, and Number Two emerged from the crowd of sailors and security guards crammed into the hold. Her hair was concealed by a winding bandage, and she was scarcely strong enough to hug them all—Reynie and Sticky each took her by an arm—but her face glowed at the sight of them.

Mr. Benedict was eyeing the locked door. “Half an hour, did you say, Phil? Are you certain of that?”

“Yes, they just radioed to tell me. They aren’t far.”

Mr. Benedict pursed his lips. He turned to face the small crowd. Everyone’s face betrayed great apprehension and not a little confusion. Captain Noland hadn’t had time to explain anything to his crew, who knew only that some menace was approaching from above. The extra security guards hired by Mr. Pressius, thinking themselves under attack by pirates, were arguing in urgent, agitated tones about whether or not to hand over the decoy diamonds. Mr. Benedict raised his hands to gain their attention, then very quietly said, “I advise complete silence, everyone. Our pursuers must find this hold before they can attempt to enter it. Let’s not give them any help.”

Instantly a hush fell over the room, and a period of tense, silent waiting began. They could all hear the distant thumps and bangs from overhead as Mr. Curtain and his crew made their way methodically through the ship. The security hold was several levels belowdeck, and there were many passageways and cabins to search. Mr. Curtain was taking no chances of letting his quarry slip by him. Ten minutes passed. The noises grew louder. Twenty minutes passed. Still louder. Twenty-five.

And then the frightened assembly in the hold heard voices outside the door, followed by a burst of screechy laughter.

“There’s no longer any need for silence,” Mr. Benedict announced. “Move away from the door, everyone. Press into those far corners as well as you can. Joe, will you bear a hand with Milligan?”

Everyone squeezed as far away from the door as they could; they were pressed so tightly together it was difficult to draw breath. Milligan lay in his stretcher near the front of the crowd, with Kate kneeling beside him, her arm thrown protectively over his chest. Behind them Reynie, Sticky, and Constance were holding tightly to Number Two’s arms (or in Constance’s case, to her legs), while Mr. Benedict stood with his arms folded, regarding the door as if it were a puzzle.

“What do they want, anyway?” one of the security guards whispered. His face was white with fear.

“Our friends,” said Cannonball.

“You mean…?” said the guard, his eyes widening. “You mean if we let them have this bunch”—he waved his hand to indicate Mr. Benedict, Number Two, and the children—“they’ll leave the rest of us alone?”

The children caught their breath. Mr. Benedict raised an eyebrow.

Captain Noland spun on the guard, fixing him with a steely gaze. “On this ship,” he said through clenched teeth, “we do not sacrifice the innocent to save our own skins.”

“Hear, hear!” growled Cannonball, and a chorus of approving voices rang out from among the rest of the crew, as well as from some of the other security guards.

Reynie and the other children (except Constance, who was staring at the door with a frown of concentration) looked gratefully about at all these frightened people willing to risk themselves for strangers. Mr. Benedict raised his hand and offered a friendly wave of appreciation. If he was disturbed by the fact that someone had just suggested throwing him and the children to the wolves, he didn’t show it. Nor did he seem surprised by the courage and decency of the others. He simply made his wave, then knelt beside Constance, who was still staring at the door.

“What are they doing, my dear?”

“Something bad,” Constance whispered. “They have a plan to get in, and they know we’ll be hurt, but they don’t care. Oh!” Her eyes grew very wide. “They intend to—”

But what Constance said next was overwhelmed by the sound of a loudspeaker outside the ship.

“Attention! You in the ship! Come onto the deck with your hands up!” boomed a voice over the loudspeaker. The Royal Navy had arrived.

Everyone cheered, and from beyond the door came the sound of loud cursing and arguing, followed by thumping noises as Mr. Curtain and his crew rushed away from the door and up the several levels to the deck. At this the cheering grew still louder and more boisterous—so much so that it was some moments before Constance, who’d been frantically repeating herself over and over, could make herself heard.

“—to blow the door open!” she was shouting. “They set an explosive!”

There was a sudden collective intake of breath, followed by a moment of shocked silence, and then pandemonium broke out as several people nearest the door tried to move farther away from it, while those in back tried hard to not be crushed against the wall. The only ones to move toward the door were Captain Noland, who unlocked it as quickly as he could, and Kate Wetherall, who sprang forward the moment he did.

Stuck to the outside of the door what appeared to be an ordinary business calculator was emitting a faint, electronic beep. Kate’s sharp eyes immediately made out the display: 31.

The 31 changed to 30. Then to 29.

Snatching the device from the door, Kate turned and bolted up the passage. Captain Noland shouted after her, “No, Kate! Let me!” But Kate was already scurrying up a ladder, quick as a monkey. She raced along the passages as fast as her weary legs would carry her. As long as she didn’t slip, she thought, she had a fair chance of reaching the deck in time. And once on deck…

A strange thing began to happen then. As Kate ran down passage after passage and climbed ladder after ladder—and as the calculator continued its menacing countdown—her mind began to sort through a great jumble of images and thoughts. She saw the Ten Man in Thernbaakagen, the one who had intended to lash them with his whip. She saw Mr. Curtain standing over her with those wicked, shiny gloves, and she heard him speaking gleefully of what he planned to do to Mr. Benedict. But more than anything she thought of Milligan, of what McCracken and the others had done to him. Was this her life flashing before her eyes? If so, why did she have the odd feeling that she was making her mind up about something?

She was almost to the deck now. She glanced at the calculator readout: 15. 14. 13.

Kate flew up the final ladder and over to the railing, where her eyes were met with a scene of utter chaos. Two Royal Navy patrol boats were coming around the ship’s stern, loudspeakers booming and floodlights crisscrossing every which way through the mist. The Salamander was directly below, its occupants—Mr. Curtain and the Ten Men—looking up at Martina Crowe, who had become tangled in a line on her way down and was hanging by her foot some ten feet above them, screaming for Mr. Curtain to help her. All of this Kate observed in a split second.

In the same split second, Mr. Curtain saw Kate at the railing with the calculator in her hand. He gave a visible start. “Move!” he ordered McCracken. “Leave Martina! Leave her, I say!”

McCracken sent the Salamander roaring backward, its treads spewing mud and water, but Kate was in perfect position. It would be so easy to stop them. A well-placed throw—and Kate was nothing if not a good shot—and the calculator would land directly in the Salamander’s path. The explosion would wreck it. Sure, it might kill the wicked men inside, but those men had had no qualms about such matters when they’d stuck the explosive on the security hold door, had they? If anyone deserved to be sent sky-high with their own evil contraption, it was these men, and no doubt about it.

Kate saw Garrotte flick his wrist. She leaped to the left—a razor-sharp pencil whistled past her shoulder. You just made it even easier, she thought, cocking her arm to throw. The men in the Salamander, powerless to do anything else, bent down and shielded their heads with their arms. They were sitting ducks. This would be the easiest thing in the world…

Except that Milligan was right.

Kate was not like Mr. Curtain and his nasty associates. Not at all. Back on that rooftop in Thernbaakagen Milligan had told her as much, and she saw now what he meant. Seeing those men there, helpless to stop her from doing what they themselves would never hesitate to do, Kate realized—with a certain degree of disappointment but also a degree of pride—that she could never do it, could never do something that would make her more like her enemy and less like her father. And so, instead of throwing the calculator into the Salamander’s path, she flung it out over the bay, where it splashed into the water. An instant later the Shortcut trembled with the concussion of an underwater explosion, and from the spot where the calculator had splashed a geyser of water shot twenty feet into the air. The patrol boats, though a safe distance away, rocked back and forth in the waves caused by the blast.

From the Salamander a cheer erupted, followed by laughter, and Kate watched as the machine moved rapidly away on the bay shore, where the patrol boats were helpless to stop it. The Ten Men were clapping—applauding her decision with scornful delight. As the Salamander rumbled away, Mr. Curtain smiled and blew Kate a kiss.

Kate made sure he saw her wipe it off.
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“I don’t like it,” Constance said. “How am I supposed to find anything?”

“You mean you used to be able to find things in here?” Reynie asked.

“That’s not the point,” said Constance.

The young members of the Mysterious Benedict Society were sitting in a circle on the floor of Constance’s bedroom, which during their absence had been thoroughly cleaned and tidied. Indeed the whole house had been scoured, and many of its drafts sealed up and leaky faucets fixed, for the Washingtons and Perumals, having no other outlet for their anxious worry, had kept themselves busy. Constance had been back only a week, which was hardly enough time to return things to their proper state of disorder, and she’d complained about her room every chance she got.

“It’s a little better, isn’t it?” Kate said, pointing to the pile of laundry on Constance’s unmade bed. “You haven’t washed anything since we got back, and your top drawer is completely empty except for a moldy corn dog. I don’t even want to know why that’s in there.”

“Why were you going through my drawers?” Constance demanded.

“Looking for this,” said Kate, waving the travel journal Mr. Benedict had given them. “And I see you cheated—you took another turn.”

Constance stuck up her nose. “When inspiration calls,” she said, “I have no choice but to answer.”

The children had begun making entries in the journal—just as Reynie had promised Constance they would—and the first entry had been made by Constance herself, who composed a rather disgusting haiku about the trials of seasickness. Kate had followed that entry with a page of lemon juice scribblings she insisted mustn’t be revealed for ten years, and Reynie had written a lively, two-page summary of their adventure—an account that ended with the revelation that Mr. Curtain had not escaped with fifty boxes of duskwort, as the children had at first believed.

It was thwart-wort, Reynie had written, every last bit of it, and Mr. Benedict knew it. He and Number Two had scoured that cave before Mr. Curtain ever showed up. Half a century was more than enough time for the few specimens Han de Reizeger had seen to overcome the duskwort. Mr. Benedict kept this information to himself, correctly guessing that should Mr. Curtain ever be forced to choose between confronting his enemies or making a quick escape with his precious moss, he would choose the latter. And so it was thwart-wort, not duskwort, that Mr. Curtain salvaged from that mountain cave, and even though he and his men would manage to slip away in the mists, he had yet to discover his final disappointment.

Reynie had not written about the other, more personal disappointment that they all felt. The duskwort had promised a possible end to Mr. Benedict’s sufferings; now it was simply the stuff of history and legend. And though Mr. Benedict refused to mourn its loss, which had prevented certain catastrophe at the hands of his brother, everyone who loved him wished things could have turned out otherwise. All of this Reynie found too difficult to express with suitable eloquence, and so he’d concluded his entry with a simple but cryptic line that could apply just as easily to Mr. Benedict or Mr. Curtain: One more dream destroyed.

Now it was Sticky’s turn to make an entry—they had agreed he should go last, so that he didn’t accidentally use up all the pages before the others had written anything—but Constance had skipped his turn and made another entry herself.

“It’s fine,” Sticky said, lifting up his bandaged hands. “I can’t hold a pen very well with these on, anyway.”

“Your mom won’t let you take them off ?” asked Reynie, whose own hands were mostly healed from the cuts and blisters inflicted in dragging the sledge. Sticky was the only one still wearing bandages.

“Not yet,” Sticky said with a shrug. He leaned back on his elbows and jauntily crossed his legs. These private meetings in Constance’s room gave him some much-needed relief from his parents’ attentions—they spent half their time babying him and the other half berating him for his reckless behavior—and his gratitude put him in an expansive mood. “Let’s hear what you wrote, Constance. I can’t wait.”

“Oh, you’re really going to like it,” Kate said, handing the journal to Constance with a mysterious smile.

Constance cleared her throat. “This poem is entitled ‘The Terrible Fall.’” She waited a moment for her title to sink in—she obviously thought it a very good one—and then, in a dramatic voice, she began to recite:

The night was black, the owl did call.

I stood upon the silo tall,

Never suspecting I would fall…

Thanks to the boy who bumped me.

Though frightened, I had stayed alert.

No thoughtless slumberings did divert

Me from my task, till I got hurt…

Thanks to the boy who bumped me.

“For the twentieth time, Constance,” Sticky said, his expansive mood greatly diminished, “I’m sorry. Did you have to write a poem about it?”

“I know you’re sorry,” Constance said, speaking up to be heard over Reynie and Kate’s tittering. “Now please hold your comments until I’m finished. There are three more verses.”

The remaining verses would have to wait, however, for just then Number Two knocked on the door. “Sorry to interrupt whatever you’re plotting,” she said when they let her in, “but Moocho wanted me to tell you the pies are almost ready. Mr. Benedict has cleared the officials out of the house, and Captain Noland and Joe Shooter are expected to join us. It should be a cozy gathering.” She reached into the pocket of her yellow pantsuit and took out a measuring tape. “Also, I’ve been wanting to measure you. Stand up, please.”

With resigned expressions, the children stood. They were all happy to see how Number Two had recovered—she was almost her old self again—but they also knew she was determined to “make them something special” as a token of her gratitude for risking their lives on her behalf. Kate had seen her drawing up patterns that morning, and the four of them had been avoiding Number Two ever since. They were trapped now, though, and one by one they submitted to being measured, with only Constance raising any complaint.

“You’ve all grown so much!” said Number Two, jotting the figures down on a scrap of paper. “I suppose that’s to be expected. At some point your bodies have to catch up with your hearts.”

The children rolled their eyes. Number Two had been given to such mushy pronouncements ever since she’d returned to her senses. (At first Kate had argued that these were actually a sign she was still delirious, but Number Two had scolded her into submission, then hugged her and kissed her until Kate fled.) Reynie, for his part, was secretly counting on Constance to annoy Number Two back into being her old, no-nonsense self.

“There!” Number Two declared. “Now if you’ll finish up whatever mischief you’re engaged in—” Here she interrupted herself, setting down the scrap of paper to dig anxiously in her pockets. She took out a packet of raisins and emptied it into her mouth. “Just a quick snack before pie,” she said, chewing hungrily. “Now do come along soon. Moocho will be disappointed if you don’t get it hot.”

When Number Two had gone, Constance noticed the scrap of paper with their measurements written on it. “She forgot this.”

“Lose it,” Reynie whispered.
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The entire house was now suffused with the wonderful sweet smell of cherry pie, and with eager faces and watering mouths the children hurried down to the dining room. There they found Mr. Benedict, Rhonda Kazembe, Number Two, and the Washingtons and Perumals all gathered around the long table, with seats left open for the children and the expected guests (extra chairs had been brought from all over the house). Moocho Brazos was busily setting out plates, pots of coffee and tea, and pitchers of milk. “Five minutes,” he said when the children came in. “Also, Mr. Washington, if you get a chance…” He handed Sticky’s father a doorknob. “I’m sorry, these old things with their weak screws—”

“Never mind,” said Mr. Washington. “I’ll have it back on in a jiffy.”

Moocho thanked him and went back into the kitchen.

“Isn’t that the second doorknob of the day?” asked Mrs. Washington.

“I believe he’s as excited as the rest of us,” said Rhonda, rising to greet the children with warm hugs, just as she’d done a hundred times since their return. “After all those days of worry, every day without it feels like a celebration!”

Constance waved her arms madly about as if being attacked by bees, but Rhonda managed to hug her regardless.

“If you think you’re excited now,” said Kate, “wait till you try Moocho’s pie. I’d better go ask Milligan if he wants ice cream with his.”

Rhonda cleared her throat. “I, um, just checked on him, Kate. He’s still asleep.”

“Still? Is it real sleep or is he pretending again, do you think?”

Rhonda exchanged glances with Mr. Benedict, who remained inscrutably silent. A few days before, Milligan had returned from the hospital to rest and heal in Mr. Benedict’s house. He was in a fairly mummified state, all bandages and casts, and was unable to leave his bed, but he could not have had more attentive nurses—or more nurses, period—than his friends and family in the house. What was more, the children were attempting to keep Milligan entertained by talking to him, singing to him, reading to him (Constance recited several poems, including one called “A Slight Misjudgment in the Darkness”), and even performing skits. They’d been doing this ever since his return, more or less without interruption, and Milligan had taken to pretending he was asleep in order to get some peace.

“I suppose I might have seen him peeking at me a little,” Rhonda admitted. “But you know it’s for—”

“Oh, good grief,” interrupted Kate, already at the door. “He won’t want to miss Moocho’s pie, will he?”

Reynie took a chair between Miss Perumal and her mother, both of whom patted him affectionately. They couldn’t have him close enough these days—Miss Perumal looked anxious every time he left the room—and Reynie had been patted so often he worried he might be ground to dust. (“Consider yourself lucky,” Miss Perumal had said the day before, when he’d jokingly complained about it, “that the pats aren’t significantly harder.” And she’d fixed him with such a stern look that Reynie reminded himself not to make such jokes in the future. His return had been greeted with enormous relief and happiness, but like Sticky he’d also found himself in considerable trouble.)

Across the table, Constance had taken a chair next to Mr. Benedict, and making a sly grab for the sugar bowl (which Rhonda quickly slid out of reach), she announced that Captain Noland and Cannonball had just arrived. The Washingtons and Perumals looked at her curiously, for it seemed impossible that she could know this, and Miss Perumal’s mother said in a too-loud voice that she must have misheard what Constance said—was it something about lowlands and cannonballs?—but Sticky went straight to the window. He saw an annoyed-looking Mr. Bane scraping falcon droppings from the gate, and Madge perched in the elm tree looking satisfied, but no captain or Cannonball. Drawing a chair to the window (because of his bandaged hands, he had to hug it awkwardly between his arms), Sticky climbed up for a better view.

“I don’t see them,” he said finally.

“Oh, they’re already inside,” Constance said. “Mr. Bane let them in. He wasn’t happy about it, either, but I suppose Mr. Benedict told him he must.”

“I did indeed,” said Mr. Benedict.

Sticky scowled. “You let me drag this chair over and stare all around even though you knew they weren’t outside? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it was funny to see you do it,” Constance said.

The Perumals and Mr. Washington were looking more and more confused by all this, but Mrs. Washington was distracted by Sticky’s risk-taking behavior. “Do get down from there before you fall,” she said, pressing a hand to her forehead. “You make me so nervous.”

Sticky started to argue, thought better of it, and finally sighed and stepped down from the chair just as Captain Noland and Cannonball appeared in the dining room doorway. They were welcomed with a great deal of enthusiasm, which the men gladly returned. Indeed, Cannonball’s natural enthusiasm overpowered everyone else’s, and by the time they were all seated again, Sticky was wearing Cannonball’s cap and Reynie’s hair was frightfully mussed from tousling. Miss Perumal, having heard of the captain’s love of coffee, had already set him a cup of Moocho Brazos’s gourmet brew. Captain Noland expressed his thanks and lost no time in taking a sip. He smiled—it was a very strained smile, Reynie thought—and set the cup carefully back onto its saucer. Still smiling, the captain twitched, swallowed, and politely commented upon the coffee’s excellence. He did not touch his cup again.

After some moments of friendly, boisterous conversation, Mr. Benedict tapped his teacup with a spoon. “Will you all please turn your attention to Phil? I understand he’s pressed for time, and he has a few things he wants to say before he goes.”

Captain Noland looked up and down the table. For a man who had just wrecked his ship—and, as a result, his cherished career—he seemed perfectly happy, even exuberant. At the same time, there was a hint of sheepishness in his manner, which was quickly explained when he said, “If you will indulge me, everyone, I have some apologies to make—apologies and explanations. Especially to you, Reynie. I’m afraid once we were aboard the patrol boats there was too much confusion for us to talk. I’m very glad to have the chance now. Ah, and here’s Kate, just in time!”

Kate had entered the room frowning—she’d failed to wake Milligan up from his “sleep”—but she brightened when she saw Captain Noland and Cannonball. After a hearty exchange of greetings, she took her seat, and the captain resumed his speech.

He looked at each of the children in turn. “I realize how distressed you all must have been when you reached the bay shore and the Shortcut wasn’t there yet. I want you to know that my delay wasn’t a result of indecision. I simply thought it best to time our arrival exactly. Reynie’s note said to meet you in two hours. I feared that if your pursuers hadn’t found you yet, the Shortcut’s early arrival might tip them off. As you saw for yourselves, there’s no discreet way to ground an ocean vessel. So though I hated to wait, it seemed wise to follow Reynie’s directions precisely. Of course, if we arrived too late, we intended to come ashore and fight for you.”

“Luckily it didn’t come to that,” said Mr. Benedict.

“Indeed,” agreed the captain, and here his expression grew quite serious. “I must say, Reynie, how honored I am that you trusted me to come. Deeply honored, and not a little surprised. I imagine you’ve told the others about our exchange in my cabin, the one involving the decoy diamond?”

“Sorry, I know you told me to keep it between us,” Reynie began, “but under the circumstances—”

“Never apologize to me,” Captain Noland hastily interrupted. “I’m the one who must apologize. In retrospect, you see, I’ve realized what a lubber’s move it was to give you that decoy and ask you to keep it secret. I must have seemed quite the scoundrel, especially with all that creeping about and closing doors and whatnot.”

“I did wonder about that,” Reynie admitted.

“I was nervous to have you in my cabin,” Captain Noland said. “If Mr. Pressius had seen you he would have disapproved of your wasting my time—that is how he would have viewed it, you understand. As for my asking you to keep the decoy secret, well… I have an explanation, though hardly an excuse. The truth is I had asked Mr. Pressius for decoys to give to all four of you. I wanted to give you keepsakes as an expression of my admiration and thanks. But Mr. Pressius refused, offering instead to sell them to me for a price—a price so exorbitant I felt I could only afford one. I’m extremely embarrassed to tell you all of this. I was far from my best during that voyage.”

“It was just a misunderstanding,” said Reynie, not wanting to point out how serious that misunderstanding had been. The captain, he realized now, had never dreamed Reynie might suspect the decoy was an actual diamond. No doubt he’d feel even worse to learn Reynie had thought him capable of swiping a precious gem.

“Thank you for saying so,” said Captain Noland, “but it’s a misunderstanding for which I take responsibility, and I can only hope you’ll all forgive me.”

With the exception of Constance—who declared that she would forgive him, since he’d asked so nicely—the children hastened to assure the captain that apologies and forgiveness were hardly necessary. After all, he had sacrificed everything dear to him on their behalf, and what more could be asked of anyone than that?

“Speaking of which,” said Constance, “shouldn’t you be miserable? There can’t be a company in the world that’ll hire you now that you’ve run a ship aground. How can you seem so cheery?”

Almost everyone had wondered about this, but it was such a sad and unfortunate situation that no one would have mentioned it. All around the table there was a general wincing at Constance’s comment, as if several people had bitten their tongues at once. Captain Noland only grinned, however, and Cannonball reached down to tousle Constance’s hair.

“Because he’s got another ship, Constance!” Cannonball boomed. “That’s why he’s so cheery! And he’s got me a post on it, too! In fact we’re to be at the harbor in an hour’s time, and by this very evening we’ll be at sea!”

Everyone cheered and exclaimed with surprise, and when Captain Noland had been offered congratulations by all, he scratched his beard and said, “It is wondrous news, isn’t it? I still can scarcely believe it. For some reason, Mr. Pressius made a public announcement saying he’d authorized me to ground the Shortcut, that I’d acted with remarkable heroism and expert seamanship in the service of humanity, and that he knew of no greater captain in the world!” Captain Noland laughed and shook his head in amazement. “As you might expect, the offers came pouring in after that. Cannonball and I had our pick of the lot.”

“But Mr. Pressius didn’t authorize you to ground the ship,” Kate said. “So why on earth did he say all that?”

“He gave me no explanation,” said Captain Noland, turning to look probingly at Mr. Benedict. “But he did let slip that he’d been in contact with you, Nicholas, and I have a sneaking suspicion I owe you my life once again. You seem determined to keep me in your debt.”

Mr. Benedict smiled. “Not at all, Phil. I actually did very little, and I risked nothing. There’s been a curious incident, you see, one of which you’re probably unaware, as it’s been kept quiet for several reasons: Mr. Pressius’s diamonds were stolen.”

“Stolen!” Cannonball cried, exchanging glances with Captain Noland, who seemed equally stunned. “You mean after all that hoop-de-doo with decoys and extra security, someone actually did steal them?”

Mr. Benedict raised an eyebrow. “It is my opinion that Mr. Pressius made such a grand show of protecting his diamonds precisely to make their theft seem legitimate. Having taken such pains to protect them, he could hardly be suspected of arranging their theft. I have reason to believe, however, that he did just that. Mr. Pressius stands to receive a fortune in insurance money for those stolen diamonds—much more money, in fact, than they were worth.”

“You mean he arranged the theft to get the insurance money?” Sticky said.

“So my source has suggested, and when I communicated this to Mr. Pressius, he was quickly swayed to my perspective that Phil should receive his enthusiastic recommendation. His only condition was that I keep my suspicions to myself. He seemed to be under the impression that I could actually prove them.”

“But you can’t?” said Kate.

“I have no proof whatsoever,” said Mr. Benedict. “But I neglected to mention this to Mr. Pressius.”

Cannonball guffawed. “You snookered him! Bravo, Mr. Benedict! Nobody deserves it more than that bullfrog, I can tell you!”

Everyone laughed at this except Miss Perumal’s mother, who seemed startled and put a hand to her ear. “What’s this about a bullfrog?”

Reynie leaned close to her. “I’ll explain later, Pati.”

“But what about Mr. Pressius?” Constance cried indignantly. “Are you really letting him get away with that scam?”

“It may be he misunderstood my position on the matter,” said Mr. Benedict with a sly smile. “Still, I’ll need to proceed with caution. There—”

“Ta-da!” shouted a deep voice just then, and Moocho Brazos, his massive arms bearing a gigantic platter of steaming hot pies, swooped into the room. There was a burst of applause at his appearance, and all discussion of more serious matters fell away as the group set eagerly upon the marvelous desserts. Captain Noland and Cannonball were compelled to eat their slices in a hurry—they were due at the harbor—and with wistful glances at the several remaining pies, they pushed back their chairs and bid everyone a fond adieu.

After the two men had gone and everyone had eaten at least one slice of pie, the conversation returned to Mr. Pressius’s diamond deception. Reynie wanted Mr. Benedict to explain how he knew about it. “You mentioned a source,” he said. “Is this person’s identity a secret?”

“Actually, you know her well,” Mr. Benedict said. “Her name is Martina Crowe.”

The children’s jaws dropped. How, they asked, could Martina possibly have known about Mr. Pressius?

“You’ll recall,” said Mr. Benedict, “that Martina fell into our custody after my brother abandoned her to save himself. Well, I’ve had a few talks with her since then. Martina’s been most eager to repay my brother’s disloyalty—she’s an impressively vindictive person, I must say—and has told me everything she knew about his plans. Unfortunately, though she may have been his most trusted Executive, he actually trusted her very little and told her even less. She was vaguely aware, however, of an arrangement with a jewel merchant that would result in my brother’s being substantially enriched.”

“Don’t tell me,” said Kate. “Those diamonds were stolen by a couple of well-dressed jerks with briefcases.”

Mr. Benedict tapped his nose. “Indeed they were, Kate. And so it appears my brother maintains considerable funding for his operations. Still, we have reasons to be encouraged.”

“Encouraged?” said Constance, screwing up her face, and the other children made similar expressions of doubt. “What could possibly be encouraging about all this?”

Mr. Benedict’s eyes twinkled; he seemed pleased to be asked. “Take these developments with Martina, for instance. Aren’t they a fine example of how even scurrilous behavior may lead to some good, if only we’re clever enough to take advantage?”

After some hesitation, the children said they supposed this was true.

“And I realize there’s no shortage of wickedness in the world,” said Mr. Benedict, with a significant look at Reynie, “but is it not heartening to know that so many are willing to fight for the good? Think of that young librarian, Sophie, who made certain you escaped. Think of S.Q., who risked my brother’s wrath to make me more comfortable. Think of Captain Noland, and Joe Shooter, and all the others—even strangers—who were prepared to sacrifice their safety, perhaps even their lives, on our behalf. That’s something, is it not?”

None of the children could argue with this, not even Constance, who could argue with anything. It was something, after all.

Mr. Benedict swept his arm out to indicate the grownups around the table. “And though we’d never have wanted you to attempt such a thing, you did save my life, did you not, in the face of incredible odds? Have you not proven yourselves once again to be the bravest, most resourceful children in the world?”

The children had to admit they found this notion the most agreeable of all.
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In a city called Stonetown, on the third floor of an old, gray-stoned house, a boy named Reynie Muldoon was considering his options. He was locked inside an uncomfortably warm room, and the only way out was to make an unpleasant decision. Worse, locked in the room with him—and none too happy about it—was a particularly outspoken four-year-old named Constance Contraire, who from the outset of their confinement had been reciting ill-tempered poems to express her displeasure. Reynie, though three times Constance’s age and probably fifty times as patient, was beginning to feel ill-tempered himself. He had the hot room and the cranky girl to endure. Constance couldn’t possibly want out more than he did. The problem was what it would cost.

“Can we just review our options?” Reynie said as patiently as he could. “We’ll get out sooner, you know, if we come to a decision.”

Constance lay on her back with her arms thrown out wide, as if she had collapsed in a desert. “I’ve already come to a decision,” she said, swiveling her pale blue eyes toward Reynie. “You’re the one who hasn’t made up his mind.” She brushed away a wisp of blond hair that clung to her damp forehead, then quickly flung her arm out again, the better to appear downcast and miserable. She panted dramatically.

“We’re supposed to be in agreement,” Reynie said, keeping his face impassive. Signs of annoyance only encouraged Constance, and she was always on the lookout for them. “You can’t just tell me what to do and expect me to go along.”

“But that’s exactly what I did,” said Constance, “and you’re taking forever, and I’m roasting!”

“You might consider taking your cardigan off,” said Reynie, who as usual had shed his own the moment they came upstairs. (The heating system in this old house was terribly inefficient; the first floor was an icebox, the third floor a furnace.) Constance gave a little start and fumbled at the buttons of her wool cardigan, muttering “better off” and “sweater off” as she did so. Already composing another poem, Reynie realized with chagrin. Her last one had featured a “dull goon” named “Muldoon.”

Reynie turned away and began to pace. What should he do? He knew that Rhonda Kazembe—the administrator of this disagreeable little exercise—would soon return to ask if they’d made up their minds. Evidently their friends Sticky and Kate, locked in a room down the hall, had settled on their own team’s decision right away, and now were only waiting for Reynie and Constance. At least that’s what Rhonda had said when she checked on them last. For all he knew, she might not have been telling the truth; that might be part of the exercise.

It certainly wouldn’t have been their first lesson to contain a hidden twist. Under Rhonda’s direction, the children had participated in many curious activities designed to engage their interest and their unusual gifts. Gone were the days of studying in actual classrooms—for security reasons they were unable to attend school—but any odd space in this rambling old house might serve as a classroom, and indeed many had. But this was the first time they had been locked up in the holding rooms, and it was the first exercise in which their choices could result in real—and really unpleasant—consequences.

The children’s predicament was based, Rhonda had told them, on an intellectual game called the Prisoner’s Dilemma. Sticky, naturally, had read all about it, and at Rhonda’s prompting he had explained the premise to his friends.

“There are thousands of variations,” Sticky had said (and no doubt he knew them all), “but it’s often set up like this: Two criminals are arrested, but the police lack evidence for a major conviction, so they put the prisoners in separate rooms and offer each one the same deal. If one prisoner betrays his friend and testifies against him, while the other prisoner remains silent, the traitor goes free and his partner receives a ten-year prison sentence.”

“So much for sticking together,” Kate had observed.

“Well, they can stick together, right? They can both remain silent. But if they do that, then both are sentenced to six months in jail for a minor charge. So both get punished, although it’s a relatively light punishment considering the alternatives.”

“And what if each one betrays the other?” Reynie had asked.

“Then they both receive five-year sentences. Not good, obviously, but much better than ten. So the dilemma is that each prisoner must choose to betray the other one or remain silent—without knowing what the other one’s going to do.”

It was this last part that had gotten so complicated for Reynie, because the more he thought about it—pacing back and forth in this hot room—the more convinced he became that he did know. He glanced over at Constance, now making a show of letting her tongue loll out the way dogs do when they’re overheated. “Constance, do you think Rhonda was lying about Sticky and Kate making up their minds so fast?”

“No, she was telling the truth,” said Constance, who was even better than Reynie at sensing such things—if she was paying attention. You couldn’t always count on that.

“That can only mean one thing, then.”

Constance rolled her eyes. “To you, maybe.”

“Yes, to me,” Reynie sighed. Although in some respects he seemed the most average of boys—with average brown hair and eyes, an average fair complexion, and an average inability to keep his shirt tucked in—Reynie was anything but average when it came to figuring things out. That included people, especially such close friends as Sticky Washington and Kate Wetherall, whom he knew better than anyone. If Sticky and Kate had made their decision so quickly, then it was clear to Reynie what they had decided. Less clear was what to do about it.

Reynie continued his pacing. If only there weren’t real consequences! But they were real enough, all right, even if they weren’t actual prison sentences. Rhonda had carefully explained them all:

The children would be split into two teams of “prisoners.” If both teams chose Option A—to remain silent—then both would receive extra kitchen duty for the rest of the day. (No small task, for including the children’s families there were thirteen people residing in this house, and every meal produced a shocking quantity of dishes.) If, however, both teams chose Option B—to betray—then both would receive extra kitchen duty for the rest of the week. And of course the final possibility was the most diabolical of all: If one team chose silence while the other chose betrayal, then the traitors would get off scot free while the others did the entire week’s dishes by themselves.

“Okay, so that’s three meals a day,” Sticky had said, “with an average of thirteen place settings per meal—”

“Not to mention pots and pans,” Kate pointed out.

“And snacks,” Reynie said.

Sticky’s eyes were growing large with alarm. “And five days left in the week…”

As these daunting prospects were sinking in—and before the children could make any private pacts—Rhonda had ushered them into their separate holding rooms to discuss the options. But discussion was impossible with Constance, who had insisted from the start that they choose Option B. Betrayal was the only sensible option, she argued, since Sticky and Kate would surely choose Option B as well. After all, neither team would care to risk all that kitchen duty without help.

But Reynie not only found this strategy distasteful (he could imagine sentencing enemies to the sink, but his friends?), he also knew what the other team had chosen—and it wasn’t Option B. Sticky and Kate hadn’t taken time to reflect. If they had, they might have considered that Reynie’s confinement would be more miserable than theirs; that no one in the world was more stubborn than Constance; and that in Reynie’s place they, too, would be sorely tempted to end the ordeal by yielding to her.

But Sticky and Kate had gone with their first impulse. The only decent choice, in their view, would be to remain silent, and they would expect Reynie to choose the decent thing too. Even if Constance rather predictably insisted on Option B—well, Reynie would just find a way to change her mind! Such was their confidence in him, Reynie knew. It made betraying them all the more painful to contemplate.

He couldn’t help contemplating it, though. Rhonda had said the team must be in agreement, and Constance refused to budge. How long might they be stuck in here? Another hour? Another two? Reynie grimaced and quickened his pacing. He couldn’t bear to imagine his friends’ look of disappointment, but Constance was clearing her throat now—she was about to launch into another grating poem, and Reynie didn’t know if he could bear that, either. Should he threaten to tell Rhonda about Constance’s secret candy stash? No, Constance wasn’t susceptible to threats, and she would make Reynie pay dearly for the attempt. The last time he had tried something like that, she’d peppered his toothbrush.

Constance drew a deep breath and sang out:

There once was a ninny called Reynie

Who thought there was one choice too many

Because he was wimpy

He—

“Enough!” Reynie cried, clutching his head. Maybe he could just apologize to Sticky and Kate and—yes, he would even offer to help them with the dishes. Anything but this.

“So we’re going with Option B?” asked Constance brightly. She looked exceedingly pleased.

“Why on earth would you do that?” said a metallic voice out of nowhere.

Reynie and Constance jumped. They had thought themselves alone—and indeed they still appeared to be. Other than several crowded bookshelves and a few tall stacks of books on the floor, the room was empty. There was a big arched window, but it remained firmly closed, and nothing appeared beyond the glass except the gray January sky.

“Did you hear that?” Constance asked, her eyes wide. “Or was it, you know—?” She tapped her head.

“No, I heard it, too,” Reynie assured her, casting about for the source. “Where are you, Kate?”

“In the heating duct, silly,” replied Kate’s voice. “Behind the register. There’s a pile of books in front of it.”

Reynie found the heat register behind a waist-high stack of science journals. Quickly moving the journals aside, he peered through the grille to find Kate’s bright blue eyes peering back at him. She slipped her Swiss Army knife through the grille. “Let us out, will you? Sticky’s feeling a bit claustrophobic.”

Reynie hastened to find the screwdriver on the knife. The heat register was quite old and ornate, and slightly rusty, and it took him a while to get the register off—he was much less nimble with tools than Kate. This was nothing to be ashamed of (no one could compare to Kate when it came to physical ability), but Reynie was feeling ashamed, regardless, for having been about to betray her in the game, and he was grateful for her stream of friendly chatter as he worked.

“We kept wondering what was taking you so long,” she was saying in her usual rapid-fire way, “and finally we decided we should come check. I thought maybe you’d had a heat stroke, but Sticky figured Constance was giving you serious trouble. And he was right, wasn’t he? Shame on you, Constance! That was an awfully mean-spirited poem. Although, I have to admit I was curious to find out what sort of insult rhymes with ‘wimpy.’”

“And now you’ll never know,” humphed Constance, crossing her arms.

At last Reynie pulled the register from the wall, and Kate sprang up out of the heating duct with a triumphant grin, raising her hand for a celebratory high five. Reynie lifted his own hand—and instantly regretted it. The slap couldn’t have stung worse if it had been delivered by a passing motorcyclist. Cradling his palm against him like a wounded bird, he watched Kate reach back into the duct for Sticky, who was mumbling something about having melted. It took her a few tries—Sticky’s hands were so sweaty she couldn’t find a grip—but at last she caught him under the shoulders and slid him smoothly out of the duct like a loaf of bread from the oven.

Both of them appeared to have been baked, in fact. The heating duct must have been sweltering. Kate’s cheeks were brightly flushed, and her blond ponytail was damp and limp as a wrung mop. Sticky looked to have suffered even worse. His sweat-soaked clothes clung like a wet suit to his skinny frame; his light brown skin had gone a sickly shade of gray; and behind his wire-rimmed spectacles, which sat askew on his nose, his eyes seemed dazed and glassy. Beads of perspiration glistened like dewdrops on his smoothly shaven head.

“Hot,” Sticky said sluggishly. He blinked his eyes, trying to focus. “I am hot.”

“Tell me about it,” said Kate, already raising the window. “Why didn’t you two open this? Oh, I see, it won’t stay up. Well, we can just prop it with a book.” She reached toward the nearest shelf.

“Please don’t,” said Reynie, who was very protective of books. (When he had lived at Stonetown Orphanage, they had often been his only companions.) “That won’t be good for it—and if it fell out the window it’d be damaged for sure.”

“Okay, you’re right,” said Kate, sweeping her eyes round the room, “and there’s nothing else to use. Hang on, I’ll be right back.” And she disappeared into the heating duct as naturally as a seal slipping into water.

“She left her bucket in the other room,” rasped Sticky, adjusting his spectacles with slippery fingers and smudging them in the process. He tugged a polishing cloth from his shirt pocket. It was as damp as a baby wipe.

Constance was incredulous. “Kate left her precious bucket behind?”

“The duct is a tight fit,” Sticky said, resignedly poking the cloth back into his pocket. “The bucket would have made too much noise, and we didn’t want Rhonda to hear.”

Reynie smiled. He was reminded of their very first day in this house, almost a year and a half ago now. Kate had squeezed through a heating duct then, too. He remembered her telling him how she’d tied her bucket to her feet and dragged it behind her, and how amazed he’d been by her account. It was strange to think he’d ever been surprised by Kate’s agility, or by the fact that she carried a red bucket with her wherever she went. Reynie had long since grown used to these things; they seemed perfectly normal to him now.

He was not at all startled, for instance, when Kate returned from her expedition in less time than it would have taken most people simply to walk down the hall. She emerged from the heating duct with a large horseshoe magnet—one of the several useful items she kept stored in her bucket—and in no time had stood it upright and propped open the window with it.

“That should stay,” Kate said with satisfaction, as wonderfully cool air drifted into the room, “but just to be sure…” From her pocket she produced a length of clear fishing twine, one end of which she tied to her magnet and the other to her wrist. “This way if the magnet slips I won’t have to fetch it later.”

All of this took Kate perhaps twenty seconds to accomplish. As soon as she’d finished, the children sat on the floor in a circle. It was pure habit. Anytime the four of them were alone they had a meeting. Together, privately, the children thought of themselves as the Mysterious Benedict Society, and as such they had held a great many meetings—some in extraordinarily dire circumstances.

“So what’s your team called?” asked Kate, twisting her legs into a pretzel-like configuration. “Sticky and I are the Winmates!” When this declaration met with baffled stares, she frowned. “Don’t you get it? It’s a play on words—a portly man’s toe, or… What did you say we call that, Sticky, when two words are kind of bundled together?”

“A portmanteau,” said Sticky.

“Right! A portmanteau! See, we’re called the Winmates because we’re inmates—like prison inmates, get it?—who win.” Kate looked back and forth at Reynie and Constance, searching their expressions for signs of delight.

“You gave yourselves a name?” asked Constance.

Now it was Kate’s turn to be baffled. “You didn’t? How can you have a team without a name?”

Reynie sneaked an amused glance at Sticky, who only shrugged. No need to point out whose idea this naming business had been.

“Anyway,” said Kate, leveling a stern gaze at Constance, “we can all win, you know. You simply have to choose Option A, and so will we.”

“Okay, okay,” said Constance, heaving a dramatic sigh. “Go on back to your room and let’s get this over with.”

Sticky narrowed his eyes. “And you’ll choose Option A?”

Constance pretended to notice something outside the window.

“That’s what I thought,” said Sticky. “Honestly, Constance, what’s the point? If you insist on doing it this way, we’ll have no choice but to choose Option B ourselves. Then we’ll all have more work to do.”

“It doesn’t make any difference to Constance,” Reynie pointed out. “She spends most of her kitchen duty coming up with irritating poems, anyway. She never actually cleans much.”

Constance huffed indignantly at this, not least because Reynie was right.

Kate gazed longingly at the window. “I wish we really were prisoners. Then we could just skip the negotiations and try to escape.”

“We are really prisoners,” said Sticky in a weary tone, and there was a general murmur of agreement.

Everyone knew Sticky was referring not to the exercise but to their overall situation. For months now, they and their families had been the guests of Mr. Benedict, the man who had first brought them together and to whom this house belonged. Though perhaps a bit odd, Mr. Benedict was a brilliant, good-natured, and profoundly kind man, and staying with him would have been a pleasant arrangement if only his guests had been able to choose the circumstances. But in fact they had been given no choice.

Mr. Benedict was the guardian of an enormously powerful invention known as the Whisperer—a dangerous machine coveted by its equally dangerous inventor, Ledroptha Curtain, who happened to be Mr. Benedict’s brother—and because of their close connection to Mr. Benedict, the children were thought to be at risk. The government authorities, therefore, had ordered that the children and their families be kept under close guard. (Actually, the original order had called for them to be separated and whisked away to secret locations—much to the children’s dismay—but Mr. Benedict had not allowed this. His home was already well-guarded, he’d insisted, and room could be made for everyone there. In the end, the authorities had grudgingly relented; Mr. Benedict could be very persuasive.)

The children understood there was good reason for such precautions. Mr. Curtain was cunning and ruthless, with several vicious men in his employ, and the children and their families were obvious targets. No one doubted that they would be snatched up and used as bargaining chips if left unprotected, for Mr. Curtain would do anything to regain possession of his Whisperer. (And just the thought of such a reunion inspired dread in everyone, not least the children.) Still, after months of being forbidden to play outside alone, or ever to go anywhere in town, the young members of the Society were feeling more than a little oppressed.

“If we were really really prisoners, though,” said Kate, “I could have us out of here in a heartbeat.”

“Through the window?” Reynie asked, following her gaze. “Is your rope long enough?”

“Well, there’d be a bit of a drop at the bottom,” she admitted, and her friends exchanged doubtful glances. Kate might be a perfect judge of distance, but her definition of “a bit of a drop” was much different from their own.

“Seeing as how I might break if we tried that,” said Sticky, “how about this instead?” He gestured toward the door, which was locked from the outside with a dead bolt—but whose hinges were on the inside. “You could remove the hinges, right? With proper leverage we could pull that side open enough to squeeze through.”

“Wait a minute,” said Constance, aghast. “You mean the Executives could have broken out of here that easily? Just by taking the hinges off?”

She was referring to Jackson, Jillson, and Martina Crowe, three nasty individuals who had mistreated the children in the past (they were all former Executives of Mr. Curtain), and who had certainly not grown any more trustworthy since their capture. As part of the investigation surrounding Mr. Curtain, they had on a few occasions been brought to the house to be questioned. By themselves they presented no real threat—they were nothing like Mr. Curtain’s wicked Ten Men—but the authorities, ever cautious, had insisted that dead bolts be installed on two rooms, and that anything that might be used for escape be removed from them.

“Those guys aren’t like Kate, remember,” said Sticky. “They don’t carry tools around with them—they wouldn’t be allowed, you know, even if they wanted to. Besides, even if they got the hinges off, they’d never get past the guards.”

“Well, I hope they’ve stopped coming,” Constance said. “I’m sick of seeing their stupid mean faces.”

Kate snorted. “You wouldn’t see them if you stayed away like you’re supposed to. But you always manage to cross paths, don’t you? So you can stick your tongue out at them.”

“If they weren’t in the house,” Constance replied haughtily, “I wouldn’t be tempted to do that.”

“Anyway,” said Kate, rolling her eyes, “back to Sticky’s question, we could get through the door, but not very quietly—Rhonda would surely hear us.” She drummed her fingers thoughtfully on her bucket. “She didn’t say whether or not she was armed, did she? When she was explaining the exercise?”

“No, but she did say she was the only guard,” said Sticky. “Remember? Constance demanded to speak to a different guard—someone who would give us better options—and Rhonda sighed and said for the purposes of this exercise we should assume she’s the only one.”

“It was a perfectly reasonable demand,” Constance protested as the others tittered, remembering Rhonda’s look of exasperation.

“I don’t think she meant for the number of guards to matter,” said Reynie, still chuckling. “After all, we can’t really escape. I mean, it’s not as if we’re going to attack Rhonda, right? And we can’t even set foot outside the house without permission.”

Just then Constance stiffened and looked over her shoulder at the wall. “Uh-oh!” she hissed. “Here she comes!”

They all held their breath. When Constance made pronouncements of this kind, she was always right. Sure enough, a moment later footsteps sounded outside the door, followed by a knock. “Constance? Reynie? Everything all right in there? Have you decided yet?”

“We need more time!” Reynie called.

“Are you sure?” There was a note of concern in Rhonda’s muted voice. They heard the dead bolt turning. “Do you need a drink of water or anything?”

“We’re fine!” Reynie cried quickly. “Just a few more minutes, please!”

“Very well, but please hurry,” Rhonda replied, and she locked the door again without entering. “We have more lessons to get through, you know.”

“That was close,” Kate whispered when Rhonda’s footsteps had receded. “I thought about hiding behind the door, but my magnet would have given us away regardless.”

“Not to mention me,” Sticky pointed out. “I couldn’t even have stood up in time, much less hidden behind the door.”

“Sure you could have,” said Kate. “I was going to help you.”

Sticky stared at her, appalled. He had a vivid mental image of his arm being yanked out of its socket.

“And I was going to use the twine to jerk the magnet over to me,” Kate said casually (as if accomplishing all this in the space of a second was the sort of thing anyone might do), “but then, of course, the window would slam shut, which is not exactly something Rhonda would fail to notice. So it was pointless to try.”

“It’s all pointless, anyway,” Sticky said, thrusting his chin into his hands. “We’re never going to change Constance’s mind. I think we’ll just have to betray each other and get on with it.”

“I suppose you’re right,” said Kate. “Oh well, I don’t mind washing if you boys will dry…” She trailed off, having noticed Reynie staring at the window with his brow furrowed. “Reynie, what’s the matter?”

Constance’s brow was furrowed, too. But she was staring at Reynie. “He’s getting an idea!” she said, her face lighting up.

Reynie glanced at her absently and looked back toward the window. He was seldom caught off guard anymore by these flashes of perception. Neither were Sticky and Kate, who leaned eagerly toward him.

“Well?” said Kate. “What is it, Reynie? What do you have in mind?”

“Option C,” Reynie replied, and gave them a sly smile.
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When Rhonda Kazembe knocked on the door some minutes later, she received no reply. From inside the room, however, came a suspicious sound of frenzied movement. She knocked again, and this time heard a hushed voice saying “Hurry up!” and (even more disconcerting) “Don’t look down!” These words were enough to make her scrabble at the dead bolt, especially since the voice had sounded like Kate’s. How could Kate even be in this room? As she unlocked the door Rhonda heard the distinct sound of a window slamming shut, and in rising alarm she burst into the room. Her mouth fell open. The room was empty.

Rhonda, a graceful young woman with coal-black skin and lustrous braided hair, was every bit as intelligent as she was lovely. She instantly saw what had happened. In the far wall gaped an exposed heating duct; the register had been removed. That would explain how Kate had gotten into the room (and no doubt Sticky, too). “Oh, but surely!” she cried, flying to the window. “Surely they didn’t!”

Raising the window with a bang, Rhonda held it open with one hand and leaned over the sill to look below. The children were nowhere to be seen. She looked up toward the eaves. Still nothing.

Much relieved yet equally puzzled, Rhonda frowned as she lowered the window. Had they fled through the heating duct, then? But those urgent words (“Don’t look down!”) and the slamming window had led her to believe…

Rhonda closed her eyes. The door. They had been behind the door.

Even before she turned, Rhonda knew what she would see. Sure enough, there they were, having already crept out of the room and now standing in the hallway. Reynie and Sticky were grinning and waving; Constance, like a pint-sized, pudgy princess, had raised her chin to demonstrate her smug superiority; and Kate was leaning in through the doorway, one hand on the doorknob, the other gripping a horseshoe magnet and a tangle of twine. With a wink and a half-apologetic smile, she pulled the door closed. The dead bolt turned with a click.

For a moment Rhonda stared at the locked door, slowly shaking her head. And then, with laughter bubbling up in her throat, she began to clap.
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Mr. Benedict was amused. This was hardly unusual. Sometimes, in fact, Mr. Benedict’s amusement sent him right off to sleep, for he had a condition called narcolepsy that caused him to nod off at unexpected moments. These episodes occurred most often when he experienced strong emotion, and especially when he was laughing. His assistants (who were also, as it happened, his adopted daughters) did what they could to protect him—he could hardly take two steps without Rhonda or Number Two shadowing him watchfully in case he should fall asleep and topple over—and Mr. Benedict guarded against such incidents himself by always wearing a green plaid suit, which he had discovered long ago to have a calming effect.

Nevertheless, the occasional bout of sudden sleep was inevitable, and as a result Mr. Benedict’s thick white hair was perpetually tousled, and his face, as often as not, was unevenly shaven and marked with razor nicks. (Unfortunately nothing was more comical, Mr. Benedict said, than the sight of himself in the shaving mirror, where his bright green eyes and long, lumpy nose—together with a false white beard of shaving lather—put him in mind of Santa Claus.) He also wore spectacles of the sturdiest variety, the better to protect against shattering in the event of a fall. But as the best kind of fall was one prevented, it was not uncommon to see an amused Mr. Benedict diligently suppressing his laughter. Such was the case now, as he sat at the dining room table with Rhonda and the children.

“The point of the exercise,” said Mr. Benedict, the corners of his mouth twitching, “was more philosophical than strategic, you see. More than anything, it was meant to be an examination of the consequences of one’s actions on others. Sticky, I am sure, could recite the aims of the original Prisoner’s Dilemma, but Rhonda and I had thought to adapt the game for our own purposes.” Here Mr. Benedict allowed himself a smile, adding, “Just as you did yourselves.”

The children, thus far pleased by Mr. Benedict’s response to their solution, began to feel uneasy. They sensed that they had overlooked something they ought not to have overlooked—a misgiving intensified by the appearance of Number Two, who just then came storming into the dining room. The young woman’s normally yellowish complexion had darkened almost to the same hue as her rusty red hair; and her expression, stern to begin with, positively radiated disapproval now. If the children didn’t know Number Two loved them, they might have thought she meant to put them on the curb and be done with them forever.

“With not one thought,” said Number Two, pointing her finger at them, “not a single thought for how your trick might affect Rhonda, what do you do? You pretend to go outside without protection? You pretend to climb out the window on the third floor? You—” She interrupted herself to bite angrily into an apple, which she chewed with great ferocity, glowering all the while.

Reynie could hear her teeth crunching and grinding all the way from his seat at the other end of the table. He wished he were sitting even farther away than that—preferably somewhere in the distant past. Number Two’s words had stung him like a slap. She was right. He had been so pleased with his idea that he hadn’t really considered whether it was a decent thing to do. Rhonda gave no sign of being upset, but during those first few moments she must have been worried—indeed, he had counted on it—and looking back on his decision, Reynie was ashamed.

“We’re sorry!” blurted Kate, who evidently felt the same way. “Oh, Rhonda, that was stupid of us! It seemed funny at the time, but—”

“It was funny,” Constance interjected. “Just because you’re sorry doesn’t mean it wasn’t funny.”

“Constance has a point,” said Rhonda with an easy smile. “But I do appreciate your apology, Kate, and I can see from the boys’ faces that they’re sorry as well. Really, it’s all right.”

“All right?” Number Two snarled. “When our only concern is for their safety? When our every thought and deed—”

“Number Two,” said Mr. Benedict gently, “I quite concur. But as we are pressed for time, would you be so kind as to fetch the duty schedule? We need to reconfigure it.”

Number Two swung about and stalked into the kitchen. Even from a distance they could hear her fierce attacks on the apple; each bite sounded like a spade being thrust into gravel. Reynie suspected Mr. Benedict was giving her an opportunity to calm down.

“Our original plan,” Mr. Benedict told the children, “was to release you from kitchen duty next week, thereby offsetting any extra work you had to put in this week as a result of the exercise. We wanted the consequences to seem real, you see, to heighten the effect, but we didn’t actually intend to work you like galley slaves. This way Rhonda could tell you the truth, if not the entire truth, and perhaps keep Constance from seeing through the ruse. Constance might have seen through it anyway, of course—we thought that worth investigating, too. Ah, thank you so much,” he said as Number Two, somewhat calmer now, returned with the duty schedule.

“Why do we have to change the schedule?” asked Constance, who found the scheduling of duties even more insufferably tedious than the duties themselves. “Can’t we just keep it as it is?”

“Today is errand day,” Rhonda said. “That’s why we chose it for this particular exercise. We needed to reschedule duties, anyway.”

“I thought things were unusually quiet around here,” Sticky said. “Errand day—well, that explains it.”

Errand day was when all the adult houseguests went out to deal with shopping and business. These prized forays into Stonetown came but once every two or three weeks, always on a different day and never announced beforehand. The adults claimed this was for security reasons, and no doubt it was, but Reynie suspected they were also glad to avoid any begging and pleading, since the children were never allowed to go anywhere themselves.

Kate jumped to her feet. “Don’t bother with the schedule, Mr. Benedict. Let me take extra duty today. It’ll make me feel better.”

“Me, too,” said Reynie.

“Yeah… same here,” said Sticky, trying to sound upbeat despite the sinking feeling in his belly. Kitchen duty with Kate was exhausting—you had to work madly to keep up—and he generally avoided it when he could.

“Count me in!” chirped Constance, and everyone turned to her in astonishment. She burst into laughter at this, for of course she had only been kidding.
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The good thing about kitchen duty on errand day was the reduced quantity of lunch dishes. With the exception of Mr. Benedict, who claimed responsibility for Constance, all of the children’s guardians were absent. Gone from the table were the Washingtons, Miss Perumal and her mother Mrs. Perumal, and Kate’s father Milligan, whose own errand was to protect the other guardians as they ran theirs.

The bad thing about kitchen duty on errand day was the notable lack of wonderful aromas in the air, for their friend Moocho Brazos—a former circus strong man and, more to the point, a marvelous cook—was also out running errands, which meant soup and sandwiches for lunch, and nothing baking in the oven.

“I wonder where they are right now,” said Kate, passing another well-scrubbed plate to Sticky, who had hardly started drying the last one.

“I hope they remember to bring us something,” called Constance from the pantry, where she was pretending to be busy. “I meant to give them a list.”

“They might have other priorities,” said Sticky, drying frantically. “My mom needs to talk to someone about a job she can do from home. Or, you know, from here—she hasn’t been able to work since September.” He frowned at the plate in his hand. “Sorry, Kate, I got this one kind of sweaty.”

Kate cheerfully scrubbed it again as Sticky (somewhat less cheerfully) mopped his brow with his sleeve. “Don’t worry, Constance!” she called. “They always bring us something, don’t they? They know it’s our only consolation for being stuck here while they’re out.”

Reynie, bearing a stack of dry dishes, paused on his way to the cupboard. “I’ll bet they had lunch on Stonetown Square,” he reflected wistfully. “They can probably smell the saltwater from the harbor.”

“And the dead fish,” Constance called. “And the gasoline fumes.”

Reynie shrugged. “At least dead fish and fumes would be something different.”

“Speaking of different,” said Kate with a grin, “I wonder how they look?”

The boys chuckled. They all knew the adults were compelled to wear disguises in public. For a secret agent like Milligan, disguises were run-of-the-mill—the children were rather used to seeing him transform into a stranger—but it was comical to imagine dear old Mrs. Perumal, for instance, or the burly, mustachioed Moocho Brazos, dressing up to conceal their identities.

The use of disguises and other security precautions were well-known to the children, who always pressed for every detail of the outings. They knew the routine by heart, and in lieu of actually getting to go out themselves they often went over it in their minds:

First Milligan would contact his personal sentries—a group of trusted agents posted throughout the neighborhood—to ensure they had seen nothing suspicious in the vicinity. Then he would distribute empty cardboard boxes and bags to the other adults, and with a casual word to the courtyard guard about “a project at Mr. Benedict’s other property,” he would escort his charges to a small house across the street. This house, with its narrow front yard and modest porch, looked as tidy and well-maintained as any in the neighborhood, but in reality its interior was in an awful state of disrepair. Mr. Benedict had purchased it years ago, not to be inhabited but to serve as a cover for the entrance to a secret tunnel.

Milligan would lift open the cellar doors at the side of the house. The doors were made of flimsy wood, set slantwise to the ground and held closed with a simple, sliding metal bolt—the sort of cellar doors that suggest nothing more important lies beyond them than dusty fruit jars and discarded boots. In the cellar itself, however, was another door, this one made of steel, with a lock Milligan said could not be picked and to which only he possessed a key. This door opened onto the secret tunnel—a narrow, damp passageway that stretched several blocks and ended beneath the Monk Building, a typically drab and unremarkable office building downtown.

At the Monk Building the adults would mount several flights of a dark stairway (with Mr. Washington supporting Mrs. Washington and Moocho carrying her wheelchair) until they reached a hidden anteroom, where they caught their breath and donned their disguises. The anteroom opened by means of a secret door into an office that belonged to Mr. Benedict, and in its wall were tiny peepholes that allowed Milligan to ensure the office was empty. (He didn’t want them stumbling unexpectedly upon an astonished custodian.) Finally, when he was sure the coast was clear, Milligan would lead the adults through the office, down the Monk Building’s seldom-used public stairs, and at last out the building’s front doors.

It was hard to imagine exactly how they felt as they stepped out onto the plaza in the heart of Stonetown’s business district. Perhaps they broke into wide smiles at the prospect of a day’s freedom. Or perhaps they were overcome with a sad nostalgia, remembering the days before they had ever heard of Mr. Curtain. But just as likely they would be glancing warily about and hoping not to draw attention. They must feel uncommonly strange in their disguises.

“Do you ever worry about them?” Sticky murmured after a pause, and Reynie and Kate returned his sober gaze. They could hear Constance rattling around in the pantry.

“Sometimes,” Reynie admitted. “But I remind myself that the authorities are on high alert, and there’s been no activity reported anywhere near Stonetown—”

“And Milligan can spot a Ten Man a mile away,” Kate put in. “And he can do more than spot him, if it comes to that.”

The boys nodded, even though the last time Milligan encountered Mr. Curtain’s henchmen he’d needed several weeks to recover from the injuries. The circumstances had been different then—they knew because they’d been there—and they quite shared Kate’s confidence in her father.

“You’re right,” Sticky said. “They couldn’t be safer if they had a dozen guards.”

“Yes, they’re fine,” Reynie said. “I’m sure they’re fine.”

“Of course they are,” said Kate.

They spoke without real conviction, however, for though the adults were surely as safe as could be expected under the circumstances, the question remained: How safe was that, exactly?

Kate pulled the plug in the sink, and in troubled silence the friends watched the sudsy water drain away.

Constance emerged from the pantry with a half-empty sleeve of cheese crackers, her cheeks bulging like a chipmunk’s. “What’re you wooking at?” she said, spewing crumbs.

“Nothing,” said the others at once, and Constance scowled. It infuriated her when they tried to protect her. They couldn’t help themselves, though, nor were their reasons entirely selfless: Constance was always difficult, but when she grew anxious she was perfectly unbearable.

“Let’s go outside,” Reynie said, turning away before Constance could search his face. “We still have some time before afternoon lessons.”
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The children enjoyed being outside, but getting there was a tiresome business. First they had to seek permission from an adult, who often had to check with someone else to verify the alarm code, for the code was changed almost daily and all the downstairs doors and windows were wired. (Mr. Benedict’s first-floor maze had been renovated into makeshift apartments for the Washingtons and Perumals, and the alarm system—with its direct signal to the police station as well as Milligan’s sentries—provided an important new defense.) Then they had to wait while the adult conferred with the outside guards, and only then could they venture into fresh air.

The children usually preferred the large backyard, where there was more room to run about, and in Kate’s case to turn a few dozen handsprings and flips. The exception was when Mr. Bane was posted there. Mr. Bane was an unpleasant guard, a gruff and grizzled man who seemed to believe children should be kept in boxes until they were proper adults. When Mr. Bane was in the backyard, they went into the courtyard instead.

Today, as it happened, Mr. Bane was off duty altogether, and as soon as they had hustled into their coats and hats, and Reynie had helped Constance with her mittens (she was close to tears trying to get her thumbs in their places), they ran out the backdoor. They were greeted by Ms. Plugg, a tough, stocky guard who had been walking about on the frost-covered grass to keep warm.

“Afternoon, children,” Ms. Plugg said, nodding as they came down the steps. She had an oddly large and rectangular head, rather like a cinder block, and when she nodded Reynie always had the disquieting impression that it was sliding off her shoulders. “Kate. Reynie. Constance. Um… Tacky? I’m sorry, I forget your name.”

“Sticky.”

“Right!” said Ms. Plugg, snapping her fingers. “Good afternoon, Sticky. I promise I won’t forget again.” Yielding the yard to the children, she took up a watchful position at the top of the steps, where Sticky, unfortunately, could hear her mumbling quietly to herself, “Sticky… Sticky… hmm. Always fiddles with his glasses… fiddlesticks! Okay, fiddlesticks. Good. I’ll remember that.”

Sticky’s stomach fluttered disagreeably as he walked away from the steps. He had grown so used to being with his friends, he felt somehow caught off balance—and deeply embarrassed—overhearing a stranger’s observations about him. Taking a deep breath to steady himself, watching it rise as vapor in the cold air, Sticky made a spontaneous, private decision.

Kate, meanwhile, had been about to put down her bucket, but Reynie caught her arm. “Don’t start tumbling just yet,” he murmured, and looking over at Sticky and Constance he said, “Let’s walk a minute.”

His look wasn’t lost on any of them. Sticky and Constance glanced furtively over their shoulders, and Kate’s eyes narrowed as she rebelted her bucket to her hip, opening the flip-top for quicker access to its contents. They all fell into step with Reynie as he set off around the yard.

No one spoke. The only sound was the crunch of their footsteps on the frozen grass. The yard was enclosed by a prickly hedge, behind which stood a tall iron fence with sharp points at the top of each paling. At the back of the yard Reynie stood on his tiptoes to see over the hedge, and through the fence, into the quiet lane beyond. Something had obviously spooked him.

“Guess what?” he muttered. “Mr. Bane wasn’t here on the last errand day, either. Remember? First we moped around in the courtyard, and then we came back here to play kickball.”

Constance shrugged. “So? Mr. Bane’s never here on errand day.”

Kate gasped in disbelief. “And you didn’t see fit to mention that?”

“I never thought about it!” said Constance, her voice rising. “I never even—”

“Shh!” said Reynie, with a nervous glance toward Ms. Plugg. “It’s okay, Constance. We all have a lot on our minds. But if what you say is true—”

“It’s true, all right,” said Sticky, already reaching for his polishing cloth. He caught himself, scratched his chest instead, then crossed his arms. “I should have noticed it myself. Mr. Bane’s been off duty every single time.”

“Like I said!” Constance snapped. “But what’s the big deal?”

“The big deal is it can’t be a coincidence,” Reynie said. “The guards work on a rotating schedule, with different days off each week. It’s not very likely errand day just happens to keep falling on Mr. Bane’s day off.”

“Highly improbable,” said Sticky, doing the numbers in his head. “In fact—”

“What the boys mean to say,” Kate interrupted, before Sticky could dive into an explanation of calculating odds, “is that something’s going on. What do you think, Reynie? Mr. Benedict doesn’t trust Mr. Bane? He doesn’t want him to find out about errand day?”

“It’s already being kept secret from the house guards,” Sticky pointed out. “Why be extra careful with Mr. Bane?”

“Maybe because Mr. Bane is extra nosy,” Constance suggested.

“Maybe,” Reynie said. “But we should also consider the possibility that Mr. Bane does know about it. What if he’s figuring out when errand day is going to be, then arranging the duty schedule so that he’s off?”

“How could he find out?” Constance said. “And why would he do that?”

Reynie shook his head. “I don’t know. But it makes me awfully uneasy.”

It made all of them uneasy, and for a moment they stood in silence, contemplating what Mr. Bane might be up to. They had never liked the man, but until now no one had suspected he might be treacherous, mostly because they thought Mr. Benedict was too shrewd to allow someone untrustworthy to guard the premises.

“You know what?” said Kate, brightening. “If we’ve noticed this, you can bet Mr. Benedict has. He might even be the one behind it, right? So let’s ask him later and stop worrying about it. We’re wasting our fresh-air time!”

The others were less blithe than Kate, but she did have a point. So they agreed to drop the subject, and after some minutes of kicking a ball around they, too, began to shake off their misgivings. They even managed to feign enthusiasm when Kate whistled Madge down from the eaves and urged them to stroke her feathers.

Madge (whose full name was Her Majesty the Queen) was a talented bird, much attached to Kate and much smarter than most peregrine falcons, which Kate thought should endear her to everyone. The boys had pointed out—as gently as they could—that the raptor’s cruelly sharp beak and cold, predatory expression made her somewhat less than cuddly, and that perhaps people could be forgiven for maintaining a respectful distance. But Kate had seemed hurt by this thought, so for her sake the boys tried to act fond of Madge (and Constance, perhaps not to be left out, did the same).

Today the three of them managed a few tentative feather-touches and false compliments before retreating to the steps, after which they felt remarkably better, for there is nothing like the fear of being raked by talons to take one’s mind off other concerns. And as they watched Kate and Madge go through their training routines their spirits rose higher still—the routines were wonderfully entertaining.

Kate would puff on her whistle, producing different sequences of high-pitched notes, and depending on the sequence Madge would either alight on Kate’s fist (now protected by a thick leather glove) or else circle above the yard, “hunting” for strips of meat, which Kate took from a sealed pouch in her bucket and flung into the air. Madge would stoop upon these tidbits with such astonishing speed and accuracy that her young spectators couldn’t help but gasp and applaud (and once or twice Ms. Plugg couldn’t help but join in), and Kate beamed happily and made comical, exaggerated bows, doing her best not to seem overly proud.

Sitting there on the bottom step, with the sun just breaking out from a cloud and his friends—even Constance—all smiling and chatting good-naturedly, Reynie was suddenly struck by the thought that this curious imprisonment of theirs, however they might grumble about it, could very well prove to be the best time in their lives. For who could say what would happen when all of this was over? Wasn’t it possible, even probable, that their families would all go back to their former lives?

Reynie felt an old, familiar ache. He instantly recognized it as loneliness—or in this case anticipated loneliness—and not for the first time he lamented his too-vivid imagination. Too easily he imagined the pang he would feel the first hundred times he ate breakfast without his friends—without Kate chattering away much too energetically for that time of morning, without Sticky adjusting his spectacles and translating something from French, without Constance trying to sneak something from his plate. Too easily he imagined himself surrounded by strangers, trying to make new friends in some other place.

“You all right?” Sticky asked, nudging him. “Are you worrying about you know what?”

With a start, Reynie realized that he was staring off into the distance. He shook his head. “No, just… daydreaming. I’m fine, thanks.” And he smiled to prove it, privately laughing at himself for being so gloomy. Wasn’t he here with his friends right now? What good did worrying do? At this very moment Sticky was sitting beside him on the step, recounting a study he’d read on the “potentially salubrious effects of daydreams on mental health,” and below them Constance was attempting to retie her shoe with her mittens still on, and Kate was there in the yard, spinning with her arms out wide and gazing up at her falcon in the sky.

Reynie took a mental picture, and saved it.
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Watching quietly from the top of the steps, Ms. Plugg, like Reynie, was feeling a curious mix of emotions. She was impressed, charmed, and concerned all at once. In her two months at this job, she had never been on duty in the backyard when Kate worked with Madge. Like all of the guards, she’d been aware of a falcon nesting high in the eaves, and had known that it “belonged,” more or less, to one of the children, but she’d had no notion of the bird’s skill—or the girl’s, for that matter—nor of the obviously strong bond of friendship between the two. And now from the bottom step she could hear the bespectacled boy (what was his name? Oh yes, fiddlesticks)—could hear Sticky speaking like a scholar about some study he’d read, and she observed his friend Reynie listening with actual interest and understanding as he tied the cranky little girl’s shoe for her.

So charming was the scene that Ms. Plugg found it hard not to be distracted, which bothered her extremely, for Ms. Plugg was a dutiful guard, and her duty, as she understood it, was to look out for strangers (especially well-dressed men carrying briefcases) and for any activity that might be deemed suspicious. Her duty was not to gawk at this ponytailed girl training a bird of prey, or to eavesdrop on the brainy conversation of these two boys—all of which was certainly unusual activity, but none of it was suspicious.

Ms. Plugg was used to unusual. This house was an unusual house; this job an unusual job. For one thing, she had been told almost nothing about the house’s residents. Their occupations and histories were a mystery to her, as well as to most—if not quite all—of the other guards. According to Ms. Plugg’s superiors, the guards’ job was not to ask questions. Questions would be a waste of time, for most of the answers were highly classified and would not, therefore, be given. Ms. Plugg and the other guards had been told only that the house’s occupants were important, and that their importance was directly related to what was in the basement.

As all the guards knew, what lay in the basement was a bank of large computers. The computers hummed almost imperceptibly, and night and day, week in and week out, they continued in their mysterious activity. Ceaseless, rapid, extraordinarily complex activity. Although the guards (most of them, that is) had no way of knowing it, the computers were among the most powerful and complicated machines ever invented. They were unusual, in other words, and guarding them was part of Ms. Plugg’s unusual job.

The climate-controlled basement in which the computers were situated was inaccessible except by way of a hidden stairway that originated inside the house. Once in a while, the guards had reason to descend briefly into the basement, but they were under strict orders never to touch the computers (or even to look at them too closely). These orders were hardly necessary. If an enormous monster had lain sleeping in that dimly lit basement, a creature far more powerful and intelligent than any of the guards, why, nothing on earth could have induced them to risk waking it, and their instinctive feeling about the computers was much the same. The only person who ever touched the computers was Mr. Benedict, whom Ms. Plugg, for her part, regarded as something like an amiable and perhaps half-foolish lion tamer entering the dreaded cage.

The guards understood nothing of the workings and secret purposes of these computers. All they knew was that the computers served yet another machine, one that had come dangerously close to wreaking terrible havoc in the world—and that in the hands of the wrong person it could do so again.

They had no notion of what this other machine looked like, or what it did, but more than a few of them (including Ms. Plugg) imagined it as something huge, spidery, and sinister, with gleaming eyes and countless whirring blades and a shrieking cry like the wail of a buzz saw brought to metal. Indeed, they suspected its appearance was even more beastly and frightening than that; they suspected their imaginations were incapable of evoking the true horror of this unknown machine. They knew only that these computers were its heart and brain (which must, for some unfathomable reason, be protected and preserved), and that in a locked and guarded chamber on the third floor, hidden behind a decorative screen, was a curious chair, and that this chair, too, was somehow linked to the terrible machine.

At least, this was what the guards thought they knew.

The truth was that the chair was the machine itself. The guards’ imaginations had reached in the wrong direction—a reasonable error, for their imaginations had little to guide them. The chair appeared simply to sit there, quiet and still, behind the decorative screen in that cozy chamber. Doing nothing. Threatening nothing. With its curious red helmet attached to the seatback, the chair resembled an old-fashioned hair dryer—an eccentric piece of furniture, certainly, but a harmless one.

This was the Whisperer.

And for the moment, in the hands of Mr. Benedict, the Whisperer was harmless. Indeed, under Mr. Benedict’s care the Whisperer had been made to seem as inoffensive as possible; it had even been made to do a certain amount of good.

Unfortunately, despite Mr. Benedict’s best efforts and intentions, the Whisperer was soon to pass from his care. When it did, the fates of a great many people would once again be pulled along behind it, like leaves trailing in the wake of a speeding vehicle. And the very first to be so affected—and among the most important—were these four children now enjoying the fresh air under the watchful eye of Ms. Plugg.
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The rest of the winter passed more or less without incident: Sticky celebrated a housebound birthday, missing yet another optometrist appointment; the ever-exploring Kate discovered what she believed to be new nooks and crannies (she wasn’t entirely sure she knew what a cranny was); Reynie learned a new chess opening and tried parting his hair on the opposite side; and Constance completed an epic poem about pig drool. But none of these events counted as news, exactly, at least not the sort the children so earnestly wished for.

There had been no word on Mr. Curtain’s whereabouts, no hint of progress in the authorities’ search. Nor were there any developments on the home front, for when the children had approached Mr. Benedict about Mr. Bane’s suspicious absences, he had said they were quite right to wonder about it but that he would be imprudent to speak of it further. And so they were left to speculate not only about Mr. Bane, but also about Mr. Benedict’s reasons for maintaining silence on the matter.

Speculating grows wearisome eventually, however, and even secret society meetings lose appeal when there’s nothing new to discuss (especially when the members have already spent too much time together). Time passed slowly for the children, therefore, with lessons every weekday, endless rounds of board games and cards, and never a foot set off the property. Until one day, just as spring was mustering itself for another appearance, something finally happened.

The day began normally enough, with newspapers after breakfast. As usual, Sticky blazed through all of them (Mr. Benedict subscribed to several) while Reynie and Kate traded sections of the Stonetown Times. Whenever they finished a section they would pass it to Constance, who glanced at the headlines and drew mustaches and devil horns on people in the photographs. The children were allowed to linger over the papers as long as they wished, but they seldom lingered long, for the older ones looked forward to their exercises and lessons, which offered a welcome change of pace, and Constance ran out of pictures to deface.

On this morning Sticky finished even more quickly than usual, then hustled off to find Number Two, who was letting him use her computer to access the Stonetown Library catalog. He was in the process of memorizing it, had already spent hours scrolling through the records, and today he hoped to finish. It had been tedious work, but it would make his future research more efficient, and Sticky was excited.

“I would have thought Mr. Benedict had every book in the world,” Kate had said when Sticky first mentioned his project. “The whole house is crammed with them.”

“I know,” said Sticky with an eager, appreciative look, “and I still haven’t read half of them, but whenever—”

“You’ve read half of them?” Kate cried, but Sticky was just gaining steam.

“—but whenever a bibliography mentions a book that Mr. Benedict doesn’t have, there’s nothing to do but request it from the library, right? And if the Stonetown Library system doesn’t have it, then I have to ask for an inter-library loan, which means filling out a different form altogether. So think of how much faster the process will be when I can skip the catalog and go straight to the appropriate form! I’ll still have to wait until errand day to get the books, of course, but it’s much…”

“Naturally,” said Kate, who hadn’t really been listening. “But let me just be clear—you’ve read half the books in this house? This whole house?”

“Well, approximately half,” Sticky said. “To be more accurate, I suppose I’ve read more like”—his eyes went up as he calculated—“three-sevenths? Yes, three-sevenths.”

“Only three-sevenths?” said Kate, pretending to look disappointed. “And here I was prepared to be impressed.”

After Sticky had gone out, Kate and Reynie discussed the newspaper articles they had read, almost all of which were about Stonetown having fallen on hard times. The city’s government bureaucracy was terribly snarled, its budget a wreck. And what Kate and Reynie knew that most readers could not know—because the information was still classified—was that Ledroptha Curtain was much to blame.

“I used to think the Emergency was boring to read about,” Kate observed. “But at least it was dramatic. This is just a tiresome mess. Sometimes I wonder if they’ll ever get it straightened out.”

Reynie had wondered this himself. After all, more than a year had passed since the Whisperer had stopped sending messages into the minds of the public—no longer was Mr. Curtain secretly creating the fearful, confused, desperate atmosphere known as the Emergency—and according to Mr. Benedict the mental effects of those messages had almost entirely disappeared. And yet Stonetown, one of the world’s most important cities, was having difficulty paying its own bills and cleaning its own streets. Mental effects were one thing, Mr. Benedict had said, and practical effects quite another.

Reynie shrugged. “Mr. Benedict says it could take a long time. He says it’s hard to fix a problem when so few people know the cause.”

“That’s what’s irritating about it,” Kate said. “The fact that it’s classified. I mean, even most of the people in the government don’t know the truth. Milligan says some officials insist on keeping it secret.”

“It’s because they’re embarrassed,” Constance put in, without glancing up from her work. (She was busy giving the mayor crossed eyes and insect antennae.) “They don’t want people to know they were duped by Mr. Curtain just like everyone else.”

Reynie and Kate looked at her in surprise. Constance rarely paid attention to these newspaper conversations, and when she did it was usually to complain that they’d said the same things a thousand times. (Which was true enough, but they found it impolite of her to mention.)

“I think you’re probably right,” Reynie said. “But I also think Mr. Curtain’s spies might have something to do with it. They could be working to keep the information secret… but that’s just a guess. I don’t know what their motives would be, or even who any of them are, and Mr. Benedict won’t ever talk to us about them.”

“And why is that, Reynie?” Constance asked, propping her chin on her hand and affecting a look of serious interest.

Now Reynie was really suspicious. But before he could ask Constance what she was up to, Miss Perumal entered the room carrying a file folder. She and Rhonda were the children’s primary instructors (though all the adults pitched in from time to time), and as she approached the table, her expression was so determined—and so resolutely cheerful—that Reynie knew she must be coming to work with Constance. Or try to, anyway. Yesterday it had been Rhonda’s turn, and the day before that it had been Mrs. Washington’s, and before that it had been Moocho’s. None had had the slightest bit of luck. Constance might labor for hours on tasks of her own choosing, but she positively detested any work assigned to her.

“Oh, I’ll do those exercises later, Miss Perumal,” Constance said before Miss Perumal had even spoken. “Right now I’m discussing the newspaper with Reynie and Kate.”

A look of understanding passed between Reynie and Kate. Constance must have known Miss Perumal was coming down the hallway.

“Is that so?” Miss Perumal said, carefully keeping any hint of disbelief out of her tone. “That’s lovely, Constance. But why don’t we get these exercises over with? Mr. Benedict designed them especially for you, you know.”

Constance frowned. “I don’t care. They’re boring.”

“But you haven’t even looked at them,” Miss Perumal said, passing a hand over her fine black hair as if to smooth it. Reynie recognized this as a sign of impatience; he’d often seen her do the same thing when disagreeing with her mother. “I think you’ll be surprised—”

Constance made a gagging sound.

Miss Perumal pressed her lips together. “I thought we might do a craft project afterward,” she said after a pause. “Once you’ve finished the exercises, I could show you how to make a sugar-cube igloo.”

Constance looked at her out of the corners of her eyes. “You make the igloo out of… sugar cubes?”

“Why, yes,” Miss Perumal said matter-of-factly. “And you use cake frosting to serve as a sort of glue. You don’t eat any of it, of course—it’s just for fun.”

“No… no, of course,” said Constance, suppressing a smile.

“Bribery,” Reynie muttered to Kate, who rolled her eyes.

“Well, that sounds great!” Constance said, climbing down from her chair. “Let’s do the igloo first!”

Miss Perumal shook her head firmly. “No, Constance. First the exercises, then—”

“Yes! It’s igloo time, Miss Perumal! This’ll be fun!” She was running for the door, speaking loudly so as not to hear Miss Perumal’s protests. “I’ll get the sugar cubes—I know where Moocho hides them!” And then she was gone, leaving Miss Perumal to stare bleakly after her.

“Nice try, Amma,” said Reynie, grinning, and Kate laughed and patted Miss Perumal’s arm sympathetically.

“I had so hoped that would work,” Miss Perumal sighed, absently straightening Reynie’s collar. “I admit it was a desperate trick.” She forced a smile and moved toward the door. “Mrs. Washington will be in soon to work with you two. Rhonda is assisting Mr. Benedict this morning, and I’m with Constance until lunchtime.”

“What’s for lunch today, Miss Perumal, do you know?” Kate asked.

“I hope it’s headache medicine,” Miss Perumal replied, and went out.

[image: ]

Lunch was always an extravagant affair, in part because Moocho Brazos delighted in serving elaborate meals, and in part because lunch and dinner were the only times that all of the house’s occupants were together. Even then Mr. Benedict was often absent, for his work spared few interruptions, and he and Number Two would only pass through, loading plates to carry away. Today, however, everyone was present but Milligan, and as usual there was much “clatter and chatter,” as Constance had put it in one of her poems, “and tedious talk about what was the matter.”

The real matter, today, was Constance herself, but it wasn’t discussed until most of the dishes were cleared and Constance (having failed to grumble her way out of kitchen duty) had trudged out with Miss Perumal and Moocho.

“She’s only four, of course,” Mr. Benedict was saying, “and barely that. Her lack of interest in these exercises is perfectly understandable. By all rights she ought to be playing, and I’ve thought it best not to press her. Still, it seems important to be alert to developments in her abilities, the better to guide her through.”

“You’re quite right,” said Mrs. Washington. She turned to her husband. “Haven’t we often wished we’d had a better idea of Sticky’s gifts when he was that age?”

Mr. Washington nodded, which for him constituted a lengthy response, as he was reticent by nature. A slender, bespectacled man, Mr. Washington resembled a taller version of his son—even more so lately, for he’d begun shaving his own head whenever he shaved Sticky’s, just as something to do. (There were only so many improvement projects he could undertake with so many people in the house, and Mr. Washington, a skilled carpenter accustomed to hard work, was desperate for activity.)

“If we had done similar exercises with Sticky,” Mrs. Washington continued, her tone suddenly regretful, “perhaps we’d have made fewer mistakes. Don’t you think, dear?”

Mr. Washington considered this, then nodded.

“We learn from our mistakes, though,” said Rhonda mildly. “And Sticky has turned out wonderfully well, hasn’t he?”

Mrs. Washington’s face lit up. “Oh yes, he has! Of course he has!” she cried (as Mr. Washington nodded), and both beamed fondly at their son.

Their son, meanwhile, squirmed in his seat. These days almost anything Sticky’s parents said about him embarrassed him—they might have said “Sticky likes salt on his potatoes” and still he would have winced—but public adoration was more embarrassing by far. It was all he could do not to reach for his spectacles.

“We are none of us impervious to error,” said Mr. Benedict. “I least of all. It was not so long ago, you’ll recall, that I failed to perceive the character of my brother’s plottings, to the great detriment of everyone here. So focused was I on protecting the Whisperer, I completely overlooked the possibility of Ledroptha’s capturing me as a means of reclaiming it. A foolish mistake indeed, and I—”

“Mr. Benedict!” snapped Number Two, who in the midst of peeling an orange (she always followed lunch with a snack) slapped it down with such force that juice squirted across the table into Reynie’s eye. “Sorry, sorry,” she said as Mrs. Perumal handed Reynie a damp napkin, “but I simply cannot bear to hear such talk.”

Pointing her finger accusingly at Mr. Benedict, Number Two said, “You spend so little time thinking of yourself that it was a natural mistake. You can’t blame yourself for your brother’s treachery!”

Everyone seconded Number Two’s sentiment, but Mr. Benedict, acknowledging this with a grateful inclination of his head, persisted, “Nevertheless, I cannot say too often how deeply I regret the circumstances it has created for you all. I feel that—” Here his speech faltered, and his bright green eyes glistened all the more brightly with tears. (Kate discreetly took hold of his teacup, ready to slide it away if Mr. Benedict slumped forward.)

“But you have said it too often, Mr. Benedict!” said Mrs. Perumal in an imperious tone that was quite out of character. “And if you continue in this vein, I’m afraid we’ll be compelled to cut our visit short. Surely there are other establishments that would host an entire troop of guests—indefinitely and without reward—and not feel obliged to apologize for it!”

For an instant only Reynie knew that his grandmother was joking; everyone else sat in startled silence. Then Mr. Benedict erupted into his high-spirited laugh (that peculiar, familiar laugh that sounded so much like a dolphin), and the whole table soon followed suit. Everyone laughed until their eyes watered, especially after Mrs. Perumal, who at first had succeeded in maintaining her haughty air, finally broke down into giggles herself. Mr. Benedict, having narrowly escaped falling asleep from regret, now came close to doing so from mirth.

At last the jollity subsided, and Mr. Benedict removed his spectacles to dab at his eyes with a napkin, saying, “Thank you, Mrs. Perumal, for lightening the mood. I daresay we all needed that.” Resettling the spectacles on his nose, he took out his pocket watch, frowned, and grew businesslike again.

“I’m expecting visitors,” Mr. Benedict said, “but before they arrive I must return to Constance a moment. As I said, I do feel compelled to press her a bit, and toward this end I should like to enlist Reynie, Sticky, and Kate in an experiment. Provided you’re willing, of course,” he said to the children, “and only with your parents’ permission.”

When Miss Perumal had been sent for (she hurried in from the kitchen wearing sudsy gloves and a look of relief), Mr. Benedict explained his idea. After a brief discussion, the parents all granted their permission, and the children—somewhat reluctantly—agreed to help.

“I’ll have to ask Milligan when he gets back,” said Kate, whose father had been called away on a secret matter the day before.

“Actually, I’ve already secured his permission,” said Mr. Benedict, “but you can discuss it with him later if you like. He’s just returned.”

“He has?” Kate cried, jumping up.

Sure enough, they could all hear Milligan whistling in the hallway (he was a supremely talented whistler), and the next moment he burst into the dining room, arms stretched wide in greeting. Kate flew to him happily—she was always relieved when he came home safe—and he laughed as she hugged him, taking a few steps backward to absorb her momentum and calling out a cheerful “Hello, hello!” to everyone else.

Milligan looked like himself for a change—no disguises, bandages, or casts—and his bright, buoyant aspect, so much like his daughter’s, brought smiles to the faces of everyone in the room. A tall man with flaxen blond hair and ocean-blue eyes (the same color as Kate’s), Milligan wore a shabby assemblage of boots, jacket, and hat that quite belied his position as a top secret agent. But agent he was, and no sooner had he greeted them than he drew Mr. Benedict, Rhonda, and Number Two aside to speak in private.

Reynie overheard the words “just as we thought” and “sooner than expected,” and noting Mr. Benedict’s expression—attentive and composed, yet also faintly troubled—he realized that here, at last, was some kind of important development. But whatever it was, it appeared to be an undesirable one.

“If you’ll excuse us,” Mr. Benedict said, turning to address the table, “my visitors have arrived. Mr. Bane is bringing them up presently. No, no,” he said when the others made to leave, “please stay as long as you like. This is an official matter and must be dealt with in my study.” He went out, accompanied by Rhonda, Milligan, and Number Two.

Mrs. Perumal murmured something to Mrs. Washington, who shared a questioning glance with her husband. Apparently Reynie wasn’t the only one who had sensed this “official matter” was significant.

“You have half an hour before your afternoon lessons,” Mrs. Washington said. “Wouldn’t you three like to go outside?”

“Actually,” said Kate, already moving to the door, “I need the boys’ help with something. Don’t worry, we’ll keep out of everyone’s way.” She beckoned to Reynie and Sticky, who hurried after her so eagerly that the adults, had they not been intent on having a private discussion themselves, might have been suspicious.

The boys followed Kate down the long hallway past Mr. Benedict’s study, thinking they were headed upstairs to talk. To their surprise, however, she turned at the stairs and darted down a seldom-used passage which, as far as Reynie knew, led to nothing but an overcrowded storage room and a utility closet.

“Wait, you really do want help with something?” Sticky asked as they hustled to catch up. “I assumed you wanted to talk about these mysterious visitors.”

“We can talk later,” said Kate. She opened her bucket and handed each of them an empty water glass that she’d smuggled from the dining room. “Right now we’re going to listen.”

“You mean eavesdrop?” said Reynie, raising his eyebrows. He knew this trick—by putting your ear to a glass and the glass to the wall, you could sometimes make out what was said in the next room. He felt his heartbeat quickening.

“But we’ll be seen!” Sticky objected. “Eavesdropping on an official meeting won’t go over very well, you know.”

“Lower your voice,” said Kate with a glance back down the passage. She drew the boys into the utility closet and shut the door. “Listen,” she whispered as she groped for the light switch, “this meeting is obviously unusual. I mean, Mr. Benedict has countless meetings, but you can tell this one is different, can’t you?”

The light came on. The boys, squinting, nodded.

“And chances are we won’t be told anything about it, right? It’s for our own protection, they’ll say—and that’s probably true—but aren’t you curious? Don’t you want to know?”

“Of course,” Reynie said. “I’m just wondering how you plan to get away with it.”

Kate looked at Sticky, who was trying not to fidget for fear of knocking over a broom or dust mop. They were rather tightly packed. Cautiously, he nodded. “Yes, how do we do it?”

“Like so,” Kate said with a grin, scooting aside a mop bucket to reveal a large access panel in the wall. She quickly removed its screws, saying, “This old house has been through a lot over the years. Walls knocked down and relocated, plumbing replaced, sockets rewired, you name it. There are lots of what you’d call… eccentricities. Here we go now.”

She lowered the panel to the floor, exposing a tangle of brightly colored, insulated wires draped before a dark empty space—like vines overhanging a cave entrance, Reynie thought, or a bead curtain in a doorway. Kate took out her flashlight, leaving her bucket on the floor nearby. “It’s a tight fit,” she explained. Sweeping the wires to one side, she shone her flashlight into the darkness, then looked back over her shoulder at the boys. “Don’t worry about the wires, they’re not connected anymore. Now listen, we need to be as quiet as mice. No, quieter than that. As quiet as… as…”

“Dead mice?” Reynie suggested.

“Perfect,” said Kate with an approving nod. “As quiet as dead mice.”

And with that, the boys followed Kate into the walls.
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Having passed through the curtain of dangling wires, Reynie discovered that he could stand upright in the space between walls. It was narrow, with scarcely room to turn his head, but by edging sideways as if shuffling along a ledge he was able to move without bumping the walls. Once or twice Kate directed her flashlight at the floor, drawing his attention to a spot of uneven footing. Each time Reynie swiveled his eyes toward Sticky to be sure he had noticed, too. Then he nodded to Kate, and silently they moved on.

In this way they soon arrived at the wall of Mr. Benedict’s study, beyond which they could hear the muffled tones of conversation. Ever so quietly and carefully, they raised their water glasses and pressed them to the wall.

Reynie heard Number Two’s agitated voice as if from the bottom of a well: “… unannounced? If not for Milligan…” Her words grew indistinct; Reynie pressed his ear to the glass so hard it hurt. “… the whole point being to catch you off guard, no? They want—”

Mr. Benedict’s muted voice came in. “I know, Number Two, but at least we’ve had the experience of observing their methods. It’s instructive, don’t you think?”

A forceful knock sounded at the door. Through the listening glasses the banging came like a series of detonations. Reynie jumped, almost dropping his glass, and Kate (using her opposite ear and thus facing him) wrinkled her nose.

“One moment, please!” called Mr. Benedict, and then in a lower tone, barely audible to the eavesdroppers, he said, “Number Two, you and Milligan had better escort Mr. Bane back down to his post. We don’t want—Why, hello!”—this in a louder, cheerful tone as the door was rudely opened—“Yes, please do come straight in! Take those two chairs. Just brush away the crumbs there—Number Two was enjoying a biscuit. Perhaps you’d care for something yourselves? No?”

A few more pleasantries (on the part of Mr. Benedict), a tense and hushed exchange the eavesdroppers couldn’t make out, and the study door closed. Mr. Benedict and Rhonda had been left alone with the two visitors. One of them Reynie had deduced to be Ms. Argent, a highly placed official who often met with Mr. Benedict, and who was always present when the captured Executives were brought to the house for questioning. She was a key figure in the cases involving Mr. Curtain, and Reynie could easily picture her silver hair and pinched features.

The other visitor had been introduced as Mr. Covett S. Gaines, a man whose deep, gravelly voice, as perceived through the listening glasses, sounded like the rumblings of a tiger.

“Let us cut to the chase,” rumbled Mr. Gaines when the door had closed.

“Certainly,” said Mr. Benedict. “And who is to be chasing whom?”

“What? Is that a joke?”

“Perhaps not a very funny one. Please continue.”

“Very well. Now let’s see… you’ve thrown me off my track.”

“I believe you were about to inform me that you are the head of a new committee assembled to deal with matters concerning the Whisperer, and that as such you have a few questions for me.”

“How the devil did you know that?”

Ms. Argent said, “He often knows such things, Mr. Gaines. The best course is not to grow exercised.”

The iciness in Mr. Gaines’s tone was not lost even through the wall. “I thank you for recommending the best course, Ms. Argent. Perhaps you should lead the way, seeing as you know it so well.”

Ms. Argent cleared her throat. “We’re here to clarify certain things in Mr. Gaines’s mind.”

“Before you make your final decisions, you mean,” said Mr. Benedict.

“No one said anything about decisions,” growled Mr. Gaines. “Right now we’re talking about facts—and I want all of them. I need to know how this Whisperer works, what powers it, what its connection is to you, everything. Start at the beginning, Benedict. Assume I know nothing.”

“That won’t be difficult,” said Mr. Benedict, and Rhonda’s spurt of laughter was surprisingly clear—she must be standing next to the wall—but she instantly disguised it as a coughing fit as Mr. Benedict pressed on. “I mean to say it won’t be difficult to give you the facts. It’s everything else that I seem to have trouble conveying.”

“Please,” said Ms. Argent, “just answer Mr. Gaines’s questions.”

Mr. Benedict proceeded to relate the facts. The Whisperer, he said, was powered by the tidal turbines his brother had invented and installed in Stonetown Bay. Due to their remarkable design, these turbines were capable of generating enormous energy (a mere fraction of which had once powered Mr. Curtain’s Institute), but which currently remained unused save for the energy they transmitted to the Whisperer.

“Transmit?” interjected Mr. Gaines. “How? With cables? Wires? Speak plainly, Benedict!”

“Forgive me,” said Mr. Benedict, and then, making liberal use of terms such as “electrical resistance” and “electromagnetic induction” and “receiver coils”—along with a great many terms that only Sticky, of all the eavesdroppers, even faintly recognized—he explained that the energy was transmitted invisibly, without cables or wires. “Is that plain enough, Mr. Gaines?”

“Er, yes… quite,” Mr. Gaines replied after an uncertain silence. “Please continue.”

“The Whisperer,” continued Mr. Benedict, “was modeled after my brother’s own brain, and was once responsive only to his mental direction. Given the similarities of our brains—I trust you’re aware that Ledroptha and I are identical twins—I have managed to induce the Whisperer, with certain modifications, to respond to my own directions as well… but of course you will be familiar with all this from the case files.”

Reynie felt a tickle at the end of his nose. A spider had descended by a strand of web and settled lightly upon him. In the ambient glow from Kate’s flashlight, he could just make out the spider’s doubled image (doubled because his eyes were crossed), and somehow resisting an urge to thrash about in panic, he moved his hand slowly and deliberately to brush it away.

“—of the original functions still in place,” Mr. Benedict was saying when Reynie was able to concentrate again, “along with other modifications that have allowed me to aid its victims in recovering their memories. So as you can see, if the Whisperer were to fall into my brother’s hands again, he would be an immediate threat. Not only could he suppress memories—as he has done before with devastating effect—he could retrieve them as well.”

“You mean he could obtain key information,” rumbled Mr. Gaines. “Sensitive information.”

“Precisely. Passwords, codes, any bit of classified material a person might possess—he could have it all at his disposal. He would need only to be within range.”

Ms. Argent asked, “And how far exactly would that range extend, Mr. Benedict?”

“It is not so much a question of distance as of focus. Ledroptha could use the Whisperer on anyone in his presence—any person toward whom he could direct his full attention.”

Mr. Gaines said, “So if I were standing, say, in the courtyard outside this house, and he was looking down at me from a window…”

“You would be in range, yes.”

“And he could, what do you call it, brainsweep me,” Mr. Gaines said. “He could wipe away my memories. Or extract my memories for his own purposes—essentially read my mind.”

“Yes.”

“And if there were a whole crowd of people in that courtyard?”

“In theory they would all be at risk,” said Mr. Benedict, “though in reality perhaps not. The Whisperer responds only to very specific, very powerful mental direction, and the concentration required to use it is exhausting. My brother has a fierce mind and could certainly do a great deal of damage, but he is human, after all. He would need to rest.”

“You keep saying your brother,” said Mr. Gaines slowly, “but what about you, Benedict? The Whisperer responds to your mental direction, too. So couldn’t—in theory, I mean—couldn’t you do all those things we’ve just mentioned?”

“In theory, yes.”

“But he wouldn’t!” Rhonda cried.

Mr. Gaines’s demanding tone had become conciliatory now, almost ingratiating. “Oh no, I never meant to imply Mr. Benedict would use the Whisperer for the wrong reasons. But if it were for a higher purpose, I mean? For the good? Take for example these captured former Executives. Your questioning of them has produced no useful information—”

“On the contrary,” said Mr. Benedict. “I have found it helpful indeed.”

“No offense, but the committee has deemed that information useless,” said Mr. Gaines. “Psychological motives and personal foibles aren’t exactly facts, you know. Or perhaps you don’t—well, let’s not argue, Benedict. The point is with the Whisperer you could find out more definite things, could you not? Secret information that would lead us to your brother?”

“I doubt it,” said Mr. Benedict. “Ledroptha has never trusted even his closest assistants to keep his most guarded secrets. He chooses instead to spread information around selectively, and to season it with red herrings… by ‘red herrings’ I mean false leads.”

“I know what a red—”

“I may have misinterpreted your look of confusion,” Mr. Benedict said quickly. “Perhaps you simply don’t understand my position. So let me be clear: I will not use the Whisperer on anyone—anyone, Mr. Gaines—against that person’s will. It is an intrusion, a violation. One’s mind is one’s most valuable, private possession. I would no sooner break into your memories, Mr. Gaines, than I would break into your home.”

“We’re not talking about me!” protested Mr. Gaines. “We’re talking about criminals, Benedict! Listen, I can understand your hesitation with these Executives—I’ve read your arguments about how they were captured as children and raised up under Curtain’s influence, how they should therefore be shown some lenience, even forgiveness, and so on—but leaving them aside, I don’t see how you could refuse to probe the minds of these wicked fellows who worked for Curtain, these… what do you call them? These elegant thugs your man Milligan has brought in?”

“The agents call them Ten Men,” said Ms. Argent. “Because they have ten different ways to hurt you.”

“Right. These unsavory Ten Men. Nothing they’ve said has helped us get one step closer to your brother. In point of fact they’ve hardly said anything at all.”

“Nor will they,” said Mr. Benedict. “Not so long as they perceive any chance of Ledroptha gaining power.”

“So you admit it! You admit your brother may yet be seeking a way to gain power! But you won’t use the Whisperer on these vicious—?”

“Tell me, Mr. Gaines, have you ever spoken with Milligan about the years of crushing sadness he endured because of the Whisperer’s effects? Or the mental anguish he experienced while trying to resist being brainswept in the first place?”

“I don’t need to speak to Milligan about it. His is a different case entirely. In this case, couldn’t you—”

“I have nothing further to say on this matter, Mr. Gaines.”

There was a long pause, during which the eavesdroppers strove to keep still and quiet. Sticky was especially tormented—his natural fidgetiness was at its peak in moments like this—but the others were struggling, too. In Kate the reminder of those lonely years she and Milligan had lived apart had stoked an old, low-burning anger, and she felt like running, jumping, climbing, fighting—anything to work off the emotion. And Reynie, as he often did when his mind was racing, felt a powerful urge to pace.

Instead the three of them stood frozen, ears to their listening glasses, waiting.

At length Ms. Argent broke the silence. In a tentative voice, as if she herself didn’t much like what she was about, she said, “What about your new side project, Mr. Benedict? Don’t you wish to pursue that work?”

“What new project?” asked Mr. Gaines. “Why am I just hearing of this?”

“Mr. Benedict believes the Whisperer might be used to alleviate the symptoms of his narcolepsy. By way of a kind of hypnosis—is that right, Mr. Benedict? A sort of fooling of the brain’s habitual responses to stimuli?”

“I’m impressed, Ms. Argent,” said Mr. Benedict in an amiable tone. (Reynie imagined him tapping his nose, as he often did when someone gave a correct answer.) “You remember perfectly something I never mentioned to you.”

“I’m sorry, I—”

“That’s quite all right. I’ve made no real secret of my project, and it does interest me to see how information travels.”

“We’re offering you a deal,” said Mr. Gaines, having instantly latched on to Ms. Argent’s implied suggestion and making it his own. “You can get rid of your narcoplexy, or whatever you call it, and in the meantime you’ll use the Whisperer as we see fit. That’s a fair trade, Benedict. You know it is.”

“I know nothing of the kind. It was not just my own situation I hoped to improve, Mr. Gaines, but that of countless people with similar conditions, since it stands to reason that what works on me might work on others. Regardless, I am not sure my ideas are even practicable; to determine that would require considerable research and experiment. But even if I were sure, Mr. Gaines, we would have no deal, for I simply will not do what you ask of me.”

“I guess you like falling asleep willy-nilly?” said Mr. Gaines angrily.

“I certainly prefer it to laying aside my moral concerns.”

“Very well,” said Mr. Gaines, and there was a harsh scraping sound as he rose abruptly from his chair, “you leave us no choice. We’re taking the Whisperer. There’s no longer any justification for you to have it here. You’ve already restored all the memories that your brother—”

“Not all of them,” Mr. Benedict corrected.

Mr. Gaines snorted. “Do spare me your pointless distinctions! The captured Executives had their chance and refused it. If they don’t trust you, what do you expect me to—?”

“I wasn’t referring to the captured Executives.”

“Well, I’m afraid I can’t begin to care!” Mr. Gaines snapped. “Your time is over, Benedict. The Whisperer is to be moved. And don’t try to argue that you’re the only one who can use it. All of our top scientific advisers are being assembled right here in Stonetown next week to deal with this very matter.”

“That was not the argument I intended to raise,” said Mr. Benedict calmly. “I’m sure you’ll do everything you can to find a way to use the Whisperer—and I do worry about the choices you’ll make if you succeed—but my more immediate concern is that you’ll lose possession of it altogether. If you transport the Whisperer, you expose it. You make it vulnerable.”

“A weak argument, Benedict. We have our top security people involved. No, I’m afraid the greater risk, as the committee sees it, would be to leave such a powerful tool in the hands of someone who refuses to heed our directions. There is growing concern that we cannot trust you anymore.” Mr. Gaines made a disgusted sound. “Ms. Argent, if you please, stop looking so horrified. He wants us to be frightened—the better to protect his position. Now then, Benedict, should you choose to cooperate, you’ll be allowed to supervise the removal of the Whisperer and its computers from the premises. We would welcome your technical input, and a good-faith effort on your part might help repair some of your damaged credibility.”

“And if I choose not to cooperate?” Mr. Benedict asked.

“Then you’ll be required to remain in your study throughout the removal process.”

“I see,” said Mr. Benedict. “And when is the removal to take place?”

“This very evening,” said Mr. Gaines. “I have the paperwork right… well, where the devil is it?”

“You’ve mislaid the papers?” Mr. Benedict said. “But Mr. Gaines, you know you cannot take action in my home without proper authorization.”

“I had it… right… What’s happened, Ms. Argent? Did I not have it right here with these other—?”

“Forgive us,” said Ms. Argent. “Obviously we’ll need to find these papers, or else have them run through committee again. If that’s the case it will be some time before we can proceed.”

“Very well, Ms. Argent, I thank you,” said Mr. Benedict. “Now if you’ll excuse us, Rhonda and I must return to work. Milligan is waiting outside the door to show you down.”

Mr. Gaines spluttered indignantly. “I’m not leaving until I’ve—”

“Actually, you’ll be leaving right now,” said Rhonda, whereupon the study door opened, and Milligan’s voice—quite cheerful and polite, yet managing at the same time to suggest how unwise it would be to contradict him—said, “If you’ll be so kind as to follow me, sir, this is your best opportunity to exit without conflict.”

“Please, Mr. Gaines, let’s go,” said Ms. Argent.

With a snort and a few muttered protests, Mr. Gaines stalked from the room, followed by a silent Ms. Argent. The study door closed.

“Rhonda,” said Mr. Benedict after a pause, “when they’ve gone, please ask Milligan to bring those papers up. We’ll want to look them over. Number Two should come as well.”

“Of course. But Mr. Benedict, can it really be that—?”

“Before we continue, Rhonda, I must ask another favor. Would you also fetch Reynie, Sticky, and Kate? Escort them all the way here, please. I want no one to speak with them before I’ve had a chance to do so myself.”

“Certainly,” Rhonda said. “I’ll tell the others and then go find them.”

“Oh, finding them won’t be necessary,” said Mr. Benedict, and Reynie heard a tapping sound inches from his ear. “They’re right behind this wall.”
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The eavesdroppers were feeling grateful it was Rhonda who’d been sent to escort them—Rhonda’s sternness being tempered somewhat by her amusement—when they discovered Number Two and Constance waiting for them outside the study. Both wore expressions of furious disapproval.

“Eavesdropping!” Number Two hissed, crossing her arms.

“Without me!” Constance said, doing the same.

Milligan came along the hallway behind them. Playfully tapping Kate on the head with a bundle of papers he said, “This is hardly appropriate behavior, young lady. Spies have rules, you know.”

“Milligan, tell me you aren’t making light of this!” said Number Two.

“Absolutely not,” said Milligan ambiguously, with a wink at the children.

Mr. Benedict opened his door and smiled at the crowd gathered in the hallway. “Won’t you all come in? Or must I stand at the wall with a glass?”

As everyone got settled—those without chairs sat amid piles of books on the floor, Milligan remained standing near the door, and Number Two hovered beside Mr. Benedict, who leaned against his book-cluttered desk—the older children fumbled to explain themselves. Mr. Benedict waved them silent.

“I haven’t called you in here to apologize,” he said, “though it is rather bad form to eavesdrop on your friends. In the future you must please bear that in mind.” He held up the papers Milligan had given him. “This business is what I mean to discuss. What you three heard is far more important, at the moment, than how you came to hear it.”

“And what was that?” Constance demanded. “Why am I always the last to know!”

“In this case,” said Mr. Benedict, glancing through the papers as he spoke, “I believe it’s because you were in the kitchen pretending to help clean up. Reynie, would you kindly summarize my conversation with Mr. Gaines and Ms. Argent? Milligan and Number Two need the details, as well. In the meantime, Rhonda, please memorize the names on these forms—Milligan and Number Two will already have done so—and then destroy them.”

As Reynie sheepishly related the details of the conversation, Rhonda flipped through the papers with a keen eye. She had an excellent memory, almost as good as Sticky’s, and in the few short minutes it took Reynie to give his account, she finished her task, shredded the papers, and took a seat on the floor next to Kate.

“An excellent summary, Reynie,” said Mr. Benedict. “Thank you. Now, I believe Constance has some questions—”

But Constance had already butted in, crying, “How did you know they were eavesdropping, Mr. Benedict? Why didn’t you send them away? It isn’t fair! And is this true about using the Whisperer to get rid of your narcolepsy? How could it do that? And how dare they think they can take it away from you! Who do they think they are?”

The little girl, her pudgy cheeks gone quite crimson with the heat of her emotions, seemed unable to decide whether to be envious, outraged, hopeful, or worried, and in her agitation—she wasn’t getting answers quickly enough to suit her, though she hadn’t allowed time for Mr. Benedict to respond—she began to repeat her questions from the beginning.

Mr. Benedict held up his hands until she fell silent. “Let me answer your questions in order, my dear. First, I have used this study for so many years, any shift in acoustics—I mean the way sound carries—is bound to draw my attention. But by the time I realized that the hollow space in the wall behind me was no longer quite so hollow, it was too late to send away the wicked spies”—he smiled at the spies in question—“without calling Mr. Gaines’s attention to their presence. That would not do, you see, for it would subject them to all sorts of disagreeable inquiries, and no doubt the Washingtons and Perumals would be dragged in as well.

“As for using the Whisperer to diminish the symptoms of my narcolepsy, what I told Mr. Gaines was the truth: It’s possible. My hope was to adapt the machine to transmit powerful messages—instructions, essentially—that could redirect certain faulty mental impulses. Whenever my brain, for instance, sent a signal to fall asleep at inappropriate moments, these new, more powerful instructions would be to ignore the signal.”

“Basically a form of hypnosis,” said Sticky, and Mr. Benedict tapped his nose.

“And you thought it might work on others, as well,” Reynie said, not a little wonderingly, for the real potential of Mr. Benedict’s project was only just now sinking in. “That would mean thousands of people—no, even more than that—why, millions of people might be helped…”

Mr. Benedict nodded. “You see why I thought it worth pursuing, even though my chances of success were slim at best.”

“And your nightmares?” Constance persisted. “The Old Hag and those other terrible hallucinations? Would it take care of those things, too?”

“Again, it’s possible,” Mr. Benedict said. “Indeed, a great many things were possible—possible if not probable. I even entertained some small hope of using this project to persuade my brother to surrender. Under the right circumstances, if Ledroptha found himself in a terrible spot, with no good options before him… well, I thought the promise of relief might just draw him in the right direction. A less desperate and thus more peaceful one. But as I say, my research had only just begun, and now—”

“Well, get to it!” Constance cried. “You have a little time, right? Or even more if Milligan snatches their papers again!”

“That trick isn’t likely to work twice,” said Mr. Benedict. “At any rate, we cannot afford to dwell on those possibilities now, however grand they might have been to contemplate. The situation has changed, my dear. There is no more time. Our concern now must be what we know the Whisperer can do if it falls into the wrong hands.”

“Gaines’s hands are the wrong ones, I can verify that,” said Milligan. “He doesn’t seem to be a spy for Curtain, but he has a lot of power and no judgment.”

“A bad combination,” said Number Two.

“He might as well be a spy,” said Rhonda. “If he succeeds in getting the Whisperer removed, he’s doing exactly what Curtain would want.”

“Because taking it out into the open makes it vulnerable?” said Kate, remembering what Mr. Benedict had said earlier.

“Yes,” said Rhonda. “When we first moved the Whisperer here—right after your mission to the Institute—Curtain was on the run and could do nothing to intercept us. He’s had time to prepare now, though. He has spies, and he most certainly has a plan.”

“I’ve been pressed to move the Whisperer before,” said Mr. Benedict. “Usually the Monk Building is suggested as a preferable location. As you know, I’ve maintained an office there—for reasons only those of us in this house are aware of—and the government has offered to secure additional space in the building for me. But it has been clear for some time that their real aim is to separate me from the Whisperer. They’ve tried to use quiet measures, small steps. Now that those have failed, they are prepared to take more extreme action.”

“Who is ‘they’?” said Constance.

“Certain well-placed officials,” said Mr. Benedict. “Some are likely spies for my brother seeking a way to return his Whisperer to him. Others are more interested in seeing what they can do with it themselves. And still others, such as poor Ms. Argent, are hapless individuals caught up in the process, trying to do their jobs, uncertain where their loyalties should lie, and not quite up to the task of deciding.”

“So what do we do now?” asked Kate.

“Your lessons,” said Number Two, checking her watch.

The older children cried out in protest, and Constance wrapped her arms tightly around her knees and hissed like an angry cat.

“Perhaps we can delay the lessons,” Mr. Benedict said, laying his hand on Number Two’s arm. “I know it’s difficult to be kept in the dark. Naturally, I hate it myself. But you must understand that I cannot tell you everything, for in certain cases ignorance is your greatest protection.”

“What can you tell us?” asked Reynie. “How about these ‘psychological motives’ and ‘personal foibles’ that Mr. Gaines mentioned, the things you’ve found useful but the committee hasn’t?”

Mr. Benedict tapped his nose. “That is something I can tell you about. In my opinion my brother Ledroptha’s motivations are worth a great deal of consideration. Not just what he does, but why he does it. The better we know these things, the better we can predict his next move, and I believe my conversations with his former Executives have been most instructive in this respect.”

“I’ve wondered how instructive they could be,” said Sticky. “We know Martina wanted revenge against Mr. Curtain for abandoning her—but she didn’t really know much, did she? And Jackson and Jillson were Executives a long time, but I can’t imagine they’ve been very cooperative.”

“Oh no,” said Mr. Benedict with a chuckle. “They have done their best to be obstructive. But in the process they have given away more than they realize. Most notably, they revealed that S.Q. Pedalian received far more sessions in the Whisperer than the other Executives did.”

The children frowned in surprise. They all knew from their mission to the Institute what these “sessions” were about; Mr. Curtain had given them to his Executives as a reward, which helped ensure their loyalty. And Reynie and Sticky, in particular, remembered all too well how “happy” the machine made you feel when you thought what it wanted you to think—what Mr. Curtain wanted you to think—an effect it accomplished by suppressing your greatest fears. Even if you knew the truth about the Whisperer’s darker purposes (as the boys had known), the feeling it gave you—that fleeting yet powerful illusion of well-being—left you yearning for more.

“Why would S.Q. get more sessions?” Kate asked. “He was already the most loyal Executive in the bunch!”

“Maybe he was loyal because of the extra sessions,” Sticky suggested.

“But why would Mr. Curtain give them to him?” Constance said. “Why would he want to keep S.Q. around in the first place? That guy’s about as smart as a lump of oatmeal.”

“Poor fellow, it’s not his fault,” said Kate. “And he’s really kind-hearted, you know.”

“I do know,” said Constance, “which makes me wonder even more why Mr. Curtain would want him.”

“You are asking all the right questions,” said Mr. Benedict, “and I am making it your assignment to reflect upon the best answer to them. You must continue with your other lessons in the meantime, of course.”

“Can’t you tell us what you think?” Sticky asked.

“Now where would be the fun in that?” said Mr. Benedict, and he took a folded slip of paper from his desk. “As a compromise gesture, however, I have composed a modest riddle that I believe to be pertinent. No doubt you’ll soon have solved it.”

“Oh, but please!” pressed Kate, rising along with the other children (all straining for a glimpse of the riddle). “If you think we can solve it so fast, then why must we wait…” She trailed off, noting Mr. Benedict’s raised eyebrows, a sure sign that she had missed something. She turned to Reynie, who shrugged resignedly and said, “The assignment isn’t to find the best answer, remember? It’s to reflect upon it.”

Mr. Benedict smiled. “Sometimes the answer is only the beginning, as you well know. Now, I promise we’ll discuss this again, but in the meantime we must all turn to other tasks. Lessons, in your case, which reminds me…” Mr. Benedict laced his fingers together and gazed in an encouraging way at Constance. “Your friends have agreed to participate in a new exercise I’ve devised. I wonder if you would be willing yourself? I think you might enjoy this one…”

By the time Mr. Benedict had explained his idea, Constance was clapping her hands and bouncing in place, quite giddy with anticipation. The other children looked at one another and shifted uncomfortably.

“Wonderful!” Mr. Benedict said. “How about tomorrow, then? Moocho tells me he has the necessary ingredients, and Milligan has agreed to secure the ice cream, so if tomorrow suits you—say, just after lunch?”

“As soon as possible!” Constance cried.

“Tomorrow it is, then,” said Mr. Benedict. “In the meantime, my friends, you’ll have my riddle to consider—”

“And their afternoon lessons,” prompted Number Two, snatching the slip of paper before the children could grab it.

“And your afternoon lessons,” Mr. Benedict agreed. “So off you go!”
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That summer morning in the Lower Downs began as usual for Reuben Pedley. He rose early to have breakfast with his mom before she left for work, a quiet breakfast because they were both still sleepy. Afterward, also as usual, he cleaned up their tiny kitchen while his mom moved faster and faster in her race against the clock (whose numerals she seemed quite unable to read before she’d had coffee and a shower). Then his mom was hugging him goodbye at the apartment door, where Reuben told her he loved her, which was true—and that she had no reason to worry about him, which was not.

His mom had not even reached the bus stop before Reuben had brushed his teeth, yanked on his sneakers (a fitting term, he thought, being a sneaker himself), and climbed onto the kitchen counter to retrieve his wallet. He kept it among the mousetraps on top of the cupboard. The traps were never sprung; Reuben never baited them, and so far no thieves had reached up there to see what they might find. Not that the wallet contained much, but for Reuben “not much” was still everything he had.

Next he went into his bedroom and removed the putty from the little hole in the wall behind his bed. He took his key from the hole and smooshed the putty back into place. Then, locking the apartment door behind him, he headed out in search of new places to hide.

Reuben lived in the city of New Umbra, a metropolis that was nonetheless as gloomy and run-down as a city could be. Though it had once enjoyed infinitely hopeful prospects (people used to say that it was born under a promising star), New Umbra had long since ceased to be prosperous, and was not generally well kept. Some might have said the same of Reuben Pedley, who used to have two fine and loving parents, but only briefly, when he was a baby, and who in elementary school had been considered an excellent student, but in middle school had faded into the walls.

Eleven years had passed since the factory accident that left Reuben without a father and his mother a young widow scrambling for work—eleven years, in other words, since his own promising star had begun to fall. And though in reality he was as loved and cared for as any child could hope to be, anyone who followed him through his days might well have believed otherwise. Especially on a day like today.

Reuben exited his shabby high-rise apartment building in the usual manner: he bypassed the elevator and stole down the rarely used stairwell, descending unseen all the way past the lobby to the basement, where he slipped out a storage-room window. The young building manager kept that window slightly ajar to accommodate the comings and goings of a certain alley cat she hoped to tame, enticing it with bowls of food and water. She wasn’t supposed to be doing that, but no one knew about it except Reuben, and he certainly wasn’t going to tell anyone. He wasn’t supposed to be in the storage room in the first place. Besides, he liked the building manager and wished her luck with the cat, though only in his mind, for she didn’t know that he knew about it. She barely even knew he existed.

From his hidden vantage point in the window well, which was slightly below street level and encircled by an iron railing, Reuben confirmed that the alley behind the building was empty. With practiced ease, he climbed out of the window well, monkeyed up the railing, grabbed the lower rungs of the building’s rusty fire escape, and swung out over empty space. He hit the ground at a trot. Today he wanted to strike out into new territory, and there was no time to waste. When they’d lived in the northern part of the Lower Downs, Reuben had known the surrounding blocks as well as his own bedroom, but then they’d had to move south, and despite having lived here a year, his mental map remained incomplete.

Of all the city’s depressed and depressing neighborhoods, the Lower Downs was considered the worst. Many of its old buildings were abandoned; others seemed permanently under repair. Its backstreets and alleys were marked by missing shutters, tilted light poles, broken gates and railings, fences with gaps in them. The Lower Downs, in other words, was perfect for any boy who wanted to explore and to hide.

Reuben was just such a boy. In fact, exploring and hiding were almost all he ever did. He shinned up the tilted light poles and dropped behind fences; he slipped behind the busted shutters and through the broken windows; he found his way into cramped spaces and high places, into spots where no one would ever think to look. This was how he spent his solitary days.

It never occurred to him to be afraid. Even here in the Lower Downs, there was very little crime on the streets of New Umbra, at least not the sort you could easily see. Vandals and pickpockets were rare, muggers and car thieves unheard of. Everyone knew that. The Directions took care of all that business. Nobody crossed the Directions, not even the police.

Because the Directions worked for The Smoke.

Reuben headed south, moving from alley to alley, keeping close to the buildings and ducking beneath windows. He paused at every corner, first listening, then peering around. He was only a few blocks off the neighborhood’s main thoroughfare and could hear some early-morning traffic there, but the alleys and backstreets were dead.

About ten blocks south, Reuben ventured into new territory. He was already well beyond his bounds: his mom had given him permission to walk to the community center and the branch library—both within a few blocks of their apartment—but that was all. And so he kept these wanderings of his a secret.

Despite her excessive caution, his mom was something else, and Reuben knew it. He wouldn’t have traded her for half a dozen moms with better jobs and more money, and in fact had told her exactly that just the week before.

“Oh my goodness, Reuben, that is so sweet,” she’d said, pretending to wipe tears from her eyes. “I hope you know that I probably wouldn’t trade you, either. Not for half a dozen boys, or even a whole dozen.”

“Probably?”

“Almost certainly,” she’d said, squeezing his hand as if to reassure him.

That was what his mom was like. Their conversations were usually the best part of his day.

Crossing an empty street, Reuben made his habitual, rapid inventory of potential hiding places: a shady corner between a building’s front steps and street-facing wall; a pile of broken furniture that someone had hauled to the curb; a window well with no protective railing. But none of these places was within easy reach when, just as he attained the far curb, a door opened in a building down the block.
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Reuben abruptly sat on the curb and watched the door. He held perfectly still while an old man in pajamas stepped outside and checked the sky, sniffing with evident satisfaction and glancing up and down the street before going back in. The old man never saw the small brown-haired boy watching him from the curb.

Reuben rose and moved on, quietly triumphant. He preferred bona fide hiding places when he could find them, but there was nothing quite like hiding in plain sight. Sometimes people saw you and then instantly forgot you, because you were just a random kid, doing nothing. As long as you didn’t look lost, anxious, or interesting, you might as well be a trash can or a stunted tree, part of the city landscape. Reuben considered such encounters successes, too. But to go completely unnoticed on an otherwise empty street was almost impossible, and therefore superior. He was reliving the moment in his mind, exulting in the memory of the old man’s eyes passing right over him without registering his presence—not once but twice!—when he came upon the narrowest alley he’d ever seen, and made his big mistake.

It was the narrowness that tempted him. The brick walls of the abandoned buildings were so close to each other that Reuben saw at once how he might scale them. By leaning forward and pressing his palms against one, then lifting his feet behind him and pressing them against the other, he could hold himself up, suspended above the alley floor. Then by moving one hand higher, then the other, and then doing the same with his feet, he could work his way upward. It would be like walking backward into the sky.

No sooner had he imagined it than Reuben knew he had to try it. Glancing around to ensure that he was unobserved, he moved deeper into the alley. He could see a ledge high above him—probably too high to reach, but it gave him something to shoot for, at any rate.

He started out slowly, then gained momentum as he found his rhythm. Hand over hand, foot over foot, smoothly and steadily. Now he was fifteen feet up, now twenty, and still he climbed. Craning his head around, Reuben saw the ledge not too far above him. Unfortunately, he also saw how difficult it would be to climb onto it—his position was all wrong. He frowned. What had he been thinking? He didn’t dare try such a risky maneuver, not at that height. He’d be a fool to chance it.

That was when Reuben felt his arms begin to tremble and realized, with horror, that he had made a terrible mistake.

He hadn’t anticipated how drastically his arms would tire, nor how abruptly. It seemed to happen all at once, without warning. Now, looking at the alley floor far below him, Reuben became sickeningly aware of how high he had actually climbed. At least thirty feet, maybe more. The way his arms felt, there was no way he’d make it back to the ground safely. He probably couldn’t even get back down to twenty feet.

Thus the action he’d just rejected as being foolishly dangerous suddenly became the only choice left to him, the only hope he had. He had to make the ledge, and by some miracle he had to get himself onto it.

With a whimper of panic, Reuben resumed his climbing. The trembling in his arms grew worse. He could no longer see the grimy, broken pavement of the alley floor below. His vision was blurred by sweat, which had trickled into his eyes and couldn’t be wiped away. He was burning up on the inside but weirdly cold on the outside, like a furnace encased in ice; the alley’s quirky cross breezes were cooling his sweat-slick skin. Beads of perspiration dripped from his nose.

In desperate silence he pressed upward. He heard the wind fluttering in his ears, the scrape of his shoe soles against brick, his own labored breath, and that was all. He was so high up, and so quietly intent on climbing, that had any passersby glanced down that narrow alley, they’d have noticed nothing unusual. Certainly none would have guessed that an eleven-year-old boy was stretched out high above them, fearing for his life.

As it happened, there were no passersby to see Reuben finally come to the ledge, or to note the terrible moment when he made his fateful lunge, or to watch him struggle for an agonizingly long time to heave himself up, his shoes slipping and scraping, his face purple with strain. No one was around to hear Reuben’s gasps of exhaustion and relief when at last he lay on that narrow ledge—heedless, for the moment, of his bruised arms and raw fingertips. If any passersby had been near enough to hear anything, it would have been only the clatter of startled pigeons rising away above the rooftops. But in the city this was no unusual sound, and without a thought they would have gone on with their lives, reflecting upon their own problems and wondering what to do.

[image: ]

Reuben lay with his face pressed against the concrete ledge as if kissing it, which indeed he felt like doing. He had such immense gratitude for its existence, for its solidity beneath him. After his pulse settled and his breath returned, he rose very cautiously to a sitting position, his back against brick, his legs dangling at the knees. With his shirt, he dried his eyes as best he could, wincing a little from the smarting of his scraped fingertips. His every movement was calculated and slow. He was still in a dangerous predicament.

The ledge was keeping Reuben safe for the time being, but it was only a ledge, spattered here and there with pigeon droppings.

When he tried to look up, the wind whipped his hair into his eyes; to keep them clear, he had to cup his hands like pretend binoculars. The rooftop seemed miles above him, and might as well have been. Beyond it the early-morning sky was blue as a robin’s egg. A perfect summer morning to have gotten stuck on a ledge in a deserted alley.

“Well done, Reuben,” he muttered. “Brilliant.”

He knew he couldn’t get back down the same way he’d come up. He would have to edge around to the back of the building and hope for a fire escape. Otherwise his only option was to follow the ledge around to the street side, try to get in through one of the windows there. If he was lucky, perhaps no one would spot him. But if he couldn’t get in, he would have to shout for help. Reuben imagined the fire truck’s siren, the fierce disapproval on the firefighters’ faces, the gathering crowd—all of it terrible to contemplate, and none of it even half as bad as facing his mom would be.

His mom, who thought he was safe at home in their apartment, reading a book or watching TV or maybe even back in bed. His mom, who even now was on her way to slice and weigh fish at the market, her first and least favorite work shift of the day. His mom, who had never remarried, who had no family, no boyfriend, no time to make friends—meaning Reuben was all she had, Reuben the reason she worked two jobs, Reuben the person for whom she did everything in her life.

His mom, who would not be pleased.

“Oh, let there be a fire escape,” Reuben breathed. “Oh, please.” Swiveling his eyes to his left, he studied the precious, narrow strip of concrete keeping him aloft and alive. It appeared sound enough; there was no obvious deterioration. A brown crust of bread lay nearby (probably some pigeon’s breakfast that he’d rudely interrupted), but that was all—no broken glass or other hazards. His path looked clear.

Reuben began shifting himself sideways, moving left, toward the back of the building. He kept his shoulder blades pressed against the brick wall behind him, his eyes fixed straight ahead on the featureless wall of the building opposite him, just a couple of yards away. He tried very hard not to imagine the dizzying drop below him.

He had progressed a few feet when his hand came down on the crust of bread. Without thinking, he attempted to brush it away. It seemed to be stuck. Glancing down now, Reuben discovered that the bread crust was actually a scrap of leather and that in fact it was not resting on the ledge but poking out of the bricks just above it. What in the world? Why would this scrap of leather have been mortared into the wall where no one would ever see it? Was it some kind of secret sign?

Reuben pinched the scrap awkwardly between two knuckles and tugged. It yielded slightly, revealing more leather, and through his fingers he felt an unseen shifting of stubborn dirt or debris, like when he pulled weeds from sidewalk cracks. He tugged again, and a few loose bits of broken brick fell onto the ledge, revealing a small hole in the wall. The brick pieces appeared to have been packed into it.

Reuben took a firmer grip on the leather and gave another tug. More bits of brick came loose. The scrap of leather turned out to be the end of a short strap, which in turn was connected to a dusty leather pouch. Carefully he drew the pouch from the hole and up into his lap.

Not a secret sign. A secret thing.

He should wait to open it, he knew. It would be far easier, far wiser to do it after he was safely on the ground.
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Reuben stared at the pouch in his lap. “Or you could just be extra careful,” he whispered.

With slow, deliberate movements, Reuben brushed away some of the brick dust. The pouch was obviously old, its leather worn and scarred. It was fastened with a rusted buckle that came right off in his hand, along with a rotted bit of strap. He set these aside and opened the pouch. Inside was a small, surprisingly heavy object wrapped in a plastic bread sack. It was bundled up in yet another wrapping, this one of stiff canvas. Whatever it was, its owner had taken great pains to keep it safe and dry.

Reuben unbundled the wrappings to reveal a handsome wooden case, dark brown with streaks of black. Its hinged lid was held closed by a gray metal clasp, the sort that could be secured with a little padlock. There was no lock, though; all Reuben had to do was turn it. He hesitated, wondering what he was about to find. Then he turned the clasp and felt something give. The lid opened with a squeak.

Inside the case were two velvet-lined compartments, both shaped to fit exactly the objects they contained. One of the objects was a small, delicate key with an ornate bow; the other appeared to be a simple metal sphere. Both had the dark coppery color of an old penny and yet, at the same time, the bright sheen of a brand-new one. They were made of a metal Reuben had never seen before. Something like copper or brass, but not exactly either.

Reuben very carefully lifted the sphere from its velvet compartment. It felt as heavy as a billiard ball, though it was not quite as large as one. He turned it in his hands, gazing at it in wonder. What was it? He’d expected that the key would be needed to open it, but there was no keyhole. Looking more closely, he noticed a seam, scarcely wider than a thread, circling the middle of the sphere like the equator on a globe, dividing it into two hemispheres.

“So you can open it,” he murmured.

Holding the sphere in his left hand, Reuben tried, gently, to open it with the other. He used the same gesture he had seen in countless silly old movies he’d watched with his mom, in which hopeful men drop to a knee and open tiny velvet-covered boxes, proposing marriage with a ring. He imagined he felt every bit as hopeful and excited as those men were supposed to be.

The two hemispheres parted easily, smoothly, without a sound, as if their hidden hinge had been carefully oiled not a minute before. The interior of one hemisphere was hollow, like an empty bowl. It served as the cover for the other hemisphere, which contained the face of a clock. What Reuben had found, evidently, was a pocket watch.

And yet it was a pocket watch of a kind he’d never seen, to say nothing of its quality. Its face was made of a lustrous white material, perhaps ivory, and the hour hand and the Roman numerals around the dial gleamed black. It was missing a minute hand, but otherwise the parts were all in such fine condition the watch might have been constructed that very morning, though Reuben felt sure it was an antique.

A wild fluttering started up in his belly. His pulse boomed in his ears. How much, Reuben wondered, might such an exquisite device be worth? Indeed, the watch seemed so perfect—so perfect, so unusual, so beautiful—that he almost expected it to show the correct time. But the hour hand was frozen at just before twelve, and when he held the watch to his ear, he heard no telltale ticking.

The key! he thought. Reuben’s mom had a music box that his father had given her before Reuben was born. You had to wind it up with a key. It must be the same with this watch. A closer inspection revealed a tiny, star-shaped hole in the center of the watch face. Could that be a keyhole?

A glance confirmed his suspicion. The key lacked the large rectangular teeth of normal old keys, but rather tapered to a narrow, star-shaped end, small enough to insert into the hole. This was the watch’s winding key, no question.

Reuben was tempted. He even laid a finger on the key in its snug compartment. But once again a warning voice was sounding in his head, and this time he listened to it. He might fumble the key, drop it, lose it. Better to wait until he was in a safe place. Better, for once, to resist his impulses. This was far too important.

Reluctantly he closed the watch cover and put the watch back inside the case. He was about to close the lid when he noticed an inscription on its interior: Property of P. Wm. Light.

“P. William Light,” Reuben muttered, gazing at the name. “So this once belonged to you, whoever you were.” He closed the lid, fastened the clasp. “Whenever you were.” For whoever P. William Light was, Reuben felt sure he’d stopped walking the earth long ago.

Reuben rebundled the case and tucked it back inside the pouch, then stuffed the pouch into the waist of his shorts—no small feat in such an awkward, precarious position. Now he was ready to move.

He took a last look at the hole in the wall, wondering how long the watch had been in there. It had been put there by someone like him, someone who found places that were secret to others. It could only have been found by someone like him, as well, which made its discovery feel very much like fate.

Just don’t blow it by falling, Reuben thought. Boy finds treasure, plummets to his death. Great story.

It was with exceeding caution, therefore, that he began to inch sideways along the ledge. A wearisome half hour later he reached the back of the building, only to find that there was no fire escape. No windows, either, and no more ledge.

“Seriously?” Reuben muttered. He felt like banging his head against the brick.

His bottom and the backs of his thighs were aching and tingling. Another hour on this ledge and he’d be in agony. Yet it would take at least that long, and possibly longer, to reach the front of the building.

There was, however, a rusty old drainpipe plunging down along the building’s corner. Reuben eyed it, then grabbed it with his left hand and tried to shake it. The pipe seemed firmly secured to the wall, and there was enough room between metal and brick for him to get his hands behind it. He peered down the length of the pipe; it seemed to be intact. He had climbed drainpipes before. Never at anywhere near this height, but if he didn’t think about the height…

It was as if someone else made the decision for him. Suddenly gathering himself, Reuben reached across his body with his right hand, grabbed the pipe, and swung off the ledge. His stomach wanted to stay behind; he felt it climbing up inside him. Now that he’d acted, the fear was back in full force.

Clenching his jaws, breathing fiercely through his nose, Reuben ignored the lurching sensation and got his feet set. Then, hand under hand, step after step, he began his descent. He went as quickly as he could, knowing he would soon tire. The pipe uttered an initial groan of protest against his weight, then fell silent.

Flakes of rust broke off beneath his fingers and scattered in the wind. Sweat trickled into his eyes again, then into his mouth. He blew it from his nose. Every single part of him seemed to hurt. He didn’t dare look down. He concentrated on his hands and his feet and nothing else.

And then the heel of his right foot struck something beneath him, and Reuben looked down to discover that it was the ground. Slowly, almost disbelieving, he set his other foot down. He let go of the pipe. His fingers automatically curled up like claws. He flexed them painfully, wiped his face with his shirt, and looked up at the ledge, so high above him. Had he actually climbed all the way up there? He felt dazed, as if in a dream.

Reuben withdrew the pouch from the waistband of his shorts and gazed at it. This was no dream. He began to walk stiffly along the narrow alley, heading for the street. One step, three steps, a dozen—and then he felt the thrill begin to surge through him. He’d made it! He was alive! He’d taken a terrible risk, but he’d come back with treasure. It seemed like the end of an adventure, and yet somehow Reuben knew—he just knew—it was only the beginning.
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In the alley behind his apartment building, Reuben once more stuffed the pouch into his waistband. He climbed up and over the iron railing around the storage-room window and peeked in through the grimy glass. All clear. He scrambled down into the window well, stuck his legs through the slightly raised window, and worked his way forward, arching his torso as if doing the limbo. His toes found the floor just as his head cleared the window. It was all routine.

After stealing up the empty stairs to his apartment, a small two bedroom on the fifth floor, Reuben emerged minutes later wearing clean shorts and carrying his school backpack. This time he left the building by way of the lobby, where three people stood in line at the desk, waiting for their turn to complain to the nervous young building manager. She kept saying, “Sorry, I know. I know. Sorry.” Evidently, there was a problem with the hot water again. Or possibly just the water, period.

Reuben passed through the lobby unseen. He didn’t even have to make an effort.

He spent the entire time at the laundromat sitting in a corner, gazing into his backpack. If anyone noticed him, the way he sat with his hands plunged into the open pack, staring fixedly at something hidden inside it, they probably thought he was reading a book he wasn’t supposed to be reading. When the buzzer sounded on his washing machine, Reuben carefully closed the pretty wooden box, rewrapped it, put it back inside its pouch, and zipped up the backpack, which he carried with him to the washer. He had never been so careful about anything in his life.

When his clothes were dry, he stuffed them into his backpack and went out into the late-morning sunshine. He was only a few blocks from the community center. Along the way Reuben passed few stores open for business, and even fewer people. There weren’t a lot of employment opportunities in the Lower Downs; most people who had jobs or were looking for them spent their days in other neighborhoods. The market where Reuben’s mom worked, for instance, was situated near the Southport ferry dock in Riverside, and her part-time evening job took her to a neighborhood called Ashton.

“It’s all part of my master plan,” she’d told him once, with a scheming look. “After I’ve memorized every single bus route in the city, I can get a job as a substitute driver. They’d be fools to turn me down! Ha-ha!” And she had raised her fists triumphantly, as if becoming a substitute bus driver were the surest path to riches.

“Have you ever driven a bus?” Reuben had asked.

She’d waved him off. “Don’t get bogged down in the details, kid.”

The community center was a two-story brown-brick building that housed a dingy basketball court with perpetually bent rims, a few warped Ping-Pong tables, a reading room with out-of-date magazines, and other similarly depressing features. Reuben usually spent his time there gliding along the walls and hanging about in quiet corners, observing without being observed. But sometimes, like today, if he determined that the staff office was empty and all the staff members scattered throughout the center, he slipped into the office, snatched a key from a nail behind the door, and snuck up onto the roof.

Nobody ever disturbed him up here. They couldn’t. The door locked automatically behind him, and he had the key.

A featureless plain of asphalt and sun-bleached gravel, with a bank of air-conditioning apparatuses that roared continuously, the roof, Reuben thought, was an ideal place to do some serious thinking. Though he often peeked down over its low perimeter wall in search of anything or anyone of interest to watch, today what he wanted to think about was right here with him, hidden inside his backpack.

Still, for a moment he stood gazing over the main thoroughfare in the direction of Riverside, where his mom worked, where the buildings were somewhat taller and less decrepit than those in the Lower Downs and where occasionally, on very clear days, he would spot the huge Southport ferry gliding eerily along the river. From this distance it looked like a building that had come unmoored and was drifting among the other buildings. Which, in a way, it was, Reuben supposed. A sort of floating parking deck. His mom had told him that from the market she could hear its horn blast at full volume, twice every hour, all day long. That never got old, she’d said.

“Not even a little?” Reuben had asked, and to clear things up, she’d followed him around the apartment like a demented goose, imitating the horn while he covered his ears, fleeing in circles and giggling. “You’re right!” he’d cried. “How could that ever get old?”

“That’s what I’m telling you!” his mom said, honking again. Then their neighbor had banged on the wall, and they’d had to quiet down.

Standing on the roof, Reuben could hear that faraway horn now, its sound rendered soft and spooky by distance, like the lowest note on an organ. He settled down with his back to the perimeter wall and the backpack between his knees.

With laborious care, Reuben removed the wooden box from its pouch and its wrapping, then took the watch from the wooden box. The sunlight on the coppery metal was absurdly brilliant, making him squint. He opened the cover. The black numerals on the watch face glistened like freshly applied ink. He wondered what had happened to the minute hand, for in all other respects the watch was perfect, unblemished, gorgeous. He loved the weight and solidity of it in his palm, where it fit snugly, as if custom-made for his small hands.

Reuben felt another shudder of excitement. He couldn’t stop wondering how much he might sell the watch for. It was surely worth a great deal of money, he thought—maybe even enough to turn things around for him and his mom. Why not? There was no harm in dreaming. Yet the thought of parting with his secret treasure already gave him a pang of regret, so he let himself daydream about vast sums of money without dwelling on the part about handing the watch over.

What was it his mom had said? Don’t get bogged down in the details.

Twice Reuben took the key from its velvet compartment and examined its elegant bow, somewhat clover-shaped, its metal finely twisted like wrought iron. Both times he held the other end just over the star-shaped hole in the center of the watch face, then shook his head and put the key away. He felt nervous about winding the watch. He worried he would break something.

When at length the muted sound of the ferry horn broke in on his thoughts, Reuben blinked, stretched his neck, and noticed how much warmer it had gotten on the roof. He had a vague realization that he’d heard the horn a little while ago, too, perhaps more than once, without consciously registering the fact. His bottom was sore, his legs were stiff, and his stomach growled insistently. Could it be lunchtime already? He put everything away and stood up. The first thing he noticed was a group of four men walking along the main thoroughfare. He crouched down again, clutching his backpack. The Directions.

Now Reuben knew what time it was. Today was Wednesday, so it must be noon. That’s when the Directions visited the businesses along this stretch. He had observed them any number of times. Always nervously, though. It was tricky to spy on Directions.

For this was how the Directions had come by their nickname: in every group of four, each man was always looking a different way. One looked ahead, one looked left, one looked right, and one kept an eye out behind them. They chatted as they walked along and would glance at one another as they spoke, but always their gazes drifted back to their appointed directions. They were like sets of wandering eyes, seeing everything there was to see.

They had other nicknames, too. Even though you weren’t really supposed to talk about them, at one time or another Reuben had heard them referred to as Wanderers, Rounders, Gatherers, Compass Men, Knockers, and Boots. Every now and then, someone dared to call them simply “the Counselor’s men,” since it was to the Counselor that they reported. This was considered unwise, however, and was especially frowned upon by superstitious types, who feared that even whispered conversations would draw unwanted attention. Certainly no one wished to receive a summons to the Counselor’s mansion. A meeting with the Counselor almost guaranteed that he would mention you to the man he worked for—the very last man on earth you would want to be thinking about you, for any reason, ever in your life. The Smoke.

If indeed The Smoke was a man at all. A lot of kids believed that he was something else. Exactly what, no one knew. Something bad, though. Something terrible. Because it was forbidden to talk about it, naturally when children were alone there was a great deal of discussion on the subject, and Reuben had overheard countless conflicting rumors and speculations. One story that everybody seemed to agree on, however, was that once, years before Reuben was born, a madman had run screaming through the streets of the Lower Downs. He had been, by all accounts, terrified, and it was widely accepted that his terror—and perhaps even his madness—had had something to do with The Smoke.

This was all Reuben knew about that particular story, but it was more than enough to give him the shivers. As a general rule, he tried not to think about The Smoke. He was generally successful, too, except at times like these, when he saw the Directions making their rounds.

Every neighborhood had its own set of Directions; some of the larger ones had two or even three sets. The Counselor’s decrepit mansion in Westmont had a crew all to itself, or so Reuben had heard. In the Lower Downs there was only one. Reuben didn’t know their names, even though supposedly they all lived somewhere in the neighborhood, but he’d given them nicknames. Lefty and Righty were brothers, both of them short and blond and fidgety. Frontman, tall and lanky, set the group’s pace at a saunter and wore a sardonic smile. Lookback, bringing up the rear, had a fleshy, bored face that contradicted the way he checked over his shoulder every few seconds. If you never saw his expression, you’d think he was paranoid. But keeping an eye out behind him was simply his job (and no doubt also a long-ingrained habit, as he’d been doing it for years). He never looked as if he actually expected to see anything of interest. Perhaps he never did.

Supposedly they had families. Supposedly they were just regular men. Still, to Reuben that seemed hard to fathom. Once, in a grocery store with his mom, he thought he saw Frontman picking through the wilted produce. Seeing Frontman alone there, without his three associates, was like coming across a disembodied head living a life of its own. And what was it doing in a grocery store, anyway? Reuben had doubted his eyes, and his mom had abruptly turned down a different aisle, preventing a closer look.

(Only much later did he recall how crowded most of the store’s aisles had been, yet how utterly empty the produce section was. His mom hadn’t been the only one whipping her cart around, pretending to have missed some item on her list.)

A lot of kids his age probably didn’t know what the Directions really did, didn’t know how it all really worked. But Reuben had known since the previous summer, before the rent had gone up and he and his mom had been forced to move.

Their old building had been just around the corner from a little bakery, which they’d liked to visit on Saturday mornings. Reuben would have a doughnut, and his mom would drink coffee with extra cream. They always took their time, nibbling and sipping at a tiny table in the corner. They loved the bustle of the place, which did a brisk business, and even more so the smell, which was indescribably wonderful.

(“Like being tucked into a warm bed by an angel,” his mom had ventured, and Reuben had suggested it was like sipping from a pool of honey at the end of a rainbow. But they had to admit that their descriptions fell short.)

The baker was a friendly man, always winking at his customers and loudly teasing the nieces and nephews who worked for him. He even remembered Reuben’s favorite doughnut (Bavarian cream), and whenever Reuben approached the counter, the baker would raise his wiry eyebrows and say, “The usual for you today, young man?”—which saved Reuben from having to speak up in front of a lot of people. For a time, because of this man and his heavenly shop, Reuben had wanted to become a baker himself.

One day when his mom was at work, Reuben was sneaking along the alley behind the bakery and its neighboring businesses. Alleys are not generally the best-smelling places on earth, but thanks to the bakery this one always had a pleasant aroma, and Reuben spent more time there than he did in others. He liked to creep up to the screened back doors and listen to the murmur of voices inside, trying to make out what was being said, darting off to hide behind trash cans whenever he sensed someone coming out. On this day, though, he discovered a rusty, industrial-sized metal sink lying upside down behind the bakery. Milk crates had been arranged around it like stools, and on top of it rested a deck of cards, a portable radio, and three hands of cards lying facedown. He had come upon an interrupted game.

His eyes were drawn at once to a big, rusted-out hole in the side of the sink. Or not big, exactly, but big enough. He didn’t hesitate. He dropped to the ground and wormed his way through the hole.

Almost at once he was rewarded by the sound of the back door opening, laughing voices, and footsteps approaching the makeshift card table. The players sat on the milk crates again. Huddled in the darkness under the sink, Reuben could hear them talking (by their voices he recognized the baker and two of his nieces) and the cards being shuffled and tapped against the metal above him. Someone switched the radio on, and polka music resonated all around him. Soon the card game was back in full swing.

Reuben felt ridiculously pleased with himself. He’d found a perfect hiding place. He pretended he was a spy listening to a coded conversation among criminals, memorizing every word so that later he could decipher the code. Although the villains seemed to be talking about nothing more interesting than the older niece’s upcoming wedding, Reuben the spy knew that they were hatching a plot of incomparable wickedness. Once he got his hands on their secret codebook…

Just then a new voice entered the conversation—a man’s voice, full of false friendliness. A screen door creaked open and banged closed. Hurriedly the radio was switched off, and milk crates scraped against the pavement as the players quickly got to their feet. Reuben felt prickles rise on the back of his neck.

“Sorry to interrupt you,” said the stranger’s voice. “But you weren’t in the shop. The boy offered to come fetch you, but that would have left your counter unattended, and of course we hate to interfere with the proper running of your business. So we came back here to see what you were up to. We do like to know things.”

Reuben, shifting to his left, peeked out through the rusted hole and saw several pairs of men’s shoes. The baker’s and four others. Reuben felt his heart quicken. He had never been so close to the Directions before.

“And now you know,” the baker said, his own voice just as empty of real friendliness as the first man’s had been. “We were taking a break.”

“Must be nice,” said the Direction who had spoken. “Ourselves, we can’t take breaks whenever we please. Ourselves, we have the Counselor to answer to. We have to keep a tight schedule. Which is why we’re wondering why you’re back here when you knew we were coming. Why you’d want to make us wait.”

“I’m sorry,” said the baker in a choked voice. “My watch seems to have stopped. I didn’t realize it was so late.”

“You haven’t lost track of anything besides the time, now, have you?” said the same Direction. “You weren’t hoping we’d just move along and come back next week? Is that what we’re going to have to tell the Counselor?”

“No, no, of course not! I’m not such a fool as that, and you know it. I have your envelope right here, with the full percentage, as always.”

“And no report of anything unusual?”

“I would tell you if I’d seen anything. Come, I’ll show you the ledger, and you can be on your way. I know you have your schedule to keep.”

Five pairs of shoes stepped to the back door of the bakery. The door opened and closed, and Reuben was left alone with the nieces, who sat down again in dead silence. After a minute the younger niece began to speak, but the older one hushed her. The silence stretched on. Then the back door opened, and Reuben heard a single pair of shoes approaching. The baker sat heavily on his milk crate again.

Reuben crouched beneath the overturned sink, absently listening to the baker and his nieces pretend to enjoy their game, although the happy mood had clearly been destroyed. He felt the same about his own game, and no longer pretended to be a spy. He was only a boy, impolitely eavesdropping on a family conversation. The instant the card players withdrew, he wriggled through the rusted hole and walked stiffly out of the alley. For the rest of that afternoon he lay in his bed in the empty apartment, flipping through a comic book he didn’t much like, wishing he didn’t know what he knew.

Reuben never wandered through that alley again, and after he and his mom moved, he never returned to the bakery at all. She had once suggested that they go back, but he had said he didn’t feel like walking so far, much less taking a bus. The truth was that the place made him sad now. He couldn’t stand the thought of someone like the baker being forced to answer to those men, to hand his money over to them and pretend that everything was fine. Even the delicious smell of baked goods troubled Reuben now. He had come to think of it as the smell of fear.
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After Reuben watched the Directions make their rounds and move on to a different street, he went back inside, drinking in the cool air with relief, for it had grown quite hot on the roof. He scurried into the office with the key, scurried out empty-handed. On his way to the water fountain he changed directions twice to avoid bumping into kids from school. There were days when it was unavoidable, when someone would nod at him, and Reuben would nod back, averting his eyes. That was about as close as he had come to making friends.

Partly the problem was that he’d switched schools. At his new school everyone already knew each other, had known each other since the days of snacks and nap times. No one had made any real effort to get to know him. The friendly kids already had friends, and the shy kids kept to themselves.

Anyway, he knew he couldn’t blame everything on the new school. Even at his old one, the closer he’d come to middle school, the more things had changed. His friends had stopped wanting to play hide-and-seek with him, and not just because he always won. The boys he’d known had become more interested in sports, and the girls, even more mysteriously, had begun to cluster in impenetrable groups, engaging in coded conversations. Somewhere along the way Reuben realized that he was still playing hide-and-seek, was in fact playing it all the time, but by himself, without a seeker. No one was seeking him.

Reuben gulped so much water from the fountain that he could hear it sloshing in his empty belly as he walked home. There was little shade on the street, only a few dilapidated awnings. He squinted in the fierce brightness and kept his head down, listening to his belly. He was caught off guard when someone spoke to him from the doorway of a hardware store.

“Young Pedley! What are you so mad about?”

Reuben started and turned toward the voice, which he instantly recognized as belonging to Officer Warren, one of the Lower Downs’ beat cops—the only one who didn’t make Reuben nervous. There he stood in the dusky doorway, his blue police uniform faded but carefully pressed, his boots polished, his smile as friendly as ever. Officer Warren was a tall man with walnut-brown skin, close cropped hair just visible beneath his police cap, and eyes that always seemed to be studying Reuben, as if trying to figure out something about him. Yet he was so kind that in his case—a very rare case—Reuben didn’t shrink from the attention.

“I’m not mad,” Reuben said, returning the smile. He raised a hand to shield his eyes from the sun.

“That so?” Officer Warren cocked his head to the side. “Why were you frowning, then? Looked like you were furious at that sidewalk.” He gestured toward the ground at Reuben’s feet.

Reuben chuckled. He jerked his thumb up at the sun. “It’s just bright.”

“That it is,” said the policeman, stepping out from beneath the store awning. He took a pair of sunglasses from his shirt pocket and put them on. “We need to get you a pair of these, young man. Then you don’t have to go around looking like you hate the world. What do you think?”

Reuben nodded and said it was a good idea.

Officer Warren was studying him, as usual. “Tell you what. I need to get a new pair soon. When I do, I’ll let you borrow these. Sound like a plan? Yeah? All right, then, it’s a plan.”

The sun glinted painfully off the policeman’s well-polished badge, but Reuben kept looking at him. He liked Officer Warren immensely. Every time they spoke, Reuben wanted to become a police officer.

“Well,” said Officer Warren with a sigh, “I suppose I’d better move along. I need to check in on some people.” He laid a hand on Reuben’s shoulder. “You say hi to your mom for me, okay? She doing fine? That’s good, that’s good. All right, now, take care, young Pedley.” He moved off in the direction of the community center, whistling for the first few steps, then falling silent.

Reuben imagined the cheerful look fading from Officer Warren’s face. No matter how friendly he was with everyone, the policeman generally looked very serious, even sad, when he was alone. Reuben had watched him often enough to know. It was for this reason that, after they parted, he always had second thoughts about becoming a policeman. For if you really wanted to be a good one, how could you ever be happy in New Umbra?

The fact that the police in New Umbra had to look the other way whenever the Directions came around, that they could do their jobs only up to a point, beyond which they dared not go (for “Police officers have families to worry about, too,” Reuben had once heard someone say), was surely enough to depress even the liveliest spirit. A few rare types like Officer Warren managed to be especially kind and helpful, but that didn’t mean they were happy, and for every friendly officer in New Umbra, there was another who was bitter and defensive. Most just seemed beaten down, however, as if their job involved going outside every day to be kicked.

Reuben took one last look at Officer Warren, then turned and continued on his way home. Despite what he knew, his encounters with the young policeman always left him in a good mood, and this time was no exception. This time, in fact, he’d been in a brilliant mood to begin with. Indeed, he was perhaps the only person for blocks in every direction who at that moment was feeling hopeful.

At home Reuben had two bowls of cereal, eating sloppily, his eyes fixed on the lustrous contents of the wooden box, which he had opened and set before him on the kitchen table. He was in a terrific mood. He hardly knew what to do with his excitement, or for that matter the watch and key. He spent the entire afternoon doing little more than gazing at them. For variety he carried them with him into his bedroom, then into the bathroom, where he looked at them in the mirror, and then back out to the living room couch. He pondered, more or less continuously, what they might be worth. Hundreds of dollars? Thousands of dollars? More?

Reuben wondered, too, about P. William Light. Had he been a collector? Was he rich? He’d had this case custom-made for the watch and key, so he must have valued them greatly. But it wasn’t P. William Light who’d hidden the box in the wall above the ledge, was it? Reuben didn’t think so. The man who’d had his name engraved in this beautiful box would not be the one who had wrapped that bundle up in a plastic bread sack. No, that had been someone else, someone from a more recent time. P. William Light was from further back.

In any case, the bundle had been inside that hole in the wall for a long time. No one had come to claim it. To Reuben the laws of ownership were therefore perfectly clear: finders keepers. He had his doubts about whether his mom would agree with him, though, and there was also the sticky business of explaining how these things had come into his possession. And so, though part of him was bursting to share his discovery with her, a far greater part counseled secrecy. He knew, at the very least, that he would not be telling her the truth anytime soon. He needed time to think. Time to plan. Time to dream.
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That night was one of his mom’s evenings off from her cashier job in Ashton. As usual on such evenings, she came home from the market with a package of fish, even though she was sick to death of fish. Reuben still liked it, and she got an employee discount.

Reuben carried the package into the kitchen as his mom wearily dumped her handbag onto the floor and kicked off her shoes. She beckoned him back over. “Come and hug your mother, child,” she said in a husky, pretending-to-be-formal tone, and Reuben laughed. Her clothes smelled of fish, but Reuben was used to it. He gave her a long hug. She was just tall enough, and he was just small enough, for her to rest her chin on the top of his head.

She scratched his back affectionately. “Your day okay?”

“Sure,” Reuben murmured, closing his eyes. He loved having his back scratched.

“Anything exciting happen?”

Reuben shrugged. Having stared all afternoon at the watch and key, he was seeing them even now, burned in his mind’s eye. He’d hidden everything in his closet mere minutes ago, behind a cardboard box of old toys.

His mom kissed his head and released him. Only then did she notice his bruises and scrapes. Reuben saw the anxiety blossom on her face, a rare sight. His mom had elfish features with, typically, an elfish look of mischief and confidence about them—except when she was worried about her son.

“Reuben,” she gasped, “what on earth happened to you?”

“Oh! I’m fine,” he said, trying to sound casual. As a matter of fact, his arms did ache and sting, but he wanted to put out this fire as quickly as possible. “I tripped down the steps at the library. I looked like an idiot, but I’m okay. They don’t hurt that much.”

His mom bent over to make a closer inspection. “We should put ointment on these scrapes.” She searched his face, her hazel eyes narrowed with concern. “Were you embarrassed?”

“What? Oh. No. Actually, I don’t think anyone saw me.” Reuben wished he hadn’t said that about looking like an idiot. She was already worried about his lack of friends.

“People fall sometimes, Reuben. It doesn’t make them idiots.”

“I know,” he said, nodding. But he was thinking, If you only knew.

When his mom was satisfied that he truly was all right, she went to take a shower and change her clothes. Reuben darted to his closet, wanting to take another long look at the watch. But no sooner had he unbundled it than he heard his mom launch into a loud and elaborate complaint—evidently, the hot water was still out. The pipes in the wall fell silent. Reuben put the watch away with a sigh.

After he’d set the table, Reuben sat with his legs tucked under his chair to avoid tripping his mom as she moved about the tiny kitchen. Her hair, still pulled back in its workday ponytail, had gone frizzy in the heat. Now she stood over the stove with a spatula, reminiscing aloud about their old place.

“I mean, it wasn’t the be-all and pinball,” she said, flipping the fish in the pan, “but at least it had hot water. Plus the stove had decent burners.”

“‘The be-all and pinball’?”

She looked over her shoulder at him, feigning annoyance. “Yes, the be-all and pinball. It’s an expression.”

Reuben rolled his eyes. “Mom. No, it isn’t.”

“I’m pretty sure it is. What do you know? You’re just a kid.” She twisted her torso one way and then the other, stretching her back.

Reuben shook his head. His mom cracked him up. Other people called her spunky, a term she despised. Spunky, she said, was what you called people who acted like they were bigger and better than they were. “I don’t think you should judge people by their size,” she’d told him. “Or their quality, either, for that matter.”

Reuben had asked how you were supposed to judge people if not by their quality.

“By their hair,” his mom had replied. “Their hair or their clothes. And that’s it.”

Over dinner Reuben endured the usual questions about how he’d spent his day, answering with the usual stories—comic books at the library, a few games of P-I-G with the community center’s underinflated basketballs, a conversation or two with kids he knew from school. As usual, his mom seemed slightly suspicious about the “talking with other kids” part. She didn’t challenge it anymore—she’d figured out that it only made him feel bad, as if not having friends was somehow his fault, a flaw in his personality—but he could still see the doubt and concern in her eyes. It was a relief when dinner was over and the daily catch-up conversation officially ended.

“Well,” his mom said when the dishes were all washed and put away. She swatted Reuben’s shoulder with the drying cloth. “Dream house?”

“Absolutely,” he said. “I’ll get the graph paper.”

“I’ll grab the pencils.”

Reuben went into his mom’s bedroom and reached under her bed, pulling out a stack of papers. He glanced over two or three pages and called out, “Old one or new one?”

“Up to you!” his mom called back. She always did. Reuben always asked, and his mom always deferred to him. After the first few times, the exchange had become a sort of unacknowledged joke. Then, over the weeks and months, it had taken on an almost ceremonial quality. Strange as it might seem, it made Reuben feel closer to his mom, and he was sure she felt the same way, though they’d never discussed it. Talking about it might ruin the effect.

“New one,” Reuben said to himself with satisfaction. “Definitely a new one today.” He took a couple of blank sheets from the bottom of the stack and returned to the kitchen table. His mom sat sharpening pencils with a little plastic sharpener. She nodded approvingly when she saw the blank graph paper. That was part of the ritual, too: Reuben always made the right choice.

“I want this one to have a climbing wall,” he said, settling into his chair.

“Nice.” His mom handed him a pencil. “Will there be a safety harness?”

“No need. I’ll have the wall come up out of the swimming pool.”

“Clever,” his mom said. She pursed her lips. “However… have you ever experienced a belly flop, Reuben?”

Reuben shook his head. He’d never actually been in a swimming pool.

“Well, I have. It feels like getting slapped by the world.”

He snickered and bent over the graph paper. “I’ll try to avoid belly flops, then. And you can use the safety harness. I’ll put one in.”

“Thank you.” She tapped her pencil against her teeth, thinking. “I’ll bet we could use it to move heavy things around, too.”

Designing and modifying dream homes was their favorite thing to do together. It had started at their old place, when the rent went up and his mom began looking for a cheaper apartment. When Reuben had asked if in the new apartment he would still have his own room, his mom had made a big theatrical fuss about how spoiled he was, wanting his own room of all things, and didn’t he realize that if he got his way, he would never stop wanting more? First two rooms, then a whole apartment, then a whole house? Somewhere in the midst of their pretend argument, Reuben had declared that he did want a whole house—a mansion, in fact—and he expected her to have it built for him.

“Fine!” she’d said, throwing her hands up in exasperated defeat. “Just show me what you want, Your Majesty!”

And so it had begun. The idea was that the mansion couldn’t be built until Reuben had made up his mind, which was proving to be an exceedingly difficult task, given all the possibilities. It might take years, he’d admitted. In the meantime, it wasn’t lost on him that his mom had spent weeks scouring the newspaper and making phone calls, trying to find a two-bedroom apartment they could afford.

Reuben worked awhile in silence. He usually did most of the drawing, with his mom offering input and colorful commentary. They had dozens of designs. The homes always had secret passages, doors hidden behind bookcases, trapdoors beneath rugs, fireman’s poles between floors. When situated in warmer climates, the houses typically had swimming pools with underwater entrances, high dives, and tunnel slides that descended from Reuben’s upstairs bedroom. The designers’ guiding principle was never to say no to any suggestion but rather to figure out how to make it work.

“There’s always another way,” his mom would say when Reuben got frustrated with some complication in his design. She also insisted on making even his most whimsical ideas practical in some way. His tunnel slide, for instance, might double as a laundry chute. The clothes hamper would be a sealed plastic container with handles that could be snagged with a shepherd’s hook kept poolside—a brilliant touch, in Reuben’s opinion, as it transformed a chore into a game.

They both liked to think they made a good team.

“Here’s a question for you,” Reuben said, after having worked quietly for a minute.

His mom gave a slight start. She’d begun to doze off. She blinked exaggeratedly and contorted her face, as if a bug had landed on her cheek. “What’s that?” she asked, trying to focus. She cleared her throat. “What’s the question?”

“I’ll ask you later. You should go to bed, Mom.”

She frowned and drew herself up straighter in her chair. “No way. I’m awake.” She pointed at her ponytail. “Look, I haven’t even let my hair out yet. What’s your question?”

Reuben shrugged. “I was just going to ask what you would do if you got a lot of money.”

“You mean other than build the mansion?”

“I mean really, if it really happened. Like, I don’t know, if a mysterious stranger sent you a box full of cash. To thank you for a long-forgotten kindness or something.”

“‘A long-forgotten kindness,’” his mom repeated, the corners of her lips twitching. “That’s a new one. Okay,” she said, crossing her arms to indicate seriousness, “a box full of cash. What would I do? Well, I would probably quit one or both jobs, depending on how much money it was, and take classes at the city college.”

Reuben looked at her askance. “Really?”

“Yes, really. That used to be the plan,” she said. “When you were a baby, that was the plan.”

Reuben knew what this meant, and he knew that it usually made his mom sad to think of that time when his father was still alive. But she wasn’t showing it, and he knew she wouldn’t.

Once, when he was much younger, he’d caught her crying and had gotten very upset himself. He’d pressed her to tell him what was wrong. Eventually she’d admitted that she missed his father, was sad that Reuben had never known him and even sadder that he hadn’t been given the chance to know Reuben. “He would have loved you so much,” she’d said, crying harder.

It had all been rather mysterious to Reuben, having been so young at the time, with no memory of his father. But he was distraught nonetheless, and his mom had struggled to pull herself together in order to comfort him. The next morning she was bright and smiling, offering no trace of the disconsolate person he’d glimpsed the night before. Studying his face, she told him that he didn’t need to worry about her, that she’d simply been overtired.

Not once since then had she complained to Reuben about anything truly serious. Not once. But he’d never forgotten that night.

“Classes,” he said, shaking his head. He flipped his pencil around to use the eraser. “If you got all that money, you would take classes.”

His mom raised her chin defiantly. “That’s right.”

“You can’t think of a more boring answer?” He bent over the paper and blew off the eraser rubble.

His mom covered a yawn. She shrugged. “After the classes I could get a better job. We’d have more money. I wouldn’t ever fall behind on the rent.”

“We’re behind on the rent?” Reuben looked up.

His mom’s expression grew suddenly alert. “No, I’m only saying that if I received this miraculous money, it would never happen. That’s all. The bigger thing, the main thing, is that I could be home with you more.”

Behind on the rent. So they were doing even worse than he’d thought. Pretending to let it go, Reuben pointed his pencil at her. “Okay, I grant you it’s a good answer. It’s still boring, but it’s a good answer.”

“Thank you. Of course, I’d also get a motorcycle.”

He chuckled. “Is that right?”

“I’d let you ride in the sidecar. We could paint flames on the side.”

“This motorcycle of yours has a sidecar?”

“Can you imagine not having one?”

“A sidecar,” Reuben murmured, nodding thoughtfully. He bent over his drawing again. “Now you’re talking sense.”

Soon they had to call it a night. His mom could scarcely keep her eyes open, and Reuben wasn’t doing much better. He was excited, though, and more than a little nervous. It had occurred to him what his next step with the watch would be, where he needed to take it and how to go about it, and as he got ready for bed, every yawn was followed by an involuntary tremor of anxious anticipation.

Today was a big day, he thought. But tomorrow would be bigger.
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In a city called Stonetown, on the third floor of an old, gray-stoned house, a boy named Reynie Muldoon was considering his options. He was locked inside an uncomfortably warm room, and the only way out was to make an unpleasant decision. Worse, locked in the room with him—and none too happy about it—was a particularly outspoken four-year-old named Constance Contraire, who from the outset of their confinement had been reciting ill-tempered poems to express her displeasure. Reynie, though three times Constance’s age and probably fifty times as patient, was beginning to feel ill-tempered himself. He had the hot room and the cranky girl to endure. Constance couldn’t possibly want out more than he did. The problem was what it would cost.

“Can we just review our options?” Reynie said as patiently as he could. “We’ll get out sooner, you know, if we come to a decision.”

Constance lay on her back with her arms thrown out wide, as if she had collapsed in a desert. “I’ve already come to a decision,” she said, swiveling her pale blue eyes toward Reynie. “You’re the one who hasn’t made up his mind.” She brushed away a wisp of blond hair that clung to her damp forehead, then quickly flung her arm out again, the better to appear downcast and miserable. She panted dramatically.

“We’re supposed to be in agreement,” Reynie said, keeping his face impassive. Signs of annoyance only encouraged Constance, and she was always on the lookout for them. “You can’t just tell me what to do and expect me to go along.”

“But that’s exactly what I did,” said Constance, “and you’re taking forever, and I’m roasting!”

“You might consider taking your cardigan off,” said Reynie, who as usual had shed his own the moment they came upstairs. (The heating system in this old house was terribly inefficient; the first floor was an icebox, the third floor a furnace.) Constance gave a little start and fumbled at the buttons of her wool cardigan, muttering “better off” and “sweater off” as she did so. Already composing another poem, Reynie realized with chagrin. Her last one had featured a “dull goon” named “Muldoon.”

Reynie turned away and began to pace. What should he do? He knew that Rhonda Kazembe—the administrator of this disagreeable little exercise—would soon return to ask if they’d made up their minds. Evidently their friends Sticky and Kate, locked in a room down the hall, had settled on their own team’s decision right away, and now were only waiting for Reynie and Constance. At least that’s what Rhonda had said when she checked on them last. For all he knew, she might not have been telling the truth; that might be part of the exercise.

It certainly wouldn’t have been their first lesson to contain a hidden twist. Under Rhonda’s direction, the children had participated in many curious activities designed to engage their interest and their unusual gifts. Gone were the days of studying in actual classrooms—for security reasons they were unable to attend school—but any odd space in this rambling old house might serve as a classroom, and indeed many had. But this was the first time they had been locked up in the holding rooms, and it was the first exercise in which their choices could result in real—and really unpleasant—consequences.

The children’s predicament was based, Rhonda had told them, on an intellectual game called the Prisoner’s Dilemma. Sticky, naturally, had read all about it, and at Rhonda’s prompting he had explained the premise to his friends.

“There are thousands of variations,” Sticky had said (and no doubt he knew them all), “but it’s often set up like this: Two criminals are arrested, but the police lack evidence for a major conviction, so they put the prisoners in separate rooms and offer each one the same deal. If one prisoner betrays his friend and testifies against him, while the other prisoner remains silent, the traitor goes free and his partner receives a ten-year prison sentence.”

“So much for sticking together,” Kate had observed.

“Well, they can stick together, right? They can both remain silent. But if they do that, then both are sentenced to six months in jail for a minor charge. So both get punished, although it’s a relatively light punishment considering the alternatives.”

“And what if each one betrays the other?” Reynie had asked.

“Then they both receive five-year sentences. Not good, obviously, but much better than ten. So the dilemma is that each prisoner must choose to betray the other one or remain silent—without knowing what the other one’s going to do.”

It was this last part that had gotten so complicated for Reynie, because the more he thought about it—pacing back and forth in this hot room—the more convinced he became that he did know. He glanced over at Constance, now making a show of letting her tongue loll out the way dogs do when they’re overheated. “Constance, do you think Rhonda was lying about Sticky and Kate making up their minds so fast?”

“No, she was telling the truth,” said Constance, who was even better than Reynie at sensing such things—if she was paying attention. You couldn’t always count on that.

“That can only mean one thing, then.”

Constance rolled her eyes. “To you, maybe.”

“Yes, to me,” Reynie sighed. Although in some respects he seemed the most average of boys—with average brown hair and eyes, an average fair complexion, and an average inability to keep his shirt tucked in—Reynie was anything but average when it came to figuring things out. That included people, especially such close friends as Sticky Washington and Kate Wetherall, whom he knew better than anyone. If Sticky and Kate had made their decision so quickly, then it was clear to Reynie what they had decided. Less clear was what to do about it.

Reynie continued his pacing. If only there weren’t real consequences! But they were real enough, all right, even if they weren’t actual prison sentences. Rhonda had carefully explained them all:

The children would be split into two teams of “prisoners.” If both teams chose Option A—to remain silent—then both would receive extra kitchen duty for the rest of the day. (No small task, for including the children’s families there were thirteen people residing in this house, and every meal produced a shocking quantity of dishes.) If, however, both teams chose Option B—to betray—then both would receive extra kitchen duty for the rest of the week. And of course the final possibility was the most diabolical of all: If one team chose silence while the other chose betrayal, then the traitors would get off scot free while the others did the entire week’s dishes by themselves.

“Okay, so that’s three meals a day,” Sticky had said, “with an average of thirteen place settings per meal—”

“Not to mention pots and pans,” Kate pointed out.

“And snacks,” Reynie said.

Sticky’s eyes were growing large with alarm. “And five days left in the week…”

As these daunting prospects were sinking in—and before the children could make any private pacts—Rhonda had ushered them into their separate holding rooms to discuss the options. But discussion was impossible with Constance, who had insisted from the start that they choose Option B. Betrayal was the only sensible option, she argued, since Sticky and Kate would surely choose Option B as well. After all, neither team would care to risk all that kitchen duty without help.

But Reynie not only found this strategy distasteful (he could imagine sentencing enemies to the sink, but his friends?), he also knew what the other team had chosen—and it wasn’t Option B. Sticky and Kate hadn’t taken time to reflect. If they had, they might have considered that Reynie’s confinement would be more miserable than theirs; that no one in the world was more stubborn than Constance; and that in Reynie’s place they, too, would be sorely tempted to end the ordeal by yielding to her.

But Sticky and Kate had gone with their first impulse. The only decent choice, in their view, would be to remain silent, and they would expect Reynie to choose the decent thing too. Even if Constance rather predictably insisted on Option B—well, Reynie would just find a way to change her mind! Such was their confidence in him, Reynie knew. It made betraying them all the more painful to contemplate.

He couldn’t help contemplating it, though. Rhonda had said the team must be in agreement, and Constance refused to budge. How long might they be stuck in here? Another hour? Another two? Reynie grimaced and quickened his pacing. He couldn’t bear to imagine his friends’ look of disappointment, but Constance was clearing her throat now—she was about to launch into another grating poem, and Reynie didn’t know if he could bear that, either. Should he threaten to tell Rhonda about Constance’s secret candy stash? No, Constance wasn’t susceptible to threats, and she would make Reynie pay dearly for the attempt. The last time he had tried something like that, she’d peppered his toothbrush.

Constance drew a deep breath and sang out:

There once was a ninny called Reynie

Who thought there was one choice too many

Because he was wimpy

He—

“Enough!” Reynie cried, clutching his head. Maybe he could just apologize to Sticky and Kate and—yes, he would even offer to help them with the dishes. Anything but this.

“So we’re going with Option B?” asked Constance brightly. She looked exceedingly pleased.

“Why on earth would you do that?” said a metallic voice out of nowhere.

Reynie and Constance jumped. They had thought themselves alone—and indeed they still appeared to be. Other than several crowded bookshelves and a few tall stacks of books on the floor, the room was empty. There was a big arched window, but it remained firmly closed, and nothing appeared beyond the glass except the gray January sky.

“Did you hear that?” Constance asked, her eyes wide. “Or was it, you know—?” She tapped her head.

“No, I heard it, too,” Reynie assured her, casting about for the source. “Where are you, Kate?”

“In the heating duct, silly,” replied Kate’s voice. “Behind the register. There’s a pile of books in front of it.”

Reynie found the heat register behind a waist-high stack of science journals. Quickly moving the journals aside, he peered through the grille to find Kate’s bright blue eyes peering back at him. She slipped her Swiss Army knife through the grille. “Let us out, will you? Sticky’s feeling a bit claustrophobic.”

Reynie hastened to find the screwdriver on the knife. The heat register was quite old and ornate, and slightly rusty, and it took him a while to get the register off—he was much less nimble with tools than Kate. This was nothing to be ashamed of (no one could compare to Kate when it came to physical ability), but Reynie was feeling ashamed, regardless, for having been about to betray her in the game, and he was grateful for her stream of friendly chatter as he worked.

“We kept wondering what was taking you so long,” she was saying in her usual rapid-fire way, “and finally we decided we should come check. I thought maybe you’d had a heat stroke, but Sticky figured Constance was giving you serious trouble. And he was right, wasn’t he? Shame on you, Constance! That was an awfully mean-spirited poem. Although, I have to admit I was curious to find out what sort of insult rhymes with ‘wimpy.’ ”

“And now you’ll never know,” humphed Constance, crossing her arms.

At last Reynie pulled the register from the wall, and Kate sprang up out of the heating duct with a triumphant grin, raising her hand for a celebratory high five. Reynie lifted his own hand—and instantly regretted it. The slap couldn’t have stung worse if it had been delivered by a passing motorcyclist. Cradling his palm against him like a wounded bird, he watched Kate reach back into the duct for Sticky, who was mumbling something about having melted. It took her a few tries—Sticky’s hands were so sweaty she couldn’t find a grip—but at last she caught him under the shoulders and slid him smoothly out of the duct like a loaf of bread from the oven.

Both of them appeared to have been baked, in fact. The heating duct must have been sweltering. Kate’s cheeks were brightly flushed, and her blond ponytail was damp and limp as a wrung mop. Sticky looked to have suffered even worse. His sweat-soaked clothes clung like a wet suit to his skinny frame; his light brown skin had gone a sickly shade of gray; and behind his wire-rimmed spectacles, which sat askew on his nose, his eyes seemed dazed and glassy. Beads of perspiration glistened like dewdrops on his smoothly shaven head.

“Hot,” Sticky said sluggishly. He blinked his eyes, trying to focus. “I am hot.”

“Tell me about it,” said Kate, already raising the window. “Why didn’t you two open this? Oh, I see, it won’t stay up. Well, we can just prop it with a book.” She reached toward the nearest shelf.

“Please don’t,” said Reynie, who was very protective of books. (When he had lived at Stonetown Orphanage, they had often been his only companions.) “That won’t be good for it—and if it fell out the window it’d be damaged for sure.”

“Okay, you’re right,” said Kate, sweeping her eyes round the room, “and there’s nothing else to use. Hang on, I’ll be right back.” And she disappeared into the heating duct as naturally as a seal slipping into water.

“She left her bucket in the other room,” rasped Sticky, adjusting his spectacles with slippery fingers and smudging them in the process. He tugged a polishing cloth from his shirt pocket. It was as damp as a baby wipe.

Constance was incredulous. “Kate left her precious bucket behind?”

“The duct is a tight fit,” Sticky said, resignedly poking the cloth back into his pocket. “The bucket would have made too much noise, and we didn’t want Rhonda to hear.”

Reynie smiled. He was reminded of their very first day in this house, almost a year and a half ago now. Kate had squeezed through a heating duct then, too. He remembered her telling him how she’d tied her bucket to her feet and dragged it behind her, and how amazed he’d been by her account. It was strange to think he’d ever been surprised by Kate’s agility, or by the fact that she carried a red bucket with her wherever she went. Reynie had long since grown used to these things; they seemed perfectly normal to him now.

He was not at all startled, for instance, when Kate returned from her expedition in less time than it would have taken most people simply to walk down the hall. She emerged from the heating duct with a large horseshoe magnet—one of the several useful items she kept stored in her bucket—and in no time had stood it upright and propped open the window with it.

“That should stay,” Kate said with satisfaction, as wonderfully cool air drifted into the room, “but just to be sure…” From her pocket she produced a length of clear fishing twine, one end of which she tied to her magnet and the other to her wrist. “This way if the magnet slips I won’t have to fetch it later.”

All of this took Kate perhaps twenty seconds to accomplish. As soon as she’d finished, the children sat on the floor in a circle. It was pure habit. Anytime the four of them were alone they had a meeting. Together, privately, the children thought of themselves as the Mysterious Benedict Society, and as such they had held a great many meetings—some in extraordinarily dire circumstances.

“So what’s your team called?” asked Kate, twisting her legs into a pretzel-like configuration. “Sticky and I are the Winmates!” When this declaration met with baffled stares, she frowned. “Don’t you get it? It’s a play on words—a portly man’s toe, or… What did you say we call that, Sticky, when two words are kind of bundled together?”

“A portmanteau,” said Sticky.

“Right! A portmanteau! See, we’re called the Winmates because we’re inmates—like prison inmates, get it?—who win.” Kate looked back and forth at Reynie and Constance, searching their expressions for signs of delight.

“You gave yourselves a name?” asked Constance.

Now it was Kate’s turn to be baffled. “You didn’t? How can you have a team without a name?”

Reynie sneaked an amused glance at Sticky, who only shrugged. No need to point out whose idea this naming business had been.

“Anyway,” said Kate, leveling a stern gaze at Constance, “we can all win, you know. You simply have to choose Option A, and so will we.”

“Okay, okay,” said Constance, heaving a dramatic sigh. “Go on back to your room and let’s get this over with.”

Sticky narrowed his eyes. “And you’ll choose Option A?”

Constance pretended to notice something outside the window.

“That’s what I thought,” said Sticky. “Honestly, Constance, what’s the point? If you insist on doing it this way, we’ll have no choice but to choose Option B ourselves. Then we’ll all have more work to do.”

“It doesn’t make any difference to Constance,” Reynie pointed out. “She spends most of her kitchen duty coming up with irritating poems, anyway. She never actually cleans much.”

Constance huffed indignantly at this, not least because Reynie was right.

Kate gazed longingly at the window. “I wish we really were prisoners. Then we could just skip the negotiations and try to escape.”

“We are really prisoners,” said Sticky in a weary tone, and there was a general murmur of agreement.

Everyone knew Sticky was referring not to the exercise but to their overall situation. For months now, they and their families had been the guests of Mr. Benedict, the man who had first brought them together and to whom this house belonged. Though perhaps a bit odd, Mr. Benedict was a brilliant, good-natured, and profoundly kind man, and staying with him would have been a pleasant arrangement if only his guests had been able to choose the circumstances. But in fact they had been given no choice.

Mr. Benedict was the guardian of an enormously powerful invention known as the Whisperer—a dangerous machine coveted by its equally dangerous inventor, Ledroptha Curtain, who happened to be Mr. Benedict’s brother—and because of their close connection to Mr. Benedict, the children were thought to be at risk. The government authorities, therefore, had ordered that the children and their families be kept under close guard. (Actually, the original order had called for them to be separated and whisked away to secret locations—much to the children’s dismay—but Mr. Benedict had not allowed this. His home was already well-guarded, he’d insisted, and room could be made for everyone there. In the end, the authorities had grudgingly relented; Mr. Benedict could be very persuasive.)

The children understood there was good reason for such precautions. Mr. Curtain was cunning and ruthless, with several vicious men in his employ, and the children and their families were obvious targets. No one doubted that they would be snatched up and used as bargaining chips if left unprotected, for Mr. Curtain would do anything to regain possession of his Whisperer. (And just the thought of such a reunion inspired dread in everyone, not least the children.) Still, after months of being forbidden to play outside alone, or ever to go anywhere in town, the young members of the Society were feeling more than a little oppressed.

“If we were really really prisoners, though,” said Kate, “I could have us out of here in a heartbeat.”

“Through the window?” Reynie asked, following her gaze. “Is your rope long enough?”

“Well, there’d be a bit of a drop at the bottom,” she admitted, and her friends exchanged doubtful glances. Kate might be a perfect judge of distance, but her definition of “a bit of a drop” was much different from their own.

“Seeing as how I might break if we tried that,” said Sticky, “how about this instead?” He gestured toward the door, which was locked from the outside with a dead bolt—but whose hinges were on the inside. “You could remove the hinges, right? With proper leverage we could pull that side open enough to squeeze through.”

“Wait a minute,” said Constance, aghast. “You mean the Executives could have broken out of here that easily? Just by taking the hinges off?”

She was referring to Jackson, Jillson, and Martina Crowe, three nasty individuals who had mistreated the children in the past (they were all former Executives of Mr. Curtain), and who had certainly not grown any more trustworthy since their capture. As part of the investigation surrounding Mr. Curtain, they had on a few occasions been brought to the house to be questioned. By themselves they presented no real threat—they were nothing like Mr. Curtain’s wicked Ten Men—but the authorities, ever cautious, had insisted that dead bolts be installed on two rooms, and that anything that might be used for escape be removed from them.

“Those guys aren’t like Kate, remember,” said Sticky. “They don’t carry tools around with them—they wouldn’t be allowed, you know, even if they wanted to. Besides, even if they got the hinges off, they’d never get past the guards.”

“Well, I hope they’ve stopped coming,” Constance said. “I’m sick of seeing their stupid mean faces.”

Kate snorted. “You wouldn’t see them if you stayed away like you’re supposed to. But you always manage to cross paths, don’t you? So you can stick your tongue out at them.”

“If they weren’t in the house,” Constance replied haughtily, “I wouldn’t be tempted to do that.”

“Anyway,” said Kate, rolling her eyes, “back to Sticky’s question, we could get through the door, but not very quietly—Rhonda would surely hear us.” She drummed her fingers thoughtfully on her bucket. “She didn’t say whether or not she was armed, did she? When she was explaining the exercise?”

“No, but she did say she was the only guard,” said Sticky. “Remember? Constance demanded to speak to a different guard—someone who would give us better options—and Rhonda sighed and said for the purposes of this exercise we should assume she’s the only one.”

“It was a perfectly reasonable demand,” Constance protested as the others tittered, remembering Rhonda’s look of exasperation.

“I don’t think she meant for the number of guards to matter,” said Reynie, still chuckling. “After all, we can’t really escape. I mean, it’s not as if we’re going to attack Rhonda, right? And we can’t even set foot outside the house without permission.”

Just then Constance stiffened and looked over her shoulder at the wall. “Uh-oh!” she hissed. “Here she comes!”

They all held their breath. When Constance made pronouncements of this kind, she was always right. Sure enough, a moment later footsteps sounded outside the door, followed by a knock. “Constance? Reynie? Everything all right in there? Have you decided yet?”

“We need more time!” Reynie called.

“Are you sure?” There was a note of concern in Rhonda’s muted voice. They heard the dead bolt turning. “Do you need a drink of water or anything?”

“We’re fine!” Reynie cried quickly. “Just a few more minutes, please!”

“Very well, but please hurry,” Rhonda replied, and she locked the door again without entering. “We have more lessons to get through, you know.”

“That was close,” Kate whispered when Rhonda’s footsteps had receded. “I thought about hiding behind the door, but my magnet would have given us away regardless.”

“Not to mention me,” Sticky pointed out. “I couldn’t even have stood up in time, much less hidden behind the door.”

“Sure you could have,” said Kate. “I was going to help you.”

Sticky stared at her, appalled. He had a vivid mental image of his arm being yanked out of its socket.

“And I was going to use the twine to jerk the magnet over to me,” Kate said casually (as if accomplishing all this in the space of a second was the sort of thing anyone might do), “but then, of course, the window would slam shut, which is not exactly something Rhonda would fail to notice. So it was pointless to try.”

“It’s all pointless, anyway,” Sticky said, thrusting his chin into his hands. “We’re never going to change Constance’s mind. I think we’ll just have to betray each other and get on with it.”

“I suppose you’re right,” said Kate. “Oh well, I don’t mind washing if you boys will dry…” She trailed off, having noticed Reynie staring at the window with his brow furrowed. “Reynie, what’s the matter?”

Constance’s brow was furrowed, too. But she was staring at Reynie. “He’s getting an idea!” she said, her face lighting up.

Reynie glanced at her absently and looked back toward the window. He was seldom caught off guard anymore by these flashes of perception. Neither were Sticky and Kate, who leaned eagerly toward him.

“Well?” said Kate. “What is it, Reynie? What do you have in mind?”

“Option C,” Reynie replied, and gave them a sly smile.
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When Rhonda Kazembe knocked on the door some minutes later, she received no reply. From inside the room, however, came a suspicious sound of frenzied movement. She knocked again, and this time heard a hushed voice saying “Hurry up!” and (even more disconcerting) “Don’t look down!” These words were enough to make her scrabble at the dead bolt, especially since the voice had sounded like Kate’s. How could Kate even be in this room? As she unlocked the door Rhonda heard the distinct sound of a window slamming shut, and in rising alarm she burst into the room. Her mouth fell open. The room was empty.

Rhonda, a graceful young woman with coal-black skin and lustrous braided hair, was every bit as intelligent as she was lovely. She instantly saw what had happened. In the far wall gaped an exposed heating duct; the register had been removed. That would explain how Kate had gotten into the room (and no doubt Sticky, too). “Oh, but surely!” she cried, flying to the window. “Surely they didn’t!”

Raising the window with a bang, Rhonda held it open with one hand and leaned over the sill to look below. The children were nowhere to be seen. She looked up toward the eaves. Still nothing.

Much relieved yet equally puzzled, Rhonda frowned as she lowered the window. Had they fled through the heating duct, then? But those urgent words (“Don’t look down!”) and the slamming window had led her to believe…

Rhonda closed her eyes. The door. They had been behind the door.

Even before she turned, Rhonda knew what she would see. Sure enough, there they were, having already crept out of the room and now standing in the hallway. Reynie and Sticky were grinning and waving; Constance, like a pint-sized, pudgy princess, had raised her chin to demonstrate her smug superiority; and Kate was leaning in through the doorway, one hand on the doorknob, the other gripping a horseshoe magnet and a tangle of twine. With a wink and a half-apologetic smile, she pulled the door closed. The dead bolt turned with a click.

For a moment Rhonda stared at the locked door, slowly shaking her head. And then, with laughter bubbling up in her throat, she began to clap.
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Mr. Benedict was amused. This was hardly unusual. Sometimes, in fact, Mr. Benedict’s amusement sent him right off to sleep, for he had a condition called narcolepsy that caused him to nod off at unexpected moments. These episodes occurred most often when he experienced strong emotion, and especially when he was laughing. His assistants (who were also, as it happened, his adopted daughters) did what they could to protect him—he could hardly take two steps without Rhonda or Number Two shadowing him watchfully in case he should fall asleep and topple over—and Mr. Benedict guarded against such incidents himself by always wearing a green plaid suit, which he had discovered long ago to have a calming effect.

Nevertheless, the occasional bout of sudden sleep was inevitable, and as a result Mr. Benedict’s thick white hair was perpetually tousled, and his face, as often as not, was unevenly shaven and marked with razor nicks. (Unfortunately nothing was more comical, Mr. Benedict said, than the sight of himself in the shaving mirror, where his bright green eyes and long, lumpy nose—together with a false white beard of shaving lather—put him in mind of Santa Claus.) He also wore spectacles of the sturdiest variety, the better to protect against shattering in the event of a fall. But as the best kind of fall was one prevented, it was not uncommon to see an amused Mr. Benedict diligently suppressing his laughter. Such was the case now, as he sat at the dining room table with Rhonda and the children.

“The point of the exercise,” said Mr. Benedict, the corners of his mouth twitching, “was more philosophical than strategic, you see. More than anything, it was meant to be an examination of the consequences of one’s actions on others. Sticky, I am sure, could recite the aims of the original Prisoner’s Dilemma, but Rhonda and I had thought to adapt the game for our own purposes.” Here Mr. Benedict allowed himself a smile, adding, “Just as you did yourselves.”

The children, thus far pleased by Mr. Benedict’s response to their solution, began to feel uneasy. They sensed that they had overlooked something they ought not to have overlooked—a misgiving intensified by the appearance of Number Two, who just then came storming into the dining room. The young woman’s normally yellowish complexion had darkened almost to the same hue as her rusty red hair; and her expression, stern to begin with, positively radiated disapproval now. If the children didn’t know Number Two loved them, they might have thought she meant to put them on the curb and be done with them forever.

“With not one thought,” said Number Two, pointing her finger at them, “not a single thought for how your trick might affect Rhonda, what do you do? You pretend to go outside without protection? You pretend to climb out the window on the third floor? You—” She interrupted herself to bite angrily into an apple, which she chewed with great ferocity, glowering all the while.

Reynie could hear her teeth crunching and grinding all the way from his seat at the other end of the table. He wished he were sitting even farther away than that—preferably somewhere in the distant past. Number Two’s words had stung him like a slap. She was right. He had been so pleased with his idea that he hadn’t really considered whether it was a decent thing to do. Rhonda gave no sign of being upset, but during those first few moments she must have been worried—indeed, he had counted on it—and looking back on his decision, Reynie was ashamed.

“We’re sorry!” blurted Kate, who evidently felt the same way. “Oh, Rhonda, that was stupid of us! It seemed funny at the time, but—”

“It was funny,” Constance interjected. “Just because you’re sorry doesn’t mean it wasn’t funny.”

“Constance has a point,” said Rhonda with an easy smile. “But I do appreciate your apology, Kate, and I can see from the boys’ faces that they’re sorry as well. Really, it’s all right.”

“All right?” Number Two snarled. “When our only concern is for their safety? When our every thought and deed—”

“Number Two,” said Mr. Benedict gently, “I quite concur. But as we are pressed for time, would you be so kind as to fetch the duty schedule? We need to reconfigure it.”

Number Two swung about and stalked into the kitchen. Even from a distance they could hear her fierce attacks on the apple; each bite sounded like a spade being thrust into gravel. Reynie suspected Mr. Benedict was giving her an opportunity to calm down.

“Our original plan,” Mr. Benedict told the children, “was to release you from kitchen duty next week, thereby offsetting any extra work you had to put in this week as a result of the exercise. We wanted the consequences to seem real, you see, to heighten the effect, but we didn’t actually intend to work you like galley slaves. This way Rhonda could tell you the truth, if not the entire truth, and perhaps keep Constance from seeing through the ruse. Constance might have seen through it anyway, of course—we thought that worth investigating, too. Ah, thank you so much,” he said as Number Two, somewhat calmer now, returned with the duty schedule.

“Why do we have to change the schedule?” asked Constance, who found the scheduling of duties even more insufferably tedious than the duties themselves. “Can’t we just keep it as it is?”

“Today is errand day,” Rhonda said. “That’s why we chose it for this particular exercise. We needed to reschedule duties, anyway.”

“I thought things were unusually quiet around here,” Sticky said. “Errand day—well, that explains it.”

Errand day was when all the adult houseguests went out to deal with shopping and business. These prized forays into Stonetown came but once every two or three weeks, always on a different day and never announced beforehand. The adults claimed this was for security reasons, and no doubt it was, but Reynie suspected they were also glad to avoid any begging and pleading, since the children were never allowed to go anywhere themselves.

Kate jumped to her feet. “Don’t bother with the schedule, Mr. Benedict. Let me take extra duty today. It’ll make me feel better.”

“Me, too,” said Reynie.

“Yeah… same here,” said Sticky, trying to sound upbeat despite the sinking feeling in his belly. Kitchen duty with Kate was exhausting—you had to work madly to keep up—and he generally avoided it when he could.

“Count me in!” chirped Constance, and everyone turned to her in astonishment. She burst into laughter at this, for of course she had only been kidding.
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The good thing about kitchen duty on errand day was the reduced quantity of lunch dishes. With the exception of Mr. Benedict, who claimed responsibility for Constance, all of the children’s guardians were absent. Gone from the table were the Washingtons, Miss Perumal and her mother Mrs. Perumal, and Kate’s father Milligan, whose own errand was to protect the other guardians as they ran theirs.

The bad thing about kitchen duty on errand day was the notable lack of wonderful aromas in the air, for their friend Moocho Brazos—a former circus strong man and, more to the point, a marvelous cook—was also out running errands, which meant soup and sandwiches for lunch, and nothing baking in the oven.

“I wonder where they are right now,” said Kate, passing another well-scrubbed plate to Sticky, who had hardly started drying the last one.

“I hope they remember to bring us something,” called Constance from the pantry, where she was pretending to be busy. “I meant to give them a list.”

“They might have other priorities,” said Sticky, drying frantically. “My mom needs to talk to someone about a job she can do from home. Or, you know, from here—she hasn’t been able to work since September.” He frowned at the plate in his hand. “Sorry, Kate, I got this one kind of sweaty.”

Kate cheerfully scrubbed it again as Sticky (somewhat less cheerfully) mopped his brow with his sleeve. “Don’t worry, Constance!” she called. “They always bring us something, don’t they? They know it’s our only consolation for being stuck here while they’re out.”

Reynie, bearing a stack of dry dishes, paused on his way to the cupboard. “I’ll bet they had lunch on Stonetown Square,” he reflected wistfully. “They can probably smell the saltwater from the harbor.”

“And the dead fish,” Constance called. “And the gasoline fumes.”

Reynie shrugged. “At least dead fish and fumes would be something different.”

“Speaking of different,” said Kate with a grin, “I wonder how they look?”

The boys chuckled. They all knew the adults were compelled to wear disguises in public. For a secret agent like Milligan, disguises were run-of-the-mill—the children were rather used to seeing him transform into a stranger—but it was comical to imagine dear old Mrs. Perumal, for instance, or the burly, mustachioed Moocho Brazos, dressing up to conceal their identities.

The use of disguises and other security precautions were well-known to the children, who always pressed for every detail of the outings. They knew the routine by heart, and in lieu of actually getting to go out themselves they often went over it in their minds:

First Milligan would contact his personal sentries—a group of trusted agents posted throughout the neighborhood—to ensure they had seen nothing suspicious in the vicinity. Then he would distribute empty cardboard boxes and bags to the other adults, and with a casual word to the courtyard guard about “a project at Mr. Benedict’s other property,” he would escort his charges to a small house across the street. This house, with its narrow front yard and modest porch, looked as tidy and well-maintained as any in the neighborhood, but in reality its interior was in an awful state of disrepair. Mr. Benedict had purchased it years ago, not to be inhabited but to serve as a cover for the entrance to a secret tunnel.

Milligan would lift open the cellar doors at the side of the house. The doors were made of flimsy wood, set slantwise to the ground and held closed with a simple, sliding metal bolt—the sort of cellar doors that suggest nothing more important lies beyond them than dusty fruit jars and discarded boots. In the cellar itself, however, was another door, this one made of steel, with a lock Milligan said could not be picked and to which only he possessed a key. This door opened onto the secret tunnel—a narrow, damp passageway that stretched several blocks and ended beneath the Monk Building, a typically drab and unremarkable office building downtown.

At the Monk Building the adults would mount several flights of a dark stairway (with Mr. Washington supporting Mrs. Washington and Moocho carrying her wheelchair) until they reached a hidden anteroom, where they caught their breath and donned their disguises. The anteroom opened by means of a secret door into an office that belonged to Mr. Benedict, and in its wall were tiny peepholes that allowed Milligan to ensure the office was empty. (He didn’t want them stumbling unexpectedly upon an astonished custodian.) Finally, when he was sure the coast was clear, Milligan would lead the adults through the office, down the Monk Building’s seldom-used public stairs, and at last out the building’s front doors.

It was hard to imagine exactly how they felt as they stepped out onto the plaza in the heart of Stonetown’s business district. Perhaps they broke into wide smiles at the prospect of a day’s freedom. Or perhaps they were overcome with a sad nostalgia, remembering the days before they had ever heard of Mr. Curtain. But just as likely they would be glancing warily about and hoping not to draw attention. They must feel uncommonly strange in their disguises.

“Do you ever worry about them?” Sticky murmured after a pause, and Reynie and Kate returned his sober gaze. They could hear Constance rattling around in the pantry.

“Sometimes,” Reynie admitted. “But I remind myself that the authorities are on high alert, and there’s been no activity reported anywhere near Stonetown—”

“And Milligan can spot a Ten Man a mile away,” Kate put in. “And he can do more than spot him, if it comes to that.”

The boys nodded, even though the last time Milligan encountered Mr. Curtain’s henchmen he’d needed several weeks to recover from the injuries. The circumstances had been different then—they knew because they’d been there—and they quite shared Kate’s confidence in her father.

“You’re right,” Sticky said. “They couldn’t be safer if they had a dozen guards.”

“Yes, they’re fine,” Reynie said. “I’m sure they’re fine.”

“Of course they are,” said Kate.

They spoke without real conviction, however, for though the adults were surely as safe as could be expected under the circumstances, the question remained: How safe was that, exactly?

Kate pulled the plug in the sink, and in troubled silence the friends watched the sudsy water drain away.

Constance emerged from the pantry with a half-empty sleeve of cheese crackers, her cheeks bulging like a chipmunk’s. “What’re you wooking at?” she said, spewing crumbs.

“Nothing,” said the others at once, and Constance scowled. It infuriated her when they tried to protect her. They couldn’t help themselves, though, nor were their reasons entirely selfless: Constance was always difficult, but when she grew anxious she was perfectly unbearable.

“Let’s go outside,” Reynie said, turning away before Constance could search his face. “We still have some time before afternoon lessons.”
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The children enjoyed being outside, but getting there was a tiresome business. First they had to seek permission from an adult, who often had to check with someone else to verify the alarm code, for the code was changed almost daily and all the downstairs doors and windows were wired. (Mr. Benedict’s first-floor maze had been renovated into makeshift apartments for the Washingtons and Perumals, and the alarm system—with its direct signal to the police station as well as Milligan’s sentries—provided an important new defense.) Then they had to wait while the adult conferred with the outside guards, and only then could they venture into fresh air.

The children usually preferred the large backyard, where there was more room to run about, and in Kate’s case to turn a few dozen handsprings and flips. The exception was when Mr. Bane was posted there. Mr. Bane was an unpleasant guard, a gruff and grizzled man who seemed to believe children should be kept in boxes until they were proper adults. When Mr. Bane was in the backyard, they went into the courtyard instead.

Today, as it happened, Mr. Bane was off duty altogether, and as soon as they had hustled into their coats and hats, and Reynie had helped Constance with her mittens (she was close to tears trying to get her thumbs in their places), they ran out the backdoor. They were greeted by Ms. Plugg, a tough, stocky guard who had been walking about on the frost-covered grass to keep warm.

“Afternoon, children,” Ms. Plugg said, nodding as they came down the steps. She had an oddly large and rectangular head, rather like a cinder block, and when she nodded Reynie always had the disquieting impression that it was sliding off her shoulders. “Kate. Reynie. Constance. Um… Tacky? I’m sorry, I forget your name.”

“Sticky.”

“Right!” said Ms. Plugg, snapping her fingers. “Good afternoon, Sticky. I promise I won’t forget again.” Yielding the yard to the children, she took up a watchful position at the top of the steps, where Sticky, unfortunately, could hear her mumbling quietly to herself, “Sticky… Sticky… hmm. Always fiddles with his glasses… fiddlesticks! Okay, fiddlesticks. Good. I’ll remember that.”

Sticky’s stomach fluttered disagreeably as he walked away from the steps. He had grown so used to being with his friends, he felt somehow caught off balance—and deeply embarrassed—overhearing a stranger’s observations about him. Taking a deep breath to steady himself, watching it rise as vapor in the cold air, Sticky made a spontaneous, private decision.

Kate, meanwhile, had been about to put down her bucket, but Reynie caught her arm. “Don’t start tumbling just yet,” he murmured, and looking over at Sticky and Constance he said, “Let’s walk a minute.”

His look wasn’t lost on any of them. Sticky and Constance glanced furtively over their shoulders, and Kate’s eyes narrowed as she rebelted her bucket to her hip, opening the flip-top for quicker access to its contents. They all fell into step with Reynie as he set off around the yard.

No one spoke. The only sound was the crunch of their footsteps on the frozen grass. The yard was enclosed by a prickly hedge, behind which stood a tall iron fence with sharp points at the top of each paling. At the back of the yard Reynie stood on his tiptoes to see over the hedge, and through the fence, into the quiet lane beyond. Something had obviously spooked him.

“Guess what?” he muttered. “Mr. Bane wasn’t here on the last errand day, either. Remember? First we moped around in the courtyard, and then we came back here to play kickball.”

Constance shrugged. “So? Mr. Bane’s never here on errand day.”

Kate gasped in disbelief. “And you didn’t see fit to mention that?”

“I never thought about it!” said Constance, her voice rising. “I never even—”

“Shh!” said Reynie, with a nervous glance toward Ms. Plugg. “It’s okay, Constance. We all have a lot on our minds. But if what you say is true—”

“It’s true, all right,” said Sticky, already reaching for his polishing cloth. He caught himself, scratched his chest instead, then crossed his arms. “I should have noticed it myself. Mr. Bane’s been off duty every single time.”

“Like I said!” Constance snapped. “But what’s the big deal?”

“The big deal is it can’t be a coincidence,” Reynie said. “The guards work on a rotating schedule, with different days off each week. It’s not very likely errand day just happens to keep falling on Mr. Bane’s day off.”

“Highly improbable,” said Sticky, doing the numbers in his head. “In fact—”

“What the boys mean to say,” Kate interrupted, before Sticky could dive into an explanation of calculating odds, “is that something’s going on. What do you think, Reynie? Mr. Benedict doesn’t trust Mr. Bane? He doesn’t want him to find out about errand day?”

“It’s already being kept secret from the house guards,” Sticky pointed out. “Why be extra careful with Mr. Bane?”

“Maybe because Mr. Bane is extra nosy,” Constance suggested.

“Maybe,” Reynie said. “But we should also consider the possibility that Mr. Bane does know about it. What if he’s figuring out when errand day is going to be, then arranging the duty schedule so that he’s off?”

“How could he find out?” Constance said. “And why would he do that?”

Reynie shook his head. “I don’t know. But it makes me awfully uneasy.”

It made all of them uneasy, and for a moment they stood in silence, contemplating what Mr. Bane might be up to. They had never liked the man, but until now no one had suspected he might be treacherous, mostly because they thought Mr. Benedict was too shrewd to allow someone untrustworthy to guard the premises.

“You know what?” said Kate, brightening. “If we’ve noticed this, you can bet Mr. Benedict has. He might even be the one behind it, right? So let’s ask him later and stop worrying about it. We’re wasting our fresh-air time!”

The others were less blithe than Kate, but she did have a point. So they agreed to drop the subject, and after some minutes of kicking a ball around they, too, began to shake off their misgivings. They even managed to feign enthusiasm when Kate whistled Madge down from the eaves and urged them to stroke her feathers.

Madge (whose full name was Her Majesty the Queen) was a talented bird, much attached to Kate and much smarter than most peregrine falcons, which Kate thought should endear her to everyone. The boys had pointed out—as gently as they could—that the raptor’s cruelly sharp beak and cold, predatory expression made her somewhat less than cuddly, and that perhaps people could be forgiven for maintaining a respectful distance. But Kate had seemed hurt by this thought, so for her sake the boys tried to act fond of Madge (and Constance, perhaps not to be left out, did the same).

Today the three of them managed a few tentative feather-touches and false compliments before retreating to the steps, after which they felt remarkably better, for there is nothing like the fear of being raked by talons to take one’s mind off other concerns. And as they watched Kate and Madge go through their training routines their spirits rose higher still—the routines were wonderfully entertaining.

Kate would puff on her whistle, producing different sequences of high-pitched notes, and depending on the sequence Madge would either alight on Kate’s fist (now protected by a thick leather glove) or else circle above the yard, “hunting” for strips of meat, which Kate took from a sealed pouch in her bucket and flung into the air. Madge would stoop upon these tidbits with such astonishing speed and accuracy that her young spectators couldn’t help but gasp and applaud (and once or twice Ms. Plugg couldn’t help but join in), and Kate beamed happily and made comical, exaggerated bows, doing her best not to seem overly proud.

Sitting there on the bottom step, with the sun just breaking out from a cloud and his friends—even Constance—all smiling and chatting good-naturedly, Reynie was suddenly struck by the thought that this curious imprisonment of theirs, however they might grumble about it, could very well prove to be the best time in their lives. For who could say what would happen when all of this was over? Wasn’t it possible, even probable, that their families would all go back to their former lives?

Reynie felt an old, familiar ache. He instantly recognized it as loneliness—or in this case anticipated loneliness—and not for the first time he lamented his too-vivid imagination. Too easily he imagined the pang he would feel the first hundred times he ate breakfast without his friends—without Kate chattering away much too energetically for that time of morning, without Sticky adjusting his spectacles and translating something from French, without Constance trying to sneak something from his plate. Too easily he imagined himself surrounded by strangers, trying to make new friends in some other place.

“You all right?” Sticky asked, nudging him. “Are you worrying about you know what?”

With a start, Reynie realized that he was staring off into the distance. He shook his head. “No, just… daydreaming. I’m fine, thanks.” And he smiled to prove it, privately laughing at himself for being so gloomy. Wasn’t he here with his friends right now? What good did worrying do? At this very moment Sticky was sitting beside him on the step, recounting a study he’d read on the “potentially salubrious effects of daydreams on mental health,” and below them Constance was attempting to retie her shoe with her mittens still on, and Kate was there in the yard, spinning with her arms out wide and gazing up at her falcon in the sky.

Reynie took a mental picture, and saved it.

[image: ]

Watching quietly from the top of the steps, Ms. Plugg, like Reynie, was feeling a curious mix of emotions. She was impressed, charmed, and concerned all at once. In her two months at this job, she had never been on duty in the backyard when Kate worked with Madge. Like all of the guards, she’d been aware of a falcon nesting high in the eaves, and had known that it “belonged,” more or less, to one of the children, but she’d had no notion of the bird’s skill—or the girl’s, for that matter—nor of the obviously strong bond of friendship between the two. And now from the bottom step she could hear the bespectacled boy (what was his name? Oh yes, fiddlesticks)—could hear Sticky speaking like a scholar about some study he’d read, and she observed his friend Reynie listening with actual interest and understanding as he tied the cranky little girl’s shoe for her.

So charming was the scene that Ms. Plugg found it hard not to be distracted, which bothered her extremely, for Ms. Plugg was a dutiful guard, and her duty, as she understood it, was to look out for strangers (especially well-dressed men carrying briefcases) and for any activity that might be deemed suspicious. Her duty was not to gawk at this ponytailed girl training a bird of prey, or to eavesdrop on the brainy conversation of these two boys—all of which was certainly unusual activity, but none of it was suspicious.

Ms. Plugg was used to unusual. This house was an unusual house; this job an unusual job. For one thing, she had been told almost nothing about the house’s residents. Their occupations and histories were a mystery to her, as well as to most—if not quite all—of the other guards. According to Ms. Plugg’s superiors, the guards’ job was not to ask questions. Questions would be a waste of time, for most of the answers were highly classified and would not, therefore, be given. Ms. Plugg and the other guards had been told only that the house’s occupants were important, and that their importance was directly related to what was in the basement.

As all the guards knew, what lay in the basement was a bank of large computers. The computers hummed almost imperceptibly, and night and day, week in and week out, they continued in their mysterious activity. Ceaseless, rapid, extraordinarily complex activity. Although the guards (most of them, that is) had no way of knowing it, the computers were among the most powerful and complicated machines ever invented. They were unusual, in other words, and guarding them was part of Ms. Plugg’s unusual job.

The climate-controlled basement in which the computers were situated was inaccessible except by way of a hidden stairway that originated inside the house. Once in a while, the guards had reason to descend briefly into the basement, but they were under strict orders never to touch the computers (or even to look at them too closely). These orders were hardly necessary. If an enormous monster had lain sleeping in that dimly lit basement, a creature far more powerful and intelligent than any of the guards, why, nothing on earth could have induced them to risk waking it, and their instinctive feeling about the computers was much the same. The only person who ever touched the computers was Mr. Benedict, whom Ms. Plugg, for her part, regarded as something like an amiable and perhaps half-foolish lion tamer entering the dreaded cage.

The guards understood nothing of the workings and secret purposes of these computers. All they knew was that the computers served yet another machine, one that had come dangerously close to wreaking terrible havoc in the world—and that in the hands of the wrong person it could do so again.

They had no notion of what this other machine looked like, or what it did, but more than a few of them (including Ms. Plugg) imagined it as something huge, spidery, and sinister, with gleaming eyes and countless whirring blades and a shrieking cry like the wail of a buzz saw brought to metal. Indeed, they suspected its appearance was even more beastly and frightening than that; they suspected their imaginations were incapable of evoking the true horror of this unknown machine. They knew only that these computers were its heart and brain (which must, for some unfathomable reason, be protected and preserved), and that in a locked and guarded chamber on the third floor, hidden behind a decorative screen, was a curious chair, and that this chair, too, was somehow linked to the terrible machine.

At least, this was what the guards thought they knew.

The truth was that the chair was the machine itself. The guards’ imaginations had reached in the wrong direction—a reasonable error, for their imaginations had little to guide them. The chair appeared simply to sit there, quiet and still, behind the decorative screen in that cozy chamber. Doing nothing. Threatening nothing. With its curious red helmet attached to the seatback, the chair resembled an old-fashioned hair dryer—an eccentric piece of furniture, certainly, but a harmless one.

This was the Whisperer.

And for the moment, in the hands of Mr. Benedict, the Whisperer was harmless. Indeed, under Mr. Benedict’s care the Whisperer had been made to seem as inoffensive as possible; it had even been made to do a certain amount of good.

Unfortunately, despite Mr. Benedict’s best efforts and intentions, the Whisperer was soon to pass from his care. When it did, the fates of a great many people would once again be pulled along behind it, like leaves trailing in the wake of a speeding vehicle. And the very first to be so affected—and among the most important—were these four children now enjoying the fresh air under the watchful eye of Ms. Plugg.
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The rest of the winter passed more or less without incident: Sticky celebrated a housebound birthday, missing yet another optometrist appointment; the ever-exploring Kate discovered what she believed to be new nooks and crannies (she wasn’t entirely sure she knew what a cranny was); Reynie learned a new chess opening and tried parting his hair on the opposite side; and Constance completed an epic poem about pig drool. But none of these events counted as news, exactly, at least not the sort the children so earnestly wished for.

There had been no word on Mr. Curtain’s whereabouts, no hint of progress in the authorities’ search. Nor were there any developments on the home front, for when the children had approached Mr. Benedict about Mr. Bane’s suspicious absences, he had said they were quite right to wonder about it but that he would be imprudent to speak of it further. And so they were left to speculate not only about Mr. Bane, but also about Mr. Benedict’s reasons for maintaining silence on the matter.

Speculating grows wearisome eventually, however, and even secret society meetings lose appeal when there’s nothing new to discuss (especially when the members have already spent too much time together). Time passed slowly for the children, therefore, with lessons every weekday, endless rounds of board games and cards, and never a foot set off the property. Until one day, just as spring was mustering itself for another appearance, something finally happened.

The day began normally enough, with newspapers after breakfast. As usual, Sticky blazed through all of them (Mr. Benedict subscribed to several) while Reynie and Kate traded sections of the Stonetown Times. Whenever they finished a section they would pass it to Constance, who glanced at the headlines and drew mustaches and devil horns on people in the photographs. The children were allowed to linger over the papers as long as they wished, but they seldom lingered long, for the older ones looked forward to their exercises and lessons, which offered a welcome change of pace, and Constance ran out of pictures to deface.

On this morning Sticky finished even more quickly than usual, then hustled off to find Number Two, who was letting him use her computer to access the Stonetown Library catalog. He was in the process of memorizing it, had already spent hours scrolling through the records, and today he hoped to finish. It had been tedious work, but it would make his future research more efficient, and Sticky was excited.

“I would have thought Mr. Benedict had every book in the world,” Kate had said when Sticky first mentioned his project. “The whole house is crammed with them.”

“I know,” said Sticky with an eager, appreciative look, “and I still haven’t read half of them, but whenever—”

“You’ve read half of them?” Kate cried, but Sticky was just gaining steam.

“—but whenever a bibliography mentions a book that Mr. Benedict doesn’t have, there’s nothing to do but request it from the library, right? And if the Stonetown Library system doesn’t have it, then I have to ask for an inter-library loan, which means filling out a different form altogether. So think of how much faster the process will be when I can skip the catalog and go straight to the appropriate form! I’ll still have to wait until errand day to get the books, of course, but it’s much…”

“Naturally,” said Kate, who hadn’t really been listening. “But let me just be clear—you’ve read half the books in this house? This whole house?”

“Well, approximately half,” Sticky said. “To be more accurate, I suppose I’ve read more like”—his eyes went up as he calculated—“three-sevenths? Yes, three-sevenths.”

“Only three-sevenths?” said Kate, pretending to look disappointed. “And here I was prepared to be impressed.”

After Sticky had gone out, Kate and Reynie discussed the newspaper articles they had read, almost all of which were about Stonetown having fallen on hard times. The city’s government bureaucracy was terribly snarled, its budget a wreck. And what Kate and Reynie knew that most readers could not know—because the information was still classified—was that Ledroptha Curtain was much to blame.

“I used to think the Emergency was boring to read about,” Kate observed. “But at least it was dramatic. This is just a tiresome mess. Sometimes I wonder if they’ll ever get it straightened out.”

Reynie had wondered this himself. After all, more than a year had passed since the Whisperer had stopped sending messages into the minds of the public—no longer was Mr. Curtain secretly creating the fearful, confused, desperate atmosphere known as the Emergency—and according to Mr. Benedict the mental effects of those messages had almost entirely disappeared. And yet Stonetown, one of the world’s most important cities, was having difficulty paying its own bills and cleaning its own streets. Mental effects were one thing, Mr. Benedict had said, and practical effects quite another.

Reynie shrugged. “Mr. Benedict says it could take a long time. He says it’s hard to fix a problem when so few people know the cause.”

“That’s what’s irritating about it,” Kate said. “The fact that it’s classified. I mean, even most of the people in the government don’t know the truth. Milligan says some officials insist on keeping it secret.”

“It’s because they’re embarrassed,” Constance put in, without glancing up from her work. (She was busy giving the mayor crossed eyes and insect antennae.) “They don’t want people to know they were duped by Mr. Curtain just like everyone else.”

Reynie and Kate looked at her in surprise. Constance rarely paid attention to these newspaper conversations, and when she did it was usually to complain that they’d said the same things a thousand times. (Which was true enough, but they found it impolite of her to mention.)

“I think you’re probably right,” Reynie said. “But I also think Mr. Curtain’s spies might have something to do with it. They could be working to keep the information secret… but that’s just a guess. I don’t know what their motives would be, or even who any of them are, and Mr. Benedict won’t ever talk to us about them.”

“And why is that, Reynie?” Constance asked, propping her chin on her hand and affecting a look of serious interest.

Now Reynie was really suspicious. But before he could ask Constance what she was up to, Miss Perumal entered the room carrying a file folder. She and Rhonda were the children’s primary instructors (though all the adults pitched in from time to time), and as she approached the table, her expression was so determined—and so resolutely cheerful—that Reynie knew she must be coming to work with Constance. Or try to, anyway. Yesterday it had been Rhonda’s turn, and the day before that it had been Mrs. Washington’s, and before that it had been Moocho’s. None had had the slightest bit of luck. Constance might labor for hours on tasks of her own choosing, but she positively detested any work assigned to her.

“Oh, I’ll do those exercises later, Miss Perumal,” Constance said before Miss Perumal had even spoken. “Right now I’m discussing the newspaper with Reynie and Kate.”

A look of understanding passed between Reynie and Kate. Constance must have known Miss Perumal was coming down the hallway.

“Is that so?” Miss Perumal said, carefully keeping any hint of disbelief out of her tone. “That’s lovely, Constance. But why don’t we get these exercises over with? Mr. Benedict designed them especially for you, you know.”

Constance frowned. “I don’t care. They’re boring.”

“But you haven’t even looked at them,” Miss Perumal said, passing a hand over her fine black hair as if to smooth it. Reynie recognized this as a sign of impatience; he’d often seen her do the same thing when disagreeing with her mother. “I think you’ll be surprised—”

Constance made a gagging sound.

Miss Perumal pressed her lips together. “I thought we might do a craft project afterward,” she said after a pause. “Once you’ve finished the exercises, I could show you how to make a sugar-cube igloo.”

Constance looked at her out of the corners of her eyes. “You make the igloo out of… sugar cubes?”

“Why, yes,” Miss Perumal said matter-of-factly. “And you use cake frosting to serve as a sort of glue. You don’t eat any of it, of course—it’s just for fun.”

“No… no, of course,” said Constance, suppressing a smile.

“Bribery,” Reynie muttered to Kate, who rolled her eyes.

“Well, that sounds great!” Constance said, climbing down from her chair. “Let’s do the igloo first!”

Miss Perumal shook her head firmly. “No, Constance. First the exercises, then—”

“Yes! It’s igloo time, Miss Perumal! This’ll be fun!” She was running for the door, speaking loudly so as not to hear Miss Perumal’s protests. “I’ll get the sugar cubes—I know where Moocho hides them!” And then she was gone, leaving Miss Perumal to stare bleakly after her.

“Nice try, Amma,” said Reynie, grinning, and Kate laughed and patted Miss Perumal’s arm sympathetically.

“I had so hoped that would work,” Miss Perumal sighed, absently straightening Reynie’s collar. “I admit it was a desperate trick.” She forced a smile and moved toward the door. “Mrs. Washington will be in soon to work with you two. Rhonda is assisting Mr. Benedict this morning, and I’m with Constance until lunchtime.”

“What’s for lunch today, Miss Perumal, do you know?” Kate asked.

“I hope it’s headache medicine,” Miss Perumal replied, and went out.
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Lunch was always an extravagant affair, in part because Moocho Brazos delighted in serving elaborate meals, and in part because lunch and dinner were the only times that all of the house’s occupants were together. Even then Mr. Benedict was often absent, for his work spared few interruptions, and he and Number Two would only pass through, loading plates to carry away. Today, however, everyone was present but Milligan, and as usual there was much “clatter and chatter,” as Constance had put it in one of her poems, “and tedious talk about what was the matter.”

The real matter, today, was Constance herself, but it wasn’t discussed until most of the dishes were cleared and Constance (having failed to grumble her way out of kitchen duty) had trudged out with Miss Perumal and Moocho.

“She’s only four, of course,” Mr. Benedict was saying, “and barely that. Her lack of interest in these exercises is perfectly understandable. By all rights she ought to be playing, and I’ve thought it best not to press her. Still, it seems important to be alert to developments in her abilities, the better to guide her through.”

“You’re quite right,” said Mrs. Washington. She turned to her husband. “Haven’t we often wished we’d had a better idea of Sticky’s gifts when he was that age?”

Mr. Washington nodded, which for him constituted a lengthy response, as he was reticent by nature. A slender, bespectacled man, Mr. Washington resembled a taller version of his son—even more so lately, for he’d begun shaving his own head whenever he shaved Sticky’s, just as something to do. (There were only so many improvement projects he could undertake with so many people in the house, and Mr. Washington, a skilled carpenter accustomed to hard work, was desperate for activity.)

“If we had done similar exercises with Sticky,” Mrs. Washington continued, her tone suddenly regretful, “perhaps we’d have made fewer mistakes. Don’t you think, dear?”

Mr. Washington considered this, then nodded.

“We learn from our mistakes, though,” said Rhonda mildly. “And Sticky has turned out wonderfully well, hasn’t he?”

Mrs. Washington’s face lit up. “Oh yes, he has! Of course he has!” she cried (as Mr. Washington nodded), and both beamed fondly at their son.

Their son, meanwhile, squirmed in his seat. These days almost anything Sticky’s parents said about him embarrassed him—they might have said “Sticky likes salt on his potatoes” and still he would have winced—but public adoration was more embarrassing by far. It was all he could do not to reach for his spectacles.

“We are none of us impervious to error,” said Mr. Benedict. “I least of all. It was not so long ago, you’ll recall, that I failed to perceive the character of my brother’s plottings, to the great detriment of everyone here. So focused was I on protecting the Whisperer, I completely overlooked the possibility of Ledroptha’s capturing me as a means of reclaiming it. A foolish mistake indeed, and I—”

“Mr. Benedict!” snapped Number Two, who in the midst of peeling an orange (she always followed lunch with a snack) slapped it down with such force that juice squirted across the table into Reynie’s eye. “Sorry, sorry,” she said as Mrs. Perumal handed Reynie a damp napkin, “but I simply cannot bear to hear such talk.”

Pointing her finger accusingly at Mr. Benedict, Number Two said, “You spend so little time thinking of yourself that it was a natural mistake. You can’t blame yourself for your brother’s treachery!”

Everyone seconded Number Two’s sentiment, but Mr. Benedict, acknowledging this with a grateful inclination of his head, persisted, “Nevertheless, I cannot say too often how deeply I regret the circumstances it has created for you all. I feel that—” Here his speech faltered, and his bright green eyes glistened all the more brightly with tears. (Kate discreetly took hold of his teacup, ready to slide it away if Mr. Benedict slumped forward.)

“But you have said it too often, Mr. Benedict!” said Mrs. Perumal in an imperious tone that was quite out of character. “And if you continue in this vein, I’m afraid we’ll be compelled to cut our visit short. Surely there are other establishments that would host an entire troop of guests—indefinitely and without reward—and not feel obliged to apologize for it!”

For an instant only Reynie knew that his grandmother was joking; everyone else sat in startled silence. Then Mr. Benedict erupted into his high-spirited laugh (that peculiar, familiar laugh that sounded so much like a dolphin), and the whole table soon followed suit. Everyone laughed until their eyes watered, especially after Mrs. Perumal, who at first had succeeded in maintaining her haughty air, finally broke down into giggles herself. Mr. Benedict, having narrowly escaped falling asleep from regret, now came close to doing so from mirth.

At last the jollity subsided, and Mr. Benedict removed his spectacles to dab at his eyes with a napkin, saying, “Thank you, Mrs. Perumal, for lightening the mood. I daresay we all needed that.” Resettling the spectacles on his nose, he took out his pocket watch, frowned, and grew businesslike again.

“I’m expecting visitors,” Mr. Benedict said, “but before they arrive I must return to Constance a moment. As I said, I do feel compelled to press her a bit, and toward this end I should like to enlist Reynie, Sticky, and Kate in an experiment. Provided you’re willing, of course,” he said to the children, “and only with your parents’ permission.”

When Miss Perumal had been sent for (she hurried in from the kitchen wearing sudsy gloves and a look of relief), Mr. Benedict explained his idea. After a brief discussion, the parents all granted their permission, and the children—somewhat reluctantly—agreed to help.

“I’ll have to ask Milligan when he gets back,” said Kate, whose father had been called away on a secret matter the day before.

“Actually, I’ve already secured his permission,” said Mr. Benedict, “but you can discuss it with him later if you like. He’s just returned.”

“He has?” Kate cried, jumping up.

Sure enough, they could all hear Milligan whistling in the hallway (he was a supremely talented whistler), and the next moment he burst into the dining room, arms stretched wide in greeting. Kate flew to him happily—she was always relieved when he came home safe—and he laughed as she hugged him, taking a few steps backward to absorb her momentum and calling out a cheerful “Hello, hello!” to everyone else.

Milligan looked like himself for a change—no disguises, bandages, or casts—and his bright, buoyant aspect, so much like his daughter’s, brought smiles to the faces of everyone in the room. A tall man with flaxen blond hair and ocean-blue eyes (the same color as Kate’s), Milligan wore a shabby assemblage of boots, jacket, and hat that quite belied his position as a top secret agent. But agent he was, and no sooner had he greeted them than he drew Mr. Benedict, Rhonda, and Number Two aside to speak in private.

Reynie overheard the words “just as we thought” and “sooner than expected,” and noting Mr. Benedict’s expression—attentive and composed, yet also faintly troubled—he realized that here, at last, was some kind of important development. But whatever it was, it appeared to be an undesirable one.

“If you’ll excuse us,” Mr. Benedict said, turning to address the table, “my visitors have arrived. Mr. Bane is bringing them up presently. No, no,” he said when the others made to leave, “please stay as long as you like. This is an official matter and must be dealt with in my study.” He went out, accompanied by Rhonda, Milligan, and Number Two.

Mrs. Perumal murmured something to Mrs. Washington, who shared a questioning glance with her husband. Apparently Reynie wasn’t the only one who had sensed this “official matter” was significant.

“You have half an hour before your afternoon lessons,” Mrs. Washington said. “Wouldn’t you three like to go outside?”

“Actually,” said Kate, already moving to the door, “I need the boys’ help with something. Don’t worry, we’ll keep out of everyone’s way.” She beckoned to Reynie and Sticky, who hurried after her so eagerly that the adults, had they not been intent on having a private discussion themselves, might have been suspicious.

The boys followed Kate down the long hallway past Mr. Benedict’s study, thinking they were headed upstairs to talk. To their surprise, however, she turned at the stairs and darted down a seldom-used passage which, as far as Reynie knew, led to nothing but an overcrowded storage room and a utility closet.

“Wait, you really do want help with something?” Sticky asked as they hustled to catch up. “I assumed you wanted to talk about these mysterious visitors.”

“We can talk later,” said Kate. She opened her bucket and handed each of them an empty water glass that she’d smuggled from the dining room. “Right now we’re going to listen.”

“You mean eavesdrop?” said Reynie, raising his eyebrows. He knew this trick—by putting your ear to a glass and the glass to the wall, you could sometimes make out what was said in the next room. He felt his heartbeat quickening.

“But we’ll be seen!” Sticky objected. “Eavesdropping on an official meeting won’t go over very well, you know.”

“Lower your voice,” said Kate with a glance back down the passage. She drew the boys into the utility closet and shut the door. “Listen,” she whispered as she groped for the light switch, “this meeting is obviously unusual. I mean, Mr. Benedict has countless meetings, but you can tell this one is different, can’t you?”

The light came on. The boys, squinting, nodded.

“And chances are we won’t be told anything about it, right? It’s for our own protection, they’ll say—and that’s probably true—but aren’t you curious? Don’t you want to know?”

“Of course,” Reynie said. “I’m just wondering how you plan to get away with it.”

Kate looked at Sticky, who was trying not to fidget for fear of knocking over a broom or dust mop. They were rather tightly packed. Cautiously, he nodded. “Yes, how do we do it?”

“Like so,” Kate said with a grin, scooting aside a mop bucket to reveal a large access panel in the wall. She quickly removed its screws, saying, “This old house has been through a lot over the years. Walls knocked down and relocated, plumbing replaced, sockets rewired, you name it. There are lots of what you’d call… eccentricities. Here we go now.”

She lowered the panel to the floor, exposing a tangle of brightly colored, insulated wires draped before a dark empty space—like vines overhanging a cave entrance, Reynie thought, or a bead curtain in a doorway. Kate took out her flashlight, leaving her bucket on the floor nearby. “It’s a tight fit,” she explained. Sweeping the wires to one side, she shone her flashlight into the darkness, then looked back over her shoulder at the boys. “Don’t worry about the wires, they’re not connected anymore. Now listen, we need to be as quiet as mice. No, quieter than that. As quiet as… as…”

“Dead mice?” Reynie suggested.

“Perfect,” said Kate with an approving nod. “As quiet as dead mice.”

And with that, the boys followed Kate into the walls.
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Having passed through the curtain of dangling wires, Reynie discovered that he could stand upright in the space between walls. It was narrow, with scarcely room to turn his head, but by edging sideways as if shuffling along a ledge he was able to move without bumping the walls. Once or twice Kate directed her flashlight at the floor, drawing his attention to a spot of uneven footing. Each time Reynie swiveled his eyes toward Sticky to be sure he had noticed, too. Then he nodded to Kate, and silently they moved on.

In this way they soon arrived at the wall of Mr. Benedict’s study, beyond which they could hear the muffled tones of conversation. Ever so quietly and carefully, they raised their water glasses and pressed them to the wall.

Reynie heard Number Two’s agitated voice as if from the bottom of a well: “… unannounced? If not for Milligan…” Her words grew indistinct; Reynie pressed his ear to the glass so hard it hurt. “… the whole point being to catch you off guard, no? They want—”

Mr. Benedict’s muted voice came in. “I know, Number Two, but at least we’ve had the experience of observing their methods. It’s instructive, don’t you think?”

A forceful knock sounded at the door. Through the listening glasses the banging came like a series of detonations. Reynie jumped, almost dropping his glass, and Kate (using her opposite ear and thus facing him) wrinkled her nose.

“One moment, please!” called Mr. Benedict, and then in a lower tone, barely audible to the eavesdroppers, he said, “Number Two, you and Milligan had better escort Mr. Bane back down to his post. We don’t want—Why, hello!”—this in a louder, cheerful tone as the door was rudely opened—“Yes, please do come straight in! Take those two chairs. Just brush away the crumbs there—Number Two was enjoying a biscuit. Perhaps you’d care for something yourselves? No?”

A few more pleasantries (on the part of Mr. Benedict), a tense and hushed exchange the eavesdroppers couldn’t make out, and the study door closed. Mr. Benedict and Rhonda had been left alone with the two visitors. One of them Reynie had deduced to be Ms. Argent, a highly placed official who often met with Mr. Benedict, and who was always present when the captured Executives were brought to the house for questioning. She was a key figure in the cases involving Mr. Curtain, and Reynie could easily picture her silver hair and pinched features.

The other visitor had been introduced as Mr. Covett S. Gaines, a man whose deep, gravelly voice, as perceived through the listening glasses, sounded like the rumblings of a tiger.

“Let us cut to the chase,” rumbled Mr. Gaines when the door had closed.

“Certainly,” said Mr. Benedict. “And who is to be chasing whom?”

“What? Is that a joke?”

“Perhaps not a very funny one. Please continue.”

“Very well. Now let’s see… you’ve thrown me off my track.”

“I believe you were about to inform me that you are the head of a new committee assembled to deal with matters concerning the Whisperer, and that as such you have a few questions for me.”

“How the devil did you know that?”

Ms. Argent said, “He often knows such things, Mr. Gaines. The best course is not to grow exercised.”

The iciness in Mr. Gaines’s tone was not lost even through the wall. “I thank you for recommending the best course, Ms. Argent. Perhaps you should lead the way, seeing as you know it so well.”

Ms. Argent cleared her throat. “We’re here to clarify certain things in Mr. Gaines’s mind.”

“Before you make your final decisions, you mean,” said Mr. Benedict.

“No one said anything about decisions,” growled Mr. Gaines. “Right now we’re talking about facts—and I want all of them. I need to know how this Whisperer works, what powers it, what its connection is to you, everything. Start at the beginning, Benedict. Assume I know nothing.”

“That won’t be difficult,” said Mr. Benedict, and Rhonda’s spurt of laughter was surprisingly clear—she must be standing next to the wall—but she instantly disguised it as a coughing fit as Mr. Benedict pressed on. “I mean to say it won’t be difficult to give you the facts. It’s everything else that I seem to have trouble conveying.”

“Please,” said Ms. Argent, “just answer Mr. Gaines’s questions.”

Mr. Benedict proceeded to relate the facts. The Whisperer, he said, was powered by the tidal turbines his brother had invented and installed in Stonetown Bay. Due to their remarkable design, these turbines were capable of generating enormous energy (a mere fraction of which had once powered Mr. Curtain’s Institute), but which currently remained unused save for the energy they transmitted to the Whisperer.

“Transmit?” interjected Mr. Gaines. “How? With cables? Wires? Speak plainly, Benedict!”

“Forgive me,” said Mr. Benedict, and then, making liberal use of terms such as “electrical resistance” and “electromagnetic induction” and “receiver coils”—along with a great many terms that only Sticky, of all the eavesdroppers, even faintly recognized—he explained that the energy was transmitted invisibly, without cables or wires. “Is that plain enough, Mr. Gaines?”

“Er, yes… quite,” Mr. Gaines replied after an uncertain silence. “Please continue.”

“The Whisperer,” continued Mr. Benedict, “was modeled after my brother’s own brain, and was once responsive only to his mental direction. Given the similarities of our brains—I trust you’re aware that Ledroptha and I are identical twins—I have managed to induce the Whisperer, with certain modifications, to respond to my own directions as well… but of course you will be familiar with all this from the case files.”

Reynie felt a tickle at the end of his nose. A spider had descended by a strand of web and settled lightly upon him. In the ambient glow from Kate’s flashlight, he could just make out the spider’s doubled image (doubled because his eyes were crossed), and somehow resisting an urge to thrash about in panic, he moved his hand slowly and deliberately to brush it away.

“—of the original functions still in place,” Mr. Benedict was saying when Reynie was able to concentrate again, “along with other modifications that have allowed me to aid its victims in recovering their memories. So as you can see, if the Whisperer were to fall into my brother’s hands again, he would be an immediate threat. Not only could he suppress memories—as he has done before with devastating effect—he could retrieve them as well.”

“You mean he could obtain key information,” rumbled Mr. Gaines. “Sensitive information.”

“Precisely. Passwords, codes, any bit of classified material a person might possess—he could have it all at his disposal. He would need only to be within range.”

Ms. Argent asked, “And how far exactly would that range extend, Mr. Benedict?”

“It is not so much a question of distance as of focus. Ledroptha could use the Whisperer on anyone in his presence—any person toward whom he could direct his full attention.”

Mr. Gaines said, “So if I were standing, say, in the courtyard outside this house, and he was looking down at me from a window…”

“You would be in range, yes.”

“And he could, what do you call it, brainsweep me,” Mr. Gaines said. “He could wipe away my memories. Or extract my memories for his own purposes—essentially read my mind.”

“Yes.”

“And if there were a whole crowd of people in that courtyard?”

“In theory they would all be at risk,” said Mr. Benedict, “though in reality perhaps not. The Whisperer responds only to very specific, very powerful mental direction, and the concentration required to use it is exhausting. My brother has a fierce mind and could certainly do a great deal of damage, but he is human, after all. He would need to rest.”

“You keep saying your brother,” said Mr. Gaines slowly, “but what about you, Benedict? The Whisperer responds to your mental direction, too. So couldn’t—in theory, I mean—couldn’t you do all those things we’ve just mentioned?”

“In theory, yes.”

“But he wouldn’t!” Rhonda cried.

Mr. Gaines’s demanding tone had become conciliatory now, almost ingratiating. “Oh no, I never meant to imply Mr. Benedict would use the Whisperer for the wrong reasons. But if it were for a higher purpose, I mean? For the good? Take for example these captured former Executives. Your questioning of them has produced no useful information—”

“On the contrary,” said Mr. Benedict. “I have found it helpful indeed.”

“No offense, but the committee has deemed that information useless,” said Mr. Gaines. “Psychological motives and personal foibles aren’t exactly facts, you know. Or perhaps you don’t—well, let’s not argue, Benedict. The point is with the Whisperer you could find out more definite things, could you not? Secret information that would lead us to your brother?”

“I doubt it,” said Mr. Benedict. “Ledroptha has never trusted even his closest assistants to keep his most guarded secrets. He chooses instead to spread information around selectively, and to season it with red herrings… by ‘red herrings’ I mean false leads.”

“I know what a red—”

“I may have misinterpreted your look of confusion,” Mr. Benedict said quickly. “Perhaps you simply don’t understand my position. So let me be clear: I will not use the Whisperer on anyone—anyone, Mr. Gaines—against that person’s will. It is an intrusion, a violation. One’s mind is one’s most valuable, private possession. I would no sooner break into your memories, Mr. Gaines, than I would break into your home.”

“We’re not talking about me!” protested Mr. Gaines. “We’re talking about criminals, Benedict! Listen, I can understand your hesitation with these Executives—I’ve read your arguments about how they were captured as children and raised up under Curtain’s influence, how they should therefore be shown some lenience, even forgiveness, and so on—but leaving them aside, I don’t see how you could refuse to probe the minds of these wicked fellows who worked for Curtain, these… what do you call them? These elegant thugs your man Milligan has brought in?”

“The agents call them Ten Men,” said Ms. Argent. “Because they have ten different ways to hurt you.”

“Right. These unsavory Ten Men. Nothing they’ve said has helped us get one step closer to your brother. In point of fact they’ve hardly said anything at all.”

“Nor will they,” said Mr. Benedict. “Not so long as they perceive any chance of Ledroptha gaining power.”

“So you admit it! You admit your brother may yet be seeking a way to gain power! But you won’t use the Whisperer on these vicious—?”

“Tell me, Mr. Gaines, have you ever spoken with Milligan about the years of crushing sadness he endured because of the Whisperer’s effects? Or the mental anguish he experienced while trying to resist being brainswept in the first place?”

“I don’t need to speak to Milligan about it. His is a different case entirely. In this case, couldn’t you—”

“I have nothing further to say on this matter, Mr. Gaines.”

There was a long pause, during which the eavesdroppers strove to keep still and quiet. Sticky was especially tormented—his natural fidgetiness was at its peak in moments like this—but the others were struggling, too. In Kate the reminder of those lonely years she and Milligan had lived apart had stoked an old, low-burning anger, and she felt like running, jumping, climbing, fighting—anything to work off the emotion. And Reynie, as he often did when his mind was racing, felt a powerful urge to pace.

Instead the three of them stood frozen, ears to their listening glasses, waiting.

At length Ms. Argent broke the silence. In a tentative voice, as if she herself didn’t much like what she was about, she said, “What about your new side project, Mr. Benedict? Don’t you wish to pursue that work?”

“What new project?” asked Mr. Gaines. “Why am I just hearing of this?”

“Mr. Benedict believes the Whisperer might be used to alleviate the symptoms of his narcolepsy. By way of a kind of hypnosis—is that right, Mr. Benedict? A sort of fooling of the brain’s habitual responses to stimuli?”

“I’m impressed, Ms. Argent,” said Mr. Benedict in an amiable tone. (Reynie imagined him tapping his nose, as he often did when someone gave a correct answer.) “You remember perfectly something I never mentioned to you.”

“I’m sorry, I—”

“That’s quite all right. I’ve made no real secret of my project, and it does interest me to see how information travels.”

“We’re offering you a deal,” said Mr. Gaines, having instantly latched on to Ms. Argent’s implied suggestion and making it his own. “You can get rid of your narcoplexy, or whatever you call it, and in the meantime you’ll use the Whisperer as we see fit. That’s a fair trade, Benedict. You know it is.”

“I know nothing of the kind. It was not just my own situation I hoped to improve, Mr. Gaines, but that of countless people with similar conditions, since it stands to reason that what works on me might work on others. Regardless, I am not sure my ideas are even practicable; to determine that would require considerable research and experiment. But even if I were sure, Mr. Gaines, we would have no deal, for I simply will not do what you ask of me.”

“I guess you like falling asleep willy-nilly?” said Mr. Gaines angrily.

“I certainly prefer it to laying aside my moral concerns.”

“Very well,” said Mr. Gaines, and there was a harsh scraping sound as he rose abruptly from his chair, “you leave us no choice. We’re taking the Whisperer. There’s no longer any justification for you to have it here. You’ve already restored all the memories that your brother—”

“Not all of them,” Mr. Benedict corrected.

Mr. Gaines snorted. “Do spare me your pointless distinctions! The captured Executives had their chance and refused it. If they don’t trust you, what do you expect me to—?”

“I wasn’t referring to the captured Executives.”

“Well, I’m afraid I can’t begin to care!” Mr. Gaines snapped. “Your time is over, Benedict. The Whisperer is to be moved. And don’t try to argue that you’re the only one who can use it. All of our top scientific advisers are being assembled right here in Stonetown next week to deal with this very matter.”

“That was not the argument I intended to raise,” said Mr. Benedict calmly. “I’m sure you’ll do everything you can to find a way to use the Whisperer—and I do worry about the choices you’ll make if you succeed—but my more immediate concern is that you’ll lose possession of it altogether. If you transport the Whisperer, you expose it. You make it vulnerable.”

“A weak argument, Benedict. We have our top security people involved. No, I’m afraid the greater risk, as the committee sees it, would be to leave such a powerful tool in the hands of someone who refuses to heed our directions. There is growing concern that we cannot trust you anymore.” Mr. Gaines made a disgusted sound. “Ms. Argent, if you please, stop looking so horrified. He wants us to be frightened—the better to protect his position. Now then, Benedict, should you choose to cooperate, you’ll be allowed to supervise the removal of the Whisperer and its computers from the premises. We would welcome your technical input, and a good-faith effort on your part might help repair some of your damaged credibility.”

“And if I choose not to cooperate?” Mr. Benedict asked.

“Then you’ll be required to remain in your study throughout the removal process.”

“I see,” said Mr. Benedict. “And when is the removal to take place?”

“This very evening,” said Mr. Gaines. “I have the paperwork right… well, where the devil is it?”

“You’ve mislaid the papers?” Mr. Benedict said. “But Mr. Gaines, you know you cannot take action in my home without proper authorization.”

“I had it… right… What’s happened, Ms. Argent? Did I not have it right here with these other—?”

“Forgive us,” said Ms. Argent. “Obviously we’ll need to find these papers, or else have them run through committee again. If that’s the case it will be some time before we can proceed.”

“Very well, Ms. Argent, I thank you,” said Mr. Benedict. “Now if you’ll excuse us, Rhonda and I must return to work. Milligan is waiting outside the door to show you down.”

Mr. Gaines spluttered indignantly. “I’m not leaving until I’ve—”

“Actually, you’ll be leaving right now,” said Rhonda, whereupon the study door opened, and Milligan’s voice—quite cheerful and polite, yet managing at the same time to suggest how unwise it would be to contradict him—said, “If you’ll be so kind as to follow me, sir, this is your best opportunity to exit without conflict.”

“Please, Mr. Gaines, let’s go,” said Ms. Argent.

With a snort and a few muttered protests, Mr. Gaines stalked from the room, followed by a silent Ms. Argent. The study door closed.

“Rhonda,” said Mr. Benedict after a pause, “when they’ve gone, please ask Milligan to bring those papers up. We’ll want to look them over. Number Two should come as well.”

“Of course. But Mr. Benedict, can it really be that—?”

“Before we continue, Rhonda, I must ask another favor. Would you also fetch Reynie, Sticky, and Kate? Escort them all the way here, please. I want no one to speak with them before I’ve had a chance to do so myself.”

“Certainly,” Rhonda said. “I’ll tell the others and then go find them.”

“Oh, finding them won’t be necessary,” said Mr. Benedict, and Reynie heard a tapping sound inches from his ear. “They’re right behind this wall.”
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The eavesdroppers were feeling grateful it was Rhonda who’d been sent to escort them—Rhonda’s sternness being tempered somewhat by her amusement—when they discovered Number Two and Constance waiting for them outside the study. Both wore expressions of furious disapproval.

“Eavesdropping!” Number Two hissed, crossing her arms.

“Without me!” Constance said, doing the same.

Milligan came along the hallway behind them. Playfully tapping Kate on the head with a bundle of papers he said, “This is hardly appropriate behavior, young lady. Spies have rules, you know.”

“Milligan, tell me you aren’t making light of this!” said Number Two.

“Absolutely not,” said Milligan ambiguously, with a wink at the children.

Mr. Benedict opened his door and smiled at the crowd gathered in the hallway. “Won’t you all come in? Or must I stand at the wall with a glass?”

As everyone got settled—those without chairs sat amid piles of books on the floor, Milligan remained standing near the door, and Number Two hovered beside Mr. Benedict, who leaned against his book-cluttered desk—the older children fumbled to explain themselves. Mr. Benedict waved them silent.

“I haven’t called you in here to apologize,” he said, “though it is rather bad form to eavesdrop on your friends. In the future you must please bear that in mind.” He held up the papers Milligan had given him. “This business is what I mean to discuss. What you three heard is far more important, at the moment, than how you came to hear it.”

“And what was that?” Constance demanded. “Why am I always the last to know!”

“In this case,” said Mr. Benedict, glancing through the papers as he spoke, “I believe it’s because you were in the kitchen pretending to help clean up. Reynie, would you kindly summarize my conversation with Mr. Gaines and Ms. Argent? Milligan and Number Two need the details, as well. In the meantime, Rhonda, please memorize the names on these forms—Milligan and Number Two will already have done so—and then destroy them.”

As Reynie sheepishly related the details of the conversation, Rhonda flipped through the papers with a keen eye. She had an excellent memory, almost as good as Sticky’s, and in the few short minutes it took Reynie to give his account, she finished her task, shredded the papers, and took a seat on the floor next to Kate.

“An excellent summary, Reynie,” said Mr. Benedict. “Thank you. Now, I believe Constance has some questions—”

But Constance had already butted in, crying, “How did you know they were eavesdropping, Mr. Benedict? Why didn’t you send them away? It isn’t fair! And is this true about using the Whisperer to get rid of your narcolepsy? How could it do that? And how dare they think they can take it away from you! Who do they think they are?”

The little girl, her pudgy cheeks gone quite crimson with the heat of her emotions, seemed unable to decide whether to be envious, outraged, hopeful, or worried, and in her agitation—she wasn’t getting answers quickly enough to suit her, though she hadn’t allowed time for Mr. Benedict to respond—she began to repeat her questions from the beginning.

Mr. Benedict held up his hands until she fell silent. “Let me answer your questions in order, my dear. First, I have used this study for so many years, any shift in acoustics—I mean the way sound carries—is bound to draw my attention. But by the time I realized that the hollow space in the wall behind me was no longer quite so hollow, it was too late to send away the wicked spies”—he smiled at the spies in question—“without calling Mr. Gaines’s attention to their presence. That would not do, you see, for it would subject them to all sorts of disagreeable inquiries, and no doubt the Washingtons and Perumals would be dragged in as well.

“As for using the Whisperer to diminish the symptoms of my narcolepsy, what I told Mr. Gaines was the truth: It’s possible. My hope was to adapt the machine to transmit powerful messages—instructions, essentially—that could redirect certain faulty mental impulses. Whenever my brain, for instance, sent a signal to fall asleep at inappropriate moments, these new, more powerful instructions would be to ignore the signal.”

“Basically a form of hypnosis,” said Sticky, and Mr. Benedict tapped his nose.

“And you thought it might work on others, as well,” Reynie said, not a little wonderingly, for the real potential of Mr. Benedict’s project was only just now sinking in. “That would mean thousands of people—no, even more than that—why, millions of people might be helped…”

Mr. Benedict nodded. “You see why I thought it worth pursuing, even though my chances of success were slim at best.”

“And your nightmares?” Constance persisted. “The Old Hag and those other terrible hallucinations? Would it take care of those things, too?”

“Again, it’s possible,” Mr. Benedict said. “Indeed, a great many things were possible—possible if not probable. I even entertained some small hope of using this project to persuade my brother to surrender. Under the right circumstances, if Ledroptha found himself in a terrible spot, with no good options before him… well, I thought the promise of relief might just draw him in the right direction. A less desperate and thus more peaceful one. But as I say, my research had only just begun, and now—”

“Well, get to it!” Constance cried. “You have a little time, right? Or even more if Milligan snatches their papers again!”

“That trick isn’t likely to work twice,” said Mr. Benedict. “At any rate, we cannot afford to dwell on those possibilities now, however grand they might have been to contemplate. The situation has changed, my dear. There is no more time. Our concern now must be what we know the Whisperer can do if it falls into the wrong hands.”

“Gaines’s hands are the wrong ones, I can verify that,” said Milligan. “He doesn’t seem to be a spy for Curtain, but he has a lot of power and no judgment.”

“A bad combination,” said Number Two.

“He might as well be a spy,” said Rhonda. “If he succeeds in getting the Whisperer removed, he’s doing exactly what Curtain would want.”

“Because taking it out into the open makes it vulnerable?” said Kate, remembering what Mr. Benedict had said earlier.

“Yes,” said Rhonda. “When we first moved the Whisperer here—right after your mission to the Institute—Curtain was on the run and could do nothing to intercept us. He’s had time to prepare now, though. He has spies, and he most certainly has a plan.”

“I’ve been pressed to move the Whisperer before,” said Mr. Benedict. “Usually the Monk Building is suggested as a preferable location. As you know, I’ve maintained an office there—for reasons only those of us in this house are aware of—and the government has offered to secure additional space in the building for me. But it has been clear for some time that their real aim is to separate me from the Whisperer. They’ve tried to use quiet measures, small steps. Now that those have failed, they are prepared to take more extreme action.”

“Who is ‘they’?” said Constance.

“Certain well-placed officials,” said Mr. Benedict. “Some are likely spies for my brother seeking a way to return his Whisperer to him. Others are more interested in seeing what they can do with it themselves. And still others, such as poor Ms. Argent, are hapless individuals caught up in the process, trying to do their jobs, uncertain where their loyalties should lie, and not quite up to the task of deciding.”

“So what do we do now?” asked Kate.

“Your lessons,” said Number Two, checking her watch.

The older children cried out in protest, and Constance wrapped her arms tightly around her knees and hissed like an angry cat.

“Perhaps we can delay the lessons,” Mr. Benedict said, laying his hand on Number Two’s arm. “I know it’s difficult to be kept in the dark. Naturally, I hate it myself. But you must understand that I cannot tell you everything, for in certain cases ignorance is your greatest protection.”

“What can you tell us?” asked Reynie. “How about these ‘psychological motives’ and ‘personal foibles’ that Mr. Gaines mentioned, the things you’ve found useful but the committee hasn’t?”

Mr. Benedict tapped his nose. “That is something I can tell you about. In my opinion my brother Ledroptha’s motivations are worth a great deal of consideration. Not just what he does, but why he does it. The better we know these things, the better we can predict his next move, and I believe my conversations with his former Executives have been most instructive in this respect.”

“I’ve wondered how instructive they could be,” said Sticky. “We know Martina wanted revenge against Mr. Curtain for abandoning her—but she didn’t really know much, did she? And Jackson and Jillson were Executives a long time, but I can’t imagine they’ve been very cooperative.”

“Oh no,” said Mr. Benedict with a chuckle. “They have done their best to be obstructive. But in the process they have given away more than they realize. Most notably, they revealed that S.Q. Pedalian received far more sessions in the Whisperer than the other Executives did.”

The children frowned in surprise. They all knew from their mission to the Institute what these “sessions” were about; Mr. Curtain had given them to his Executives as a reward, which helped ensure their loyalty. And Reynie and Sticky, in particular, remembered all too well how “happy” the machine made you feel when you thought what it wanted you to think—what Mr. Curtain wanted you to think—an effect it accomplished by suppressing your greatest fears. Even if you knew the truth about the Whisperer’s darker purposes (as the boys had known), the feeling it gave you—that fleeting yet powerful illusion of well-being—left you yearning for more.

“Why would S.Q. get more sessions?” Kate asked. “He was already the most loyal Executive in the bunch!”

“Maybe he was loyal because of the extra sessions,” Sticky suggested.

“But why would Mr. Curtain give them to him?” Constance said. “Why would he want to keep S.Q. around in the first place? That guy’s about as smart as a lump of oatmeal.”

“Poor fellow, it’s not his fault,” said Kate. “And he’s really kind-hearted, you know.”

“I do know,” said Constance, “which makes me wonder even more why Mr. Curtain would want him.”

“You are asking all the right questions,” said Mr. Benedict, “and I am making it your assignment to reflect upon the best answer to them. You must continue with your other lessons in the meantime, of course.”

“Can’t you tell us what you think?” Sticky asked.

“Now where would be the fun in that?” said Mr. Benedict, and he took a folded slip of paper from his desk. “As a compromise gesture, however, I have composed a modest riddle that I believe to be pertinent. No doubt you’ll soon have solved it.”

“Oh, but please!” pressed Kate, rising along with the other children (all straining for a glimpse of the riddle). “If you think we can solve it so fast, then why must we wait…” She trailed off, noting Mr. Benedict’s raised eyebrows, a sure sign that she had missed something. She turned to Reynie, who shrugged resignedly and said, “The assignment isn’t to find the best answer, remember? It’s to reflect upon it.”

Mr. Benedict smiled. “Sometimes the answer is only the beginning, as you well know. Now, I promise we’ll discuss this again, but in the meantime we must all turn to other tasks. Lessons, in your case, which reminds me…” Mr. Benedict laced his fingers together and gazed in an encouraging way at Constance. “Your friends have agreed to participate in a new exercise I’ve devised. I wonder if you would be willing yourself? I think you might enjoy this one…”

By the time Mr. Benedict had explained his idea, Constance was clapping her hands and bouncing in place, quite giddy with anticipation. The other children looked at one another and shifted uncomfortably.

“Wonderful!” Mr. Benedict said. “How about tomorrow, then? Moocho tells me he has the necessary ingredients, and Milligan has agreed to secure the ice cream, so if tomorrow suits you—say, just after lunch?”

“As soon as possible!” Constance cried.

“Tomorrow it is, then,” said Mr. Benedict. “In the meantime, my friends, you’ll have my riddle to consider—”

“And their afternoon lessons,” prompted Number Two, snatching the slip of paper before the children could grab it.

“And your afternoon lessons,” Mr. Benedict agreed. “So off you go!”
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As soon as they had finished doing their lessons (or in Constance’s case, avoiding them), the children raced upstairs. All afternoon the coveted slip of paper had peeked tantalizingly from the pocket of Number Two’s yellow blazer, but at last they were in possession of it. They had a full hour before supper, time enough to take a crack at the riddle.

Flinging her jacket onto a peg, Kate threw open the window (the girls’ room was on the overheated third floor), then collected her friends’ jackets and cardigans and hung them tidily in the closet. This room was the tidiest in the house—no small miracle considering who occupied it, but not even Constance’s willful slovenliness could withstand the attentions of her tireless roommate. Kate would no sooner leave shoes out to be tripped over than she would leave her bottle of super-strength glue uncapped. The girls’ room, therefore, with its uncluttered, spotless rug, was always the natural place for the Society’s meetings.

“Hurry up, Kate,” said Constance, who had just sat down. “You’re always making us wait!”

“I know, it’s terrible,” Kate replied carelessly, and she somersaulted onto the rug next to Constance as Reynie and Sticky settled down across from them.

Reynie unfolded the slip of paper. “Okay,” he said, glancing up at the others, and after a short, tension-filled pause, he began to read aloud:

The answer to this riddle has a hole in the middle,

and some have been known to fall in it.

In tennis it’s nothing, but it can be received,

and sometimes a person may win it.

Though not seen or heard it may yet be perceived,

Like princes or bees it’s in clover.

The answer to this riddle has a hole in the middle,

and without it one cannot start over.

“It’s a trap!” Sticky cried with such vehemence that Reynie wrenched around, half-expecting to see a Ten Man leering from the doorway, and Kate snatched up her bucket and flew to the window.

Sticky glanced wildly about, his heart pounding. “What is it? What’s going on?”

Kate was peering intently into the courtyard, where Mr. Bane sat on the bench eating sunflower seeds and spitting out the shells. “All clear outside, as far as I can gather. Constance, is there someone in the hall?”

“N-no, I don’t think so,” said Constance in a shaky voice.

“What makes you think there’s a trap?” said Kate, spinning around to look seriously at Sticky. “What kind of trap?”

Sticky blinked in confusion. He turned to Reynie, who had just covered his face with his hands. At first Sticky thought he was sobbing—his shoulders were shaking—but then with a great spluttering guffaw Reynie collapsed backward onto the floor, laughing and laughing.

“What’s so funny?” Sticky said. Then his eyes grew wide. “Wait, did you think I meant… an actual…?”

Kate’s jaw dropped. “And you thought we… you mean you didn’t realize…?”

Soon everyone was rolling on the floor except Constance, who refused to see what was so hilarious about having the wits scared out of her. “For crying out loud, Sticky,” she complained as the others chortled and groaned, “you can’t go yelling stuff like that! We’ve seen too many real traps!” But they were all laughing too hard to pay any attention. (And they let themselves go on a while, too, for after such a fright the laughter came as a relief.)

Eventually, however—with tremulous sighs, dabs at their eyes, and weak little chuckling aftershocks—they sorted themselves out. Kate retied her ponytail, Sticky resettled his spectacles, and Reynie smoothed the crumpled slip of paper in his hand. Ignoring Constance’s dark looks (she had one for each of them) they returned to the riddle.

Kate said, “I don’t think ‘trap’ is the answer, Sticky. It fits some of the clues but not all of them.”

“No, I see that now,” Sticky admitted. “I just got excited when it occurred to me, because you can fall into one, you know, and the part about the clover reminded me of the drapeweed traps at the Institute.”

“What do you think that’s about, anyway?” said Kate. “What’s a prince doing in the clover?”

“It’s a figure of speech,” Sticky said. “If you’re ‘in clover’ it means you’re wealthy—like a prince. Do you suppose the answer has something to do with money?”

Kate snapped her fingers. “Maybe S.Q. has a secret fortune! An inheritance, maybe, or some other kind of treasure Mr. Curtain wants to get his hands on. That would explain why he’s kept S.Q. around, wouldn’t it? And gave him those extra sessions in the Whisperer?”

“You can say a person ‘falls into’ money if it comes unexpectedly,” Sticky mused, “in which case it’s ‘received’…”

“And you can win it!” Constance blurted out (forgetting, in her excitement, that she’d meant to be sulking).

“Hey, and Mr. Curtain needed money to start over!” Kate said. “After he became a fugitive he had to find new ways to get it, right? That’s why he worked out that diamond scam with Mr. Pressius!”

For a moment their eagerness was dampened by the thought of Mr. Pressius, the wealthy businessman whose fraudulent activities had recently enriched Mr. Curtain—not to mention himself—yet who had managed to escape any charge of wrongdoing. They’d never actually met Mr. Pressius, but they’d suffered considerably because of him and held him in particularly low esteem.

Sticky reached for his spectacles, checked himself, and instead laced his fingers behind his head. “There’s a problem with ‘money,’ ” he said, pressing on with the riddle. “You can see it, right? And sometimes hear it—a pot of gold tends to jingle.”

“True, but what if the answer isn’t ‘money’ but ‘wealth’?” Constance suggested. “You can perceive wealth if a person has expensive cars and mansions, without actually seeing or hearing it.”

“Hey, I think that works!” said Kate. “Now we just have to explain the ‘hole in the middle.’ ” She turned to Reynie, who usually would have offered a suggestion by now—or even a solution—but Reynie only looked thoughtful and said nothing.

“The hole isn’t the only thing,” said Sticky. “There’s also the bit about tennis. And I suppose we should consider why there are bees in the clover and not just princes.”

Kate snorted. “Sometimes you amaze me, Sticky! You know everything in the world but you don’t know why bees like clover?”

“I think what Sticky means to say,” Reynie put in, “is there must be a reason the bees are mentioned.” With a curious hesitation, as if he expected argument from the others, he added, “My guess is it’s to show there’s more than one way to be in clover.”

“What other way might there be?” Kate asked, but Reynie only shrugged, and when no one else volunteered an answer she said, “Well, at least the bees don’t automatically rule out wealth. And I don’t think the tennis part does, either.”

“Can’t we just ignore that?” asked Constance hopefully. “ ‘In tennis it’s nothing,’ right? I’ll bet that’s just in there for the sake of the meter, and to set up the part about ‘receiving’ and ‘winning.’ I’m a poet, you know, I have experience with these things.”

“But hold on,” said Sticky, lighting up. “In tennis there’s a net—and nets have holes in them!”

“You can fall into a net, too,” Kate reflected. “I did it all the time in the circus… but it doesn’t seem to fit the rest of the riddle. What about ‘service,’ though? In tennis you receive a serve—and you can win it, too! Maybe Mr. Curtain keeps S.Q. around because he likes having a servant. That’s what S.Q. really is, you know—he’s always at Mr. Curtain’s beck and call.”

The others mulled this over. It seemed to make perfect sense at first, but one problem with riddles is that wrong answers so often do seem to make sense at first, only to fall apart under closer examination. So it had been with Sticky’s idea, and so it was with Kate’s. “Service” seemed promising, but in the end they all realized it couldn’t work. And they went on like this for some time, trying out one possible solution after another, none of which seemed right.

“I give up,” Constance said finally. “I think it has to be ‘wealth.’ Maybe we can’t figure out why the bees are in there, or what the hole in the middle is, but ‘wealth’ still seems like the best answer.”

Kate sighed and unraveled her legs. “Well, we’ve been at this almost an hour. At the very least we could talk about something else and come back to the riddle later.”

“We don’t have to come back to it,” Constance protested irritably. “ ‘Wealth’ is the answer!”

Kate turned to Reynie. “Well, Reynie, what do you say? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so quiet when we were working on something.”

“Hey, that’s true,” said Sticky, who’d been concentrating so hard on the riddle that he hadn’t noticed Reynie’s silence. “In fact, I’m surprised you haven’t solved it by now.”

Reynie seemed taken aback. “But I have solved it.”

The others stared at him.

“Excuse me if I’m missing something,” Kate said after a pause, “but, um, were you ever going to tell us?”

“Are you joking?” Reynie replied. “You asked me not to!”

“I did?”

Reynie cocked his head. “Well, Constance did, and you and Sticky didn’t argue, so I figured you must agree.”

“When did all this happen?” Sticky asked, exchanging a nervous look with Kate.

“When I was unfolding the paper!” Reynie cried. “Constance said, ‘I know you’re probably going to solve this, Reynie, but for once we’d like to have a chance to figure it out ourselves.’ So I said ‘Okay,’ and then I read the riddle out loud, remember?”

“You did say ‘Okay,’ ” Sticky recalled. “I guess we just didn’t hear what Constance said.”

“That’s because I didn’t say it,” Constance said.

Kate rolled her eyes. “Well, either you’re lying or Reynie is, and if I had to—”

“I thought it,” Constance said, somewhat abashedly.

“You… you what?”

“I didn’t say what Reynie said I did… I only thought it.”

There was a silence, during which Reynie sagged backward onto the floor and stared at the ceiling.

Then Kate muttered, “Oh boy.”

“So now Reynie can read minds, too?” Sticky asked.

“I didn’t read any mind but my own,” Reynie said. “Constance just put her thoughts into it.”

“Sorry,” Constance mumbled. “I didn’t mean to, you know.” And it was clear she was telling the truth, but at the same time there was a hint of impishness in her expression, as if she had just realized for the first time what her gifts might allow her to do.

There followed another long pause, and then, rather hesitantly, Kate said, “Okay, I realize this mind-reading thing, or whatever you call what Constance did—”

“Mental telepathy,” said Sticky in an awed tone.

“Right, mental telepathy,” Kate said. “I realize it’s kind of a big deal. But, um, would anyone mind if I took a second to ask Reynie, just really quickly… I mean, I’m sorry, but it’s driving me nuts not to know…”

“ ‘Love,’ ” Reynie said, swiveling his eyes toward her. “The answer to the riddle is ‘love.’ ”

Kate sighed with relief. “ ‘Love’?” she repeated, grinning. “Well, how about that! I wonder if…” She trailed off, recollecting herself. “We can talk about it later, of course. Er, anyway, thank you, Reynie.”

“No problem,” Reynie said, and went back to staring at the ceiling.
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“It’s hot in here, isn’t it?” asked Constance the next day. She was sitting at the dining room table with the other children, two of whom were eating pie and ice cream with expressions of immense satisfaction.

“Is it? I hadn’t noticed,” Sticky said irritably. He turned his back toward Reynie and Kate, who smiled at each other and kept eating. “Let’s concentrate and get through this, all right? The sooner you finish, the sooner you get your treat.”

“And the sooner Sticky gets his,” murmured Kate, who like Reynie had drawn a long straw and thus avoided going last.

It was just after lunch, the adults had all dispersed, and the children were engaged in the first exercise Constance had ever been excited about—the exercise for which the older ones had only reluctantly volunteered. In a move designed to motivate Constance, Mr. Benedict had asked Milligan to bring home a gallon of ice cream and Moocho Brazos to bake one of his famous pies. Furthermore (and this was the part they were reluctant about), he had asked the older children to think of an embarrassing memory—one that Constance would be amused to discover—and give the younger girl the opportunity to fish it out.

Constance’s eagerness to do the exercise had made the others shudder—no doubt their embarrassments would soon be put down in rhyming verse, possibly to be laughed at by future generations. But they recognized the importance of learning more about Constance’s developing gifts (even more so now, given what had happened with Reynie the day before), and so with resigned hearts they all tried to think of experiences that had been just a little embarrassing, rather than outright humiliations.

“Honestly, you don’t think it’s hot?” Constance said, more loudly this time, with a sidelong glance at Reynie. “Maybe it’s just me. I think I may faint if I don’t cool down.”

Reynie wagged his spoon. “Give it up, Constance. You aren’t getting any of my ice cream.”

Constance humphed—caught out—and Reynie chuckled to himself. It was small consolation for having Constance shine her unnerving spotlight into his mind, but he was determined to enjoy his treat nonetheless. The pie was Moocho’s best ever, with a flaky crust and a tart, sweet, piping-hot cherry filling, and Reynie was taking time to savor each bite. Not so with poor Kate, who had already finished her own slice, then gulped her ice cream too quickly and now sat clutching her throbbing head.

“Fine, Sticky,” Constance sighed, “let’s have a peek inside that head of yours.”

Her matter-of-fact tone, and indeed the whole exercise, reminded Sticky rather too much of going to the dentist with a mouth full of cavities. He tried to steel himself, but no sooner had Constance fixed her gaze on his face than he cried out, “Wait, wait! Let me… let me choose a better image.”

Constance banged her fists on her knees. “Oh, for crying out loud! Now you’re stalling! Will I ever get to eat ice cream?”

“Give me just a second,” Sticky said, and sitting on his hands to keep them at bay, he hurriedly sorted through his embarrassing memories again (he had no shortage of them) trying to decide which he could stand to share and how best to represent it. Mr. Benedict had suggested that images would probably be more effective than words—images being unmuddied by grammar and easier to hold steady in the mind—and he had also asked the children to pay close attention to the “telepathic experience,” if indeed any occurred, and to be prepared to report anything peculiar.

Reynie and Kate had experienced nothing more peculiar than an intense dread of having Constance poke around in their minds, followed by a natural feeling of annoyance when she succeeded—but for Sticky this prospect alone was enough to throw him out of sorts.

“I think it’s best to just get it over with, Sticky,” advised Reynie, who during his own turn had pictured Seymore the orphanage cat, over whom he had once tripped and fallen while others looked scornfully on. Constance had instantly guessed “some kind of slinky animal with whiskers, I’d say a weasel from the look of it.” This was close enough, and per their agreement Reynie had been compelled to tell the whole story, much to Constance’s amusement.

Kate, for her part, had pictured herself hanging upside down from a tightwire and flailing about. After brief consideration Constance had guessed “a hideous baby bat waking up,” which may or may not have been an intentional insult, but regardless was good enough to earn her the story of Kate toppling from the wire with a shriek and just barely catching it with her legs. “The clowns got a kick out of that one,” Kate had said, then added defensively, “I was only eight, you know.”

Now Sticky was ready to try again. Taking a deep breath, he rapped on the table with his knuckles and tensed as if bracing for a blow.

“Is it ice cream?” Constance asked. “Ice cream and pie?”

“Of course not,” Sticky said wearily, and he sank back into his chair. “Forget the sweets and try to focus on me, will you?”

“I was focusing on you! How do you know I wasn’t?”

“You guessed ice cream and pie, Constance!”

They began to bicker, their tones growing more strident with every word, and Reynie was grateful for the distraction when Moocho Brazos swept into the dining room, all muscle and mustache, and swarthy as a sailor. Over his elegant tailored shirt and trousers Moocho wore the bright red apron the children had given him for his birthday. He wielded an ice cream scoop and a spatula (in his huge hands they looked like a child’s playthings) but observing Sticky and Constance in the midst of their heated argument he lowered the utensils and shook his head.

“I see they aren’t quite ready,” Moocho intoned. He chuckled and took a seat (or rather, two seats) next to Kate. “I trust you enjoyed yours?”

“You know we did!” Kate laughed, reaching up to smooth a stray lock of Moocho’s well-oiled black hair. She and the strong man had been friends for years, and she felt very motherly toward him.

“I’m so glad,” said Moocho, and idly inspecting his spatula he said, “By the way, I believe I’ve finally solved that riddle you gave me last night. The answer is ‘love,’ isn’t it? What a relief! If I’d known anything about tennis, perhaps I’d have managed sooner, but sadly I ignored that part for the longest time—‘in tennis it’s nothing,’ after all.”

“That threw us, too,” said Kate. “Or some of us, anyway. How did you finally figure it out?”

“I consulted an encyclopedia. Imagine my surprise when I learned that in tennis ‘love’ is a score of zero! Suddenly everything made sense! Or almost everything, I should say. Most of the lines came clear right away—a person can fall in love and so on—but a few aspects still puzzle me: the hole in the middle, the clover, and the part about starting over.”

“Shall we tell you?” Reynie asked, speaking up to be heard over Constance, whose voice had gone quite shrill. “Or would you rather figure them out?”

“Oh no, if you please, I’m anxious to be rid of them. They’ve been hanging over me like a cloud.”

“Well,” said Reynie, “the hole in the middle is the letter O in ‘love.’ So the bit about ‘falling in it’ refers to falling in love—just as you guessed—and not to falling in the hole. You can read that first line either way.”

“Clever,” said Moocho, writing out “love” in the air with his spatula. “Although, in my defense, the O is not precisely in the middle but slightly to the left.”

“Funny, that’s what Constance said,” Kate observed. (Moocho stiffened ever so slightly.) “Anyway, the last line of the poem does the opposite—it refers to the O, not to ‘love.’ ”

“You can’t start over without an O? Why not?”

“Try writing the word ‘over’ without the O,” Reynie said. “It’s hard to start, isn’t it?”

Moocho slapped his forehead with the spatula.

“As for the clover,” Kate went on, laughing, “take a close look at the word and you’ll find ‘love’ in it. Bees, princes, and love—they’re all in clover, just in different ways.”

Moocho thanked them heartily for the explanations, and after a brief exchange about the weather (Constance had predicted rain by evening), the conversation turned to some meat scraps Kate had asked to be set aside for Madge. Reynie quickly tuned it out and dove into his own thoughts, for after so long with nothing new to consider, he suddenly had much more to think about than he had time to think. Last night he’d lain awake for hours thinking about that strange incident with Constance, and in his few spare moments today he’d been trying (true to their assignment) to reflect on the solution to the riddle.

Mr. Curtain had kept S.Q. around out of love? It seemed impossible—Mr. Curtain seemed incapable of love. But if you could make yourself believe otherwise, then Mr. Curtain’s tolerance of S.Q., his least competent Executive and now his last remaining one, no longer seemed so mysterious. Still, just as Mr. Benedict had said, sometimes the answer is only the beginning, and Reynie found that the riddle’s solution raised even more questions in his mind than it answered.

He would have given a lot to be able to put those questions to Mr. Benedict, but since yesterday afternoon Mr. Benedict had spent every waking moment (and no doubt a few sleeping ones) down among the computers in the basement. At supper Number Two had taken a plate to him, and at breakfast this morning Rhonda had. Not even when they told Rhonda about Constance’s latest feat had Mr. Benedict made an appearance; in fact Rhonda hadn’t even summoned him.

“Don’t get me wrong, what you’re telling me is important, but he’s asked not to be disturbed except in certain cases,” Rhonda said, without specifying what those cases might be. “He has a great deal of work to do in a very short time and is permitting himself few breaks.”

Rhonda wouldn’t tell them what Mr. Benedict was doing or why it was so urgent, but in last night’s meeting of the Society Constance had speculated he was seeking the remedy for his narcolepsy. She hoped so, anyway, since he would lose his chance forever once the Whisperer was taken away. She had spent the rest of the meeting railing bitterly against Mr. Gaines “and that twitty committee,” for Constance loved Mr. Benedict (though she never exactly said so aloud) and felt every bit as protective of him as Number Two and Rhonda did. In fact she would have been his adopted daughter by now if only the authorities would recognize her existence, but due to the mysterious absence of certain official papers they had refused to do so. This was yet another reason for her bitterness. Few things infuriated Constance more than being ignored, and having her existence denied struck her as the worst insult imaginable.

“An empty box!” Constance cried now, breaking in on Reynie’s thoughts. She and Sticky had finally resolved their argument and resumed the exercise. “An empty box, sort of tilted to the side!”

“Yes!” Sticky said with obvious relief, but then his face fell. “Oh, great, but now I have to tell you about the memory.” Mustering his resolve he began, “One time in a quiz championship I was asked to draw a rhombus. I froze up from the pressure—you know how I used to do that sometimes…”

“Oh yes,” said Constance with an arch look. “You used to do that.”

Ignoring this comment, Sticky pressed on, “Well, instead of a rhombus, which is an equilateral parallelogram—that’s the tilted box shape you saw—I got it into my head that I was supposed to draw an omnibus.”

Constance frowned. “What’s that?”

“A bus—‘omnibus’ is essentially an old-fashioned word for ‘bus.’ I knew what a rhombus was, of course, I just got so flustered and…” Sticky grimaced and reached for his spectacles. “When I think of how carefully I drew the wheels,” he muttered, “how I even put little faces of people in the windows, thinking I was being creative, while everyone there must have been shaking their heads, appalled that I thought this was a rhombus…”

Constance was staring at Sticky with a look of extreme disappointment. “That’s it? Your empty box is just a dumb old rhombus? That’s the most boring embarrassment I’ve ever heard of!”

Sticky’s eyes flashed, and he was about to argue when he suddenly realized that he’d gotten lucky. “You think so? Well, sorry, Constance, that’s the story.” For a moment he contemplated his spectacles, which he’d removed without thinking. He put them back on again. “And guess what? We get our pie and ice cream now.”

“You’re right!” Constance exclaimed. “I guessed all three! Moocho, did you hear that? I guessed all three!”

“Congratulations,” said Moocho with a grin, and to Sticky he said, “and also my sympathies. Allow me to give you both your just desserts.” He wriggled his heavy dark eyebrows, obviously pleased with himself.

“Moocho!” Kate cried, laughing boisterously and clapping her hands. “What a joke! Oh, I wish I’d thought of that! Just desserts! Did you hear that, everyone?” She followed him into the kitchen and back, repeating his play on words over and over and laughing afresh each time.

A short time later, having already eaten all of her ice cream and most of her pie, Constance was staring at her remaining few bites with exaggerated dejection. “Moocho didn’t give me as much ice cream as you,” she complained to Sticky, “and now I don’t have any to eat with the rest of my pie.”

Leaning across the table, Reynie pretended to study her bowl. “I think you just misjudged your pie-to-ice-cream ratio, Constance. You took two bites of ice cream for every one bite of pie.”

“Moocho gave you both the same,” said Kate, who was in the corner of the dining room doing handstand push-ups. “I saw him scoop the ice cream.”

“No, he didn’t!” Constance snapped. “Sticky’s scoops were bigger!”

Warily, Sticky slid his bowl closer to him and shielded it with his arm. “Well, you’re not getting any of mine.”

“Oh no? Maybe I should just fish out some more of your embarrassing memories,” Constance growled, leaning forward and poking her finger at him. “I’d love telling people about them!”

“Constance!” cried Reynie and Kate, horrified. “You wouldn’t!”

The forceful reproach in their tone and the expression on Sticky’s face—an unsettling blend of revulsion, fear, and fury—cowed Constance a bit. “All right, all right,” she said, leaning back again. “I wouldn’t do that, I guess.” But she felt angry and resentful now, and she scowled at Sticky with a ferocity unusual even for her. She crossed her arms, her face turned bloodred, and with her nose wrinkling and her pudgy cheeks bunching up, she narrowed her bright blue eyes to slits.

Reynie was impressed, but Sticky didn’t seem to notice. He was staring at his ice cream, blinking uncertainly, as if considering whether he could even enjoy it under the circumstances. And then, much to Reynie’s surprise, he seemed to come to that very conclusion.

“Here,” Sticky said, shoving his plate toward Constance, who set upon the ice cream with a look of triumphant glee. “I don’t much like vanilla, anyway.”

“You don’t?” Kate said, amazed. She dropped onto her feet and walked over to see what was going on.

“I thought vanilla was your favorite,” Reynie said.

Sticky’s eyes widened, and he looked at Reynie in confusion. “It… it is my favorite. Why did I say it wasn’t? For a second I actually believed it.”

Slowly, disbelievingly, they all turned to Constance, who had already finished half the ice cream and was now clutching her head, much as Kate had done earlier. Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut.

“What’s the matter, do you have a cold headache from eating my ice cream?” Sticky said, his voice rising. “It serves you right, if you just did what I think you did! Did you, Constance? Did you make me think I didn’t like vanilla?”

Constance opened her eyes, the anguish in them so apparent that Sticky drew back in surprise. “I did!” she wailed, and to Sticky’s even greater astonishment she burst into torrents of tears. “All right? I told you to think that! Now stop talking! Please! My head is splitting! Oh, it’s horrible, really horrible!”

“Whoa,” Kate murmured, with a worried look at Reynie. “She said please.”

Disconcerted, Sticky was frantically patting Constance’s arm, trying to soothe her. “Easy, Constance. You’ll be okay. You can… you can eat the rest of my ice cream, okay? Don’t you want it?”

But this only made Constance sob all the more. “I can’t! I feel too sick! My head… my stomach… oh, I feel just awful!”

The little girl’s wails had brought all the adults running, including Mr. Benedict (panting from the stairs), and straightaway she was carried up to her bed, where she lay moaning and crying for more than an hour, until finally, with Mr. Benedict holding her hand and her friends listening anxiously at the door, she mumbled, “I don’t believe I’ll do that again,” and fell into a fitful sleep.
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Hours later, Constance awoke looking as though she’d been ravaged by the flu. Pasty pale skin, red-rimmed eyes, hair a tangled mess. Nonetheless she felt much improved, and was surprisingly well-mannered, even meek, as she listened to Mr. Benedict’s stern admonitions. She quite agreed that she’d behaved badly and must never do that sort of thing again, and at any rate nothing could induce her to risk another bout of such agony.

“But what caused it?” Constance asked, kicking free of her tangled sheets. “I mean, hearing people’s thoughts and all that never hurt me—it’s just sort of like having a conversation. But when I changed Sticky’s mind…” She shuddered and hugged her knees.

“I suspect the main difference was the intensity of focus and mental effort involved,” Mr. Benedict said, patting her arm reassuringly. “If telepathy is like a mental conversation, then changing someone’s mind—essentially hypnotizing someone, as you did with Sticky—is like winning a long and exhausting argument, except that the entire argument is compressed into the space of a moment. In other words, I believe your sickness was simply the result of strain, my dear.”

“So you think I can avoid it? Is that what you’re saying?”

“If you are careful and prudent,” said Mr. Benedict. He raised an eyebrow. “Do you think you can be prudent? You haven’t had a great deal of practice.”

“Oh, I can be!” Constance said. “I will be!”

Reasonably satisfied, Mr. Benedict went back to his work, though not without some reluctance and a final, concerned glance from the doorway. “We’ll leave aside the mental exercises for now,” he said mildly, “and return to them when I can be more fully involved. In the meantime, my dear, rest and play—rest and play.” And with Number Two attending him he left Constance with the other children and hurried down to the basement.

“You don’t have to say it,” Constance muttered to Sticky as soon as they were alone. “I’m sorry, okay? I really am.”

Sticky regarded her solemnly. Then he put a hand over his heart and said, “I shall always remember this moment,” and Kate and Reynie laughed until Constance, blushing, covered her head with a pillow.

That evening a cold rain set in that did not let up for days. There was no going outside, and in the drafty rooms of the house even the brightest lamps seemed somehow to cast more shadow than light. It was gloomy, in other words, and adding to the gloom for Reynie was an unpleasant realization that had come to him slowly: Once the Whisperer had been removed from Mr. Benedict’s care, the government would no longer think it necessary to guard the children and their families. All of them would be free to return to their lives.

Which meant saying goodbye to his friends again. This time, perhaps, forever.

The prospect put Reynie in a terrible mood. He ate little and spoke even less, and kept to himself more than usual. He saw no point in mentioning any of this to his friends—no point in depressing them, too—and he especially avoided Constance, who might divine his thoughts without even trying. Miss Perumal noticed, of course. She checked him for fever every day, and asked more than once if the incident with Constance had upset him more than he was letting on. But Reynie always insisted he was fine. He had many reasons for not wishing to discuss his concern with her, not least his dread of having his fears confirmed.

Reynie was already troubled, therefore, when he bumped into Kate one afternoon in the kitchen. But what she told him made his stomach flop.

“I just overheard Number Two telling Rhonda,” Kate whispered, glancing around to be sure they were alone. “The order’s gone through committee again.”

“When?”

“This morning, apparently.”

“No, I mean when are they coming for the Whisperer?”

“The day after tomorrow. Wednesday afternoon. They don’t intend to tell us until that morning. They don’t want to worry us.”

“We’d better call a meeting,” said Reynie.

Sticky had to be rescued from Mrs. Washington, who was once again begging him to let his hair grow out, and Constance had to be roused from a long nap that she had strenuously argued she didn’t need, but the Society eventually held its meeting. Sitting around the rug in the girls’ room as they had done so many times before, they spoke aloud their questions in hopes of generating an answer, or at the very least a clue.

What would happen to the Whisperer when it left the house? Did Mr. Curtain’s spies know it was to be relocated on Wednesday? Even if not, even if the move was uneventful, would Mr. Benedict finish what he was doing before then? What was he doing, anyway? It had been several days now, and still he was down in the basement, working feverishly among the computers.

“I suppose we’ll find out on Wednesday,” said Sticky, when after much discussion no answers emerged. “One way or another, we’ll get some answers then.”

“One way or another,” Reynie repeated grimly.

There followed a long silence, during which the three older children stared glumly at the rug. Finally Constance heaved an exasperated sigh and said, “Can we just talk about this and get it over with? You’re all thinking the same thing, you know. And don’t get mad at me for knowing, either. I can’t help it—your thoughts might as well be screaming at me.”

Startled, they all looked at Constance, and then at one another, with expressions half-sheepish and half-relieved.

“Sorry,” Kate said. “I know I’ve been avoiding everyone—”

“You have?” Sticky said. “I have, too! I didn’t want…” He hesitated. “Well, it just didn’t seem decent to be worried about what happens to us, not when there’s this much more important question…”

Reynie shook his head wonderingly. “I thought I was the only one thinking about it.”

Kate snorted. “Are you kidding? It’s all I’ve been able to think about for days. And is it just me, or does anyone else think Mr. Benedict gave us that riddle as a distraction? Something to take our minds off what’s going to happen?”

“I’ve wondered about that,” Reynie said. “And the exercise with Constance, too. It seems like quite a coincidence that he gave us so much to think about all of a sudden.”

“Well, it didn’t work, I can tell you that,” Constance said peevishly. “I’ve been constantly worrying about what will happen if that nasty man gets his hands on the Whisperer again, and I can’t stand to think that Mr. Benedict might not have enough time to find a cure for his narcolepsy, and on top of it all there’s this thing with, you know…” She pointed at her head.

“What, are you worried it will go off?” Sticky asked.

“Ha ha,” Constance said, making a face at him. “You wouldn’t think it was so funny if you’d been through what I went through. I’ve never felt so sick in my life.”

Sticky refrained from saying that the experience had not been exactly pleasant for him, either. “Listen, though, Constance, do you still think that’s what Mr. Benedict’s working on—a cure for his narcolepsy? You aren’t getting any thoughts or vibes or whatever that it’s something else?”

Constance rolled her eyes. “For one thing, I haven’t seen him any more than you have. And for another, I’ve been trying to keep my thoughts to myself, if you know what I mean. But I hope that’s what he’s working on, don’t you?”

“I hope a whole lot of things,” Sticky said.

“So do I,” Kate said.

“So do I,” Reynie said.

And they were all telling the truth, yet somehow, strangely enough, none of them felt very hopeful at all.
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On Tuesday afternoon, the day before the Whisperer was scheduled to be removed, Mr. Benedict was still at work. If it was a remedy for narcolepsy he sought, he obviously had not found it yet, for when an unexpected visitor arrived and Number Two hurried down to tell him who it was, he fell straight to sleep in his chair. He had seemed quite startled, Number Two told Rhonda upstairs (forgetting, in her fretfulness, to keep her voice down)—startled and even upset, and now she was having trouble waking him.

“I’ll go back down with you,” said Rhonda gravely. She turned (they were just outside the dining room) and saw Constance in the doorway, listening. “Constance, would you go tell Milligan—?”

Milligan appeared behind her. “I already heard. Constance, scoot along upstairs, won’t you?”

By the time Number Two and Rhonda had managed to wake Mr. Benedict, everyone in the house knew what had happened and who was at the door. The children were crowded at the girls’ bedroom window, which was open for the sake of the cool air, and were peering down into the courtyard for a glimpse of the infamous Mr. Pressius.

“That’s him?” Constance muttered as Kate held her up. The rain had only just subsided, and on the shining wet stones of the front walk a well-dressed man stood talking to Ms. Plugg. He was evidently quite tall—he towered over the guard—and under his arm he carried a bouquet of pink carnations in the way some businessmen carry newspapers. “That’s the rich creep who made the deal with Curtain?”

“Must be,” said Sticky. “If he couldn’t prove who he was, Ms. Plugg wouldn’t have let him in through the gate.”

After a while the front door opened and Milligan stepped out, dressed in his usual weather-beaten attire, and said something to Mr. Pressius in a low tone. The children strained their ears, but from this height it was impossible to make out his words. They saw Mr. Pressius jab a finger rudely—perhaps he thought Milligan was the gardener—and make some short reply.

Ms. Plugg spoke up then, gesturing at Milligan as if explaining who he was, and Mr. Pressius took a hasty step backward.

But Milligan only laughed (that much was easy to hear) and motioned for Mr. Pressius to follow him inside. Then he looked up at their window—clearly he’d known they were watching—and subtly shaking his head, he mouthed the words, “Don’t come down.”

Mr. Pressius followed Milligan’s gaze. To their surprise, he smiled and waved as if perfectly delighted to see them.

“Great,” Kate said, lowering Constance to the floor. “I suppose it’s no use pretending we couldn’t tell what Milligan said.”

“Why is that awful man here?” Constance demanded.

“Hard to say,” Reynie replied, still gazing out the window. “They’ve had their dealings, you know, and Mr. Pressius has government connections. Maybe he’s making some kind of proposition. His timing makes me think it has to do with the Whisperer.”

“It would have to be a slimy proposition,” Kate suggested, “in which case their meeting will be short. Mr. Benedict won’t even consider it.”

“Probably not,” Reynie said in a hesitant, troubled voice. “And yet…”

The others looked at him.

“Everyone was clearly surprised he’s here,” Reynie said. “Even Mr. Benedict was surprised—Number Two said so. And Mr. Benedict isn’t usually surprised by this sort of thing.”

“Gosh, that’s true,” said Kate. “That can’t be good, can it?”

Their mood shifted then from indignant curiosity to anxious anticipation. Everyone hoped that Kate’s prediction would prove true—that Mr. Pressius would quickly be shown the door—and that afterward a barrage of questions might yield some answers. The older children agreed that they would politely but resolutely insist upon their right to know what was going on. Constance, for her part, practiced making herself cry.

Exactly twenty-three minutes passed—they were keeping close track by the wall clock—and then Rhonda came up to say, with an odd catch in her voice, that Mr. Benedict wanted to see them in his study. Even before she’d finished speaking Kate had tossed everyone their jackets and sweaters, and they dashed to the door.

It occurred to Reynie as they bustled downstairs that they hadn’t seen Mr. Pressius leave, despite keeping watch at the window. Were they about to meet him? The prospect made him uneasy. But then Milligan arrived at the study just as they did, reporting to Mr. Benedict that he’d ushered their visitor to the gate “without further incident,” and Reynie had the sudden conviction that Mr. Benedict had timed his summons so that they wouldn’t see Mr. Pressius leave. But why would he do that?

“Please make yourselves comfortable,” said Mr. Benedict, who looked anything but comfortable himself. A red mark was plainly visible on his forehead—the apparent result of a sleep-induced tumble—and a stack of books that had fallen from his desk lay in disarray about the floor where he now sat. He greeted the children with his usual warmth, smiling at each in turn, but rarely had he appeared quite so haggard and worn.

As they found places to sit on the floor, Reynie also noticed that the pink carnations were lying on Mr. Benedict’s desk, not far from his humble potted violet, but that two or three petals lay on the floor near the wastebasket—as if someone had thrown the flowers away only to think better of it afterward.

Milligan went out, closing the door behind him, and Rhonda and Number Two sat in the empty chairs. When everyone was settled Mr. Benedict stroked his ill-shaven cheek, apparently seeking the proper words.

“I know you’re all wondering why Mr. Pressius was here,” Mr. Benedict said at last, “and I’m afraid I must tell you. First, however, allow me to offer a bit of background. Some days ago the government, which as you know is desperate for funds, sold my brother’s tidal turbines to Mr. Pressius. The terms of the deal are obscured by a certain amount of legal embroidery, but suffice it to say that the Whisperer shall retain its power source and the government shall be able to pay off a few debts.”

“How could they sell the turbines?” said Constance. “I didn’t realize the government even owned them.”

The other children groaned.

“We’ve talked about this,” said Sticky, “about a hundred times. The government seized them after Mr. Curtain escaped.” And before Constance could make a retort he said, “But there’s been nothing in the newspapers about selling them, so the deal must be a secret. Is that right, Mr. Benedict?”

Mr. Benedict tapped his nose. “Unofficial is the preferred term, I believe. The arrangement calls for Mr. Pressius to sell back to the government—at a very modest rate—most of the electricity produced by the turbines, which his private technicians shall have operating at maximum capacity soon. The government will save a great deal of money on energy costs, and over time Mr. Pressius will earn a reasonable profit. These are the stated reasons for the arrangement.”

“The stated reasons,” Reynie repeated, significantly. “So what about the real ones?”

“Those surely have to do with my brother. After all, if Ledroptha plans to regain control of his Whisperer, he must also think of securing its power source. I’m certain Mr. Pressius is acting on his behalf—no doubt he stands to gain far more than a ‘reasonable profit’ for doing so.”

The children, aghast, muttered and shook their heads.

“The government will continue to provide heavy security,” Mr. Benedict went on, “but Mr. Pressius will cover the costs. Thus the authorities enjoy the illusion—I should say delusion—of retaining control of the turbines, and meanwhile they may pat themselves on the back for making such a clever arrangement.”

“They need more than patting,” Constance grumbled.

“What were they thinking?” Sticky said.

“I suspect my brother’s spies did much of the thinking for them,” Mr. Benedict said. “Indeed, confident assurances and promises of fortune, when whispered into the right ears, often serve as substitutes for thinking at all.”

“Well, this is hideous news, all right,” said Kate. “But why did Mr. Pressius want to tell you about it?”

“He didn’t,” Mr. Benedict said. “It’s doubtful he even knows I’m aware of it. The transaction was meant to be kept secret from me. I’ve told you about it so that you can better understand the reason Mr. Pressius came here today. The real reason, I mean. I believe his visit was timed to distract me, you see, for tomorrow—”

“They’re coming for the Whisperer,” said Constance impatiently. “We know already.”

Mr. Benedict raised an eyebrow, and the corners of his mouth twitched. “Forgive me, I should have guessed you would. Well, then, there you have it. The gears of my brother’s machinery are turning once again, and he is doing what he can to prevent my throwing a wrench into them. That is the reason Mr. Pressius came here today, I have no doubt.”

“The real reason,” Reynie clarified. “And what about the stated reason? Is that important?”

Mr. Benedict hesitated. “Please understand that I am not worried about what Mr. Pressius had to say. If I seem troubled it is only because I’m concerned about how you will respond to it yourselves. Be assured, however—”

Constance spluttered in exasperation. “For crying out loud, what is it? What did he tell you?”

Mr. Benedict took a deep breath, let it out, and looked Constance in the eyes. “He said, my dear, that you are his long-lost daughter.”
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“It’s a lie, of course!” Mr. Benedict hastened to say, and he reached to take her hands. Constance didn’t resist as she normally might, but sat quite motionless, blanching, reddening, and blanching again so quickly it was as if someone were adjusting her color by remote control. The other children gaped in disbelief.

“I assure you,” Mr. Benedict said with unusual vehemence, “this is a ploy, nothing more—a wicked attempt to distract us at a crucial time. You must not believe it for a moment.”

“But… if it’s a lie,” “But… if it’s a lie,”said Constance, her voice rising and rising, “then why is everyone so upset? You, Rhonda, Number Two—you’re all… all of you…” Before she could find the words to describe what she sensed intuitively, Rhonda and Number Two were at her side.

“We’re just worried about you,” said Rhonda with tears in her eyes, and Number Two added in a choked, furious voice, “And angry with him. It’s such a vicious deceit!”

“We feel protective, you see,” said Mr. Benedict with an uneven smile. (He was clearly striving to remain calm—and thus awake.) “We consider you a part of our family, even if our ties have yet to be made official. For Mr. Pressius to argue otherwise was terribly offensive to all of us.”

“And perhaps a little upsetting,” said Rhonda with a weak smile of her own.

“It’s an outrage!” snarled Number Two. “And for him to have done so much to prove…” She bit her tongue, evidently having said more than she intended. But seeing there was no hiding the details from Constance now, she said, “Mr. Pressius has had some false documents produced. Expert forgeries—they must have cost a fortune—but forgeries nonetheless. We’re intimately familiar with this sort of thing, you know.”

Constance seemed encouraged. Still she looked to Mr. Benedict for assurance. “You’re sure they aren’t real?”

“Quite sure,” he said, squeezing her hands. And when he saw she believed him, Mr. Benedict smiled more naturally this time, obviously relieved. He took a carrot from his pocket and handed it to Number Two, remarking that she had not eaten since lunch, and that was almost an hour ago.

“Furthermore,” Mr. Benedict continued, “if these papers had come from the proper offices, we would have located them ourselves long ago. We’ve sought them most strenuously, you know. But no such papers have been found, no records at all, and though we could have produced false ones—even better forgeries, I daresay, than the ones Mr. Pressius has—we wanted nothing that smacked of falseness to be associated with your adoption. We all felt that this would be important to you.”

“You’re right,” said Constance, after considering a moment. “It would have bugged me. So what happened, Mr. Pressius just walked in with flowers and expected me to call him Daddy?”

“Perhaps he did,” said Mr. Benedict with a shrug. “His understanding of children seems to be as poor as he is rich. But more likely he hoped to upset you, and thereby to upset me. I admit he succeeded at first—I even threw away his flowers.”

“And knocked your head in the bargain,” said Number Two, somewhat less peevish now that she’d eaten the carrot to a nub. “And spilled your books everywhere.”

“Very true,” said Mr. Benedict, giving her an apologetic look. “After I woke up and composed myself, however, I realized the flowers must certainly be yours, Constance, to do with as you please. At any rate—”

Mr. Benedict broke off, for just then Constance jumped to her feet, snatched the bouquet from his desk, and hurled it into the wastebasket with all the force she could muster—so hard that flower petals flew up out of the wastebasket like tiny pink butterflies. Then placing her hands against the wall to steady herself, she stomped one foot repeatedly into the wastebasket as if trying to put out a fire.

“I see we are of the same opinion,” said Mr. Benedict as Constance returned to her seat, and the others congratulated her on her judgment. Then Mr. Benedict cleared his throat and said, “I’m afraid a few unpleasant details remain. Mr. Pressius means to have you removed from my custody. I will never allow this, of course, nor even admit him into the house. But the encounter will be disagreeable, and when it comes I ask you to keep away from the windows. There is no telling what Mr. Pressius will say or how distressing you might find his words, and I shall be far more efficient in dealing with him if I am not also worried about you.”

“Efficiency is important,” Rhonda said when she saw Constance’s suspicious look. “There’s little time, and Mr. Benedict still has work to do.”

Constance crossed her arms. “Then you had better do as I say.”

Puzzled, Rhonda said, “What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean,” said Constance, looking at Mr. Benedict. “You have to do it right away! If you say no, I’ll throw a fit, I’ll make trouble… I’ll—I’ll make sure you can’t get any work done!”

The others glanced uncertainly at one another. Only Mr. Benedict seemed unsurprised, though he sounded rather disappointed as he said, “Threats are unbecoming in you, my dear, and you know perfectly well they won’t work on me.” He ran a hand through his tousled white hair. “I understand your feelings, however. In your position I would feel much the same.”

“Then you have to do it!” Constance cried, turning crimson with passion. “Oh, you have to use the Whisperer, Mr. Benedict! You have to!”
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In times past Mr. Benedict had steadfastly declined to use the Whisperer to uncover Constance’s hidden memories. If they existed at all, he said, they might be traumatic, for a person’s mind will sometimes bury painful memories as a means of self-protection. Then again there might be nothing to uncover. Her prodigious mental gifts aside, Constance had been just a toddler when she came to him, and most children that age had yet to form lasting memories. Mr. Benedict had felt the risks of using the Whisperer outweighed the possible benefits.

But circumstances had changed. Mr. Pressius’s visit had stirred up emotions that Constance could scarcely understand, much less handle with aplomb. She longed for the real story of her past, longed to know beyond doubt that the vile Mr. Pressius was not her father. The forged documents didn’t prove he wasn’t her father, she argued (a point that Sticky rather unhelpfully conceded was logical), and the only way to be sure was to use the Whisperer. And her only chance for that—her only chance forever and ever—was right now.

“I can handle it,” Constance said. “I know it might be upsetting, but I have to know. You said it yourself, Mr. Benedict—you’d feel the same way!”

Number Two pointed out that when Constance was older Mr. Benedict could attempt to recover her memories using hypnosis. “You’ll be more stable then,” she said, which was perhaps an unfortunate choice of words.

Constance leaped to her feet. “I’m stable as a table! I’m sturdy as an elephant! Not like you, dumb Number Two! Your skeleton’s like gelatin!”

When at last Mr. Benedict had calmed Constance down and persuaded her to withdraw, as he put it, “your disparaging remarks about Number Two’s skeletal fortitude,” he adjusted his spectacles and said, “The fact is I expected this and have made my decision already. It’s one reason I’ve been so busy in the basement—I knew we would need to take time for this. Yes, hypnosis might work, but its results can be unreliable. If they led us astray, and if no other clues emerged, we might always regret our missed opportunity to use the Whisperer.”

Constance put her hands to her head. “You mean you’ll do it?”

“Let us proceed upstairs,” said Mr. Benedict, rising, and Number Two and Rhonda leaped up to accompany him. He looked at the older children. “Will you join us? The process can be unsettling, even distressing, and Constance will feel safer with you there.”

“Do you really think they’ll make me feel safer?” said Constance impishly as they headed upstairs. She was in high spirits now that she’d won her long-fought battle. “The scariest things I remember have all happened when I was with them.”

“An excellent point,” said Mr. Benedict. “Perhaps you’d prefer to do this alone.”

To this Constance made no reply, only muttered something under her breath, and her friends smiled privately at one another. They followed her up the stairs, shucking out of their overclothes as they climbed.

By the time they had reached the balmy third floor and filed into the appropriate hallway, Constance’s steps had grown noticeably slower and oddly deliberate, as if she were trudging through deep snow. It was a perfectly familiar hallway, with familiar bookshelves lining the walls and several familiar doorways—the holding rooms on the left, the chamber door on the right—and the chamber guards were familiar, too. Yet with every step Constance took, the stranger and creepier everything seemed; even the light had a harsh and sinister cast. Her spirits, so high before, had now plunged equally low, for the truth had begun to sink in: She had an appointment with the Whisperer.

“Steady,” Reynie whispered, laying a hand on her shoulder. “We’re right here.”

Constance looked up at him gratefully. He managed to smile, but he looked somewhat less than steady himself. So did the other two, for that matter. Sticky kept reaching for his spectacles then jerking his hand away again, and Kate had unthinkingly flipped open her bucket lid. The children’s last encounter with the Whisperer had been most unpleasant, and of course they were all thinking of it now.

Mr. Benedict spoke cheerfully to the guards as he rummaged through the pockets of his suit coat. He and his guests were the only ones ever allowed into the chamber, whose door was secured with two separate locks. Mr. Benedict produced the first key from his pocket. Number Two had the other. In a moment the door swung open and the little group shuffled inside.

The chamber was a small, softly lit room, painted in a soothing shade of green very much like that of Mr. Benedict’s suit. In one corner was an overstuffed chair where Mr. Benedict’s guests usually sat; in the other, behind a decorative screen, was the Whisperer. Otherwise the room was empty. No windows, no pictures, no books. The sessions with the Whisperer required great concentration, and Mr. Benedict had eliminated all sources of distraction.

“Before we begin,” said Mr. Benedict, gesturing for them to join him on the floor, “let us take a moment to review and prepare. Now, do you recall the effect the Whisperer had on those whose memories my brother edited? I refer not to an entire brainsweep, as he termed it, but to the hiding away of specific memories.”

“Well,” said Kate, “the kids he did that to at the Institute were kind of mixed-up and confused for a while.”

“Dazed,” said Constance.

“Addlepated,” said Sticky.

Mr. Benedict tapped his nose. “The sudden disappearance of a few select memories may not be as disturbing as losing all of them—Milligan can attest to that—but it is disorienting nonetheless, and the sudden return of those memories often has a similar effect. We must not be surprised, therefore, if Constance does not seem quite herself after the session. And Constance, you must not worry if you find you cannot think as clearly as you like. Rarely do the effects last more than a day or two, and in some cases they are scarcely even noticeable.”

“Will it be…” Constance’s voice faltered, and clearing her throat she sat up straighter and tried again. “Will it be, you know, like… last time?”

“Not exactly,” said Mr. Benedict in a reassuring tone. “It’s true you will hear the voice of the Whisperer in your mind, and the voice will not seem like my voice. The Whisperer sounds different to different people; it’s a matter of mental interpretation. Regardless, it will ask you the questions I tell it to ask. As you know, the machine identifies memories that the operator—I am the operator now, my dear—believes to exist. Under my brother’s control the Whisperer would bury those memories, but under mine it only retrieves what has been hidden. A simple process, really, not unlike turning on a lamp in a dark room.”

“Wonderful,” said Constance, a bit snappishly. She was anxious to begin, anxious to get this over with. “Let’s go turn on that lamp.”

Mr. Benedict agreed, and everyone stood. The older children, feeling an urge to wish Constance good luck—as if she were going on a long journey—took turns shaking her hand. Number Two gave her a stiff hug (which Constance stiffly tolerated), and Rhonda, with an arm across the little girl’s shoulders, led her over to the guest chair. Then Rhonda joined the others, now sitting quietly out of the way.

Mr. Benedict took a long look at Constance perched in the overstuffed chair with her legs dangling and her arms crossed. Such a long look, in fact, that Constance frowned and demanded to know what he was doing.

“Fixing your image in my mind,” said Mr. Benedict without averting his gaze. “It is a means of concentrating my focus.” After a pause he said, “I realize that, my dear, but I’m afraid it’s a necessary step.”

The other children sneaked looks at one another. It was not lost on them that Constance’s complaint—whatever it was—had not been spoken aloud.

Presently Mr. Benedict nodded, smiled at Constance reassuringly, and turned away.

Constance took a last nervous glance at her friends. “Here’s hoping I don’t come out of this as dopey as old S.Q.!”

Mr. Benedict paused and looked back. “Why do you say that?”

Constance shrugged. “I was just thinking about how addlepated I might be. So naturally I thought of S.Q.”

“Naturally,” said Mr. Benedict with a curious glimmer in his eye—but that glimmer, which Reynie did not fail to notice, might as well have been a spotlight, for he suddenly saw with perfect clarity why S.Q. Pedalian was the way he was. Mr. Benedict knew the reason and no doubt had been thinking about it, and Constance had unwittingly picked up on his thoughts.

The revelation sent Reynie’s mind racing after answers to new questions—questions he wanted to ask Mr. Benedict, but of course the timing could not have been worse. Already Mr. Benedict was ducking behind the decorative screen, and Constance was bracing herself for a long-awaited and now half-dreaded moment. Reynie’s questions would have to wait.

In the heavy silence they heard Mr. Benedict climb into the Whisperer’s seat, fit the helmet over his head, and take a slow, deep breath. Then he spoke his name quietly aloud. Instantly a faint humming sound began, barely detectable even in the still room, and all eyes turned toward the little girl in the big chair.

At the moment, that little girl was feeling extremely uncomfortable. Though her friends were here with her, they were huddled off to the side, and when Mr. Benedict had disappeared behind the screen Constance felt suddenly very lonely and exposed. It was rather like having your teeth X-rayed in a dentist’s chair, when for a few moments you are left alone in the empty room, but those few moments seem much longer. And then, with a start, Constance heard the Whisperer speak inside her mind, and she abruptly lost awareness of anything else.

What is your name? the strange, toneless voice asked.

Constance took a breath and tried to relax, tried to remember it was Mr. Benedict behind the voice. She reminded herself that she wanted to be here, that she wanted answers. And so, slowly at first but then all in a rush, Constance opened her mind to the Whisperer’s questions.

They began simply enough: What is your name? Where are you now? What color are your eyes? Constance’s mind produced the answers effortlessly, without conscious thought.

Where had you been before you went to live in the Brookville library?

Constance stiffened, concentrated, repeated the question to herself. She imagined herself in that library, where she had secretly lived for months. Reading the newspapers every day. Searching for something. But what? And what had she been doing before? No answer came.

How do you know your age?

Again Constance was stumped. How did she know? She thought for some time but came up with nothing.

More questions followed: What did you have in your hand when you went to the library? Did you walk to the library? Did you take a bus to the library? What was in your pockets? Constance pondered all these questions and more; she concentrated as hard as she ever had; but every time her mind came up blank. Frustrated, she spluttered aloud.

There was a long pause, so long that Constance began to wonder if Mr. Benedict had given up. But finally the next question came: What frightening thing happened the day you went to the library?

And then, somewhere deep in the recesses of her mind, an image flickered.

Constance sucked in her breath. She clutched the arms of the chair. It had been only a flicker, but the Whisperer was racing toward it with alarming intensity and force. That was the sensation she had—the flickering image like a target in the darkness, the Whisperer hurtling toward it like an arrow, and Constance herself borne along in the great hurtling rush. Closer and closer she flew until she was shooting straight into the image—it was a folder, nothing more—and then flying through it as if through a bright window and out at last into daylight, where she saw everything clearly, saw where she was coming from, saw where she was going, and saw who it was she was trying to escape.
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“Hello, ducky,” said the man in the suit.

His smile was bright and even, and when he leaned over the safety gate that confined Constance to the playroom, a strong, pleasant fragrance wafted over her. And yet her skin prickled in warning. She took a step back, tightening her pudgy hands into fists.

“What are you doing?” said a woman’s voice. Myrtle. Her name was Myrtle.

“I was about to pat the dear on the head.”

“Oh! I wouldn’t do that! She’s prone to bite strangers who reach for her.”

The man straightened and turned to the woman. “A reasonable practice.”

“And she won’t do anything you ask,” said Myrtle. “I mean she can do it, but she won’t if you ask her to.”

“Of course,” said the man, taking Myrtle by the elbow and leading her several paces down the hall.

They spoke in low tones, but Constance could hear them if she strained her ears. The man was asking politely about the other children that lived here, their ages and what sort of outing they were on, and saying nice things about Myrtle’s house, which Constance could tell he did not mean. And there was another person with them in the hall, although he had not spoken a word.

Padding softly over to the playroom bookshelf (she wore her thickest, warmest socks today), Constance began choosing books. She drew out the largest ones she could lift, holding them to her chest like prized possessions, knowing from experience not to trust her clumsy fingers. Fairy tale collections, picture dictionaries, half-destroyed pop-up books, volumes of a children’s encyclopedia. One by one she carried them away from the shelf, staggering slightly under their weight, and began to stack them.

“Pardon me for confirming certain details,” the man was saying now. His tone, though still friendly, had grown more businesslike. “Can she truly read, or does she simply give that impression? Is it possible, for instance, that she’s citing familiar passages from memory?”

“Not only can she read,” said Myrtle, “she can write. Of course it’s hard to make out her handwriting, but—”

A pen clicked. “May I ask what sort of things she writes?”

“Complaints, mostly, though she also likes to make lists of rhyming words. And some things she tears up before anyone can read them. She’s a private child and likes to be left alone. She seldom speaks.”

“Was she very much traumatized by her parents’ death?”

“Goodness, no! She was only a few weeks old. Train crash, you know. She had no other family, and the orphanage nursery was full, so we were contracted to take her on… but that’s all in the files, of course.” There was a ruffling of papers, and Myrtle said quickly, “I hope we don’t seem uncharitable! It’s just that the money’s less than we might have thought, especially considering how much more difficult than the other children…”

“I’m sure,” the man said mildly. “Your troubles are at an end, however. Our employer is interested in gifted children of all ages. If you have the papers…”

“They’re all in the folder. Birth records, health records—everything you said. But is it true you—forgive me, I don’t mean to offend, but were the other records really… destroyed?”

Constance paused in her stacking to be sure she heard the reply. Her heart hammered so loudly in her ears, she feared she would miss it.

“I gather you spoke with my associate, Mr. Crawlings. He often misspeaks, madam.” A laugh. “No, I assure you, her records were not destroyed, only transferred to a more appropriate agency.”

“Well, that’s certainly… Still, can’t you say more about what’s to be done with her there? It’s very irregular, after all, and though she’s a troublesome child we do want the best for her.”

“Madam, surely you are aware of our employer’s vaunted reputation.”

“Of course! And the Institute is famous! I just… it is peculiar, you know, with the arrangement being kept off the books…”

The man chuckled. “That’s merely a matter of simplifying an over-complicated bureaucratic process. You know how it is, with the Emergency at such a pitch…”

“Oh yes, it’s terrible!”

There was an uncomfortably long pause. Constance, alone in the playroom, could sense the tension without seeing the adults’ faces. Indeed, she felt it in her own face, now quite rosy with heat. Shaking her head as if freeing herself from a spell, she returned to the shelf for the last volume of the encyclopedia.

“Madam, I hate to press you, but did you not already make your decision? As you were told before, our employer will take excellent care of the girl, will nourish her gifts and help her reach her fullest potential—and, as you know, will pay you handsomely for the opportunity. However, we dare not even mention the child to him if we cannot deliver her. Mr. Curtain is much too busy a man to be bothered with needless distractions, to say nothing of disappointments.”

“Oh, I am sure, I am sure! Please, if you will just… allow me one minute to speak with… I’ll be right back!”

Constance heard Myrtle hastening away to the den. And then for the first time she heard the other man’s voice, speaking in a hush. “Tell me again why we don’t just take her?”

The first man grunted. “McCracken says this is the preferred approach—much simpler, much easier, and far less risky. We will take her, of course, if these ninnies suddenly recover their scruples. But they need the money, and I’m confident—ah, here she comes. Yes, madam, have you decided?”

“My associate wonders if you might just show him what you showed me.”

“You’ve pointed at the wrong briefcase, madam, but I assume you mean the money. That would be in this briefcase. And certainly we’ll show it to him. Be so good as to lead the way.”

The men followed Myrtle away down the hall just as Constance stacked the last book. Panting from her exertions, she moved back to inspect her work. Her fingers could not manipulate the safety gate’s complicated spring latch (she had tried many times before), nor was she strong enough to haul herself over it—and so she had constructed stairs. The bottom step was two books; the second one was four; and so it went with the rest of the steps, which led right to the top of the gate.

Scattered about the playroom were dozens of stuffed animals, and Constance gathered these as quickly as she could, lifting them in bunches over the gate and dropping them onto the carpet beyond. When she had built a considerable pile, she walked up the book steps—taking great care not to lose her balance—and jumped over the gate. She fell into the pile of stuffed animals with scarcely a thump.

From the hall closet she took out boots, a sweater, and a red raincoat, all of which quite swallowed her—everything she’d been given to wear was too large—and carrying these in an awkward bundle she crept down the hallway toward the front door. She took a deep breath before shuffling past the den, where a falsely cheerful conversation was taking place beyond the half-open door. No one observed her.

In the entryway stood a low desk, and on the desk was a folder. Constance hesitated, looking back toward the den. Should she risk the delay? Then she remembered Myrtle’s change purse in the bureau drawer. That settled it. She put down her bundle, eased the drawer open, and took out enough coins for bus fare, leaving the rest. Then she opened the front door (she needed both hands to turn the knob), tucked the folder into her shirt, gathered up her bundle again, and went out into the cold.

She had never dressed so quickly. Standing at the bottom of the steps she struggled into her sweater, fairly leaped into her boots, threw on the raincoat. Thus attired she marched awkwardly to the corner bus stop, squinting against snowflakes that had just begun to fall. She would have preferred a bus stop farther away from the house, but she had no idea where one might be. On previous outings they always had caught the bus here.

A tiny old woman stood at the bus stop, leaning on a cane. Small though she was, she towered over Constance. She wore red-framed spectacles as big as saucers. Constance asked her when the bus was expected. The woman peered down through her huge glasses, blinking. Constance repeated her question more loudly.

The woman pointed up the street with her wobbling cane. “Here it is now, dear.” Sure enough, a bus had rounded the corner and was rumbling down the block toward them. “Are you riding by yourself? How old are you?”

Constance was unsure how to answer this. She did not know how old she was. She knew she was much too young to be out alone, though, and so at last she said simply that she was very small for her age.

The woman cackled. “So am I! We don’t let that slow us down, do we?”

Holding her breath, expecting Myrtle and the men to appear any moment, Constance followed the woman slowly—so very, very slowly—up the bus steps. She sat next to the woman, and no one questioned her. The doors closed. The bus hissed, jerked, and then, grumbling and groaning, pulled away from the corner.

She had escaped.

For some time Constance thought of nothing else. Then, because it was itching her, she remembered the folder. She took it from under her shirt; it was creased and crumpled now. The first document was her birth certificate. She studied the information carefully. Her parents’ names and occupations were meaningless to her, for she had no memory of them. After a while she turned to the old woman, who was squinting at a newspaper clipping with her owlish eyes, and asked her for the date.

“Why, it’s leap year day, didn’t you know?” The woman showed Constance the clipping, an advertisement for a one-day-only sale. At the top was the phrase “Leap Into Savings” followed by numerous exclamation points, and at the bottom was the date. “I’ve always loved this day,” the woman said with a smile, “the way it comes out of nowhere then disappears again. Like magic, isn’t it? And here it’s snowing, too. Oh yes, magical day, magical day.”

Constance nodded. It did feel like magic, she thought. She felt rather like leap year day herself. Again she looked at the birth certificate. She had been born on January first, which made her just barely two years old. Constance was impressed. She had thought she was at least three.

Thinking back, she remembered Myrtle giving her a cupcake that day. There had been no mention of birthdays, however. Constance had assumed the treat was part of the holiday festivities. Evidently Myrtle hadn’t meant to be unkind, but neither had she wanted Constance to grow attached. Already she’d been planning to hand Constance over.

For a minute or so Constance wondered how it would feel to be wanted, and her eyes welled with tears. But then she got angry, and that was better. Gritting her teeth, she wiped away the tears with the sleeve of her raincoat.

The old woman was speaking to her again. She wanted to know where Constance was getting off the bus.

Constance frowned. She had not planned this far ahead. She had escaped, but where does a person escape to?

The woman repeated her question, and feeling pressed to answer Constance said the first thing that occurred to her. She was going to the library, she said—and having said it she realized it was exactly the right thing. Books had been her means of escape; now they would be her refuge.

“Which do you mean, honey, the main library or one of the branches?”

Constance almost said the main library, which was the only one she’d ever been to, but then realized she might be looked for there. So instead she said a branch library—the one that was farthest away.

“What, you don’t mean the Brookville branch?” asked the woman, surprised, and Constance said yes, that was the one. She was to meet her family there.

The woman clucked her tongue and explained that Constance had caught the wrong bus. “Now you’ll have to make—let’s see—two transfers, dear. No, three. Do you have enough money?” said the woman, already opening her change purse.

By late afternoon Constance stood on the steps of the Brookville library, snowflakes ticking softly on her raincoat, eating a hot dog she had purchased with money the kind old woman had given her. Exhausted and anxious, she stood for some time staring at the front doors. Then she went inside and began searching for a good place to hide.

Eventually Constance found an unlocked storage room, in the back of which was a stack of boxes labeled “To be processed when funding is approved.” The boxes were coated with dust; they appeared not to have been touched in years. Constance squeezed behind them into a narrow space just big enough for her to lie down. She folded up her raincoat to serve as a pillow. Hours later, long after the library had closed, she awoke.

Thus began Constance’s life in the library. She made few appearances by day, and then only when the library was busy, so that people might reasonably assume she was with someone (the young woman over in nonfiction might be her mother, for instance, or perhaps the stooped old fellow browsing magazines was her grandfather). She was careful never to be seen emerging from the storage room, and only occasionally was she obliged to explain to concerned librarians or patrons that she was very small for her age. She made sure always to appear confident and happy so as not to seem lost or in need of help. And generally she kept out of sight.

Her meals were not especially healthful, but Constance found them satisfactory. By the end of her first night she had learned where the librarians kept their snacks (and whose were best), and when after some weeks of nightly raiding she discovered that mousetraps had been set out, she triggered them with pencils and ate the cheese. She also found the key to the vending machine in the staff breakroom. But she was careful not to overuse it, and to spread out her thefts as best she could, so that no one would suspect the truth. And at any rate, it only seemed fair.

Constance spent her waking hours reading newspapers and rhyming picture books. She did not much enjoy the newspapers, which were dreary and dull and filled with nonsense about something called the Emergency. She only read them to see if there was anything about a missing little girl. There never was. A few articles appeared about a young quiz champion who had run away, but these she gave the merest glance—they weren’t about her, and that was all that mattered.

After the first week, Constance began to believe no one was looking for her. The few men in suits who visited the library were not the ones she’d run from, and nothing about them gave her goose bumps. Myrtle never appeared. Constance was free.

In reality, though, Constance was tormented, for every time she slept she dreamed of those men at Myrtle’s house—and the dreams terrified her. Often she woke with a cry, her heart pounding in her ears. When this happened at night, and she found herself alone in the dark library, she would lie there a long time petrified with fear, trying to muster the courage to stand up and turn on the light. And when the dreams came during the day (“napmares,” she called them), her relief upon waking was instantly replaced by the fear that she’d been heard crying out, and she would hold her breath and squeeze her eyes shut, dreading discovery.

This went on for weeks and weeks.

And then finally one night, waking in a fit of despair, Constance angrily commanded herself to feel better. Her face turned beet-red, her fists bunched into tight balls, and with all the fierceness she could muster (it happened to be no small amount) she said, “Forget it, Constance! Forget those men! Forget everything that’s happened! Forget it, forget it, forget it!”

And so she had, until this very moment.
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“I’m an orphan!” Constance declared joyfully, and an observer might have been shocked to see the enthusiasm with which her announcement was received. Everyone in the chamber leaped up, greeting Constance’s news with warm, happy smiles and heartfelt expressions of congratulation.

Constance was very excited and not a little out of sorts. She rattled away about her narrow escape, walking up and down as she did so, but from time to time she stopped, confused, to look around. In these moments she seemed unsure where she was. Then Mr. Benedict would gently speak her name, and Constance would look at him in surprise, then laugh and return to her narrative, often starting at the beginning.

“And then I just made myself forget!” she said, when at last she came to that part of the story. “I went back to sleep and never thought about that stuff again. How in the world did that happen?”

“A form of self-hypnosis,” said Mr. Benedict. “It is not unheard of, especially when motivation is sufficient. And of course your mind is most unusual—”

“I remember everything that happened after that, though,” Constance was saying, not having heard a word he said, “like reading the newspapers—I just kept reading them every day with the feeling that I was looking for something, but I didn’t know what I was looking for anymore! Bizarre! And then one day I read your advertisement, Mr. Benedict, and I thought, ‘Oh! That’s what I’m looking for! Special opportunities!’ ”

At this, Constance turned and walked straight toward the chamber door.

“Where are you going?” Kate asked as Rhonda made a subtle move to stand in the way.

Constance stopped and stared at Kate. “What? Oh!” She blushed and turned to Mr. Benedict with an expression of mild distress. “I thought I was leaving the library!”

Mr. Benedict smiled. “Some confusion between one’s recovered memory and one’s present reality is common. It will soon pass. In fact already you show signs of an unusually rapid—”

But Constance had moved on. “My parents were just ordinary people!” she cried. “I’d like to find out more about them—”

“We’ll help you,” said Number Two and Mr. Benedict at the same time.

“—but for now I’m just happy to know where I came from. Other than the public library, I mean. That nasty Mr. Pressius—I can’t wait to rub his nose in it! Wait till we show him the real papers! Oh please, Mr. Benedict, you have to let me be there when he sees them!”

Reynie noticed a troubled look flicker across Mr. Benedict’s face, but Constance noticed nothing of the sort, and she went on about the papers at some length—how they would make everything right again, and Mr. Benedict could finally adopt her, and it would be perfectly legal and real and official—until Sticky interrupted her.

“You left that part out before,” Sticky said. “Are you saying you know where those records are? The ones in the folder?”

“Of course, silly!” Constance laughed. “I hid the folder in a book!”

“Well, that’s terrific!” Sticky replied. “So where is the book? I mean, did you bring it with you or—?”

“Sticky,” said Mr. Benedict quickly.

But already Constance was saying, “It’s at the library, where else?” and Sticky’s expression changed from excitement to horror.

“But that library burned! It was in the newspapers! I thought you knew! I thought you must have… must have…” Sticky fell silent, realizing what he’d done. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to wish back his words.

“But… but without those papers…” Constance said, her voice trembling.

“Constance,” said Mr. Benedict, “I promise you—”

But Constance did not stay to hear Mr. Benedict’s promise. With a despairing wail she turned and ran to the door. Rhonda would have stopped her if Mr. Benedict had not tried to do so himself. Unfortunately, at the sight of Constance’s anguished face Mr. Benedict had fallen asleep in mid-stride, and it was all Rhonda could do to catch him. In fact she and Number Two—who leaped in from the other direction—suffered cruel blows as their heads collided, and Kate found herself struggling to support the dazed young women as they in turn supported Mr. Benedict.

Sticky, his eyes still tightly closed, saw none of this. But hearing a sound rather like two coconuts knocking together, followed by moans from Rhonda and Number Two, he opened his eyes to find everyone toppling slowly to the floor. Everyone but Constance, who had unlocked the door and fled the room, and Reynie, who had gone after her.

“I’m so sorry!” Sticky cried. “It was an accident!”

Kate groaned. She had managed to prevent the adults from falling quite so hard as they might have, but even so they were all tangled and jumbled, and lying with her back arched across her bucket she was in considerable discomfort.

“You’re not to blame,” said Rhonda through gritted teeth. A bump was rising on her forehead. “We should have warned you to keep quiet about that.”

“Rhonda’s right,” said Number Two. “But who could have guessed Constance had those records with her at the library?” She struggled to her knees and began patting Mr. Benedict’s arm, trying to wake him. “We knew the Ten Men had burned it down, of course, but—”

“What?” said Sticky and Kate together.

“Oh yes,” said Rhonda. “You didn’t think it was a coincidence, did you?”

Sticky frowned. “The newspapers said the cause was unknown.”

“To most people it was unknown,” said Number Two. “Not to us.” She was still absently patting Mr. Benedict’s arm although he had opened his eyes now and was blinking up at her. “Somehow those Ten Men—at that time they were called Recruiters, of course—discovered that Constance had been at the library. Most likely one of their informants saw her come out, because it was on that very day that the brutes showed up and threatened the librarians. Who told them nothing, incidentally.”

“The same thing happened in Holland,” Kate reflected. “You’d think these guys would learn their lesson—librarians know how to keep quiet.”

“It helps to ask politely,” said Mr. Benedict (startling Number Two in mid-pat). He sat up, his expression melancholy but his voice determinedly even. “And in this case the librarians had little to tell. They had seen Constance on occasion but had no idea she was living in the building.”

“The Recruiters ransacked the library,” said Rhonda, “then set it on fire to cover their tracks. And I’m sure you know what happened to the librarians.”

“The Recruiters kidnapped them,” said Sticky grimly.

“And Mr. Curtain brainswept them,” said Kate, equally grim.

“A common fate,” said Mr. Benedict, “of anyone my brother found inconvenient. I’m pleased to say they’re better now, though; their memories were restored in this very room. At the time, of course, the librarians were not even thought to be missing—that being one of the Whisperer’s pernicious effects—but we always followed such matters closely. By nightfall Milligan was on Constance’s trail.”

“Which led him straight back here to Stonetown, right?” said Kate. “Because she came to take your tests.”

Mr. Benedict tapped his nose. “And we all met her the day after that. Presumably she stopped reading newspapers once she left the library and so never heard about the fire. I saw no reason to mention it.” He held up his hand, anticipating Sticky’s response. “Put your mind at rest, Sticky. I would have told her soon regardless. There’s more to the story, you see, and had Constance not been in such a volatile state of mind, perhaps she would have stayed to hear the details.”

Sticky perked up. “What details?”

“Not all the books were lost,” said Rhonda. “A few were salvaged by a librarian who had managed to hide from the Recruiters in a storage room.”

“Constance’s storage room!” Kate exclaimed.

“Most likely,” said Rhonda. “When this librarian smelled smoke she began loading boxes of books onto a cart, and as soon as she knew the Recruiters were gone she fled the building—taking the cart with her. It was from her that we learned all these details.”

“We made sure none of this was reported to the newspapers,” Number Two said. “Otherwise the Recruiters would have returned to finish their job. We helped the librarian go into hiding, and we took the books for safekeeping.”

“You mean the books are here?” cried Kate.

“In your house?” cried Sticky.

“In the attic,” said Number Two. “Four boxes of them.”

“They must be awfully overdue,” Kate said.

Mr. Benedict, his eyes still melancholy, laughed nonetheless. “We intended to return them when the library was rebuilt, but construction has been delayed due to lack of funds. At any rate, if Constance’s papers are not among these books, we can assume they were destroyed in the fire. In either case I shall know the best way to proceed. Constance has nothing to worry about. In fact she should be encouraged.”

“Wouldn’t you like to go tell her that, Mr. Benedict?” asked Rhonda. “You’re clearly worried about her.”

“I had better not,” said Mr. Benedict, with a wave to acknowledge Rhonda’s concern. “I suspect she has locked herself into her room, in which case she won’t let me in for some time, and at the moment I haven’t any to spare. It’s also possible that Reynie is with her—I assume that’s where he’s run off to—which would be for the best. She’s unlikely to listen to me right now, but she may respond to him.”

“Speaking of which,” Kate said, for just then Reynie stepped back into the chamber.

“She wouldn’t open the door,” Reynie said, after confirming that Constance had indeed locked herself into her room. “I’m not even sure she could hear me knocking. She was sobbing pretty loudly and throwing things around.”

Mr. Benedict received this news with a somber nod. But then he drew himself up and said briskly, “Well, we must remind ourselves that she is going to be fine. The disorienting effects of her session will soon fade, and there is nothing but good news for her ahead. I will let your friends tell you what I mean by this, Reynie, for now”—he was checking his pocket watch—“yes, even now Mr. Pressius is on his way back here, and I must be calm and focused when I deal with him.”
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“Calm and focused” was what Reynie, Sticky, and Kate agreed they must be, too. After a quick discussion about the best way to handle things, the three of them hurried back to the girls’ room only to discover that Constance was no longer there.

“She knew we’d come,” Reynie surmised, looking around. “I guess she really wants to be alone.”

Constance had thrown an impressive tantrum—the floor was such a mess there was hardly room to step—and Kate, clicking her tongue, right away set about straightening up. “Maybe we should give her a little time and then go look for her,” she said as she returned pillows to beds and clothes to hangers. “What do you boys think?”

The boys readily agreed. Though no one wished to admit it aloud, the truth was they were all relieved, for in her current state Constance would have been close to unbearable. Half-guilty and half-glad, the three of them settled onto the rug, which Kate had tidied with typical frenzied speed.

“I think I’ve figured something out,” said Reynie. “Something about S.Q. and Mr. Curtain.”

Sticky and Kate listened intently as Reynie reminded them what Constance had said in the chamber. Neither of them had noticed the look in Mr. Benedict’s eye or given any thought to his interest in Constance’s comment about S.Q. Pedalian. Kate (who disliked waiting) had been wondering how long the session would last, and Sticky had been secretly wishing he were somewhere else, for just being in the same room with the Whisperer made his head sweat.

“Suddenly it all made sense to me,” Reynie said now, his voice an excited whisper. “Jackson and Jillson said S.Q. got extra sessions in the Whisperer, right? They thought he was getting rewarded for his loyalty, but I think Mr. Curtain was burying some of his memories!”

“So that’s what made him seem so dimwitted?” Kate said.

“Well, my guess is he wasn’t the sharpest file in the drawer to begin with,” Reynie said, “but I’ll bet a lot of his confusion came from losing memories all the time. If we kept losing memories, I imagine we’d be mixed-up, too.”

“But why would Mr. Curtain go to so much trouble?” Sticky wondered. “What was it he wanted S.Q. to forget? To keep forgetting?”

“Think about the riddle Mr. Benedict gave us,” said Reynie.

Sticky looked puzzled. “Mr. Curtain wanted S.Q. to forget ‘love’?”

“Um… no,” Reynie said. “But love is the reason Mr. Curtain went to so much trouble.”

“Okay, you just lost me,” said Kate. “First of all, I still have a hard time believing Mr. Curtain loves anything but control. But if he does love S.Q., why would he do something so awful to him?”

“To keep his loyalty,” Reynie replied. “Can you think of anyone else as dedicated to him? The Ten Men follow Mr. Curtain for money, the Executives did it mostly for power, but S.Q. seems genuinely to admire him. He does whatever Mr. Curtain wants, sticks with him despite miserable treatment—he’s as loyal as anyone could possibly be. And why? We’ve seen it ourselves. He thinks Mr. Curtain is trying to do good.”

“I never could understand how he managed to believe that,” Sticky said, “despite all evidence to the contrary. But I suppose if Mr. Curtain kept removing his memories of that evidence…”

“Exactly,” said Reynie, “and I think there’s even more to it than that. The Whisperer can also suppress your greatest fears, right?”

“Right,” said Sticky. “So?”

“So S.Q. was an orphan when he got to the Institute,” Reynie said, “and Mr. Curtain was the closest thing to a father that he had.” He shrugged. “S.Q. wanted to believe good things about him.”

“You mean S.Q.’s greatest fear—?”

“Is the truth,” said Reynie. “The truth about Mr. Curtain.”
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For a while the three of them, in growing excitement, discussed the implications of this new idea. Without the Whisperer at his disposal, Mr. Curtain had been unable to continue S.Q.’s sessions. Wasn’t it likely, then, that S.Q. would find it harder and harder to avoid the truth? Hadn’t they already seen some evidence of that during their last encounter with him? True, Mr. Benedict had been compelled to trick S.Q. in order to save the children, and this was surely a setback—but wouldn’t S.Q. eventually see that he was wasting his admiration on the wrong twin? That it was Mr. Benedict who was good and Mr. Curtain who cared about no one but himself? And when that moment arrived, might not S.Q. Pedalian prove to be the chink in Mr. Curtain’s armor?

“No wonder Mr. Benedict took such an interest in what Jackson and Jillson said,” Sticky reflected, “even though Mr. Gaines and his crowd didn’t think much of it.”

“I wonder if Mr. Curtain knows,” Kate mused. She was staring off at nothing in particular, absently retying her ponytail as her right foot jiggled with pent-up energy. Or perhaps it was her left foot—her legs were so twisted up it was difficult to tell.

“Knows what?” Reynie asked.

“Hmm?” Kate saw the boys looking at her expectantly. “Oh, I was just wondering if Mr. Curtain realizes he cares so much about S.Q.’s opinion. Or if he gives himself some excuse for going to all that trouble, when it would have been so much easier to just brainsweep S.Q. and get rid of him. Mr. Curtain wouldn’t like to think himself weak, you know.”

“Good question,” Reynie said.

“Well, I wouldn’t like to say I sympathize with him,” Kate said, “but for a long time I refused to believe I needed anyone myself—and I’m not an egomaniac madman like Mr. Curtain. I’m sure he’s capable of—”

As if to affirm just exactly what Mr. Curtain was capable of, at that moment the angry, shouting voice of Mr. Pressius came in through the window. They jumped up and ran to look out.

Mr. Pressius stood at the closed gate, gesticulating wildly, his face inches away from Mr. Benedict’s own. On the sidewalk around him, and even spilling into the street, were at least a dozen police officers, as well as a handful of government agents in suits and sunglasses. Mr. Benedict stood calmly in the courtyard, his hands resting atop the iron gate. Behind him stood Milligan and Ms. Plugg, observing the exchange with close attention.

“What do you mean I need more signatures?” Mr. Pressius roared. “Whose signatures could I possibly need? I have a court order! Right here!” He shook a piece of paper in Mr. Benedict’s face.

A government agent stepped forward and spoke in Mr. Pressius’s ear.

“But that’s preposterous!” Mr. Pressius cried, turning on the agent. “My daughter is being held captive by this very man before you! And you mean to say I need an entire committee’s permission to go in and get her? Or else I need his? This criminal? That’s outrageous! You told me—” The agent quickly spoke into his ear again, and Mr. Pressius, furiously rattling the gate, shouted, “But why didn’t you say anything about this when I asked you? What kind of bureaucratic nonsense is this, with you fools and your top-secret—”

Suddenly Milligan’s voice rang out. He spoke quite clearly and calmly even though he had to shout to be heard over Mr. Pressius’s ranting. “Mr. Shields,” he bellowed to the agent standing beside Mr. Pressius, “you know your orders. Any person who disregards protocol and jeopardizes the project by publicly revealing—”

Even before Milligan had finishing speaking, Mr. Shields had clapped one hand over Mr. Pressius’s mouth and another firmly on his shoulder. The astonished Mr. Pressius’s eyes grew huge, and he was too flummoxed to resist as the agent wheeled him about and marched him toward a car at the curb. A few uncertain police officers made as if to intervene, but another agent, flashing her badge, indicated that they were free to let the disagreeable man be taken away. The officers relaxed and smiled, obviously relieved. They had a brief, hushed conversation with the agents there on the sidewalk, then a quick word with Ms. Plugg at the gate (Mr. Benedict and Milligan had already gone inside), and then everyone shook hands all around. A minute later the sidewalk was empty.

Reynie, Sticky, and Kate, who had witnessed the entire scene, were fairly breathless from cheering and laughing and talking at once.

“Mr. Benedict knew he couldn’t take her! He knew it all along!”

“But Mr. Pressius had no idea! Did you see his face?”

“He sure isn’t used to being contradicted, is he? That would have taken a lot longer if he hadn’t blown his top.”

“I’ll bet that’s what Mr. Benedict was counting on!”

And then all together when the last police officer had ambled away: “Let’s go tell Constance!”

They felt sure Constance would be cheered by the story of Mr. Pressius’s defeat—perhaps she’d even seen it herself—but first they’d have to find her. After a quick search of the third floor they hurried down to the dining room, where Mrs. Washington and Miss Perumal were at the window discussing the incident.

“—a relief,” Mrs. Washington was saying to Miss Perumal. “He’d brought so many with him, after all, and at first I thought they would bash in the front door and storm the house!”

“I had the same thought,” Miss Perumal admitted. “I felt sure it would come out all right, but perhaps not without a nasty hullaballoo.” She turned as the children came into the room. “Hello, you three! Everyone fine? I assume you watched the proceedings just now.”

“Yes, and we’re looking for Constance,” Reynie said. “Have you seen her, Amma?”

“Not since she went outside,” said Miss Perumal—she checked her wristwatch—“almost an hour ago. Has she not come back in?”

“We haven’t seen her,” said Reynie. His heart, for no reason he could make out, had begun to speed up. “You gave her permission?”

“Certainly,” said Miss Perumal. “Rhonda had told me she was excused from lessons, and it’s finally nice out. She wanted to kick a ball in the backyard, and I—”

“Which guard is posted back there today?” Reynie asked, his heart beating even faster now.

“Mr. Bane. Why, what’s the matter, Reynie? You look upset. In fact, you all do.”

Reynie didn’t take time to respond. He turned and dashed to the stairs, his friends close on his heels. Kate, in fact, was about to leap past him—but then they saw Mr. Bane himself appear at the bottom of the stairs. They froze, staring, wondering what to do. Their thoughts were a wild jumble, and no one was thinking exactly the same thing, yet all of them—not two seconds before—had felt sure that Mr. Bane had done something wicked. Now here he stood.

“Um,” Kate said hesitantly as the man started up toward them, “Mr. Bane? Have you seen Constance?”

“Move aside,” said Mr. Bane, brushing past them none too gently. The children looked at one another in confusion, then turned and followed him. He strode briskly down the hall and knocked on the door of Mr. Benedict’s study. “We have a problem,” he said when the door swung open. “Constance Contraire has left the premises.”
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Mr. Benedict was only asleep for a minute. Milligan never even let him touch the floor, but held him sagging in his arms while Rhonda dashed off to alert Number Two. Then like a suddenly animated marionette Mr. Benedict stiffened and sprang forward to stand on his own. He had scarcely opened his eyes before he began interrogating Mr. Bane, whose answers were simple enough:

After kicking the ball around the yard awhile—presumably to throw off suspicion—Constance had “accidentally” sent it rolling under the hedge, and complaining bitterly about the mud and wet grass she had wriggled under the hedge to retrieve it. When she didn’t emerge, Mr. Bane had called for her to come out. He had called several times, had thought she was being stubborn. She was known for being stubborn, wasn’t she? It had never occurred to him that her size allowed her to do what most people could not—squeeze between the palings of the iron fence beyond the hedge—or that she would ever choose to do such a thing. Why would she wish to leave the safety of the yard?

“When was this?” Mr. Benedict said curtly. He was in the hall now, headed for the dining room with Mr. Bane hurrying along beside him and the three children following behind. (Milligan, after a rapid, whispered exchange with Mr. Benedict, had already left.)

“I came up here the moment I realized she was gone,” said Mr. Bane.

“No, when did she first go under the hedge?” Mr. Benedict stopped outside the dining room and fixed the man with a piercing gaze. “Be sure of what you say, Mr. Bane. I see from your muddy knees that you did indeed kneel to look beneath the hedge, and yet I can tell you are choosing your words carefully. Now you had better leave off any excuses and tell me the exact truth whether you like it or not. How long did you wait before you went to check? Five minutes? Ten?”

Mr. Bane swallowed. He looked defiantly at Mr. Benedict, but only for a moment. Then he looked away. “About ten minutes, yes.”

Mr. Benedict stared at him, assessing his words. “Unfortunately, I believe you. You’ll notice, Mr. Bane, that I do not ask how loudly you called for Constance to come out. At the moment I have no time to watch you squirm and protest. You were negligent, and I—” Here Mr. Benedict hesitated. He took a breath, glanced probingly at the children, and in a slightly less cold tone said, “I should like to think that you’re sorry for it.”

Mr. Bane looked up, his jaw twitching. He coughed into his fist. “I am, of course. Very sorry indeed.” He did not look at all sorry, Reynie thought, but he did look as though he were trying to.

“You’ve done good work until now,” said Mr. Benedict stiffly. “I shall bear that in mind when I speak with your superiors.”

“Thank you,” said Mr. Bane in a flat tone.

Mr. Benedict nodded. “And now, if you will please inform Ms. Plugg what has occurred, I shall take a moment to speak with my friends.”

Mr. Bane stalked off, and Mr. Benedict—after listening for the man’s footsteps on the stairs—led the children into the dining room. According to some privately understood arrangement, Number Two and Rhonda had assembled everyone in the house (not including the guards), and they all stood close together, talking agitatedly. On every face was an expression of deepest concern. Miss Perumal and her mother drew Reynie close as soon as they saw him; the Washingtons did likewise to Sticky. Moocho Brazos beckoned Kate over and stood with one huge hand resting protectively on her shoulder. Mr. Benedict raised his hands for attention, and everyone immediately fell silent.

“You know what has happened,” Mr. Benedict said, his words quiet and quick. “Constance has run away and is now in danger. Milligan is contacting his sentries and will notify those authorities we can trust, but I intend to begin a search right away. There is not a moment to lose.” He gestured toward the dining room table, where Number Two and Rhonda were already spreading a large map. “We shall designate different sectors to any of you willing to help search. I must remind you that anyone who leaves the house runs a risk.” He paused to let his words sink in. “Now please forgive my directness, but there’s no time for delicacy. Who will help?”

Every hand in the room went up, including the children’s.

“Thank you all,” said Mr. Benedict. “You children, of course, must remain here in the guarded house.” (The other adults nodded firmly at this, and the children lowered their hands, knowing this was no time for argument.) “The rest of us will be divided into search parties as follows: Miss Perumal, Moocho Brazos, and Mr. Washington will go with Number Two—you’ll be afoot. Mrs. Perumal, Mrs. Washington, and I will accompany Rhonda in the station wagon.”

The adults gathered around the table, where Mr. Benedict, a pencil in each hand, swiftly marked perimeters on the map as Number Two and Rhonda explained their search strategy. Reynie, Sticky, and Kate watched helplessly from across the room.

“Why do you think he put my parents on different teams?” Sticky murmured.

“For the same reason he separated Amma and Pati,” Reynie said grimly. “If something bad happens to one of them, we’ll still have one guardian left.”

Sticky’s eyes widened. He cast a worried look toward his parents.

“They’ll be fine,” Kate said reassuringly. “I’ll bet Mr. Benedict knew they would worry about that, so he just took care of the problem up front. That doesn’t mean he’s really worried himself.”

Sticky nodded, half-convinced, but his fingers twitched maddeningly nonetheless, and this time he couldn’t resist giving his spectacles a polish.

A final flurry of instructions at the table; the group broke up. The children were hugged and kissed and their shoulders were squeezed, and two minutes later they were alone.

Never had the house felt so empty. The three of them stood at the dining room window, looking down into the courtyard and the street beyond. Any minute, they said to themselves, they would see Constance come back through the gate and demand petulantly that Ms. Plugg let her into the house. Or the station wagon would pull up with Constance in back, arms huffily crossed. But after twenty minutes of staring they had seen only the occasional pedestrian or car, and Ms. Plugg in the courtyard pacing to and fro and speaking into her radio. Meanwhile the shadows were lengthening. It would soon be dusk.

Finally Sticky suggested they go up to his and Reynie’s room and look out the back. “At least it would be a change,” he said, and with gloomy nods they headed to the third floor. Their footsteps sounded unusually loud on the stairs, for the house was unnaturally quiet.

As Reynie and Sticky stood at their window looking down into the backyard (where Mr. Bane, like Ms. Plugg, was pacing and speaking into his radio), Kate busied herself by straightening their room. The boys’ room was not exactly a shambles, but compared to hers it was a disaster, with sloppily made bunk beds, socks on the floor, and every inch of the desk’s surface covered with newspapers, books, writing tablets, and whatever came out of their pockets at the end of each day. Kate felt grateful for the mess; she had desperately wanted something to do. The boys, for their part, were glad that her bustling about covered up their strained silence. Everyone was extremely upset and trying not to show it.

“I wonder which direction she went,” Sticky said at last. He pointed to the lane beyond the hedge-lined fence. “Either way, the hedge would have hidden her from Mr. Bane.”

“I’m not sure that mattered,” said Reynie. “Didn’t you get the feeling Mr. Bane knew what she was up to? And let her do it?”

“I sure suspected him of something,” said Kate, using her Swiss Army knife tweezers to pick up dirty socks and toss them into a hamper. “I didn’t know what, though.”

“I did, too,” said Sticky, “but then Mr. Benedict mentioned his muddy knees. So obviously Mr. Bane went to the trouble to look for her, right? I don’t like him, but if Mr. Benedict, of all people, is willing to drop his suspicions…”

“The muddy knees were a cover-up!” Reynie said, barely keeping the frustration out of his voice. He felt ready to lash out at the least thing. “Don’t you see? Mr. Bane handled it all so slyly. He knew Mr. Benedict would notice his knees, so he didn’t bother pointing them out himself—that would have seemed too obvious.” He shook his head. “And I don’t believe Mr. Benedict dropped his suspicions. He only pretended to. Did you see the way he glanced at us? Something’s not right.”

Reynie found he was clenching the edge of the windowsill so hard his fingers hurt. He loosened his grip and kept gazing into the backyard, avoiding Sticky’s eyes. He felt sure that eye contact with his friend would cause him to shout angrily or burst into tears—he wasn’t sure which. He suddenly realized he was terribly hot, and tearing his jacket off he fairly ruined the zipper.

“You’re right,” said Sticky after a pause. There was a tremor in his voice, and he was steadfastly avoiding Reynie’s gaze as well.

“Of course he is,” said Kate from the top bunk, where she’d been smoothing wrinkles from the covers. She vaulted the rail, twisted in the air, and dropped catlike to the floor. She was moving lightly and nimbly as ever, as if she hadn’t a care in the world, but this was simply how Kate always moved. Her voice was grave as could be. “Do you think Mr. Bane lied about her running off, then? You don’t think someone took her, do you? Mr. Benedict didn’t seem to think so. He organized the search parties, after all.”

“No, I think Mr. Bane was telling the truth—at least about those basic details—and I could tell Mr. Benedict believed him, too.” Reynie glanced down at the pacing figure of Mr. Bane, now chafing his hands against the evening chill, and then turned from the window with a feeling of revulsion. “I’m pretty sure she ran away. She was really upset and mixed-up. In fact, come to think of it, this business with Mr. Pressius must have felt an awful lot like her recovered memory.”

“Hey, that’s true,” said Sticky. “Some odious man working for Mr. Curtain intends to take her away? It’s very similar. But this time she had friends. She had us. So wouldn’t you think—”

“Maybe she left a note!” Reynie cried, and he ran to the desk, which Kate had just begun to organize. Already the pens and pencils had been gathered into a cup, the newspapers folded and stacked. “You’re right,” he said as he rifled through papers, “she does have friends this time, and maybe, just maybe…”

“I didn’t see one,” said Kate, wishing she had. “But you should double-check to be sure.”

Reynie did, and then Sticky did, too. There was no note. Still, the possibility lingered, and they decided to search the house—starting with the girls’ room, even though Kate hadn’t seen a note when she was tidying the room. This time they rummaged through Constance’s chest of drawers. But though they found lots of candy wrappers, four or five moldy muffin bottoms, and several reams of poetry (Sticky read through all of it in two minutes), there was no note.

Kate searched the closet. Hardly had she begun before she slapped her forehead and groaned. “Why didn’t I notice this before? Her old red raincoat’s gone! And her boots! She didn’t just throw a tantrum, she was getting ready to run away! If I’d realized that, we might have stopped her in time…” She fell silent, looking bitterly at an empty clothes hanger in her hand.

“Don’t blame yourself,” Reynie said. “We weren’t looking for clues, remember? We had no idea she was planning to leave.”

“You’d have noticed it. Even if we weren’t looking for clues.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” said Reynie. “But we do different things, right? Isn’t that why we’re a team?”

“I suppose,” said Kate, then forced a thin smile and said, “I mean yes. Anyway, let’s drop it. I’m just upset by this whole business, and standing here isn’t going to make it better. Let’s look for the note.”

There was no note to be found, however. They searched all the likely places, and some unlikely ones too, casting about for telltale scraps of paper. They searched for two hours and more. But there was nothing.

Nor was there any sign of the search parties, and it was long past dinnertime. Taking apples from the pantry, they bypassed the dining room (its empty table seemed strangely mocking to them now) and went back upstairs to eat them, hoping the boys’ bedroom would feel cozy enough to ward off the atmosphere of emptiness.

A vain hope, as it turned out: Reynie could not help but think of all the empty space in the house beneath him. For some reason he imagined himself high in the crow’s nest of a ship, far above a treacherous sea. It was a lonely, scary, unnerving feeling, so much so that he had difficulty swallowing even the smallest bites of apple. And he had only managed two or three of these when the scary feeling got much worse—for suddenly, without warning, the lights went out.

Reynie heard the metallic twang of Kate releasing the hidden catch on her bucket’s flip-top. An instant later her flashlight beam swept across the room, falling first on Sticky’s face (rigid with fear) and then his own. He squinted and shielded his eyes.

“You boys okay?” Kate said, already moving toward the window.

“The… the last time…,” Sticky began. His voice faltered.

“I know,” said Reynie. How could any of them have forgotten the last time the lights went out? Two of Mr. Curtain’s men had broken into the house, looking for children to kidnap. The only thing that had stopped them was Milligan. And this time Milligan wasn’t here.

“It isn’t just our house,” Kate announced. “The whole street has lost power.”

“That seems good,” said Sticky hopefully. “Right? There’s just a line down, or else a problem with the neighborhood grid.”

The boys joined Kate at the window. Sure enough, the windows in all the nearby houses were dark. In some of them figures could be seen passing back and forth with lamps and flashlights.

“It seems darker than you’d expect,” Sticky said.

Reynie was gazing at the sky, where the night’s first stars twinkled more brightly than any other time he could recall—at least in the city—and with a sinking feeling in his belly he realized why. He pressed his face to the glass and peered toward downtown. “It isn’t just our neighborhood. It’s Stonetown.”

“The whole city?” cried Sticky. “The whole… the whole…” In his mind’s eye he saw darkness spreading out in all directions, impenetrable black ink spilling from an infinite inkwell.

“Look downtown,” Reynie said. “Normally you can see the tops of some buildings from here.”

Sticky couldn’t bring himself to look, but Kate saw that Reynie was right. Where there should have been lights shining from the top stories of Stonetown’s taller buildings, now there was only blackness.

In the distance a siren wailed; some of the neighborhood dogs began to howl along. Then they heard Mr. Bane and Ms. Plugg shouting back and forth to each other from opposite sides of the house. Mr. Bane, standing on the back steps, was saying something about his radio, which appeared to have stopped working. Ms. Plugg shouted back that hers was out, too.

“Their radios are out?” Sticky said. “Oh no, this isn’t normal. This isn’t right.”

They looked gravely at one another.

“I can’t hear you!” Mr. Bane shouted, and they watched him trot around to the front of the house.

No sooner had he rounded the corner than Reynie noticed something in the lane. A large, shadowy mass, darker than the darkness through which it moved. The shadow moved smoothly down the lane the way a car might, but it was much larger than a car. And unlike a car, it made absolutely no sound.

“Kate!” Reynie hissed. “Do you—?”

“I see it!” Kate pointed her flashlight out through the darkness. By the time it reached into the lane the beam was wide and diffuse, but there was no mistaking the familiar shape it fell upon.

Sticky’s breath escaped him with an audible whoosh. He reached for Reynie’s arm only to find Reynie grabbing for his.

“Not good,” said Kate.

The Salamander was crowded with Ten Men.

As they fled the room Reynie kept seeing the terrifying image in his mind’s eye: the elegant men with their briefcases, standing in the armored vehicle like business executives on a commuter train.

“Head for the front door!” Kate said, slapping her flashlight into Sticky’s hand. “I’ll warn the chamber guards!”

The boys didn’t even think to argue. Stumbling and tripping in their panic, the flashlight beam skidding wildly across walls, ceilings, the floor again, they raced down the stairs, flight after flight. From above they heard Kate shouting her warning to the chamber guards (they were taken aback and she had to repeat herself twice), and then as they descended the final flight of stairs they felt a body rushing past them in the darkness—Kate sliding down the banister. She had her penlight clenched between her teeth; by the time the boys reached the bottom she was directing it at the alarm keypad by the front door.

The warning light was off. Kate’s fingers flew across the keys anyway, but there were no familiar chirping sounds. “Alarm’s out,” she said, speaking around the penlight.

No alarm, no radios, no power. No help.

The door flew open and Ms. Plugg filled the doorway. “What’s going on? I heard shouts!”

“Bad men in the lane!” Sticky gasped. “Very bad men!”

Ms. Plugg’s face hardened. “Get back inside and lock the door. We’ll—”

But Kate and the boys surprised her by hurrying down the front steps, at the bottom of which stood Mr. Bane, looking completely out of sorts. He was anxiously running the zipper up and down on his jacket and staring all around. Ms. Plugg spun on them and barked, “I said get inside! It’s not safe! Mr. Bane, for heaven’s sake, grab them!”

Mr. Bane stopped his zippering, but he only blinked at Ms. Plugg as if he didn’t understand.

“It isn’t safe inside!” Reynie cried. “The whole thing’s a setup, Ms. Plugg! You should run, too! There’s no stopping them now!”

Ms. Plugg’s eyes widened as his words sank in. But she shook her head resolutely. “No… no, I can’t run. You three go. Find a place to hide. I’ll—”

“Quiet!” Kate hissed, and in the sudden silence they heard heavy footsteps coming from the side of the house, moving toward the front. A large man, running purposefully.

Before the others could even register what they were hearing, Kate had snatched her flashlight from Sticky’s hand and—narrowing her eyes, calculating carefully—flung it toward the corner of the house. The flashlight hurtled twenty yards through the air, spinning end over end, and arrived at the corner at exactly the same moment as the Ten Man. There was a loud crack, and with a sharp cry the man dropped his briefcase and staggered backward out of sight, clutching at his head.

“Now, Mr. Bane!” roared Ms. Plugg, leaping down the steps. “Follow me!”

The children bolted for the gate. As Kate threw it open Reynie glanced back to see Ms. Plugg disappearing around the side of the house. Mr. Bane stared after her, his hand still frozen to his zipper. Reynie looked away, trying not to think of what was about to happen. Against a Ten Man, even a stunned one, Ms. Plugg stood no chance.

“Where do we go now?” Kate said, turning in the dark street.

“The cellar,” Reynie panted, pointing to the little house across the street.

Kate was off like a shot, streaking across the yard to the cellar doors, sliding the metal bolt, and lifting open one of the doors just as the boys caught up. Sticky ducked down the cellar steps into blackness while Reynie paused long enough to make sure they weren’t being watched. The courtyard was empty now, but there were shouts and crashes in the house—

Then Kate shoved him roughly through the door and jumped in after him, pulling the door closed. Reynie stumbled down the steps, bumping into Sticky at the bottom, and the two boys went sprawling onto the cellar floor.

“Stop groaning,” Kate whispered as they picked themselves up. “I saw Crawlings and Garrotte coming out the front door.”

The boys stopped groaning. They had encountered these Ten Men before and could picture them easily—Garrotte a bearded man with a face like a bat, Crawlings strangely spidery, leering, a bald man missing an eyebrow. The thought of them here sent shivers through both boys.

Kate shone her penlight toward the steel door that led to the secret passage. “I don’t suppose there’s any chance that Milligan was careless…”

Fumbling his way through the blackness, Sticky tried the door. “No,” he said bleakly, “it’s locked.”

“Then we’d better hope they aren’t looking for us.”

Just then Garrotte’s voice rang out from a distance: “Which way did the chickies run? Did you see?”

“Oh, that’s really a shame,” whispered Kate, reaching into her bucket.

“Somewhere off in that direction,” replied Crawlings, followed by quick footsteps on pavement. The Ten Men were crossing the street. “It’s a pretty night for this, isn’t it? The stars are beautiful, and it’s so cool out. Feels like early spring.”

“It is early spring,” laughed Garrotte. “You can stop hibernating now, old fellow.”

The Ten Men’s voices, so unnervingly casual and relaxed, grew louder and more distinct as they walked into the yard.

Kate had the penlight in her mouth again; the boys could just see her face in the glow. She was squinting at the fastenings that held the sliding bolt to the wood, gauging the distances between them. Then she lifted something into the light—her magnet—and Reynie’s heart leaped as he realized what she was about to try.

With utmost concentration Kate placed the magnet against the cellar door. Then, like a thief cracking a safe, she pressed her ear to the flimsy wood as she slid the magnet up, then down… and then her eyebrows lifted. She’d heard what she wanted to hear. Steadily, carefully, ever so slowly, Kate slid the magnet along the wood.

They heard Crawlings again. “Look, Garrotte! A perfect hidey hole for scared little bunnies!”

Heavy footsteps, a disappointed grunt. “Almost perfect, my dear. You’ll notice the bolt is fastened from the outside.”

“Ah!”

“I suppose we should hurry back and help the others,” said Garrotte with a sigh. “A pity, though—he’d have been so pleased to have the urchins.”

“Think positively, Garrotte! His other plan may work. And perhaps we’ll find the fussy one before Benedict does! She’s the greatest catch, at any rate…”

The Ten Men’s voices faded as they withdrew.

“So they don’t have her yet,” Sticky whispered. “That’s something, at least.”

“But they’re looking for her,” Kate said. “And didn’t it sound like Mr. Curtain has some other plan for catching us?”

“It did,” said Reynie. “But you know the Whisperer’s being loaded into the Salamander at this very minute—the Whisperer and all its computers. So why would Mr. Curtain need us anymore? What would he need to bargain for?”

These and other unpleasant questions they considered for several minutes, sometimes whispering, sometimes sitting quietly in the dark. They dared not peek out of the cellar doors until they were sure the Ten Men had gone. After the initial sounds of conflict, no sound had come from the direction of Mr. Benedict’s house, but for all they knew the eerily silent Salamander was parked in the street.

“I never expected to see anything creepier than Mr. Curtain’s wheelchair rolling toward us without making any noise,” whispered Kate. “But the Salamander topped that and then some. It reminded me of an alligator gliding along through a swamp.”

“Obviously he’s improved his noise cancellation technology,” Sticky reflected. “And, of course, signal disruption in general.”

“Signal disruption?” said Kate.

“Oh yes,” said Sticky. “Knocking out Stonetown’s power is one thing—naturally he’d need spies in the right places, and probably a malicious computer program or two, but for Mr. Curtain it can’t have been all that hard. The communications, though? The fact that the guards’ radios failed? For that you need some awfully sophisticated technology, really high-power stuff.”

“That’s Mr. Curtain’s cup of tea,” said Reynie. “Energy, invisible signals, wave forms—”

“And creepiness,” Kate said. “And madman-iness…”

She went on like this, but Reynie heard none of it, for he was suddenly experiencing the most curious thing. All at once he had begun to feel strangely frightened—more frightened, that is, than he already was—as if there were some new threat in the darkness of which he’d previously been unaware. He felt his heartbeat quickening.

“Kate,” he breathed, interrupting her, “shine your penlight around the cellar, would you?”

His tone was unnerving and serious, and Kate quickly shone the light around in every direction. The cellar was empty.

“What’s the matter?” Kate asked, shutting the light off to spare the batteries.

“Nothing,” Reynie said, his heart still pounding. “Nothing, just a—a strange feeling.”

Even as he spoke, however, the sensation grew stranger still, and then out of nowhere a sequence of numbers and letters flashed into his mind: 133 N292. What in the world? Was this a memory? If so, of what? Some kind of code? Reynie shook his head, trying to clear it, but the sequence still hung there in his mind, unchanging, shining brightly as if lit by neon. Not since his sessions with the Whisperer had he experienced anything like it.

Oh no, Reynie thought, breaking into a cold sweat. Oh no, oh not the Whisperer.

He tried to calm himself, tried to think clearly. Surely it couldn’t be the Whisperer causing this. Mr. Curtain hadn’t appeared to be in the Salamander, so there was no one who could be operating it—not yet, anyway. No… no, it must be a memory, something important he noticed somewhere. But where? And why was it so important? Reynie began to calm down a bit as his mind set to work on the problem. The sequence seemed vaguely familiar now, but perhaps only because he was getting used to it.

“Reynie?” Sticky said. “Do you still have that feeling? You have me kind of spooked.”

Reynie didn’t have a chance to answer, for though none of them had heard approaching footsteps, a man’s voice suddenly spoke from so close by he might have been inside the cellar with them.

“Now don’t attack me when I open the doors, Kate,” the voice said, and Reynie thought he might faint with relief.

It was Milligan.
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The children emerged from the cellar into a night strobed by blue lights. A very young police officer stood beside his patrol car at the curb, trying in vain to use his radio. When the power went out, Milligan said, he’d shown his credentials to this officer and commandeered the car. He knew he needed to get back to the house at once, but he was on the far side of Stonetown, in the Quarryside neighborhood, and thanks to the non-functioning traffic lights the streets were completely snarled. Even using the patrol car’s blue lights and siren (not to mention sidewalks and front yards) it had taken him twenty minutes.

“Of course I shut off the siren when we got close,” Milligan said, “but stealth was beside the point—they’d already gone. I was just relieved to see they hadn’t taken you with them. Officer Williams, these are the children I told you about.”

The young officer lowered his radio with a trembling hand. He smiled weakly at the children, who could not help but notice his unnaturally pale face. “Pleased to… glad you’re… um…”

Milligan clapped him on the shoulder. “You should sit down, friend. You’re about to faint.”

The officer obliged by collapsing into his patrol car, and Milligan ushered the children through the front gate, saying, “I’m afraid my driving didn’t quite agree with him. Or perhaps it was my description of the Ten Men. I thought it only right that he know about them, since they might be here when we arrived.”

As Milligan led them around the side of the house, he related what he’d learned in the last few minutes. “There are the broken pieces of your flashlight, Kate,” he said, shining his own into the grass, “and that depression in the earth is where the man’s briefcase fell, and over here”—he passed the beam over a mutilated patch of ground—“is where Ms. Plugg grappled with the fellow for a full minute, at least. She was a wrestler in school, you know, an All-American. Obviously she sensed he was trying to get at his briefcase—you can see how he kept working his way toward it, but Ms. Plugg kept dragging him back.”

The children, who saw nothing of the sort, could only nod. Milligan led them on toward the back of the house. “In the end he got his handkerchief to her nose, and that put her right out. She’ll be fine, though—she’s tough as they come. Woke up when I got here and insisted on helping me, despite her grogginess and no doubt a raging headache. I sent her inside to check on the chamber guards. With luck they’ll have been dispatched quickly, with shock-watches and handkerchiefs. If the briefcases came into play I’ll need to administer first aid.”

“You haven’t been inside yet?” Kate asked.

Milligan arched an eyebrow. “I’ve only just arrived, Kate. It may surprise you to learn that you were my top priority.”

They entered the backyard, where the deep tracks of the Salamander’s treads ran right up to the back steps. Across the yard the demolished iron fence lay flat upon the crushed hedge, whose branches poked up through the fence palings, twitching and springing. The children had the disconcerting impression of a hapless creature pinned by a great weight, and as they told Milligan what they’d seen, the rustling sounds and jerky movements of the branches in the darkness kept causing them to jump and stare.

“Noise cancellation for the Salamander?” Milligan frowned, bemused. “I hate to say it, but that was a brilliant stroke. In the darkness, with no lights and no sound—it was perfect for a sneak attack, perfect for getting away on the river.”

“The river?” Kate said.

“The Salamander is amphibious, after all, and Stonetown River is just blocks away. Dark alleys and lots were all that lay between them and escape. And a security fence or two, but the Salamander is no respecter of fences, as you can see.”

A window opened above them, and Ms. Plugg called down that the chamber guards were all right—just frazzled from the shock-watches—but she hadn’t seen Mr. Bane.

“What a surprise,” Sticky muttered.

“There’s something else,” Ms. Plugg added, in a deeply troubled tone. “Oh, I can hardly bear to…” The poor woman’s face, framed by the window, was the very picture of shame. “That chair is destroyed! The special chair in the chamber! I’m so sorry, Milligan. What an utter failure we were…” She withdrew from the window, unwilling to hear any words of forgiveness or comfort Milligan might offer.

Baffled, Milligan looked back at the children. “Destroyed? They destroyed the Whisperer?”

The children were just as baffled as he was. They’d assumed that the Whisperer had been stolen—that even now the Salamander, laden with the Whisperer and its computers, was headed downriver to Stonetown Harbor, or else upriver to some unknown landing, to be delivered once again into the waiting hands of Mr. Curtain.

“I’d love to believe it,” Reynie said, shaking his head. “I really would—but I don’t.”

“Come with me,” Milligan said, and they followed him into the house and down the hidden stairway into the basement, where his flashlight beam illuminated a jumbled mess of blackened, mangled, half-melted computers.

Kate whistled in amazement. “They burned them? That makes no sense! Why wouldn’t he just take them?”

“He did,” Reynie said.

“But the computers—”

“These aren’t the Whisperer’s computers. If they were, we’d be coughing like crazy.”

“Of course!” Kate cried, sniffing the air. “No smoke!”

“So it’s some kind of setup,” Sticky said. “But why would Mr. Curtain do it this way?”

Milligan grunted. “To convince the authorities that the Whisperer no longer exists—that it no longer poses a threat.”

“No, I realize that,” Sticky said. “What I mean is, why did Mr. Curtain do such a bad job of it? If we can tell those computers weren’t destroyed here tonight, everyone else can, too.”

Reynie groaned and put his hands to his head. “Who was the only person with regular access to the Whisperer? Who was the one about to lose control of it?”

“Mr. Benedict,” Sticky whispered, as if he didn’t want anyone to hear.

Reynie started to pace, found no room for it, and dropped onto the bottom stair. “So it was all arranged from the beginning,” he muttered angrily. “The only person who could say for sure that these aren’t the Whisperer’s computers is Mr. Benedict, but he’ll be suspected of sabotaging them—out of spite, I suppose, unless they come up with some other ludicrous reason. They won’t trust anything he says. The truth will disappear right along with the Whisperer.”

“But the Ten Men!” Kate said.

Milligan shook his head. “Thugs with a personal vendetta against Mr. Benedict and me. Not necessarily thieves. That’s how it will be portrayed. They’ll say Mr. Benedict seized upon this attack as an excuse, as a cover for something he did himself. They may even suggest he arranged it.” He knelt down and gathered the children close to him. “Listen, this is all about to get a great deal more complicated, and I’ll need you to do exactly as I say. Can you do that?” With a smile he added, “For once?”

They nodded. Milligan pursed his lips and looked at them askance.

“We will,” Kate insisted.

“Thank you,” Milligan said. “All right. Mr. Benedict and the others will be getting back any minute now, and my sentries will arrive as a team, and no doubt Gaines and all his crew will come, too. This whole place will be bedlam, with listening ears all around you, and you must say nothing about any of this—not a word—unless you’re absolutely certain you’re alone with one of us.”

“Won’t we be questioned?” Reynie asked.

“You can say I ordered you not to speak to anyone. That will put them off for the time being,” said Milligan. As he spoke, they heard car doors slamming and familiar voices talking excitedly in the courtyard, and two sirens that had been keening in the distance began to grow louder. “You’ll need to be moved. There’s no help for it. My sentries and I have to track the Salamander if we can, so I can’t stay with you. Meanwhile Ten Men are still on the prowl for Constance, who may well lead them right back here—and I can’t leave enough sentries behind to protect you properly.”

“Won’t moving us be risky, too?” asked Kate, who would rather be near the action than shut away somewhere with no idea what was happening.

“Everything is risky now, I’m afraid, but the safest thing is to relocate you, and as soon as possible.”

“My parents—” Sticky began.

“They’ll agree with me. Anyway, I’ll be moving them, too. But we’ll all want you out of harm’s way first. Meanwhile, Kate, here is the key to the security door in the cellar—if we get caught off guard again, this time you’ll have a safer place to go.”

Milligan finished in a shout, for the sirens sounded from just outside now. And their stupendous blaring persisted for some time, which made the courtyard reunion between the children and the adults a frustrating ordeal of yelling and gesturing. Only Mrs. Perumal, who was hard of hearing, seemed unaffected by the clamor; she stood placidly by Reynie, patting him and nodding as everyone else plugged their ears and pulled their hair. Officers and agents gesticulated on all sides; neighborhood residents spilled into the street to gawk; and high overhead a much-agitated Madge wheeled and darted, her dreams of pigeon-hunting rudely disrupted.

Then, abruptly, the sirens were cut off, and the roaring voice of Mr. Gaines broke over the scene: “And where were you, Benedict? Tell me that!”

The shout came all the way from the backyard, where Mr. Benedict had gathered with several others to inspect the scene. His response was too quiet to hear, and the courtyard hubbub resumed, this time at a lower pitch. The Washingtons, the Perumals, and Moocho Brazos—who had not found Constance—were bombarding the children with expressions of concern and questions about what had happened. But the children, cleaving to Milligan’s instructions, fended the questions off until later, for the courtyard remained crowded with agents, officers, and dazed-looking house guards.

Rhonda appeared in the front doorway with a lantern. “Quickly now, everyone,” she said, beckoning the families inside. “We have new arrangements to make.”

The arrangements were discussed by lanternlight in the foyer, away from prying ears. In one hour, Rhonda said, an armored car would take Mr. Benedict and the children to the police station. The drivers could be trusted; they were top sentries, handpicked by Milligan. Once the children were safely deposited, the sentries would return for the adults.

“Why the police station?” Miss Perumal asked.

“Mr. Benedict has to go there anyway,” Rhonda said. “That much has been made clear to us. Resisting will only waste time, and we haven’t a second to spare. Nor can we spare more than two sentries to drive, or trust anyone but Milligan’s sentries to do it. The police station is reasonably secure and not very far. Even with the traffic jams we should have everyone there in a few hours.”

“What about Constance?” Reynie asked.

Rhonda rubbed her temples. “She wasn’t where he hoped to find her. Number Two and I will stay here in case she wanders back, and Milligan will organize a new search once he determines whether the Salamander can be tracked. He fears it can’t be done—not past the river—but he has to make an attempt while the trail is fresh. If there’s any chance at all…”

Here Rhonda checked herself, but it was clear enough to Reynie that she thought the situation desperate. She mustered a resolute smile, however, as she distributed flashlights and sent everyone off to pack overnight bags. “Bring only essentials,” she said, already hurrying out, “and meet back here in one hour.”

The children insisted they would be fine going upstairs alone, not least because they wanted to talk in private. As they mounted the dark staircase into the even deeper darkness above, they whispered about the dread they had heard in Rhonda’s voice. This wasn’t the best way to bolster one’s courage, it turned out, and before they were halfway up the stairs Reynie and Sticky were both longing to go back down. Even Kate felt a strange prickling at the back of her neck, as if she were being watched. She kept spinning to shine her flashlight into some black, empty corner, then frowning and pressing on as the boys clutched their hearts and gasped for breath.

“I have an uneasy feeling,” said Kate at the top of the stairs. “I think we should stick together while we pack.”

“If you insist,” Reynie said, wiping a sweaty palm against his shirt, and Sticky made a faint squeaking sound that was almost certainly a murmur of assent.

“But first let’s have a look at the chamber,” Kate said, and she darted off before the boys could reply. Gathering themselves as best they could, they hurried after her bobbing flashlight.

The hallway was in order, with no signs of a struggle (there hadn’t been much of one), but the unguarded, open chamber door was a strange sight—especially since they had expected to find it smashed in. A quick inspection revealed that the Ten Men had focused laser pointers on the door’s two locks. A turn of the knob and a hard shove had accomplished the rest. And in the chamber, beyond the overturned decorative screen, lay a pile of blackened components that certainly looked like they had belonged to the Whisperer.

“If we didn’t know better,” Kate muttered, casting her flashlight beam over the pile, “I’d say that was really it.”

Sticky sighed. “Don’t you wish it was? Then this whole nightmare would be over instead of just beginning.”

The word “nightmare” reminded Reynie of Constance, somewhere in the city, no doubt staring fearfully into darkness even now, just as she had used to do upon waking from her terrible dreams.

“Do you think she’s still confused?” asked Kate, evidently thinking about the same thing.

“Maybe,” Reynie said. “Or maybe she’s snapped out of it and wishes she hadn’t.”

“I wonder if she has any idea that Ten Men really are searching for her,” Sticky said.

“I can hardly stand to think about it,” Reynie said, shaking his head. “Let’s get out of here.”

In a solemn silence they made their way to the hallway where their bedrooms lay. They reached the boys’ room first, and Kate grabbed the doorknob only to leap back when a voice inside cried, “What? Who’s there?”

“It’s Mr. Bane,” said Reynie in a choked voice, and realizing he was right Kate flung open the door and shone her flashlight in.

Mr. Bane sat in the middle of the floor, squinting in the powerful flashlight beam, his face a mixture of confusion and alarm. He tried to shield his eyes with one hand. “Was that Reynie’s voice I heard? Is that you, Reynie?”

“What are you doing in here?” Kate demanded, not lowering the light.

“And Kate, too,” said Mr. Bane, still squinting, his head turned away from the light. He took his jacket from beside him and held it up to block the beam. “Would you lower that flashlight? My head’s killing me.”

Kate shone the beam a few seconds longer—just to make a point—then lowered it and again demanded to know what Mr. Bane was doing in there.

“I… I’m not sure. They must have dragged me in here,” said Mr. Bane, looking around the room as if seeing it for the first time. “I… well, you saw me in the courtyard. I was completely taken aback, I’m sorry to say. I got mixed up and thought Ms. Plugg had run into the house. When I came inside, though, she wasn’t there. Then I heard the chamber guards shouting and ran up here to help. I followed noises down this hall. It was dark, and in my hurry I bumped right into a man with one eyebrow.”

The children exchanged glances.

“He was coming out of your room,” Mr. Bane said to Kate. “He pressed a handkerchief to my nose. It must have been dosed with something—I blacked out and only just woke up. When I heard you at the door I thought you might be one of them. But they’ve all gone, obviously, or you wouldn’t be poking around in the dark.” Mr. Bane climbed to his feet. “Now what’s happened? How are the others? How long have I been out?”

“You’d better report downstairs,” Reynie said. “People have been looking for you.”

“Well, you’re just full of answers, aren’t you?” Mr. Bane said coldly, and with a sniff he pressed past them and fumbled away down the hall without benefit of a flashlight. They shone theirs after him until they were sure he was gone, then went into the boys’ room.

“He’s lying,” said Reynie, going straight to the window.

“Of course he’s lying,” said Sticky. “He’s trying to cover for being a coward. I’ll bet he just ran up here and hid where he thought it was safe.”

“I don’t know,” said Kate. “Why bother lying to us? He’s never taken two seconds to speak to us before, so why start now? Maybe Crawlings really did knock him out, and he’s too groggy to think straight.”

“Or he’s hoping the more people he tells, the better his chances of being believed,” said Sticky.

Reynie watched Mr. Bane skulk out of the house into the backyard, where Mr. Benedict, Mr. Gaines, and several others remained in hushed but heated conversation. Flashlights moved about the yard and the dark lane beyond like fireflies on a summer night. Mr. Bane began his animated explanations, his voice rising to the window in a plaintive, unintelligible murmur. He was anxiously fiddling with his zipper again, having put the jacket back on.

“Tell me,” Reynie muttered, “when do you suppose is the best time to take off your jacket—right before you run inside to fight intruders, or right after you wake up in the dark, thinking they might be just outside the door?”

“His jacket was off, wasn’t it?” Sticky said.

“It’s hot up here,” Reynie said. “He was probably sweltering. And I think we surprised him. We were quiet coming down the hallway. Otherwise I’ll bet he’d have put it back on before we saw him.”

“Well, what else is new?” said Kate. “We knew we couldn’t trust that guy.”

Reynie felt he was missing something, but when he tried to concentrate he kept seeing that strange sequence of numbers and letters in his head. He decided to wait a bit and try again—sometimes answers came to him when he was thinking of other things—and in the meantime he and Sticky hurriedly packed their bags. Then they all went down to Kate’s room.

The door was open as she’d left it—no surprises this time—and with a quick sweep of her flashlight Kate verified the room was empty. “He might have told the truth about Crawlings,” she said, crossing to the window, “even if he lied about everything else. I did see Crawlings come out of the house, after all, and we all heard him tell Garrotte which direction we ran. He could have seen us from this window.” She went to her bed and dragged an overnight bag from beneath it.

“They were looking for us,” Sticky said. “We know that much already.”

“Yes, but doesn’t it seem they knew which rooms to search first?” Kate said, smoothing the bedskirt, which she had only very slightly disturbed. “It was only a few seconds before they came out after us.” Out of habit she glanced around for other things to tidy. Even in the dark she managed to locate a wrinkle in the rug, an errant scrap of paper, and a floor lamp Sticky had accidentally knocked crooked with his bag.

“Sorry,” Sticky said as she straightened the lamp (and put his bag in the hall). “So you think they ran directly up here? You think Mr. Bane told them?”

“I don’t know who else—” Kate cut herself off. Reynie was staring at her. “What, am I missing something?”

Reynie shone his flashlight at the scrap of paper in her hand. “What’s that, Kate?”

Kate looked down in surprise. “This? Oh, just a scrap I saw on the rug. I was going to throw it away…” She looked up again suddenly, her eyes wide. “But, hey, didn’t I—”

“Leave the rug spotless? Yes, you did. We stood right here and watched you.”

“So someone—”

“Crawlings!” Sticky said. “Remember how McCracken was always saying how careless he was?”

Kate turned her flashlight onto the paper. “Only a number here. 2100. And looks like an h after that…”

Reynie went to the wastepaper basket. There were more scraps of paper inside. “He tore something up and threw it away!”

“And in the darkness he didn’t notice that he’d dropped a scrap,” Kate said.

Reynie pieced the scraps together on the rug. Some came from an envelope that had been unsealed with a letter opener (“Remember those letter openers?” Sticky muttered with a shiver) and bore on the front the single letter C, which they thought probably stood for Crawlings. The rest formed a note: Rendezvous and search Abbot Edifice 2100 hrs.

“I think I see what’s happened,” Reynie said. “The Ten Men were carrying sealed instructions—to be opened in certain circumstances, maybe, or else just when they got here.”

“It makes sense,” said Sticky. “Mr. Curtain knew they couldn’t use radios or phones, and he doesn’t trust anyone to know all his plans ahead of time.”

“He was careful enough to be pretty vague,” said Kate. “I know ‘2100 hours’ is nine o’clock, and ‘rendezvous’ means to meet somewhere—but where? And who or what is this ‘Abbot Edifice’? Is it a person or a place?”

Sticky furrowed his brow. “It’s kind of both. An edifice is a building, and an abbot is the superior of an abbey or—”

“Slow down,” said Kate. “An abbey’s a kind of church, right?”

“It can be,” Sticky said, speaking slowly. “ ‘Abbey’ usually refers to a convent or monastery under the supervision of an abbess or abbot. But sometimes the church in one of those places is called the abbey, as well.”

“Okay!” said Kate. “So they’re going to meet up again at nine o’clock at a certain convent or monastery—”

“Definitely a monastery. The note says ‘Abbot,’ not ‘Abbess.’ ”

“A monastery, then, and they’re going to search one of the buildings,” Kate said. “But which monastery and which building?”

“Wait!” Reynie said, jumping to his feet. “A monastery is where monks live, right? So isn’t the abbot a monk, too? Mr. Curtain isn’t just being vague—he’s using code words!”

“Of course!” Sticky said. “So Abbot Edifice is code for—”

“The Monk Building!” Kate cried.

“But why search there?” Reynie said, his eyes darting back and forth. “Unless… Okay, Mr. Curtain must know that Mr. Benedict has a connection to the Monk Building. So maybe—if the Ten Men didn’t find everything they expected to find here—”

“Then Mr. Curtain’s instructions would send them to look there,” Kate said, and glancing at the wall clock (which fortunately was battery powered), she added, “in fifteen minutes! We need to tell Milligan!” And she dashed from the room.

Reynie and Sticky followed as quickly as they could, but Reynie stumbled over Sticky’s bag in the hall, and Sticky stumbled over Reynie, and by the time they got downstairs Kate was waiting for them, bouncing up and down impatiently. “We’re too late! He’s off with his sentries already!”

“What about Mr. Benedict?” Reynie said. “Or Rhonda or Number Two?”

“They’re all surrounded by officials, and Mr. Bane’s right there with them—and, oh, we don’t have time for this! It’ll take ages just to get Mr. Benedict by himself, but if the Ten Men are looking for something important, then we need to get there first!”

With a jolt of alarm Reynie realized that Kate meant to go to the Monk Building herself. But before he could argue how crazy this was, she held up the key Milligan had given her.

“I can take the secret passage! They’ll never see me. I’ll check the peepholes first, so if they’re already in the office I won’t blunder in on them—and if they are there I can spy on them!”

“Whoa, slow down, Kate,” said Sticky. “We need to—”

But there was no slowing her down. She was off to the front door before Sticky could finish.

Reynie said, “If we can’t stop her—”

“I know,” Sticky said, hurrying after her. “We’ll have to go, too.”

When they reached the front door Kate was halfway across the courtyard and heading for the gate. Striding along with her (though none too steadily) was the bedraggled Ms. Plugg. The police officers had moved off to usher neighbors back inside their homes, and the dazed chamber guards still sat on the steps. No one appeared to question what Ms. Plugg and her young charge were doing.

“… said you were to stand guard in the yard,” Kate was saying as the boys caught up to them. “And absolutely no one else is to know.”

“What is it you hope to find down there?” asked Ms. Plugg, who seemed grateful to have been given a duty.

“I can’t say, but it’s important! And you’re not to say anything or let anyone come down there. And we have to keep quiet ourselves—”

“We?” Ms. Plugg turned and saw Reynie and Sticky behind her. “Oh, hello, boys—”

“So don’t bother calling down to ask if we’re all right,” Kate continued, and when the guard’s brow wrinkled she added quickly, “Sorry, Ms. Plugg, I’d explain more, but we have to hurry! The car gets here in half an hour.”

“Half an hour,” Ms. Plugg repeated, and checked her watch. They were across the street now and hastening toward the cellar doors.

Sticky was pleading with his eyes for Reynie to stop them, and Reynie wanted to, yet he couldn’t bring himself to do it any more than Sticky could. All it would take was one word to Ms. Plugg about what Kate really intended. But then what? Confusion, argument, delay; the Ten Men would get there first; and then what might be their only chance to stop Mr. Curtain would be lost. Reynie couldn’t fathom living with that knowledge. So despite the warning bells in his head and the revolt in his belly, he held his tongue, and down into the cellar the three of them went.

“Glad you’re coming,” Kate whispered, “but you know I can’t wait for you. I need to run fast.” Holding her flashlight under her arm, she directed it at the metal door and inserted the key into the lock. “If I’m in trouble when you get there, you can hurry back here for help.” She turned to reassure them as the door swung open. “Don’t worry, though, I won’t be in trouble.”

“Wait!” Sticky said, jumping forward to catch her by the arm. He missed—she was already several paces down the secret passage—but she stopped and turned expectantly. “Your flashlight! Remember to turn it off before you go into the anteroom—if it’s dark in the office your light will show through the peepholes!”

“Gosh, glad you thought of that,” said Kate. “Thanks!”

And then she was gone.

It was more than a year since they had been in the secret passage, and the boys entered the dank, narrow, gloomy tunnel with no little trepidation. Their crisscrossing flashlights swept not just the floor but the walls and ceiling, too, annoying several spiders and centipedes into skittering retreat.

Reynie swallowed hard. “Ready?”

“Not really,” said Sticky, “but I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

Together they counted to three, took a deep breath, and ran into the gloom after Kate.
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Reynie and Sticky stopped at the end of the passage to catch their breath, then again when they neared the top of the dark, winding, seemingly interminable stairs. It wouldn’t do to be panting and wheezing when they crept into the secret anteroom, located on the Monk Building’s seventh floor. Mastering his breath as best he could—knowing perfectly well that under the circumstances it would never fully settle, nor his heartbeat stop racing—Reynie kept up the count he’d begun in the back of his mind almost fifteen minutes ago. Almost fifteen minutes, but not quite. The Ten Men shouldn’t have arrived yet, which meant Kate should have had her chance to search the office. So why hadn’t the boys met her coming back in the passage? He feared he knew the answer, and a minute later Kate confirmed it.

“I stuck around to spy,” she whispered when the boys appeared at the top of the stairs. She was kneeling by the far wall of the anteroom, her eye to a peephole. She had set her flashlight on the floor lens-down, so that only a dim glow emerged from around its rim. Kate tapped the flashlight. “Don’t worry, I only turned that on for you two. I’ll turn it off when they show up.”

“When they show up?” Sticky breathed. “Are you out of your mind? Did you search the office or not?”

“There was nothing there. Nothing at all. Empty file cabinets, empty desk drawers. It’s all just for show. Or else the Ten Men got here early and took everything, but it doesn’t look that way. The place doesn’t look ransacked—just empty. I want to hear what they say when they discover the same thing.”

“But… but…,” Sticky stuttered, trying to think of a way to change Kate’s mind. The Ten Men were probably already in the building! They were probably coming up the main stairs! But he didn’t want to leave Kate behind. “That wall isn’t very thick,” he finally managed. “You realize that, don’t you? If they heard us in here, they could smash right through it.”

“Oh, no doubt,” Kate agreed. “So you’d better get settled. They’ll be here any second.”

Reynie hurriedly glanced around to get his bearings before Kate switched off her flashlight. As long as he avoided the stairs there was nothing to trip over or bump into; the floor was barren. So was the entire anteroom, save for the various garments, wigs, and hats hanging on the side wall (these were the disguises the adults donned on errand days) and a lever near Kate’s head that opened the secret entrance into the office.

Don’t bump that, Reynie told himself as he knelt at one of the peepholes. Whatever you do, don’t bump that!

Sticky must have been thinking the same thing; he veered so widely around the lever it might have been a cobra. Then he took his position at the final peephole, Kate switched off the flashlight, and everything was suddenly, impenetrably black.

As if conjured by darkness, there came the sound of footsteps.

The footsteps were followed by a thoughtful grunt, then a man’s muted voice. “This one isn’t marked. It would appear to be 7-B, though.”

“Open it,” said another, deeper voice.

Peering through the tiny hole Reynie saw a red glow in the darkness, like a hot burner on an electric stove. The lock, he realized. A Ten Man had just aimed his laser pointer at it. The glow faded as quickly as it had brightened, Reynie heard the doorknob turn, and with a thump and a heavy shudder the office door opened. Flashlight beams swept across the office. Reynie instinctively drew back. When he pressed his eye to the hole again he saw two men. One of them, a huge, powerful figure with shining, well-coiffed brown hair, was undoubtedly McCracken—the leader of all the Ten Men, and by far the most formidable.

McCracken made an adjustment to his flashlight and stood it upright on the empty desk, where it shone like a lantern. With his intelligent eyes narrowed, he turned his head slowly from left to right, surveying the office. Beside him the other Ten Man—a familiar bespectacled man named Sharpe—was doing the same, with exactly the same expression and movement of the head, so that the two men looked eerily like robotic figures you might see in an amusement park ride.

Again at the same moment, the men set down their briefcases.

“Not terribly promising,” Sharpe observed.

“I never trust promises anyway,” said McCracken in his too-familiar, cool bass tones.

“It’s clearly out of use. Why does Benedict keep it?”

“Perhaps he hasn’t found anyone to take it off his hands. Times are hard for the gainlessly employed, my dear Sharpe. In fact Benedict used to maintain several offices here, but now he’s down to just this one. At any rate, it only makes less for us to search—and search we must, if only as a matter of form.”

By “we” McCracken clearly meant Sharpe, who cheerfully set to yanking out file cabinet drawers. As he did so Reynie studied the office himself, wondering if Kate had overlooked anything. He recognized the room, of course. 7-B had been the site of one of Mr. Benedict’s tests. How well he remembered peering through these very holes with Sticky—they had only just met—as Kate negotiated a challenge the boys had passed moments before. The floor then had been painted in a checkerboard pattern, and the secret entrance had been a regular door. Now 7-B resembled exactly the sort of dull office found behind every other door in the Monk Building, with a desk, file cabinets, bookshelves, a wastepaper basket, and a potted ficus tree that had seen better days. Reynie saw nothing important in it at all.

Nor did Sharpe, who appeared to enjoy the search nonetheless. With a satisfied smile he upended the desk, tossed file drawers here and there, ripped pastel paintings from the wall and punched his fist through them. For good measure he roughed up the ficus, whose last remaining leaves fell to the floor like sad confetti. Then he took a cloth from his briefcase and polished a scuff from one of his gleaming black shoes. “When will the others come?” he asked, breathing hard.

McCracken checked his large silver wristwatch. Then he checked his other one. “Crawlings and Garrotte arrive in two minutes. The others hold their positions, of course.”

“I do hate to wait,” said Sharpe. “Mightn’t we get on with the instructions? It will save time.”

McCracken laughed. “Sharpe, what a fellow you are! All of us have to be present or the number won’t come out correctly. Would you like to follow the wrong instructions? Do you think Mr. Curtain would be pleased?”

Sharpe rapped his knuckles on his head as if sounding for contents. “Excellent point, McCracken. Well taken. No, since you put it that way, I believe we should wait.”

Two and a half minutes later Crawlings and Garrotte strode into the office.

“You’re late,” said McCracken.

“Sorry,” said Crawlings. “We thought we might have seen one, but no such luck.”

“And no sign from the roofs?”

“No.”

“Very well,” said McCracken. “Let’s cite our numbers, beginning with Crawlings.”

Each Ten Man spoke a number aloud. McCracken nodded. “The sum is odd. That indicates you, Garrotte.”

Garrotte reached inside his suit coat and took out a sealed envelope. He handed it to McCracken, who had already unsheathed a wicked-looking letter opener. McCracken slit the envelope, removed the letter, and let the envelope fall. As an afterthought he sliced the envelope in two as it drifted to the floor—he didn’t even look at it—before unfolding the letter and looking it over.

Read it aloud, Reynie pleaded in his mind. Read it aloud!

But McCracken only said “Ah,” and passed the letter around for the other Ten Men to read.

“Excellent!” said Crawlings, the last to have a look. He crumpled the letter and tossed it toward the wastepaper basket. “That gives us plenty of time for coffee and scones. I don’t know about you fellows, but I’m famished.”

“You forget,” said McCracken. “We have to make another sweep for the girl. But take heart, my dear—if we don’t track her down this time we’ll set up a watch in the neighborhood, and you can have something then.”

Sharpe looked hopeful. “Do you think she’ll turn up before we have to go? I would so love a bonus! But of course we can’t miss the rendezvous.”

“With luck she’ll go crying back to Benedict’s house well before then,” said McCracken.

“With real luck we’ll track her down right away!” said Crawlings, and with a comical smile he pantomimed drinking from a coffee cup and rubbing his belly. The other Ten Men chuckled.

“As for that,” said McCracken, “I have a few more ideas. Let’s signal the others and get moving.”

The Ten Men filed out of the office, leaving it in darkness, and the young spies listened to their footsteps fading away. Not daring to whisper, Reynie mentally willed his friends to be silent until they were sure the Ten Men had gone for good. For a long time he listened with straining ears, and was just about to switch on his flashlight when Kate switched on hers.

“Did you see that?” Reynie whispered excitedly. “Crawlings left the instructions!”

“I saw it, all right,” Sticky said. “Let’s go…” He trailed off, distracted by the sight of Kate heading for the stairs—and by the crumpled letter in her hand. “Wait, you already got it?”

Reynie was staring, too. “I didn’t even hear you!”

“I’ve been practicing,” Kate whispered, already starting down the stairs. “Now come on! We’re going to be late!”
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It was agreed Kate would run ahead in hopes of showing the letter to Milligan or Mr. Benedict as soon as possible. And for the first time in ages, Reynie actually had hopes. From the Ten Men’s discussion it sounded as though they wouldn’t make their next rendezvous for some time, and Reynie felt sure Mr. Benedict could decipher his brother’s instructions—whatever they were—quickly enough to act. It was a most promising turn of events, and Reynie couldn’t help feeling proud of his part in it. Nor was he alone: Kate’s feet had flown even faster than usual, and Sticky, puffing along beside him in the secret passage, kept spontaneously breaking into a grin.

The boys’ high spirits were diminished considerably, however, when they staggered up out of the cellar to find a miserable-looking Kate being chastised by Ms. Plugg, who had her by the elbow. A short black limousine with its lights on idled in the street—this must be the armored car—and from Mr. Benedict’s house, in tones of rising alarm, the adults could be heard calling their names.

“They’re here!” roared Ms. Plugg, and relieved faces appeared in several windows.

The guard plunged back into her tirade without missing a beat: “—looking for you, and no one seems to have had any idea of these orders Milligan supposedly gave me! And what was I to do? Even though I began to doubt your word, what if I was mistaken? No! I had to keep my mouth shut! I had to shrug and play it off as confusion! Meanwhile the Washingtons are panicking! Miss Perumal is worried sick! Her mother had to take a pill! Do you know how it felt for me to stand here not saying anything to console them? Do you realize—?”

“I said I’m sorry!” Kate cried. “And I really am, Ms. Plugg! I can’t explain how important it was, or why we had to do it that way, but—”

Ms. Plugg was hardly mollifed. “Did Milligan give those orders or not? Did you or did you not have to search for something important down in that cellar?”

As the exact truth would surely have released fresh torrents of recrimination, Kate simply held up the crumpled letter. “I have to show this to Milligan or Mr. Benedict—it’s urgent, Ms. Plugg!”

Ms. Plugg snorted like a bull, glancing at the letter in Kate’s hand. “What is it? No, let me guess, you can’t tell me.”

By now Reynie had regained his breath enough to come to Kate’s aid. “We’re sorry, Ms. Plugg, but it’s true—we can’t discuss it with you. But it is extremely important.”

Ms. Plugg’s steely gray eyes roamed from face to face. All three children tried to look both humble and beseeching. At last she nodded curtly. “Milligan isn’t back yet. You can speak with Mr. Benedict in the car. Milligan’s sentries just went in to fetch him. Here they all come now.”

Sure enough, out of the house spilled not just Mr. Benedict and the sentries (two men in plainclothes whose alert eyes darted ceaselessly all around) but also the Washingtons, the Perumals, Rhonda, Number Two, and finally Moocho Brazos carrying four small brown bags. The children eventually discovered that the bags contained snacks for the police station, but first they had to endure such tongue-lashings as they had never experienced—a frantic, furious scolding from all quarters, amplified by a need for haste.

“Across the street—!”

“—without permission—!”

“—without telling any of us! And in that cellar, of all places! Why on earth—?”

“—searched high and low! Have you any idea, young man—?”

It went on like this, at great speed and considerable volume, for about twenty seconds. Then all at once it ended, and in a rush the three of them were swept up and clutched and patted and even wept over, and their hair fussed with (in Reynie’s and Kate’s case) and clothes brushed off (they all had cobwebs and beetles on them), and in her confusion of emotion the crying Mrs. Washington declared that Sticky was getting so big—and then with earnest pleas to be careful and tearful promises to see them at the station, the children were bustled into the backseat of the armored car with Mr. Benedict.

Throughout all this commotion they had said nothing to defend themselves. In part this was because they’d been given little chance, but it was also because Mr. Bane had sidled up and was observing the group with keen attention. Reynie, his eyes downcast as he mumbled apologies, had steadied himself with the knowledge that soon they could speak privately to Mr. Benedict.

But it was Mr. Benedict who seemed to have the most pressing things to say. As soon as the car doors closed he said, “I realize you have something to tell me. I see it on your faces, and obviously you had reasons for leaving the house. I have things to tell you as well, and the sooner the better. How urgent is your news? Must we discuss it here, or can it wait a few minutes?”

The children glanced at one another. They were bursting to show Mr. Benedict the letter—and to see it themselves, for that matter—but they all had the sense it could wait a few minutes.

“Very well,” said Mr. Benedict. “We can begin after we’ve made a brief stop in the next block. There’s no sense interrupting ourselves at the outset.” And at a signal from him the driver eased the car away from the curb. (It occurred to Reynie that they had left behind their bags and jackets, but that hardly mattered now.) “This is Mr. Hardy, by the way, and in the passenger seat is Mr. Gristle.”

The sentries glanced over their extremely wide shoulders and gave jaunty salutes to the children. Their faces, however, were deeply serious. Hardy was a tall, wiry man, with tall, wiry hair that brushed the ceiling; Gristle was a blockish, balding fellow with wisps of gray hair like scattered clouds. Their shoulders were so broad that they met between the front seats, and between them the children had no view at all of the road ahead.

But as the car headed out of the neighborhood and turned toward downtown, they saw through the side windows that traffic had begun detouring out of the congested main streets. With headlights as its sole source of illumination, the city seemed to exist only at street level. And yet what it appeared to lose in height it was gaining in breadth, as the normally dark back alleys were lit now by a growing stream of traffic.

It was in just such an alley that the limousine pulled over behind a dilapidated taxi parked against a wall. Car horns blared as the sentries jumped out and stopped traffic. Mr. Benedict explained that they were changing cars. Bemused yet anxious to keep moving, the children quickly got out—squinting in the myriad headlights—and packed themselves into the back of the taxi. Then Mr. Benedict and the sentries leaped in, the tall-haired driver gunned the engine, and the taxi shot away up the alley, its rattling muffler echoing off the walls.

“There,” said Mr. Benedict, and as if they had just sat down to tea he folded his hands in his lap and said, “Now that that’s settled, we can have a proper conversation. I’ll begin with why we’ve changed cars, and why we aren’t going to the police station.”

“We aren’t going to the police station?” cried Sticky, already disturbed to have traded an armored car for a mere taxi.

“The police station was the cover story,” said Mr. Benedict. “We’re going to a different secure location, and Milligan will meet us there when he can. The subterfuge was necessary because of Mr. Bane, who—as I believe you already suspect—is a spy for my brother.”

“We knew it!” Kate exclaimed, drumming triumphantly on her bucket (she was holding it in her lap). “We knew something fishy was going on ages ago, didn’t we? But you said… what did he say, Sticky? That it would be…”

“Imprudent to speak of it further,” Sticky said.

“I’m afraid it would have been,” said Mr. Benedict. “If you had known Mr. Bane was a spy, you would have found it difficult to behave normally around him. It is a strain always to be acting, and I preferred to spare you that. Furthermore, I could not chance Mr. Bane’s discovering that I suspected him, and were he to overhear an incautious comment—from Constance, for example, in a fit of temper—we would lose a key component of our defense.”

“But how is letting a spy guard your house a defense?” Kate asked.

“We discovered that Ledroptha had worse plans,” said Mr. Benedict. “He intended to make a desperate, terrible attack that would have resulted in far greater casualties than we’ve yet seen. But this was risky to my brother as well, whereas with a spy in place he could wait for information that might lead to a better opportunity. And so I allowed Mr. Bane to be kept on, having already determined him to be the least dangerous of my brother’s spies. He is not thoroughly wicked, you see, though he has a weak character. As you saw tonight, he was terrified by the Ten Men. I believe he got in over his head, as they say.”

“So you weren’t worried about him trying to kidnap us or anything?” Kate asked.

“Actually,” Mr. Benedict said, “that was one of the few things I didn’t worry about. I had set an abundance of precautions in place, you see—far more than you’re aware of, since by necessity many were kept secret. And at any rate I considered the four of you more than a match for Mr. Bane.”

(Kate beamed at this last remark, so obviously sincere and stated so matter-of-factly, and with which she entirely agreed. And the boys, somewhat less confident, felt a stirring of pride nonetheless.)

“Not that I expected you to be tested,” Mr. Benedict continued. “Milligan’s sentries were on high alert, and if not for this complete power and communication outage—which I am sorry to say I failed to predict—the Ten Men could never have reached the house. As for Mr. Bane, I was confident he would never personally harm any of you—not directly, I mean.”

“It’s true he never did anything worse to us than snap and snarl,” Sticky reflected.

“Until today,” said Mr. Benedict with a pained expression. “As we have just seen, under certain circumstances even indirect action can do terrible harm. Indeed, my task all along has been to manage the circumstances so that everyone was safe—and I do mean everyone—from any potential wicked actions, indirect or otherwise.” Mr. Benedict started to say something else, no doubt an apology or an expression of regret, but then seemed to think better of it, perhaps to avoid the children’s inevitable protests.

“That was an awfully tricky line for you to walk,” Reynie said after a pause.

“A treacherous one,” Mr. Benedict said in a somber tone. “But necessary, and it had the potential of creating a lead to my brother. This was why I didn’t have Mr. Bane arrested on the spot after he let Constance run away, and why I tried to mask my suspicion. He may not have offered much of a lead, but he was all I had. He still is, I’m afraid. Arresting him might spoil our chances of retrieving the Whisperer—and Constance—before it’s too late.”

The children were eager to reveal that they possessed a new lead to Mr. Curtain, but before any of them could speak Mr. Benedict’s head lolled forward, his spectacles slipping from his nose.

As Kate tried to shake him awake, it dawned on Reynie that Mr. Benedict’s voice had faltered at the mention of Constance’s name. Of course. He was incredibly worried, upset, probably guilt-ridden—he’d let Mr. Bane guard his house, after all, and Mr. Bane had let Constance go! Yet his manner had been as calm as ever, and Reynie, his mind in a whirl, hadn’t realized that Mr. Benedict’s composure was the product of great effort. In fact it was a house of cards, and just the thought of Constance in danger had sent it tumbling down.

“Try tickling his nose,” Sticky said. “That worked once.”

But before Kate could try it Mr. Benedict started and sat up straight. He turned apologetically to the children, resettled his glasses, and without wasting a moment said, “I’m afraid that may happen again, so let me speak quickly, for if the situation worsens there are things you must know. The timing of my brother’s attack is no accident. He arranged everything so that it would come to pass today. If Mr. Pressius had succeeded in removing Constance from the house, Ledroptha knew I would go after her, and that Milligan would accompany me as a bodyguard. My absence and Milligan’s was key, of course, for my brother knew that if he attacked while I was home, I would sabotage the Whisperer before he could possess it—and that Milligan would ensure I had enough time to do so.”

Mr. Benedict grimaced. “I would never have allowed that to happen, and yet I made a different, foolish mistake by not anticipating what Constance, in her agitated state, might—”

He fell asleep again.

“Good grief!” Kate cried.

“What’s the matter?” Hardy said, glancing in the rearview mirror to see Kate holding Mr. Benedict’s spectacles with one hand and shaking him with the other. “Is he all right?”

“No!” said Kate, exasperated. She caught herself. “Sorry, I mean yes, he’s fine. He’s asleep again, but he’s fine.”

“Well, the traffic isn’t,” Hardy returned darkly. “Even the sidewalks are packed, and I’d hoped to use them.”

It was true. All over Stonetown, stranded subway trains and hopelessly stalled buses and taxis were emptying out, their passengers abandoning them to walk instead. This was a novelty for many people, whose confusion, combined with the apprehension the blackout caused, led to a disorderly crowd that spilled around the cars and flowed along the sidewalks like water streaming around boulders and gushing down gullies.

Mr. Benedict opened his eyes, rubbed his face, and instantly pressed on: “It goes without saying that Constance caught us off guard by running away. It was a lucky break for Ledroptha that Mr. Bane was posted at the back door today, though no doubt this was part of his original plan. If we had left the house to deal with Mr. Pressius—as my brother hoped—then Mr. Bane could make some excuse and abandon his post just as the Salamander arrived, thereby eliminating any chance of a warning.”

“That’s exactly what happened!” Sticky said. “We saw him go around the front to talk to Ms. Plugg, and the very next second we saw the Ten Men!”

“Yes, it was well orchestrated, and I’m afraid it was only the beginning. Do you recall Mr. Gaines saying that the government’s top advisers were being convened to deal with the Whisperer? If Ledroptha has his way, the Whisperer will deal with them. I am certain he plans to obtain highly classified codes and passwords from those advisers, then use those secrets to his advantage. It will be the very sort of thing he’s accomplished tonight in Stonetown, but on a much grander scale.

“I’m telling you this now, children, because the next twenty-four hours will be most chaotic, and we are likely to be separated. If the situation worsens, you and your families must leave Stonetown and go into hiding. Mr. Hardy and Mr. Gristle here will be assigned to help you and protect you.”

The children exclaimed in alarm. They were to go into hiding? Without Mr. Benedict? But what did he think was going to happen? What—?

Mr. Benedict, sadly affected by their dismay, fell asleep again.

“Look, what he was trying to get across to you,” said Hardy sympathetically, when a long bout of pleading and shaking failed to wake Mr. Benedict, “is that things could change fast. Mr. Curtain will want to get rid of anyone who knows the truth—anyone who knows the Whisperer still exists and what it’s used for. That means you and your families, kids, sorry to say. Us, too, of course. Anybody associated with Mr. Benedict, and of course Mr. Benedict himself.”

“Especially him,” said Gristle. “But not before Curtain gets what he wants out of him.”

“What would that be?” asked Reynie, feeling shaken. His voice was barely strong enough to be heard over the blatting muffler.

Hardy shrugged. “Answers about this sleeping problem they both have. Curtain knows Benedict was working on something that could stop it, right? Everything else, Curtain can figure out for himself. But he wants to put the kibosh on this narcology—”

“Narcolepsy,” Sticky corrected.

“—this narcolepsy, right, and he’ll do whatever it takes. And he holds the cards now—he’s got the Whisperer—so Benedict’s got to find a way to catch him off guard. But that’s not going to be easy, is it? We don’t even know where he is. And even with Milligan on his side, and Gristle and me and the other agents he can trust… well, the odds aren’t exactly good.”

By now Kate was shaking Mr. Benedict so vigorously she looked to be attacking him. Like the others, she wanted to believe Mr. Benedict could solve this problem if only he could stay awake for it. But he was not to be wakened. His haggard, drawn face betrayed just how far he had pushed himself. Now his exhaustion was pushing back.

In the front seat Hardy and Gristle were muttering to themselves about the traffic (“Like a herd of turtles,” Gristle kept saying) and how best to proceed. At present they could hardly be said to be proceeding at all. Ten minutes passed, then twenty, and Kate had no more luck waking Mr. Benedict than the sentries did reaching the next intersection. At last the men made a decision.

“Look, we didn’t want to draw attention to ourselves,” said Hardy to the children, “but we’re never getting anywhere if we don’t do something. You three sit tight.” He and Gristle got out of the taxi and began speaking to the drivers of the cars ahead of them, flashing badges and gesticulating. Apparently they had some plan for clearing a lane.

A plan would be good, Reynie thought. So much was happening at once it was hard to keep even the simplest thoughts in mind before others flew in to replace them. Constance, the Ten Men, Amma and Pati, Mr. Curtain, Constance again… And behind them, flashing with still more urgency now, was that mysterious sequence—that code or whatever it was. 133 N292. What was that, anyway? For the first time since it made its appearance, Reynie had a moment to concentrate on it. He closed his eyes and tried to organize his thoughts.

“I give up,” said Kate. “I’ve tried tickling, patting, hair-pulling—you name it. Nothing’s working.”

“Maybe we should go ahead and look at those instructions,” Sticky suggested. “We could try to work them out ourselves.”

“You’re right,” Kate said, opening her bucket. “Reynie, are you ready?”

But Reynie was thinking, Organize my thoughts! Organize —that’s it! “Sticky,” he said, his eyes popping open, “what do you think this sequence is?” He described the code exactly as he saw it in his mind, including the space in the middle.

“Sounds like a call number,” Sticky said instantly. “You know, for a library book—a Dewey decimal number.”

“That’s what I thought!” said Reynie. “Listen, I think I know where Constance is!”

“What? How?” Kate asked.

“No time to explain! Sticky, does that call number belong to any book you know? A book in the Stonetown library system? You memorized the entire catalog, right?”

Sticky thought a moment. “Well… yes. It’s the call number for The Myth of ESP by Perry Normal. I’ve read that book. It isn’t very good. Sketchy research, and—”

“But where is it shelved?” Reynie interrupted. “Is it at one of the branch libraries, or…?”

“Oh. No, there’s only one copy in the system. It’s at the main library.”

“Constance is at the main library!” Reynie cried.

Kate closed her bucket, ready to move. “That’s not far from here. I can be there in five minutes.”

“I should come, too,” Reynie said. “If she’s still mixed up, she might give you trouble. Sticky, if Mr. Benedict wakes up you can tell him where we went.”

Sticky frowned. “The Ten Men are prowling around looking for her, right? What if you get cornered somewhere, or Constance runs off again and you have to go after her, or…?” He shook his head. “We have to stick together. You might need me.”

“He’s right, Reynie,” said Kate. “It should be all three of us.”

“And the sentries, too, yes?” asked Sticky, trying to blink sweat from his eyes. (His forehead had suddenly begun to perspire.)

“I wish, but then who would protect Mr. Benedict?” Reynie said. “He’d be a sitting duck sleeping here all alone. Hardy and Gristle wouldn’t leave him even if we wanted them to. Anyway, they probably wouldn’t believe me—I can’t exactly prove what I know.”

“So we go alone,” said Kate, “and we go now. The Ten Men could be closing in on her this very minute.”

Reynie reached for the door handle, then stopped and slapped his forehead. “I’m not thinking straight! We should leave a note in case he wakes up before we get back, or…”

“I’m on it,” said Kate, taking out a pen. She wrote MAIN LIBRARY on the palm of Mr. Benedict’s hand, where it couldn’t be lost or overlooked. Mr. Benedict twitched, snuffled, sighed heavily… and continued sleeping.

Reynie was watching the sentries. They were several cars ahead now, talking to a bus driver. After a moment they nodded, glanced back at the taxi to be sure all was in order, then moved ahead to speak to another driver.

“Now!” Reynie hissed, throwing open the door. He leaped into the crowded street and was almost swept away by the throngs of people pushing their way through the stopped traffic. He clung to the door until his friends got out, too, and then—hanging on to one another and frowning in the headlights and exhaust fumes—the three of them made off into the night, hoping they weren’t too late.
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The children soon discovered that the fastest way to reach the library was to cut through the downtown buildings. The streets were too congested to move freely, and though the buildings were dark—indeed, because they were dark—they were relatively empty. The boys had unthinkingly left their flashlights behind, but Kate still had hers, and she led the way through whatever hotels, late-night restaurants, and corner malls they could find whose doors had been left unlocked. In some cases, doors had even been propped open to allow people to pass through, for the electrical mechanisms that opened them were not functioning.

It won’t be long till that changes, Reynie thought. If the power stayed off much longer, people would forget about convenience and start worrying about security. Everything that could be locked would be locked. But for the time being people seemed to think the blackout would end any moment—or hoped it would, anyway, and were acting as though they believed it.

In some places they found it necessary to backtrack, in others to cut across a parking lot, which was what they were doing when Kate suddenly stopped in her tracks and looked up. Even in all the hubbub, she thought she had heard a familiar piercing cry. Sure enough, circling in the darkness above, along with a dizzying number of nighthawks and bats, was the much larger, instantly recognizable shape of her beloved peregrine falcon.

“Oh, Madge! You followed me!” Kate shook her head wonderingly. She was very impressed—Madge must have seen her get into the limousine and followed it, then followed the taxi, then kept track of her despite all her shortcuts through buildings. She wanted to call the falcon down and reward her with a treat, but there simply was no time. “Oh, do be careful, Madge!” she cried, already pressing on. “I know it’s confusing out here tonight!”

The boys took little notice of this exchange. Sticky was too busy keeping an eye out for well-dressed businessmen with briefcases, and Reynie was busy berating himself for not thinking clearly. Why, for instance, had he not thought to leave the Ten Men’s instructions with Mr. Benedict? Sticky could have memorized them with a glance and folded the paper into Mr. Benedict’s hand. Too late now. And shouldn’t he have realized sooner what the mysterious code in his head was? After all, he knew what Constance was capable of now—or at least he thought he did—and there had been other clues, too. Hadn’t she been confused when she ran off? Hadn’t it seemed she was reliving that fateful day when she’d sought refuge in the library? It should have been obvious to him that the code was a call number, Reynie thought. He needed to get his head straight and keep it that way.

The Stonetown Main Library was a massive structure with columns in front and a peaceful courtyard in back. Like many of the buildings in the city, it was equipped with emergency lighting, but this consisted mostly of dim, battery-powered bulbs posted above doorways and in stairwells. The security guard, used to having more lights on, had found the vast empty building too creepy to suit him and was now sitting on the front steps watching the traffic and the crowds. Rather than risk his refusal, which would only slow them down, the children circled the building seeking a way in.

Kate found one in the form of an unlocked window on the second floor. (She discovered it by climbing up a drainpipe and checking window latches while Reynie and Sticky covered their eyes, terrified she was going to fall.) A minute later the emergency door at the top of the fire escape opened and Kate appeared, smiling in triumph. Propping open the door with her bucket, she came down and lowered the fire escape ladder for the boys.

They all knew the library fairly well, but it was Sticky who remembered exactly where every section was. They were on the right floor, he said; they just needed to bear left. Soon Kate was shining her light along a row of books as they read call numbers. This was the spot. They could even see a gap where the book in question had been. And on the floor beneath it was a cellophane wrapper smeared with peanut butter and flecked with crumbs.

“She must be close by,” Kate whispered.

No sooner had she spoken than from a shelf near her knees a head popped out and a voice cried, “It’s you! You came! You got my message!”

Reynie and Sticky yelled and tottered backward, bumping into each other and knocking books from the shelves, and Kate suddenly found herself looking down from the topmost shelf, having instinctively scrambled up like a startled monkey.

The head, of course, belonged to Constance Contraire. They had found her.
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Constance was wearing her old red raincoat and boots, both of which were too small for her to be comfortable. But her excitement at being found caused her to miss a perfectly good opportunity to complain; in fact it made her positively chatty. Riding piggyback on Kate as they hurriedly made their way back to the taxi, Constance chattered all the while.

“It was so strange! Like one of those dreams where people from all different places and times in your life are together in one spot. It really felt that way to me—like everything that had happened to me before was happening to me right then, even though somehow I was in this new place with different people around me. But it was the past—my memory, I mean—that felt the most real. Oh, it’s hard to explain how strange it all was!

“I caught a bus,” she continued, “and asked the driver to take me to the library branch that was farthest away—just like before, right?—but he checked his watch and told me I ought to go to the main library instead. He said because of the funding shortage the branches had reduced their hours, and the one I’d mentioned would be closed by the time we got there.”

“Well, that was nice of him,” said Kate, “though I wish he’d have told you to go back home instead. It would’ve saved us a lot of trouble.”

Kate’s tone was somewhat breezier than she actually felt. She and the boys were having a hard time suppressing their irritation. It was clear from what Constance had told them that she hadn’t been in her right mind when she ran away, and they knew it was unreasonable to blame a frightened four-year-old for causing them such intense worry and trouble. Still, after all they’d been through on her behalf, the others would have appreciated a little more apology and a lot more gratitude.

“So you meant to go to a branch library,” said Sticky in as neutral a tone as he could manage. “That explains why Milligan was in the Quarryside neighborhood. The branch library there is the farthest one away from Mr. Benedict’s house—it’s all the way across town.”

“Mr. Benedict must have guessed what you’d do,” Reynie reflected. “But he didn’t know exactly when you left, or what bus you might have caught—if you even managed to catch one—or whether you’d come to your senses and change your mind, or anything…” He cocked his head and looked at Constance curiously. “Hey, did you not try to send him the call number, too?”

“No, I was scared when the lights went out, but I felt pretty mad at him—I know, I know! I was mixed-up, remember?—so I focused on you instead.”

“Well, he’s really worried about you. You should know that.”

“Is he?” asked Constance, clearly pleased. “I guess he’ll be glad to see me, then.”

“You don’t have to be so happy about it,” Sticky snapped. “We’ve all been worried, you know—and we’ve been through a lot.”

“Have you?” said Constance, as if this had never occurred to her. “Probably not as much as I’ve been through, though. Can you imagine what it was like for me when I realized what I’d done? Exactly the most dangerous thing possible, right? Here I was, in the middle of the city with no protection, and then the lights went out, and people were frightened and hurrying for the exits—oh, they tried to act calm, but their fear might as well have been shouting at me, it was all I could feel—and I wanted so much to come back to the house, but I was terrified, you know. I got this feeling that there were people out looking for me. Ten Men, actually. Maybe my mind was playing tricks on me, I don’t know, but I was really scared.”

The others made an effort not to look at one another or even to think too much about the truth. They happened to know that the Ten Men were looking for Constance—but it wouldn’t do any good for Constance to know that herself. And then, as if to make a final play on their sympathies, she did what they’d all felt she should have done at the very beginning; she asked about them.

“So you really have been through a lot?” Constance asked. “Like what? You have to tell me about it!” She was looking about her with curious, wondering eyes. They were passing through a dark hotel lobby, where a few weary travelers sat reading newspapers by flashlight. It was all very strange, and she felt rather as if she had awakened from one dream only to enter another, but in this one, at least, she felt less frightened and alone.

“Later,” said Kate, coming to a stop in the open doorway. “Right now we have a problem.” She pointed down the street. The taxi was where they had left it—but it was unmistakably abandoned. Vehicles were creeping around it on both sides, blaring their horns and knocking bumpers in the confusion. The sentries and Mr. Benedict were nowhere to be seen.

“Where did they go?” Sticky cried.

“You mean they left without you?” said Constance, stunned. “Why would they do that?”

“Well, if Mr. Benedict woke up,” said Kate, “then he probably saw the note we left on his hand—in which case they’ll be looking for us back at the library.”

“And if he didn’t wake up?” Constance asked.

This was Reynie’s question exactly, and once again he wanted to kick himself for not having thought everything through. “We should have left a note where the sentries could see it, but we left it on Mr. Benedict’s hand, where they wouldn’t think to check. So they would have had no idea where to look for us, or whether we intended to come back. They may well have carried him away, thinking it was their duty to get him to that secure location.”

“I hope it was a hard decision,” Sticky muttered.

“Well, where is this secure location?” asked Constance, looking round at them. Her face fell. “Oh… you don’t know.”

“The way I see it, we only have one decent choice,” said Kate. “If they aren’t looking for us, they could be anywhere, right? It’ll be almost impossible to find them. So I think we should go back to the library in case they went there. But this time we stay out on the streets, because if they did go to the library that’s how we missed seeing them—by cutting through the buildings. What do you think?”

“Makes sense to me,” said Sticky.

Reynie didn’t answer for several seconds. He was determined to consider more carefully this time. “You’re right,” he said at last, “we should go back. Even if we don’t find them there, Mr. Benedict has to wake up eventually, and this way he’ll know where we are.”

“We should’ve just stayed there,” grumbled Constance.

“Oh, great point, Constance!” said Kate, rolling her eyes.

They went back to the library. It took them much longer this time, and more than once they were jolted by the sight of a briefcase-toting businessman among the crowds. But these always proved to be actual businessmen, not Ten Men, and the children arrived at the library without incident.

Mr. Benedict and the sentries weren’t there.

Kate opened the emergency exit again to let the others in. After they had used the restrooms and Constance had produced an armload of snack crackers (“The librarians would understand,” she insisted, and the others were too hungry to argue), they settled down to wait in a stairwell, where the emergency lighting would spare Kate’s flashlight batteries. They didn’t intend to wait idly: Kate still had Crawlings’s instructions and they were keen to decipher them.

As the Ten Men had done earlier, so the Mysterious Benedict Society did now: The paper was passed from hand to hand, each member reading it in turn. But whereas the Ten Men had merely glanced at the instructions and grunted in understanding, the children shook their heads—partly in bafflement, partly in excitement—and quickly passed the paper on, mumbling to themselves. Constance was the last to see it. On the front was a note:

Gentlemen,

I have arranged for you to meet my most highly placed contact in government. He may be accompanied by certain associates, but you must bring him to me alone. Above all, you must be discreet—if our enemies learn his identity, all is lost. Do not fail me. Your rendezvous instructions are opposite.

Sincerely,

Your Employer

“What does rendezvous mean?” Constance asked. She pronounced the word as if it rhymed with “Ben says mouse.”

“It’s French,” said Sticky. “It’s pronounced RON-day-voo. It means a meeting at a certain time and place. ‘Your rendezvous instructions are opposite’ means the instructions for determining that time and place are on the opposite side.”

“Oh!” said Constance, flipping the paper over. “I mean, I knew that.”

“If we can figure those instructions out,” said Kate, “we’ll know where the Ten Men are supposed to meet this ‘highly placed contact’—someone whose identity Mr. Curtain needs to keep secret at all costs. In other words, Constance, this is big.”

Constance, frowning, had flipped the paper back over to study Mr. Curtain’s note. “But what about the Z?”

It took the others a moment to realize what she was talking about.

“It’s silent,” Sticky assured her.

Constance’s frown deepened. “Well, that’s stupid. Why not just leave it out?”

“How about we save grammar discussions for another time?” Reynie suggested.

Kate took the note from her and reread the instructions, which were as follows:

In the root

By the mover

To the north

At noon

“He’s using code words again,” Kate said, “or maybe just vague language he knows they’ll understand. We ought to be able to figure it out though, right? We figured out the last one. So let’s put our heads together!”

But though “to the north” and “at noon” were easy enough to understand, “in the root” and “by the mover” were not, and after several minutes of consideration the children had yet to come up with anything like an answer.

“I can’t believe those guys figured it out so quickly,” said Kate. “It hardly took them a second.”

“They must have some trick,” said Sticky, “some strategy they apply to decipher the instructions.”

Reynie sat up straight. “You know what? Mr. Curtain gave them the trick! He said the instructions were opposite!”

“So?” said Kate. Then she brightened. “Oh!”

Constance scowled. “But Sticky said ‘opposite’ meant—”

“It isn’t Sticky’s fault,” Reynie said. “That’s exactly why Mr. Curtain wrote it that way, to throw off anyone who wasn’t supposed to read this note. He’s being careful, see? But the Ten Men must have known about the trick ahead of time. They’re probably familiar with all these code words, too—the instructions just make things easier for them.”

“They must be familiar with the code words,” said Kate, “because it isn’t exactly the easiest thing in the world to guess the opposite of ‘root,’ is it? Or maybe I’m speaking too soon—maybe you boys know the answer already.”

Reynie shrugged. “ ‘Stem’? ‘Flower’? It’s hard to know what he means by ‘opposite.’ ” He scratched his head. “Or what he means by ‘root,’ for that matter. It has lots of different meanings, now that I think of it. You can root for your favorite team—”

“The opposite of that would be ‘boo’ or ‘jeer,’ maybe,” said Kate.

“You can root around for something in a bag—”

“So the opposite would be to hide something?” Constance said. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Well, there’s the square root of a number,” Sticky suggested, “the opposite of which would be the square…” He faltered when he saw Reynie giving him a strange look. “Right. I know. Obviously the Ten Men aren’t going to meet in a math problem somewhere. I was just—”

“But they can meet in the square!” interrupted Reynie. “A city square! I think you’ve got it, Sticky!”

“I… I guess you’re right!” said Sticky, surprised. “Now we just have to figure out which square!”

“There’s more than one?” Constance said, making a face. “Oh, brother. For a second there I was getting my hopes up.”

“He says ‘by the mover,’ ” said Kate. “Do you think he means an earth mover? You know—a bulldozer? Are they doing construction in any of the squares, Sticky?”

“You’re forgetting it’s supposed to be the opposite,” Constance said. “There’s no opposite of a bulldozer, is there? Is there any such thing as a bullwaker? Or a cowdozer? Come on, Kate, use your head!”

“You know, I’m starting to regret finding you,” Kate muttered.

“Let’s think about this,” said Reynie before Constance could respond. “A mover is someone or something that moves. So what is the opposite of that?”

“Someone or something that doesn’t move,” said Sticky.

“A statue!” cried Kate and Reynie at the same time.

Sticky sucked in his breath. “Guess what? Only one square in Stonetown has a statue, and that’s Ferund Square! The others all have fountains or parks!”

“Okay,” Reynie said, rubbing his chin, “so they’re to meet in the square, by the statue, on the south side—I think we can agree that south is the opposite of north—and, well, I guess the opposite of noon must be midnight, right?”

“We’ve done it!” said Kate. “We’ve figured out their rendezvous! Oh, and this is perfect—the observation deck of the Pittfall Building is on that square, and it gives a direct view of that statue! It’s even on the south side! If I go up there—”

“You?” Reynie said.

“Oh, well, Milligan then. Whoever. The point is you would be in a perfect spot to spy on their rendezvous without being seen yourself. It’s all glassed in with reflective windows and everything. We couldn’t have asked for a better setup! This is going to work out brilliantly!”

It did seem perfect. The only catch was that no one knew about the rendezvous but them. Mr. Benedict still had not shown up, and midnight was less than an hour away. What if he was still asleep, wherever he was? What if he was awake but something had happened? What if he was trying to come to the library but was delayed? What if he wasn’t coming at all?

After mulling these possibilities over, Kate jumped up. “Sorry, but I just can’t risk it! I can’t sit here and give up what may be our last chance to stop Mr. Curtain. I have to go! You three can tell Mr. Benedict everything when he comes. I’ll be careful, I promise!” She was already strapping her bucket to her belt.

“You aren’t serious, are you?” Sticky said. “Oh, wait, it’s you—of course you’re serious.”

“It’s only eight blocks,” Kate said. “I can be there in no time.”

“Kate, I don’t feel right about this,” Reynie said.

“I know, I know—you think you should come with me. Well, I won’t force you to stay if that’s how you feel. But we need to make tracks. Right now the Ten Men are probably still watching Mr. Benedict’s house, so this is absolutely the safest time to go. We’ll be less likely to bump into them on the streets, and we can be on the observation deck before they even show up.”

“No… no, that’s true,” Reynie said. “I don’t think you should go alone, but… I don’t know, I can’t explain it, something just feels wrong. I don’t think any of us should go.”

Kate hesitated. She trusted Reynie’s judgment, yet she was not one to be shaken from her course without good reason. “Look, if you can tell me why, I’ll stay. But if it’s just a feeling…” She shrugged. “Well, we’re all nervous, right? I’m nervous myself. But nothing could be safer than that observation deck. It will be dark up there, easy to hide, and if I leave right now no one will see me.”

They were all looking at Reynie, waiting for him to explain his reluctance. But he couldn’t. There seemed to be a hundred things to think about at once, and he couldn’t pin down any of them. His only clear thought was that Kate was right, that this really might be their last chance. And what a chance! If our enemies learn his identity, Mr. Curtain had written, all is lost.

“Okay, but please be careful,” he said at last. “I mean extra careful. Like if you were me and not you.”

“You got it!” Kate said with a laugh, and she flew down the stairs without waiting for another word.

“She didn’t even say goodbye,” humphed Constance.

Reynie was staring after her in dismay. He had realized, an instant too late, that they hadn’t discussed what Kate would do afterward. Would she come back to the library? Would she wait there? And—the thought suddenly occurred to him—what if she didn’t get a good look at this secret contact? Would she try to follow the Ten Men? Surely she wouldn’t!

But even as he thought it, Reynie knew better. Kate surely would. And she had purposely hightailed it out of the library before Reynie had a chance to talk her out of any such thing.

“Should we go after her?” Sticky said, when Reynie had shared his concerns. “Maybe we could talk some sense into her, or cling to her legs or something.”

“Even if she did follow them, I don’t see how dangerous it could be,” said Constance. “For all this talk about how careful he is, Mr. Curtain has been awfully careless. I think he’s gotten overconfident, don’t you? I mean, it’s ridiculous—couldn’t he have had his Ten Men learn some harder codes? Sure, we had to work a little, but it took us, what, a few minutes? He’s not working all that hard to cover his tracks.”

“So are you saying we shouldn’t worry?” Sticky said. “I find that kind of hard, you know, since—”

“Oh no,” said Reynie, in a tone of deepest dread. “Oh no, oh no! That’s it! What Constance just said—that’s it, that’s what’s been bothering me! Mr. Curtain isn’t being careful enough! Not at all! Finally everything makes sense, and oh—it’s the worst kind of sense! We have to go after Kate! She’s walking right into a trap!”
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This time, despite the rising feeling of panic in his gut, Reynie remembered to leave a better note. Scribbling as fast as he could, he explained everything to Mr. Benedict, folded the paper together with Mr. Curtain’s note, stapled them both closed, and ran out the front door of the library, where he did his best to explain himself to the startled security guard. He was forced to trust the man—he had little choice—but he kept his request simple: If someone came looking for the children, would the guard please pass along this note and say it was urgent? Then, just as Kate had done to Reynie minutes before, Reynie sprinted away before the confused man could argue.

Sticky and Constance were waiting behind the library. He had told them he would explain everything, and so he did, speaking between gasps, for the three of them were running full tilt. The boys took turns giving Constance piggyback rides, and sometimes she ran on her own legs, but they all knew that even with their best effort they could never catch Kate. They only hoped to reach her before the Ten Men did.

For Reynie saw now, in his mind’s eye, all the pieces of a puzzle that earlier he hadn’t even known existed. The first piece had been Mr. Bane’s odd behavior upstairs: Reynie realized now that Mr. Bane had been waiting to tell them privately—and them specifically—about Crawlings leaving the girls’ room. He’d needed to make sure they went in and discovered the torn-up note. No doubt the Ten Men had collared him and told him what to do.

The second puzzle piece was the note itself: Yes, Crawlings was careless—and Mr. Curtain probably knew that the children knew this—but would he really have left those instructions in the wastepaper basket? Not without expecting them to be found.

And then there was McCracken: He hadn’t seemed to expect to find anything in the Monk Building. He’d even said the office must be searched “if only as a matter of form.” In other words, the search had to appear to explain why they’d been there. That was their stated reason, Reynie thought grimly. But their real reason had been something quite different. It was the same reason that McCracken—normally so cautious—had not objected when Crawlings threw the wadded instructions away in the office. He’d even dropped the envelope to the floor himself.

Breakable codes and findable clues. Everything had been done on purpose.

Mr. Curtain knew what the children were like; he knew they would take risks to stop him if given a chance. And so—quite cleverly, careful not to overdo it—he had given them that chance, had left them a trail they couldn’t resist following. Hadn’t they overheard Crawlings and Garrotte saying that Mr. Curtain had another plan for catching them? Well, this was it. And most distressing of all was that it was still working. Kate was running right into a trap, and her friends were running right after her.

“He had nothing to lose,” Reynie panted as they moved down a crowded sidewalk, keeping close together near the wall, “and everything to gain. He knows we’re Mr. Benedict’s greatest weakness—that’s how he sees it—and if he catches us he can use us to get what he wants. There was no reason not to try. He hasn’t even put himself at risk.”

“So they were hoping to lure us to the Monk Building, but they didn’t know about the anteroom?” Sticky asked, still trying to make sense of what Reynie was telling them.

Reynie stopped to let Sticky take over carrying Constance, who suddenly seemed to weigh more than a piano. “If they had known,” he said, starting off again, “they’d have grabbed us right then, wouldn’t they? McCracken mentioned something about roofs—I think he had Ten Men hidden all around the building keeping an eye out for us. He was hoping we’d come running up the street. When we didn’t show, they knew to leave another clue just in case.”

“But what if we had told Mr. Benedict?” Sticky asked.

“Mr. Bane made it hard for us to do that, didn’t he? But I’m sure Mr. Curtain was prepared for that possibility. Maybe he even hoped for it. Maybe he hoped Mr. Benedict would fall for the trick, too, and walk right into his ambush. Those instructions didn’t leave much time to consider everything—just enough to make a snap decision and rush to the scene.”

“Like Kate did,” Sticky said, his voice thin with strain. He hitched Constance higher on his back. “And we did.”

“The first time we just got lucky,” Reynie said. “We could use the secret passage. This time we just have to hope we have enough of a head start.”

However badly they needed that head start, it was hard work running on crowded sidewalks and trying to keep together, and they were soon forced to stop to catch their breath. Hands on his knees, Reynie looked up at the street signs. They were only four blocks from the square.

Beside him, Sticky was just about to set Constance down when she cried, “I see Crawlings and Garrotte!”

Reynie straightened abruptly, and the blood rushed to his head. Desperately trying to blink away stars, he followed Constance’s gaze. In a moment he spotted the Ten Men on the opposite corner, just about to step off the curb into the crush of pedestrians. They were laughing and talking, swinging their briefcases as if headed out to do something fun after a productive day at work. He glanced quickly around.

“This way!” he said, making for a subway station entrance a dozen paces away, and Sticky, fairly stumbling, followed close behind.

“Did they see us?” Reynie said as he hurried down the steps.

“I don’t think so,” said Constance, who had been looking over her shoulder.

It was very dark, and Reynie stopped at the first landing, unsure of his footing. His eyes were still adjusting to the gloom. Sticky dropped Constance beside him and fell gasping to his knees. Below them, far away from the shifting glare of a thousand headlights, the steps descended into even deeper darkness. Together they stared fearfully up at the open entrance. Seven or eight people filed past, jostling and bumping one another—and then Crawlings and Garrotte appeared.

Reynie knew they would be almost impossible to see down here, yet he suddenly felt so sure of being spotted he could almost hear the Ten Men’s voices echoing down to the landing, “Oh, chickies! Here chickies!” But the men didn’t even glance in their direction, and an instant later had passed out of view.

Reynie fell back against the wall. Sticky lowered his head to the floor. For a few moments the only sound they made was heavy breathing, and their only feeling was one of intense relief.

Then Constance said, “Well, what do we do now? They’re ahead of us!”

“Oh no,” Sticky groaned, hauling himself to his feet again. “I hadn’t got that far yet. What do we do?”

“The next subway stop is the square, Reynie said. He peered down the steps into the blackness. “And there’s no crowd down there. We might even move faster than we could on the streets.”

“You mean run through a pitch-black subway tunnel?” Constance said. “Are you out of your mind?”

“I’m starting to feel that way,” said Reynie. He had perceived a faint blue glow at the bottom of the steps, and without waiting for more objections he hurried down toward it. The tunnel was their only hope, but only if they moved now—and as fast as they could.

“Come on,” Sticky said, grabbing Constance’s hand.

The blue light turned out to be a subway system employee carrying an emergency glow stick. He was a pale, skinny man in a white uniform, and in the weird light he looked ghastly and strange, an apparition drifting up from the abyss.

“Subway’s closed, kids,” he said as they approached. “I’m the last one out. What do you want down here anyway? Don’t you realize there’s a blackout? Subways don’t run in blackouts, you know.”

“Can we have your glow stick?” asked Reynie quickly. “We’re scared and we don’t have flashlights.”

The man seemed torn. He turned and looked back into the blackness out of which he had just emerged. “There’s a whole box of them on the platform. I was giving them out to the passengers. But to tell you the truth, it gives me the willies down there in the dark, and if you don’t mind—”

“Thanks!” Reynie said, and to the man’s astonishment he snatched the glow stick and hurried down into the darkness with Sticky and Constance at his heels.

“What? Oh, okay, uh, I’ll—I’ll wait for you here!” the man called after them. “Or actually—just, I’ll just be up there at the top of the steps. Where it isn’t so dark…”

They paid him no attention. In moments they had ducked under the turnstiles and reached the station platform, where they found the box of glow sticks and helped themselves. Sticky lowered himself onto the tracks, and Reynie lowered Constance down to him, his arms trembling so much he almost dropped her.

“I really don’t want to be doing this,” said Constance, staring into the blackness.

“Just keep talking,” said Sticky. “Maybe that’ll scare the rats away.”

Their passage through the black tunnel was frightening indeed, with their glow sticks casting faint, strange shadows, and noises of unknown origin sounding in the dark. And when, not far along the tracks, they came suddenly upon the abandoned train—like some monstrous creature lurking in the dark—they all cried out at once. They collected themselves and dashed past it, past car after empty car, expecting at any moment for someone or something to peer out at them through a window—or worse, to leap out at them. But they got beyond it, and indeed all the way to Ferund Square station, without incident.

“We made good time,” Reynie puffed as they mounted the station steps. “We might just have a chance.”

They had wheezed out their plan as they ran, and when they reached the street entrance they lost no time. Reynie knelt down, and Sticky helped Constance onto his shoulders. He stood up shakily, with Sticky supporting him, until Constance had a fairly decent view of the square. “See anything?” he gasped. “Or, you know, sense anything?”

Constance was looking all around. “I don’t. But it’s so crowded…”

“We’ll have to chance it,” said Reynie, already letting her down again.

Into the square they plunged, weaving through people on the sidewalks, constantly looking over their shoulders, laboriously making their way through the crush to the Pittfall Building. The observation deck, three stories up, could be seen but dimly, a wide, windowed outcropping whose outline was barely evident against the starry sky. It had been designed to offer the best view of the historic square—high enough to position the observer above street-level obstacles, low enough to eliminate the need for coin-operated telescopes. But it might as well have been specifically designed as a trap. Because it was enclosed, there could be no shouted warnings to Kate. Nor would any cries for help be heard from inside it.

At last, their hearts pounding, their lungs and legs burning, Reynie, Constance, and Sticky reached the front door of the Pittfall Building. It was the sort of door that could be locked only electronically, and since it had not been locked when the power went out (the building usually remained open until late) it was conveniently unlocked now.

Conveniently, Reynie thought, if you were setting a trap for a certain headstrong girl. Upon passing through this door, in the weak glow of emergency lighting, Kate would have seen what they saw now: a hand-printed sign at the security desk that said “Observation Deck Closed Until Further Notice” and another that said “Gone For Batteries—Back In 15 Minutes.” Kate would have been thrilled, Reynie realized—no need to sneak past the security guard or concoct some false explanation for needing access to the deck. She could just bolt up the stairs and get situated with her spyglass.

Reynie headed for the stairs, propelled by urgency yet trembling with fatigue and a terrible mounting dread. They were exhausted, there was no time to rest, and the instant they reached Kate they must turn right around and run out again. Could they possibly make it? Would it be better to try to hide somewhere in the building? No, that would be faster, but then the Ten Men could simply block the exits and make a thorough floor-by-floor search. They had to get out.

“I… can’t… keep… up,” Constance huffed from several steps below. She was struggling valiantly, using both her hands and feet to climb, but was hardly moving at all.

“I’ll stay with her,” Sticky said, waving Reynie on. “We’ll wait for you here. Hurry!”

Reynie didn’t waste breath answering—he had none to spare—but pressed on as quickly as he could. He had reached the second-floor landing now, only twenty more steps to go. It felt like a hundred, but at last he stood on the third-floor landing, staring at the door to the observation deck, its sign illuminated by a buzzing emergency bulb. He gathered himself—pushing away the frightening thought that he might be too late—and flung the door open. Instantly a flashlight shone into his eyes.

“Reynie!” whispered Kate’s voice. “What are you doing here?”

“A trap,” Reynie gasped. “We have to—”

He was interrupted by the sound of shouting in the stairwell. A scream, a scuffling sound, a man’s voice crying, “She bit me! The naughty little duck bit me!” And another man laughing and saying, “Proper caution, Crawlings! Will you never learn? Come, Sharpe, give me a hand with Mr. Spectacles. Garrotte, you take this…”

Kate had lowered her flashlight. Reynie could see her round eyes. There was no further explanation necessary. He shook his head helplessly, his heart in his throat. They had been so close.

“Hide this!” Kate hissed, reaching into her bucket. She handed him her rope, still neatly coiled, and as he hurriedly tucked it under his shirt she slipped something else into his front pocket. Her Swiss Army knife. Then she leaped back, shouting, “What’s going on, Reynie? Who’s out there?”

An enormous figure appeared in the doorway. The floor groaned beneath his weight.

“Oh dear,” said McCracken. “Oh dear, oh dear. Were you not expecting us?”
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“Tell me,” said McCracken, setting down his briefcase, “did you leave a note telling your mommies and daddies where you were going? I assume you didn’t have permission to come here alone.”

“What do you think?” said Kate, irritated that she couldn’t think of a more cutting reply.

McCracken tapped two fingers together. “What do I think? I think we had better leave soon. But first let us get reacquainted.”

The other Ten Men sauntered in with their captives. Constance was still struggling, her teeth clicking audibly as she tried to bite Sharpe and Garrotte, each of whom had a hand under one of her arms. Her feet, several inches off the floor, kicked futilely this way and that as if she were dancing. Sticky, for his part, walked sullenly along under his own power. Behind him came Crawlings with a furious expression and sucking his thumb (which Constance had bitten), so that he looked like a giant toddler on the verge of a tantrum. The smell of expensive cologne hung heavy in the air.

“Constance, my dear,” said McCracken, “if you don’t stop trying to bite my associates I’m afraid we’ll have to start your nap time.” Constance glowered at him and stopped struggling. McCracken broke into a toothy grin. “Ah, much better!”

“I see you’ve had some dental work done,” said Kate pointedly, for she remembered (with no small satisfaction) that McCracken had lost teeth in his last encounter with Milligan.

“Ever the cheeky one,” said McCracken, still grinning. He flicked one of his front teeth with his tongue; it popped out and fell neatly into his hand. Squeezing it between two fingers, McCracken stepped close to show Kate the tiny sharp serrations now protruding from its edges. He held it close to her face, but Kate did not shy away. She lifted an eyebrow, doing her best to appear unimpressed.

McCracken nodded and stopped squeezing the tooth. “Black-market dentistry,” he intoned as the sharp points retracted. “You’d be surprised. Now, my dear, I need you to set down your bucket, turn out your pockets, and hand over your shoes. You mustn’t think I’ve forgotten what a clever girl you are.”

To resist would be pointless—not to mention painful—and Kate did as she was told. McCracken inspected her shoes and tossed them back to her. “Better give us that belt, too,” he said, warily eyeing the buckle. Finally satisfied, he handed Kate’s bucket and belt to Crawlings and said, “Very well, darlings, let’s move along.”

“Where are we going?” Reynie demanded. He was trying to formulate a plan. If he could goad McCracken into giving him some information…

McCracken looked at him intently. “Goodness, you seem frightened, Reynie! Are you worried about what terrible things we’ll do?” He bent forward and spoke in a hushed, singsong tone, as if offering instructions to a much younger child. “What you need to worry about, Reynie, is not what terrible things we’ll do, but when we’ll do them. And the answer, if you’re very good, is ‘perhaps never.’ But if you’re the least bit naughty, then the answer is ‘right now.’ Do you understand?”

Reynie swallowed and nodded. The other Ten Men laughed.

“Mr. Curtain prefers that you be awake, alert, and of reasonably sound mind when we deliver you,” McCracken said. “But we have permission to wipe your little noses with our handkerchiefs should circumstances require it.”

Reynie was at a loss for what to do then, and the Ten Men were so brisk and efficient (not to mention intimidating) that the children had been hustled downstairs, out a backdoor, and into a waiting van before anyone could think of a productive way to resist. Then the doors were slammed shut, and it was too late.

“My name is Garrotte and I’ll be your driver today,” said Garrotte, grinning impishly from behind the wheel as McCracken squeezed into the passenger’s seat. The other Ten Men chuckled and took seats in the back with the children. “Don’t forget to buckle up! We want a safe and pleasant ride.”

“You may as well get comfortable, sweets,” murmured Sharpe, folding up his spectacles and closing his eyes. “We’ll be riding around awhile.”

It turned out that by “awhile” Sharpe meant several hours. Miserable, interminable hours, during which the children were not allowed to move or speak as the van crept along the jammed city streets. And all the while the Ten Men seemed completely relaxed. They sat calmly, comfortably, sometimes dozing (though never all at once), sometimes engaging in amiable chatter. From time to time one would rise to peer out the windows in the back doors of the van, then return to his seat, smiling to himself.

Reynie spent the first part of this long ride trying to calm down and come up with a plan. He was having trouble with both. His nerves were shot; his mind was fatigued; his body was exhausted. But after more than an hour of searching for bright spots, Reynie suddenly had an encouraging thought—their situation was undeniably awful, but wasn’t it also an opportunity? After all, they were being taken to Mr. Curtain, and Mr. Benedict needed to find Mr. Curtain.

Reynie began to get excited. If he just paid close attention to where they were taken, then found a way to let Mr. Benedict know—there had to be some way—the tables would be turned! Not only could they be rescued, but Mr. Curtain could be captured once and for all!

Heartened by his idea, Reynie glanced around, meaning to give his friends covert looks of encouragement. To his surprise he found them all dozing, their heads lolling heavily on their necks. He almost laughed. Even considering all they had been through, it was hard to imagine sleeping at a time like this. And then, in less than a minute, Reynie had joined them. And like them he spent the following hours repeatedly jolting awake, finding himself miserable, cramped, and scared, then succumbing yet again to the powerful need for sleep.

This happened over and over again, and time passed strangely between the weird dreams Reynie experienced while sleeping and the very real, equally weird nightmare he faced each time he awoke. But eventually, finally, the cycle ended; the van stopped. It idled in one place for much longer than it had done before, and Reynie, noticing this, slowly grew alert. Despite the hours of driving they were still downtown; through the high windows in the back doors he could see a distant traffic light. But something had changed, and after a moment he realized what it was. The traffic light was red. The power was back on. And the night’s unusual darkness was giving way to familiar gray dawn.

“Good morning, sunshines,” Sharpe yawned, resettling his spectacles and scratching his head. He sprayed a misty breath freshener into his mouth and smiled sleepily at the bleary children.

In the front of the van McCracken’s radio crackled, and a man’s voice—Reynie recognized it with a shiver—said, “What is your status?”

“We have secured the goods and await orders,” McCracken replied.

Mr. Curtain’s gleeful tone was unmistakable even through the radio. “You secured the goods? Confirm that—you secured the goods?”

“Confirmed,” McCracken said, laughing. “We have indeed secured the goods.”

“Then proceed to base at once!” Mr. Curtain barked, followed by a screechy sound that someone else might have thought was radio interference but that Reynie recognized as Mr. Curtain’s laugh.

McCracken tucked his radio into his suit coat and nodded at Garrotte, who instantly swerved across the sidewalk and into a parking garage, zooming up to the first empty level. Garrotte and Crawlings leaped out of the van with boxes under their arms. At once there came a banging overhead, and a prolonged scratching noise rather like the sound of a person unstripping package tape. Meanwhile McCracken and Sharpe were taking out blindfolds and securing them over the children’s eyes—and Reynie’s hopes were plummeting. So much for paying close attention to where they were going.

“Mr. Curtain’s orders,” said McCracken in a falsely apologetic tone. “One can never be too careful.”

Garrotte and Crawlings got back in. “We’ll make good time now,” Garrotte called back to them cheerfully. “Just listen to this.” He threw a switch, and overhead a siren began to wail. The Ten Men had disguised the van as an ambulance.

With the siren blaring the van was able to move steadily through the city, occasionally slowing but never stopping, until at last, having pulled free of the heavier traffic, the siren was turned off. The van moved swiftly now; its tires hummed on open highway. But which highway? Reynie wondered. Headed to where?

“Little bunny,” McCracken said to someone, “you had best stop wriggling your eyebrows. If that blindfold slips loose, you will most sincerely regret it.”

That had to be Kate, Reynie thought. He hoped for her sake that she would do as she was told. They were already in deep enough trouble, and Reynie could see no way out of it.
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They rode for a time in silence. Despite their dread of what lay ahead, the children were all hoping the trip would end soon. They were horribly uncomfortable from sitting for so long, the early-morning sun shone painfully into their eyes even through the blindfolds, and everyone was thirsty. Constance made a point of uttering dry, rasping noises and smacking her lips until Crawlings growled and told her to stop.

“Garrotte,” said Sharpe, “be a good fellow and switch on the radio, will you? I’m curious what people are saying about last night.”

Garrotte switched on the radio. The children perked up their ears. A news reporter was speaking excitedly:

“… entire city! Again, it’s a wondrous display of efficient technology, Martha, and real leadership on the part of Jim Pressius. The turbines, apparently, were not even connected to the grid yet, but Pressius’s technicians pulled off an overnight miracle.”

“It’s really something, John! And for the benefit of those just tuning in, will you quickly repeat what you’ve learned about Stonetown’s new power source?”

“Right, well, just after the shocking crash of the computer systems that manage the city’s power grid, Mr. Jim Pressius, the wealthy entrepreneur, stepped forward to offer an emergency alternative. It seems Mr. Pressius owns a tidal turbine system invented by Mr. Ledroptha Curtain, the noted scientist and educator. The turbines are located in Stonetown Bay—the National Guard was immediately deployed to protect them, incidentally—and thanks to the urgent efforts of Mr. Pressius and his experts they began supplying power to Stonetown just before dawn. All this is according to the government’s official statement, Martha, which was released after communications were restored about twenty minutes ago.”

“And still no explanation for the communications outage?”

“Unfortunately, no. Obviously it was connected to the blackout, but authorities are at a loss to explain it. In fact according to Mr. Pressius, there’s only one scientist in the world with a sufficient understanding of energy anomalies and invisible waveforms to explain what happened, much less prevent its happening again—and that’s his friend Ledroptha Curtain.”

The children sucked in their breath. Could this really be going where they thought it was going?

“I’ll remind our listeners that Mr. Curtain is the man who invented the tidal turbines,” said the anchorwoman. “So has Mr. Curtain been involved in any of this, John?”

“Apparently not, Martha. He’s a famously private individual, extremely reclusive, and in fact his current whereabouts are unknown. Our listeners may recall that his well-regarded Institute closed over a year ago under mysterious circumstances—”

“It wasn’t mysterious to us!” Kate snarled, unable to contain herself.

“Hush, kitty,” McCracken murmured.

“—his alleged involvement in possible criminal activity—”

“Alleged!” Kate muttered indignantly. “Possible!”

“I won’t warn you again,” said McCracken. “Some of us are trying to enjoy the program.”

“—as you said, John, and follow up on any developments as the government seeks to contact Mr. Curtain. Meanwhile, we’re receiving a lot of reports of actual criminal activity due to the outages, isn’t that right?”

“Yes, indeed, Martha. Apparently looters and burglars had a field day—or field night, rather—in Stonetown during these long, dark, and quiet hours…”

At McCracken’s behest, Garrotte checked to see what was being said on the other radio stations. It was all the same: a terrifying night; mounting fears that it would happen again; Mr. Pressius a civic hero; and an urgent need to locate and consult the preeminent scientist Ledroptha Curtain.

The radio voices went on and on, and Reynie was developing a fierce headache. The relentless bright sunlight wasn’t helping—its glare intensified as it passed through the windows, and even with the blindfold and his eyes closed he could feel its heat on his face. He dared not cover his eyes with his hands for fear the Ten Men would think he was trying to remove his blindfold, and when he tried to shift positions Sharpe ordered him to sit still. But physical discomfort was the least of Reynie’s concerns at the moment, for he saw quite plainly what Mr. Curtain was hoping to achieve—and that everything was going exactly as planned.

Mr. Curtain’s “possible criminal activity” had always been classified. The public knew nothing of it, and most of the people in government who did were simply accepting what their superiors told them. If just a few high officials’ minds changed, so too would the official position on Mr. Curtain’s guilt. After all, the most important piece of physical evidence in his case—the Whisperer itself—was believed to have been destroyed. No matter that some people, including the children, knew what really happened to the Whisperer. These were already being dealt with.

After about an hour on the highway the van turned off, wound along a twisting side road for perhaps five minutes more, then finally came to a stop. “We’re here,” McCracken announced into his radio.

“I see you,” a man’s voice replied. “We’ll open up.”

There came a rattling, clanking sound, as if a large gate or drawbridge were being opened, and the van started forward again. After some maneuvering, some muttered cursing, and some jibes from the other Ten Men about Garrotte’s parking, the van doors were flung open and the children unloaded. They were marched into a building and up several flights of stairs, where (thanks to Constance’s incessant whining) they were given water to drink and one minute apiece in a cold bathroom. But not until they had been corralled in a bright, stark room were their blindfolds removed. The Ten Men whipped them off with a flourish and withdrew to the doorway.

The first thing the children saw was Mr. Curtain. His appearance startled them, for though the Ten Men had kept up their cheerful banter, no one had heard Mr. Curtain’s voice or any other indication of his presence. But here he was in all his creepy glory, the spitting image of Mr. Benedict save for his haughty expression, his more carefully combed white hair, and the slightly different plaid pattern of his green suit. He was squatting, not sitting, in the seat of his wheelchair, his forearms resting atop his knees—and he was silently circling them like a shark around its prey. His cold green eyes darted from face to face. He licked his lips, then pressed them tightly together, suppressing a smile. His wheelchair made absolutely no sound at all.

He circled them once, twice, three times, expertly maneuvering his wheelchair with subtle manipulations of a handheld remote control. He circled so close that he could easily have reached out and scratched them—and perhaps he would, Reynie thought; he did have the air of someone planning something nasty—and to make matters even more unsettling, the children found themselves quite inside the wheelchair’s eerie bubble of silence. (Kate was frowning in irritation, having let fly a snappy comment only to have it pass unnoticed, while Sticky, for his part, was grateful no one had heard him whimper.) And still Mr. Curtain circled and circled.

Though helpless to act, none of them wished to give Mr. Curtain the satisfaction of seeing them so frightened, and after his fifth or sixth circuit they stopped twisting to keep their eyes on him when he passed behind them. Fixing their gazes ahead, they endured this bizarre and menacing behavior with what little composure they could manage.

Reynie took the opportunity to study the depressing, unvarying features of the room: Large empty metal bookcases stood against each of the three walls he could see, their shelves coated in dust; a desk (equally empty and dusty) stood right up against one of them; and everything looked slightly askew—the furniture seemed to have been shoved against the walls to clear space in the room. Behind them, he knew, was the door through which they had just entered; otherwise the room appeared to have no exits. (Not even for Kate, unfortunately—the ceiling was plaster, the heating register too small to squeeze through.) Judging from the decor and the dust, the room was a dull office that had been some time out of use.

Mr. Curtain glided before them a seventh time, then an eighth, fully smiling now (no longer trying to suppress it). Reynie glanced nervously at him, then quickly glanced away. Who knew what this madman was up to? Was he trying to disorient them? Confuse them?

The wheelchair came round again. With a start, Reynie saw that it was empty.

“Boo!” roared Mr. Curtain from right behind them, and the children fairly leaped out of their skins. They spun to see him leering down at them from his full height. Delighted by their startled faces, he let loose with his grating, screechy laugh and waggled his fingers at them.

“You see?” Mr. Curtain said as his wheelchair circled round to him again. “If you grow too used to something, too complacent, you are easily caught off guard. I am afraid you children grew far too used to having luck fall your way—and far too bold because of it. So very much like Benedict. Not that I am complaining, of course. Your predictability has served me well.”

“Is this your new office?” Kate said, glancing about in an appraising way. “Cold, dusty, empty—it suits you, I think.”

Mr. Curtain’s smile faded. From the doorway came the sound of a hastily swallowed chuckle. Mr. Curtain glanced at the Ten Men (Crawlings was staring at his feet), then reached inside his suit coat and took out a pair of shiny silver gloves. At the sight of these the children flinched and recoiled, recalling with painful clarity how it felt to be touched by them. “Ms. Wetherall,” said Mr. Curtain as he tugged the gloves on, “did you not hear what I just said about being too bold?”

“Mr. Curtain! Mr. Curtain, sir!” cried a familiar voice, and barging into the room (squeezing with some difficulty through the group of Ten Men) came none other than S.Q. Pedalian. “The van’s here!”

Mr. Curtain scowled and turned on him, waving his arms. “Of course the van is here, S.Q.! Look around you—what do you see? Hmm? Through whom did you just pass to enter this room? Are they not the very men we expected to arrive in the van? And who are these children before me? Are they not the very ones I expected to be brought to me in the van?”

S.Q. blinked and looked over at the snickering Ten Men. “I’m… I’m sorry, sir. I just got excited when I saw it, and…” He started to nod in greeting at the children, caught himself, and turned away from them. “It won’t happen again, I promise.”

Mr. Curtain rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Of course it won’t, you idiot! How could it?” He held up one hand to stop S.Q. from speaking. “Do not try to answer that.” Shaking his head, he contemplated his gloves a moment, then sighed and slowly began taking them off. “And now, thanks to your interruption, I find my enthusiasm for using these has passed. Perhaps later.”

Kate looked gratefully at S.Q., but he would not meet her eye. She vividly remembered the last time they had seen each other. S.Q. had been deceived by Mr. Benedict and the children—the deception, unfortunately, was vital to their escape—and was utterly distraught. No matter that his distress resulted more from his fear of Mr. Curtain’s anger than from anything else, it was the deception he had fixated on, and Kate wondered how he felt about it now. If she hadn’t known better, she might have thought his blundering entrance was a ruse meant to spare her those silver gloves.

But did she know better? As Mr. Curtain tucked away the gloves and climbed into his wheelchair again, Kate studied S.Q.’s bland, impassive face. What was he really thinking? He looked the same as ever, though perhaps he had grown into his gangly frame a bit—yes, he had almost certainly filled out—and the boots on his oversized feet had developed gaps along the seams; he desperately needed new ones. But Kate and the others knew Mr. Curtain’s dark secret now; they knew how he had managed to manipulate S.Q.’s kind nature. Time had passed—was passing still—so might not S.Q. be starting to grow beyond the man’s influence?

If so, his subservient manner wasn’t revealing it. If anything, he seemed more eager than ever to please Mr. Curtain, or at least to avoid incurring his wrath. Even the eternally optimistic Kate had to admit the possibility that S.Q. still felt loyal to Mr. Curtain—and still felt betrayed by Mr. Benedict and the children. They certainly couldn’t count on his help.

“I shall not abide further interruptions,” Mr. Curtain said. “Therefore I advise you children not to speak unless you are specifically told to do so. Do I make myself clear?”

Kate and the boys nodded. Constance opened her mouth to respond, but Kate quickly clapped her hand over it.

Mr. Curtain smirked. “Much better. You may have noticed that I often prefer silence.” His wheelchair backed away from them, and crossing his legs in a relaxed manner he continued in scarcely more than a whisper, forcing them to lean forward and strain their ears.

“Here is what I expect of you. You will remain quietly in this room, causing no disturbance whatsoever. Failure to comply shall result in immediate punishment. You will eventually be given some food, so do refrain from asking for it. The same is true for bathroom visits. In fact, your best course of action—the one least likely to result in punishment—would be to lie still on the floor with your eyes and mouths closed.”

Mr. Curtain stared at them a long moment to be sure he’d been understood. Then he whirled about in his wheelchair and rocketed out the doorway, moving with such speed and force that if the Ten Men had not expected it and stepped neatly aside they would have been scattered like bowling pins. With winks and smiles they followed their employer out, and S.Q. brought up the rear, hurriedly closing and locking the door behind him with nary a glance at the children.
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As soon as the door had closed Kate turned to the others and whispered, “I’m so sorry! I should have waited for Reynie to think things through. We’d never have gotten into this mess if I had. I would have said so sooner, but we were never alone. Oh, this is all my fault!”

“Forget it,” Reynie said. “You just wanted to stop Mr. Curtain. We all did.”

“I still do, actually,” said Sticky. “Before he does… well, whatever it is he’s going to do to us.”

Constance, who had slept almost the entire time in the van, was still groggy and exceedingly cross, and now—in response to Kate’s apology—she said, “You’re sorry?

We get packed in a van like sardines in a can,

I have to sit by a stinky Ten Man,

Thirsty and terrified hour after hour,

Certain that Curtain has us in his power…

And you say you’re sorry? You think sorry covers it?”

“Constance!” Reynie scolded, and Sticky shot her a disapproving look.

Kate bit her tongue. In recent months she had finally come up with a rhyming response for the next time Constance attacked her in verse (at long last she had hit upon “remonstrance” as a suitable rhyme for “Constance”), and she’d been most eager to use it. But the timing was all wrong, and so she said lightly, “Sorry will have to do for now, Connie girl.”

Constance, ashamed of her outburst but in no mood to admit it, sat on the floor and covered her eyes with her hands. The events of the past several minutes had all seemed far too loud and upsetting, and at the moment she simply wished she could hide inside her own shell like a turtle.

Kate turned to the boys. “So what do you think he intends to do with us? Why did he tell the Ten Men he wanted us awake and alert?”

“He wants to trade us for something, right?” Reynie said. “I think he means to show Mr. Benedict we haven’t been brainswept. That way he can threaten to use the Whisperer on us if Mr. Benedict doesn’t give him what he wants.”

“So he wants us to be able to prove we still have our memories?” Kate said. “My, how practical of him. Well, guess what? If it comes to that, I’m going to pretend to be brainswept—just to get his goat!”

“Let’s not let it come to that,” Reynie said, walking over to the light switch. “We need to get out of here.”

“So you’re… turning off the light?” asked Sticky, perplexed.

“I’m looking for the window,” Reynie said, throwing the switch. The room went dark, but not completely so—a faint glow of sunlight filtered out from behind one of the big metal bookcases. “We need to move that bookcase,” he said, turning the light back on.

Kate hurried to inspect the bookcase. “Awfully heavy,” she murmured. “It’ll be noisy to slide it. Anyway, we’ll want to be able to put it back fast. Here, give me a hand with that desk.”

With the boys on one end and Kate on the other (and Constance uncovering her eyes to supervise), they carried the desk to where Kate wanted it. Then, moving slowly and with the utmost caution, they tilted the bookcase forward until its top rested against the desk. The metal shelves groaned and twanged, but only a little, and after a tense few moments of listening they decided no one was coming to check on them. Crowding into the narrow space behind the tilted bookcase, they peered out the large, dirt-streaked window they had exposed.

The view was not very encouraging. Three stories below them lay a kind of bleak, square courtyard sparsely covered with dead brown grass and surrounded by four brick buildings—or rather four wings of the same building—four stories high. The wings were identical, with identical flat roofs and identical long rows of dirty windows. The arrangement reminded Reynie of a hospital he had visited once, and Sticky of a dreary office complex where his mother used to work. But there was no obvious clue as to what this place was—or used to be, rather. The only thing that seemed certain was that it had been abandoned and neglected for a while.

“What do you think?” Reynie murmured to Kate. “I still have your rope.”

Kate was craning her neck this way and that. “I’m glad, but it’s not going to be much use. We’re too high up.” She studied the roofs across the courtyard for clues about the roof directly above them, then shook her head. “There’s no good way to climb up, either—not even a gargoyle to lasso, just standard old gutters. Although…” She frowned. “No, never mind, that wouldn’t work.”

“What were you about to say?” Sticky asked. “Maybe if the rest of us hear it—”

“No, really. It won’t work.”

It wasn’t quite like Kate to say something couldn’t work, much less to refuse even to discuss it. Everyone looked at her quizzically. She might be an accomplished trickster around her enemies, but to her friends she was remarkably transparent.

“What are you trying to hide, Kate?” Reynie asked. “What’s going on?”

Kate had walked away from the window as if to dismiss it out of hand. “Nothing. I’ll tell you later. Right now we should put the bookcase back up.”

“She thinks she could get away!” exclaimed Constance, who had been staring keenly at Kate’s troubled face.

Kate looked stunned, then quickly tried to recover. But try as she might, she couldn’t hide her guilty expression. She could hardly have looked more shamefaced if she’d been caught stealing.

“Is that right, Kate?” Sticky asked, his eyes growing round with hope. “But that’s great! Why wouldn’t you tell us?”

Kate shook her head, fretfully knitting her brow. “I’m sorry—I couldn’t help it! It’s not like I can keep from having ideas, right? I didn’t mean to…”

Reynie was going to ask Kate what in the world she was talking about—she seemed to have misunderstood Sticky’s question—when suddenly he understood. Kate believed she could get away, but not the rest of them. And she wasn’t about to leave her friends behind. She was ashamed even to have thought of it.

“Kate,” Reynie said urgently, “listen, you have to do it! If you think you can, you have to—it’s our best chance! You could figure out where we are, then find your way back to Mr. Benedict and the others. They’ll know what to do to rescue us, don’t you see?”

Kate was bouncing on the balls of her feet, her face tense with distress. (In fact she looked like someone who desperately needed to find a bathroom.) “Oh, of course I see, Reynie! But how can I possibly—? No, I just can’t do it!”

Sticky grabbed her arm. “Yes, you can, Kate. You can and you will! Don’t worry about us, we’ll be all right—but only if you go and get help!”

Rarely had Sticky spoken with such force, and Kate was somewhat taken aback. She stood blinking at him a moment, then gave a small, tight nod. “You’re right. I… I know you can manage without me, of course, and… all right. I’ll go.”

Her decision made, Kate was once again her usual self—and her usual self was all action. Retrieving her rope and Swiss Army knife from Reynie, she wrapped the rope around her waist, tucked her shirt in over it so that it was hidden, then opened a short blade on the knife. She had already noticed that the window was painted shut, and with precise, deft strokes she began to work her way along the frame, cutting through the paint.

As Sticky and Constance watched her work, Reynie was watching Sticky. Now that his forceful speech to Kate was finished, he seemed more anxious than ever; in fact he was gazing mournfully at Kate as if he would never see her again, and Reynie was struck by a sudden realization. Sticky had done his best to convince Kate to go, not because he thought she could save them—a doubtful prospect at best—but simply because he hoped she could save herself.

And he said exactly the right thing, too, Reynie thought. He knew she needed to see that we’d be all right.

Reynie turned away, fairly overcome by a surge of emotions—pride in his friend, concern for Kate’s safety, and fear that Sticky was right, that they might not ever see Kate again. He started pacing the room, averting his eyes. Kate needed to go at once; she didn’t need distractions. And so Reynie paced, and as he did his thoughts circled around Kate’s escape attempt. What if someone was watching out one of those other windows? What if she had to break a window or pick a lock to get out of that courtyard? Could she do that quietly? And how did she mean to get down into that courtyard, anyway? Reynie went over these questions again and again, until he was so distracted himself that Constance had to speak his name twice to get his attention.

“Clean out your ears, Reynie,” she said. “Kate’s ready!”

Reynie turned to see the others looking at him. Kate had gotten the window open and, apparently, had already said her goodbyes to Sticky and Constance. She was beaming at him—her old confident self—and despite his strange turmoil of emotion, Reynie couldn’t help but smile back. He hurried over and hugged her.

“Be careful,” he said.

Kate winked. “You know me.”

And with that, she leaped out the window.
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None of them was prepared for Kate’s dramatic exit. They gasped in unison and jumped forward to grab her. But she was already out of reach, and bumping together at the open window they saw what Kate had done. At the last instant she had spun and kicked off against the window ledge—kicked off sideways, so that she hurtled several feet through the air, parallel to the wall, in a trajectory that brought her to a metal drainpipe, which she had latched on to with her astonishingly strong hands. Already she was scrambling down it toward the ground far below, as comfortable as a monkey in a tree. But once again Reynie and Sticky couldn’t help covering their eyes. They might trust Kate’s agility, but they had little reason to trust the drainpipe’s sturdiness.

“She’s down!” Constance whispered, to their relief. “She’s running around checking doors!”

Now the boys felt even more anxious, but they forced themselves to look. There she was, darting first to one door and then the next, trying each one gingerly, quietly, cautious lest someone be standing on the other side. After several tries one of the doors in the opposite wing opened, and Kate disappeared.

They watched the vacant courtyard for a while, but Kate didn’t reappear, and with a strange mixture of sadness and hope they closed the window. The boys applied themselves to righting the tilted bookcase. It was much harder to do without Kate, even more so to do it quietly, but with a good deal of straining they got the bookcase up again. At least now if someone glanced into the room it wouldn’t be instantly apparent that something was amiss. Anything more than a glance, of course, would reveal that an entire person was amiss—but Kate could use as many valuable extra seconds as her friends could give her.

In the tense minutes that followed, they stood perfectly still in the middle of the room, listening for sounds of an outcry or alarm. Then, just as their tentative hopes were blossoming into real optimism, they heard exactly what they had been listening for—exactly what they had wanted so badly not to hear. Distant shouts and crashes. Radios squawking. And worst of all, someone laughing. They looked at one another and then away again, not wanting to believe it, and too upset for words.

Eventually Constance hung her head and mumbled, “Here they come.”

Footsteps echoed in the hall, the door was unlocked and flung open, and Kate came sprawling into the room. She was panting and wobbly from her struggles, her hair had come loose from its ponytail, and her cheeks were bright red, but she seemed unhurt. Indeed, no sooner had she hit the floor than she was back on her feet and charging (staggering, really) at McCracken, who had so unceremoniously tossed her into the room. He was ready for her, and with a careless sweep of his arms he spun her about and sent her crashing to the floor again. This time her friends caught hold of her and held her back.

“Tsk, tsk,” said McCracken. “I thought we agreed to part on peaceful terms.”

“I never agreed to anything of the sort!” shouted Kate, still very worked up.

“Hmm,” said McCracken as Mr. Curtain, scowling, rolled into the room behind him. “It certainly sounded like you agreed. But then I was holding you upside down at the time, so perhaps I misunderstood you.”

“You didn’t waste any time, did you, Miss Wetherall?” Mr. Curtain snapped. “Any of your time, I should say—my own valuable time is a different matter. I have work to be doing!” Springing from his wheelchair, he strode angrily over to the huddled children. “Did I not say that any disturbances would be punished?” he said, already pulling on his shiny silver gloves.

“Fine!” Kate cried, raising her chin defiantly. “Get it over with and go back to your precious, nasty work!”

“As you wish,” Mr. Curtain said, and elbowing Kate aside he seized Reynie by the arm.

Reynie felt as if he’d been struck by lightning. Everything flashed white and red and flew apart, as if the room itself had exploded, and searing pain seemed to erupt from every part of his body at once—his face, his hands, even his toes—and then he was lying on the floor. When the fiery pain subsided and his eyes regained their focus, the familiar faces of his friends swam blearily above him—and Kate was weeping.

“It isn’t fair!” she was shouting furiously through her tears. “It wasn’t Reynie who tried to escape! You never said—”

“I decide what is fair and what isn’t,” Mr. Curtain said coolly. “You will all do well to remember that. Especially you, Miss Wetherall. The next time my work is interrupted, I shall extend the punishment to everyone.” He leaped into his wheelchair again and spun it about. “McCracken, have S.Q. come see me in my work space. Apparently I must remind him how to lock a door.”

“Funny,” said McCracken, his brow wrinkling, “it was locked when we came in just now.” He looked at Kate askance. “Were you really so clever as to lock it behind you to throw off suspicion?”

“A monkey would have thought of that, McCracken,” said Mr. Curtain irritably. “Perhaps in the future I shall hire monkeys—they certainly couldn’t do a worse job. In the meantime you will post a guard in the corridor as an added precaution.” With that Mr. Curtain shot from the room, and McCracken, wagging his finger at the children in amused disapproval, followed after him and locked the door.

It took some time for Kate to calm down. She kept apologizing to Reynie, then railing against Mr. Curtain as her friends tried to shush her. Finally, when Reynie managed a weak smile and laid a finger to his lips, she got control of herself. “Right,” she said, wiping away her tears. “Sorry. I’ll be quiet. I’ve already done enough.”

“Not you,” said Sticky through clenched teeth. “Them.”

“He’s right,” Reynie said. “It isn’t your fault. We all wanted you to go, didn’t we? So stop beating yourself up. Anyway, I’m already feeling better. You know it doesn’t last that long.”

Kate remembered all too well how long it lasted—Mr. Curtain had used those gloves on her before, too—and if memory served her, Reynie probably still felt queasy and shaken but was putting on a brave face. She nodded and said nothing more, busying herself instead with retying her ponytail. It was no help dwelling on what was already done. But she still felt terrible, all the same.

“What happened out there?” Constance asked her.

“We’re in some sort of complex,” Kate muttered. “There are high walls all around it, and they’ve put razor wire on top of the walls. Sharpe spotted me before I could find a way out.”

Kate didn’t much feel like talking, but naturally the others kept asking questions, and soon she had told them everything. She had sneaked through several corridors of the building without encountering a soul, then gone out an exterior door and found herself in what looked to be an abandoned construction site. There were great mounds of rubble and debris everywhere, and scattered heavy equipment, all surrounded by those high walls. She’d been spotted right away, unfortunately, and was too busy running for her life to investigate properly, but it was clear the complex was in the process of being demolished or renovated. Or had been, at any rate—there were no workers anywhere, and everything was as still as a graveyard.

“It’s like a fortress or a military base or something,” Kate said. “I don’t know. I was pretty focused on finding a gap in that wall. One part at the back of the complex looked ready to topple—I think there was an accident; there’s a huge crane nearby—but there wasn’t a single hole big enough for even a rabbit to squeeze through. And there’s a gate at the front, as high as the walls and topped with the same kind of wire, and it was guarded by Ten Men, but I got an idea that I could maybe smash through it with the Salamander, except that I worried about that wire coming down on top of me—”

“Wait a minute,” Reynie said. “Back up. You were driving the Salamander?”

“I was going to. On my first time running around I saw it parked in a sort of big temporary shed, so I doubled back to it after I got the idea about the gate. I wasn’t sure I would go through with that, but I figured I would have time to decide that after I stole the Salamander, provided I could get to it. That part turned out to be easy. The Ten Men weren’t really running, they were just kind of closing in on me, strolling along all casual and relaxed—you know how they do—about seven or eight of them by the end. But they’d left open a clear path to that shed, and I made a beeline for it…” Kate made a disgusted face. “I’ll bet you can guess who was sitting inside it, waiting for me.”

“McCracken,” the others said.

Kate nodded. “He was kneeling down so I couldn’t see him over the sides. I basically jumped into his arms. The only bright side is they didn’t think to search me again. I still have my rope and knife.”

“There’s more bright side to it than that,” Reynie said. “At least now we can figure out where we are.”

“We can?”

“Well, Sticky probably can, right?” Reynie said.

“Sure, we can at least narrow it down,” Sticky said, though he seemed uncertain why it should matter. “Only a few places in the Stonetown area fit Kate’s description—complexes of one kind or another that were being renovated when the funding ran out. It’s a big deal when work gets suspended on projects like that. It’s always in the papers.”

“Of course!” Kate said, her aspect brightening considerably.

“And from the sound of it,” Sticky continued, “I’d say we’re in a prison. Did you happen to see any guard towers?”

“Yes! Sharpe was up in one when he spotted me and called out to the others! Oh, how is it I didn’t realize it was a prison? An actual prison!” Kate rolled her eyes and snorted good-naturedly. Now that they were figuring something out, her miserable, guilty feeling was rapidly draining away. (Some people might have felt guilty for cheering up so quickly, but as it was in Kate’s nature to be cheerful, and to look excitedly forward instead of glumly backward, the thought didn’t even occur to her.)

“My guess is you were distracted by the Ten Men trying to capture you,” Reynie said with a smile. “Anyway, there can’t be many abandoned prisons within an hour’s drive of Stonetown, right? Sticky, is it Solipse Prison? I’m sure I remember reading about that one.”

Sticky shook his head. “I wish it were that easy. Solipse Prison and Third Island Prison were both slated for major renovation. Their prisoners were temporarily transferred elsewhere—at least it was supposed to be temporary—while the work was being done. The cell blocks and outbuildings were all to be demolished and rebuilt.”

“So quit beating around the bush,” Constance said. “Which one are we in? Haven’t you seen pictures of them somewhere? Surely both of them didn’t have a weird square building like this, with four sides going around a pathetic little courtyard.”

“Actually, that’s exactly the problem,” Sticky said. “Both prisons were built according to the same plan, and they were being renovated according to the same new plan. The administration buildings were to be left intact while everything else was torn down and rebuilt. I think it’s safe to say we’re in the administration building of one of those prisons—but I have no idea which one.”

“Good grief,” Kate said. “And we were so close!”

“We aren’t finished yet,” said Reynie. “Solipse Prison is due north of Stonetown, isn’t it, Sticky? And Third Island is due west?”

“That’s right,” Sticky said.

“Then I know where we are,” Reynie said. “And what’s more—I have a plan!”
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Constance had her doubts about Reynie’s plan, but then Constance had doubts about everything. Everyone else was optimistic. Hadn’t Constance shown that she could transmit thoughts when she was sufficiently motivated? And when could she possibly be more motivated than now, when she was trapped in a prison and just waiting for Mr. Curtain to do his worst?

“Yes, but it’s an awful lot of information to communicate,” she said in a low, worried tone, “and I’ve had hardly any practice.”

“Come on, Constance!” Kate said, grinning. “It’s going to be great! Just like Reynie said, it’ll be perfect! We can let Mr. Benedict know where we are, but Mr. Curtain will have no clue that we did! Mr. Benedict will have the advantage again—he’ll have the element of surprise!”

Reynie chose not to point out that with the four of them being held hostage Mr. Benedict would still have a very tricky situation to deal with. The best thing now was to boost Constance’s confidence. In fact, that was why he had called for an “official meeting” of the Society. Outwardly it might seem that sitting in a circle on the floor was hardly different from what they had been doing before. But Reynie hoped it would remind Constance of the success they’d had in the past, and that the familiar arrangement and tone would have a calming effect on her.

“Well, okay, but I can’t really picture it,” Constance said doubtfully. “When I was in the library I just stared at the call number on the spine of that book. Mr. Benedict said images probably get through more easily, so that’s what I tried. But there’s not much to look at here…”

“We’ll help you decide what to think,” Reynie said, and the others agreed.

And so the Society began to brainstorm about the best way for Constance to communicate their situation to Mr. Benedict. It wouldn’t do for him to plan a rescue attempt at the wrong prison, after all. He needed to know that they were being held in Third Island Prison, something they wouldn’t have known themselves had Reynie not remembered the too-bright morning sun glaring through the van’s rear windows. The sun, of course, rose in the east; therefore they had been heading west.

They were in Third Island, no doubt about it. And between Sticky and Kate, they had a fairly good idea about the place. For Constance’s benefit Kate laid out in greater detail what she had seen outside, and Sticky explained that the prison was situated on an island (the third one upstream from the bay, hence its name) along the widest stretch of Stonetown River.

“What is it with this guy and islands?” said Constance, rolling her eyes.

“It makes good strategic sense,” Reynie said. “The prison’s a defensible position, and if things go awry he can shut down the power again and use the Salamander to escape on the river.”

“Do you really think he could shut it down again?” Kate said.

“I don’t see why not. He still has his spies in place, and soon he’ll have the Whisperer up and running again. I assume that’s what he’s working so busily on.”

“I’m sure it is,” Sticky said. “He’d want to run through all the computer programs first to see the things Mr. Benedict changed, and make sure—”

“Stop, stop!” Constance growled. “You’re cluttering my head up. I just need to concentrate on where we are and what we know for sure, right?”

“Yes,” Reynie said. “I think it’s best to keep this simple. You should try to tell him what we know—focusing on the most important details—and to be safe you should probably conjure up as many images as you can. Like a neon sign flashing the words ‘Third Island,’ maybe—”

“And maybe the three of us looking out from behind prison bars,” Kate suggested.

“But that might be confusing,” Sticky said. “I’m sure he knows that the prison cells here were demolished.”

“Yes, but it’s symbolic,” Kate argued.

“I know it’s symbolic,” Sticky said. “My point is for the sake of clarity we should—”

Constance frowned and shushed them, looking at the door. “Here’s S.Q.!”

Sure enough, the lock turned, the door swung open, and S.Q. Pedalian entered the room with a large plastic bowl of popcorn. He closed the door behind him. “Before you say anything, you should know that speaking to me will get you punished. Mr. Curtain made that very clear to me—very clear—and it will be my duty to report you if you do. So please don’t. No funny business, either. Garrotte is posted in the hallway and will come running if I call out.”

S.Q. set the large bowl on the floor and stared at it apologetically. “I’m afraid it’s a bit stale, and there’s no butter. But Mr. Curtain says that nutrition is not our main concern at the moment. He just wants to prevent your whining about your empty stomachs.” For the first time, S.Q. looked up and made eye contact with the children. “Just so you know, I don’t hold a grudge against you for what happened back on that island. I’ve given it a lot of thought since then, and I realize you were just scared. If I were you I might have tricked myself, too. Not that I could trick myself, of course—I mean, not without… never mind. All I mean to say is I have no hard feelings. Okay? Don’t answer that!”

From S.Q.’s anxious expression they could all tell that he’d meant what he said, that he would report them if they said even one word to him. Still, he seemed reluctant to leave, and lingered there by the popcorn bowl, nudging it with his tattered boot as if to encourage them to eat. Finally, with a heavy sigh, he turned to go out.

“Kate,” Reynie said quickly, “I hope S.Q. realizes that we don’t have any hard feelings toward him, either. I mean, I hope he knows that we understand he’s just trying to do what’s right.”

“Surely he does, Reynie,” said Kate, instantly catching on. “We’ve always gotten along with him, haven’t we?” And Sticky and Constance (in rather awkward, self-conscious voices) hastened to agree.

S.Q., listening intently, turned back to them with a grateful smile. “Thanks,” he said. “That’s pretty clever of you, incidentally.”

“Sticky,” Reynie said (though he was looking imploringly at S.Q.), “I wonder if S.Q. would be willing to tell us what’s going on. I’ll bet he can imagine how frustrating it is to be held captive and not even know why. Like he said himself, we’re just scared.”

S.Q. looked troubled. “I don’t know… I mean, my orders don’t specifically state…”

“You’re right, Reynie,” Sticky said, “it would be very kind of him.”

S.Q. pressed a knuckle against his lips and glanced at the door. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt just to—well, it’s all very simple, really. As you’d know if you hadn’t been deceived by malicious false reports, Mr. Curtain only wants to stabilize the country. He wants to protect it! But there are powerful people in the government who don’t listen to reason—they only want to hold on to their power, no matter how bad it is for everyone else.”

“You think Mr. Curtain is just trying to help?” Constance said incredulously. Then seeing her friends’ horrified looks, she quickly added, “I’m asking Reynie!” and somewhat desperately she went on, “Well, Reynie? Is that what you think, Reynie? Is it, Reynie?”

“I don’t know, Constance,” said Reynie. “Maybe he is.”

Plainly relieved, S.Q. said, “I assure you he is. And he has several friends in government who understand this. That’s why they’ve arranged to bring the very best government advisers to have a secret meeting with Mr. Curtain later this afternoon. Together they’re going to work out a way to ensure all the major cities have a safe and steady power supply. Thanks to Mr. Curtain’s expertise, new tidal turbines can be built, power grids updated and vastly improved, new systems put in place—trust me, it’s all going to be much, much better for everyone. And once the higher-ups see what Mr. Curtain really means to do—what he’s been trying to do all along—well, they’ll change their minds and support him. He’ll no longer be considered a criminal.” S.Q. paused, then added with feeling, “And neither will I.”

The children looked gravely at one another. They had no doubt that these “friends” S.Q. spoke of were actually spies—and that this very afternoon Mr. Curtain would be using his Whisperer to extract valuable secrets from the advisers that his spies were bringing to him. And afterward he could simply sweep away their memories of that unpleasant experience, and no one would be the wiser.

“Reynie,” said Kate, “I still don’t understand why Mr. Curtain needs us.”

“Oh! That part is more complicated,” S.Q. said. “Even I have trouble understanding it. But it comes down to other people—foolish, wicked people—trying to ruin Mr. Curtain’s chances. He’s been forced to use some unusual methods to clear up this situation. He only has one weakness, really, and Mr. Benedict has information that would help him get rid of it—but Mr. Benedict has been corrupted and is unwilling to help—so Mr. Curtain has had to involve you. I’m not sure why, but the important thing is that it will all work out fine if you just do as he says.”

“Constance,” said Reynie. “I wonder if S.Q. really, truly believes that.”

S.Q.’s face clouded at this. For a moment he stood frozen, his eyes darting quickly this way and that as if seeking answers—or comfort—in the corners of the room. “I have to go,” he said abruptly, and hurried to the door. “Garrotte will wonder what’s taking me so long.”

Reynie, forgetting himself, almost called out after him. And then S.Q. was out the door, and they all heard the turning of the lock.
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Time was growing short. By this afternoon, Mr. Curtain might be too powerful for anyone to have any chance of stopping him. Everything now seemed to depend on Constance’s ability to send her thoughts, clearly and accurately, across an unknown number of miles, into the mind of Mr. Benedict. It was no surprise that she was feeling the pressure. She had once thwarted the Whisperer itself, but that fight had called for her straightforward, stubborn resistance; her courage and obstinance had saved the day. This time was different, the task far more complex.

Never had Constance worked so hard or for so long. Minutes passed, and then an hour, and still she worked. And all it seemed she was doing was lying on the floor with her eyes squeezed tightly closed. In reality, her friends knew, she was sending out her thoughts again and again, then “listening” carefully for any kind of response. Reynie, Kate, and Sticky maintained perfect silence, breathing as softly as they could and trying hard (in Sticky’s case, extremely hard) not even to scratch their itches or stretch their legs. They knew that Constance’s ability to concentrate was of the utmost importance, that their fate, and indeed the fate of everyone they held dear, depended on Constance’s success.

Thus it was not a little disconcerting when Constance began to snore.

“Constance!” they cried, alarmed. “Constance! Wake up!”

Constance sat up with a start, then scowled and rubbed her eyes. “What? What is it, what’s wrong?” Lowering her fists, she noticed their stricken looks and said, “Oh. I guess I fell asleep…”

“Constance, how could you?” said Kate, shaking her head.

“I don’t know. I didn’t realize I did. I’d sent out the message for about the hundredth time, and each time I thought maybe I could hear Mr. Benedict saying something to me. But it was muddled and quiet, I couldn’t make out a word of it, and as far as I know it was my own imagination doing it. Right? I mean, if what you want more than anything is to hear someone’s voice in your head…” She yawned and stretched. “I can’t believe I fell asleep, though. I was a nervous wreck until—oh!”

“Oh what?” Reynie said.

“I remember what happened,” Constance said, closing her eyes and putting her fingertips to her temples. “I got this picture in my head, and it was so comforting it made me relax…” She opened her eyes. “I think I was so exhausted that relaxing for even a second just put me right out.”

“The same thing happened to me in the van,” Reynie said. “What was the picture?”

“It was Mr. Benedict and everybody. They all looked funny, dressed up in silly costumes, and all of them grinning at me.” Constance smiled. “Better yet, they were all holding pies—Moocho Brazos’s pies. I could practically smell them.”

“Sounds to me like you were already dreaming,” Sticky said.

Constance considered this. “Maybe so. It was an awfully silly image to have pop into my head.”

Reynie, however, was growing excited. “Constance,” he said urgently, “don’t you think it might have been a message from Mr. Benedict?”

“Oh! I don’t know… I suppose it might have been!” She pursed her lips, thinking. “If so, I can’t imagine what he meant by it. Maybe he just wanted to make me laugh and feel better… maybe it was his way of telling me everything will be all right. That was the feeling it gave me, anyway.”

Unconvinced, Reynie pressed for details. Who had Constance meant by “everybody”? What were the silly costumes? And how did she know they were Moocho Brazos’s pies? Constance replied matter-of-factly that “everybody” meant Milligan, Rhonda, and Number Two; that the costumes were just silly disguises—big fake mustaches, trench coats, and hats; and that of course the pies had been made by Moocho, because who else would have made them?

“It’s true they were shaped oddly, though,” said Constance upon reflection. “They were baked in the shape of S’s.”

“Like the letter S?” Sticky said. “What for?”

“How on earth would I know? Maybe it stands for something—safety or security, maybe. Like I said, the picture made me feel better. Maybe it was supposed to give me a feeling of being safe at home.”

“Assuming it wasn’t just a dream, after all,” said Kate, looking at Reynie to see what he made of it.

Reynie was rubbing his chin. “Are you sure that was the only image you saw, Constance? And there weren’t any words to go along with it?”

“Oh sure, there were lots of words, but I couldn’t possibly tell you if they came from Mr. Benedict or from me. They were all in a jumble, and anyway they were all words I’d been thinking myself—all that stuff about Mr. Curtain’s plan, and the prison, and the spies bringing those advisers here, basically everything I’d been trying to send to Mr. Benedict, only it was in fragments and snippets. Sometimes it seemed like they were in my own voice and sometimes in Mr. Benedict’s. I don’t know—if he was trying to tell me something he wasn’t doing a very good job of it.”

Constance found herself suddenly famished, and as Reynie and the others discussed what the image might mean, she made short work of the stale popcorn, cramming it into her mouth by the handful.

The more they talked, the less certain Sticky and Kate were that the image actually came from Mr. Benedict. Reynie, on the other hand, strongly suspected that it did; he felt the image seemed meaningful somehow, but for the life of him he couldn’t say why. And even if it did come from Mr. Benedict, whether he had sent it on purpose or Constance’s probing mind had cobbled it together out of his thoughts seemed impossible to gauge. Furthermore, if he had sent it on purpose, it may well have lost some of its supporting detail in the transmission. So the image, tantalizing though it was, seemed unlikely to do them any good.

“Maybe we should take a little break,” Constance said, when they had exhausted themselves talking about it (and she had stuffed herself with popcorn). Her eyelids had begun to droop. “Just a tiny short one to sort of”—she yawned—“sort of rest a minute while we think about this some more. I can tell you’re all tired…” And without further ado she curled up on her side and fell asleep with her mouth open.

Sticky looked at her enviously. “I wish I could do that.”

Reynie shook his head. “I think the strain took a lot out of her. She isn’t used to working very hard, you know.”

“That would be an understatement,” said Kate, checking the popcorn bowl. It was empty, of course.
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As Constance slept, Sticky and Kate began discussing other ways to get out of their predicament, for neither of them had any confidence that Mr. Benedict had received Constance’s message. Reynie still felt otherwise, however, and he continued to ponder what the strange image in her head could possibly have meant. He kept thinking he could make sense of it if he tried hard enough, or thought about it in the right way, but it was no easy matter to find significance in silly disguises and S-shaped pies. For a long time he paced along the far side of the room, tuning out the whispers of Sticky and Kate, who knew to leave him alone at times like these. Finally, though, taking a break to clear his thoughts before trying again, he realized they were arguing.

“You have to do it,” Sticky said.

“No way,” Kate said emphatically. “Just drop it, okay?”

“What are you talking about?” Reynie asked, coming over to them.

Sticky looked up at him beseechingly. “You realize she could try again, don’t you? Mr. Curtain thinks S.Q. left the door unlocked—no one realizes she got out through the window.”

“That’s true!” said Reynie, surprised. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

“But I’m not going to do it, and that’s that,” Kate said.

“But you know more this time!” Sticky insisted. “You could have a plan, and we could make a distraction or something.”

“For what?” said Kate, waving him off. “A chance to save my own skin and leave the rest of you to be punished? Maybe even brainswept? And then live the rest of my life knowing I escaped when you couldn’t? Forget it!”

Reynie quickly took Sticky’s side in the argument, pointing out that she could try to contact Mr. Benedict and tell him where they were. But it did no good. Kate was adamant.

“We know now that we’re a long way from anywhere, right? So it’s a long shot at best. I might manage it in time, but then again I might not. Look,” Kate said, her expression softening, “don’t think I’m not aware of what you’re suggesting. You’re both willing to risk some awful punishment just so I can get away. But I’m not willing to risk it, especially since our chances are better if we stick together.”

“But you don’t know that!” Reynie protested. “I keep messing up! I forget things… I don’t think clearly…” He cut himself off, biting his lip in frustration.

Kate clucked her tongue. “That’s another thing, Reynie. You’re being too hard on yourself. You can’t think of everything all the time—no one can. I can’t do any of this alone, neither can Sticky, and neither can you. You know that. Maybe you just forget it because you feel responsible. But you aren’t responsible for all of us, you know. I mean, we’re all responsible, right?”

Reynie looked away, feeling strangely embarrassed. “I know that, of course I know that. It isn’t like I think I have to solve every problem…” But even as he said it, he realized that he did. “Anyway,” he went on quickly, “the point is you can’t count on me to figure a way out of this. You should make a break for it while you can.”

“I didn’t say I count on you to figure a way out,” Kate said. Then she frowned. “I guess it’s true I usually do expect you to, which is my own way of being too hard on you, isn’t it? Sorry for that. But I’m not counting on you this time, I promise. I’m counting on us. Just because we don’t have an answer right now doesn’t mean we won’t have one soon. So you can quit trying to get me to go, both of you. I’m through talking about this. Got it?”

Reynie and Sticky had no good answer for this. At any rate, they both felt encouraged by Kate’s speech. For wasn’t she right? Didn’t they always manage together?

“Got it,” said Sticky.

“Got it,” said Reynie.

“Good,” said Kate, and all of them smiled.
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Reynie’s mind had wandered from the problem of the image Constance had seen to the very real prospect of being brainswept by the Whisperer—something he had been trying hard not to think about—and he had just arrived at the despairing thought that soon he might not recognize the faces of his friends, that these trying moments might well be the last ones the Society ever spent together. It was hard to imagine, and even harder to bear, so it was almost a relief when Constance’s eyes sprang open and she sat up.

Almost, but not quite.

“Crawlings is here,” Constance said.

Reynie shivered, unnerved by the feeling that some ghostly Ten Man was among them without their knowing it. Kate and Sticky, feeling much the same, stopped whispering and looked toward the door.

For a long minute no one spoke or moved. There were no footsteps, no noises in the hall. Even Constance began to suspect she’d been wrong. But then the lock turned, the door inched open, and, like a turtle easing out of its shell, Crawlings’s pale bald head slowly poked in through the door. He wriggled his eyebrow and leered at the children. “Oh, come now, kittens. Don’t stop whispering on my behalf.”

“But that would be rude,” Kate replied. “We were whispering about you, after all, and I’m afraid we weren’t saying very nice things.”

“Crawlings doesn’t care about rudeness,” Constance said. “Or doesn’t he know that it’s rude to listen in on people?”

Crawlings snickered. “Oh yes,” he said, sauntering on into the room, “that would be very rude indeed, but I don’t quite count children as people, you see. It’s true they rather resemble people—but then so do puppets.” His brow wrinkled and he began fiddling with the clasp on his briefcase as if considering whether to open it. “Now what did I come in here to do? I’m trying to remember.”

“Let us go?” Sticky ventured weakly, his eyes fixed on the briefcase.

Crawlings pretended to consider this. “No… no, I don’t believe it was that,” he said. He tapped his chin with his long, spidery fingers. “Something to do with my briefcase, maybe?”

The children watched him in silence. Crawlings was clearly toying with them, but still their nerves stood on end as they waited. He went so far as opening his briefcase and peeking at them to observe their response. They only stared blankly at him, however, and looking faintly disappointed that they hadn’t whimpered or begged for mercy, he closed it again and snapped his fingers.

“I have it! I’m to bring you to Mr. Curtain’s work space for a quick word. Emphasis on quick—he’s very busy. So chop chop, little puppets, let’s hurry along!” And like a loving father Crawlings grabbed Kate by the hand and swung it playfully back and forth between them. “I believe I’ll keep you close, my dear. The rest of you may walk in front of us.”

They had hardly taken two steps before Crawlings stopped, released Kate’s hand, and flexed his fingers with a troubled expression. “I’m impressed with your grip, Katie-kins, but you had better stop squeezing so hard or mean old Crawlings may have to squeeze back.”

Kate looked up at him innocently. “But I wasn’t squeezing hard,” she said, batting her eyelashes.

Crawlings narrowed his eyes and took her hand again, telling the others which direction to go. They proceeded down a long corridor and into an elevator. “Mr. Curtain put you as far away from him as possible,” Crawlings explained as the elevator descended. “He has so much work to do, and children can be so noisy, you know. Though I suppose you don’t notice this yourselves.”

“We’re more bothered by smells,” Constance said, holding her nose, for in the close confines of the elevator Crawlings’s cologne was almost overpowering.

Crawlings grunted and muttered something about inferior sensibilities. When the elevator door slid open he leaned out and whispered to someone in the corridor. “Is he ready for them?”

“He was,” came the whispered reply, “but you were late, so now he’s speaking to McCracken.” (Reynie perked up his ears at this; sure enough, he could just make out Mr. Curtain’s voice in the background.) “You’re to go in the instant they’re finished talking.”

“Am I really late?” Crawlings asked, checking one of his watches. He frowned and checked the other one, looking concerned. Perhaps now he regretted the time he’d wasted intimidating the children.

“Did you at least fetch his juice from the basement?” whispered the other Ten Man. “He called for it again.”

Crawlings’s eyebrow rose in dismay. “I’ll go right now and bring them back—” His eyes shot over to Reynie, who had abruptly begun pressing the elevator buttons for all the higher floors, including one for the roof. With an angry cry he slapped Reynie’s hand away from the panel. “You little fool! What are you doing?”

Rubbing his stinging hand, Reynie stepped away and averted his eyes.

Crawlings gritted his teeth. “We’ll settle this later,” he hissed. “Get out, all of you!” As the children filed out he whispered down the corridor to the other Ten Man: “I’m taking the stairs. Keep an eye on the urchins, will you? Send them in if he finishes with McCracken.”

“Crawlings, old sport, you know it isn’t my job to—”

But Crawlings was already scuttling off and pretended not to hear.

The other Ten Man sighed and regarded the children from his post outside an open doorway. He was unfamiliar to them, a slight, swarthy man in a dapper seersucker suit, with a bandage on his forehead that Kate suspected was the result of the flashlight she had thrown outside Mr. Benedict’s house (in the darkness she hadn’t gotten a good look at the man she’d hit). If they hadn’t known he was a Ten Man they might have thought he was kind, so gentle was his expression and so friendly the smile he leveled at them. He was holding a newspaper, working the crossword puzzle with an expensive-looking gold pen. Laying the pen to his lips, he indicated that they should wait quietly where they were.

They nodded and stood perfectly still—all the better to listen. For this was exactly why Reynie had pressed those buttons, and the others knew it: From here they could hear Mr. Curtain and McCracken. If they had accompanied Crawlings to the basement, they would have missed their chance to eavesdrop.

Mr. Curtain’s voice emanated from a doorway just beyond the one the Ten Man appeared to be guarding. But even from this distance his tone of satisfaction was unmistakable. “… here within the hour! Can you imagine that, McCracken? Has it ever occurred to you to fulfill my orders exactly on time? Oh, how rare! I’m very pleased. I cherish expedience, you know.”

“As do I,” said McCracken. “And in this case it is a benefit, no doubt, of your associates not having to engage with government agents. Such challenging tasks as that you leave to my men and me.”

Mr. Curtain screeched—or rather, laughed—and said, “Try not to be defensive, McCracken! Or are you simply angling for greater compensation? I believe I pay you handsomely enough. Now here is what I expect. You will post all of your men in the two foremost guard towers. From there they shall be in perfect position to rain down destruction should anything not go as expected. Do you agree?”

“Certainly. You expect treachery, then?”

“Of course not! I said ‘should anything not go as expected,’ didn’t I? I am careful, McCracken—you should know that by now.”

“Indeed I do,” said McCracken. “So careful, in fact, that you’ve never revealed to me the identities of these friends you are expecting. Don’t mistake my meaning—I admire your caution—but do tell me how I’m to know whether to admit them. I assume there is a password?”

“I was getting to that, McCracken,” Mr. Curtain said irritably. “Yes, there will be a password—but you’ll see that I am cautious even with that. When the van arrives, you must radio me from the gate and describe the driver. I shall then give you a question to ask, and you must relay the response you’re given. If it is correct, you’ll open the gate. If not…”

“If not, we’ll set about earning our pay,” said McCracken. “Now, may I make one suggestion? I have more than enough men to handle any complications at the gate. Allow me to leave one in the building with you, just as an added precaution.”

There was a pause. “I sense there is something more to your suggestion than you are letting on, McCracken. Tell me what it is.”

“To be frank, sir, I do not entirely trust your assistant. I know he is loyal to you—and you must think so yourself, having kept him for so long—but he seems to have a soft spot for our young prisoners, and I worry he may try to help them somehow.”

“I see,” Mr. Curtain said in an icy tone. “You disapprove of my choice in assistants. Very well, McCracken, I shall deploy S.Q. to the gate with you and your men, and you may leave behind whomever you wish—your own choice in associates being so impeccable.” When McCracken shrewdly chose not to reply to this, Mr. Curtain snapped, “Take Crawlings, for instance. Give him two simple tasks and he accomplishes neither on time.” And raising his voice he called out, “I don’t suppose Crawlings is here yet, is he, Hertz?”

“He’s gone for the juice,” answered the Ten Man in the corridor, with a wink at the children. “But the cherubs are here when you’re ready for them.”

“I am beyond ready. Send them in.”

Hertz lifted his newspaper and waved the children down the corridor. As they passed the room he was guarding, they caught a glimpse of the Whisperer in the corner, surrounded by various tools and parts. On a shelf above it sat a familiar red bucket. Kate hesitated only a moment to gaze at it, but in that moment Hertz took his pen and flicked her on the head so cruelly that her ears rang. She moved on, glowering at him over her shoulder. She could feel a knot rising but refused to put her hand to it. Hertz smiled cheerfully at her, tapping the gold pen against his bright white teeth.

“You okay?” Sticky whispered. “It sounded like he hit you with a lead pipe.”

“Felt like it, too,” Kate whispered back, and though her head was throbbing she added, “I’m fine. A little pain never hurt anybody, did it?”

Sticky looked at her askance. “Um, actually—” he began, but Kate quieted him with a wink.

They found Mr. Curtain in a large oval-shaped room, sitting in his wheelchair with his back to them. The walls of the room were lined with computers, and on four separate monitors arrayed against the far wall dense blocks of complex computer code streamed endlessly past. “Keep an eye on our guests, McCracken,” said Mr. Curtain, whose own eyes were fixed intently on the screens. “Bludgeon anyone who touches anything but the floor.”

McCracken, standing off to the side, chuckled. “Happy to oblige.”

“I am making final preparations, children,” Mr. Curtain said, still watching the monitors, “making certain that all is in order. This includes you. Later today you will be allowed to speak with your beloved Mr. Benedict by radio. He will no doubt ask you questions, and you are to be prompt and truthful in your replies. If you do this, you shall see him shortly thereafter. If not, you will be punished severely.

“I tell you this now so that you may prepare yourselves. I will not allow any childish nervousness or desperation to create wrinkles in an otherwise smooth operation. I would dislike it extremely, for instance, if in a panic you lied to Benedict, or attempted to tell him something that might disrupt my plans. I assure you such action would be fruitless, and it would be a shame, would it not, to suffer the painful consequences of disobedience for no reason?” He paused. “You may answer.”

“For all we know,” Reynie said, “obedience will bring painful consequences, too. What assurances can you give us that it won’t?”

Mr. Curtain cackled. “None! You shall have to take my word for it, but what else do you have? Tell me that!” He cackled again, his shoulders shaking. He was evidently in a wonderful mood. “I do give you my word, however: If you do as I say, you will soon be reunited with your dear Benedict. I am telling the truth, am I not, Miss Contraire? I recall you have a gift for divining such things.”

It wasn’t lost on Reynie that Mr. Curtain had made no mention of actually letting them go free. And Constance, at any rate, refused to follow Mr. Curtain’s lead. “I’m even better at divining dumbness,” she retorted. “You really think Mr. Benedict will give you what you want?”

At this, Mr. Curtain’s shoulders stiffened. But after a short pause they relaxed again, and he said evenly, “For you and your friends, Miss Contraire, I believe he’ll do whatever is necessary. He clearly prizes his little club of admirers above all else. Without you, no doubt, he feels he is nothing, for that is the sort of weak person he is. Let me ask you, then: How could I possibly care about such a person if everything else—everything else—is in my control? Benedict and his followers are mosquito bites, scarcely worth the scratching. When I have what I desire, I shall gladly be rid of you. You may go off and do whatever silly little things you wish. It will be of no consequence to me.”

“Because you think you’ll be ruling the world?” Kate asked contemptuously. “Just like last time?”

Mr. Curtain’s wheelchair bucked and spun about, and he glared at her with such fury that even Kate could not help but shrink away. Then his eyes closed, and his chin dropped to his chest.

“Don’t move,” ordered McCracken in a wary tone, as if they had blundered into a den of hibernating grizzlies. “For that matter, don’t speak. And if you value your little legs, don’t smile or smirk or any such thing. I would prefer not to have to drag you out afterward. I’ve had to drag out more than my share of men who smiled at moments like this. It’s inconvenient, to say the least, and I have a great deal to do.”

The children held still and waited. One minute passed, then two, and then Mr. Curtain jerked, snorted, and raised his head. For a moment his expression was one of unmistakable embarrassment, and his eyes darted from face to face, assessing the mood of everyone present. The embarrassment was swiftly overcome by anger—his eyes flashed dangerously; his hands trembled—but with an effort he suppressed it by lifting his gaze to the ceiling, lacing his fingers together, and taking several deep breaths. Finally Mr. Curtain checked his watch and glanced over his shoulder at the still-scrolling computer code on the monitors.

“Stop scrolling!” he snapped, and the code stopped scrolling. “Go back one hundred and twenty-seven lines.” The code began scrolling in the opposite direction, and Mr. Curtain turned back to the children and looked at them coldly. “Your impertinence often surprises me, Miss Wetherall. But I am resolved not to let it happen again. As for your question about ruling the world…” He waved his hand dismissively. “For the moment I shall be content to run this country. The world will follow soon enough.”

Kate nodded in mock approval. “Baby steps,” she said. “That’s always best.”

Mr. Curtain’s eye twitched and his lips pressed together in a line.

“So what will you do?” Constance demanded. “Knock out the power in every city until everyone comes begging for your help? Why not just take everything over? Why do you have to be thanked for it, too?”

At this point Reynie broke into a terrible fit of coughing, forcing himself to hack so violently his eyes watered. He was sure Constance had touched a dangerous nerve (Mr. Curtain’s stricken expression confirmed it), and anxious to draw attention away from her he croaked, “I think what we’re wondering, Mr. Curtain, is why you want things to seem some way they aren’t. You’re a genius—everyone knows that—so why not devote yourself toward actually making things better?”

Mr. Curtain had regained his composure now (Reynie had done his best to give him the opportunity), and in a condescending tone he said, “Your question betrays your naïveté, Reynard. Making things seem a way they aren’t is making them better.”

“But it’s just an illusion!” Sticky blurted out, then clapped his hands over his mouth.

Luckily Mr. Curtain seemed more amused than perturbed. “You must understand something, George. The world’s leaders create catastrophes and resolve them—all at their own whimsy—every single day. It is how the world runs. Lacking anything else to believe in, common people need to believe in their leaders’ abilities to save them. It’s true! Their emotional well-being—and yes, their fate—depends on the intelligence and skill of those who manipulate the days’ disasters. And it should go without saying that the one who succeeds in taking the reins of leadership—by whatever means—is the most intelligent and skillful, and therefore most qualified to lead.”

Noting the children’s dubious looks, Mr. Curtain shrugged in a resigned manner. “In your simplicity you often mistake my motives, I’m afraid: I do not dislike people, I only mean to control them, for I cannot stand seeing the complex business of the world being so badly mishandled. I am a perfectionist; I cannot help it. In the end everyone shall benefit from my inclinations, with the rare exception of individuals such as yourselves, who are perennially dissatisfied.”

“And you’re perennially boring!” said Constance (who wasn’t sure what “perennially” meant but felt sure it applied). “I think you just want people to call you a hero, and this is the only way you could figure how to do it!”

Again Mr. Curtain pressed his lips together. “What you think hardly matters, Miss Contraire. In truth I have no idea why I waste my time trying to enlighten such foolish creatures. I must have a soft spot for those doomed to fail. McCracken, take them away and send in Crawlings—I spy him lurking in the corridor there.”

“As you wish,” said McCracken, herding the children toward the door. “And when shall I dispatch my men to the positions we discussed?”

Mr. Curtain checked his watch. “The van should exit the highway in thirty minutes, and the approach along the access road takes precisely five. Just be sure your men are in position when the van arrives at the gate. In the meantime, tell Hertz I need his assistance moving the Whisperer.”

“He’s afraid to touch it, you know,” said McCracken with a grin.

“Precisely why I’m choosing him. He won’t paw it unnecessarily.”

McCracken acknowledged this with a nod, and in the corridor he drew Crawlings briefly aside. They spoke in hushed tones, but the children heard enough to deduce that Crawlings was the Ten Man McCracken intended to leave behind. Perhaps this choice was meant as a barb flung at Mr. Curtain; perhaps it simply reflected some private, strategic consideration. Regardless, Reynie knew it was a terrible choice for him and his friends. Crawlings would surely take the first opportunity to punish them for what Reynie had done in the elevator.

“I have a bad feeling about Crawlings,” Sticky whispered.

“Me, too,” Kate whispered back, “but I think that will change.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes,” Kate whispered. “I’m pretty sure it will get worse.”
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Alone in their third-floor room, the Society quickly gathered in a circle to discuss their next step. Kate suggested they figure out a way to pass information to Mr. Benedict when they spoke on the radio. “In case he didn’t get Constance’s message,” she said. “We can come up with a code of some kind, something only he will understand.”

“That’s awfully risky,” Sticky said. “Mr. Curtain will be looking out for just that sort of thing.”

“I know, but we don’t want to help him, do we?”

“Mr. Benedict is smart,” Sticky said. “Maybe he can find a way to rescue us even if we just go along with Mr. Curtain.”

“His biggest concern is going to be our safety,” Reynie said. “He’ll sacrifice himself if he has to—you know he will.”

“Of course he will,” Constance said angrily, and tears started to her eyes. “But it won’t do any good! Mr. Curtain doesn’t intend to let us go—he never did and he never will! Oh, I don’t want to be brainswept! I like remembering who I am, and who my friends are, and… and…” She clenched her fists, clamped her mouth shut, and uttered a strange sort of internal scream that sounded like whale song.

“Easy, Connie girl,” Kate soothed. “I’m afraid you’ll pop.”

“I’m not really excited about getting brainswept, either,” Sticky said in a low tone. “I just hope our families get away…”

A gloomy silence fell over them. It seemed impossible to Reynie that this was really happening. But the facts insisted upon themselves. Mr. Curtain had the Whisperer and the children, and no one was ever going to know. And things were only going to get worse from here, for weren’t Mr. Curtain’s spies bringing him what he wanted at that very moment?

As if Reynie had spoken this aloud, Constance scowled and muttered, “McCracken called them his ‘friends in government.’ Ha! Why don’t they call them what they are? Nasty, weaselly old spies!”

“Who else would be his friends?” said Kate. “Thugs, thieves, and spies—that’s his crowd, isn’t it?”

“Spies…,” Reynie murmured, his brow wrinkling.

Constance glanced at him—then stared at him. And then her eyebrows shot up (at exactly the same time Reynie’s did) and she cried, “Oh! Spies!”

“Fake mustaches and trench coats!” Reynie exclaimed. “Those S-shaped pies—!”

Kate and Sticky gasped.

“S-pies!” Constance said, and she was suddenly so delighted she clapped her hands. “So he did get my message! And he answered me—he told me their plan!”

Reynie jumped up and started to pace. “I think he was trying to give you the details, Constance, but the words didn’t come through as well. But he also sent you that coded image—”

“And that was the only thing that came through clearly,” Constance said, nodding excitedly. “It’s right, it feels right! And that comforting feeling—he was trying to tell me everything was going to be fine, that he had a plan, that they were coming to rescue us!”

“He used the information you gave him to hatch his plan,” Reynie said. “They must have waylaid the real spies somehow, and they’re coming in their place.”

“Milligan’s going to be busy,” Kate said with a hint of nervousness. “There’s a bunch of Ten Men. But at least he’ll be taking them by surprise—he always says that’s the most important thing with them—and once he’s inside… oh no!” She sprang to her feet. “The password! The question Mr. Curtain’s going to ask them! They won’t know the answer!”

“They’ll be attacked before they ever get through the gate,” Sticky said, and he covered his face as if he couldn’t bear to look, as if he were already witnessing what was about to happen. “They won’t have a chance…”

Reynie started to speak, then seeing Constance’s eyes squeezed shut and her hands over her ears, he froze and kept quiet. Sticky and Kate noticed, too, and silently the three of them watched her, trying to be hopeful. But when Constance opened her eyes again, she still looked very much alarmed.

“I tried to warn him, and I… I’m pretty sure he heard me—but they’re still coming! They’re still going to try!”

“Are you sure?” Sticky asked.

“Well, I didn’t get words, just a sort of feeling, but… no, I’m sure of it. They’re going to risk it for our sake! Oh no, oh no…” Her lips began to tremble and she closed her eyes again, this time to stop herself from crying.

“It’s a pretty desperate gamble,” Sticky said grimly.

“They must think it’s their only chance to save us,” Reynie said.

“But there’s just no way!” Kate cried. “They’ll be in the worst possible position! Forget about us—who’ll save them?”

There was a long, heavy pause. And then, in the back of Reynie’s mind, a gear began to turn. And then another. And then he looked round at his friends and said, “It’ll have to be us.”

Sticky blinked. “You… you realize that we’re still prisoners, right? That we were counting on them to save us?”

“That’s step two,” Reynie said. “Step one is getting them inside.”

Kate was starting to smile. “Wait, are you saying we have to save them so they can save us?”

“That’s exactly what he means,” said Constance, peering at Reynie’s face.

Kate laughed and clapped her hands together. “I love it! So where do we start?”

“Where do you think?” Reynie said, his eyes flashing. “We escape.”
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Their escape attempt would be dangerous, to say the least, and the timing would have to be perfect. As Reynie pointed out, they had had some practice already; they just needed to make a few important adjustments. But even so, as they frantically set about making preparations, Sticky was so anxious he almost threw up, and perspiration streamed down his head and dripped from his ears. Reynie, for his part, kept stopping to review the plan, worried that he’d overlooked something, and Kate was utterly serious for once. Constance just covered her eyes and waited with a growing sense of dread. They knew that Crawlings would come to the room as soon as the other Ten Men were dispatched to the guard towers—and everything, everything depended on their being ready when he did.
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The elevator door opened, and Crawlings stepped out and walked briskly down the corridor. He had his radio out and was listening to the other Ten Men bantering as they took their positions. They were in high spirits, and why shouldn’t they be? Unlike Crawlings, none of them had just been threatened by Mr. Curtain. And they might have a chance to wreak terrible damage soon, whereas Crawlings was relegated to guarding the building. But he was determined to have his fun, regardless. When he drew near the room where the children were being held, he turned down the radio and began to tiptoe.

Setting down his briefcase ever so quietly, Crawlings unlocked the door and flung it open in one quick movement, hoping to startle the children. Much to his delight, his entrance prompted a cry of alarm—in fact the children appeared not just startled but completely dismayed. And the reason was immediately apparent. They were up to something.

Across the room, a bookcase had been moved aside to expose a large window, which had been raised, and a big desk that previously had been shoved to one side of the room was now sticking halfway out the window. It had been flipped over so that its writing surface was balanced on the window ledge and its legs stood up in the air like those of a petrified animal. The two boys stood frozen by the desk, each holding a leg, and they gaped at Crawlings with horrified, guilty expressions—very much like petrified animals themselves. Beside them the pudgy little girl was scowling ferociously.

“Well, well, chickies!” Crawlings cried. “What are we up to?” As he spoke, he noticed a rope tied around one of the desk legs. They were trying to escape! This was even better than he’d hoped! Now he had a good excuse to punish them.

But just as he was about to stride across the room and snatch the boys violently away from the window, he noticed that the rope stretched across the room and disappeared behind the open door. Crawlings hesitated, his eyebrow twitching with suspicion, and for a split second he considered investigating. But then, seized by the conviction that nothing important was behind the door, and that even now the older girl was outside the window climbing down, Crawlings plunged confidently forward.

A swift, furtive movement from behind the door caught his eye, and he whirled just in time to see Kate’s lasso dropping over his head and shoulders. “Now!” she shouted. Crawlings felt the lasso tighten, pinning his arms to his sides. Worse, he felt himself being drawn irresistibly backward, and with rising horror (and a humiliating yelp) Crawlings realized that the boys had shoved the desk out the window—and that he was now tied to the desk.

Completely off balance, Crawlings couldn’t keep from staggering backward. But when he came to the wall he managed to fling his legs out, bracing his heels against it, and dropping the radio he caught awkwardly at the window ledge with his hands. He snarled at the boys, who were anxiously dragging Constance out of harm’s way. For some reason she looked quite ill, but all Crawlings could think about was getting loose—getting loose and getting even—without being yanked out the window. He couldn’t get at the rope without letting go of the ledge.

Kate, meanwhile, had snatched up his radio. “We’ll be taking this,” she told him as she hurried to the door, “and your briefcase. You won’t be needing them, you know, since you’re all tied up at the moment!” And cutting Crawlings off in mid-curse, she closed the door and locked it.

“That was pretty lame, Kate,” said Sticky, already picking up the briefcase.

“I had to say something, didn’t I? Hey, what’s wrong with Constance?”

“Carry her, will you?” Reynie said with a worried look. “I’ll take the radio. We can talk while we run.”

At the end of the corridor they hid the briefcase in a closet (it was too heavy to keep carrying), then sent the elevator up to the fourth floor and slipped into the stairwell. Their hope—indeed their plan—was that when Crawlings finally got free he would try to recapture them himself, since reporting their escape would be humiliating. Even if he wasn’t fooled by the elevator trick, he would probably search for the children in all the wrong places, because the children were going to the last place he would expect—straight to Mr. Curtain.

As they hurried down the stairs, Reynie whispered, “I think you saved us, Constance. I don’t think he was going to fall for it.”

Constance, clinging weakly to Kate’s back, managed the faintest flicker of a smile. “I didn’t even mean to,” she muttered. “I just saw that he looked suspicious, and we so badly needed him to…” She groaned and put a hand to her head. “Oh, but I feel so sick! I feel horrible!”

The others exchanged worried looks, and Sticky whispered, “Do you think she can manage it now? Should we try something else?”

“But what else can we try?” said Kate.

Just then McCracken’s voice came over the radio announcing that the van had arrived at the access road and would be at the gate in five minutes.

“I can do it,” Constance moaned, resting her head against Kate’s shoulder. “I have to do it.”

“We don’t have much choice,” Reynie said after a moment’s deliberation. “It’s now or never. Hang in there, Constance!”
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Mr. Curtain was expecting word from McCracken any minute when he heard a suspicious noise in the next room. It was a surreptitious, scraping sound—the sound of someone taking something quietly from a shelf. “Crawlings!” he roared, rocketing out into the corridor. “You have no business—” He screeched to a halt in the neighboring doorway, staring in disbelief.

Four guilty faces stared back at him. Kate had frozen in the process of belting her bucket to her hip. The other three were crouched in the corner, where the Whisperer had been before he and Hertz moved it to his hidden staging room. All of them looked as if they’d been caught stealing from a cookie jar.

“Snakes and dogs!” Mr. Curtain bellowed. “You? Here? Now? Where is Crawlings? No, never mind—I haven’t time for this!” He leaped from the wheelchair and reached into his suit coat.

“We’re sorry!” Reynie cried. “Please don’t punish us! We’ll do whatever you say—you don’t have to get the gloves out!”

“Oh, you will be punished!” Mr. Curtain snarled, but then he hesitated. He cocked his head, listening—he had left the radio in the other room—and after considering for the briefest of moments he snapped, “It will have to wait until later, however. Come with me at once!”

The children obeyed and soon were in the other room, sitting compliantly in a corner where Mr. Curtain could see them. Grumbling and glaring, he wheeled back and forth between different computers, making minute adjustments and checking readouts. Computer code no longer streamed across the four monitors; he seemed to have finished whatever he’d been doing before.

“Your timing couldn’t be worse,” Mr. Curtain said, shooting the children an icy look. “But no doubt you planned it that way. Somehow you knew the building was empty. What better time to steal your ridiculous bucket back?”

“It isn’t stealing,” Kate began, “not if—”

“Do not speak to me!” shouted Mr. Curtain, suddenly looming over Kate like a thundercloud. “Speak to me again and face the consequences! One day you will learn to hold your tongue, Miss Wetherall! Now give me that bucket—there must be something important inside for you to have taken such a chance retrieving it.”

Kate had no choice, and Mr. Curtain was rummaging through the bucket, muttering irritably to himself, when McCracken’s voice sounded over the radio: “Mr. Curtain, the van has arrived at the gate. The driver appears to be a red-haired man with glasses. He has called out that his name is Mr. Rubicund.”

Mr. Curtain shot over and snatched up the radio, smacking his lips. “Excellent! Very good, McCracken, very good indeed! Ask Mr. Rubicund to answer correctly the question he once missed as a student at my Institute, the question he was sent to the Waiting Room for missing. He’ll know what I mean.”

“One moment,” McCracken said. “I’ll ask him now.”

The older children were watching Constance out of the corners of their eyes. She appeared to be gazing intently at Mr. Curtain, but she was so pale and shaky she might have been slipping into a daze. After a moment her eyes widened and she whispered, “Something about energy waves produced by the acceleration or the oscill… oscill…”

“Oscillation?” Sticky whispered frantically. “Energy waves produced by the acceleration or the oscillation of an electric charge?”

Constance nodded. “What you said. But that’s just the question. I can’t…” She shook her head in despair. “I can’t see the answer…”

“Electromagnetic radiation!” breathed Sticky. “That’s the answer, Constance—electromagnetic radiation!”

Constance squeezed her eyes closed. Perspiration trickled down her pale cheeks.

McCracken’s voice came over the radio again. “He says the answer to the question was electromagnetic radiation, Mr. Curtain. He says he still can’t believe he missed that one.”

“Ha!” Mr. Curtain shouted, and he raised his fists in triumph. “That’s it! It really is Rubicund! You may open the gate, McCracken! Deliver everyone to the conference room immediately. I have one final adjustment to make, and then I shall be with them.”

Mr. Curtain laughed again. Then, half-closing his eyes, he began snapping his fingers and jerking his wheelchair side to side as if dancing. After a moment Reynie realized he was dancing. He was humming a tune barely audible over the sound of the wheelchair’s rubber tires, which made sharp chirping noises against the floor, rather like the squeak of sneakers on a basketball court.

With a final flourish—a somewhat awkward attempt to make ocean-wave motions with his arms—Mr. Curtain stopped and leered smugly at the children. “I am exulting,” he said, “for it is not every day that one’s plans, so painstakingly developed and so often delayed by resistance, finally, at long last, fall so perfectly into—”

He was interrupted by a distant boom. He froze, listening. The boom was followed by a series of crashes and bangs. “What’s happening?” he whispered to himself.

Kate couldn’t resist answering his question. “Gosh, Mr. Curtain,” she said, “maybe it’s just me, but I think it sounds kind of like your Ten Men are getting bushwhacked.”

It took a moment for this comment to settle in Mr. Curtain’s brain. Then his eyes grew very wide, and he slowly turned to fix them on Constance, who was lying on the floor whimpering, too miserable even to gloat. “Contraire!” he gasped. “She… she…”

“Read your mind?” Kate finished. “Yes, she did.”

“And she… but she can’t possibly have…”

“Given the answer to Mr. Benedict? If you say so.”

Just then Mr. Curtain’s radio crackled, and into the room came the most wonderfully welcome sound in the world—the sound of Milligan’s voice. “Constance,” he shouted (for in the background was an incredible clamor of crashes and shouts), “you and the others stay where you are! I’m coming for you! I’ll be—” His voice cut off, giving way to static.

Mr. Curtain, staring at the radio, began to pant rapidly like a puppy. Anyone else might have thought he was panicking, but Reynie understood he was trying to calm his surging emotions. He could not afford to fall asleep at this most inopportune of times. Slipping the radio inside his suit coat, he shot over to a computer and tapped a rapid sequence onto its keyboard. Then he spun his wheelchair about and barked, “Come with me!”

“Sorry, but no,” Reynie said. “We’re going to do what Milligan said and stay where we are. You’re welcome to wait here with us if you’d like.”

“I’m welcome to—?” Mr. Curtain bit his lip, quivering with anger and considering what to do. His eyes were wild, but his voice seemed to regain its assurance as he said, “No, thank you, Reynard. I haven’t time for pleasantries. But I encourage you to enjoy the next few minutes—they are all you have.” His wheelchair zipped to the doorway, where he paused for a final word without bothering to look back at them. “Oh, you should be aware that I have engaged a defense mechanism. If anyone attempts to disable or destroy my computers, they will explode. Miss Contraire can verify that I am telling the truth.”

With that Mr. Curtain shot silently away.

The children exhaled with relief, but they were still much too frightened to congratulate one another, for they had no idea who was winning the battle that raged outside. Kate retrieved her bucket, which Mr. Curtain had left behind, and Reynie patted Constance, who still lay curled up on the floor. Otherwise all they could do was wait and hope.

A long minute passed, during which they continued to hear strange cries and noises from beyond the walls, before Constance opened her eyes and said, “Milligan’s coming down the corridor!”

They were still cheering when Milligan burst into the room. His jacket was torn and his face was streaked with dirt and sweat—but he seemed in good shape and even better spirits. “Kate!” he cried, laughing and sweeping her up. “Oh, how glad I am to see you’re all right—that all of you are! Except, is Constance—?” He went to kneel beside the miserable girl.

“I’ll be okay,” Constance muttered with her eyes closed, “if you’ll just stop talking.”

Milligan smiled. “You did very well,” he whispered. “Mr. Benedict understood everything perfectly. And now I am going to get you out of here.” He glanced quickly around the room. “We had better wreck these computers first.”

The children hastily intervened, explaining what Mr. Curtain had done.

“That figures,” Milligan said. “He still hopes to use the Whisperer against us. We need to move now.”

“Crawlings is down the hall!” Constance suddenly announced. “He’s getting off the elevator!”

“How far is that, Kate?” Milligan muttered. He reached into his back pocket and took out a pair of rubber gloves.

“Sixty feet,” Kate hissed, watching him with concern. “Um, shouldn’t you be getting out your tranquilizer gun?”

“It’s jammed,” Milligan said, putting on the gloves. “I took an awkward hit. My radio’s busted, too. Now go stand against the wall, please. Everything’s going to be fine.”

The children ran to the wall just as Crawlings’s head appeared in the doorway. It only flickered there for an instant—a shiny pate, a single eyebrow—and then the doorway stood empty again. But in that instant Crawlings had perceived that Milligan was unarmed—indeed, Milligan had his hands up to demonstrate this—and when he reappeared his arms were extended and his silver shockwatches gleamed under the fluorescent lights.

Everything happened in a flash: a whiff of cologne, an electric hum, two wires streaking from Crawlings’s watches. In the same instant Milligan made blindingly quick snatching motions in the air before him, and then he stood grasping the wires, one in each gloved hand, like a chariot driver holding the reins. Even before Crawlings could look shocked, Milligan had yanked him across the room. Then Crawlings did look shocked (indeed the bristly hairs of his eyebrow all stood on end), and Milligan lowered the unconscious Ten Man to the floor.

The children were beside themselves with amazement.

“Nice trick!” Kate cried, dancing up and down.

“You liked that?” Milligan said. “All right, everyone, time to go.”

“You grabbed the wires!” Sticky said, as if Milligan himself didn’t know what he’d done, and Reynie nodded excitedly in agreement. “You—you grabbed them, Milligan!”

“So I noticed,” Milligan said. “And as I may have to do it again, Kate had better carry Constance. Let’s get moving now. Oh, and brace yourselves—I’m afraid things are about to get dangerous.”
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Milligan intended to take them out through the prison gate, but not until it was safer. At the moment, he said, a battle was raging there between his sentries Hardy and Gristle and at least two Ten Men, possibly more. “It depends on how many McCracken dispatched to come after me,” he said with a wry smile. “I guess we’ll soon find out his opinion of my skills.”

Leaning out the doorway, Milligan looked both ways, sniffed the air, then motioned for them to follow him. The children hurried out into the long corridor, where Milligan, having made some private decision, began walking in the direction opposite the elevator.

“Where are we going?” Kate whispered as they followed after him.

“Away from that room,” Milligan replied. “The Ten Men will have heard me on the radio telling you to stay put, and by now Mr. Curtain has informed them where you were, so that’s where they’ll start their search. We don’t want to make it easy on them, do we?”

“What about Mr. Benedict and the others?” Reynie asked, glancing apprehensively over his shoulder. “Where are they?”

“Still in the van. Mr. Benedict fell asleep when the battle started. Don’t worry, he and the others are disguised as sentries, so the Ten Men probably won’t risk a direct assault on the van. And I have twenty more sentries on the way. With luck Hardy and Gristle can hold their own for a while, especially if most of the other Ten Men are out looking for me.”

“You mean us,” Sticky gasped. He was suddenly having difficulty breathing. There was so much empty corridor behind them, and so many doors on either side, he hardly knew where to look. “We’re with you.”

“That’s true,” Milligan admitted, leading them around a corner onto the next long corridor. “But we’ll stay on the move, and since they’ll have to spread out to search for us, I should be able to deal with them one at a…” He stopped, cocking his head to the side as if he’d noticed something amiss.

Reynie, following his gaze, saw a door ahead that was very slightly ajar. Milligan glanced at Constance, who had just lifted her head from Kate’s shoulder with a look of confused suspicion. Her eyes were glassy and heavy-lidded, and her chin was shiny with drool, but her nose was wrinkled with distaste.

“Hold on a second,” Milligan said. “My shoe’s untied.”

Sticky instinctively looked down at Milligan’s boots, which appeared to be tightly laced. It was hard to get a good look, however, for Milligan was moving swiftly toward the door, and in the next instant had kicked it open and disappeared into the room. There was a shout, a thump, and—oddly—a thin twanging sound like a broken ukulele, and then Milligan reappeared carrying a briefcase.

“That was Garrotte,” Milligan said, closing the door softly behind him. “He sends his regards.”

Reynie needed a minute before he could hear Milligan over the sound of the blood roaring in his ears. When it had subsided a bit, he interrupted Milligan and asked him to repeat himself.

Milligan started over. Their plan, he said, would be to make a circuit through the building’s four wings, each of which would have four corridors that formed a rectangle. “We’ll work our way along the sides of each rectangle, do you see? Then we’ll move on to the next wing and do the same thing. It’s best not to backtrack—if Ten Men get on your trail they inevitably double up.”

“Can’t we hide in there?” Reynie suggested, gesturing toward the door Milligan had just closed. “If Garrotte’s already down, wouldn’t it be safer…”

Milligan shook his head. “The Ten Men make regular reports by radio. When Garrotte doesn’t call in, they’ll come running to this spot in full force.”

“But how would they know to come here?” asked Sticky, who like Reynie much preferred the idea of holing up and waiting for reinforcements.

“Their radios are equipped with tracking devices,” Milligan said. “Which, incidentally, is why I’m not using Garrotte’s.” He put his hands on the boys’ shoulders. “Listen, I know it would probably feel better to hide, but in this case the safest thing is to keep moving. Just concentrate on the plan, and we’ll be out of here before you know it. Are you ready, Kate?”

“Sure, but will you just move Constance’s head to my other shoulder?” Kate said, wincing. “Her chin is starting to dig into my… Okay, that’s better. Ready!”

With Milligan in the lead and Kate hard on his heels, the group continued down the corridor. The boys trailed some paces behind, looking constantly about and trying hard to focus on the plan. (“Rectangles,” Sticky whispered to himself, “rectangles, rectangles, rectangles.”) It was of course a very basic plan, hardly worth explaining, and Reynie felt sure Milligan had done so just to give them something less scary to think about. It probably did keep them both a little calmer. But Reynie still couldn’t help anxiously wondering how many more doorways might conceal Ten Men, and Sticky kept reaching up and briefly, lightly touching his spectacles, as if to reassure himself they were still there.

Halfway down the corridor, they passed a set of double doors that opened onto the building’s interior courtyard. Through windows in the doors they caught a glimpse of the desk they had tied Crawlings to, now a broken pile of wood and metal, with a frayed length of Kate’s rope still attached to one leg. Kate and the boys exchanged glances. Under the circumstances, it was hard to feel more than a flicker of pride at having set such a good trap—but they did, at least, feel a flicker, and it bolstered their courage as they stalked on.

At the next corner Milligan bade them stop. He sniffed the air and frowned. “McCracken,” he muttered. “Him I’d rather avoid. We’d better turn around.”

“I thought we shouldn’t backtrack!” Kate whispered.

“We’ll cut across that courtyard to a different wing,” Milligan said. “When the time comes to face McCracken, I don’t want you anywhere near.”

“I agree with Milligan!” Sticky whispered.

Milligan winked at him and quickly ushered the children back to the double doors. Nostrils flaring, he stared out through the windows in the doors for several seconds before nodding and leading them into the courtyard.

Out in the open air, they could hear more distinctly the faraway sounds of conflict—screeches, bangs, and mysterious squawking noises reverberating off distant walls. The sounds were unnerving, and Reynie cringed at every one. But at least they proved the Ten Men hadn’t won yet, he told himself as he hurried past the smashed jumble of desk; silence might have disturbed him even more.

Reynie was about to ask Milligan how long it would take the other sentries to arrive when a door in the opposite wing burst open—the very door they’d been heading for—and a madly grinning Sharpe leaped into the courtyard, both hands bristling with clusters of pencils.

His every nerve jangling with alarm, Reynie was still drawing breath to cry out when he found himself tossed to the ground on the far side of the broken desk. A half-second later Sticky crashed on top of him, and as they desperately disentangled themselves they discovered Kate already crouched beside them and Constance huddled at her feet. With hearts in their throats they peeked over the top of the desk.

The air positively swarmed with pencils. They were everywhere, a deadly horizontal rain. Indeed, as Milligan deflected them with Garrotte’s briefcase, they made a rattling sound not very different from that of rain on a tin roof. And then the storm was over, and Milligan was still on his feet, although he had been forced to retreat several paces under the onslaught.

Sharpe regarded him cagily, no doubt expecting a return salvo of tranquilizer darts. Like Milligan he was crouching and holding his briefcase before him like a shield. When no darts appeared, however, Sharpe straightened, smiled, and casually adjusted his spectacles, as if he had all the time in the world. He reached into his briefcase again.

Milligan whipped something from inside his jacket and flung it hard across the courtyard. Sharpe saw the sudden movement and looked up, ready to shield himself, but whatever Milligan had thrown sailed off far to the right—a brown blur that missed him by at least twenty feet.

Sharpe hooted with delight as he reached into his briefcase again. “You’re losing your touch, Milligan! What was that, anyway? Some kind of stick?”

“You could call it that,” Milligan said, just as the boomerang—having arced around the rear of the courtyard—collided with the back of Sharpe’s head.

Sharpe fell on his face.

The children jumped to their feet, cheering. But it wasn’t over yet. Sharpe had popped right back up again, so fast it was as if he had rebounded into a standing position. His spectacles had been knocked off, his nose was bleeding from his fall, and he was wobbling unsteadily, utterly disoriented by the blow—but in his hand was a laser pointer, and he was aiming it at Milligan.

Everyone froze.

Sharpe’s eyes wandered away from Milligan in a dazed, addled way, then wandered back again. With his empty hand he touched his bloody nose, winced, then frowned at the blood on his fingertips. He seemed to have no idea what had happened or where he was. Reynie saw Milligan’s knees bend ever so slightly and knew that he was gathering himself for a spring. He had an awful lot of ground to cover, though, and Reynie’s heart was hammering in fearful anticipation when—much to his amazement—Sticky cleared his throat and said, “Um, excuse me.”

All eyes swiveled to focus on Sticky, including Sharpe’s. Trembling with fright, Sticky nonetheless smiled in a friendly, helpful way, and then—moving slowly—he drew his polishing cloth from his shirt pocket and held it to his nose. Then he gestured toward the handkerchief poking out of Sharpe’s breast pocket and nodded encouragingly, saying in a small voice, “You… you have one… right there… you can use to… um, to stop the bleeding…”

The confused Ten Man frowned again and looked down at his breast pocket. Seeing the handkerchief, he brightened with comprehension—a very muddled comprehension—and tugged it out and held it to his bloody nose.

This time he fell on his back.

“That… was… AMAZING!” Reynie said, throwing his arms around Sticky, and Kate, not to be left out, threw her arms around both of them.

“You’d better let go before I collapse,” Sticky wheezed, but he was grinning ear to ear.

“Nice work,” Milligan said, tucking his boomerang back inside his jacket. “Now let’s move. I’m afraid your cheers may have drawn attention. Not that I didn’t appreciate them.”

Kate and Reynie let go of Sticky, upon which his knees wobbled a bit and his grin began to fade. (The reality of what he’d just done was beginning to sink in, and the effect was like blood rushing violently to his head.) He staggered to the side, and Kate shot out a hand to steady him.

“Um, Milligan?” Sticky said in a tremulous voice. “Are you absolutely sure we can’t just hide somewhere until the other sentries arrive? Surely there’s some place, right? Sorry, I just don’t know how much more of this…” He trailed off, looking embarrassed.

Milligan regarded him seriously. “No,” he said after a moment, “I’m the one who should be sorry. You’ve been so brave—all of you have—I forget what a toll this must be taking on you. But I’m still afraid we’d be tracked down and surrounded if we attempted to hide. I really am sorry, Sticky. You know I’d bustle you out the gate this instant if I could, but I simply can’t risk getting you so close to that fight—not without knowing how it’s going first.”

“Milligan, what if we went to the roof?” Reynie suggested. “From up there we could see everything without getting in harm’s way.”

“Hey, that’s true!” Kate said. “We know where the elevator is, Milligan.”

“Sixty feet from the room where I found you,” Milligan said. “I remember.” He shaded his eyes and looked up toward the roof. “Well, I suppose we could cut through an adjoining wing, come at the elevator from the other direction…” He glanced sidelong at Sticky, whose face had lit up with an expression of intense hopefulness. “All right, that’s not a bad idea. We’ll go to the roof, I can see how Hardy and Gristle are faring, and if there’s a clear path we’ll make a break for the gate. How’s that?”

“Great!” Sticky said, and Kate and Reynie nodded.

“If it looks too dangerous, though,” Milligan warned, “we’ll just have to come back down and keep moving.” He stooped to lift Constance, who was still lying limp on the ground, and set her gently onto Kate’s back again. “We can’t dawdle up there or we might get trapped. Agreed?”

The children, who did rather prefer not to get trapped, agreed.

And so the group of fugitives made their way to the elevator, taking the route that Milligan had settled on. More than once they caught a whiff of expensive cologne, and each time Milligan would stiffen and narrow his eyes—and the children’s hairs would stand on end—but they encountered no more Ten Men. And as the children crowded into the elevator with Milligan and felt themselves begin to rise, they felt their hopes begin to rise, too.

Then the elevator doors opened onto the roof, and the first thing they saw was McCracken.

“Stay in the elevator!” Milligan said, needlessly throwing out his arm to keep them back. Beyond him they could see McCracken engaged in a ferocious struggle with two other powerful figures who were striving to keep his arms pinned.

“Moocho!” Kate cried.

“Ms. Plugg!” cried the boys.

Milligan hesitated in the elevator doorway, gritting his teeth. He could not leave the children unprotected, but neither could he just walk away. Moocho Brazos and Ms. Plugg, strong and determined though they might be, were no match for the immensely powerful and treacherous McCracken. Their faces were strained and glistening with perspiration—indeed Ms. Plugg’s was apple-red—whereas McCracken, however temporarily inconvenienced, had not even mussed his feathered brown hair. Already he was breaking free of their grip and grinning with expectation. He looked over at the children and laughed.

“Apparently we’ve all had the same idea!” McCracken called. “The roof’s getting much too crowded, don’t you think?”

Milligan was trying to think what to do when he felt himself shoved hard from behind. Stumbling forward, he caught his balance and spun to see the elevator doors sliding closed. “I made it easy for you!” Kate called, her tone bright and eager though her face was clouded with worry. “We’ll be fine! Now go get him, Milligan!”

Then the doors were closed, and Kate let out a cry of anguish and covered her face.

“You were right to do it,” Reynie said after a silence. “He was in an impossible situation. We couldn’t just leave them. There was no telling what McCracken would do to them.”

“Yes, but what about Milligan?” Kate cried. “His tranquilizer gun is jammed, and… and… oh, what have I done?”

“Milligan can take care of himself,” Sticky said, trying to sound convincing. “The question is what do we do now? Should we… should we hide, or keep moving…?”

But Kate could think of nothing except Milligan now. When the doors opened she leaped from the elevator, Constance bobbling wildly on her back. Heedless of the route, entirely forgetting the possibility of running into another Ten Man, Kate dashed down the corridor to the nearest double doors and burst out into the courtyard again. There she ran back and forth, craning her neck as she tried to see what was happening on the roof. Twice she almost stumbled over Sharpe’s motionless body, but she paid him no mind whatsoever.

“Kate, you shouldn’t be out here—it’s too exposed!” said Reynie when he and Sticky had caught up to her.

Kate only shook her head and continued to run back and forth, staring toward the rooftop and grimacing with worry.

“What if Sharpe wakes up?” Sticky said. “We don’t want to be here if that happens, Kate.”

Kate glanced at the Ten Man, nodded, and putting Constance down she rapidly bound Sharpe’s ankles and wrists with the fishing twine from her bucket. For good measure she rubbed his nose with his handkerchief again, then stood and backed away, squinting up toward the roof. It was all she could do not to hurry back up there and try to help. But her presence would only distract Milligan, and she knew it.

“Oh, but I can’t bear to stand here doing nothing!” Kate cried aloud. She jumped up and down, staring and staring.

Constance laid her head on the ground and moaned. The boys began whispering urgently, trying to decide what to do. It seemed just as dangerous to go anywhere without Milligan as it was to stand here and wait—hope—for his return. They still could hear the distant skirmishes from somewhere out beyond the building, and who knew where Mr. Curtain was now? And where was the Whisperer? What if he’d moved it to a window or guard tower from which he could peer down and focus on anyone he chose? At the moment, any one place seemed as potentially dangerous as any other—except for the roof, where they knew things were bad.

“I see Madge,” Kate said, almost absently. The boys looked up to see the falcon’s familiar shape circling high above the roof. “She must have seen me getting into the van and followed it here. Oh, Madge, I wish I could see what you can see right now!” She was reaching into her bucket for her whistle when a whirling brown blur streaked out from the edge of the roof, arced, then streaked back out of view.

“Milligan’s boomerang!” Sticky said, his voice tinged with hope.

But almost immediately the boomerang sailed out again, its arc much lower this time, and on its return trip it smacked against the edge of the roof and dropped down into the courtyard. It spun erratically and listlessly as it fell, clacking against the wall like a weird wooden bird. The children stared at it lying in the dead grass, the huge crack in it visible even from several paces away.

Kate turned and looked pleadingly at the boys.

“It’s up to you,” Reynie said after a heavy pause. “I really don’t know what’s best.”

“Remember Constance, though,” said Sticky in a low voice. “Reynie and I are too slow if we’re carrying her. We need you to do that. We…” He trailed off, feeling guilty and helpless. There was Constance to think about, of course, but there was also their friends—and Kate’s father—on the roof. “Listen, just do what you think’s right, and we’ll support it.”

Kate’s lips were pressed together, and her anguished eyes were fixed on the roof again, but she acknowledged his words with a tight nod. “Two minutes then,” she said. “Give me two minutes, and no matter what, I’ll come back to carry Constance.”

“Go,” said the boys.

And Kate went.
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It had been a terribly difficult fight for Milligan. No sooner had the elevator doors closed than McCracken had slipped from the grasp of Ms. Plugg and Moocho Brazos—who had suddenly found themselves clinging to each other instead of the Ten Man—and then in one swift motion had ripped his handkerchief in two and put the separate halves to their noses. Moocho and Ms. Plugg had sagged to the rooftop. Just like that, it was down to McCracken and Milligan.

Only it had not been that simple, for Milligan had also needed to protect his fallen friends—no small task on that exposed rooftop, with a ruthless opponent willing to do whatever necessary to win. In just the first minute of the fight, Milligan had narrowly escaped being struck by a razor-sharp pencil; a spinning clipboard that shrieked like a whistle as it sailed past his ear; and a tiny white projectile—flicked toward his eyes—that appeared to be a tooth.

But Milligan was not without defenses. He still had Garrotte’s briefcase, which he used to deflect some of McCracken’s projectiles. And he had taken out his tranquilizer gun, which McCracken didn’t know was jammed. At the sight of it the Ten Man had sprinted to take cover behind an air-conditioning unit, one of several scattered over the rooftop, and Milligan had kept him pinned behind it as he painstakingly dragged his friends to the elevator.

He had yet to fire a single dart, however, a fact not lost on McCracken, who called out, “You’re being unusually stingy, Milligan! Don’t tell me you’re down to your last dart already!”

“Don’t tell you?” Milligan grunted, keeping his broken weapon leveled at the air-conditioning unit. “But I thought we weren’t keeping secrets from each other anymore.”

“It’s true we’ve grown quite close,” said McCracken, peeking out in time to see Milligan leaping free of the elevator, into which he had successfully dragged Moocho and Ms. Plugg. The doors were sliding closed, and Milligan was tucking a utility tool into his pocket.

“Aren’t you going with them?” McCracken called, ducking as Milligan raised the tranquilizer gun again. “You’ll be joining them soon, anyway, you know.”

“I hate elevators,” Milligan said. “People are always getting stuck in them.” As he spoke there came a clanging, screeching sound from behind the elevator doors.

“Ah, you’ve jammed it! To protect them, I assume? Surely you realize I can get the doors open.”

“You won’t waste time on that,” Milligan said, reaching into his jacket. “You have other orders.”

“Indeed I do,” McCracken laughed, rising with his briefcase at the ready. “And now you’ve forced me to take the stairs! How wicked of you, Milligan! Such punishment! What will you do next—insist I eat broccoli?”

“Try this instead!” Milligan said, flinging the boomerang.

McCracken was far cleverer than Sharpe was. He knew a boomerang when he saw it, even one thrown at such a high speed, and gracefully ducked Milligan’s as he moved to get into a better position. Worse, he had sniffed out the truth about the tranquilizer gun and was moving now with much greater freedom and speed.

Milligan caught the boomerang and prepared to throw it again. He knew he would never hit McCracken with it. He had known it the first time, in fact. But he also knew that McCracken would never let him reach the stairs, that the Ten Man was gathering himself for a furious attack, and that the only advantage left to him was surprise.

Milligan threw the boomerang again, this time much lower, and the throw seemed so obviously errant that McCracken glanced around to see if Milligan had been aiming at something else—something explosive, perhaps. Seeing nothing, he looked back to find Milligan bearing down on him with startling speed.

McCracken had no time to reach into his briefcase. Indeed, it was all he could do to retain possession of it, for Milligan came after him with such astonishing swiftness and agility—sometimes swinging Garrotte’s briefcase, sometimes flying out with his hands and feet—that McCracken was hard-pressed to defend himself. He was not a Ten Man for nothing, however, and backing away from Milligan he parried and countered with his own briefcase. And in this way, in close and furious combat, the two men moved rapidly across the rooftop, away from the courtyard, with Milligan constantly on the attack and McCracken struggling to keep his balance.

And then abruptly they arrived at the edge of the roof and found themselves battling there, balancing upon the very precipice, four stories above the rear of the prison complex.

Both men were perspiring. Both were smiling. But only one of them was winning—and both of them knew it. The Ten Man was stronger by far, and Milligan had been at a disadvantage from the beginning.

“It’s almost over, Milligan,” McCracken said, swinging his briefcase around with the force of a wrecking ball. “You see that, don’t you?”

Milligan ducked—the wind from the briefcase ruffled his hair—then rose in a burst, swinging Garrotte’s briefcase up toward McCracken’s chin. “I can’t,” he panted. “Your big head’s in the way.”

McCracken leaned back just in time. He wobbled at the edge, recovered, and brought his briefcase down like a cudgel, narrowly missing Milligan’s twisting shoulder. But the dodge had put Milligan off balance, and in the next instant McCracken kicked the briefcase out of his hand. It went sailing out and away off the roof—and Milligan, in a desperate attempt to catch it, slipped from the edge.

Even as his keen eyes scoured the wall for a handhold, Milligan heard Kate’s cry of horror from somewhere across the rooftop. But his eyes were focused on a tiny section of crumbled brickwork below him, with a gap in the mortar in which some long-ago bird had built its nest. Milligan managed to thrust his hand into this gap as he fell, and his strong fingers found their grip. Twigs and lint from the destroyed nest sifted down over his face as he hung there, twisting this way and that several feet below the rooftop.

“Kate!” Milligan shouted. “Kate, I’m all right! Run! Run, Kate!”

But Milligan was not all right, and Kate knew it. She had peeked out from the rooftop stairwell just in time to see him fall, and she understood the situation perfectly well. Maybe for the moment Milligan had found something to hang on to, but he was a sitting duck for McCracken, who glanced toward her with a delighted expression and called out: “Yes, do, Kate! Run off now and let the grown-ups speak privately!” He made a shooing motion with his hand. “I’ll be along in a moment!”

Kate didn’t budge, however. Her heart was pounding; she was boiling with anger and fear; and yet she was trying hard to think clearly, for she would need all her wits to save Milligan.

Seeing her still standing there, McCracken cocked his head to the side and raised his eyebrows as if to say, “Yes? Are you really going to be so bold?” And he was smiling as if he hoped she would be.

Kate flipped open her bucket.

McCracken laughed and reached into his briefcase.

Then Kate charged, and McCracken stopped laughing.

The Ten Man knew the girl was talented, but he was quite unprepared for the ferocity of the attack she now unleashed upon him. Though a great expanse of rooftop lay between them, the items from her bucket that she flung at him now arrived much faster than he would have expected—and all were thrown with uncanny accuracy. First came a barrage of marbles, mere nuisances he deflected with his briefcase, but then a horseshoe magnet winged past his face, narrowly missing him. Next came a flashlight, which actually managed to knock a pencil from his hand, stinging his fingers. With a twitch of irritation McCracken took out another pencil—more quickly this time—and whipped it toward the girl, who had already cut the distance between them by half.

Clink! went the pencil as Kate deflected it with her bucket, and then she was on the offensive again. What came flying at McCracken next were a bottle of extra-strength glue, an almost empty roll of twine, and a slingshot. These last attacks were pathetic, however, and as McCracken batted the projectiles away he reflected that she was running out of steam, not to mention things to throw. What was more, McCracken noticed that she was puffing hard on what appeared to be a broken whistle (it produced only a sort of thin squeal)—no doubt trying, and sadly failing, to summon help.

Then the girl threw the precious bucket itself. It came soaring along at such an enticingly slow speed that McCracken had time to laugh with anticipation before smashing it sideways with his briefcase. It made a satisfying metallic crunching sound as it flew away off the roof.

And now she was only ten paces away, still coming toward him, still puffing absurdly on that broken whistle—and apparently with one last thing to throw. She lofted it now, and it flew toward his face at a pitifully slow speed, a small dark object of indeterminate substance. McCracken was tempted to snatch it out of the air just to see what it was. But it appeared somewhat oily and nasty, and so he merely tilted his head to let it fly past without soiling him.

And then suddenly, out of nowhere, something larger and far more frightening appeared, something with glistening cold eyes hurtling directly toward his face, its wickedly sharp beak and talons extended—and the colossal, elegant McCracken could not help but cry out and flap his arms and shield his face like a panicked child trying to ward off a bee. He was so completely taken aback that he almost didn’t notice his briefcase being yanked from his hand.

Then the moment passed, and McCracken dropped his arms. The falcon was sailing away with its piece of meat, and the girl—the clever girl!—was running off with his briefcase. Halfway across the roof she skidded to a stop, stooped to pick something up, and then calmly walked back in his direction. She was aiming Milligan’s tranquilizer gun at him.

McCracken’s mood improved at once. He straightened up again, smoothing his tie, and said, “I’m impressed, plucky! What a trick! Why, you have more talent than most of my men! You should be proud—your ploy almost worked!”

Kate, who had indeed been feeling proud (and not a little surprised) to have gotten McCracken’s briefcase away from him, and even to have gained the upper hand, felt her confidence diminish. Why had he said “almost”? She stopped and said, “You can keep your compliments. Now get away from the edge of the roof.”

“But why should I do as you say?” McCracken asked, crossing his massive arms like a petulant child. He was eyeing his briefcase.

“I assume you’d prefer not to fall off when I knock you out,” Kate said.

“Oh! So you intend to shoot me with a dart?”

“I might spare you a minute or two if you do what I say,” Kate said cagily. “Now why don’t you take your tie off and leave it there? After I pull Milligan up, we’ll decide what to do with you.”

“Very well,” said McCracken, and with a mysterious smirk he reached for his tie.

It had taken Milligan a few moments to understand what was happening above him, but now he shouted, “Kate! Run! He knows the gun’s jammed! Run, Kate!”

Kate blanched. “Oh. Well, it has been two minutes, I bet. Do excuse me.” And with that, she turned and bolted for the stairs.

Disappointed, McCracken watched her go. She really was impressively fast, even carrying his heavy briefcase. He hurried over to the edge of the roof and smiled down at Milligan, still hanging precariously by one hand. “I have to run, Milligan—the little vixen took off with my briefcase—but please do hang on if you can. I’ll be back in a jiffy with something heavy to drop.”

Milligan started to say something—anything to give Kate a better head start—but McCracken had already turned and run away across the rooftop.
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In the courtyard, Constance and the boys were crouching behind Sharpe, whom they had propped into a sitting position against the wrecked desk. Their hope had been that anyone glancing out a window would be too preoccupied to look closely and spot them. It was like hiding behind a tiger to avoid lions, but at least the tiger was asleep.

“That was more like three minutes,” Constance mumbled when Kate appeared. She hadn’t even opened her eyes. Kate didn’t seem to hear her, though, and Constance whimpered pathetically, too miserable to repeat herself.

Kate was panting hard, but there was no time to catch her breath. “We need to… hide the… briefcase!”

“What happened, Kate?” Sticky asked. “What’s going on?”

“Where’s Milligan?” Reynie asked.

“He’s coming,” Kate said between gasps, then with an apologetic look she added, “but I think… McCracken’s coming first. That’s why… we need to…”

She was interrupted by an explosion of glass and wood. What appeared to be an enormous cannonball—it was large, black, and round—had just burst through a second-floor window. The three of them went reeling backward in surprise. The object hit the ground rolling, then abruptly unfurled and straightened up, revealing itself to be a man in a dark suit. It was McCracken. He had taken a shortcut.

“Hello, dumplings,” McCracken said with a gap-toothed smile. Gripping the lapels of his suit coat, he flapped and shook vigorously, sending bits of glass and wood splinters flying in all directions. “Goodness! I haven’t hurried so in years. But, you see, I was afraid you’d be naughty and hide my briefcase.”

They wanted to flee, but they had Constance to consider, and Kate was so winded she was still trying to get Constance off the ground when McCracken snatched the briefcase from her. In an instant he had reached inside and taken out his laser pointer.

“If one of you would like some attention,” McCracken said, wiggling the laser pointer, “please try to run away. I’ll be happy to single you out.”

No one moved.

McCracken laughed. “So shy!” Keeping the pointer at the ready, he glanced around the courtyard. “I need to run back up to the roof for a minute—I have some unfinished business with Milligan—but I’m afraid there’s nothing proper to chain you to here, and I can’t have you wandering off…” He sighed. “Very well, I’m afraid it’s nap time, children. I suppose I’ll be carrying you later, but there’s no help for it. Do line up.”

The children huddled together. The older ones put their arms around Constance, and they all steeled themselves and looked up at McCracken defiantly.

And in looking up, Reynie saw a figure on the rooftop. At least he thought he did. He quickly lowered his gaze so as not to draw McCracken’s attention, and when he glanced up again a moment later, the figure wasn’t there. He had thought—hoped—it might be Milligan. Was he so desperate that he’d imagined it?

“Excellent,” McCracken said. “If you hold on to one another like that, this will go much more quickly.” He cocked his head, squinted, and held up two fingers as if framing them for a photograph. “Yes, now hold it just like that…”

“Can’t we get you in the picture, too?” Reynie said, as friskily as he could. He was trying to stall, and McCracken always seemed to enjoy bantering with his victims.

“I’m touched,” McCracken said, amused. Then he snapped his fingers. “I know! Perhaps we should have Pandora in the picture as well!” McCracken reached into his briefcase again and took out an elegantly decorated cigar box. He gave it a shake. From inside came a squealing, snapping noise.

“Um, just for the record, I’m fine with not having her in the picture,” Sticky put in.

“Me, too,” said Kate. “She sounds fussy.”

McCracken grinned. “Who’s the fussy one?” he said. “Very well, perhaps later, after you’ve had a chance to get to know her.” He set the box at his feet. “Well, then. I have enjoyed our conversation, but there is work to be done for us grown-ups. Hold still, please.” He began shaking his arms.

It was clear there would be no more stalling. Once again they braced themselves, their eyes drawn irresistibly to McCracken’s large silver shock-watches, which glinted menacingly as they came clear of his shirt cuffs. And as McCracken raised his arms, holding his palms toward them, Reynie and Kate were both thinking helplessly, Milligan, where are you? Where are you? Where are you?
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As it happened, Milligan was on the roof. He had arrived there by scraping away old mortar with his utility tool to create finger holds. Painstakingly, laboriously, he had made his way up the side of that wall, inch by inch and brick by brick, only to discover that the ever-cautious McCracken had locked the metal door to the stairs. Ordinarily this wouldn’t have mattered; Milligan would have picked the lock or pried open the doors to the elevator. But his fingers—indeed his entire arms—were trembling violently from the arduous climb (it’s no easy matter clinging to the side of a wall) and at the moment Milligan could scarcely grip his utility tool, much less wield it effectively.

And yet he must do something! Kate had saved him so that he could save her, and Milligan would do anything in the world not to fail her.

Looking down into the courtyard, he saw McCracken lining the children up. There was no question what he meant to do. Milligan cast about for something heavy to throw. He found various sharp pencils and other small implements, but nothing he could throw with any accuracy from this height, certainly not with his useless trembling fingers.

Precious seconds had passed. Another glance into the courtyard. Now McCracken was shaking those enormous arms… he was holding up his palms… the children were cowering together…

Desperately Milligan looked about him one last time for something to throw.

There was nothing.
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“You’d better enjoy this,” Kate was saying, her teeth clenched. “Because Milligan’s going to make you pay pretty heavily for it.”

“Oh, you can be sure I’ll enjoy it,” McCracken said with a wink. “And why don’t you just let me worry about Milligan? For now, sleep well, my little cheeries!”

An electric whine filled the air, and all the children closed their eyes except Kate. It was only Kate, then, who saw McCracken suddenly flattened to the ground—struck from above by something very large indeed. Everyone heard the incredible whump!, however, and their eyes flew open to see McCracken lying unconscious before them. To their astonishment they saw that on top of McCracken was another person, also unconscious.

Milligan, having found nothing else to throw, had thrown himself.
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“Oh, Milligan, not again!” cried Kate, rushing to his side as the boys stood helplessly by.

Milligan’s eyelids fluttered open, and his gaze settled upon Kate’s face. He opened his eyes wide and blinked several times, trying to focus.

Kate laid her hand against his cheek. “Why do you keep doing this? Why do you keep getting hurt?”

“Bad habit,” Milligan mumbled. “How’s McCracken?”

“You knocked him out,” said Kate. “He seems to have broken his Pandora’s box with his face.”

It was true. Bits of wire and spring were scattered all about the Ten Man’s huge square jaw, some of them still twitching and making weird twanging sounds. Perched in a nest of coiled wire were two AA batteries. Pandora had been a terrifying threat, but evidently an empty one.

“Can you move?” Kate asked.

Milligan thought a moment, then raised his right arm. “I can move this,” he said, wincing. “But never mind about me—you need to get out of here. It’s much too exposed, and I can’t protect you now. Go on, Kate. I don’t want to have fallen four stories for nothing.”

“We can’t leave you! I’ll—I’ll rig something up with that broken desk…”

“No,” Milligan said firmly. “No sledges this time. This isn’t a race, Kate, it’s cat-and-mouse. Just give me McCracken’s laser pointer. Don’t worry, I don’t have to last long. Help is on the way, and anyway, it’s you Mr. Curtain wants—he’ll try to use you to bargain his way out of this. The crucial thing is for you to avoid being caught.”

“But—”

“You’ll only draw fire on me if you stay here, Kate. The safest thing for all of us is if you go.”

This might have been a ploy, but it did the trick. “Well… but where should we go?” Kate asked reluctantly.

“Anywhere but here. Just keep moving, don’t get cornered, and don’t go near the Whisperer. Do you think Constance can tell you when someone’s coming?”

She turned to Constance, who was curled up in a ball, shivering and whimpering.

“Maybe?” Kate said.

“Doubtful,” said Sticky.

“Then keep your eyes open,” Milligan said. “And your noses, too. When the other sentries arrive the Ten Men will sound an alarm. When you hear that, make your way toward the gate—but you still have to avoid being seen, is that clear?”

Kate nodded. “Oh, Milligan, it’s clear, but…”

“We’ll talk about how hard this was when it’s all over, okay? Right now what I need from you is action, Kate.”

That did it. Kate kissed him and stood up quickly, and the boys wished him luck. Then they helped poor Constance onto Kate’s back, and the four of them hurried out of the courtyard, stopping only to look back one last time at Milligan. He waved to them from where he lay, looking perfectly relaxed, as if he had just settled down for a bit of a rest, and as if it were the most natural thing in the world to be using a Ten Man for a pillow.
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“Let’s check the gate” Reynie said when they had gone inside. “If it’s clear, why not get out now?”

“We could scout it out from the roof,” Sticky suggested.

“No, the elevator’s jammed,” Kate said. “I think Moocho and Ms. Plugg are in there. I hope so, anyway, because I didn’t see them on the roof.”

“What about the stairs?” Sticky asked.

“Too risky, don’t you think? We might get trapped up there, and there’s no other way down except the way Milligan came.”

“Okay, forget the stairs,” Sticky said.

“Come on,” Reynie said. “We’ll sneak as close as we can to the gate and take a peek.”

And so, with their eyes peeled and their noses in the air, the Society set off. Running furtively down corridor after corridor, peeking around corners before hurrying on, they found their way at last to the building’s main entrance at the front of the prison complex. There was an empty lobby there, with an empty reception desk and empty, dusty chairs. But the place was full of sound—shocking, enormous, violent sound—and as they crept forward to peer out through the front doors (large double doors with windows in them, like the courtyard entrances), the children already knew that the path to the gate wouldn’t be clear. The incredible screeching, squealing, and banging warned of complete mayhem outside. And sure enough, looking out, they beheld a most intense and curious battle taking place.

Hertz, the Ten Man in the seersucker suit, was in a fight with two vehicles. Spinning, running, lashing out with his necktie (which he held like a bull whip), Hertz snarled and laughed as a sleek black van and the Ten Men’s fake ambulance maneuvered around him like angry elephants—roaring, charging, backing up, and blaring horns. One moment Hertz’s tie would wrap around a door handle and he would start to yank the door open; the next he would have to give up the attack and leap aside as the other vehicle bore down on him. The van kept sounding its horn, and the ambulance its siren, apparently in an attempt to disorient him. His briefcase lay open on the ground, but the vehicles weren’t giving the Ten Man any chance to reach into it; the best he could do was kick it out of the way whenever one started to roll over it.

Through the windows they gaped with wide eyes and wrinkled noses (the odor of burnt rubber reached them even inside the building), trying to determine whether it would be possible to make it to the gate unnoticed. But some seconds passed before they could make any sense of the spectacle—not least because smoke from the madly spinning tires drifted in clouds over the scene, now obscuring one vehicle, now the other. But then a gust of wind momentarily cleared the air, and with a jolt they recognized the drivers of the vehicles: Rhonda and Number Two.

“Whoa!” Kate said.

“They’re unbelievable!” said Reynie.

Sticky nodded, but he was already turning away. “We can’t possibly go out there, though. So what do we do?”

“Let’s go out the back,” Kate said, trotting past him to take the lead. “I’m getting an idea.”

Again they sneaked through the empty corridors, pausing to listen at every odd sound, and at one point narrowly avoiding discovery as two Ten Men burst out of a room and walked quickly toward the front of the prison. (“Are you serious?” one was asking the other. “But wouldn’t that diminish the market value?” The other shrugged and said he only knew what he’d been told.) Luckily the children had smelled cologne in the corridor and slipped through a different doorway just in time.

At last they reached the rear of the prison complex. Peeking out another set of double doors, they saw S.Q. Pedalian loping along in the distance, speaking into his radio as he hurried around a corner of the building. He was carrying Garrotte’s briefcase, the one Milligan had dropped from the roof. Then he was gone, and save for the widespread demolition debris and the looming crane near the wall, the area seemed clear.

Kate pursed her lips, listening, then led the boys toward the building’s opposite corner, away from the one S.Q. had rounded. On a mound of rubble along the way she discovered her half-crushed bucket, its flip-top dangling by a sliver of metal—she removed the flip-top with a jerk, as one removes a loose tooth—and despite its poor condition she belted it on again as a matter of principle.

At the side of the building they saw the large open-sided shed she’d told them about. The Salamander was still there, sitting in plain view and seemingly unattended.

“Constance,” Reynie whispered as they stole toward the shed, “is anyone hiding in the Salamander?”

Constance snorted, shuddered, and looked up with wild eyes. Several strands of Kate’s ponytail clung to her damp face. “What?”

Reynie cringed, laid a finger to his lips, and repeated the question.

“Who cares?” Constance muttered, and buried her face in Kate’s ponytail again. It was unclear whether she’d actually been awake. But obviously she wasn’t going to be of much use.

Kate laid her gently on the ground and tiptoed over to inspect the Salamander. With a look of relief, she motioned the boys over. “I know how to drive it,” she said, “but it would be great if we could activate the noise-cancellation thingy, wouldn’t it? We could break out without anyone even noticing.” She pointed to a complicated panel of switches and buttons.

Reynie looked at Sticky. “Can you figure it out?”

Sticky bent close to the panel, studying it. “I think this will do it,” he said, throwing two switches and turning a dial. “It ought to—” His mouth kept moving, but no more words came out, for all sound around them ceased. It was the strangest sensation, like having one’s ears plugged by invisible fingers. They looked at one another and nodded.

The boys took seats on benches near the front, their movements utterly, eerily silent. Kate leaped down and retrieved Constance, then started the engine—they could feel the vibrations but heard nothing—and took the wheel. The Salamander backed silently out of the shed, jerked to a stop, and eased toward the rear of the complex.

As they moved along, Sticky continued to study the panel of switches. Something had caught his attention—a curious little antenna he couldn’t account for—and he started to mention it to Reynie and Kate, but of course he couldn’t. The Salamander rounded the corner, and Kate pointed toward a section of the prison wall that seemed ready to buckle. Weblike fissures ran outward from a damaged, crumbling portion about ten feet up. Reynie looked from the wall to the gigantic metal beam suspended from the crane nearby. He suspected Kate was right; something had gone wrong with the crane, and that beam had struck the wall. As they drew closer he noticed the yellow hazard tape wrapped around the operator’s cab of the crane, warning people away.

Kate steered the Salamander in a wide path around the dangling beam (even Kate could be sensibly cautious sometimes), then stopped and motioned for the boys to get out. With a flurry of gestures she indicated she intended to ram the damaged wall. She had mentioned this plan earlier, when they were running through the corridors. But she hadn’t provided much detail, and now Reynie and Sticky responded with gestures that meant, “What about you?” Kate indicated that she intended to jump out before the collision.

Moderately satisfied, Reynie and Sticky climbed down and reached up to take Constance. They carried her a safe distance away, hearing after a dozen paces or so the crunch of their own footsteps and, from a distance, the continuing sounds of conflict.

“It’s like breaking out of a prison of silence,” Reynie said.

“Don’t jinx us,” Sticky said. “We haven’t broken out of anything yet.”

As Kate backed up the Salamander to get a good start at the wall, they did their best to make Constance comfortable on the ground. She mumbled and moaned—she was absurdly miserable—but there was little they could do for her at the moment.

“By the way,” Sticky muttered to Reynie, “Mr. Curtain also added—” But he stopped speaking when they saw the Salamander lurch forward. Kate had gunned the engine.

The Salamander accelerated rapidly and was soon moving so fast that the boys were horrified at the thought of Kate’s leaping out of it. Then they were horrified she might not leap out at all, for she was still at the wheel and the wall was fast approaching. But at the last instant she turned, ran, and leaped out the back, tumbling backward from the momentum when she hit the ground. Then she sprang up with a grin, threw out her arms, and took a bow, as if this weren’t an escape attempt but rather a spectacle put on for an appreciative audience.

In truth it was a spectacle. Even as Kate bowed, the Salamander smashed into the wall behind her, sending up a great cloud of dust. The razor wire atop the wall snapped like twine and went furling away in both directions, and cinder blocks and vast chunks of cement fell down all around the Salamander. The debris hammered the armored vehicle with such force that it shuddered visibly with each impact, yet so soundlessly they might have been giant wads of cotton.

And then the show was over. The Salamander had come to a rest with its nose jutting out on the far side of the wall. Rubble lay all around and inside it, but beyond the Salamander the boys could plainly see Stonetown River rushing past. They were seconds away from freedom.

And yet the breakout was not as quiet as they had hoped. The crash itself may have been silent, but it was instantly followed by a curious whining sound that seemed to come from two separate directions, traveling along the tops of the prison walls. Reynie and Sticky grimaced at each other, realizing what it was. All around the prison the razor wires, vibrating from the Salamander’s impact, were sending out a telltale, spooky song.

“Quick!” Reynie said, and Sticky stooped to help him get Constance onto her feet.

Kate was trotting away from the Salamander, smiling with satisfaction. As soon as she could hear her footsteps, she congratulated herself. “Not bad, Kate. Now you just have to—” Her voice was cut off in mid-sentence. Startled, she glanced behind her—and a cry of fright passed soundlessly from her lips.

The Salamander had reversed out of the wall and was rapidly bearing down on her. Already it was so close that it filled her vision completely. She had no time to leap out of the way, and with half a second’s delay she would have been struck—but Kate didn’t delay. She flung herself down and let the huge machine pass silently over her, its bulk blotting out the sun, its enormous treads churning the earth on either side. Then it was past, and leaping up Kate saw the boys dragging Constance out of the Salamander’s path.

“—a remote control!” she heard Sticky saying to Reynie.

And looking past them she saw Mr. Curtain.

He sat in his wheelchair near the building’s back door, his face livid with fury, manipulating a small device in his hand. “This is mine!” he snarled as the Salamander rolled to a stop beside him. (Evidently he’d switched off the noise cancellation.) “You are not to touch it!”

“Too late,” said Kate simply. “And it’s too late for you, too,” she added, and was looking for a snappy way to elaborate when her brain registered the familiar red helmet he was wearing. Speech failed her. Her heart, already hammering, tripled its pace. The helmet was affixed to the back of his wheelchair.

Mr. Curtain had made the Whisperer portable.
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So this was the final adjustment Mr. Curtain had been working on, this wicked improvement on his wicked invention. And yet so much had not gone according to plan, and his expression betrayed a complicated mixture of fury, disappointment, outrage, and triumph.

“You have spoiled my day, children,” Mr. Curtain said sharply. “But as you can see, there is always the night. Now tell me, where has your protection gone? Can it possibly be that you have been left to fend for yourselves? Oh dear, how unfortunate for you!”

“The same could be said for you,” Kate retorted.

“On the contrary, Miss Wetherall, I am once again in control. Come with me now and I will spare you the gloves. I may even let you keep your memories. You shall be my defense as I track down and eliminate my enemies.”

“We won’t do it, Mr. Curtain,” Reynie said, and though he knew he should be terrified, he felt strangely unafraid. Was he just too used to being frightened? “We won’t do what you say. You should know that by now.”

Mr. Curtain narrowed his eyes. “You prefer to be brainswept, I see.”

“You might want to save your energy,” Reynie said. “There are twenty more agents on their way here right now, and Milligan’s already taken care of McCracken and most of your other thugs. How tired are you right now, Mr. Curtain? Do you feel strong enough to brainsweep twenty agents?”

Mr. Curtain stared hard at him. “I do not trust you in the least, Reynard…” A shadow passed over his face, an expression first of doubt and then of angry wonder. “And yet… I sense you’re telling the truth. There really are more agents on the way. And McCracken hasn’t responded to my radio calls…”

“Because he’s down for the count!” said Sticky, stepping boldly forward. “Just like Sharpe. Just like Crawlings and Garrotte. Try calling them on the radio! Reynie’s telling the truth, all right.”

Mr. Curtain hissed at him, and Sticky jumped back in fright.

“I thank you for your suggestion, Reynard,” Mr. Curtain said coldly. “Perhaps I had better save my energy. Rather than waste my Whisperer on your little brains, I shall simply make use of my gloves. This is your last chance to obey. You will form a circle around me as we move—”

Reynie interrupted him. “If he comes after us, scatter,” he said to his friends. “He can’t chase us all down—he doesn’t have time.” Sticky nodded, and Kate slung Constance up onto her back. They prepared to run.

Mr. Curtain glared. “Your foolishness grows tiresome, Reynard. There is no need to catch all of you. One shall provide insurance enough. And the easiest to catch shall also be the most useful.”

Everyone knew who he meant, including Constance, who opened her bloodshot eyes long enough to bug them out at him. Then she closed them and lowered her head again, too sick even to be impertinent.

Mr. Curtain snorted and looked at Kate. “Are you tired, Miss Wetherall? You look it, I’m afraid. You do indeed. And you have no chance of outrunning me. My wheelchair never tires, and you are carrying extra weight. Perhaps you should unburden yourself and make it easier on everyone.”

“Fat chance,” Kate growled. “Even if you catch me, I’ll fight you. Believe me, you won’t like it.”

“Oh, I think I will,” said Mr. Curtain dryly. He reached inside his suit coat and took out his gloves.

“We’ll all fight you!” Sticky yelled, and he shook his fist at Mr. Curtain. (Then, feeling slightly ridiculous, he coughed and lowered his arm.)

“He’s right,” Reynie said. “You may be stronger and faster, and you may have those gloves, but there are three of us and only one of you. And you have to go soon or you’ll risk being caught.”

Mr. Curtain seemed extremely taken aback. “Risk? Caught? You dare suggest to me…” He began taking deep breaths to calm himself, and Reynie noticed that his knuckles were white from clenching the armrests of his wheelchair. Evidently he realized that they were prepared to do what they said. They were ready to engage in a fight they would certainly lose—indeed, painfully lose—in order to protect their whiny friend, and Mr. Curtain had no idea how to handle it.

Reynie pressed the advantage. “This isn’t about winning anymore, Mr. Curtain. It’s about getting away.”

Mr. Curtain started to reply, then cut himself off, clamping his mouth shut and staring upward at the sky. He was breathing noisily through his lumpy nose.

“Your only chance,” Reynie went on, “is to jump in the Salamander right now and drive out through that hole in the wall. Delaying will only get you captured. It’s up to you.”

Mr. Curtain slowly lowered his gaze to Reynie’s face. “I see what you are up to,” he said. “You think if I do what you suggest, I’ll have to leave my Whisperer behind. You think it’s too heavy for me to lift into my Salamander alone.” He drummed his fingers on his armrests, his eyes darting back and forth.

“But you can see Reynie’s right,” Sticky said. “If you want to have any chance of escaping, you’d better do it now.”

“Do not pretend to be interested in my welfare, George, and I will not feign interest in yours.” Mr. Curtain was nodding to himself, as if he were arriving at a decision. “I assure you, if I must make my exit, it will not be without my Whisperer. It is everything I have, do you see? No, of course you do not see. No matter. It is my all, and I will protect it at all costs. Therefore at least one of you must come as my hostage.”

“I think we’ve been through this already,” Kate said tartly. “There’s no way…”

But she didn’t finish her thought, for Mr. Curtain had just taken out his radio.

“You think your Ten Men will come help you?” Reynie said, thinking fast. “They have problems of their own.” As if to prove his point, a boom and scattered shouts rang out in the distance. (For all Reynie knew, this was a worse sign for them than for Mr. Curtain—but Mr. Curtain couldn’t be sure, either.) “They’re probably wishing they had a different employer right about now.”

Mr. Curtain hesitated, offered Reynie a sardonic smile, then raised the radio and did exactly what Reynie had hoped he would do. “S.Q.! Come to the rear of the prison at once—at once, S.Q.! Do not make me—”

S.Q. could not have been far away, for almost immediately he appeared around the corner of the building, running at full tilt. There was nothing left to do now, Reynie thought, but hope he was right.

As S.Q. ran up, Reynie looked him straight in the eyes. “Don’t do what he says, S.Q.! You know he wants to hurt us! You know he does, S.Q.!”

Stunned, S.Q. drew up short, looking back and forth between Mr. Curtain and the children. “But…”

“But?” Mr. Curtain snapped. “But? You may not say ‘but’ to me, S.Q. Pedalian!”

S.Q. cringed and turned apologetically to the children. “I’m sorry. You just don’t understand…”

“But we do understand!” Kate said, shaking her head. “You want to do what’s right, and you want to believe that Mr. Curtain is good—but he isn’t, S.Q.! Think about it! What he tells you never feels right, does it?”

“I… well, I don’t…” S.Q. shifted back and forth, clutching at his head.

“We know what it’s like, S.Q.,” Sticky joined in. “Not wanting to be alone, wanting to have a family. We’ve all been there. But you can have that and do what’s right, too. Trust your instincts, S.Q.!”

Mr. Curtain was quaking with rage; his forehead pressed hard against the front of the Whisperer’s helmet. “S.Q.!” he bellowed. “Stop chattering with them and do as I say! This is absolutely your last chance—”

“Or what?” Reynie challenged, turning on him. “You’ll start removing his memories again?”

S.Q. gaped at Mr. Curtain, whose shock was plain enough. It was the shock of having been exposed, not of having been falsely accused, and S.Q. saw this as clearly as anyone. After a long moment he drew himself up and shook his head. “No,” he said. “No, I won’t do it, Mr. Curtain. I won’t do what you say.”

Mr. Curtain’s jaw dropped. “You… but you…”

“Won’t do it,” S.Q. finished. “That’s what I said.” He glanced at the Salamander, then at the hole in the prison wall. “I’ll help you get away, Mr. Curtain. I don’t want anything to happen to you. I’ll help you escape—but I’m not touching these children.”

Mr. Curtain let loose a shriek of outrage. “Then I’ll touch them!” he snarled, whipping his wheelchair around. “And I’ll deal with you—”

The children were getting ready to bolt when the double doors banged open and someone shouted, “Ledroptha! Stop!”

Out through the doors came a frazzled Mr. Benedict, doubled over and breathing hard. His suit coat was torn, his shirt was half untucked, and in his hair were bits of red fuzz from the wig he’d worn as Mr. Rubicund. Staggering over to put himself between Mr. Curtain and the children, he panted, “Leave them… alone… Ledroptha. It’s finished… anyway.”

Mr. Curtain was so furious it was a wonder he was still awake. “How dare you tell me when anything is finished, Benedict? No! No! No! I shall tell you when it is over! And for you it is over right now!” And flipping a switch on his wheelchair, he glared at Mr. Benedict with such hideous intensity that it was alarming even to look at his face.

“Very well, Ledroptha, very well,” Mr. Benedict intoned, and he turned to the children. He had recovered his breath somewhat, and with perfect calmness he said, “He’s attempting to brainsweep me, I’m afraid. Now, how are you all? I see poor Constance is sick. Well, it’s no surprise. She’s had quite a day, hasn’t she?”

The children were too astonished to answer. Not five paces away, Mr. Curtain was focusing on Mr. Benedict with all his might, yet Mr. Benedict was paying him no attention whatsoever, and seemed to be feeling no ill effects.

“S.Q.,” Mr. Benedict said, smiling warmly, “it’s good to see you again. I’ve never quite gotten over our last difficult parting. I hope I find you well?”

Like the children, S.Q. was too confounded to reply. Meanwhile, Mr. Curtain had begun to sputter. His face had grown pale and glistened with sweat, and his wheelchair twitched and bucked like a spooked horse.

Mr. Benedict glanced at him. “You may recall how much time I’ve spent in the basement lately,” he said, turning back to the children. “Constance believed I was seeking a cure for my narcolepsy—and for secrecy’s sake I chose not to dissuade her of this notion. But the fact is I was working on a program that would disable the Whisperer. It was a delicate business, for I had to disguise my work. Naturally, if Ledroptha regained possession of the Whisperer—and I knew he intended to try—I didn’t want him to detect the program.”

Behind him, Mr. Curtain gasped.

“You mean you sabotaged it?” Reynie cried.

“Indeed,” said Mr. Benedict. “But my program didn’t go into effect until, oh, about twenty minutes ago. You can imagine my dismay when Ledroptha stole the Whisperer yesterday, having cleverly deceived me into thinking he would make the attempt today, but it has all worked out well in the end, hasn’t it?”

“It… has?” Sticky asked hopefully.

“Certainly! Why, thanks to you children, we were able to prevent Ledroptha from obtaining the secrets he desired. And now the Whisperer is no longer a threat to anyone. His computer programs—including the self-destruct mechanism—are all wiped clean away. I’m afraid he’s wearing that silly helmet for nothing.”

Reynie suspected that Mr. Benedict was attempting to infuriate his brother; after all, it would be easier to capture him if he fell asleep. If that was the strategy, it almost worked. Mr. Curtain’s shock of disbelief was quickly overcome by fury, for the evidence was clear: The Whisperer was not responding to his mental directions. Everything—his invention, his great plans, everything—was ruined, and his face had gone quite purple as this realization took hold.

Still, even through the horror and anger Mr. Curtain saw that his fate depended upon staying awake. Panting and trembling, he began turning his wheelchair in a slow circle, trying to think what to do.

“Ledroptha,” Mr. Benedict said quietly. “You have no one to call. Your government connections have been severed. Further orders to disrupt the city’s power and communications will not be followed. Fleeing or fighting will be pointless now, and yet a peaceful surrender may earn you some degree of mercy before the court. Are you hearing me, Ledroptha? Your best course of action is to surrender.”

Mr. Curtain scarcely even looked at him, but S.Q. was listening with utmost attention, and when Mr. Benedict had finished speaking he said, “He’s right, Mr. Curtain. You should turn yourself in. But don’t worry, you don’t have to do it alone. I’ll do it with you—we can do it together.”

Mr. Curtain stared at S.Q. a moment, then pointed a finger at him and said, “You wish to help me, S.Q.?”

S.Q. nodded emphatically. “I do!”

“Then move!” Mr. Curtain barked, and his wheelchair suddenly shot forward.

With a nimbleness no one had seen in him before, S.Q. leaped aside just in time as Mr. Curtain barreled toward the prison wall. And then he had to leap again—indeed they all did—for the Salamander had launched into motion as well, following after Mr. Curtain like some vast creature under a spell.

S.Q. stumbled, recovered his balance, then jumped up and climbed into the Salamander as it passed by. “If you’re going, Mr. Curtain, then I’m going with you!”

“Should we try to stop them?” Kate asked.

Mr. Benedict shook his head sadly. “We already have stopped them, Kate. This is just the sorting out.”

And so Mr. Benedict and the children watched the sorting out.

Near the prison wall Mr. Curtain had slowed to let the Salamander catch up with him. Like a stunt rider standing in the saddle, he rose and balanced on the seat of his wheelchair, and from there he leaped over the Salamander’s side—smacking straight into S.Q., who had staggered forward to help him.

“They’re going to crash!” Reynie said, for the Salamander had narrowly missed the construction crane and was headed to the right of the gap in the wall.

Mr. Curtain, however, had taken the wheel and applied the brakes, and just in time he brought the Salamander to a grinding, skidding stop. With a curse they could hear even from a distance, he ordered S.Q. to give him room, then reversed the Salamander to take a better angle.

Mr. Curtain’s abandoned wheelchair, meanwhile, was now rolling crazily along on its own, but Mr. Curtain paid it no mind, as if the wheelchair, like everything else, was something he meant to escape from forever. Round and round it looped, at greater and greater speed, until its course brought it crashing headlong into the construction crane with a violent crunch. The red helmet dropped to the ground like fruit from a tree, and a lone wheel wobbled off and twirled to rest like a spun coin.

The wheelchair would never be used again, but it had not done its final damage. High above, the crane’s cable slipped visibly, and the enormous metal beam began swaying back and forth. An ominous groaning echoed off the building and the prison wall. Mr. Curtain looked up in alarm as the beam’s shadow passed over the Salamander.

“S.Q.!” he ordered. “Get into the crane and grab that lever!”

In a flash S.Q. had climbed into the cab of the crane—breaking through the yellow hazard tape, which now hung from him like streamers—and grabbed a large lever. “I can feel it trembling! I think it’s slipping!”

“Of course it’s slipping, you fool!” Mr. Curtain shouted. “You need only hold it until I’m through the gap!”

Overhead the beam swung back and forth, back and forth, now over the gap in the wall, now over the crane itself. The groaning grew louder.

“I don’t think I can!” S.Q. shouted.

Kate gasped and started to run forward, but Mr. Benedict, predicting this, had already grabbed her. “You mustn’t risk it,” he said, his face rigid. “No matter what you do, that beam is going to fall.”

Mr. Curtain had maneuvered the Salamander into the gap now. He was almost to the river. “Come, S.Q.! Come on, you idiot!”

“But if I let go…” S.Q.’s face was a mask of fear. High above him the beam swung and swung.

“Snakes and dogs!” Mr. Curtain bellowed. He gazed up at the swinging beam, then at S.Q., and then turned to stare at the dark river flowing past. Under the circumstances his hesitation seemed very strange indeed. He seemed to stare a terribly long time. And as he stared, his shoulders seemed to sag, as if a great weight had settled upon them.

Perhaps, thought Reynie—standing with the others, still watching anxiously from a distance—perhaps the full force of despair had finally hit him. Hadn’t he said that the Whisperer was his all? Hadn’t he lost it forever? So what did that river have to offer him? If one had nothing to escape to, what did escape really mean?

And then Mr. Curtain turned his back on the river, leaped from the Salamander, and climbed into the cab of the crane. As he did so, a loud, wailing alarm sounded from the direction of the prison gate (“The sentries have arrived,” Mr. Benedict said to the children), but Mr. Curtain seemed not even to notice. Elbowing S.Q. aside, he snatched hold of the trembling lever. “Get into the Salamander and pull it forward, S.Q.—I will follow after.”

“But you won’t be able to—”

“I’m stronger than you, S.Q.! Now do as I say!”

S.Q. leaped down from the cab and ran to the Salamander. But instead of pulling it forward, he backed it out of the hole in the wall, turning it so that its back end was almost to the crane. Mr. Curtain was shouting furiously at him, but S.Q. shouted even louder. “Jump down and get under the Salamander! Then I’ll drive it out! You’ll be protected if the beam falls!”

Mr. Curtain gaped at him as if astonished. “But of course it’s going to fall, S.Q.! Couldn’t you tell that? And now…” He shook his head. His arms were visibly shaking with the effort of holding the lever firm. “I will not go to prison, S.Q., and yet… I am so weary of trying to control what ought to be controlled, so weary…”

“It’s all right!” S.Q. called desperately. “You can still be all right, Mr. Curtain! I’ll help you! Just… just let go of the lever and jump down…”

Mr. Curtain looked very tired—very tired, and almost relieved. Gazing at S.Q., who was gazing back with a helpless, concerned expression that Mr. Curtain had never seen from anyone, at least not directed toward him, he seemed to settle something in his mind. “Yes, I suppose it’s time I relinquish control—at least I can control the relinquishing. Very well, S.Q., I’ll let go of the lever! Let go and let chance take over at last…”

Mr. Curtain released the lever and threw up his hands in defeat.

The lever slipped. The beam dropped.

But before the lever slipped and the beam dropped, S.Q.—who had started moving the instant he saw what Mr. Curtain meant to do—leaped into the cab of the crane, seized him, and leaped out again, falling hard to the ground. The beam came down just as S.Q. was dragging Mr. Curtain beneath the Salamander. It struck the cab and the Salamander both, crushing the cab like an aluminum can and nearly flattening the Salamander’s sides.

But when Mr. Benedict and the children came running to pull the men from the wreckage, they found them unhurt. S.Q. was holding Mr. Curtain tightly, so that they had to drag the two men out together, and Mr. Curtain was cursing him, berating him, snapping at him. “You fool! You fool! You miserable, unthinking…”

But Reynie noticed—and so did they all—that Mr. Curtain was clinging as tightly to S.Q. as S.Q. was to him, and in the brief moments before his emotions sent him to sleep, Mr. Curtain’s eyes expressed something quite different from the words he was uttering with such ferocity. His words were venomous, and his face was twisted with despair, yet there was something in his eyes that might have seemed familiar in anyone except Mr. Curtain. It was relief, perhaps, or perhaps something even stronger.

It might even have been hope.
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Mr. Benedict awoke with a start and ran his fingers through his rumpled hair. Glancing about, he found himself in his study chair, flanked by Rhonda and Number Two. Across the desk sat a frowning Mr. Gaines and a worried-looking Ms. Argent.

“Ah,” Mr. Benedict said. “You were saying, Mr. Gaines?”

“Have you already forgotten?” growled Mr. Gaines. “Apparently you found it quite humorous.”

“Oh yes!” Mr. Benedict said with a smile. “You were warning me of the consequences of failing to cooperate. I apologize—I thought we had established that the Whisperer no longer functions, so your threat to deny me access seemed like a joke.”

Mr. Gaines stared at him coolly. “We thought with proper incentive you might be persuaded to restart the Whisperer.”

“To do so I would essentially have to reinvent it, Mr. Gaines, a project that would take many years—and in which I have no interest.”

Mr. Gaines grunted doubtfully. “We’ll return to this subject later, then. Right now we have some straightforward questions, and you would be well advised, Mr. Benedict, to answer them honestly.”

“I shall do my best,” Mr. Benedict declared, patting the hand of Number Two, who had bristled at Mr. Gaines’s words. (Rhonda reached across and handed her a banana.) “Why don’t you ask them all together? It will be more efficient that way. Oh, and if you don’t mind, please start at the end of the list and work your way backward. Changing the order of things often helps clarify my thinking.”

Mr. Gaines rolled his eyes and turned to Ms. Argent, who nervously flipped to a different page on her clipboard, cleared her throat, and began reading questions from a long list, starting at the bottom. As promised, the questions were fairly straightforward, but to anyone unfamiliar with the case they would have seemed like jokes and riddles:

What were the strong man and the security guard doing in the prison elevator? Who hit the man in seersucker with the fake ambulance? How did the secret agent come to be in the courtyard with so many broken bones—and why did he seem so cheerful about it? What exactly happened to the Salamander, the Whisperer, the wheelchair, and the crane?

These and several other questions Ms. Argent read with a straight face and an even, deliberate tone. Mr. Benedict listened attentively, looking thoroughly entertained. When she came to the end he said, “All excellent questions, Ms. Argent. In response, allow me to offer a short narrative of the pertinent events. If you prefer, I shall start at the beginning rather than the end.”

“Oh, please do!” said Ms. Argent, and Mr. Gaines nodded brusquely.

“Very well. The beginning is this: My brother’s spies deceived your top advisers—the group of experts you conveniently summoned to Stonetown, Mr. Gaines—and were taking them to meet my brother at the prison, where he intended to use his Whisperer to extract top-secret information from them. When we learned of this, my associates and I intercepted their vehicle, and Milligan and two of his sentries apprehended the spies, all of which I believe you know already. And when I informed your advisers of my brother’s plot, they agreed it would be preferable for them to exit the vehicle and seek shelter beneath a highway overpass.

“Extreme haste was necessary in order to save the children, for if the van did not arrive on time, I believed my brother would grow suspicious and move to another secret location. Therefore, although Milligan sent instructions for several more agents to follow after us, we could not wait for them to organize their team. Our plan was for Milligan and his sentries to infiltrate the prison and bring the children back to the van. The rest of us were to wait at the van in our disguises (I’ve neglected to mention our disguises, but I assure you we looked quite dashing) pretending to be sentries ourselves—and thus, we hoped, staving off any reckless attacks on the part of the Ten Men.

“Unfortunately things went awry, and when Milligan did not communicate with us (his radio had been broken), Moocho and Ms. Plugg decided to go in after him. They managed to get to the roof with the intention of scouting the area, but McCracken arrived at the same time, and a struggle ensued. Eventually Milligan intervened and secured them inside the elevator for their own protection, but his conflict with McCracken culminated in a fall from the roof into the courtyard. I believe this explains the broken bones.”

Ms. Argent nodded without looking up from her clipboard. She was frantically taking notes. Mr. Gaines was studying Mr. Benedict with narrowed eyes, as if he suspected trickery and was intent upon discovering it.

“Now then,” Mr. Benedict continued, “during this time Milligan’s sentries were engaged with another Ten Man, but they, too, were defeated—shocked unconscious—at which point Rhonda and Number Two thought it necessary to enter the fray. I was still asleep at this time, but I believe it was Number Two who hit the Ten Man with the fake ambulance, am I right, Number Two?”

“It would be more precise to say that he hit me,” said Number Two in a satisfied tone. “He was pursuing me at full tilt when I applied the brakes. Rhonda took advantage of his discomposure by securing him with a chain from his briefcase.”

“He was terribly annoyed,” Rhonda put in.

“What of the other Ten Men?” Mr. Gaines pressed. “Your report stated that Milligan’s agents rounded up a ‘baker’s half-dozen,’ which we took to mean seven, since that number corresponds to our own information. I must admonish you, Benedict—it’s highly irregular and inappropriate language for an official report.”

“So you did receive my report!” Mr. Benedict said, then scratching his head with a puzzled expression he asked, “Why, then, have you asked all these questions? I’m certain I’ve already addressed them.”

“You’ve addressed almost nothing!” said Mr. Gaines indignantly. “For one thing, you hardly mention the children in the report, and in your so-called ‘narrative’ just now, you’ve omitted their role entirely.”

Mr. Benedict raised an eyebrow. “The children were kidnapped and held hostage, Mr. Gaines. That was their role in this affair. There is little to discuss. Indeed, now that I know you’ve received my report, I see no point in continuing this conversation.”

“The point,” Mr. Gaines cried, “is that you’ve left out important facts! How did you know about Curtain’s plot, Benedict? How did you know about his spies? How did you know he was at the prison? And, for the last time, what happened to the Whisperer?”

“You seem to have something in mind already,” said Mr. Benedict. “Tell me, Mr. Gaines, what do you think happened to the Whisperer?”

Mr. Gaines leaped to his feet. “I’ll tell you what I think! I think you sabotaged it, Benedict! It didn’t simply ‘malfunction,’ as your report states—you purposely sabotaged it!”

“But Mr. Gaines, if I had sabotaged the Whisperer, wouldn’t I have done so while it was still in my possession? Yet it was obviously functioning when my brother stole it. Otherwise he wouldn’t have arranged to bring your advisers to the prison. He couldn’t possibly hope to get away with his plan without using the Whisperer, now could he?”

Mr. Gaines stomped his foot. “You’re playing tricks, Benedict! You keep evading my questions! Did you or did you not—”

“Excuse me,” said Mr. Benedict, for just then a telephone rang. The ring was muffled, but it clearly came from somewhere in the study. Mr. Benedict lifted a stack of papers and looked beneath it, then opened the top drawer of his desk. He frowned.

“I think it’s in the bottom drawer,” Rhonda murmured.

“Thank you,” said Mr. Benedict, retrieving the telephone. (He lifted a finger to indicate he would be with Mr. Gaines in a moment.) “Hello, this is Nicholas Benedict. Yes… certainly… oh no, not at all… yes, he’s here with me now.” Mr. Benedict held out the telephone. “For you, Mr. Gaines. It seems you’re being removed from your post.”

Mr. Gaines blanched, opened and closed his mouth a few times, then reluctantly took the telephone. After listening a moment, he sat down again. And for some time he continued to listen, occasionally muttering dejected replies.

Meanwhile Mr. Benedict laced his fingers together and turned to address Ms. Argent, who seemed uncertain what to do. “Never fear, Ms. Argent. The official reason for Mr. Gaines’s dismissal is his filing of an erroneous report, the one concerning the smoldering wreckage my brother’s men deposited in this house. That report wrongly suggested, as you know, that the Whisperer had been destroyed, and that I was somehow responsible. The evidence has since repudiated this suggestion, and supports your own report, in which you expressed a conviction that I was telling the truth. Thank you for that confidence, by the way. Also, allow me to offer you my congratulations—you’re about to be promoted.”

Ms. Argent’s eyebrows shot up. “Promoted?”

“Indeed. Apparently you’re being given full responsibility for this case.”

By the time Mr. Gaines finished his telephone conversation, Ms. Argent was sitting up straight in her seat, her shoulders squared with new confidence and a determined, eager look in her eyes. Mr. Gaines handed her the telephone without quite looking at her.

“I’ve been told to leave at once,” Mr. Gaines mumbled, staring at his feet.

“Well, if you must,” Mr. Benedict said. “Rhonda will see you out. Would you like an aspirin or glass of water first? You look unwell.”

“No… thank you,” muttered Mr. Gaines with a faint nod, and with Rhonda gripping his elbow he shuffled out the door.

“Dismissal seems to suit him,” Number Two observed. “He’s milder and more polite, at any rate.”

Ms. Argent spoke on the telephone only for a minute, and was in Mr. Benedict’s study only a few minutes more. She was closing the case immediately, she said; any relevant paperwork would be delivered to Mr. Benedict to sign at his convenience. “I’ll draw the papers up myself,” she concluded. “I don’t believe you’ll find anything objectionable in them.”

“Thank you, Ms. Argent,” said Mr. Benedict, shaking her hand. “And now for more joyful matters. Our friend Moocho has prepared tea and cookies for a small celebration, if you’d care to join us.”

“I’d be delighted!” Ms. Argent exclaimed, and for the first time anyone could remember, she smiled. “What is the celebration for?”

Mr. Benedict pursed his lips. “That’s a reasonable question, Ms. Argent, but I’m afraid… Now, which is it today, Number Two? We’ve had so many lately, I forget. Last week we celebrated the Whisperer’s demise, and yesterday we celebrated Milligan’s retirement from secret agent work—he means to spend more time with his daughter, Ms. Argent, and to do so in one piece. But what is the occasion today, Number Two, do you remember?”

“For shame, Mr. Benedict!” scolded Number Two in a shocked tone. “We’re celebrating the discovery of the papers!”

“I was only joking,” said Mr. Benedict, laughing. (Number Two blinked at him, obviously baffled.) “You see, Ms. Argent, we’ve finally located the documents that will allow me to officially adopt Constance. It’s truly a wonderful occasion!”

“Why, that’s marvelous, Mr. Benedict! Allow me to congratulate you!”

“Thank you, thank you,” said Mr. Benedict warmly, once again shaking her hand. “You know your way to the dining room, don’t you? Number Two and I will be along in a moment.”

As soon as Ms. Argent had gone out, Mr. Benedict turned toward the wall behind him and said, “I thought we agreed there would be no more eavesdropping, children.”

Number Two gasped indignantly and rapped on the wall with her knuckles. “Honestly, children! How rude!”

After a brief silence, three muffled, contrite voices said they were sorry.

“I never agreed to any such thing!” protested a fourth. “Also, Mr. Benedict, I know perfectly well you made that joke just to get my goat.”

“Well,” said Mr. Benedict with a chuckle. “Perhaps I did.”
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Some weeks after the incidents at Third Island Prison, and some days after the eavesdropping incident in Mr. Benedict’s house, the young members of the Mysterious Benedict Society paid their first visit to Ledroptha Curtain. They were accompanied by Mr. Benedict, Rhonda Kazembe, and Number Two, but even so they went reluctantly and with no small amount of misgivings. Only afterward, as they were riding away from the special high-security prison in which Mr. Curtain now resided, did they begin to feel good at all about the trip.

“You were right, Mr. Benedict,” Kate said from the back seat of the station wagon. “Things are much more pleasant when you stop being angry. I wonder if Mr. Curtain will ever figure that out.”

Mr. Benedict turned to smile at her. “I’m curious myself, Kate. I do hope to find out eventually. Perhaps after ten or fifteen years of weekly visits, Ledroptha will turn the corner. Who knows? He may even be persuaded to use his talents for good. It would be far more rewarding than using them for nothing.”

“I hope you aren’t expecting me to go along on those visits,” Constance grumbled. “He didn’t even accept the cookies! He threw them on the floor! And they were perfectly good cookies!”

“You can decide for yourself whether to accompany me,” Mr. Benedict said. “You certainly needn’t feel obligated. He isn’t your brother, after all—though it’s true he’ll soon be your uncle. In any case, you’ll be welcome to join me whenever you wish. That’s true for all of you, I should add.”

“Well, it was good to see S.Q. again,” Reynie said. “And I suppose he’ll be there often. Did you hear him say he’s been visiting every day, and that yesterday Mr. Curtain looked at him once without growling?”

“That’s progress, I guess,” said Sticky, blinking exaggeratedly. He had just been prescribed contact lenses and was still getting used to them. His eyes constantly felt as if they had something in them (which, of course, they did) and without his glasses, his face felt as bald as his head.

For a while they talked about the Ten Men, Mr. Pressius, and Mr. Bane, and all the other figures involved with Mr. Curtain who had been taken into custody at last. And then, as they skirted Stonetown Harbor, they discussed Mr. Benedict’s new project—he was studying his brother’s tidal turbines with the aim of replicating them for the benefit of other cities. It was one of many projects he had planned now that Mr. Curtain and the Whisperer no longer occupied all his time and energy.

“Speaking of time and energy,” Constance said. “I’ve been wondering something, Mr. Benedict. Why didn’t you just disable the Whisperer right away? I mean, once you learned it was going to be taken from you, why did you spend all that time in the basement programming it to go kaput later?”

Mr. Benedict hesitated a split second before saying, “To protect myself, Constance. Mr. Bane had private orders to check up on me—and on the Whisperer in particular—every day until the hour appointed for its removal. If he discovered it was no longer functioning… well, the situation at that time was delicate, and I might have been arrested for destroying government property.”

These remarks were followed by an uncomfortable silence. At least, it was uncomfortable for Reynie, who sensed that some things had gone unspoken, and that the adults were in secret conflict over it. He detected Number Two’s look of disapproval (though she tried to conceal it) as well as Rhonda’s impulse, barely checked, to add to what Mr. Benedict had said.

“You did it for me!” Constance cried suddenly. “But why would you try to hide that?”

“Oh, there was no reason to go into it,” Mr. Benedict said breezily. “It’s true I didn’t wish to disable the Whisperer until we’d had a chance to recover your memories. And then again, if I had been arrested, all the questions surrounding your adoption would only have grown more complicated. But Constance, my dear,” he went on quickly when she began to ask another question, “you really must stop reading our minds without permission. Not only is it impolite, it is unwise. Think of all the surprise parties you’ll ruin.”

“I wasn’t trying to!” Constance protested. “Sometimes it just happens.”

“It would happen less if you practiced,” Number Two said irritably. (She had shared her snack with S.Q. Pedalian and was suffering from it now.) “Every day we sit down with you to work on it, and every day you refuse…”

“You’re one to talk about refusing!” Constance snipped. “After all this time, you still won’t tell us your real name!”

This comment, which seemed to have come out of nowhere, prompted curious glances from the other children. Constance’s eyes were squeezed tightly closed. Number Two had just begun to chide her for changing the subject when Constance’s eyes popped open with a look of delight.

“Pencilla!” she exclaimed triumphantly. “That’s your name—Pencilla!”

The other children gasped. So did Number Two.

“You… you set me up!” cried Number Two, flustered and indignant. “You mentioned my name just so I’d think of it!”

“That was extremely inappropriate, Constance,” said Rhonda, frowning at her in the rearview mirror. But to Number Two she murmured, “Still, it was about time they knew your given name.”

“Oh, I suppose, but it’s just…” Number Two blushed and put a hand to her head. “It just doesn’t feel right. It never has.”

“I think Pencilla is a perfectly lovely name,” Kate declared. “Don’t you, boys?”

“I love it, Number Two,” Reynie said. “Really, it’s a great name.”

Sticky nodded. “Me, too. I think it suits you.”

“Suits me? How do you mean?” said Number Two, knitting her brow.

There was a tense pause. Reynie whispered into Sticky’s ear.

“Because it’s pretty!” Sticky said, and everyone immediately, emphatically agreed.
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That night, Mr. Benedict was sitting on the floor of his study, as was his habit when working alone, when there came a knock on his door. He contemplated the door before answering—in fact he almost didn’t, which was not his habit—but then he lowered his papers and said, “Come in, all of you.”

The children filed into the study. Reynie closed the door, and everyone sat on the floor around Mr. Benedict. Their expressions were serious.

“I see we have something to discuss,” Mr. Benedict said.

“More than that,” Kate said. “We have something to do.”

Constance pointed her finger at him. “I know why you didn’t want to talk about the Whisperer today. You didn’t want me to find out how close you were to finding a cure for your narcolepsy!”

Mr. Benedict considered a moment before replying. “Forgive me, my dear, but I was a bit embarrassed. I hope you can understand. With such urgent problems afoot, it seems selfish to have spent time working on what was, at bottom, a personal matter. But you’re right; I was closer than I let on. I am sorry for keeping it from you.”

“How close were you?” Constance demanded. “Exactly how close?”

Mr. Benedict had looked apologetic; now he looked resigned. “I see you already know the answer.” He waved his hand carelessly. “It’s really of no consequence, Constance. I’m more than used to living with my condition, and—”

“You put it off!” Constance cried. “You were only a few hours away! Hours! But you didn’t go through with it—because of me!”

“It’s more complicated than—”

“Don’t try to explain it away! I’ve already gotten the whole truth from Rhonda and Number Two.”

“Not exactly with their permission,” Sticky put in, with a significant look.

Constance pressed on. “You thought it might exhaust you to try it, and so you didn’t. You wanted to be alert and strong enough to deal with Mr. Pressius, and to help me recover my memories! You knew you were risking your opportunity—you knew you might lose it, but you put it off anyway, because of me! You gave up your chance for my sake, and that’s what you didn’t want me to know about, because you didn’t want me to feel bad about it!”

Mr. Benedict pursed his lips and said nothing for several moments. But at last, as all the children were staring at him with the clear expectation of a truthful answer, he smiled somewhat ruefully and tapped his nose.

Suddenly Constance was all business. “That’s all right,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. “I’ll forgive you on one condition.” She paused dramatically. “You let me try to fix your problem.”

“That’s what I meant when I said we have something to do,” Kate said.

“I gathered as much,” Mr. Benedict said, and with a wondering expression he looked from face to face. “And I see you are all determined that this should happen. But Constance, you know I cannot possibly allow it. I am deeply touched, you must know that, but—”

“You don’t think I can do it?” Constance snapped.

“I…” Mr. Benedict frowned. “I…”

“You’re not sure how to answer,” Reynie said, “because she has you trapped. If you do say that she can do it, she’ll insist on trying. If you say that she can’t, you’ll be lying. She already knows you think she can do it. We’ve been talking about this all evening, Mr. Benedict.”

Mr. Benedict gave Reynie a helpless, ironic smile. “Thank you, Reynie, for clearing that up.”

“We know you don’t want her to try it,” Kate said, “because of how sick you think it will make her, and how if it doesn’t work she’ll have gone through all that misery for nothing. But she doesn’t care, Mr. Benedict. She wants to try it anyway—and we want you to let her!”

“That’s why we’re here,” Sticky said. “For moral support. And we’ve agreed to take turns sitting with her all night, to keep her company while she’s so miserable.”

“I want to do this,” Constance insisted. “Please let me try!”

“Please,” Reynie said.

“Pretty please,” Kate said.

“Beautiful please,” Sticky said, then winced a little, for it had seemed wittier when he thought it than when he spoke it aloud.

All of the children clasped their hands together pleadingly.

Mr. Benedict looked at them, his bright green eyes shining. Then he fell asleep. When he woke up, there they were, still clasping their hands together and widening their eyes with exaggerated, puppy-dog looks, and this time he laughed. He fell asleep twice more. And when he awoke the last time, he agreed to let Constance try.

“You’ll tell me exactly what to think,” Constance said. “Right? With your mind, I mean.”

“Yes, my dear. And the thoughts will be fairly simple, but you will need to think them with as much intensity as you can manage.”

“That’s what I figured,” Constance said. “I’m ready to try.” She swallowed dryly, thinking of the misery that would soon be upon her. But she did not flinch.

“I think it will be best,” Mr. Benedict said quietly, “if you stare directly at me. Do not close your eyes.”

Constance nodded and began to stare. “Let’s go.”

Mr. Benedict took a deep breath, relaxed his shoulders, and fixedly returned Constance’s gaze. For five minutes and more the two of them stared and stared. The others were reminded of a contest in which each person tries to get the other to laugh. But never had any of them seen two people gazing with such intensity. It was disconcerting—so much so they were tempted to look away. But they held still, afraid of causing distraction, until at last a look of frustration passed over Constance’s face, and she broke off the stare with an irritated grunt.

“I don’t feel like it’s working!” She thumped her fists against her knees. “It’s… somehow it doesn’t feel strong enough. It isn’t like it was the other times.”

“Never fret,” Mr. Benedict said gently. He seemed a bit relieved. “Perhaps someday, when—”

But Reynie, thinking back, felt a sudden flash of inspiration. “Try getting angry!” he suggested.

Mr. Benedict lifted an eyebrow and glanced sidelong at Reynie. His lips twitched as if he were suppressing a smile.

“Angry at Mr. Benedict?” said Constance with a helpless look. “But I don’t… I don’t think I can…”

“At the problem,” Reynie said. “Try getting angry at that.”

“Angry,” Constance repeated thoughtfully. She gave a tight, resolute nod. “Okay,” she said. “I can do that. Let’s try again, Mr. Benedict.”

Mr. Benedict’s eyes twinkled (whether with amusement or anticipation it was impossible to say—perhaps it was both), and taking another deep breath he folded his hands together and said, “By all means, my dear. Let us try again.”

They locked eyes as they had done before. This time, however, Constance’s face began to darken. She furrowed her brow, her lips pressed together, and her jaw began to clench and unclench. In moments her face was the exact hue of a pomegranate. She was visibly trembling now—she looked not just angry but furious. Indeed, had the others not known better, they would have thought she was ready to fly at Mr. Benedict and try to pull his hair out.

And then, abruptly, she stopped scowling and fell back. “There!” she gasped. “That time I felt it.” Putting a hand to her head, she looked hopefully at Mr. Benedict. “Well?”

Mr. Benedict nodded and smiled. He reached forward and squeezed her hand. “I am enormously proud of your courage and selflessness, Constance. Thank you, my dear—thank you from the bottom of my heart.”

“I know you’re proud of me,” Constance said in an exasperated tone. “But—” She shuddered. The color had begun to drain from her face. “Oh no… oh no, here it comes! Tell me quick, Mr. Benedict—did it work?”

“I’m afraid I can’t say, Constance. Not yet. But we’ll know soon enough. Right now you should—”

“No! I want to know now! Reynie, give him the poem! Quick!”

Reynie was already unfolding a sheet of paper. He thrust it at Mr. Benedict. “Constance wrote you a funny poem,” he explained. “She hoped you might use it as a sort of test.”

Constance groaned, crossed her arms tightly, and sank over onto her side.

Mr. Benedict gazed at her with concern. Then he looked at the poem and read the title aloud: “Why I Find Green Plaid So Annoying, And What I Intend to Do about It: An Explanation of My Heroic Actions.”

Mr. Benedict’s lips jerked upward. He coughed into his hand, looked round at the older children (all of whom were grinning expectantly), and continued reading aloud from the first stanza:

For one thing, plaid’s hideous, a pattern cooked up

By dimwit designers who must have been mad.

It’s also perfidious (a word I looked up—

It means lots of different things, all of them bad).

Mr. Benedict chuckled, then laughed outright. And as he went on reading the poem he laughed again, and then again, until finally he was laughing so hard his shoulders were shaking and he could hardly hold the paper still enough to read from it. The children began to giggle. Even normal laughter is contagious, and Mr. Benedict’s high-pitched, chattering squeals—so very much like dolphin speech—were not only contagious but funny in themselves. Even Constance, shivering and pale, managed to snicker through her moans.

The giggles turned into laughter; and Mr. Benedict’s laughs turned into guffaws and strange, coyote-like yelps; and soon the laughter grew so uproarious it drew others to the study, so that eventually the room was packed with family and friends, with everyone laughing (though only a few knew why) and looking at everyone else with giddy, wondering expressions. Indeed, the laughter was so boisterous that it took awhile for the newcomers to notice that Constance was not only laughing but crying, too, and that in fact she looked terribly ill, and that despite this she kept gazing happily at Mr. Benedict, who had never laughed with such gusto for so long.
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The time had almost come. The bags were packed, the early-morning sunlight was growing stronger, and the children were gathered in Constance’s room, eating doughnuts Kate had smuggled up from the kitchen. She had tapped on the boys’ door as she passed, and a minute later they had come trudging groggily down the hall in their pajamas and slippers. Constance hadn’t even risen but sat munching her jelly roll in bed, heedless of the crumbs and jelly dropping onto her covers. It was a bittersweet moment. Everyone was excited, yet never again would it be so easy to convene a meeting of the Mysterious Benedict Society.

“I can’t quite get over it,” Kate was saying. “When I see Mr. Benedict walking around by himself, without Number Two or Rhonda hovering nearby—well, it’s strange, isn’t it? It’s as if he didn’t cast a shadow anymore.”

“Number Two is having a hard time with it,” Reynie said. “Every time he stands up, she does too, then sits down again looking kind of disoriented.”

“It isn’t just that,” said Sticky, licking his fingers. “When I saw him in that blue blazer yesterday, with his hair so neatly combed, I had to do a double take. I thought he was someone else.”

“I don’t like any of this as much as I thought I would,” said Constance. “I really did hate that green plaid suit, but it’s weird seeing him in other clothes. And Sticky used to drive me crazy polishing his spectacles, but now I hate the way he’s always wincing and squinting and running to the mirror to fix his contact lenses. And I couldn’t wait for Kate to move out, but now that the day is here the whole thing makes me grumpy.” She frowned and wiped jelly from her chin with her pillow.

“You’re a sweetheart, Constance,” said Kate, shaking her head.

Reynie smiled and handed another doughnut to Sticky, who was glowering at Constance resentfully. “At least now we know what’s making her grumpy—I used to think it was just how she was.”

“That isn’t all of it,” Constance whined. “I’m having writer’s block, too. I’ve been trying to write a poem about all of this—the whole adventure, I mean, from the moment we met up to the very end. But I can’t find the right words.”

“I imagine it would be hard to come up with a rhyme for ‘Whisperer,’ ” Kate said absently. She was contemplating the empty space in her bucket. At the prison she had recovered only a few of her lost items, and since then she’d been considering what should be replaced and what should be bidden farewell. Now seemed like the right time. There was only so much room in the bucket, after all, and her needs might well be changing. Everything else was, wasn’t it?

“Rhyming isn’t the problem,” Constance protested. “It’s the feeling. After all this time, after all we’ve been through and all we’ve accomplished—well, we should be thrilled, shouldn’t we? We should be on top of the world! Mr. Curtain isn’t a threat anymore, just a horrible old bore I may have to visit sometimes. And the Whisperer’s out of commission forever. It’s all incredibly important, and yet…”

“And yet it isn’t that simple,” Sticky finished for her, and everyone nodded, because everyone understood.

“I do wish things had worked out a bit differently,” Kate said. “When I think of all the good Mr. Benedict could have done with the Whisperer, all the people he might have helped if only there hadn’t been these other, nastier people trying to get their hands on it for their own greedy purposes—”

“But the Whisperer wouldn’t even have existed if not for a nasty person with greedy purposes,” Sticky pointed out. “It’s kind of disconcerting, isn’t it?”

“Exactly!” Kate said. “I keep thinking about how every good thing in this whole business has been completely tangled up with some bad thing. I mean if not for Mr. Curtain and the Whisperer, we never would have met each other, much less become friends! And if not for Mr. Benedict, we might never have considered the good the Whisperer could do, so we wouldn’t have been the least bit troubled to see it go.”

“It’s true,” Sticky said. “Everything has been bittersweet.”

“Maybe we should acquire a taste for bittersweet,” said Reynie with a grin. “Then everything would feel wonderful.”

“That’s stupid,” Constance snipped. “If it felt wonderful, then it wouldn’t be bittersweet, would it?”

Reynie only shrugged. He wasn’t at all sure about that.

Kate had wandered over to the window. “Uh-oh,” she said. “Looks like it’s starting.”

Constance humphed and covered her head with her sheets, but the boys joined Kate looking out. The courtyard was filled with adults. Mrs. Washington in her wheelchair was turning this way and that, directing traffic, and Mrs. Perumal was holding open the iron gate; everyone else toted bags, boxes, furniture, and odd-shaped bundles. Mr. Benedict, wearing an unfortunate, huge-collared shirt that Number Two had made for him, was carrying an ugly lamp that resembled a stork. Miss Perumal and Number Two were at opposite ends of a trunk, chatting and laughing, and behind them came Moocho Brazos carrying a desk, two suitcases, and a bookshelf. Rhonda and Mr. Washington were out at the curb, adjusting a makeshift ramp for Mrs. Washington’s wheelchair. And calling out encouragement from the bench beneath the elm tree was Milligan, both legs and one arm still in casts.

Reynie’s gaze lingered on poor Milligan. Not for the first time, he reflected upon his role in the events that led to those injuries. It was Reynie, after all, who had suggested they go to the roof, and not long ago he would have felt terribly burdened by that. And yet, to his relief, he’d found that somehow his sympathy for Milligan was only that—sympathy, not guilt.

You aren’t responsible for all of us, Kate had said in the prison. We’re all responsible for each other, right?

Evidently her words had taken root in fertile soil, for despite the many problems that had remained to be dealt with—and despite his knowledge that new ones would always crop up—Reynie had never felt quite so light of step. It was an unexpected development, this new feeling, and remarkably pleasant. Indeed, he had felt so grateful for it that, on the day Milligan came home from the hospital, he’d drawn Kate aside to thank her.

“Good grief!” Kate had cried. “Thank me? I just said the same stuff you’re always saying to us! You should thank yourself!” Then her expression had turned thoughtful. “But you know what? I’m glad you mentioned this, because I’ve been feeling guilty myself. I did sort of kick Milligan out of that elevator. He keeps reminding me that I was just trying to help him save Moocho and Ms. Plugg, but…”

“We were all doing the best we could,” Reynie said. “It’s McCracken who should feel guilty—though I don’t suppose he knows how.”

Instantly cheered (it never took much), Kate snorted. “Maybe in prison he’ll learn something about guilt and responsibility.”

“Maybe,” Reynie said. He shrugged. “I did, I guess.”

Kate looked at him askance, then leaned to whisper in his ear as if telling him a secret. “Yes, but you’re smarter than he is, Reynie. Also, you’re not evil.”

They had both laughed—they’d been in high spirits that day, and any little thing had set them tittering—and now, gazing down upon the moving-day hubbub, Reynie smiled at the memory. How many times had they all laughed together? he wondered. Before Kate entered his life, before Sticky and Constance and Miss Perumal and all those people he loved down in the courtyard—before them, laughter had been in rather short supply. Reynie marveled to think of those days; they seemed so long ago now. He had had no idea what he was missing.

“They’re really hustling out there, aren’t they?” Kate said.

“It won’t take long at this rate,” Sticky sighed.

“No,” Kate agreed. “I think it took much longer to coordinate than it will to actually move. Rhonda has it all laid out like clockwork.”

“Has what laid out?” asked Constance from her bed.

“The moving plan,” Reynie said. “First Sticky’s family goes; then Amma, Pati, and me; then Kate, Milligan, and Moocho.”

“Don’t say goes,” Constance said, scowling. “I’m starting to get upset.”

The others exchanged private looks. For days now Constance had been clamoring for the move, while the rest of them had spoken of it in more subdued tones. They were all pleased with the way things had developed, and yet they felt melancholy, too, for something they had grown used to was now changing forever. It came as no surprise that Constance had arrived at the same feeling rather late. Mr. Benedict had warned them it would happen that way—and had asked them to shore up their patience.

“Fair enough,” Reynie said. “Instead of goes I’ll say relocates. After all, Kate and I are only moving downstairs.”

“And I’m just moving across the street,” Sticky said, sounding as if he didn’t quite believe it. In fact he almost didn’t—he’d been in a perpetual state of surprise ever since the adults had announced this new arrangement. His friends had also been astonished.

“Wait a minute,” Reynie had asked. “You really were working on a project in the house across the street? I thought that was a cover story for errand day!”

“It was,” Mrs. Washington had said, “but it was also technically true. In addition to the errands, we were renovating the house.”

“And Reynie and I are really staying, too?” Kate asked.

“We’re remodeling the bottom two floors,” said Mr. Benedict. “If it suits everyone, the basement will be converted into apartments for you, Milligan, and Moocho, while the Perumals will continue to occupy their rooms on the first floor. Reynie will move down the hall from them. Mr. Washington has some excellent ideas for a common sitting room and—”

“Are you serious?” Sticky interrupted, gazing earnestly at his parents. “I mean, can we really?”

“Really?” Kate and Reynie echoed. “We really, really can?”

The answer had been yes, they really could. After all, Miss Perumal had explained, it was an unusually felicitous arrangement. The adults would all be involved with Mr. Benedict’s new projects, and to some extent so would the children—it would be part of their education. The only remaining question was whether the children themselves approved.

“Although, we must confess it wasn’t much of a question,” Mr. Benedict had laughed as the children danced and shouted.

The euphoria had lasted for days, and it still flashed upon all of them from time to time, though it had been tempered by the knowledge that the boys would no longer be roommates, that Kate would no longer be just down the hall, and that the regular meetings of the Society might never again feel so urgent or important as they had in the past. Certainly it was a relief, but it was also, strangely, a kind of loss, and they all understood what Constance was feeling now.

“Look, Constance,” Sticky said in an effort to comfort her. “If you stand here at your window, and I stand at mine across the street, we can send each other Morse code messages.”

“But I don’t even have a flashlight!” Constance exclaimed, and she began to cry.

“You can have this one,” Kate said quickly, reaching into her bucket, which she had banged back into shape. “Okay, Connie girl? Don’t cry! You take this one and I’ll get a new one.”

“Can we still have our meetings here?” Constance asked, sniffling. And she peeked over at them out of the corners of her eyes.

The others looked at one another. They knew that within a day or two Constance’s bedroom would be a horrific mess; they also knew that Constance’s request was partly due to laziness. But no one cared to risk a tantrum right now.

“We’ll rotate,” Reynie suggested. “Tonight’s meeting can be here, and next time we can meet in Kate’s new room, and so on.”

“But what will we even have to talk about?” Constance wailed. “There aren’t any problems anymore!”

“Oh, I’ll bet we can find something to talk about,” said Kate, grinning at the boys. “Don’t you?”

“Like what? The stupid weather?” Constance grumbled. She was no longer truly upset, but simply complaining out of habit.

“Why not?” Reynie said, and he chuckled to himself, for just then he was feeling as happy as he ever had. “It’s going to be a beautiful day, Constance. It’s springtime!”

And indeed, out along Mr. Benedict’s fence, the roses were blooming.
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The train station at Pebbleton, dark and sooty though it was, glistened in the mist. Electric lamps above the platform cast their light upon a thousand reflecting surfaces: the puddles along the tracks, the streaked windows of the station house, the umbrellas hoisted over huddled, indistinct figures on the platform. To a person of whimsical mind, the scene might resemble something from a tale, a magical gathering in a dark wood, the umbrellas looming like toadstools over fairy folk.

There was, in fact, such a person watching from the window of the approaching train, a boy of whimsical mind, to be sure (though whimsy was not the half of it, nor even the beginning), and the fairy-tale qualities of the scene occurred to him at once. So too did a great many other things, including the sentence “It glistened in the mist; the train hissed, and I listened,” a poetic train of thought that sounded rather like a train itself, which pleased him. But foremost in the boy’s mind was the awareness that Pebbleton station was his stop—the end of his train journey, the beginning of a new unknown.

He turned to his chaperone, a plump old woman with spectacles so large the brim of her hat rested upon their frames. “What shall we call this, Mrs. Ferrier—an arrival or a departure?”

Mrs. Ferrier was putting away her knitting needles. “I suppose both, Nicholas. Or however you like.” She clasped her bag and peered out the grimy window. “It’s a miserable night for either.”

“Shall I tell you what I’m thinking, Mrs. Ferrier?”

“Heavens no, Nicholas! That would take hours, and we have only moments. There, we’ve stopped.”

The old woman turned from the window to appraise his appearance, despite having already done so before they boarded the train. Nicholas doubted he had changed much in the course of their half day’s journey, and his reflection, easily seen in Mrs. Ferrier’s enormous spectacles, proved him right: He was still a skinny, towheaded nine-year-old with threadbare clothes and an unfortunate nose. Indeed, his nose was so long and lumpy that it drew attention away from his one good feature—his bright and impish green eyes—though Mrs. Ferrier had often remarked that someday, should Nicholas come to require spectacles, his nose would do an admirable job holding them in place. It was always best to be positive, she told him.

“Well?” he asked as she studied him. “Do you think they’ll take me? Or will they send me back and keep the money for their trouble?”

Mrs. Ferrier pursed her lips. “Please don’t be saucy, Nicholas. I say this for your sake. It’s nothing to me now, is it? Remember your manners, and make yourself useful around the orphanage. Start off on the right foot, and you’ll be happier for it.”

Nicholas feigned surprise. “Oh! You want me to be happy, Mrs. Ferrier?”

“Of course I do,” puffed the old woman as she struggled to her feet. “I want everyone to be happy, don’t I? Now follow me, and mind you don’t step on the backs of my shoes.”

Mrs. Ferrier and Nicholas were the only passengers to disembark the train. Several were boarding, however, and they crowded the aisles most inconveniently as they closed their umbrellas and removed their overcoats. By the time the old woman and her charge managed to descend the steps, the platform was empty save for one man in a somber gray suit and hat, standing rigidly beneath his umbrella. At the sight of them, he strode forward to shield Mrs. Ferrier with it. He was so tall that when he stood over Nicholas his face appeared mostly as a sharp, jutting chin and cavernous nostrils. His suit carried a faintly pleasant odor of pipe tobacco, which Nicholas liked, and the boy’s initial impression was neutral until Mr. Collum, which was the man’s name, introduced himself to Mrs. Ferrier and told Nicholas to run and fetch his trunk.

“There’s no trunk to fetch, sir,” said Nicholas, blinking in the mist (for he stood outside the umbrella’s protection). “Only this suitcase. I’m Nicholas, sir. Nicholas Benedict.” He held out his hand.

“No trunk?” said Mr. Collum, frowning. “Well, I daresay that’s common enough, though I hadn’t expected it. I haven’t met a child at the station before, you see.” He was speaking directly to Mrs. Ferrier and appeared not to have noticed Nicholas’s outstretched hand. “I assumed directorship of the Manor only this spring, as I’m sure Mr. Cuckieu told you.”

“The Manor?” said Mrs. Ferrier with a confused look.

“Forgive me,” Mr. Collum said. “You must know the orphanage as Rothschild’s End—or ’Child’s End, as it is often abbreviated. In these parts, however, it is quite common to shorten the name still further, for ease of speaking, and to refer to the place simply as the Manor. The residence at ’Child’s End is the only manor in the area, you see, so this leads to no confusion.”

Nicholas began to ask a question, but though he spoke clearly and politely enough, Mr. Collum continued speaking to Mrs. Ferrier as if Nicholas hadn’t uttered a word.

“Now, madam,” Mr. Collum said, “allow me to accompany you inside the station house, where you can wait out of the damp. I would invite you to the Manor for refreshment, but I’m afraid it’s quite a long ride from Pebbleton. Our kettle would hardly have begun to whistle before your train does—it’s due to arrive at nine.”

Nicholas and Mrs. Ferrier, who was trying not to look shattered at the prospect of waiting in the station house for two hours, followed Mr. Collum into a dim, drafty room with sawdust on the floor and benches along the walls. Near the ticket counter, the stationmaster was telling the train conductor about a wicked egg thief who had visited his barn the night before. The conductor, seeing that Mrs. Ferrier and Nicholas had disembarked at last, gestured at the clock, and the stationmaster accompanied him back out to the train, hurrying to finish his story. The newcomers were left alone with a red-haired man who sat on one of the benches, absorbed in a rain-spotted newspaper.

“May I just have a brief word with you, Mr. Collum?” asked Mrs. Ferrier. “A private word?”

“Of course,” said Mr. Collum, who had yet to look directly at Nicholas but did seem aware of him, for he held up a finger to indicate that the boy should stay put. He drew Mrs. Ferrier over to the ticket counter, where they stood with their backs to the room and spoke in hushed voices.

Nicholas strained his ears but could not make out a word of their conversation, so he turned his attention to the red-haired newspaper reader. The man appeared to be of late middle age, perhaps a decade older than Mr. Collum. His tanned, rough hands suggested a different sort of labor from that which occupied the orphanage director (whose own pale fingers were carefully manicured and, excepting one inky smear, as clean as soap could make them). A faint impression in the man’s hair suggested he’d been wearing a hat, though Nicholas saw none on the bench, nor any on the hat rack nearby. With some difficulty the man turned to a different section in his newspaper (the damp pages clung together) and resumed his reading, mouthing the words to himself. Nicholas, watching his lips, followed along for a tedious ten seconds (“… impact on the price of wheat since the war’s conclusion…”) before losing patience and interest.

He glanced at the schedule above the ticket counter. Mrs. Ferrier’s nine o’clock train was just the fifth one of the day; it was also the last. Pebbleton, it seemed, was not quite on the way to anywhere. Nicholas stepped to the nearest window facing the street. At the curb sat an aged Studebaker with mud on its tires and steam rising from its hood. Beyond it Nicholas could see most of Pebbleton without moving his head. A handful of shops, a few market stalls closed down for the day, an occasional parked automobile. In the gloomy distance, a grain silo put Nicholas in mind of a lighthouse seen through fog. A glary smudge over the trees to the west was all the sunset the evening could muster.

Behind the station house, the train sounded its whistle. Nicholas perked up his ears, hoping the adults would raise their voices. Naturally he was curious to know what they were saying about him. But the clamor of the departing train was so overwhelming that Nicholas couldn’t have heard them if they shouted. The windows rattled; the plank floors trembled. Then a ghostly reflection appeared in the window behind his own, and Nicholas turned to discover Mrs. Ferrier looking down on him with grave finality. Mr. Collum lingered at the ticket counter, checking his pocket watch against the station house clock.

For what would be the last time, the old woman and young boy regarded each other. They were compelled to wait for the train to finish leaving the station before attempting to speak, however, which gave Nicholas ample time to reflect upon the occasion. He had wondered what sort of expression Mrs. Ferrier would put on for their parting, and now that the moment was at hand, he found it to be rather what he had expected: polite, businesslike, and almost comically serious. She was serious for his sake, he knew, in case he was afraid or sad. She was not much attached to Nicholas, perhaps because of his habitual impertinence—she thought him too saucy by far—but Mrs. Ferrier believed there was a way of doing things, and because she took comfort in this belief, she always made an effort.

She need not have bothered, at least not for Nicholas’s sake. He was anything but sad. The last orphanage had been the worst yet, and he was glad to leave it. In fact, his time there had been so awful that before his departure he had secretly deposited sardines in many a tormentor’s pillowcase, and had clicked his heels as he went out the door. No, he was far from sad, and though certainly nervous, he was not afraid, either. Or not very afraid, anyway. The Manor could hardly be worse than the last place, and there was always the chance it would be better.

The train’s caboose had not yet cleared the station when the redheaded man rose, stretched, rearranged his newspaper, and exited the station house. Mr. Collum, meanwhile, had finished adjusting his watch and tucked it away. He went to the open door and paused. Glancing at Mrs. Ferrier, he touched his hat in what appeared to be a courteous farewell—though he might simply have been lowering its brim against the weather—and stepped outside with his umbrella. All of this had occurred as if in pantomime, with the train’s rumbling, screeching, and clattering crowding out all other sound. When at last something like silence returned to the station house, Mrs. Ferrier laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“Nicholas, you know what you must do,” she said.

“Oh yes, Mrs. Ferrier! I’m to carry my suitcase out to that Studebaker, and never mind the drizzle. I imagine I’ll sit in the back while Mr. Collum rides in front with the driver.”

Mrs. Ferrier blinked. “The driver?”

“Why, sure,” said Nicholas with a shrug. “That red-haired man with the new hat.”

“The red-haired man…” Straightening, Mrs. Ferrier looked out the window behind him. Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “Well, yes, you’re correct, though it isn’t at all what I was going to say. I was going to say…” She noticed the boy staring at her expectantly, the corners of his lips twitching as if he was suppressing a smile, and she sighed. “Oh, very well, Nicholas. Tell me how you knew all that. This will be my last opportunity to hear one of your exhausting explanations.”

Nicholas grinned, raised his chin like a songbird preparing to sing, and throwing his arms out for emphasis, burst forth with an astonishing flurry of words: “Well, the hat must be new, don’t you think? Otherwise he wouldn’t have left it in the Studebaker to spare it getting wet. Which is a funny thing, in my opinion, since hats are meant to protect their owners and not the other way around. But I’ve known quite a lot of people who go to amazing trouble on behalf of their hats, haven’t you, Mrs. Ferrier? I wonder what happened to his umbrella, though? Perhaps he lost it. Anyway, I do wish he’d left a section of the newspaper for me—to cover my head with, you know, as he did, to keep it dry.”

“I’m sure he meant to,” said the old woman after a confused pause, “but only forgot.” (This was the sort of thing Mrs. Ferrier always said in such cases, as part of her effort to be positive.) “But how did you know he was Mr. Collum’s driver?”

Nicholas laughed. It was a squeaky, stuttering laugh, rather like the nickering of a pony. “I certainly doubt he’s a passenger! The next train doesn’t arrive for two hours, so it’s not likely he was waiting for that, is it? Besides, he left when Mr. Collum did, and where else would he be going in this weather if not to that old Studebaker at the curb? It obviously just got here from somewhere out in the country—its engine is still hot and there’s mud on the tires—and Mr. Collum said it’s a long ride to the Manor. He did say ride rather than drive, you know, so I got the feeling he didn’t intend to sit behind the wheel himself. Now, if there had been horses outside, especially a horse with an umbrella stand attached to it”—here Nicholas nickered again—“I might have come to a different…”

Mrs. Ferrier was shaking her head, a common enough response to everything Nicholas said that he would have continued his speech unabated had she not held up a hand to check him. He’d been about to explain half a dozen other reasons he’d come to this conclusion about the red-haired man, as well as several he hadn’t consciously thought of yet but which were sure to occur to him as he spoke. But Nicholas was used to being shushed by Mrs. Ferrier, and at any rate he knew that delaying Mr. Collum would not serve him well. So he let the explanations go with a shrug, and waited for Mrs. Ferrier to proceed.

“Thank you, Nicholas. That will be more than enough to make my poor head ache for the next two hours.” Mrs. Ferrier cleared her throat. “And now this is goodbye. When I said that you know what you must do, I only meant to remind you to hold your tongue in check, and to make yourself useful. There, that’s the last I’ll say.” She lifted his chin with her finger and looked once more into his eyes—a little wonderingly at first, as if she saw some mystery there she could never hope to fathom, and then with a different sort of expression Nicholas hadn’t seen in her eyes before, something between sadness and exhaustion. She said, “I wish you better luck, child. Better luck than you’ve had. Now go on. Don’t keep Mr. Collum waiting.”

“Au revoir and adios, Mrs. Ferrier!” said Nicholas spryly, offering her an exaggerated military salute.

Mrs. Ferrier flinched and rubbed her temples, for Nicholas truly had given her a headache. Not for the first time she wondered how the boy could seem to know so much and yet so little. Here, at their final parting, he couldn’t think of more suitable things to say? No best wishes, nor even a word of thanks? No, he only spun on his heels, grabbed his suitcase, and marched out into the next chapter of his life, a brash young soldier headed into a battle he felt certain of winning. He never even looked back.

Unlike her former young charge—now kicking the door closed behind him with a shocking bang—poor Mrs. Ferrier could not have thought of more suitable words for the occasion. Nicholas Benedict did have an exceptional gift for knowing things (more exceptional, in fact, than most adults would have thought possible), and yet not even he could know that this next chapter was to be the most unusual—and most important—of his entire childhood. Indeed, the strange days that lay ahead would change him forever, though for now they had less substance than the mist through which he ran.

Misery and joy. Discovery and danger. Mystery and treasure. For now, all were secrets waiting to be revealed.

For now, Nicholas Benedict was just a remarkable young orphan with secrets of his own, hastening to the Studebaker, where Mr. Collum sat in the front passenger seat looking impatient, and the red-haired driver was adjusting the rearview mirror, the better to admire his new hat.
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The driver, Mr. Pileus, was a taciturn man. He spoke only when spoken to, and only if he absolutely must. He steered the old Studebaker with a focused, silent intensity, checking the mirrors so often he seemed afraid they might sneak away. Eventually Nicholas would learn that Mr. Pileus was not just the driver but the Manor’s handyman, carpenter, and mechanic as well. He would learn this from others, though—certainly not from Mr. Pileus or Mr. Collum. At the moment, neither man seemed in any hurry to inform Nicholas about anything.

Mr. Collum, for his part, was busy paging through a business ledger, evidently preoccupied with urgent matters of income and expenses. From time to time he would press a magnifying loupe against his left eye—not a monocle but an actual loupe, the powerful sort used by jewelers and clockmakers to show them the imperceptible flaws in a diamond or the tiny workings of a watch. Nicholas supposed he must be almost blind in that eye. Each time, after studying the page for several seconds, Mr. Collum would remove the loupe with a bemused grunt. This was the only sound he made, however.

Nicholas watched the dusky countryside glide past, miles of rolling farmland and forested hills, until it was too dark to see anything but fence posts. He climbed onto his knees to see into the front, where the Studebaker’s illuminated dials and gauges drew his attention. He was instantly curious about their functions and inner workings; he’d always been drawn to devices and contraptions of any kind, though he was never allowed to touch them. He wondered if Mr. Collum would resent being asked to turn on the radio; or rather, he tried to convince himself that Mr. Collum would not, when he knew positively that Mr. Collum would.

It had grown too dark for Mr. Collum to study his ledger, and yet he had remained silent, apparently deep in thought, his eyes resting on a page it was no longer possible for him to read. Finally, however, he sighed, put away his ledger and loupe, and began to speak. He didn’t turn in his seat but simply lifted his head so that his voice would carry. “Are you awake, Nicholas?”

“Wide awake, Mr. Collum! And I’m eager to—”

“Very good,” said the orphanage director. “I was wondering, of course, because of your condition. I would not wish to waste time speaking if my words were not being attended. Tell me, Nicholas, how often do you sail off to sleep? Tomorrow the boys begin metalworking—during the summer we have a different skills activity each week—and naturally it would not do for you to fall asleep with some sharp implement in hand.”

The silent Mr. Pileus shuddered, evidently horrified at the thought, and cast a fleeting, reproachful glance at Nicholas in the rearview mirror, as if Nicholas had already wounded himself, and furthermore had done so on purpose.

“That would be unfortunate, sir,” said Nicholas, “but it’s easy enough to avoid. When I have a drowsy spell—which is only every few hours or so—I can feel it coming on in time to lie down. And usually I wake up in a matter of minutes.”

“Is that all?” Mr. Collum asked. “I got the impression from your Mr. Cuckieu that you often dropped off without warning—just fell to the floor as though your string had been clipped.”

“Oh no, sir!” Nicholas protested. “Well, I suppose I did have a few spells like that when the symptoms were first setting in, but that was over a year ago. It never happens anymore.”

“I am heartily glad to hear it,” said Mr. Collum, and he did sound relieved. “Every member of our small staff has multiple duties, you see. The less bandaging and stitching our nurse is compelled to do, the more she is able to attend to other tasks. I’m sure you understand that. In fact”—here Mr. Collum turned in his seat to look back at Nicholas—“your chaperone, Mrs. Ferrier, seemed eager to convince me that there is little you do not understand. She thought I might find a boy of unusual intelligence to be especially useful at the Manor. Do you consider yourself unusually intelligent, Nicholas?”

Mr. Collum was studying him with narrowed eyes, clearly ready to judge his reply. Nicholas thought fast. A truthful answer would make him sound conceited. Also, Mr. Collum seemed irritated with Mrs. Ferrier, and Nicholas realized it would be wise to distance himself from her. “I’m sure I’m not the best judge of that, Mr. Collum, though I’ve been told that I’m bright.”

“By Mrs. Ferrier, no doubt,” said Mr. Collum with a slight shake of his head. “My own impression, Nicholas, was that she wished to give you an advantage. Under such circumstances, crafty matrons like Mrs. Ferrier will make all kinds of unsupported claims. They cannot be blamed, I’m sure, though it does try one’s patience.”

“I’m sure it must, sir,” said Nicholas with an uncomfortable flutter in his belly, as if the Studebaker had just topped a hill at high speed. They were moving along a flat stretch of road, though, and quite slowly at that.

“However…” Mr. Collum scratched his sharp chin. “She was most adamant, your Mrs. Ferrier. She insisted you were the most intelligent person—by far—whom she had ever known in her many long years of life. ‘More intelligent than yourself, madam?’ I asked her, and I’m sorry to say, Nicholas, that she readily confirmed this, which did nothing to add credibility to her claim. I mean to say that if Mrs. Ferrier truly believes that a nine-year-old boy is more intelligent than she is, perhaps that is indeed the case. But if it is the case, you can see why I’m disinclined to trust Mrs. Ferrier’s general opinion about intelligence. Do you follow my reasoning, Nicholas?”

“I think so, sir,” Nicholas replied quietly.

“You think so,” said Mr. Collum in a satisfied tone, as if Nicholas’s reply had offered some proof of his suspicions. He turned to face forward again. “Exactly.”

In the brief silence that followed, as Nicholas struggled to master his disappointment, the uncomfortable flutter in his belly worsened to a disagreeable churning, as if he had been forced to swallow something repulsive. His disappointment was awfully bitter. Nicholas had hoped to impress this new director—to amaze him, even, and win his favor. Though it had never exactly worked out that way before, this time Nicholas was older and had intended to benefit from his experience. He had never counted on Mrs. Ferrier trying to look out for him, if indeed that was what she’d been doing. Now Mr. Collum had formed his opinion and would resent having it changed. Nicholas had seen that happen before, with unpleasant results.

How should he proceed, then? He had plotted any number of different strategies (plotting strategies was the sort of thing Nicholas did when other children were playing jacks or Old Maid), but none seemed right under the circumstances, and he felt beset by uncertainties.

Only one thing was certain. No matter what, Nicholas would guard his secret—the awful secret, the one he had lied to Mr. Collum about—with every measure of wit he possessed: those unpredictable sleeping episodes, the attacks that struck without warning, dropping him from consciousness like a trapdoor into a black dungeon—oh no, Nicholas would never let on about those. For if ever word got out that strong emotions could do such a thing to him, that all it took to topple him was a too-hot flash of anger, a too-boisterous peal of laughter… well, after that there would be no end to the persecution.

Nicholas knew this from experience, unfortunately. At Littleview his condition had tempted even the mildest, most good-natured children to make sport of him, to make a regular game of upsetting him or getting him to laugh. (And those pranks, though horrible enough, were nothing compared to what the more vicious children had done.) Having endured such torments, he would have to be a fool to reveal his greatest weakness to anyone at ’Child’s End—and Nicholas Benedict was no fool.

You only have to pretend to be one for Mr. Collum, he thought grimly. And keep your emotions in check.

“I understand you’ve lived in several different orphanages, Nicholas,” said Mr. Collum, breaking the silence. He turned his head slightly, so that Nicholas saw the director’s face in dark profile. So pronounced and angular were his features—the heavy brow, the straight nose, the jutting chin—they might have been chiseled from stone. “I assume you’re accustomed to chores, therefore, but you must be prepared for an extra share at the Manor. In difficult times, we must all of us pull our own weight and then some.”

“Absolutely, Mr. Collum. Are these difficult times, then?”

Mr. Collum snorted violently. Or perhaps he sneezed. Nicholas wasn’t entirely sure. At any rate, he made a loud, abrupt sound with his nose. “My predecessor, Nicholas—the previous, so-called director of Rothschild’s End—took a respectable institution and single-handedly dragged it into disrepute. Spent it to the brink of ruin! Reckless, criminal, indecent behavior! And now the task has fallen to me to raise it up again. Oh, these are indeed difficult times at the Manor, young man. I can vouchsafe you that. But we must rise to the challenge! Do you hear me, Nicholas? Are you awake back there?”

“Yes, sir! ‘We must rise to the challenge,’ sir!” Nicholas repeated.

“That is correct,” Mr. Collum said. “And to do so, every staff member and every child must dutifully carry out his several responsibilities. You will get on well if only you remember this, Nicholas: Perform your duties and be mindful of the rules.”

Nicholas was about to assure Mr. Collum that no child was more dutiful or mindful of rules than he was, when the Studebaker stopped at a deserted intersection. Stretching his neck, Nicholas peered left and right. As far as he could tell, they were still in the middle of empty farmland—the middle of nowhere—and the intersection was nothing more than a country crossroads.

Mr. Collum groaned. “Must you, Mr. Pileus? It’s quite late, you know.”

Mr. Pileus set his hat carefully on the dashboard and climbed out of the automobile. In the beam of the Studebaker’s headlamps, he edged closer to the crossroads, where he stood in an attitude of attention, shielding his eyes from the mist, looking down the road to the left. Then he turned and looked right.

Mr. Collum gave a hiss of exasperation. “What does the man expect to see?”

When at last Mr. Pileus was satisfied that no automobiles were hurtling along the road without headlamps—at least not in the immediate vicinity—he hurried back to the Studebaker, jumped in, and roared forward to get through the intersection before the traffic circumstances changed.

“Mr. Pileus!” said Mr. Collum, speaking up to be heard over the horn, which Mr. Pileus was vigorously sounding as they crossed. “I appreciate your caution, truly I do, but have you ever seen any other automobile on this road at night?”

Mr. Pileus let off the horn—they had made it safely across—and mumbled something about poor visibility.

Mr. Collum sighed heavily through his nose and turned halfway toward Nicholas again. “As I was saying, Nicholas, you shall get on well enough at the Manor if only you observe the rules. And if you are conscientious—I truly hope you are conscientious, Nicholas; otherwise you shall have a tough time of it with me—if you are conscientious, I say, the rules should present no problem to you. They are few and simple. First, you must—”

Just then Nicholas felt his eyelids grow heavy.

Oh no! he thought. Oh no, oh no! And though he knew better, he rubbed his eyes desperately, as if he could press down the sleepiness, bottle it up with his fists. Hadn’t Mr. Collum already been annoyed? And now this? Falling asleep during his speech about the rules? Oh, he would positively resent Nicholas for this! But it could not be avoided. No matter how he rubbed at them, his eyelids only grew heavier; they might as well have been sandbags.

“Pardon me, sir,” Nicholas said, interrupting while he still could speak. “Mr. Collum? I’m extremely sorry, but I’m afraid I’m about to drop off….”

At this, Mr. Collum turned fully around in his seat, the right side of his scowling face weirdly lit by the glow from the dashboard instruments. In unmistakable annoyance he sputtered, “What do you mean, you’re about to—? But this is very bad timing, young man! Was I not—? And we are almost to the Manor! Are you entirely sure?”

But Nicholas did not—indeed, could not—reply. He scarcely even noticed that Mr. Collum had spoken. It was so strange, he thought dreamily, the way one side of Mr. Collum’s face was lit. In that glow his skin seemed greenish, like a goblin’s. Was he a goblin? Nicholas shivered at the thought. His eyelids drooped to a close, opened for an instant, closed again. Mr. Collum was asking him something, and this time Nicholas tried to answer, but it was too late, too late. He was off and dreaming.

When Nicholas awoke, he listened a while before opening his eyes, to determine whether his circumstances had changed. Doing so was an established habit with him and had often served him well. On this occasion, he could tell he was still slumped in the back seat of the Studebaker, though the automobile was no longer moving. He could hear the tick and ping of its cooling engine, the faint whisper of windblown drizzle against the windows. Somehow he knew he was alone in the automobile, but he felt sure he’d sensed another presence. Had his sleeping ears detected a shuffling of feet in the grass outside? A cough or murmur?

Nicholas opened one eye. Through the window he saw an older boy leaning against the Studebaker, his elbows on the hood, gazing off into the distance. The men must have gone ahead with their evening, he realized, and this unlucky orphan had been dispatched to show him inside. With a twinge of dread, Nicholas wondered how long the boy had been waiting in the damp and whether he was missing some enjoyable activity.

Opening his other eye, Nicholas followed the older boy’s gaze. To his surprise, he saw that the boy was looking across a wide lawn toward—well, toward nothing, really. Toward a lane, and the trees along either side of it, and general darkness. Nicholas turned his head. Here was the Manor, a two-story gray stone mansion that stretched out impressively in both directions. In a city it would have occupied half a block. There were enough windows to keep a glass factory in business for years. A few of them betrayed the faint, flickering reflections of interior candlelight. Most were dark.

The Studebaker was parked just at the bottom of the Manor’s stone porch steps. Why was the boy not waiting up on the porch, where it was dry? Nicholas leaned forward to get a better look at him. The many droplets of water on the windshield distorted the boy’s features somewhat, but he appeared to be about twelve, with an oval, freckled face and a dark brown crew cut. As Nicholas watched, the boy absently ran a hand over his bristly hair; a fine spray of water rose from it. He must have been out there awhile—getting wet on Nicholas’s account. Swell. Taking a deep breath, Nicholas opened the door, hauling his suitcase after him.

The boy quickly stepped over and extended his hand. “Nicholas, right? I’m John.”

John didn’t look happy, exactly, but neither did he seem resentful. Relieved, Nicholas was about to shake his hand when something made him hesitate. Now that he could see John’s face up close, he realized that what he’d thought were freckles were actually numerous pitted scars. It occurred to him that the other boy might have some contagious disease.

Evidently, John could tell what Nicholas was thinking. “They’re only old chicken pox scars,” he said. “I’m not contagious anymore—it’s been over a year. They just didn’t go away like they usually do.”

Nicholas could have kicked himself. If John hadn’t felt resentful before, he had reason to now. With an apologetic smile, Nicholas shook his hand. John had a strong grip—strong enough to make Nicholas wonder whether he was squeezing extra hard on purpose. But his expression was perfectly civil, and when Nicholas asked if he’d been waiting long, John shrugged good-naturedly and said it was no trouble.

“Mr. Collum sent me out a few minutes ago,” he said, gesturing for Nicholas to follow him up the porch steps. “He told me to show you inside when you woke up.”

Nicholas lugged his suitcase up the steps, at the top of which, on either side, towering gray columns rose into darkness, supporting a porch roof so high its features could scarcely be seen. The porch itself was almost as large as the cramped dormitory at Littleview that had been his home for more than a year. “Why weren’t you waiting up here, where it’s dry?” he asked.

“Oh, I don’t know.” John glanced around as if he, too, were seeing the porch for the first time. “I checked on you, and then I just stayed down there. The hood was warm and the mist was cool, and—well, I guess it felt more interesting. Also, I…” He paused, looking at Nicholas sidelong, then went on. “I heard about your condition. You might as well know that right off. Everyone says that’s why you’re getting a room to yourself. They say you have horrible nightmares, that you scream in your sleep. You weren’t screaming just now, though.”

“The naps aren’t so bad,” Nicholas said. “It’s at night that things get really fun. The director at Littleview couldn’t bear it anymore—I kept everyone awake and terrified the toddlers—so he worked it out with Mr. Collum that I could come here, since here I can sleep apart from everyone else. At Littleview there was no room for that.”

“Will you grow out of it?”

“No known cure,” Nicholas intoned in a deliberately gloomy voice. Then he grinned and waved a hand to dismiss the subject. “It’s fine, really; it just makes some people nervous. But what does this have to do with why you stayed down there?”

“What?” John looked surprised, perhaps even embarrassed. “Oh, I just thought that if you screamed or thrashed around, I ought to wake you right away. It seemed the decent thing.”

Nicholas glanced down at the Studebaker. From up here, its interior was almost impossible to see in the murky night. Had John really gone down to keep a closer eye on him—to wake him if he had a nightmare? It seemed unlikely. They didn’t even know each other. Then again, Nicholas could always tell when someone was lying, and John had sounded sincere. Nicholas turned back to study John’s face for a clue, but the other boy was already moving away.

“Like I said, it was more interesting, anyway,” John was saying, as if he didn’t want Nicholas to think him overly decent. “Come on, I’ll take you to your room.” He walked to the front entrance—a huge double oak door with a black iron latch—only to pause, twist his lips as if considering something, and move along without opening it.

At the end of the porch, John jumped down behind a row of azalea bushes that lined the front of the Manor. Nicholas climbed cautiously down after him, fearing for his shoes. He had been beaten once for tracking mud into an orphanage and did not care to repeat the experience. Fortunately, the narrow path was kept dry, more or less, by the azalea bushes and the Manor’s protruding eaves.

“Are we taking a shortcut?” Nicholas asked.

“Not really,” said John, creeping along the path. “But it occurred to me that the Spiders will be looking for you, so we’re going to take the old servants’ stairs. The side door should be open—that one’s rarely locked.”

Nicholas had stopped walking, a too-familiar dread rising in him. “Did you say the spiders are looking for me?”

Seeing that Nicholas had stopped, John turned and came back. “Right, I should explain. I didn’t mean actual spiders, of course, but a gang of bullies. A few of the older boys, quite nasty.”

Nicholas stood silently, weighing John’s tone. Was it possible he’d been joking? No, it was the truth, and Nicholas knew it. He had known it the moment John spoke. It was the truth, and no amount of wishing would make it otherwise.

“I see,” Nicholas said. And then he laughed. He couldn’t help it. His dread was raging at full force now, but at the same time how could he not laugh at this astonishingly quick arrival of misfortune, this instantaneous destruction of his hopes—hopes that had been so modest to begin with? It was far too absurd not to be funny. A horrible gang of bullies was already looking for him? Of course! Why not!

“That’s the spirit,” said John with an approving look. “They’re ridiculous, all right. The trick is avoiding them, and I can give you a few tips, as far as that goes. You just—Nicholas? Say, are you—?” He cried out in surprise, for Nicholas, who had abruptly stopped laughing (to listen, John had thought), now just as abruptly closed his eyes, dropped his suitcase, and pitched sideways into an azalea.

John managed to catch him under the shoulders and tried to help him upright. Nicholas was deadweight in his arms, however, and only with great effort did John keep both of them from toppling. Nicholas’s head lolled on his neck, his eyes remained closed, and for a terrible moment John thought that the poor boy had died. Then, with dawning amazement, he realized a less terrible but equally remarkable fact: Nicholas Benedict had fallen asleep, right in the middle of a laugh.
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The first sensation Nicholas experienced when he awoke was discomfort in his knee. He seemed to be lying on the ground with one leg bent beneath him. He felt an azalea twig poking into his ear, and soft earth under his fingertips. His shoulder blade pressed into a stone. And—as he came to realize what had happened—he felt a rising heat in his cheeks.

It was not unfamiliar, this shame that arrived after collapsing, helpless, in the presence of others. Nicholas had never gotten used to it, had never been able to quash it. Worse, this time it was instantly followed by an electric surge of dismay. His secret was already in jeopardy, and he had only just arrived!

Nicholas steadied his breathing, trying to calm himself and think what to do. Unfortunately, John must have been watching him closely, for though the change in his breathing was subtle, the older boy immediately whispered, “Hey! Are you awake? Can you hear me?”

Nicholas opened one eye. John’s concerned face hovered over him. “Don’t you have better things to do than watch over the new kid?” he asked, as casually as he might have asked the time.

John did not smile—he had yet to do so even once—but he did seem relieved. Shrugging his shoulders every bit as casually, he replied, “It isn’t every day I get to watch someone sleep in the shrubberies.”

“Is that so?” Nicholas said breezily. “Where I come from it’s quite common.” He straightened out his tingling leg and sat up.

“So, does this always happen when you get excited?” John asked, and it was all Nicholas could do not to let the surprise—surprise and panic—show on his face. He knew his eyes had widened, and quickly he rubbed at them as if he were still just trying to wake up properly. Meanwhile John continued. “You went down right in the middle of a laugh. I’ve never seen anything like it. You have a funny laugh, by the way. Sounds like someone tapping out Morse code. No offense. I mean, it’s a fine laugh. I’ve just never heard one like it before.”

Nicholas cleared his throat, trying to gather his wits. John was clearly sharper than most. “Sorry, I’m still a bit groggy. The fact is, I don’t think I’ve really heard anything you’ve been saying.”

“Oh!” John reached down and helped Nicholas to his feet. “I only asked whether laughing always does that to you.”

“Laughing?” said Nicholas. He brushed off his pants, his mind racing. Even if John accepted a made-up explanation, he might still tell others about his original suspicion. How long would it be until someone tested that theory to see if he’d been right?

“Yes, laughing,” John said, somewhat insistently now. “You were standing there laughing, and I was trying to tell you something, and then you just closed your eyes and fell over. Has that never happened before?”

There was no help for it, Nicholas thought. His best chance was to gamble on the truth, or at least some version of it. “Well, I believe it has happened once or twice. But say, John, I don’t suppose we could keep this between us? I can find some way to pay you back. Whatever you like.”

John’s eyebrows rose in surprise, then just as quickly drew together into a frown. He was quiet for several seconds. He seemed to be working something out in his mind. Nicholas worried he was calculating a particularly hefty bribe.

“Tell me something,” John said finally, looking Nicholas in the eye. “You understood what I was saying right away, didn’t you? You only pretended not to. Why did you do that?”

Nicholas sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I’ve had some bad experiences.”

John studied him for some time, considering this. Then he shoved his hands into his pockets, and his gaze drifted upward, as if now he were studying the eaves. At length he muttered, as if to himself, “I’ll bet. I hadn’t even thought of that.” He looked back at Nicholas. “All right, Nick—can I call you Nick?—your secret’s safe with me. And forget that business about paying me back. I’m not a creep, you know.”

Once again Nicholas was slow to reply. He was grateful, but also confused. He’d had precious little experience with generous behavior. “Sure,” he said after an awkward pause, then hurriedly added, “I mean ‘sure, you can call me Nick,’ not ‘sure, you’re not a creep.’ Because I’m sure you aren’t. A creep, I mean.”

John narrowed his eyes. “I’m glad, I think. All set, then? Ready to sneak in?”

Nicholas picked up his suitcase. “All set.”

John started off again toward the corner of the Manor. “The thing about this place, Nick, is that you’re fine as long as there’s a grownup around. Really. The staff don’t put up with any nonsense, and they give out harsh punishments. So the Spiders won’t try anything unless they get you away from the adults. You can usually avoid that if you’re careful, but tonight they know I’m supposed to take you upstairs, so they might be lying in wait for you somewhere on the way—somewhere out of sight of the staff.”

“What do they want with me, anyway?” Nicholas asked. “They don’t even know me.”

“They want to ‘initiate’ you. It isn’t personal. They initiated me, too, when I got here last year. They say it’s a tradition, but that’s just an excuse. People like the Spiders don’t need traditions to do what they do.”

Nicholas was about to ask what the initiation involved, when they reached the corner. John put a finger to his lips and peered around. He beckoned Nicholas to follow him. They tiptoed into a side yard, where in the prevailing gloom Nicholas made out the shapes of a well, a small raised garden, and a shed. Beyond these he saw nothing but darkness. For such an impressive mansion, the Manor sorely lacked for good lighting. Only a single, second-story window on this side offered the faintest glimmer of candlelight.

John led him through the side door and eased it closed behind them. They stood in a dim passage, the sole source of illumination being a band of light shining from beneath a door to their left. (“Mr. Pileus’s bedroom,” John whispered.) Voices sounded in other parts of the Manor, drifting down passageways and over transoms. Agitated conversations, occasional spurts of laughter, flurries of footsteps.

John whispered for Nicholas to tread softly and step only where he stepped. Presumably this was to avoid creaking floorboards, though with all the exaggerated caution they were taking, Nicholas could not help but imagine trip wires and land mines. He took his first stealthy step, all his senses on high alert—and in this way, skulking like a thief, Nicholas entered his new home.

At the end of the passage, the boys slipped through a door to the old servants’ stairs. The stairway was cramped and dusty, and it was pitch black until John turned the key in a wall lamp, illuminating the wooden steps and a closed door at the top. “Got it?” he whispered. He switched the light off again, and in darkness they began to climb.

“Free time will be over soon,” John said, still speaking softly. “Everyone will have to report to the dormitories for bed, so you just need to steer clear of the Spiders until then. I suppose you could hide behind the boxes in your room if it came to that.”

“There are boxes in my room?”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” John cautioned. “They aren’t presents or anything. In the old days your room was a guest room, but it’s used for storage now. You have a cot, though—you don’t have to actually sleep in a box. That’s something, right?”

At the top of the stairs, Nicholas spied a tiny circle of dim light that seemed to hover in the blackness. He knew this was the keyhole in the door, and when it disappeared, he knew John had put his eye to it. John opened the door a crack and listened, then opened it further and looked out. “I don’t see anyone,” he whispered, “but we’ll keep quiet all the same.”

The boys crept out into a short and terribly gloomy passage. Nicholas’s eye was drawn to the only discernible light; some paces to the left, where this passage ended at the intersection of another one, a sickly yellow candle burned in a wall sconce. Beneath the sconce stood an antique wooden bureau, atop which a bowl had been set to catch the steady trickle of leaking melted wax. In the dim candlelight, Nicholas took in his surroundings: the faded pattern in the carpet running along the wooden floor; the electric light fixture, missing its bulbs, that hung directly overhead; and the door, just opposite the servants’ stairs, that John was attempting to open—the door, Nicholas realized in horror, to his room.

“Couldn’t they have picked a spookier place?” he whispered. “If I didn’t have nightmares already, I’m fairly certain this atmosphere would induce them.”

John gave Nicholas a quizzical look. “How old did you say you were, Nick? You seem, I don’t know, kind of wordy for a kid your size.”

“I’m nine,” Nicholas replied, and to be comical he drew himself up to full height, as if his height were most impressive. In fact, as he well knew, he was on the small side even for a nine-year-old.

“Nine,” John repeated, and he shook his head. “You don’t sound it. I’m twelve, you know, and I’m ‘fairly certain’ I’ve never heard a kid use the word ‘induce.’ ” (He said all this in a teasing tone, not harsh at all, but Nicholas nonetheless reminded himself to be careful; others could be less forgiving.) “Anyway, this door’s locked. I’ll have to go and find Mr. Collum. You’d better stay here. There might be Spiders posted along the way.”

Nicholas tried not to appear alarmed. “But if they see you, won’t they realize I’m up here?”

“The Spiders aren’t especially good at realizing things,” John said wryly. “But if they see me, I’ll tell them I was just checking on your room—Mr. Collum often has me do errands like that—and that you’re still outside asleep. They won’t risk sneaking outside. Too many things could go wrong.”

Nicholas also saw too many things that could go wrong with John’s plan, but he decided not to mention them. He didn’t want to appear frightened to wait up here by himself (even though he was). Besides, he wanted to give John the benefit of the doubt. “Perfect, I’ll wait here, then.” He set down his suitcase, put his hands on his hips, and made a show of glancing around with a look of satisfaction. “I like it here, anyway. It’s homey.”

“I’ll be as quick as I can,” John said. “You just sit tight and keep your ears open. If you hear someone coming, better duck into the stairway until you know who it is. It can’t hurt to be careful.” He was already hurrying away.

“Wait!” Nicholas called, whispering as loudly as he dared. John stopped and looked back. “I… I wanted to thank you. You’re going to a lot of trouble for someone you don’t know.”

Perhaps it was the candlelight striking him from a new angle, but at these words John’s face seemed to change—his features seemed almost contorted—and when he spoke, his voice sounded tight and forced, as if he were upset. “Don’t thank me, Nick.” He made a broad, vague, irritated gesture. “This—all this business—it shouldn’t be like this. It shouldn’t…” He sighed, and his expression appeared to relax. “Forget it. Just don’t thank me, Nick. All right? There’s no need to thank me.”

“Sir, yes, sir!” said Nicholas. He straightened like a soldier and saluted. “No thanks, then, Captain. No thanks it is!”

John’s eyes narrowed. For a moment he looked as if he might smile. “You’re a fresh one, Nick,” he said at last.

After John had gone, Nicholas surveyed the area near his room. Several paces to the right of the stairway door, the passage ended at a curtainless window overlooking the side yard. Not that Nicholas could actually see the yard (the glass reflected his tense face and the candlelit passage behind him, and outside all was blackness), but it was easy enough for him to deduce. He didn’t have to think about it. Nicholas was the sort of person who could wander blindfolded for hours and never lose his direction. The side yard lay to the east of the Manor, and Nicholas knew he was facing east, so this had to be the faintly glimmering window he had seen from below.

Nicholas turned and tiptoed to the intersection (the candle corner, was how he thought of it), where the wax dripping into the bowl made a ticking sound as regular as a clock. Indeed, he had been automatically keeping track of the drips since John left. One hundred eighty-seven and counting—approximately three minutes. Nicholas peered to the left, in the direction John had taken. This south-running passage extended past a few closed doors toward the front of the house, where it turned to the right, or west.

Nicholas swiveled his eyes (he was trying to keep quiet by not moving very much) to peer along the passage to the north. It ran a great deal farther in that direction, perhaps even to the very back of the Manor, though it was altogether too dark to tell. In the near distance Nicholas could make out another candle corner, with an identical bowl set upon an identical bureau, but the sconce there was empty.

From what Nicholas could see—or, more to the point, not see—the upstairs seemed a horribly gloomy place. He tiptoed back to the door of his room, not a little gloomy himself. Was there really to be no one on this entire abandoned floor but him? He bent to peer through the keyhole. Nothing but darkness. He wondered what sort of bed he had. At Littleview he had slept on blankets on the floor. That had been a fortunate arrangement, actually; though his terrifying dreams had often made him flail and thrash, they could never send him tumbling out of bed. He’d probably been spared many nasty bruises.

Nicholas did not want to imagine how it would be to awaken from a nightmare in this dark and isolated corner, with the feeling—that much-too-familiar feeling—that some hideous creature crouched in the shadows of his room, so instead he turned his attention to the candle in the sconce, which had just made a sputtering sound. He looked up in time to see its flame tilt sideways, then straighten again.

As if it had been caught in a draft, he thought.

Nicholas was instantly on guard. What had caused that draft? Was it simply a gust of wind slipping through cracks in the old stone walls, or had someone opened a door nearby? He heard no voices or footsteps, but this was not reassuring. If John knew where to step to avoid creaking floorboards, the Spiders might know as well. Quickly he slipped onto the servants’ stairs and eased the door closed.

A long minute passed, during which all Nicholas heard was his heartbeat. In his haste he had left his suitcase behind—a mistake, but he couldn’t risk retrieving it now. He pictured that tilted candle flame. There might have been other causes, he knew; his mind flashed over several. Still, he felt uneasy. He could no longer hear the dripping of the candle wax, but in the back of his mind he had kept up the count. Two minutes passed, then three.

Nicholas had almost decided it was a false alarm, when he heard whispers in the passage. They were startlingly close to where he crouched on the dark stairs. Indeed, if the door had not been there, he could have reached out and grabbed the whisperers. Or vice versa. Through the keyhole he caught a glimpse of a leather belt cinched carelessly about its owner’s waist—two frayed denim loops had been missed entirely—and then a large, scuffed metal belt buckle rotated into view. The person had turned toward the door. A hand passed slowly across the keyhole view, reaching for the doorknob.

There was nothing for it—he could hardly leap away—and so Nicholas swung the door open and sprang out of the stairway with a grin. “There you are!” he cried, beaming at three startled boys in the passage. They were giants compared to Nicholas—eleven or twelve years old, and all of them big for their age. All had crew cuts like John’s. The one with the belt buckle, who was also the tallest, had jumped back to avoid being struck by the opening door. He was holding Nicholas’s suitcase.

“I heard you were looking for me,” Nicholas said, grinning. “You are the Spiders, aren’t you? I’ve heard great things about you already! Great things!”

The belt buckle boy was evidently the leader, for the other two were looking back and forth between him and Nicholas, wondering what would come next. But the belt buckle boy was staring at Nicholas in astonishment, as if this newcomer had just claimed to be a talking squirrel and shown his tail to prove it. The boy licked his lips, which were quite chapped, and after a long, considered pause, he said, “What?”

“I’m excited about initiation,” Nicholas said, lowering his voice confidentially, as if they might be overheard. “I love secrets! But I’m worried Mr. Collum will stop us. What should we do?”

“Do?” said the belt buckle boy. He glanced around at the others, who were clearly confused. One of them—a pale, lanky boy with a pinched expression, as if he’d just eaten something bitter—was mumbling the words that Nicholas had spoken. He seemed to be trying to get at their meaning by saying them himself.

“Yes, do!” Nicholas said, clasping his hands together. “I’ve never had an initiation before. It’s a kind of welcoming party, right? I don’t want to miss it, but Mr. Collum will be here any second!”

“So you think…” said the belt buckle boy, with a slowly spreading grin that showed he understood the situation now—or thought he did, anyway. He chuckled, then tried to mask it with a cough. “Well, little buddy, that won’t be a problem, see, because we’re headed to the bathroom. That’s where we do it. Come on, we’ll show you. It’s just around the corner.” He winked at the other boys, who were now exchanging knowing looks. They both spoke up in false-friendly tones, encouraging Nicholas to join them.

Nicholas was surprised by their winks and insincere manner—even a toddler would have been suspicious, he thought—but of course he pretended he hadn’t noticed. “The bathroom? But Mr. Collum is in the bathroom—that’s where he’s coming from!”

Once again the Spiders looked stunned.

The pale, lanky boy said, “The bathroom around the corner? Are you sure?”

“But we just saw him in his office talking to John Cole!” put in the third boy, a handsome, muscular brute who seemed already to have a mustache, or at least the shadowy beginnings of one. “How did he get up here so fast? We’re fixed good if he catches us, Moray!” He looked anxiously to the belt buckle boy.

“Shut up, both of you, and let me think!” Moray hissed, and the features of his face—round cheeks, dark, round eyes, a smallish snub nose—all bunched together into a circle of concentration so tiny that a coffee cup might have covered them entirely. He licked his chapped lips again. “I don’t see how old Collum could have got past us—”

“He came up these stairs,” Nicholas interjected, “and then he told me to go back down and turn off the light while he paid a visit to the bathroom. He seemed to be in an awful hurry—I think it was an emergency.”

“These stairs?” Moray said. Nicholas watched him working it out in his mind. “The servants’ stairs?”

“That sounds like Collum, all right,” said the handsome, muscular boy. “Turning off the light, I mean.”

“So he really could be here any second?” said the lanky boy. His tone was worried now, but he still looked simply peevish, as if he had mothballs in his mouth.

“That’s what he said, isn’t it?” whispered the muscular one, shooting the peevish one a contemptuous look. The two of them fell at once into a heated, whispered argument, during which Nicholas learned that the muscular boy was called Breaker, and the other was called Iggy.

Pretending to be alarmed, Nicholas urgently laid his finger against his lips, signaling them to be quiet. With a start, they remembered why they were arguing, and fell silent, glancing apprehensively toward the candle corner. Moray, meanwhile, had screwed his face up tight again, presumably trying extra hard to think.

“I know!” Nicholas said, softly snapping his fingers. “You can sneak down these stairs, and we’ll do the initiation tomorrow. Should I bring cookies? I was given some when I left the last place. They’re right in here!” He took the suitcase from Moray, who released it without thinking (no doubt he was unused to having things snatched from him), and stepped aside to let them pass. “Don’t worry, I won’t say a word to Mr. Collum. Just tell me where to meet you!”

Moray hesitated, perhaps wondering what kind of cookies Nicholas had. Then he nodded. “Bathroom around the corner. Right after breakfast. We’ll be waiting for you.”

“Swell!” Nicholas said, flashing an eager grin. “Oh, that’s swell of you, Moray! Thank you!”

Moray regarded him with affection, rather as a weasel might look upon an unguarded chicken. “Don’t mention it. Oh, and don’t mention it to anyone else, either. Not a word about initiation to anyone, got it? You don’t want to ruin the surprise.”

Nicholas looked horrified. “Oh no! That’s the last thing I’d do!”

“Good man,” Moray said, patting Nicholas’s shoulder. “And be sure to bring those cookies.”

Nicholas put his hand over his heart. “I will, Moray! You can count on me! Good night, Moray! Good night, fellows!”

Moray smirked and hurried down the stairs, followed by the other Spiders, looking equally smug. “Did you see the honker on that kid?” whispered Breaker when they were only halfway down the stairs.

Nicholas heard him quite plainly, along with Iggy’s snickering reply: “How could I have missed that? It looked like something out of a root cellar!”

All three were chuckling when Nicholas abruptly closed the door, shutting them into blackness. He heard them stumbling and cursing, which gave him some small satisfaction. He opened the door a crack and whispered down into the darkness, “Sorry! I heard someone coming!” then quickly closed it again. Moments later he heard the downstairs door rattle open and bang shut. The Spiders were much less cautious now that they weren’t sneaking up on him.

Nicholas sank to the floor, his heart hammering like a woodpecker against his rib cage. It seemed a miracle that he hadn’t gone to sleep and fallen at the bullies’ feet. That was something, anyway. And he had managed not to get his head dunked in a toilet (he was sure that was what initiation involved), so all in all it was a successful escape—perhaps even one of his best.

But Nicholas had made things far worse for himself in the long run, and he knew it. There is no fury greater than one born of humiliation, and when Nicholas didn’t show up the next morning, the Spiders would realize that he had indeed humiliated them. A nine-year-old duping them so easily? With no warning, no preparation at all? Oh yes, he had made the Spiders look like fools, and they would understand that all too soon. If it hadn’t been personal before, it most certainly would be now. The bullies would do everything in their power to get him back. They would do their worst—and from the look of them, their worst would be terrible indeed.

Yet what else could Nicholas have done? Let them humiliate him? No, that never had been an option. Nicholas simply didn’t have it in him to give in to bullies. He never had. If they wanted to humiliate him, they were going to have to work for it.

With a groan, Nicholas leaned back against the stairway door. This whole situation felt sadly familiar. But the Spiders were much bigger than any bullies he’d ever known, and this place was so large that there had to be countless shadowy corners in which to trap unsuspecting victims. Like actual spiders, he thought. He drew up his knees and rested his chin on them. Had he really been thinking, back at the train station, that this new place could hardly be worse than the last?

So much for that.

The Spiders had not been gone long (seventy-one drips of wax) when the candle flame sputtered violently and leaned sideways again. Nicholas sprang to his feet and put his hand on the doorknob. Perhaps they were coming back—perhaps they had already realized they’d been suckered. Then came the distant creak of a floorboard, followed by brisk, purposeful, heavy footsteps on carpet—a man’s footsteps—and Nicholas knew it was Mr. Collum.

Nicholas also sensed that Mr. Collum was alone, a fact confirmed when the director rounded the candle corner. He looked slightly less official than before, having removed his suit coat, necktie, and hat, but he still had his ledger and still stood straight as a post. Absent his hat, Mr. Collum’s hair proved to be black, oiled, and meticulously combed, with a severe part down the middle that made Nicholas think of a path through a thicket. He was carrying a small lantern, its flame turned so low it was scarcely visible.

“So you are still awake,” said Mr. Collum snappishly. “After what happened on our way here, I worried I would make the climb only to find you slumbering again.”

Nicholas bowed. “Perfectly awake, Mr. Collum, and happy not to have inconvenienced you again.” He kept every trace of sarcasm out of his tone, but Mr. Collum searched his face nonetheless. Nicholas returned the gaze with a look of blank sincerity.

“As for that,” Mr. Collum said, “it’s inconvenient enough with you awake.” Tucking the ledger under his arm, he reached into a trouser pocket and drew out a length of black ribbon tied to an antique-looking key. It would seem a simple enough procedure; yet he almost dropped the ledger, and then the lantern, and then was obliged to take the key ribbon in his teeth as he got them both resituated (he seemed unwilling to set anything down or to ask Nicholas for help), and in general gave the impression of a man needing more hands than he possessed.

“I had intended to finish explaining the rules,” Mr. Collum said, speaking through his clenched teeth as he shifted his things, “but that will have to wait. It’s bedtime now, and you must follow your routine, the same as everyone. Here we are,” he said, unlocking the door at last.

Mr. Collum turned up the flame in his lantern, revealing a room that would have been comfortably spacious had it not been full of boxes. To the right, against the east wall, was a narrow strip of space in which a cot had been placed. Overhead dangled an ornate light fixture without bulbs. There appeared to be no windows, either, which seemed odd for a former guest room in a mansion. Then Nicholas detected a square patch of stone, just above the cot, that was a slightly different shade of gray from the rest of the wall. A window there would have looked onto the side yard.

“I had Mr. Pileus close that in this afternoon,” said Mr. Collum when Nicholas walked over to inspect the square patch. “Do not touch it. The mortar may be damp yet.”

Nicholas stared wistfully at the wall. To think he had almost had a window! “But what was the matter with it?”

“With the window?” Mr. Collum said. “Nothing at all. It was an ordinary window. But your peculiar sleeping arrangements call for unusual measures, Nicholas. Naturally, we cannot leave you unsupervised without taking precautions. A boy your age is much tempted to mischief. Thus it occurred to me this morning that we must remove the window. We can’t have you sneaking out at night, perhaps falling and breaking your neck in the process. And obviously we shall keep your door locked.”

“Locked?” Nicholas spun to face him, aghast. “I’m to be locked into this room, alone, every night?”

“There’s no help for it,” Mr. Collum said briskly. “Assigning you a personal chaperone would be impossible—we simply haven’t the staff. Come now!” he said when Nicholas began taking deep breaths to calm himself. “Buck up! It isn’t as bad as all that.” He gestured into the corner, where a once-elegant braided cloth rope hung from the ceiling. “If you have an emergency—I mean a true emergency, Nicholas, not just a nightmare or a little thirst—you may tug on that rope. A bell will sound below in the old butler’s room, where Mr. Pileus sleeps, and he will come up to check on you.”

“I see, sir,” Nicholas said, recovering enough to sound polite. “I do hate to bother Mr. Pileus, though. Perhaps we could try it awhile with the door unlocked? I’m not the least bit interested in mischief, I can promise you.” He rounded his eyes, dipped his chin, and otherwise did his best to look unmischievous.

Mr. Collum sighed. “Out of the question, I’m afraid, Nicholas. One must always start strictly. In time I might consider easing restrictions, but this will depend upon your behavior. If you were John Cole, for instance, I would probably grant your request. In fact, you would do well to model yourself after John—makes himself useful, excellent deportment, never a nuisance. Indeed, much of the time one would not even know he’s here.” Mr. Collum said this last part with special emphasis, as if there were no greater virtue in a child than appearing to be absent.

Nicholas lowered his eyes. He could see it was pointless to argue further. You have to find another way to fix this, he told himself, and his mind went probing frantically in every direction, searching for a solution.

“You may keep your suitcase beneath the cot,” Mr. Collum was saying. “Come along now and wash up in the bathroom. Do you have pajamas? A toothbrush and paste?”

“Yes, sir,” Nicholas replied. He knelt to his suitcase, his mind still racing. “Will I have a lamp, Mr. Collum?”

Mr. Collum seemed not to have considered this. He was slow to reply, and when he did so, his tone was reluctant. “You may have a candle. Take one from that box,” he said, pointing, “and I shall light it before I leave you.”

Nicholas hurried to the box in relief. He rifled through the candles inside, looking for the biggest one. And all the time his mind was working, working.

Out in the passage again, Mr. Collum repeated his awkward ritual, rearranging the things in his hands and under his arms in order to bring out his key and lock the door.

Nicholas wondered at this. “Aren’t we coming right back, Mr. Collum?”

Mr. Collum’s cheeks flushed, and he looked at Nicholas disapprovingly. “You ask far too many questions, young man. Yes, we’re coming back. But I keep things properly secured. My predecessor was a scoundrel. I am a responsible businessman. Your bedroom also happens to be a storage room, and as such it is kept locked at all times. Now follow me, and no more questions. It has been an insufferably long day, and I am much too weary. Tomorrow you will be shown about and told all you need to know.”

Mr. Collum did seem weary. In fact, Nicholas suspected that he was so tired he had locked the door without thinking, then covered up his mistake with that business about keeping things secured. All the briskness had gone out of him—even his reprimand had lacked force—and he yawned several times as he led the way to the bathroom.

They turned left at the candle corner, then right at the end of the south-running passage. In the distance a half-open doorway revealed a sort of gallery, a lofty space in which Nicholas spied the upper railing of a grand staircase, its polished wood reflecting the light of an unseen candle. But they stopped well short of the gallery, and Mr. Collum gestured with his ledger to a door on the right.

“Be quick,” said Mr. Collum through a yawn. He did not offer the use of his lantern.

Nicholas hurried into the bathroom, wondering what he was to do about light. As it happened, the bathroom had a wall lamp with an actual bulb in it. He turned it on (half expecting Mr. Collum to scold him), then closed the door and bent to the keyhole. He watched Mr. Collum lean back against the wall and shut his eyes.

Nicholas stared at Mr. Collum, not out of anger or bitterness but because he was concentrating. Now that he was alone, he could turn his full attention to his problem. His mind began reeling in its many strands of thought like so many fishing lines, checking each hook for solutions. He stared at the trouser pocket in which Mr. Collum carried the key to his room. Then he straightened and stared intently at the keyhole in the bathroom door. Then he closed his eyes and stared at every detail his mind had registered since he arrived.

And then he had his answer.

Hiding his toothbrush and toothpaste inside his shirt, Nicholas swung the door open again, talking fast: “I’m so sorry, Mr. Collum, but I seem to have left my toothbrush and toothpaste in the bedroom! I must have set them down when I took the candle from the box, and forgot to pick them up again!”

Mr. Collum opened his eyes, looking bewildered. “You didn’t—but didn’t I see—why, what on earth were you thinking, Nicholas? This is a bad start,” he said, his voice growing angrier, “a very bad start indeed!”

“I really am sorry, Mr. Collum!” Nicholas said, and pressed on quickly. “I’ll just dash back for them! You needn’t budge! I’ll be quick as a wink!” He held out his hand for the key, as urgently as he could without seeming demanding, and composed his face into an expression of anxious embarrassment.

Mr. Collum scowled and began shifting his things. “Forty-five seconds,” he said. “One second longer and you’ll regret it. Do you understand me, Nicholas?” He held out the key on its black ribbon.

“Absolutely, sir!” Nicholas cried, snatching the key. “Forty-five seconds it is!”

He flew back the way they had come, but he did not go straight to his room. Instead, he ran past the first candle corner and on to the one he’d spotted farther down, the dark one with the empty sconce and the unused bowl. Grabbing that bowl, he ran back to the first candle corner and switched it with the other bowl—the one containing a fresh layer of warm, soft wax. This one he carried to his room. He was perspiring now, his fingers clammy against the key as he shoved it into the lock.

In the privacy of his room, Nicholas knelt over the bowl. He pressed the key into the cooling wax. Slowly and carefully, he tugged it out again by the ribbon, then buffed it with his shirt. He tucked the key into his pocket, hid the bowl behind a stack of boxes, and hurried out again.

“Forty-three seconds,” Mr. Collum said when Nicholas came running up. He put away his pocket watch almost regretfully, but at least he hadn’t lied. (Nicholas knew the time was accurate, for he’d been counting the seconds in his head.)

“Thanks for your patience, Mr. Collum,” said Nicholas, and he handed over the key.

Soon afterward Nicholas stood in his bedroom alone, listening, as the same key locked him in for the night. Mr. Collum had left him with his solitary flickering candle, along with a warning to use it safely, and had informed Nicholas that Mrs. Brindle, the housekeeper, would be up early in the morning to fetch him. Mr. Collum had neglected to leave any matches should the candle need to be lit again later, but Nicholas had chosen not to mention this. Instead, he had hurriedly expressed his gratitude, promised to go to sleep at once, and bidden the director a good night.

Nicholas put his ear against the door and listened to Mr. Collum tramp away. Then he reached inside his pajama top and took out the lightbulb he’d removed from the bathroom lamp. It was still warm to the touch. Nicholas smiled and tossed it onto his cot. Later he would climb a stack of boxes and screw the bulb into the light fixture. For now, he eagerly carried his candle over to where he had hidden the bowl, and with a rush of relief and delight, he inspected the result of his efforts: The key had left a perfect impression in the wax. So he had his mold, and tomorrow, according to Mr. Collum, he had metalwork.

By tomorrow night, then, Nicholas would have his own key.


[image: ]

The orphanage housekeeper, a widow named Mrs. Brindle, had a variety of minor ailments that troubled her. Chief among them was an itchy eye, at which she was always rubbing furiously with one knuckle, but she also suffered from aches and pains that migrated, unpredictably, from one part of her body to another. No sooner would she learn to favor one elbow or knee—adjusting her movements, applying hot-water bottles and ointments—than its pain would disappear and pop up elsewhere. And so she would cry out or groan whenever she moved, not because the pain was unbearable but because it always surprised her. This morning, for instance, it had been her shoulder that bothered her when she rose from bed; yet when she dropped her ring of keys trying to unlock Nicholas’s door and bent to retrieve it, the pain sneaked down to her back.

“You slippery devil!” Mrs. Brindle snarled. (Over the years she had come to think of this traveling pain as an impish spirit, like a poltergeist that haunted muscles and bones rather than cupboards and closets.) “Can you not sit still for one morning? Why not move along to someone else entirely? A larger body! Wouldn’t that be nice? You’d have more room to work your mischief, you wicked little beast!” And she said more things along this line, which had long been her habit, as she unlocked the door and pushed it open.

Nicholas, however, being unfamiliar with Mrs. Brindle’s angry speeches, had retreated to the far side of the pitch-black room and was in a fair state of alarm. He’d been fully dressed for hours, just in case, but had been awake for only a minute. It had been a long night, and what little sleep he had gotten had been haunted, as it so frequently was, by hideous nightmares, terrible visions so powerful and vivid they seemed not just real but more than real, the way things often do when a person is frightened. Sometimes, in fact, they were even worse than nightmares—sometimes they were hallucinations. And the worst of these, which had visited Nicholas many a night, was a horrifying female creature who threatened to smother him.

“Why, whatever is the matter with you?” Mrs. Brindle demanded when she saw Nicholas cowering in the corner. She turned up the flame in her lamp and held it forward, the better to see him.

The increased light made Mrs. Brindle easier to see as well, and Nicholas quickly regained his composure. She was not the awful creature from his hallucination but a stooped woman with wiry gray hair and a runny eye. Through the door she had sounded furious, but in person she seemed merely exasperated. And at any rate, Nicholas could tell now that he was truly awake. It was morning. The horrors had passed.

“Nothing at all is the matter, ma’am!” Nicholas exclaimed, and he offered Mrs. Brindle a sweeping bow. “I was only startled by your sudden entrance. Nicholas Benedict, ma’am. Very pleased to meet you.”

“What?” said Mrs. Brindle, rubbing her eye. “How old are you? I was told you were nine.”

“Indeed I am, ma’am!” Nicholas said. “I apologize if I’m speaking too quickly. I suppose I’m excited.”

Mrs. Brindle stared at him. “Well, you shall have to do your best to hold it in. I’m too weary this morning. Run along to the bathroom now and wash up. I’m to show you around before breakfast.”

Nicholas grabbed a few things from beneath his cot and hurried into the passage, which was gloomy but navigable in the gray light filtering through the window. It was just after dawn. He made his way to the bathroom, took the lightbulb from under his shirt, and screwed it back into the lamp. Then he braced himself and set to work scrubbing his hands in the sink.

The harsh soap and cold water stung Nicholas’s raw fingertips like nettles. He had no choice but to scrub them, though, for he had worked feverishly last night to scrape out all the damp mortar in his wall, and some of it had dried on his fingers. That was all right. He might be wincing and grimacing now, but the success of his project made up for it. The knowledge that he could remove the stones from his “window” if he pleased—that he could breathe fresh air and look up at the stars—was worth far more to Nicholas than a few skinned knuckles and a few lost hours of sleep. He hadn’t wanted to sleep, anyway. He never did.

Once his hands were clean and he had changed out of his pajamas, Nicholas dampened his comb and parted his hair, perhaps for the last time. All the other boys had been given crew cuts, and he presumed the same fate lay in store for him. He took a moment to gaze into the mirror. “Well, Nicholas, it’s going to be another tricky morning,” he said to his reflection. “Best be on your toes.” He stood on his tiptoes and offered himself an encouraging smile.

Turning to the lamp, Nicholas unscrewed the good lightbulb and replaced it with a dead one he had found among the boxes in his room. If the Spiders were going to wait for him here, they might as well do so in darkness. Later Nicholas would report the dead lightbulb to Mr. Collum and request a new one. Then he could keep the extra bulb hidden away, to use whenever he wished.

This dead lightbulb was one of several useful items Nicholas had found in his room. His other nighttime project had been to go through all the boxes and make a mental list of their contents. (He had no need of writing the list down, for he had a prodigious memory—perhaps even a perfect one. As far as he knew, anyway, he’d never forgotten a thing.) Most of the boxes contained threadbare, moth-eaten bedsheets and other linens, but there was also a broken lantern, a broken alarm clock, a half-empty matchbox, a bundle of flour sacks, and a pair of dilapidated old work boots. With the exception of the matchbox, which was a prize find by any standard, all these things might have seemed useless to someone else. But Nicholas could find a purpose for almost anything, including the boxes themselves (that scraped-out mortar needed to be hidden somewhere, after all), and he had been pleased with his discoveries.

When Nicholas returned to his room, he found Mrs. Brindle holding up her lamp and peering at the discolored patch of gray wall over his cot. “Used to be a window here,” she said as he put his things away. “Mr. Pileus filled it in yesterday.” She gave a little cluck of disapproval. “But it looks cockeyed, somehow. Saggy. Not his best work, I should say. I suppose he felt rushed. Did you feel a draft at all?”

“Not a bit,” Nicholas said. “I couldn’t have been more comfortable.”

Mrs. Brindle shrugged. “Then I suppose it’s well enough. Oh!” she cried suddenly. “You beast! You wicked, wicked beast! It’s the wrist now, is it?” She sucked in her breath and changed the lamp to the other hand.

“Is anything the matter, ma’am?” asked Nicholas.

“What do you think?” said Mrs. Brindle, shuffling slowly from the room. “Please don’t plague me with your questions. I shall tell you all you need to know. Now come along, I have to lock this door.”

“Certainly,” said Nicholas, darting into the passage ahead of her. “I can’t wait to look around. I haven’t even been downstairs yet!”

Mrs. Brindle gave him a weary look. “You needn’t plague me with your comments, either.”

“Oh, of course, of course,” Nicholas said. “I shall do my best not to plague you by any means.” And he pretended to lock his mouth with an invisible key.

Mrs. Brindle sighed. Then she locked his door (wincing and muttering as she did so), dropped her key ring into the pocket of her work apron, and instructed Nicholas to keep beside her as she “took him down to where it’s civilized” and told him “what’s what and what isn’t.”

Nicholas obliged, walking at a fraction of his normal pace so as not to leave Mrs. Brindle far behind, and was rewarded with a most informative tour. Indeed, because the old housekeeper moved so slowly and talked so incessantly, Nicholas learned quite a lot before they had even made it downstairs. Some things he learned directly, from her occasional plain statements; others he learned by filling in the large gaps in her rambling speech. Mrs. Brindle was clearly interested more in recounting her many burdensome tasks and duties than in telling Nicholas about the history of the Manor, or about any of its practices that did not pertain to cleaning. But there was so much to clean in the Manor, and so many systems and routines dedicated to its upkeep, that Nicholas gleaned a great deal of information simply from her descriptions of chores.

In no time, for instance, he had ascertained that the Manor was composed of three main parts, which Mrs. Brindle referred to as the West Wing, the East Wing, and the Middle Wing. (By “Middle Wing,” Nicholas realized that she must have meant the central part of the mansion, since really there could be no such thing as a “middle wing.”) He also deduced that the boys’ dormitory, which once upon a time had been a sort of parlor, was situated in the East Wing, as were his own room and the rooms of all the male staff. The girls’ much larger dormitory, formerly a ballroom, lay in the West Wing. (Mrs. Brindle had referred to it simply as “the ballroom,” but Nicholas had gathered that the place was full of cots and that, being a boy, he was forbidden to enter it.) Nor was it hard for Nicholas to determine that the rooms of Mrs. Brindle and the nurse, whom Mrs. Brindle sneeringly called “Miss Pretty Pills,” were likewise located in the West Wing.

All this Nicholas learned before they had reached the bathroom, where Mrs. Brindle paused to dampen a cloth and pat her brow while Nicholas held her lamp. During these few minutes she said nothing—only gasped and panted—and the sudden, relative silence was almost unnerving, like the eye of a storm. But then she took back the lamp, groaned, and resumed her endless speech about the endless chores.

Having covered laundry, windows, and floors, Mrs. Brindle moved on to larder and kitchen duties. From her breathless recitations, Nicholas came to understand not only that there was a small farm on the property from which the Manor received much of its food, but that she and the Manor’s cook, a widower named Mr. Griese, were very likely in love and didn’t know it. Nicholas arrived at this last conclusion because he had once read a novel in which the situation was exactly like that of Mrs. Brindle and Mr. Griese. Admittedly, it had been a very dull novel—he’d finished it only because it was one of the few books available to him, and because it took him only ten minutes—but he found the similarities too strong to ignore, especially the way Mrs. Brindle grew more lively as she spoke about the cook, and went on at length about him without seeming to realize it.

She was still speaking of Mr. Griese when they reached the gallery—the broad, open area at the top of the Manor’s grand staircase. Nicholas took in the faded tapestries on the walls, the beautiful, old wooden chairs in the corners, the enormous chandelier that hung over the entranceway below—and still Mrs. Brindle went on about Mr. Griese. “That poor man,” she was saying, “in among the pots and the heat all day, yet always so polite, always a gentleman, never a cross word even for those who deserve it….”

Nicholas went to the railing and looked down into the entranceway, hoping to catch a glimpse of another person. It was simple curiosity—naturally, he wondered about the Manor’s other inhabitants—but no one appeared.

Mrs. Brindle, meanwhile, had stopped walking, as if she meant to tell him something about the gallery, and yet her speech gave no sign of changing course. Finally Nicholas couldn’t help himself. His real life, he thought, was becoming as dull as that novel. “What a chandelier!” he interjected as if he’d only just noticed it, and the better to engage Mrs. Brindle’s interest he added, “It must be ever so hard to clean!”

Mrs. Brindle flinched at the sound of his voice. She had become so distracted that she seemed surprised to find herself standing there with him. Putting a hand to her neck (which had begun hurting when she flinched), she snapped, “What’s that? The chandelier? Well, yes, of course it’s hard to clean! What do you expect? Everything here is difficult to keep clean, isn’t it? Sure, it might not have been when the Rothschilds lived here, but their housekeeper would’ve had a proper staff, wouldn’t she?”

“The Rothschilds?” said Nicholas to keep her going. “Who were they, exactly?”

Mrs. Brindle scowled. “Why, the Rothschilds! The Rothschilds!” she repeated in a louder voice. “Is it your brain or your ear that’s not working, child? Do you not know where you are? Rothschild’s End! Who did you think the place was named for—the Birminghams?”

Nicholas mildly explained that no one had told him anything about the Rothschilds. He assumed they were connected to the famously rich Rothschild family, but beyond that he knew nothing.

“Nothing at all?” Mrs. Brindle asked suspiciously, as if Nicholas was trying to trick her. “How can you know nothing about the Rothschilds? They were so rich! Why, look around you! They had everything a person could want!” Here she paused, with a thoughtful look, and then in a softer tone continued: “Well, everything except a family, mind you—they never had that. And people say the lady wanted one ever so much, poor soul. Sure, she was a grand old lady when she died, but she had no children, no children at all. They say it was in her honor Mr. Rothschild had the place turned into an orphanage after he died, which I believe wasn’t even a month later, or perhaps two. They say he had it all nicely written out in his will. What would be changed, and who the director and staff would be, and how things should be run just as smart and fine as ever they had been when he and the lady had lived here.

“Oh yes,” said Mrs. Brindle, shaking her head admiringly, “things were done right then. A full housekeeping staff! Can you imagine? Why, everything must have gleamed and beamed! And that’s not to mention the other sorts of help they had—the cook’s helpers and the extra groundskeepers and, oh, who knows what else? But you know it was grand!”

The old housekeeper had grown more and more wistful as she spoke. She was gazing over the railing, down into the gloomy entranceway, as if the Manor’s glorious past could be seen quite clearly there if only there were better lighting. After a silence, though, her face grew peevish again. “No such luck for me, of course. Where’s my staff? I am the staff. No one to help me but a lot of children—and most of them can hardly wipe their own noses, much less handle a mop bucket. You remember that,” she said, casting a stern look at Nicholas. “If things don’t exactly shine around here, it’s because you didn’t shine them.”

With that, Mrs. Brindle turned and, with great caution and even greater slowness, began to descend the wide, curving staircase. She took each step with one hand gripping the banister and the other held out for balance, and she had Nicholas hold the lamp low to the steps so that she could be sure of her footing. After a few steps they had established a rhythm, and Mrs. Brindle once again took up her monologue about chores and duties, interrupting herself only to cry out with the occasional pain and then scold it for not sitting still.

By the time they had reached the bottom step, Nicholas felt that he’d received quite a decent education. Though he’d seen almost nothing, he had a knowledge of the Manor’s rooms and general layout that would later prove remarkably accurate. Indeed, on the mental map he’d been drawing, only a very few spaces had yet to be accounted for.

“Excuse me, Mrs. Brindle,” he said, extending the lamp toward a closed door on the left of the entranceway, “but where does that door lead? Is it an extra parlor, perhaps? I know those double oak doors lead out onto the porch, and that door on the right is Mr. Collum’s office, but what about this one on the left?”

But before Mrs. Brindle even had time to absorb his question, Nicholas began to pace and point, turning this way and that, for he was suddenly caught up in the pleasure of solving a problem, and rather forgot that he wasn’t alone. “I know it can’t be the drawing room. The drawing room lies on the side passage that crosses behind the staircase”—he gestured beyond the staircase, toward the rear of the Manor—“the one that turns off that north-running passage that leads back to the kitchen.”

Mrs. Brindle, carefully releasing her grip on the banister’s newel post, looked at him as though he’d insulted her. “The drawing room? The kitchen? How could you possibly know where those are? What are you talking about?”

“Oh, you’re right, of course,” Nicholas said absently. “I don’t mean to say I know exactly where they are. But my point is, shouldn’t there be another room between here and the boys’ dormitory”—he pointed down a passage leading eastward from the bottom of the stairs—“and if so”—turning again toward the door in question—“doesn’t this door lead to it?”

“I see,” said Mrs. Brindle in an icy tone. “You’re playing a prank. Mr. Collum’s already shown you around, has he? Last night, no doubt, while I was chaperoning the ballroom. Well, he might have left me a note. You might have told me. But no! You think it’s great fun dragging my bones out of bed half an hour early. You like to pretend—well, I don’t know what, that somehow you’ve had a vision of the Manor? Is that it? That you’re a little prophet who likes to point out your poor old housekeeper’s lapses before she can even commit them?”

Nicholas realized he had made a mistake. He tried to say something to defuse Mrs. Brindle’s anger, but Mrs. Brindle would not be interrupted. She silenced him with an irritated flapping of her hand, which caused her to wince and cry, “Oh! You beast! It’s back to the shoulder, is it? Homesick, were you?” Then she fixed her furious gaze on Nicholas again. “If you truly wanted to rattle my cage, you rude boy, you ought to have just said, ‘What about the library, Mrs. Brindle? Don’t you ever clean the library? Don’t you like shifting book after book after book—on and on with the books and the books—so you can dust those interminable shelves?’ ”

Nicholas gasped. Could it be true? He sprang to the door and tried the knob. It was unlocked. Ignoring Mrs. Brindle’s sputtering protests, he swung the door open and barged into the darkness beyond. He held up the lamp—and gasped again.

Three walls of books. Floor-to-ceiling books. Books in the thousands.

Nicholas felt his heart flutter, and looked quickly about for a soft place to fall. Oh no, he thought, and with the lamp, too!

Luckily, when Mrs. Brindle came storming in after him a minute later (she was an extremely slow-moving storm), she found Nicholas not collapsed on the floor amid shattered glass and a burning rug, but instead sitting in an overstuffed armchair, with the lamp held firmly in both hands. By some miracle (and several deep breaths) he had not fallen asleep, despite witnessing the most exciting spectacle of his life. He did look strangely affected, however, with his wide-open mouth and his wildly roving eyes, and at the sight of him Mrs. Brindle lost her anger and grew concerned.

“Boy!” she cried, in her alarm quite forgetting his name. She tried to hurry over to him without tripping on the rug. “Are you not well? Can you hear me? Oh, heavens!”

Nicholas heard her plainly enough, but he could not tear his eyes away to look at her. The innumerable books were all bound in leather, with their titles and author names on the spines in gold lettering, and already he had determined that they were divided into categories—history, botany, chemistry, astronomy, mathematics, physics, economics, fiction, poetry, and more—and organized by systems particular to each category. They varied widely in size, from volumes as slim as slate boards to enormous tomes the size of cinder blocks. And to Nicholas they were all beautiful, every one of them.

“Boy!” Mrs. Brindle said again, at last drawing near. She bent to study his face in the lamplight. “Are you unwell? Shall I fetch the nurse?” She looked anxiously at the door. “It will take me some time to rouse her….”

Nicholas pulled himself together. He didn’t want Mr. Collum hearing of a nurse’s visit on his first morning at the Manor. He leaped up and flashed Mrs. Brindle a winning smile. “Thanks so much, Mrs. Brindle, but please don’t trouble yourself on my account. You see, I’m perfectly well!”

“My word!” Mrs. Brindle said, startled by his abrupt recovery. “Gracious!”

“It was just a false alarm,” said Nicholas. “You’re aware of my condition, I take it? Every so often I have to sleep—it can’t be helped—and for a moment I thought a spell was coming on. That’s why I hurried in here and sat in a chair, just in case. Apparently I was mistaken. Tell me,” he hurried on, “are we allowed to read these books?” He gestured at the bookshelves.

Mrs. Brindle seemed not to have heard his question. “Step aside and let me sit down,” she said, shaking her head. “You just stole half my life away.” She lowered herself into the armchair, leaned back, and stared up at the ceiling.

“Shall I fetch the nurse, Mrs. Brindle?” Nicholas asked.

“That foolish girl couldn’t mend a sock,” Mrs. Brindle muttered. “Just give me a moment to collect myself. And carry that lamp away—its fumes are troubling my eye.”

Nicholas was only too happy to do so. In the far corner of the library, he had spied a beautiful mahogany desk and beside it—to his delight—a gigantic dictionary on a stand. He walked over to the dictionary, glancing eagerly about him as he did. The library’s other furniture included a chaise longue, a rocking chair, and several armchairs, each with its own reading table and lamp. Positioned against the far wall was a rolling ladder that could be pushed along narrow tracks in the floor, providing access to the higher bookshelves, which were very high indeed—the top shelf was at least ten feet from the floor. The south wall, the only one not covered with books, seemed mostly made up of windows, and beneath each one was a cushioned, sun-faded window seat. Nicholas grinned at everything his eyes fell upon. In his opinion the library could not have been more perfect.

Gently laying both hands on the dictionary, Nicholas closed his eyes, as if he might absorb the words through his fingers. He felt almost giddy. In the schoolhouse at Littleview, there had also been a dictionary on a stand—a much smaller dictionary on a much more rickety stand, but he had loved it. It was among the few books he’d ever been able to read. Sure, he had read countless newspapers, for newspapers were easy to come by—one could always find them discarded in the street or left upon tables—but actual books were seldom available, perhaps because the orphanage had lacked funds to obtain them, perhaps because no one thought of it or cared. As a result, the only books Nicholas had read were school textbooks, a handful of novels he had swiped from the Littleview staff, a volume of fairy tales, an outdated almanac—and that dictionary in the schoolhouse.

He hadn’t been able to read all of the dictionary, unfortunately; perhaps that was why it stood out so prominently in his mind. On the first occasion he had asked permission to use it, Nicholas had lingered at the stand for several minutes. He had found the definition he’d sought right away, but then had continued reading, page after page, the way a normal person might read a story. He had become much too interested to stop. Indeed, he was so absorbed that he didn’t notice the teacher frowning at him from behind her desk. He was turning the pages too quickly, standing there too long, and the teacher thought he was avoiding his schoolwork.

“Nicholas,” she had snapped. “You no longer have permission to use the dictionary. Return to your seat.”

Nicholas’s protests had been to no avail. On the contrary, they were much to his detriment, for as punishment he was forbidden to use the dictionary from that day on. What an agony that had been! But now here sat this one in the library, just waiting for him, and thousands of other books besides. The discovery was enough to push away, for the moment, any thought of Spiders or of nightmares in isolated, locked rooms. An entire library! It seemed too much to have hoped for—and indeed Nicholas never had.

“Oh, you monster!” he heard Mrs. Brindle cry. “You couldn’t wait, could you? Simply couldn’t wait!”

Reluctantly, Nicholas opened his eyes and turned. Mrs. Brindle had risen from the chair and was rubbing at her hip. He felt a ridiculous impulse to hide behind the mahogany desk, as if he might actually remain in the library forever, reading as much as he pleased and sneaking crumbs from the kitchen at night. Like an elf, he thought. The library elf. But that was the stuff of fairy tales.

“Well, hurry up,” Mrs. Brindle called to him impatiently, as if she had been waiting for ages. “I can’t very well see without my lamp, can I?”

Nicholas rejoined her, and together they made their way out. Nicholas paused in the doorway to look back. The books sat upon the shelves in heavy shadow now, like hidden objects in a mystery. As if every unread book were not mystery enough, even in the light. Nicholas turned away with a pang in his chest.

“I’ll be back,” he whispered.
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In the entranceway again, Mrs. Brindle seemed at a loss for how to continue with the tour. By this time others had begun to stir in the Manor. Drifting down the passages came the sounds of shuffling footsteps, doors opening and closing, sleepy conversations—and the distinct rattling of pots and pans. Mrs. Brindle, touching her hair as if to ensure it was still there, peered intently down the passage leading toward the rear of the Manor. Toward the kitchen, as Nicholas knew.

“Is it that late already?” she muttered, apparently to herself. “And I still have to finish this infernal…”

Mrs. Brindle glanced toward the door of Mr. Collum’s office. Nicholas thought she was worried about being reprimanded. Then he realized that she’d actually glanced toward an antique mirror that stood beside the door. It was a large, oval-shaped mirror on a rotating base, the sort one normally might find in a dressing room, and Nicholas could not fathom why it was there. But it was easy enough to guess why the housekeeper had glanced at it.

“Mrs. Brindle,” he said, “would you mind telling me what that mirror is for? The entranceway seems an odd place for it.”

Mrs. Brindle seized upon Nicholas’s question with eagerness. Stepping over to the mirror, as if standing in front of the glass would make it easier to explain, she said, “Why, Mr. Collum had it carried down from upstairs so that he might use it during free times, when it’s his turn to watch the library.”

“I see!” Nicholas said (for he really did), and he started to ask Mrs. Brindle when free times were, and how long they lasted, and whether children were allowed to take books out of the library. But Mrs. Brindle doggedly continued her explanation.

“Naturally, someone has to watch the children,” she said, trying to pat her hair into place and inspect her teeth inconspicuously. “You can’t have them unsupervised, can you? Now, with both doors open, you see, and the mirror turned just so, Mr. Collum can work at his desk in here”—Mrs. Brindle turned her thumb toward the door beside them—“and still keep an eye on you children in there.” She pointed across the entranceway.

“I see,” Nicholas said again, and he wondered how long he would have to stand there saying “I see, I see.”

Not long, as it turned out, for already Mrs. Brindle was smoothing her apron, her face wearing an expression of somewhat strained composure. She looked both dissatisfied and hopeful.

“Are we off to the kitchen now, Mrs. Brindle?” Nicholas asked.

Mrs. Brindle looked shocked. “Why, what makes you—”

“I’m eager to see it,” Nicholas said, cutting her off. “Shall we go? I can keep carrying the lamp, if you like.”

Mrs. Brindle, recovering, agreed that this would be nice.

If Mrs. Brindle had ever had any intention of continuing the tour beyond the kitchen, it vanished like the steam rising from the pots on the stove. For no sooner had she laid eyes on Mr. Griese’s shiny red face—whether red from heat or from Mrs. Brindle’s appearance was unclear to Nicholas—than she forgot the existence of any world beyond the swinging doors. Nor did she seem aware of Nicholas’s presence, but launched at once into a series of questions about Mr. Griese’s health; and how he had slept (she knew it had been his turn to chaperone the boys’ dormitory); and how he ever managed to make do with such a small supply of eggs, vegetables, and milk; and so on. She asked these questions in a lively, concerned tone—and without once interrupting herself, Nicholas noticed, to direct angry comments at unseen wicked beasts.

Mr. Griese, for his part, was too engaged in his work and in trying to answer Mrs. Brindle’s questions to pay Nicholas any attention at all. “Oh, as for that, Mrs. Brindle,” he said, trying simultaneously to peer into a cupboard and salt his pots while casting nervous sidelong glances at the housekeeper, “there’s actually a plentiful supply of good eggs and milk, you know, and along with my herb garden—”

“Oh, Mr. Griese, you’re entirely too modest! Why, in my experience—”

After some minutes of this, Nicholas backed slowly out of the kitchen. He knew he ought to stay, but the smells, sounds, and talk of cooking had greatly intensified his hunger pangs until he could no longer stand it—he’d had nothing to eat since a sandwich on the train. Perhaps he could just look around until breakfast, he thought as he slipped out. After all, no one had specifically forbidden it.

In the passage outside the kitchen, Nicholas paused to let his eyes adjust. He rubbed his bare arms. The kitchen had been well lit and warm, and he no longer had the lamp. Luckily, the weak light of dawn was filtering into the Manor through windows here and there, and it grew stronger by the minute. Nicholas headed back the way he and Mrs. Brindle had come, thinking to take a peek into the drawing room and the main parlor, which, according to the housekeeper, were often used for group activities.

Before he reached the entranceway, Nicholas turned onto the side passage that crossed behind the grand staircase. His footsteps were muffled now by a thick carpet that covered the center part of the floor, and the atmosphere grew quieter as he drew farther away from the kitchen. It also grew darker and creepier. All the candles in the wall sconces were unlit, and the overhead fixtures were predictably missing their bulbs. There was a window at the far end of the passage, but it was half-shrouded by curtains, and quite a distance away. Between Nicholas and the window, everything was cast in deep shadow. Perhaps he ought to explore elsewhere. What was the point of looking if he couldn’t see anything?

He was on the verge of turning back when he heard a faint, rhythmic tapping sound. It was very much like a knock on a door, only softer and more repetitive: three gentle taps, followed by silence, then three more. What can that be? he thought, his curiosity instantly aroused. The sound seemed to be coming from the drawing room—or what he believed to be the drawing room, anyway—and Nicholas, listening intently, crept closer on his tiptoes. (It never occurred to him not to investigate, but the taps were certainly strange enough to make him cautious.) He heard another three taps, then silence, then three more. And now he stood just outside the door. With a quick glance left and right, Nicholas bent and peered through the keyhole.

At once he could tell that there was a lamp in the room, for an unseen light source, not particularly bright but steadier than a candle, illuminated his view. That view, unfortunately, was limited to the end of a table, a strip of paneled wall beyond it, and the outer stone edge of what appeared to be a fireplace. By a subtle change in the shadows on the floor, however, Nicholas determined that whoever held the lamp was moving slowly and deliberately along that wall. Soon he should be able to see who it was. Meanwhile the tapping had continued—three taps, silence, three more.

Then the lamp appeared in his keyhole view, and by the light of its low flame Nicholas saw Mr. Collum. He was inching along the far wall, tapping on the wood panels with his knuckles, then pressing his ear to the wall and tapping again. If he had not been tapping and listening in places both high and low, Nicholas would have seen only the man’s long legs. Fortunately, though, Mr. Collum bent forward to tap and listen at a low spot, and Nicholas could plainly see the intensely inquisitive expression on his face before he straightened and moved on toward the fireplace.

Nicholas scarcely had time to wonder what Mr. Collum was up to before there came an enormous clamor of footsteps and talking from the direction of the East Wing. A distant door had been opened, and all the boys were moving through the Manor, loudly tramping and jostling one another as they headed to the dining hall for breakfast. Nicholas moved away from the keyhole. He had better hurry back to Mrs. Brindle and see what was expected of him. He began to tiptoe down the passage, but he had taken only a few steps when he heard the drawing-room door creak open behind him.

Nicholas felt his heart quicken. There was no time to disappear around the corner, still several paces away. He was going to have to talk his way out of this. He took a deep breath and turned around. Mr. Collum was emerging from the drawing room, a look of deep concentration on his face. He had yet to see Nicholas standing there in the shadows, and Nicholas was uncertain whether he ought to speak, which would startle and possibly anger Mr. Collum, or wait to be seen, which might seem odd enough behavior to be deemed suspicious.

As Nicholas stood trying to decide, Mr. Collum closed the door and then—as if on a sudden whim—tapped on the wall beside it. He listened, then leaned to press his ear against the wall and tap again. As he did so, however, his eyes fell upon Nicholas and grew extraordinarily round and white, like miniature full moons. His mouth dropped open.

Instantly Nicholas cried, “Oh, good morning, Mr. Collum! I thought that was you, but I wasn’t sure—it’s awfully gloomy in this passage, isn’t it? And your lamp is hardly turned up at all. You must have eyes like an owl! I’m afraid I took a wrong turn on the way to your office. Mrs. Brindle said… Mr. Collum? Are you all right?”

After his initial shock at seeing Nicholas, Mr. Collum had leaped away from the wall as if it had bitten his ear, and his large nostrils were flaring and contracting impressively. “I’m quite well, thank you!” Mr. Collum replied, though his agitated, angry tone did not suit his words at all. “Only I thought perhaps I heard a mouse in the wall!”

“A mouse?” said Nicholas, glancing at the wall with a feigned look of concern. “Shall I fetch a trap and some cheese?”

“What? Oh… no,” said Mr. Collum, recovering. He straightened his waistcoat, adjusted his tie. “Thank you, Nicholas, but I shall deal with it myself. Did you say you were looking for my office?”

“Yes, sir,” said Nicholas as Mr. Collum locked the drawing-room door. “Mrs. Brindle thought you might want to tell me the rules.”

“Indeed I do,” Mr. Collum said brusquely, tucking away his key. With a thrill of surprise, Nicholas saw that it was the same key he’d used the night before—the one with a ribbon tied to it. Did that single key work on every door in the Manor? Had Nicholas unwittingly made a mold of a skeleton key?

“We will speak in my office,” Mr. Collum was saying. “Follow me.”

Nicholas correctly guessed that he was to take this instruction literally, and so he did not walk beside Mr. Collum but trailed after him. It required a considerable effort to hold back, though. His relief at not getting into trouble had given him such a terrific burst of energy that he could hardly contain it. He walked with light, bouncing steps, half skipping, and this seemed to help.

Back in the Manor’s entranceway, Nicholas looked on eagerly as Mr. Collum unlocked the door to his office. Sure enough, he used the same key as before. Mr. Collum, sensing Nicholas’s watchful gaze, glanced suspiciously over his shoulder. Nicholas quickly suppressed his smile and averted his eyes.

From where he stood next to the large mirror, he could see all the way down the north-running passage to the swinging kitchen doors at the rear of the Manor, and even as he looked, he saw a frowning Mrs. Brindle poke her head out of the kitchen. (It was rather a slow poke, like a turtle extending its head from its shell.) Evidently she had finally noticed his absence and was looking for him. Nicholas waved and smiled, and Mrs. Brindle stared at him in some confusion. But seeing he was with Mr. Collum, she only shook her head and withdrew it again.

The director’s office was tidy and well appointed, with a desk, filing cabinets, and bookshelves. Opening the curtains over his window, Mr. Collum revealed a pleasant view of the front lawn and the trees beyond it. The sky had cleared overnight, and the morning looked to be beautiful, with a brightening blue sky overhead and birds twittering loudly in the shrubs. Mr. Collum blinked in the sudden light, faint though it was, and took his seat in a straight-backed chair behind the desk. Nicholas started to sit in the chair across from him, then thought better of it, for Mr. Collum had not actually invited him to do so.

Mr. Collum opened a drawer, took out the by-now-familiar ledger, and laid it on the desk before him. He considered it a moment without opening it. Then he grunted bemusedly, as if laying it aside in his mind, and looked up at Nicholas. “Here is what you must know, Nicholas. Observe the rules and we shall have no problems; disregard them and we shall have very serious problems indeed. I believe that is clear enough for you. The rules are clear as well: You must be where you are expected to be when you are expected to be there, obey all Manor staff without argument or disrespectful reply, and waste nothing. Can you remember these?”

“Absolutely, sir,” Nicholas said. “Though just to be sure I heard you correctly, did you say the last rule was ‘waste nothing’?”

Mr. Collum irritably swept a speck of dust from his desktop. “As I’ve said before, Nicholas, my predecessor was a scoundrel. A scoundrel and a fool. He squandered a fortune, spending the orphanage funds unwisely and stealing a good bit for himself. As the new director, I am tasked with returning the Manor to good standing. Every penny must be accounted for. Every person must do double duty. And nothing must be wasted.”

“An admirable rule, sir,” Nicholas said. “I take it that’s why we’re so sparing with the electricity?”

“Yes,” said Mr. Collum. “The previous director, Mr. Bottoms, spent vast sums on the procurement of electrical power for the Manor. He did this despite an abundant supply of candles and lantern oil, which he made no effort whatsoever to utilize. Under my own directorship, we shall make careful, thrifty use of what we have, until it is gone. Now then, Nicholas, if you have no more questions—”

“Oh, but I do have one more question, sir,” Nicholas said, and noting Mr. Collum’s impatient look, he blurted out quickly, “I only wondered if perhaps we were allowed to take books out of the library.”

Mr. Collum frowned. “Certainly not. If books were removed from the library, they might be damaged or lost. You may use them only under supervision and only if you show them proper care. Now then, Nicholas—”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Collum,” Nicholas hastily interrupted again, “but do you think perhaps that under my special circumstances—being locked in my room at night, you know—do you think perhaps you might make an exception so that I might have something to read at bedtime? I promise I would take excellent care of… of the books, and…” Nicholas slowly stopped speaking, subdued by the force of Mr. Collum’s withering glare.

“I am quite sure, Nicholas,” the director said, “that you do not wish to be contrary on your first morning here. The Manor is to be your home for some years—barring adoption, of course, which, to be frank, is unlikely in your case. I advise you to think very seriously about how you intend to comport yourself.”

Nicholas looked down at his battered shoes and said nothing. He did indeed wish to be contrary—at the moment it was his most earnest wish of all—but somehow he found the presence of mind not to express this feeling. Mr. Collum was right about one thing, anyway. Adoption, in his case, was unlikely. Had he not been in orphanages all his life? He had not been a beautiful baby; he was not a beautiful boy. At the last orphanage, adoptions of any child had been rare, but Nicholas had paid close attention to the process. He had figured out the right things to say, the right way to act, when prospective parents visited. And one time he had actually come close—the young couple liked him; they even spoke about him with Mr. Cuckieu. But when Mr. Cuckieu informed them of Nicholas’s condition, they panicked. Nicholas watched them leave with miserable, guilty expressions, not daring even to look in his direction. Afterward, Mr. Cuckieu, in the guise of being helpful, “explained” to Nicholas that it was “hard enough raising a child without throwing in a lot of extra difficulties.”

Nicholas had stopped trying to be adopted after that. He knew better than anyone that orphanages were destined to be his home until he was old enough to escape them forever. And if that was the case, he needed to avoid making an enemy of someone like Mr. Collum, who was powerful enough to make his life miserable. More powerful, even, than bullies like the Spiders.

Mr. Collum was clearly waiting for a contrite response. Nicholas forced himself to look up again and meet the director’s stern gaze. “I’m sorry, Mr. Collum. I’m sure you’re right. I apologize for losing my manners.”

“Very well, Nicholas,” said Mr. Collum. “And now that you’ve found them again, I suggest you hold on to them.” He rose from his chair, tucking the ledger under his arm. “Let us go to breakfast, and I shall introduce you to the others.” With their meeting thus concluded to his satisfaction (if not at all to Nicholas’s), Mr. Collum locked up his office and led Nicholas to the kitchen.

Mrs. Brindle had at last gone off about her business, leaving Mr. Griese alone with his, but the cook’s face was still shiny and red. His scalp was quite red, too. He was mostly bald, with only a thin line of short gray hair that began above one ear and ran around the back of his head to the other. Overall, his head bore an uncanny resemblance to a damaged tomato with a trail of fuzzy mold growing on it. This was not the most appetizing thing to be reminded of before breakfast, but Nicholas was far too hungry to care.

Breakfast was a large serving of piping-hot oatmeal, which Mr. Griese ladled into Nicholas’s bowl, and a boiled egg, which he put directly into Nicholas’s free hand. Nicholas’s stomach growled fiercely, his mouth watered, and he was tempted to take a bite right then. He resisted, however, for no one likes to be presented to strangers with a mouthful of egg, and Mr. Collum was already leading him out.

The dining hall held two extraordinarily long, elegant tables that would have served well enough for a gathering of royalty. Instead, they were packed with orphaned children. At a glance, Nicholas estimated that there were about thirty girls and twenty boys chattering and slurping their oatmeal and, in some cases, drooping sleepily over their bowls. The dining-hall curtains had been opened to take advantage of the morning sun, and dust motes swirled like tiny galaxies in the shafts of sunlight. To the left of the tables, Mrs. Brindle sat in a rocking chair near a stone fireplace, supposedly supervising the diners, though her half-closed eyes suggested she was dozing. All in all, it was a comfortable enough scene, but Nicholas did not feel comfortable in the least—in fact, he felt quite anxious and peculiar, for it is no easy thing being made to stand before a group of strangers.

“Children!” Mr. Collum announced in a loud voice. “Your attention, please!”

The dining hall fell silent. Fifty gazes swiveled to Mr. Collum’s face, then downward to Nicholas’s, where they remained. Nicholas felt his own face grow hot. And then, to his dismay, he felt his fingertips growing hot, for the scalding oatmeal in his bowl was heating the thin ceramic to a painful degree.

“Allow me to present Nicholas Benedict,” said Mr. Collum, laying his hand firmly upon Nicholas’s shoulder as if to prevent escape. “He is our newest resident. I know you will all make him welcome.”

A few children clapped, thinking they were supposed to, then quickly stopped and ducked their heads in shame when no one else joined in. A ripple of giggles went through the room. Nicholas had already noticed the Spiders seated near the middle of the leftmost table. They were nudging one another, winking, and sharing secret smiles. He had also spotted John sitting as far away from the Spiders as possible—at the far end of the rightmost table, with his back to the windows. There was an empty chair across from him. Nicholas allowed himself to hope that John had saved it.

When the giggles had died down, Mr. Collum spoke briefly about courtesies, considerations, and other matters of comportment. Nicholas knew no one was listening. They were all staring curiously at him, the new orphan, wondering about him. Nicholas could feel the weight of their stares. He was anxious to be released, and not just because he was nervous—his fingers were really getting scorched now. He would have grabbed the hot bowl with his other hand except that the slippery boiled egg made it awkward. He was worried he might drop something.

“I believe some of you are aware,” Mr. Collum was saying now, “that Nicholas has a condition called—what is your condition called again, Nicholas?”

“Narcolepsy,” said Nicholas in a faltering voice. He frowned, surprised at his own timidity, and said again, more loudly, “Narcolepsy!”

Mr. Collum looked at him askance. “One response is sufficient, Nicholas.” A few titters erupted in the room but were quickly silenced by Mr. Collum’s forbidding expression. “What this means is that Nicholas must often take short naps. It cannot be helped, and you must all do your best to accommodate it, however inconvenient this might be. Rest assured, however, that Nicholas will pull his weight. He will have the same duties as all of you, and I’m sure he is eager to prove himself capable and responsible. Am I right, Nicholas?”

“Absolutely, Mr. Collum,” replied Nicholas, trying to smile even though his fingers would have screamed if they could. They were going to blister if he waited any longer, he realized. And so as casually as possible—as if there were nothing unusual about what he was doing—Nicholas dumped his boiled egg into his oatmeal, grabbed the hot bowl with his free hand, and thrust his burned fingers into his mouth.

Several children gaped at him in surprise. Not a few looked disgusted, no doubt wondering who this uncivilized creature was who liked to plop eggs into his oatmeal and suck his fingers.

“Very good,” said Mr. Collum, who had failed to notice any of this. “Find an open chair, then, Nicholas. Your neighbors can instruct you in our morning routines.” He sent Nicholas forward with a light push between the shoulder blades and returned to the kitchen for his own breakfast.

Nicholas went around the front of the table on his right, headed toward John in the back of the dining hall. He passed by an empty chair near the front, but he would never have sat in it, anyway. The front ends of the tables were occupied by the youngest children, five-year-olds and six-year-olds, mostly, and most of them with runny noses. They probably sat there so they could be seen more easily by orphanage staff, Nicholas thought. Hidden away in the midst of the older children, they would be more vulnerable to attack.

Nicholas had also seen an empty chair at the other table, near the Spiders, but he had been pretending not to see it or, indeed, the Spiders themselves. If he had made eye contact with them and they had beckoned him over to join them, he would have refused at his peril. Peril was coming soon enough; Nicholas preferred to delay it a little longer.

Murmurs and whispers followed him as he strode to the back, smiling boldly at the children whose chairs he passed. Some smiled back; most simply stared. He noticed that almost all of the girls looked haggard, with their bows stuck haphazardly in their hair, and dark circles under their eyes. Clearly it had been a bad night in the ballroom. The girls reminded Nicholas of the children at Littleview, the ones kept awake and unnerved by his screaming. They all looked as sleepy and tired as he felt—though far more so than he looked, for Nicholas had long since determined never to appear sleepy when he could help it. He had weaknesses enough without putting them on constant display.

“How are the fingers?” John said drily as Nicholas approached.

“Well cooked,” Nicholas said. He hastily set his bowl down (for by now his other fingers were also starting to feel well cooked) and dropped into the chair across from John. “They taste terrible, though. I need to do a better job rinsing the soap off them.”

John narrowed his eyes, which appeared to be the way he smiled, and reached for a nearby pitcher. Seeing that Nicholas had not been given a glass, he refilled his own and passed it across. Nicholas was just as thirsty as he was hungry, and gratefully he gulped the milk down. John refilled the glass with the last bit of milk from the pitcher. By the time he’d finished pouring, Nicholas had devoured half of his egg and was holding a spoonful of oatmeal at the ready.

“Thanks,” he gasped between bites.

John watched him with a sort of amused curiosity. In this better light of morning, the older boy’s eyes proved to be a pleasant blue-green color, almost turquoise. He had unusually good posture—so good it prompted Nicholas to sit up straighter himself—and he looked strong, like an athlete or a farm boy. His chicken pox scars, though, were even more prominent in the light. They were sprinkled about his face in such abundance that Nicholas, without intending to, saw patterns in them. Like a constellation of scars, he thought, not because it was funny (he didn’t think it was) but because his mind was always looking for puns and rhymes, whether he wanted it to or not, just as it always looked for patterns.

Seated next to Nicholas and John were two boys of about John’s age, both looking at Nicholas as if he had stepped on their feet. He smiled at them regardless and started to introduce himself, but they only shifted their chairs so that their backs were to him and started up a private conversation.

“What’s eating them?” muttered John, clearly taken aback by their rudeness.

“It’s all right,” Nicholas said with a shrug. “They don’t like that I’m sitting by them because I’m so much younger. They think I’m presumptuous.”

John blinked and looked wonderingly at Nicholas. “I’m sure you’re right,” he said after a pause. He silently mouthed the word “presumptuous,” shook his head, and scooped up the last bite of his oatmeal.

“I hope it’s all right with you,” Nicholas said. “I noticed the empty chair, and—”

John, chewing, waved him silent with his spoon. He swallowed and said, “Of course it’s all right. I saved it for you. I wanted to hear how last night went. Don’t worry,” he said in a low tone, jerking his head toward the other boys, “they aren’t friends of mine or anything. I only sit back here because I like to keep my eyes on the room. I don’t like to have anyone behind me.”

Nicholas nodded knowingly. He always preferred to sit with his back to a wall, too, or else right next to a staff member.

John shoved his empty bowl aside and leaned forward. “Say, I’m sorry I didn’t come back last night. Mr. Collum put me on a last-minute chore before bedtime. How did everything go?”

Nicholas blew on another spoonful of oatmeal. “Oh, reasonably well, I suppose,” he said lightly. “I met the Spiders, got locked in my room, had a bunch of nightmares—yes, all in all, I’d say it was a fine night.”

“They found you?” said John with a disgusted look. “That’s probably my fault, Nick. I ought to have had you come down with me. I guess you got initiated, then.”

“Not exactly,” Nicholas said, and he related what had happened.

John looked stunned. “You did that? You actually did that? And you don’t mean to go meet them after breakfast?”

“I don’t mean to give them cookies, either,” Nicholas said. “Not that I actually have any to give.”

“But this is the worst thing you could possibly do!” John said a little too loudly. He lowered his voice and said gravely, “Listen, Nick, it’s better to run away or even fight them than humiliate them like that. Now they’ll be your enemies!”

Nicholas sighed. “I know. But I’ve been through all this before. Believe me, they would have ended up singling me out anyway.”

John pointed an accusing finger at Nicholas. “You don’t know that! How could you know that?”

Nicholas puckered his brow. John seemed surprisingly worried, even angry. “I know from experience,” Nicholas said mildly. “Sure, they’ll have it in for me now, but at least this way I get some satisfaction, right?”

John’s angry expression slowly changed into a defeated one. He turned his head, staring without focus at the back wall, and muttered, “I wish you hadn’t done that, Nick. I really do. This is the last thing I need.”

Nicholas raised an eyebrow—or tried to, anyway. He hadn’t quite mastered the single-eyebrow raise yet. “It doesn’t have anything to do with you, does it?”

John turned back to him. He still looked forlorn. “Forget it,” he said gloomily. “What I ought to have done is shake your hand and give you credit. You have a lot of guts, Nick. No one could say you don’t.” After this he sat quietly, watching Nicholas scrape the last tiny remains of oatmeal from his bowl. Then he looked over at the table where the Spiders had been sitting and said, “They’re leaving now.”

Nicholas nodded. He knew very well the Spiders were leaving, for after every bite of oatmeal he had lowered his spoon at such an angle as to offer a distorted reflection of the table behind him. He had done this quickly enough, and glanced at the spoon sneakily enough, that John had not noticed.

“Well,” John said after a pause, “since you don’t plan to keep your appointment, do you want me to fill you in on the routines around here, like Mr. Collum said?”

Nicholas grinned and said that nothing could possibly give him greater pleasure than learning about routines.

And so, after leveling a dubious look at him, John launched into a lengthy explanation of the various duties that rotated among the orphans and the staff, and how the schedules were managed, and countless other things related to daily life at the Manor. Nicholas listened, although with only part of his attention. A greater part of it was taken up with wondering about John’s troubled response to this business with the Spiders, and a still-greater part—indeed the most by far—was focused on Mr. Collum’s mysterious behavior in the drawing room before breakfast. What had he been looking for when he thought no one was watching?

“Nick!” John said after he’d been going on awhile. He snapped his fingers in front of Nicholas’s face. “You’ve gone into a trance. Are you falling asleep, or am I telling you too much at once? If you want, I can write the more important stuff down.”

“Oh, no, thanks,” Nicholas said almost absently. “I think I’ve got it.” And he rattled off everything John had just told him. He spoke so quickly and with such precision, recounting every detail in such perfect order, that John’s face could not settle on an expression—he looked surprised, then suspicious, and finally amazed. By the time Nicholas had finished, it was not he but John who appeared to have fallen into a trance.

“Why, I’ve never…,” John murmured, not finishing his thought. Curiosity and wonder shone in his eyes, as if a light had been switched on behind them. Then, for the first time, he smiled. He even chuckled. “Well, well, Nick! Well, well!” And this was all he said, yet somehow it expressed such understanding and appreciation that Nicholas felt he’d been paid an elaborate compliment.

Nicholas gave John a sly look. For some time neither of them spoke. They both knew that a secret had just passed between them, and were pausing to appreciate it.

Eventually Nicholas broke the silence. “So if you think that about covers things…”

“I’d say it does!” John said, shaking his head.

“Then I want to ask you about something I saw Mr. Collum doing,” Nicholas said, and he told John what he’d seen.

“Really? He was actually doing that?” John glanced around the dining hall. Most of the children were still eating their breakfast. “I can tell you what that’s about—but not here. Too many ears. Let’s go out to the park.”

The boys carried their dishes into the kitchen, where a sleepy girl plunged them into sudsy water without looking up or speaking a word. Then John led Nicholas through an enormous but sparsely stocked butler’s pantry (a shortcut, he said, though a rather depressing one if you paid attention to the empty shelves), on into a sort of antechamber hung about with raincoats and tattered straw hats, and finally out the back door.

It was a truly pretty summer morning, with blue skies and a cooling breeze, and the property behind the Manor was just as pretty. “The park,” as John called it, appeared to be exactly that—a big, grassy, wooded area with widely spaced, majestic old oak trees and no underbrush to speak of. From the back door, a stone path led across the grass to a quaint old gazebo, where it then veered westward, toward a long wooden building with a fenced lot behind it that resembled a corral. And so it once had been, as John informed Nicholas, for the building used to be a stable. Now it served as the orphanage schoolhouse, and the fenced lot as a sort of playground.

“Everybody calls it ‘the lot,’ ” John said. “We’re not much for imagination around here.”

The property was a lovely place altogether, but not altogether in good repair. The gazebo was in desperate need of fresh paint, and there was no water spouting from the decorative fountain beyond it. Much of the grass in the park was dead and brown, especially between the back of the Manor and the front of the schoolhouse, where so many children had walked, forgoing the stone path. The flower beds that ran along the rear of the Manor must once have been impressive, but now they were barren, with the exception of a few sparse clusters of daylilies and other perennials that had not required new planting and had, therefore, sprung cheerily into the world only to find themselves alone and neglected. If Nicholas had not already known that the orphanage had fallen on hard times, the sad condition of its property would have told him plainly enough.

John and Nicholas stood near the back door, considering how best to speak in private. They were not the only ones to have ventured outside. A handful of younger boys were playing marbles on a patch of dirt nearby, and over near the gazebo steps sat two exhausted-looking girls with a jump rope, waiting for a third girl to come out and make a game. In the gazebo itself, watching over them all, was a petite blonde woman in a peach-colored gingham dress. She was pacing back and forth with tiny steps, as if her dress were very tight around her ankles, although in fact it did not quite reach her ankles and did not appear tight in the least.

“That’s Miss Candace,” John said quietly. “The orphanage nurse. I think she’s a bit crazy. Whatever you do, don’t let her give you drops. I don’t even know what they’re for, but she loves to give them. Here, let’s just walk around awhile.”

The boys began strolling in the direction of the schoolhouse, following the track of dead grass. During free time you could go anywhere in the park, John said, as long as you remained in sight of the chaperone on duty. He pointed past the schoolhouse toward a thin line of trees, hickories mostly, that were much younger and smaller than the towering oaks. “The farm’s just beyond those trees. When you’re on larder duty, you have to go over in the mornings and evenings—there’s a path that cuts through.”

Nicholas nodded, trying to suppress his impatience. From Mrs. Brindle’s speeches and what John had told him over breakfast, he had already deduced where the Manor’s farm was situated, just as he had known at once that the woman in the gazebo was the nurse. That had been a simple matter of counting, for there were only five adults on the orphanage staff (not counting the schoolmaster, who would arrive in August), and Nicholas had already met the other four.

Finally, after what felt like ages but was in fact only half a minute, John deemed they were sufficiently out of earshot. “I’ll tell you right off, I think it’s nonsense,” he said, stopping to look back at the Manor. He put his hands on his hips and studied the impressive building. “But obviously Mr. Collum doesn’t think so. Obviously he thinks there really is a treasure hidden somewhere in there.”

Nicholas’s heart skipped. He thought he must not have heard John right. “A treasure? Are you serious?”

“Apparently Mr. Collum is. I thought he sort of half believed it, maybe, but from what you say, it sounds like more than that.” John scratched his head thoughtfully and started walking again. “He called me into his office last week to ask if I’d heard any odd rumors. He hasn’t been here long, see, and I’ve been here over a year. He thought I might know some things he didn’t. He made it all sound like he was just curious. He wanted to know if any of the children believed in silly things like ghosts and monsters, or mysterious treasures and secret hiding places, and so on. At least that’s what he said. But he went on a long time about the treasure and the hiding places, which did make me wonder.”

“What kind of treasure?” Nicholas asked. They were walking at an easy pace toward the back of the park, yet he suddenly felt short of breath. “Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?”

“It just so happens I do,” John said. “For one thing, on his very first day here, Mr. Collum ordered everyone—staff and kids alike—to go looking for every scrap of paperwork they could find. He knew that the last director, Mr. Bottoms, had scattered financial records all around the Manor—in desks and cubbies, lying on top of windowsills, you name it.”

“Why on earth would he do that?” Nicholas asked.

“Because he’d found out he was going to be investigated, and he wanted to make it as hard on the inspectors as possible. What he didn’t realize was that they already had enough evidence to arrest him. He’d gone to all that trouble for nothing. And he did go to a lot of trouble—the records he left scattered everywhere had all been falsified. Stacks and stacks of notebooks and ledgers, all of it rubbish. It took Mr. Collum a week to go through it all, and every day he just got more upset.”

Nicholas tried to imagine being desperate enough to take such extreme measures. What kind of director let himself get into such a pickle? “Mr. Bottoms sounds like a piece of work,” he observed.

“He might be one,” John said, “but the real trouble was that he never did one. He started out foolish and lazy and ended up foolish and crooked. I guess that’s the way it is with some people. Not Mr. Collum, though. You have to hand it to him—he’s worked hard. He took this job thinking he’d fix all the problems, and he’s tried like the dickens. But things were worse than he’d realized. There was almost no money left. He had to cut the staff’s pay, so they all quit. He managed to hire new staff, but they aren’t exactly crackerjacks. I think mostly they’re people who needed a place to stay and would work for pennies.”

“How do you know all this?” Nicholas asked.

John shrugged. “Mostly from being here and paying attention, though some of it comes straight from Mr. Collum. He seems to trust me, though I’m not sure why. Maybe because I keep my nose clean. Anyway, a few times when I’ve been helping file paperwork in his office, he’s gotten upset about something Mr. Bottoms did—he’ll open a folder, look through it, and then his face will go red and he’ll just pop. He’ll go on and on about Mr. Bottoms and all the problems here and how much is expected of him and so on. Then he’ll go out to the front porch and smoke his pipe, and when he comes back in, he goes right back to work as if he’s never said anything.”

“And what do you say to him?”

“Are you joking? I don’t say a word. He doesn’t want to hear anything from a kid, not even a kid he trusts.”

The boys had reached the back of the park, where the grass gave way to undergrowth, and the trees grew much more densely. The park was bounded by real woods. The thick trees rose up a high, steep hill, almost a small mountain, whose crest could not be seen from below. Nicholas could hear a woodpecker at work somewhere in the trees far above them, and his mind returned to the image of Mr. Collum in the drawing room, tapping and listening.

“So the orphanage has a terrible money problem,” Nicholas said, looking up into the rising woods, “and Mr. Collum would love to find a treasure to solve it. I understand all that. But why does he think there’s a treasure to find?”

“Last week,” John said in reply, “Gertrude McGillicuddy was looking for sewing supplies in an old bureau in the basement. She dropped a thimble or something, and when she got down to look for it, she discovered a sort of secret drawer under the bureau. And when she looked inside the drawer—”

“She found that ledger!” Nicholas cried, suddenly understanding. “The one Mr. Collum’s looking at all the time!”

“You guessed it,” John said. “I could tell right away it was something special—or at least that Mr. Collum thought it was. From the moment Gertrude brought it to him, he started behaving differently. Sort of… well, agitated, I suppose, and preoccupied. And it was the day after he got that ledger that he asked me about treasures and hiding places. So I think we can put two and two together.” He gestured toward the Manor. “We’d better head back that way. Miss Candace is getting worried—you can tell by the way she hops on her toes and shakes her head.”

Nicholas caught his arm. “But wait! When I asked if you knew what this treasure business was about, you started out saying ‘For one thing.’ I take it that the ledger is the one thing. So what’s the other thing?”

“You really don’t miss a beat, do you, Nick?” John said with a wondering look. “Well, I wasn’t trying to keep it a secret. Here, let’s walk and I’ll tell you.” They ambled toward the Manor again. Nicholas could see Miss Candace leaning over the gazebo rail peering in their direction with an anxious frown, as if she couldn’t see them very well. Perhaps she needed spectacles.

“I used to hear my parents talk about it,” John said. “They would see something in the papers that would remind them, and one of them would say, ‘Did anyone ever find out about the Rothschild inheritance?’ And the other would say, ‘Not that I know of. Still a mystery, apparently.’ Naturally I asked them about it.”

Here John fell silent for several paces, and Nicholas, though he was burning with impatience, knew better than to prompt him. He could tell that John was thinking about his parents. Nicholas had never known his own parents, so he did not know what it felt like to lose them. But he had known plenty of orphans who could remember their parents perfectly well, and he had long since learned to recognize when they were missing them and feeling sad.

When John began speaking again, whatever amusement or good feeling he had accumulated over the course of the morning had clearly evaporated. He was not terse, exactly, nor did he sound particularly gloomy. But Nicholas sensed the difference in his expression and his tone. He was simply quieter and more matter-of-fact. “You know who the Rothschilds were, Nick?”

“Sure, Mrs. Brindle told me about them.”

“Well, a long time ago,” said John, “shortly after they were married, Mrs. Rothschild inherited some money. Her father had been pretty wealthy, almost as well off as Mr. Rothschild, and she was his only living relative. It was in all the papers, with headlines like ‘The Rich Get Richer,’ and that sort of thing. As far as anyone knew, she never spent any of that inheritance—she didn’t need to—and yet it was never accounted for.”

“How do you mean, ‘never accounted’?” Nicholas asked.

John shrugged. “After Mr. Rothschild died, there were lots of people keeping track of where his fortune went, and apparently the money didn’t add up. Some of it went into starting the orphanage and setting up a fund to keep it running, and a lot of it went to charity. But if you included Mrs. Rothschild’s inheritance—which should have become part of Mr. Rothschild’s fortune—there ought to have been more money than there was. As far as people can figure it, her inheritance just… disappeared.”

“So it’s an actual mystery!” Nicholas said, and he laughed. The mere notion of a hidden treasure was enough to put him in a good mood, but the idea that he might actually find it had put him in very high spirits indeed. “How much did Mrs. Rothschild inherit, exactly?”

“I can’t say exactly,” John replied, “but I remember my parents said it was in the millions.”

Nicholas stopped in his tracks. “Millions?”

“That’s what they said. That’s why it was such a big deal.”

Nicholas’s mind started spinning madly. He had suspected that this “treasure” might be some thousands of dollars. After all, that would be enough to solve quite a lot of problems. But millions of dollars? That was a different sort of treasure entirely. With millions of dollars—with even one million dollars—a boy like himself could leave orphanages behind forever! No more bullies, no more Mr. Collums, no more sleeping in upstairs dungeons! Why, with millions of dollars and a mind like Nicholas’s, anything was possible! Anything!

John had stopped walking, too, and was looking back at Nicholas expectantly. “Well? What do you think?”

“I think I want to get my hands on that ledger,” Nicholas breathed.


[image: ]


[image: ]


Copyright

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

Copyright © 2019 by Trenton Lee Stewart

Illustrations copyright © 2019 by Manuela Montoya Escobar

Cover art copyright © 2019 by Manuela Montoya Escobar 
Cover design by David Caplan

Cover copyright © 2019 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Little, Brown and Company

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

Visit us at LBYR.com

First Edition: September 2019

Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Stewart, Trenton Lee, author. | Montoya, Manu, illustrator.

Title: The mysterious Benedict Society and the riddle of ages / by Trenton Lee Stewart ; illustrated by Manu Montoya.

Description: First edition. | New York ; Boston : Little, Brown and Company, 2019. | “Megan Tingley Books.” | Summary: “With the Ten Men on the loose and a telepathic enemy tracking them, Kate, Reynie, Sticky, and Constance must join with a new Society member to keep their world safe.”—Provided by publisher.

Identifiers: LCCN 2019009426| ISBN 9780316452649 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780316452632 (ebook)

Subjects: | CYAC: Adventure and adventurers—Fiction. | Friendship—Fiction. | Schools—Fiction. | Science fiction.

Classification: LCC PZ7.S8513 Mym 2019 | DDC [Fic]—dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019009426

ISBNs: 978-0-316-45264-9 (hardcover), 978-0-316-45263-2 (ebook), 978-0-316-42590-2 (large print)

E3-20200710-JV-PC-REV


Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Surprising Arrivals and Rooftop Reunions

A Kind of History, or The Nature of the Mess

Bright Signals and Dark Places

The Benefits of Emptiness

Mysterious Doors and Not-So-Secret Catches

Melancholy Musings and Rueful Ruminations

Distressing Daydreams and Fair Observations

A Quest to Rescue S.Q. and a Second Chance Encounter

The Importance of Lollipops and Ice Cream

A Thousand Hidden Footsteps

Key Questions

Frightening Endeavors and Daring Maneuvers

Plazas, Playgrounds, and Parts Unknown

Where One Draws the Line

Return to Nomansan Island

Into the KEEP

A Plan by Any Other Name

The Wolf at the Door

Of All Times and Places

The Bait, the Barrier, and the Battle

Never Odd or Even

The Antidote at Last

The Opposite of Zugzwang

Acknowledgments

Discover More


For Maren

—T.L.S.


Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

Tap here to learn more.

[image: Little Brown Young Readers logo]


[image: ]

In a city called Stonetown, on a quiet street of spacious old houses and gracious old trees, a young man named Reynie Muldoon Perumal was contemplating a door. The door, currently closed, belonged to his study on the third floor of one of those houses—in this case a gray-stoned edifice half-covered in ivy, with a magnificent elm tree in its courtyard and, surrounding the courtyard, an old iron fence quite overgrown with roses. From his study window Reynie might easily have been looking out upon that tree or those flowers, or he might have lifted his gaze to the sky, which on this fine spring morning was a lovely shade of cobalt blue. Instead, he sat at his desk in an attitude of attention, staring at the door, wondering who in the world could be standing on the other side.

For a stranger to be lurking in the hallway should have been impossible, given the fact of locked doors, security codes, and a trustworthy guard. Yet Reynie’s ears had detected an unfamiliar tread. His ears were not particularly sharp; indeed, his hearing, like almost everything else about him, was perfectly average: He had average brown eyes and hair, an average fair complexion, an average tendency to sing in the shower, and so on. But when it came to noticing things—noticing things, understanding things, and figuring things out—“average” could hardly describe him.

He had been aware, for the last thirty seconds or so, of something different in the house. Preoccupied as he’d been with urgent matters, however, Reynie had given the signs little thought. The shriek and clang of the courtyard gate had raised no suspicions, for not a minute earlier he had spied Captain Plugg, the diligent guard, leaving through that gate to make one of her rounds about the neighborhood. Hearing the sounds again after he’d turned from the window, Reynie had simply assumed the guard forgot something, or was struck by a need for the bathroom. The sudden draft in his study, which always accompanied the opening of the front door downstairs, he had naturally attributed to the return of Captain Plugg as well. He had wondered, vaguely, at the absence of her heavy footsteps below, but his mind had quickly conjured an image of that powerfully built woman taking a seat near the entrance to remove something from her boot.

Too quickly, Reynie realized, when he heard that unfamiliar tread in the hallway. And now he sat staring at the door with a great intensity of focus.

A knock sounded—a light, tentative tapping—and in an instant Reynie’s apprehension left him. There were people in Stonetown right now who would very much like to hurt him, but this, he could tell, was not one of them.

“Come in?” said Reynie, his tone inquisitive. There was no reply. He glanced at his watch, then at the clock on the wall, and then at the two-way radio that sat—silent, for the moment—on his cluttered desk. “Come in!” he called, more forcefully.

The doorknob rattled. Slowly turned. And at last the door swung open, revealing—as Reynie had by this point already deduced—a child. It seemed the most unlikely of developments, but the fact remained: The stranger was, of all things, a little boy.

“Well, hello,” Reynie said to the boy, who stood grinning shyly with a hand on the doorknob, swinging the door back and forth. The boy’s hair, very fine and black, was in a frightfully tangled state. His skin, of a light olive tone, was smudged here and there with a dark, oily substance, and stuck to various places on his shirt and trousers (both quite filthy) was the fur of at least two kinds of animal. But the boy’s large eyes, so dark brown as to be almost black, were shining with excitement.

“I’m Tai,” said the boy, still swinging the door back and forth. “I’m five.”

Reynie feigned confusion. “Wait, which is it? Are you Tai or are you five?”

The boy giggled. “Both!” he said, letting go of the doorknob and approaching Reynie’s desk in a rush. He drew up short, resting his hands on the edge of the desk and his chin on the back of his hands. “My name is Tai Li, and I’m five years old.” He said this without lifting his chin from his hands, and thus with some difficulty.

“Oh!” Reynie exclaimed, with another glance at his watch. “I think I understand now. Well, Tai, my name is—”

“Reynie Muldoon!” the boy interrupted, with a delighted laugh. “I know who you are! I have a name that starts with M, too! My middle name does. I’m not going to tell you what it is, though. You have to guess.”

“It isn’t Muldoon?” Reynie asked, quickly moving the radio, which Tai had noticed and reached for.

“No!” said Tai, laughing again.

“Tell you what,” Reynie said. “I’ll make more guesses later. And I’ll let you touch the radio later, too, okay? Right now it’s important that we don’t touch it. Right now we’re expecting to hear from a friend—”

Tai gasped. “Is it Kate Wetherall? The Great Kate Weather Machine? Who always carries around a red bucket full of tools?”

Reynie raised an eyebrow. “Well… she used to, anyway. These days she’s more of a utility-belt-and-secret-pockets kind of weather machine.” A wistful expression crossed his face at this, like the shadow of a swiftly moving cloud. Reynie fixed the little boy with a curious gaze. “You seem to know an awful lot about us, Tai.”

“You saved the world!” Tai whispered excitedly, as if he’d been bursting to let Reynie in on this secret but knew he wasn’t supposed to.

“Oh, I wouldn’t say the whole world,” said Reynie with a skeptical look. “And I assume you’re talking not just about me, but—”

“All of you!” Tai whispered. “The four of you! And Mr. Benedict, and Rhonda, and Number Two, and Milligan…” Here the little boy frowned and consulted his fingers, counting off names in a whisper. He interrupted himself to scratch furiously at an itch on his arm, then began again.

“Hold that thought, Tai,” said Reynie, and raising his voice, he said, “Intercom. Sticky’s office.”

A beep sounded from a speaker on the wall near the door, and Tai whirled to look. The speaker hung at an imperfect angle, with plaster peeling away all around it, and was speckled with ancient paint. It would not appear to be a functioning speaker. Nonetheless, its green indicator light flickered to life, and after a brief initial crackling sound, a young man’s voice rang out.

“What’s the word?” said the voice, quite loudly and brusquely.

Tai gave a little jump. He glanced at Reynie, then gawked at the speaker again.

“No word yet,” Reynie replied. He cleared his throat. “But, say, George. Were you aware that a five-year-old boy named Tai Li has entered the house, evidently by himself, and is now standing here in my study with me?”

There was a pause. Another crackle. Then: “Huh.”

“Right?” said Reynie, as if they had just discussed the matter at length.

“The timing is not exactly what one would wish.”

“I’m guessing the timing has everything to do with it.”

Tai turned to Reynie with huge eyes. “Is that Sticky Washington?” he whispered. “Who’s read everything and knows everything and never forgets anything? But gets ner—”

“That’s him, all right,” Reynie interrupted. “Although lately he prefers his given name, George. And by the way, Tai, he can hear you even if you’re whispering.”

Reynie wouldn’t have thought the little boy’s eyes could get any wider, but wider they got, and two small hands flew up to cover his mouth. They were very dirty hands, too. Reynie supposed now wasn’t the moment to discuss hygiene.

“Hello, Tai,” said the voice through the speaker. “I look forward to meeting you.”

Tai made as if to clap his hands, then seemed to think better of it. He ran over to stand directly beneath the speaker. “Hi!” he shouted, gazing up at it. He stood on his tiptoes, trying to reach it with an outstretched finger.

Reynie leaped up from his desk. “Let’s not touch the speaker, either, okay, Tai? It might fall off. Let me find something you can touch, how about?”

The speaker crackled. “So, Reynie, would you say this matter needs immediate attention, or—?”

“No, I’ve got it. Just keeping you in the loop.”

“Roger that. Intercom off.”

“Intercom off,” echoed Reynie, and the green indicator light turned red.

“It turned red!” Tai declared. “So that means it’s off!”

“Right you are,” said Reynie, casting about for something to give the little boy.

Tai, seeing what he was up to, also looked around. The study in general was rather less cluttered and unruly than the desk, with less to offer his curious eye. Overstuffed bookshelves stood against every wall; an overstuffed chair stood in one corner; and behind the desk sat an antique chest covered with tidy stacks of papers, which Reynie now hastily began to clear away.

One particular stack of papers, however—a thick bunch of envelopes—seemed to catch in Reynie’s hands. Each envelope was addressed from one of the world’s most prestigious universities. Most were still sealed, but the few letters that Reynie had read said almost exactly the same thing: Delighted to inform you… would be among the youngest ever to attend this university in its long, illustrious history… naturally covering your tuition and room and board, along with a generous stipend for expenses… an extremely rare honor… if you will please reply as soon as…

The envelopes all bore postmarks from months ago. Reynie had yet to reply. He looked at the stack in his hands for a long moment, as he had done many times in recent weeks, before finally setting it aside.

Meanwhile, as this clearing away of papers seemed to be taking a minute, Tai turned and spotted, on the back of the door through which he had just entered, a large map of the greater Stonetown area. Concentrated in the center of the map, in the heart of Stonetown itself, were thirteen pushpins. Tai counted them out loud—twice to be sure.

Reynie, without looking, knew full well what Tai was counting, and as he felt beneath the lid of the locked chest for its two secret catches, he prepared himself for the inevitable question. Under normal circumstances, it would hardly seem wise to inform a young child that those pushpins represented thirteen of the most dangerous men in the world; that those men, just as the location of the pushpins suggested, were now gathered right here in Stonetown; and that Reynie’s sole purpose at present was to deal with them—which meant that the child, simply by being associated with Reynie, might be in great peril.

Tai’s presence in Reynie’s study was a clear indicator that these were decidedly not normal circumstances, however. Perhaps, given time, Reynie would sort out an appropriate answer. For now, he opted for distraction.

“… thirteen,” Tai said, finishing his recount and turning to ask the question.

“Do you know what a baker’s dozen is, Tai?” Reynie asked before the boy could open his mouth.

Tai knitted his brow, thinking. He scratched his chest and then, holding his palms out in a very adultlike fashion, announced, “Well, you know, a dozen is twelve. I know that.”

Reynie couldn’t help smiling. He tapped his nose and pointed at Tai. “That’s right. And if you add just one more, some people call that a baker’s dozen.”

Tai thought about this, making a great show of knitting his brow again. Then a look of understanding came into his eyes, and he laughed. “You told me that because I was counting the pins! Because there’s thirteen!”

“Right again!” Reynie declared. He did not explain that “the Baker’s Dozen” was the rather pleasant term that he and his friends used for some extremely unpleasant men, eleven of whom had just escaped from a supposedly escape-proof prison in Brig City. Nor did he explain that the breakout had been engineered by the remaining two men (who had never been captured in the first place) with the assistance of a mysterious figure whose identity was yet unknown.

Reynie said none of these troubling things. Instead he opened the antique chest and said, “Have you ever seen a kaleidoscope?”

By way of reply, Tai dashed toward Reynie, stumbled over evidently nothing at all, recovered his balance, and arrived at Reynie’s side with face alight and hands outstretched. “Can I hold it?” he said, bouncing up and down on his toes. “Can I look through it?”

“Be very careful,” Reynie said, placing the large kaleidoscope in the boy’s hands. “It’s heavier than you think.” He felt Tai’s small hands dutifully tighten their grip; only then did he let go.

Tai studied the kaleidoscope reverently before putting it to his eye (his other eye remained wide open) and directing it at Reynie’s midsection. “Wow,” he breathed. “This was on a submarine?”

Reynie blinked. “You’re thinking of a periscope. This is a kaleidoscope. It has colors! Try pointing it at the light.”

Without lowering the kaleidoscope, Tai turned his whole body around and craned his head upward. “Oh, that’s even better!”

“Isn’t it, though? Try closing your other eye.”

Tai tried ever so hard but couldn’t quite manage it. “I’m still learning to wink,” he said, half squinting in a way that gave him an air of great seriousness. He kept staring through the kaleidoscope, moving it slightly back and forth, and uttering quiet expressions of delight.

Reynie felt an urge to tousle the little boy’s hair. He resisted, however, because of the tangles, and was instead about to pat Tai on the shoulder when the radio on his desk gave an extremely loud squawk. So sudden and so loud was the noise, in fact, that Tai dropped the kaleidoscope. Or rather, he did not drop the kaleidoscope so much as fling it up and away from him, and only by diving forward with hands outstretched and landing painfully on his belly did Reynie manage to catch it. For a moment he remained in that position, emitting an involuntary moan of both pain and relief.

“Hooray!” Tai cheered. “You caught it!” He tumbled down onto the floor next to Reynie and lay with his face a few inches away. “I’m sorry I dropped it, though,” he whispered, and again Reynie noticed how the little boy’s dark eyes shone. He also noticed how badly Tai needed to brush his teeth.

“That’s okay,” Reynie whispered back. “I know you were trying to be careful.”

The radio squawked again. Reynie hauled himself to his feet. Tai followed suit, and together the two of them stood looking at the radio. “Sometimes it takes a second or two,” Reynie whispered. He opened a drawer in his desk, took a peppermint from a tin, and handed it to Tai. “Don’t run or jump while you have that in your mouth, okay?”

Tai nodded happily, slipped the peppermint into his mouth, and went back to staring at the radio, which rewarded him with yet another squawk. This one was followed by the sound of a young woman’s voice.

“Secret password!” said the young woman. “Are you there?”

Reynie adjusted a knob on the radio, pressed a button, and replied, “Roger that.” To Tai he explained: “‘Secret password’ is our secret password. It’s just a joke.”

Tai giggled.

“Confirming all clear?” came the young woman’s voice.

“Copy that. Confirming now.” Reynie released the button and hailed Sticky’s office on the intercom. “We have her!” he called. “How’s the frequency?”

“Checking,” came the reply. And then: “All clear!”

“All clear,” Reynie said into the radio.

“Well, great!” said the young woman. “What’s the word?”

“Both major airports and all private airports compromised. Still awaiting word from Grand Central.”

“I got the word from Grand Central myself. Also compromised.”

“No, no, no,” Reynie muttered. Then, remembering Tai, who was following everything with riveted attention, he glanced down and explained, “I’m just a bit frustrated, Tai. Everything’s going to be fine.”

“Oh, good!” Tai said brightly. He made a loud sucking sound on the peppermint, which seemed to fill his whole mouth.

After a long pause, during which Reynie made various private calculations, the radio squawked again, and the young woman’s voice returned. This time she sounded as if she was shouting in a windstorm. “Stand by for ETA!”

“That means ‘estimated time of arrival,’” Reynie said to Tai, who nodded agreeably, though without evident signs of comprehension. “We’re not exactly sure where she is right now,” Reynie went on, “but my guess is that by tonight or tomorrow morning—wait. Why did it sound so windy?”

“I wondered that, too!” Tai said.

“Oh boy,” Reynie whispered, just as the radio sounded again.

“ETA three minutes,” shouted the young woman. “Give or take thirty seconds. Going silent now. Will update you shortly.” The radio went quiet.

“Did you get all that, George?” Reynie said, as if into the air.

“I got it. Do you think it means what I think it means?”

“I don’t think it can mean anything else, do you?”

A long sigh issued from the intercom speaker. “At least we won’t have to wait long to see how this turns out.”

Tai tapped Reynie on the elbow. “Why don’t you just ask her what it means?”

“Good question,” Reynie said. “Did you hear her say she was ‘going silent’? That means I couldn’t get through to her even if I tried. We just have to—”

The radio squawked. “Hi again!” shouted the young woman. She rattled off a string of data. “ETA two minutes. Meet me on the roof?”

“Roger that,” Reynie replied, shaking his head.

“What were those numbers and things?” Tai asked.

“Coordinates and altitude,” came the voice from the intercom, followed by another sigh.

“Here,” Reynie said, removing the kaleidoscope lens and ushering Tai to the window. “See? It’s actually a spyglass—probably the best in the world.” He handed the instrument to the astonished boy and showed him where to aim it.

“She’s coming from the sky?” Tai exclaimed.

“Evidently,” Reynie murmured. He put a hand on Tai’s shoulder. “And that, my friend, pretty well sums up what you need to know about Kate Wetherall.”

Reynie returned to his desk, amused to hear the little boy repeating him in a whisper (“pretty well sums up…”) but also troubled by something he had yet to lay a mental finger on. He began flipping rapidly through various piles of paper and folders on his desk. What was he forgetting, he wondered, and why did it matter?

“Is she going to land way over there?” asked Tai, for Reynie had directed his aim to the northeast.

The intercom speaker, with a crackle, explained that a projectile possesses both vertical and horizontal velocities, to which Tai responded by asking if those were real words.

“She’ll be coming in at an angle,” Reynie muttered. “And quite fast.”

Tai, meanwhile, had lowered the spyglass, which had grown heavy. When his thin arms had recovered, he raised it again and gasped. Far away, against the backdrop of blue sky, he could see a figure falling.

“I see her!” he squealed, and started jumping up and down.

“Good job,” Reynie said distractedly. He glanced over his shoulder. “Hey, what did I say about jumping? Also, please be careful with that spyglass—it’s actually Kate’s.”

Tai had already stopped jumping, anyway, in order to hold the spyglass steady. The distant figure was now coming into focus: a young woman in a black flight suit, plummeting at a steep angle, arms tight against her sides. Yellow hair streamed like flames from the back of her visored helmet, which was fire-engine red.

“There’s a dot following her,” Tai said. “Oh! It’s a bird! There’s a bird following her! It’s diving just like she is!”

“Stooping,” said the intercom speaker.

“Stooping?”

“That bird is her peregrine falcon, Madge. When falcons dive like that, it’s called stooping. ETA one minute, Reynie. Shall we head up there or not? I’m thinking it might be better not to watch.”

Reynie snapped to attention, realizing what had made him uneasy. “Stick—I mean, George!” he cried, fanning the pages of a bulky day planner. He found the page he wanted and jabbed his finger on an entry that read “Experiment 37-B: Effects of Decreasing Atmospheric Pressure, etc.”

“What is it?” the intercom speaker asked. “More trouble?”

“Well, on the night of the evacuation, you were scheduled to run your chemical experiments on the rooftop patio, but then everything went haywire. I don’t suppose you cleared—”

The answer to his unfinished question was the banging open of a distant door, followed by footsteps charging down a hallway.

Reynie flew to the window. An elderly neighbor had emerged to work in her flower bed, and a mail carrier was whistling down the sidewalk, depositing letters in mailboxes. The street was out of the question. It would have been a risky option, anyway.

He jumped back to the radio. “Hey, can you slow down at all?”

“Copy that,” came the reply. “Only a little, though.”

“She was doing this,” said Tai from his place at the window. He clapped his hands to his sides, narrowly avoiding striking the spyglass on the windowsill. “But now she’s doing this!” He threw out his arms and legs as if to do jumping jacks.

Reynie was already hurrying from the study. “That’s great! Please be careful! I have to go to the roof now!”

“Wait for me!” Tai exclaimed, racing after him.

Reynie ran pell-mell down the hallway, turning the corner just in time to see a large square section of the floor settling into place. He ran over to stand on it. “Sticky’s already up there,” he said as Tai caught up. “Hang on—this is a shortcut.” He stomped the floor four times, then grabbed Tai by the shoulders to steady him.

A trapdoor in the ceiling fell open, and suddenly, with a terrific rattling sound, they were racing upward. Tai, thrilled, shouted something Reynie couldn’t make out. They passed through the trapdoor and kept going, up and up, through a gloomy attic filled with seemingly infinite contraptions and oddments scattered in all directions, through yet another trapdoor in the attic ceiling, and at last into fresh air.

“We’re on the roof!” Tai exclaimed.

“Yep!” Reynie cried, leaping to an open instrument panel nearby. He threw a lever to secure the platform, then spun to face Tai. “Promise me you’ll stay right there!”

Tai looked utterly amazed to be asked. “I promise!” he said in a reverent tone, and clutched the spyglass to his chest.

The rooftop patio, a flat expanse situated between two of the house’s gables, was about half the size of a tennis court. Kate would have had little room for error under even the best of circumstances—and these were hardly those. Wind gusted fiercely from what seemed like every direction, sending scraps of paper dancing in the air like a wild mob of butterflies. Even worse, Reynie realized, those scraps were labels that had come loose from innumerable stoppered beakers arrayed on folding tables all across the patio. Every single one of those beakers, he knew, contained a different substance or mixture of substances, some of them quite dangerous.

Reynie glanced at the sky to the northeast. His eyes detected what might have been a tiny insect hovering a few inches above him, but he knew it was actually a far-off Kate. She hadn’t even pulled her parachute yet. He glanced at Tai to make sure he was staying put. Yes, the boy was rooted to his spot, safely out of Kate’s line of approach, and staring past Reynie with an expression of excited fascination.

That expression was more than warranted, Reynie knew, for moving frantically among the tables, snatching up beakers and placing them into a wicker basket, was George “Sticky” Washington. The young man looked exactly as the young boy watching had expected him to look: naturally slender and muscular (this was easy to determine, as Sticky wore a tank top, shorts, and flip-flops), with light brown skin and a well-shaped, perfectly bald head. Tai had also expected Sticky to be wearing unusually stylish new spectacles, and sure enough he was. So stylish were the spectacles, in fact, and so well did they suit the young man’s features that under different circumstances Tai would have thought him an altogether dashing figure. Under the current circumstances, however, Sticky looked slightly ridiculous: His face was awash in panic and self-reproach, his feet shuffled awkwardly in their flimsy sandals, and his basket was beginning to overflow with beakers—as if he were an overgrown, desperate child on some bizarre variety of Easter egg hunt.

“There’s no time to clear all of them!” Sticky shouted as he worked. “I’m just getting the lethal ones!”

“The lethal ones?” echoed Reynie. (He’d been thinking “dangerous,” which seemed more than sufficient.) He glanced at the beakers on the nearest table; only a few still had their labels. Two days of rain and now this wind had done their damage. “What can I do?”

“I set it all up like a chessboard!” Sticky yelled, shoving a stopper into a beaker. “Eight tables, eight beakers per table—”

“Got it!” Reynie cried, seeing the pattern. Each table represented a row on the chessboard, each beaker a space. “So, which ones?”

Without looking up from his work, Sticky shouted chess notation instructions: “A2, D4, and C5! I’ve got the rest!”

“A2, D4, and C5!” Reynie repeated, already hustling to grab A2, a stoppered beaker in the first spot on the second row. It contained a liquid of an alarming vermilion color, which Reynie tried not to think about as he scrambled around to the fourth table. D4 contained a colorless liquid that looked like water but moved like sludge when Reynie picked up the beaker. He shuddered. Fortunately, this one was stoppered, too. He ducked under the table and came up next to C5, an open beaker full of what looked to be harmless black pebbles. “Uh, should there be a stopper for C5?”

“Oh, yes! Believe me, you don’t want those to spill! Use the one from C6! It’s fine!” Sticky shuffled past with his precariously full basket. “This is all of them!” he panted, his eyes swiveling skyward. He gave a yelp and doubled his pace. “Reynie! Here she is!”

Reynie, still shoving the stopper into the last beaker, didn’t even have time to look up before he heard Kate’s voice from shockingly close by.

“Get down, boys, I’m coming in hot!”

Reynie, clutching the beakers, dropped onto his back.

In the next instant his vision was filled with Kate Wetherall, a parachute, a glimpse of sky, a falcon with wings widespread—and then the rooftop seemed to explode. Kate’s boots, having cleared the first four tables, caught the fifth and sixth in quick succession. Two rows of beakers shattered in a fraction of a second; the air was suddenly filled with glass, powder, liquid, and Kate—and still she continued, crashing through the seventh and eighth tables, her parachute, dragging behind her, gathering wreckage. And still she crashed, right across the end of the rooftop patio, through the low railing, and out of sight. Her parachute, full of debris, dragged after her to the broken railing, where it caught and held.

Reynie sat up. He glanced at Sticky, who was crouching with the basket in his arms and his jaw hanging slack, and then at Tai, whose eyes seemed too huge for his head. Reynie peered back across the rooftop patio. A purplish haze, not exactly smoke, shifted this way and that in the contradictory breezes. For a moment, the three of them stared at the parachute in shocked silence.

And then they found themselves staring at two gloved hands, which had appeared from beyond the patio edge, clutching at the parachute silk. The hands were followed by a fire-engine-red helmet, and finally a figure in a black flight suit. Boots crunched on broken glass, gloved hands went up to remove the visored helmet, and there stood Kate Wetherall, grinning.

“Hi, boys,” she said, brushing glass and splinters from her broad shoulders. She gestured at Tai. “Who’s this little guy?”

Reynie and Sticky, neither recovered enough to speak yet, exchanged a look.

Tai, on the other hand, was bouncing up and down. “I’m Tai!” he squeaked excitedly. “Reynie let me hold your spyglass!”

“I see that,” said Kate, leveling an accusing look at Reynie before bursting into a laugh and striding forward to greet him.

Reynie, who had long ago learned that Kate’s greetings could be painfully enthusiastic, was quick to show her the beakers. “We’re holding dangerous chemicals, Kate!” he said, climbing unsteadily to his feet.

“Why would you be doing that?” Kate asked, laughing again. “You boys need to be more careful!” She gave him a peck on the cheek, then swooped over to Sticky (who flinched) to do the same.

At the sight of Tai raising his own cheek expectantly, Kate put on a dubious look. “Let’s get you a bath first, mister. Have you seen your face?”

With a worried expression, Tai shook his head.

Kate pretended to be shocked. “What? Never? You’ve never seen your own face?”

At this Tai giggled, and with a quick “Fine, one kiss for the dust bunny,” Kate swooped in on him, too.

After Reynie and Sticky had very carefully put down their burdens, the three friends stood regarding one another. Despite having grown at different rates, they had all arrived—perhaps only temporarily, but still much to their amusement—at precisely the same height. Thus, Reynie’s and Sticky’s brown eyes were at the same level as Kate’s familiar ocean blues, but that was not the reason they communicated so much, and so easily, without speaking. The three of them had been through more together as children than most people experience in a lifetime, and they had been best friends for years. So it was that everything they had been through, not just over the years but also in the last few days, everything that remained to be done, everything still at risk—these things and more passed among them without a word.

“Boy, am I hungry,” Kate said, breaking the silence. She reached up to retie her ponytail; a sprinkle of debris fell from her hair and was carried off by the wind. “Are we under imminent attack, or is there time for a sandwich?”

“We don’t think they’re making a move today,” Reynie said. “They’re holed up in different parts of the city, awaiting some sort of message—most likely instructions from Mr. Curtain, though we don’t know how they’re going to manage that. It’s not like he’ll be granted permission to make a quick phone call to his former henchmen.”

“I should say not. And Mr. Benedict?”

“He’s safe at the moment as long as he stays put.”

“Super,” said Kate. “How about we have some lunch and catch up, then? I especially want to know how you”—this she said to Tai, who stood in the middle of their little circle, gazing up at their faces—“came to be here.”

“I want to know the same thing,” said Sticky. “By the way, Tai, it’s nice to meet you in person. I’m… um, George,” he said with some hesitation (for, like his friends, Sticky still thought of himself as Sticky, despite his recent declaration to the contrary). He extended his hand, and Tai, beaming, shook it so energetically with his free hand that his other one almost dropped the spyglass.

“How did you come to be here, anyway?” Kate pressed Tai, kneeling to be on eye level with him (and reaching, ever so subtly, to take hold of the spyglass).

Tai shrugged and scratched his chest. “She told me how. She told me all about you, and she gave me directions, and she kept me company the whole time!” Lowering his voice secretively, he added, “Even though I couldn’t see her!”

Kate raised an eyebrow. “Even though…”

“Oh boy,” Sticky muttered.

“I wondered,” said Reynie, nodding. “I mean, I figured.”

“That’s right!” called a strident voice from behind them. “I told him. I brought him here. If not for me, he’d be in hot water right now. But I guess you’re all having your happy reunion on the roof without me? You don’t even send the platform back down—you make me take the stairs?”

By this point everyone had turned toward the stairwell doorway, in the frame of which stood—with arms crossed and eyes flashing—a very angry-looking girl.

“Hi, Constance,” sighed Kate.

And just like that, the Society was reconvened.
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As many things seemed to do, the appearance of Constance Contraire—prodigious telepath, reluctant genius, accomplished composer of rude poetry—drew a gasp from Tai Li. In this case, the little boy was surprised by the way she looked. Over the last two days, as she had mentally guided him on his journey to Stonetown, Constance had kept him entertained by recounting the adventures of the Society. But in those tales, she had been very young—even younger than he was himself—and although he knew that years had passed since the dark days of the Society’s first mission, Tai’s only mental image of Constance was of the girl she’d portrayed herself to be back then: small, blond-haired, blue-eyed, and rather on the round side. Thus, the girl who appeared in the stairwell doorway looked nothing like the girl he’d been imagining. Tai had no doubt it was Constance, however—her crankiness was unmistakable—and he flew to her with an excited squeak.

“Good grief, you’re filthy,” Constance muttered as he flung his arms around her, but nonetheless she gave him a good long squeeze.

The current version of Constance was, to Tai, a fascinating hodgepodge of features: the bright blue eyes of her earlier years had changed, as young children’s blue eyes often do, and were now an indeterminate mixture of blue, green, and gray. Likewise had her wispy blond hair darkened into a light shade of brown, another common change, but in Constance’s case she had promptly begun to dye it extremely uncommon colors—it was currently a shoulder-length mop of scarlet. She was much taller than Tai, though much shorter than her friends, and much to his delight she was wearing a very baggy green plaid suit, which was quite familiar to him from her stories.

“You’re wearing one of Mr. Benedict’s old suits!” he exclaimed, running around her to admire the outfit from all sides. “The kind you said he used to wear to keep him calm!”

“Yes, well,” Constance said, holding out her hand to stop his circling, which was making her dizzy. “I’ve been in serious need of some calming lately. Number Two altered the size for me—as much as possible, anyway.”

Tai could picture Number Two, that brusque young woman with her yellowish complexion, her affinity for yellow clothing, and her eraser-red hair. And he knew that, like Constance, Number Two was one of Mr. Benedict’s adopted daughters and that, like everyone else who’d been drawn into Mr. Benedict’s circle, she was uniquely talented. But he hadn’t realized that she knew how to use a sewing machine, and upon discovering this now, he gasped.

Constance rolled her eyes. “Really?”

“Is it working?” asked Tai, evidently immune to sarcasm. “Is the suit keeping you calm?”

“Don’t I seem calm to you?”

Tai frowned. “Maybe you should get a hat, too.”

“Maybe I should.”

During this exchange, the three older members of the Society were trading glances and shaking their heads. It seemed as though everything in the world were happening at once.

“I don’t see how we’re ever going to get caught up,” Kate said. “Stick—sorry, George. Do we need to take care of this mess right now? Will the chemicals eat through the roof or anything?”

“It can wait,” Sticky said. “Reynie and I should just secure the dangerous ones. The rest… Okay, why are you looking at me like that, Kate?”

Kate put on an innocent expression. “Like what? Oh, sorry, it’s just that—I know I haven’t been away that long, but I’d already forgotten about your new spectacles. You look so stylish! To be honest, it’s kind of distracting.”

“Oh, please,” Sticky said, grimacing. “Can we please not do this again?” He gave Reynie a warning look, but it did no good.

“She’s right,” said Reynie with a serious air. He tilted his head to one side, then to the other. “They’re so perfect on you. Something about the symmetry, I think. It’s like you’re a magazine advertisement.”

“I can’t help it!” Sticky said, feeling, as usual, a flustering combination of embarrassment and pleasure. Ever since he’d reverted to his bald, bespectacled look (abandoning the contact lenses and varying hairstyles of recent years), his friends had been unable to resist teasing him for being suddenly, noticeably handsome. Even now, they were sneaking amused glances at each other—or pretending to sneak glances, at any rate, for Sticky’s benefit, and after a moment he said, “You know I can see you doing that.”

In the next moment the three of them were laughing. Even before the crisis of the last couple of days, there had been significant tension and no small degree of sadness among the three friends, the result of developing plans—Reynie’s, Sticky’s, and Kate’s alike—that had put a strain on their long-established, easy way with one another. This shared laughter came as a great relief to all of them. For the moment, it almost felt as if nothing had changed.

“Is this not an emergency?” Constance snapped from the stairwell, and their laughter fell away. “Do we even have a plan?”

“Of course we do!” Kate replied cheerfully. “We’re going to find a way to stop the Baker’s Dozen from breaking out Mr. Curtain!”

“Without, you know, getting hurt by them in the process,” Sticky put in.

“Definitely,” said Reynie. “That’s definitely an important part of the plan.”

Constance stared. “And that’s it?”

“Well, we need to sort out the details,” Kate admitted, “which we can do over lunch!”

It was decided that Kate would hustle down to the kitchen while Sticky and Reynie carried the chemicals to the basement lab (or the “Blab,” as Kate insisted on calling it, though the term had yet to catch on). Constance, grudgingly accepting a forehead kiss from Kate, also grudgingly agreed to help Tai wash his hands.

“After we eat,” Kate informed Tai, “you’ll be taking a bath. Maybe two baths.”

“Okay!” Tai cried, as if nothing sounded more wonderful than two baths. He pointed at Kate’s parachute, snagged on the broken railing and fluttering in the breeze. “But don’t you need to put your thing away?”

“I’ll do that after lunch, too,” Kate said with a wink. “Maybe we’ll all clean up while you’re cleaning up.”

Tai giggled, then grew serious again. “But what if someone sees it?”

With a raised eyebrow, Kate looked at Constance.

“He knows we’re keeping a low profile,” Constance said.

“It’s supposed to just look like Captain Plugg is staying here,” Tai said. “That’s what Constance told me.”

Kate plucked at his chin. “That’s right. You’re very smart to be so careful. Don’t worry; nobody can see up here to this patio. We made sure of that long ago.”

“Great,” said Tai, beaming from the compliment. “Can we go down the same way I came up? That was fun!”

“For you,” Constance grumbled.

“You two go ahead,” said Kate, gesturing at the platform, where Sticky and Reynie were now waiting with their beakers. “I’ll take the stairs.”

Approximately two seconds later, already on the third floor, Kate could hear the rattling of the platform machinery kicking into gear. With a quick window peek to verify that her falcon, Madge, had settled onto a favorite branch in the elm tree, Kate slid down the stairway banister (polished smooth from countless previous slides) and landed at a run. Above her the platform was just settling into place, and as she disappeared down the long hallway, Kate heard Tai asking if they could do it again.

The dining room, situated on the second floor of Mr. Benedict’s house, had never been tidy. Like all the other rooms in the house, its walls were lined with cluttered bookshelves, and in order to sit at the long table, or in any other available chair, one usually had to move a newspaper or book. Yet the room’s present state of disarray was such that Kate, on her way into the kitchen, felt compelled to stop and take it all in. The magnitude of the mess was remarkable, for sure, but what froze Kate in her tracks, and caught at her heart, was the nature of the mess: the multitude of dirty dishes on the table, the forgotten reading glasses on an open newspaper, the abandoned needlework in the corner easy chair—all signs of a happy, busy day, suddenly and alarmingly interrupted.

Given what she’d been told and what she saw before her now, Kate’s mind had no trouble conjuring the scene. Most of their community of family and friends would have been in this room when news of the breakout reached them, for though Sticky and his parents lived in the house across the street, and the Perumal family (Reynie and his mother and grandmother) had their own quarters downstairs, as a general practice everyone converged here to take their midday meal together. Moocho Brazos, the former circus strongman and much-admired cook, always prepared something delicious (he had rooms in the basement, as did Kate and her father, Milligan), and the wonderful aromas emanating from the kitchen signaled the approach of hubbub and laughter as surely as any clock could. So it had been for years now.

And yet change had been in the air lately, as unmistakable as the scent of Moocho’s baked apple pies, though not as sweet. “Bittersweet” was the word for it. Reynie had joked some time ago that perhaps they should acquire a taste for the bittersweet. But it was not a taste easily acquired. When Rhonda Kazembe had moved out, for instance, everyone was happy for her: She’d married a charming physicist and seemed delighted about the development. The couple were moving to a different city, where they both had excellent job opportunities at laboratories; they had plans to start a family. It was all good news, and Rhonda remained in close touch. Nonetheless, her departure had prompted many a tear, and her absence was still felt.

And that had been just the beginning. There was much more in the works. It wasn’t long after Rhonda’s departure that Reynie had begun to receive those extraordinary university invitations, and then, even as they were all trying to make sense of this new development, Sticky had been offered something even more remarkable: a chance to direct—not just work at, but run—the most important chemistry lab in the country. The position would be open in the fall. If Sticky took it, he would be, not surprisingly, the youngest person ever to have held it. He would make history.

Kate’s own aspiration, meanwhile, was by its nature not the sort of thing to make headlines. Her success could never be measured by fame, for her plan was to become—like her father before her—a secret agent. Not just any secret agent, either, but a top special agent in Milligan’s own agency. She was already well on her way.

All these new possibilities, so pleasing to contemplate on their own, had sent everyone’s minds spinning, for every possibility came at a cost. Even a single departure spelled the end of the Society as they had known it, and each of its members felt a kind of horror at the prospect of being the first to open the door—the one responsible for ending what they had.

But all consideration of what might be coming next had been rudely interrupted two days earlier, when bad news arrived in this very room. The impossible had happened. The infamous villains known as the Ten Men (so called for their reputation of having ten ways to hurt you) had been broken out of the Citadel in Brig City. Kate and Milligan, who had been away on an intelligence-gathering mission, got the word first: Thirteen Ten Men, current whereabouts unknown, but certainly headed for Stonetown.

“That’s a bad baker’s dozen,” Kate had muttered grimly, and thus was the moniker born.

She’d known at once who was behind the breakout. The fact that several top agents in the Stonetown area had been ambushed in recent months, sending every one of them to a high-security hospital, was the reason she and Milligan had gone to do their sleuthing in the first place. Those ambushes had been executed by the last two uncaptured Ten Men, the notoriously elusive Katz brothers. (The brothers’ gift for always smelling a trap, and always avoiding it, had led to their being nicknamed—by Kate, of course—the Scaredy Katz.) It was the Scaredy Katz, naturally, who had just freed the other Ten Men.

But how? The brothers had never engaged in risky confrontations before. Instead they’d been known to be secretively looking for someone—they had been at it for years—but exactly whom had remained a mystery.

After the ambushes started, that mystery was what Kate and Milligan had gone to investigate. They had just hit upon a kind of answer, too, when they learned of the Scaredy Katz’s mystifyingly successful breakout operation at the Citadel. The agent reporting to Milligan could relay only a single, tantalizing clue: Some guards swore they had counted fourteen figures fleeing the site. Fourteen, not thirteen. (The rest of the guards had all been unconscious and could not confirm.)

“Regardless,” Kate had said to Milligan, “if they’re headed to Stonetown, we know what they’re planning to do.”

“I’d have to agree with you there, Katie-Cat,” her father had replied. They hadn’t even needed to say it out loud.

The Ten Men’s plan, no doubt, would be to infiltrate Stonetown’s brand-new, maximum-security facility and break out its only current prisoner: the most dangerous genius in history, their former employer, Ledroptha Curtain. With Mr. Curtain free again, the threat of the Baker’s Dozen would be magnified exponentially. Their unique talent for violence paired with his terrible brilliance had once almost changed the world.

Almost. That word pertained only thanks to the Society, and therefore the Baker’s Dozen probably also had revenge in mind. They were Ten Men, after all. They wouldn’t have taken kindly to the role Mr. Benedict and his associates played in their capture.

What troubled Kate and Milligan most, however, was that the Ten Men knew about Constance. A telepath—especially one who hated them—might well endanger their future schemes. The Baker’s Dozen would surely make it a priority to eliminate any such threat.

Milligan had radioed Mr. Benedict’s house.

“It’s happened,” he’d said to Number Two. “Less than an hour ago. Waste no time.”

And just like that, the meal was over. Life as they had known it was over, and whether it would ever be the same again—or even close—would depend on what happened next.

Kate took one last look around at the mess, at the evidence of the life they’d been living. Then she moved on to the kitchen. It was not at all her style to leave dirty dishes on the table. But these she would leave just a little bit longer.
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A few minutes later, on Kate’s suggestion, the Society members and young Tai Li carried their sandwiches down the hall to the sitting room, where the untidiness was more typical and therefore less depressing. On the contrary, the familiarity of the room was a comfort. The piano in the corner, the grandfather clock, and the giant globe, now long outdated, sat exactly where they had on the first day the Society members set foot inside this room, the very same day they had met one another. The books on the crowded bookshelves were the same books; the same paintings hung on the walls. One painting was of an observatory, the other of a boy on a bluff. Both featured starry skies—and both, Mr. Benedict had told them, were the work of a childhood friend. The sitting room was a kind of history itself, a history of new friendships and lasting ones alike.

Tai Li admired everything, exclaiming at the piano, spinning the globe, pointing up at the paintings, which fortunately were out of reach of his fingers. “I can see the Big Dipper in that one!” he declared. “It’s the consultation in the sky above the boy!”

“Well, it’s Orion,” Sticky corrected gently, “but you’re right that it’s a constellation, whereas the Big Dipper, strictly speaking, is what we call an asterism, which—”

“I can see Orion!” Tai cried, looking over his shoulder at Constance for approval.

“Nice work,” Constance mumbled wearily as she settled onto the rug.

The others joined her. They were all hungry, and for a minute or so there was scant talking and a great deal of chewing. The sandwiches were variously loaded with vegetables, cheeses, lunch meats, and condiments—each according to the taste of the person for whom Kate had assembled it (for Tai she’d taken a successful gamble on peanut butter and jelly)—and after noting the others’ differing compliments and expressions of thanks, Tai realized that something extraordinary seemed to have occurred in the time it had taken him to wash his hands.

“Kake,” he said (meaning to say “Kate,” but with a mouthful of peanut butter), “were these sankwiches already make?”

“No, and thank goodness,” Kate replied. “The kitchen was a nightmare. I wouldn’t have eaten anything prepared in there, not until I’d gotten the place cleaned up first.” (At this Tai’s eyes grew huge, and he swiveled them around to see if anyone else was astonished that Kate had done so much so quickly. No one seemed to be.)

“How in the world did it get that bad?” Kate pressed, likewise looking around at the others. “I know things have been crazy since the evacuation, but that doesn’t account for what I just saw in there. Do you realize there was a spoon stuck to the outside of the refrigerator? The outside!”

Reynie and Sticky glanced at Constance, then glanced away again and shrugged. Now was not the time to engage in a blame battle. The truth was they hadn’t even seen Constance the last two days—she’d been holed up in her room, and they’d been too busy dealing with the present crisis to try and draw her out. The mounting mess in the kitchen, evidence of her nighttime raids, had actually been a source of reassurance. Yes, it was annoying to find globs of jelly in the silverware drawer, empty ice-cream cartons in the cupboard, and the floor so mysteriously sticky it almost pulled one’s shoes off. But at least they knew Constance was alive and eating.

“Never mind,” said Kate, who could guess the answer easily enough. “Let’s get up to speed. I have things to tell you, but I want to hear more about how it all went down here when the news hit. And of course we need to hear about this.” Kate waved her sandwich in the direction of Constance and Tai, who were sitting next to each other on the floor. (They were all on the floor, in fact, for it was the Society’s long-established custom to begin serious discussions at ground level, and seated in a circle.)

“Let the boys go first,” Constance said. “I want to finish eating.…” She seemed to be about to say something else, then checked herself and shot a warning look at Tai, who nonetheless burst into a grin.

“You were going to say a rhyme!” he exclaimed. “Something to do with liverwurst! Is that what’s on your sandwich? And—oh!” Tai looked at Sticky and Reynie and clapped a hand over his mouth. “I’d better not say the last part.”

“Oh no,” Sticky said. “The insulting poems are back?”

Constance shrugged. “He thinks they’re funny.”

The apparent return of Constance’s rude versifying, a habit she seemed to have broken long ago, was dispiriting to the others. But in silent accord they let the matter drop, for Constance too often took protests as encouragement.

“I know you were in the middle of lunch when Milligan radioed,” said Kate, getting the conversation back on track. “Tell me what happened.”

“It was such an odd moment,” said Sticky. “There were three different conversations going on, as usual. Then Number Two charged in with the news. She said, ‘It’s evacuation plan A!’—and every single person in the room looked at the clock.”

“Mr. Benedict had different emergency plans for packing up and leaving,” Reynie explained to Tai, “depending on how much time we had.”

“Oh!” Tai said, nodding. He took a bite of his sandwich.

“Number Two saved most of the details about the breakout until we were all ready to go,” Sticky went on. “And honestly, I never would have guessed that could happen so quickly and so calmly. My parents, the Perumals, Moocho—no one hesitated. Everyone put down what was in their hands. Then for about twenty seconds everyone went around hugging everybody else, and then we all hurried to our rooms to pack.”

Kate was shaking her head. “I wish I could have seen it. So strange! After all these peaceful years, and then—” She snapped her fingers. “Everybody out. Actually, I guess I’m glad I wasn’t here. I suppose there was a fair amount of crying.”

“There were a few tears,” Reynie said. “Quiet tears, though. Nobody broke down.”

Sticky opened his mouth to interject something, thought better of it, and disguised his original intention by cramming the last of his sandwich into his mouth. He chewed with impressive focus, resisting the urge to glance at Constance—who technically, perhaps, had not broken down, but who certainly had broken things.

(Reynie, too, avoided mention of Constance’s tantrums. Discussing the evacuation without upsetting Constance all over again was going to be tricky enough, for she had grown quite furious with Reynie and Sticky that day, and was very likely furious with them still. It seemed only wise to proceed with special caution as they continued their account.)

Trunks and suitcases had been packed and loaded into taxicabs. A stream of farewells were made to Captain Plugg, who promised to do her utmost to safeguard their homes. (It was understood that if any Ten Men entered the picture, however, the guard’s orders were to prioritize her own safety.) Curious neighbors waved as the caravan of taxicabs drove away down the street. Mr. Benedict’s strange little community was well liked throughout the neighborhood, but not at all understood. It was widely assumed that this mass departure by taxicab simply signaled the beginning of some kind of weird vacation.

The taxis, driven by Milligan’s most trusted sentries, had proceeded directly to Stonetown Harbor, where the evacuees expected to wait for the arrival of the MV Shortcut II—the world’s fastest cargo ship, piloted by old friends Captain Noland and his energetic first mate, Joe “Cannonball” Shooter. As it happened, though, there was no waiting to be done: Against all probability, the ship had already arrived, and in a great whirl of activity, crew members were dispatched, dockworkers were employed, and the families and all their luggage were aboard in a matter of minutes. Everyone, that is, except Mr. Benedict, who instead of joining the others was heading straight to the high-security facility where Mr. Curtain was imprisoned.

(It was this fact, announced before the caravan’s departure, that had been the reason for Constance’s tantrums.)

“You’re sure it’s the best thing, Nicholas?” Captain Noland had asked as the two lifelong friends—the brisk, trim, gray-haired ship captain and the disheveled, gentle, white-haired genius—shook hands on the dock. “There’s no one else who can implement these emergency security measures?”

“I’m afraid not, Phil,” Mr. Benedict replied. “Don’t worry, though. I’ll be as safe in that facility as anywhere in the world. Until this unfortunate situation is resolved, I’ll remain there and keep my brother company.”

“I sometimes forget Curtain is your twin,” said Captain Noland, shaking his head. “It’s hard to imagine anyone more different from you. I do earnestly hope you succeed in keeping him locked up. In the meantime, I promise to keep your people safe and comfortable.”

“You have my word, too, Mr. Benedict!” cried Cannonball Shooter, striding up to join them. “I’ve laid in the best possible provisions, and plenty of them. We’re all completely up to speed on communication protocol. There’s not a Ten Man alive who could find us in the middle of that big, beautiful ocean! And even if they did, they couldn’t catch us, ha ha!”

“I have no doubt, Joe,” said Mr. Benedict, warmly shaking his hand. “I’m indebted to you both.”

“Oh, Nicholas, as for that,” said Captain Noland, “you know very well that the debt runs in the opposite direction.”

It was at this point, as Mr. Benedict took his leave, and Constance, Reynie, and Sticky looked down from the ship’s deck, that Constance had said in a tight, desperate voice, “Captain Noland is afraid he’ll never see Nicholas again!”

The young men understood at once that Constance, intentionally or not, had read Captain Noland’s thoughts. This would have been clear enough even if she hadn’t referred to Mr. Benedict as “Nicholas” instead of “Dad,” which was what she’d called him since the day of her adoption. After years of training to avoid accidentally reading others’ minds, Constance still couldn’t help it sometimes. Her friends and family members had likewise learned how to keep their most private thoughts better guarded when Constance was in the room. But at a time like this, an untrained mind in high emotion would always pull at Constance’s mental attention like a powerful magnet.

“He may be afraid of that,” Sticky had said quickly, putting a hand on Constance’s shoulder, “but that doesn’t make it true, right? You know that. It’s going to be okay.”

Reynie, for his part, had felt his own mental gears suddenly cranking at high velocity. Because of those years of training, it had been quite a while since he’d witnessed Constance reading another person’s mind. Now that he had, he felt some kind of answer emerging, but what was the question?

As Mr. Benedict waved goodbye to them, and Sticky did his best to comfort Constance, Reynie concentrated. He needed to figure something out, and he needed to do it right away, he could tell. Yet there was so much commotion as Cannonball whisked Mr. Benedict away on a motorized cart, and dockworkers and crew members swarmed the gangway, and Captain Noland shouted his announcement that they would be launching as soon as the ship had finished refueling, that Reynie had felt the need to steal away by himself. He’d gone below, letting himself into the captain’s quarters (which they had been urged to treat like their own home), and was sitting at the captain’s desk when suddenly it all came clear to him:

The truth behind the Ten Men’s breakout. The explanation for the mysterious success of the Scaredy Katz’s ambushes. The importance of the fourteenth figure. Everything fit together at once.

Leaping from his chair, Reynie started for the door, then checked himself. There was no way he could catch up with Mr. Benedict now, even if he were allowed off the ship, which he would not be. Yet Mr. Benedict would need help, he felt sure of it; and here in this moment, when everything mattered the most, Reynie couldn’t just sit by and hope for the best.

And so he had formed his plan.


[image: ]

Wait, you’re telling me the Ten Men have a telepath? Like Constance?”

Kate spoke from behind her sandwich. She had just been about to take another bite, but now she lowered her hand. “Why, that explains so much! The successful ambushes, the secret codes and hidden keys the Scaredy Katz would have had to get their hands on—oh! And you think it’s the fourteenth figure!”

“It certainly made sense to me,” Reynie said. “I only wish I’d thought of it sooner. All this time we’ve been assuming Constance was the only one, but why shouldn’t there be others?”

“Right,” Kate said, still turning the idea over. “And, good grief, if they have someone like that—”

“It changes everything,” Sticky finished. “Which is why we had to get off that ship.”

At this, with a wary glance at Constance (who returned his look with an unreadable expression), Reynie went on to explain that just before the MV Shortcut II set sail again, two young sailors in ill-fitting uniforms, their caps pulled low (and one of them with very stylish spectacles hidden away in his pocket), had hurried off the ship, down the bustling gangway, and onto the docks again. (Their notes of explanation and apology, left behind on the captain’s desk, would be read later—too late for them to be stopped.) Moving with purpose, carrying a crate between them, they drew no notice. Soon they had blended in among the crowds of sailors, stevedores, and other workers on the busy docks.

The two had walked briskly, keeping their heads down, with Reynie in the lead, calling out occasional directions and warnings to Sticky, whose too-distinctive spectacles had to remain hidden away for the present. At length the young men were out of view of the MV Shortcut II, obscured by the shadows of other docked ships. When they heard their own ship’s horn signaling its departure, in silent agreement they set down the crate, taking a moment to rest—and also to steady themselves. It was such a large ship, and there was so much confusion, they felt sure that their absence would go unnoticed until Constance and their families were well on their way toward the safety of the high seas. Their daring maneuver had succeeded; their reward was a mutual pang of sadness and guilt.

Still, they had reason to be hopeful. Their cover was perfect. They had clearly been seen boarding the ship—there were witnesses aplenty—but no one had recognized them as they disembarked. The Ten Men would track them as far as the harbor and confirm their departure, and that would be the end of it. The Baker’s Dozen would have no idea that two of the Society’s members were still in Stonetown, working in secret to thwart their plans.

“I hate you both,” came a voice from inside the crate.

Reynie and Sticky jumped. They stared at each other, each watching his friend’s expression change from one of surprise to one of profound dread. The only thing worse than leaving Constance behind was discovering that they’d actually failed to do so.

“I thought you said it was empty,” Sticky moaned.

“It was!” Reynie said.

The voice from inside the crate said, “Were you keeping an eye on it while you changed into your ridiculous costumes? Were you thinking you could betray your supposed friend without her even noticing?”

Reynie and Sticky didn’t relate the details of this conversation to Kate. It was enough to say that they had intended to leave Constance on the ship for her own safety—since, after all, they knew that the Ten Men might be particularly interested in tracking her down—but that she’d insisted on coming with them. And that of course they had apologized, repeatedly and profusely, for having left her out of the original plan.

Constance said not a word during all of this, only kept her face blank and nibbled at her half-eaten sandwich as if no longer hungry. Eventually she handed it to Tai, who had finished his own sandwich and begun eyeing hers. He took a bite, screwed up his face, and tried to give it back. But Constance just wrapped her arms around her knees, and though she didn’t speak, Tai whispered, “If you say so,” and crawled over the rug to hand the sandwich to Kate.

“She says you’ll eat it,” he declared.

“And she’s right,” said Kate, happily taking it from him. To Sticky and Reynie she said, “So, what happened next?”

“We split up for a bit,” Sticky said. “Reynie went to find a phone booth to call Mr. Benedict at the facility—we didn’t dare call from the house, because there’d be a record of it. Too risky. So Constance and I waited—”

“I waited in the crate,” Constance said, glowering at Sticky.

“Right, because she didn’t have a disguise. So Reynie went to make the phone call and grab disguises from our stash at the Monk Building—”

“In the crate,” Constance repeated, still glowering. “I had to wait. In the crate.”

“For crying out loud, Constance,” Kate interjected. “You’re the one who got into the crate in the first place, right? What were they supposed to do?”

Sticky and Reynie winced, and Kate realized her mistake. Too late. Constance’s face turned almost as red as her scarlet-dyed hair. Her eyes narrowed, and, directing them at Kate, she began to recite, spitting out her words:

“To wait in a crate is quite horrible, Kate.

I find your reminder deplorable, Kate.

You suppose that I chose it for any old reason?

You have to think fast

when your friends commit treason.”

Tai let out a delighted laugh. “Wow!” he cried, clapping. “That was good, Constance!”

The older three pursed their lips, took deep breaths, and moved on without further comment on the matter of the crate. Reynie told Kate that he had managed to get through to Mr. Benedict, who expressed dismay, but not exactly surprise, when he learned that the three of them had abandoned ship. Nor was he surprised when Reynie shared his idea about the telepath.

“It occurred to me, too, my dear boy,” Mr. Benedict had said on the phone, “and I intended to discuss it with you this very evening. I’ve spent the last several days trying to persuade the new warden at the Citadel to take immediate precautions, but despite my credentials and connection to the case, he was skeptical. He’s one of those dubious bureaucrats who even now mistrust the idea that the Whisperer ever existed. He could believe that the Ten Men and my brother were dangerous criminals, he informed me, without subscribing to fanciful notions of mind-control machines and psychic abilities. ‘Our thoughts are our own, Benedict,’ he said to me this morning, ‘and you’ll never convince me otherwise.’ So I urged him to take special care of the very small number of thoughts he seemed to possess—I’m afraid in my frustration I grew a tad snide—and was in the process of persuading the relevant committees to override his authority when the breakout occurred.”

“So my warning to Mr. Benedict was unnecessary,” Reynie told Kate, having paraphrased Mr. Benedict’s report. “I should have predicted that. But I still knew he needed our help, and I told him so. He doesn’t want us putting ourselves at risk, of course. And of course I argued with him. I explained that George and I were absolutely resolved to help him however we could—that we were going to try, no matter what—and so the best thing would be for him to help us help him. He knew I had him cornered with that, and there was no time to argue. Obviously, the most critical thing from his perspective was that we keep Constance safe.”

“Obviously,” Kate agreed. There was the briefest pause as the older three traded glances, prepared for Constance to react in some surprising, unpleasant way, but Constance only rested her chin on her knees and said nothing.

In the end, she had been compelled to wait in the crate for almost an hour. By the time the three of them left the docks—two sailors and a surly, undersized stevedore, all of them in dark sunglasses and caps—the Katz brothers were already on their way to the harbor.

Kate hurriedly swallowed her last mouthful of liverwurst. “Wait, what? The Scaredy Katz were already in Stonetown? Milligan knew they’d be sent ahead as scouts, but that was fast even for them. They must have flown!”

“They did,” Sticky said. “A private plane. And we narrowly avoided them. They’d already been by the house and had a little interview with Captain Plugg—the three of them standing in the courtyard, pretending to be so nice and civil—until they were satisfied she really was the only person here. Naturally, she lied about where we’d gone, but they knew she was lying. They sniffed out our trail soon enough and made straight for the harbor.”

“How did you get back in here without the neighbors seeing you?” Kate asked.

“I’d already called Captain Plugg from the phone booth,” Reynie explained. “I told her where we’d be hiding out, and she came and got us on her motorcycle. She had to make two trips.”

Kate frowned. “That still doesn’t explain—”

“Duffel bags,” Sticky said. “She smuggled us into the house in duffel bags.”

Kate slapped her thighs and laughed. “She’s so strong! And you must have been so uncomfortable! I love it.”

Tai was leaning toward Constance and trying to whisper, but everyone heard him say, “Oh, those are good rhymes! What’s a ‘kerfuffle’?”

“Never mind,” Constance muttered.

Kate’s expression turned thoughtful. “Listen, though, how did you know the Katz brothers came by private plane? Not even Milligan’s agents knew that—no one reported it.”

Reynie shrugged. “It was Constance. Somehow she knew.” Turning to Constance, he said, “I’ve wanted to ask you about it ever since, but you’ve been in your room this whole time, and Sticky and I have been trying to keep up with everything. Now we’re all here, though. Including our new friend”—this with a wink at Tai, who giggled—“so can you fill us in?”

There was a long silence. Then Constance heaved an equally long sigh. And then she said, “She’s been in my head. The Listener. That’s how I think of her, anyway. Ever since the harbor, she’s been in my head, trying to find us.” Constance tilted her head toward Tai. “And trying to find him.”
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The others, dumbfounded, stared at the little boy, and at Constance, and at one another.

“It’s true!” Tai said, flopping forward onto his belly. Idly fiddling with a stray thread in the rug, he went on in a rapid-fire stream: “I was at the orphanage and I started hearing her and she started asking me where I was, and then Constance interrupted even louder and said nope don’t answer that, kid, and asked me what my name is, and I told her Tai M. Li and asked her to guess what the M stands for, and Constance said not right now, she wanted me to come here so you could all take care of me, and I needed to hurry because the Scaredy Katz were coming to find me and they are not nice at all.”

“Tai,” Constance interjected when the boy took a breath, “would you go to the kitchen and bring back some cookies? There’s a tin in the pantry, hidden behind a big jar of pickled onions.”

“Yes! I! Will!” Tai exclaimed, leaping up. He dashed from the sitting room, and they could hear his tiny feet pattering in the wrong direction, stopping, then pattering in the direction of the kitchen.

“I’ve been trying to keep it from being scary,” Constance said in a weary voice. “He knows they’re bad guys, but he thinks he’s safe as long as I’m talking to him—as long as he’s with us.”

“Well, this is… astonishing news,” said Sticky, running a hand over his scalp. “You realize that, right, Constance? What in the world is going on? What have you been dealing with?”

“It started when I was still in the crate,” Constance said. “While we were waiting for Reynie. I could just suddenly feel her looking for me. It took me a few minutes to figure out what was happening. I could hear what she was thinking—or at least what she was concentrating on the most, which was me. Trying to find me. Because McCracken told her to.”

At this mention of the most fearsome of all the Ten Men, the other three stiffened. McCracken. It was a name none of them ever wished to hear.

“Oh, Constance,” Reynie said. “I’m so sorry.”

“Me too,” Sticky said. “I can’t even imagine.”

Kate moved across the rug and sat next to Constance. She didn’t say anything or even look directly at her, only sat down beside her. Kate sometimes forgot the lessons that years with Constance had taught her, but sometimes, like now, she remembered.

Constance gave a slight nod that could have meant anything but that probably was an expression of appreciation. She bit at one of her fingernails, which she’d already bitten quite short, and with a small sigh she went on.

“It had never occurred to me to try to look for anyone like, you know—me,” she said. “Someone with an especially bright signal. That’s not a perfect way of explaining it, but it’s close enough for now. But McCracken knew I was out here, and he told her to try it. The moment she started concentrating, I sensed it. Then she zeroed in on me, and I had to think fast. I was going to do what you all learned to do as a defensive measure—you know, think hard about random things that don’t matter. But before I could even get started, I heard her thinking, She’s in a dark place. Which I was. I was in the crate. That’s when I realized how hard it was going to be.”

Pattering footsteps approached, and Tai rambled into the room, already eating a cookie. He went around with the tin, handing cookies out to everyone, then settled into Reynie’s lap. Reynie, surprised, patted the boy’s thin shoulders. He scarcely seemed to have any weight at all.

“I’m explaining things to them,” Constance said to Tai, who nodded, chewing happily. “Anyway, as Tai here knows, the reality of the place you’re in has a huge amount of substance. Your surroundings make such an impression on your consciousness, you don’t have to concentrate for them to stand out in your mind. That includes the people who are with you. Do you see what I’m saying?”

“So that’s why you didn’t mention this to us back at the harbor,” said Reynie, suddenly understanding. “When you barely spoke to us, we just thought you were”—he almost said “sulking” but instantly corrected himself—“angry. But you were trying to keep thoughts of us out of your head. I assume that’s why you’ve been holed up in your room, too. Or one reason, anyway.”

Constance tapped her nose and pointed at him. “With the lights off, yes. Also, I just needed no distractions. What I did with part of my mind was concentrate on real memories of places we’ve been—here in this house for starters, but also the Institute, the Shortcut, the castle in Portugal, the abandoned village, the prison, every place I could remember vividly. I moved from scene to scene to keep the Listener confused. She couldn’t tell what was happening now and what had happened in the past. She still can’t, by the way—I’m still doing it. I throw a lot of other mental garbage at her, too, the way you all learned to do. But ever since I got out of the crate, I think of that darkness more often than anything else. Her best guess is that I’m still in some dark place, but she doesn’t know where.”

“Unbelievable,” Kate murmured as Sticky and Reynie shook their heads in amazed agreement. “You were doing all that at the same time you were leading Tai here? I don’t see how in the world you’ve done it, Constance.”

“It hasn’t been easy,” Constance said, and indeed it was plain to her friends just how exhausted she really was. Her face was drawn, her eyes dark, her voice raspy. “But I had to do it, because the Listener found him, too. She was just looking for me, but then he turned up as well. Once I sensed that, I also sensed him.”

“I have a bright signal!” Tai exclaimed, sending a puff of cookie dust from his mouth.

Constance looked around at the others. “It’s like the three of us are on our own special frequency. Tai has the ability, but he doesn’t know how to use it yet. He can’t do anything on purpose. Sometimes he hears people’s thoughts. A lot of the time he doesn’t. It’s a good thing you’ve all had practice warding me off. I rarely hear thoughts by accident anymore, but we can’t say the same for Tai.”

“Good to know,” Sticky said. “Listen, though, Constance, I trust you, but can you help me out here before I panic? If Tai can’t control his thoughts the way you do, and the, uh, this Listener is looking for him, and he’s with us… You see where I’m going with this?”

“I do!” said Tai, climbing out of Reynie’s lap and dropping into Sticky’s. “I’m a candle, and Constance is the sun!” He popped the lid off the cookie tin and took out another cookie, then put the lid back on. For some reason he was doing this every time, even though it seemed clear that he intended to eat every remaining cookie.

Sticky, taken aback by the arrival of Tai in his lap, made awkward patting motions around the little boy’s head without actually touching him, and then lowered his hands to his sides. “Hey there,” he said. “What do you mean, you’re a candle?”

Reynie spoke up. “It’s the relative brightness of your signals, isn’t it, Constance? You think she can’t pick up on Tai’s signal if he’s with you, because yours is so bright? Something like that?”

Constance shrugged. “Something like that. And I don’t just think it; I know it. She’s confused. She thinks he’s gone farther away—out of range, basically. Which makes it easier for me, since now I don’t have to constantly tell him what to think about, and barrage her with false leads, and keep my own whereabouts secret—”

“And keep me company!” Tai leaped out of Sticky’s lap and ran to sit in Kate’s, evidently committed to giving everyone the honor. “And tell me stories! And tell me how to get here!”

“How exactly did you get here?” Kate asked, playfully swatting his hand away from the cookie tin, which he was trying to open again. He laughed and leaned back against her, tilting his head so that he was looking at her face upside down. When he looked back down again, she had a cookie in her hand, and the tin was nowhere to be seen.

“Hey!” he squealed, laughing harder. Kate produced the tin from behind her back and handed him the cookie. Tai took a bite and said, “I got some money from the headmaster’s money drawer and got on a bus, and that took me to the train station, where I asked a lot of people which platform was for the train to Chicago, and when they asked me where my mom was, I said in the bathroom—even though that wasn’t true, because I don’t even have a mom or a dad—and then I went out and snuck onto a train to Stonetown. It was fun!” He transferred the cookie from one hand to the other, then used his free hand to scratch vigorously at the opposite arm.

“Constance told you how to do all that?” Kate asked.

Tai nodded. “She said it would confuse the Scaredy Katz, and it did! I just needed a good place to hide, and I found a great place—in a train car full of sheep! They were so nice! I petted every single one of them, and they didn’t even bother me when I fell asleep! I think they gave me fleas, though,” Tai added quietly, almost to himself. “But that’s not their fault.”

“Ooookaaay,” Kate said, immediately lifting Tai from her lap.

A look of dismay appeared on every face in the room, accompanied by a spontaneous universal itching.

Reynie, already scratching at his ankles, said, “Next time, Tai, anything to do with fleas is probably something you should mention right away.”

“Roger that!” Tai said, shaking the empty cookie tin to hear if it rattled. “That’s what you say to each other when you understand something.”

In short order Tai was whisked away for a bath, and Sticky (furiously scratching at his chest) hurried down to the basement lab to whip up an effective flea shampoo, which he quickly distributed to the others. After a hasty round of showers and wardrobe changes, with the morning’s clothing being fumigated in an impromptu disinfectant chamber, the Society members took turns wishing sweet dreams to a now squeaky-clean—and abundantly yawning—Tai Li. The little boy was put down for a nap, without even a murmur of resistance, in an old pair of Constance’s pajamas.

Kate, as usual the first one ready, cleared the dining room table (she’d left the dishes unattended long enough—half an hour was an eternity to Kate) and made a pot of tea. By the time the others joined her, she had set out cups and saucers, honey, sugar, and milk, and was peering through the window blinds.

“What are you looking at?” Sticky asked as he dropped into a chair.

“Just checking on Madge,” Kate replied. In an admiring tone she said, “She’s getting to be an old bird, but she’s still in fine form, isn’t she? I mean, look at her.”

“What’s she doing?” asked Reynie, already spooning honey into his tea.

“Eating a rat,” Kate said in the same admiring tone. “Just sitting on that branch like a queen, eating a rat.”

Both Reynie and Sticky made polite noises, but neither joined Kate at the window.

Constance, meanwhile, seemed scarcely to be listening. She had filled her own cup half-full of sugar, over which she now dribbled a modest amount of tea. She was wearing yet another old green plaid suit of Mr. Benedict’s, one that Number Two had yet to alter, and it fairly swallowed her. She had rolled the jacket sleeves up over her elbows and the pants over her knees. Beneath the jacket she wore her favorite top—an oversized, faded pink T-shirt, emblazoned in large black letters with the word “NO.”

Sticky and Reynie, for their part, had both thrown on whatever semi-clean shorts and T-shirts were closest at hand, and Kate was in what had become for her a daily uniform: loose-fitting trousers and shirt, a canvas jacket, lightweight boots—all equipped with secret pockets—and a utility belt of her own design, one that was noticeable only when Kate reached for something tucked away in her jacket’s inner pockets or for a tool from the belt itself.

Before Kate stepped away from the window, she made a subtle, thorough five-second review of her tools, patting every pocket and every item on her utility belt to ensure all was in place: her penlight, her mini-telescope, her Swiss Army knife, and her coiled rope, among several other things. On the intelligence-gathering mission with Milligan, she had, like her father, carried a tranquilizer dart gun, hers concealed beneath her jacket. She hadn’t needed it, though, and at present it was locked safely away in her room. She thought of Milligan now, wondering if he was worried about her, wondering if he was angry. He hadn’t exactly given her the okay to skydive from the plane.

Only take necessary risks, Katie-Cat, her father was always telling her. You’ll find that there’s more than enough of those without taking unnecessary ones.

Kate was convinced that getting here as quickly as possible had counted as a necessary risk. Milligan surely would have agreed with her decision, too, if she had discussed it with him before climbing out of the plane. Which, upon reflection, she probably ought to have done. She had shouted her intentions and blown him a kiss as she left him in the cockpit, but once she was outside, clinging to the wing strut, Milligan really hadn’t had much say in the matter.

When would she see him again? Kate felt a sudden pang. Surely it wouldn’t be long, she thought. Surely. But it was impossible to say when.

Reynie, meanwhile, having watched Kate make her quick inventory of tools, was thinking about the thousands of times he had seen her do the same thing with her bucket. She hadn’t used the bucket in a year, though. He knew that Kate wanted to be a field agent, as her father had been (Milligan, before giving up dangerous operations to become agency director, had once been the best of them all), and Reynie had to admit that carrying around a red bucket does tend to make a person conspicuous. That hadn’t mattered to Kate when she was a young kid. But now—well, now what?

It was a question they were all asking themselves. And they were all short of answers. But Reynie knew one thing for sure: He missed Kate’s bucket.

“Captain Plugg’s coming to check on us,” Constance announced when Kate moved to join them at the table. “You might as well meet her at the door. She’ll be excited to see you.”

Sure enough, Captain Plugg’s heavy tread was soon heard on the stairs, and moments later Kate was greeting her with open arms and a mischievous grin.

“I thought I heard you up here,” declared Captain Plugg, a stocky, gray-eyed woman with an unusually large, square head—over which she now playfully lifted Kate as she might have done a toddler. “No one else pounds the floorboards the way you do. Your footsteps are like jackhammers. But how did you get here without my knowing?”

“Put me down and I’ll tell you,” Kate said, laughing.

Captain Plugg listened to Kate’s account of her rooftop arrival with a look of barely concealed distress (understandable in one whose main job had long been to keep Kate and the others safe), then grew sheepish when Kate said she’d heard that the guard had faced down the Scaredy Katz in the courtyard.

“Oh, as for that,” said Captain Plugg with an embarrassed wave, “those two don’t like to fight, not if there’s a chance they’ll get their noses bloodied. You can see it on their faces. Anyway, they had no reason to try to get into the house once they were satisfied it was empty. They know Mr. Benedict would never leave behind anything that might be valuable to them.

“But listen, I need to ask you about something,” Captain Plugg said. She announced that one of Milligan’s secret sentries—there were always several posted in the area—had seen a small child enter the neighborhood, moving in the direction of Mr. Benedict’s house. Captain Plugg wondered if perhaps—

“Yes, he’s here,” Constance interrupted. “He’s sleeping in my room.”

Once again the look of distress appeared on Captain Plugg’s face, and this time she didn’t try to hide it. Instinctively turning to Reynie for explanation and reassurance (and thus missing Sticky’s twitch of irritation), the guard was soon filled in. She could hardly be at peace with the situation—complications seemed to be mounting by the minute—but she was satisfied that they were doing what was necessary for the little boy’s protection.

“I’ll inform the sentries in person,” Captain Plugg said. “I assume it would be best not to mention him on our radios.”

“I think you’re right,” said Reynie, for she’d been looking at him when she spoke. But even after Captain Plugg had gone downstairs and they’d heard her motorcycle roar to life, Reynie could feel Sticky’s annoyance hanging in the air.

I didn’t ask her to ask me, Reynie wanted to say, but there was no point. They’d been through this before. Reynie’s ability to analyze problems—and people—had been established long ago, and as a result (unless Mr. Benedict was in the room), it was on his judgment that everyone tended to rely.

Even when you’re wrong, Sticky had pointed out more than once. Even when any of the rest of us could answer just as well as you.

Reynie couldn’t argue with that. Sticky was right. But was it his fault? True, Sticky never said he blamed Reynie; he was just annoyed. Nor did Reynie blame Sticky for being annoyed. But it did still annoy him when Sticky was annoyed, and his own annoyance annoyed Sticky even more.…

No, it was better to say nothing and move on.

Kate, meanwhile, had dropped into a chair and was pouring herself some tea. “Well,” she said, “is no one going to ask me what I found out on my mission with Milligan?” She said this while looking around the table rather than at her teacup; even so, she stopped pouring just as the tea reached the brim. “It might be important, you know.”

Sticky, already irritated, rolled his eyes. “Please forgive us, Kate,” he said in a stiff voice. “What did you find out on your mission with Milligan?”

“I’m glad you asked!” Kate said brightly. “We hit about a dozen dead ends, in four different cities, but we finally figured out what the Scaredy Katz were looking for. Or, I should say, who they were looking for. It was—”

“Actually, you should say whom they were looking for,” Sticky observed. “Or ‘for whom they were looking.’”

Now it was Kate’s turn to roll her eyes. “Fine, Stick—George, I mean—we finally figured out for whom the Scaredy Katz were looking. After all these years, Milligan and I got to the bottom of it! And guess what? It was—”

“The telepath,” Reynie interrupted. “I mean, that’s obvious, right?” He glanced at Constance and Sticky, who both nodded.

“For crying out loud!” Kate exclaimed, throwing up her hands. “Do I not even get to tell my story?”

“Sorry,” Reynie said, though in truth everyone except Kate was now in a better mood. “Please go on.”

“Thank you,” Kate replied curtly. And then, in her usual spirited tone (for she couldn’t hold a grudge more than a second if she tried), she continued: “I actually wasn’t going to say the telepath. You’re right, though; it is obvious now that you mention it. What I was going to say was that the Scaredy Katz were looking for a Helper!”

“Wait,” Sticky said. “You mean a Helper Helper? From the Institute?”

Kate tapped her nose and pointed at him.

Her listeners suddenly understood much more than Kate had said aloud. When the Society members had gone on their mission to the Institute on Nomansan Island, enrolling as students while operating as spies for Mr. Benedict, they discovered that the laborers there—the infinitely sad and subservient Helpers—had suffered the same fate Milligan had: They’d been brainswept by Mr. Curtain’s Whisperer, all memory of their true lives hidden away from them.

Unlike Milligan, whose secret-agent training had helped him to escape immediately after he’d been brainswept, the unfortunate Helpers had been given new identities and convinced that everything was as it should be—that all was well as long as they did Mr. Curtain’s bidding. Their presence at the Institute had been the unsettling, unhappy background to the children’s secret investigations. And in the aftermath of their mission, using the Whisperer to return the Helpers’ memories had been Mr. Benedict’s first priority. It had been a daunting, exhausting job, but it had met with complete success—or so they had thought, until now.

“So one of them got away? Like Milligan?” Reynie asked.

“It turns out that Milligan was the reason she got away,” Kate replied. “That day he escaped—overcoming his guards, running from the school, diving into the bay from the island cliffs—he set off every alarm. The Ten Men—or, you know, the Recruiters, as they were called back then—”

“We know!” Constance snapped. “Get on with it!”

“The Recruiters,” continued Kate, unaffected, “were shouting all kinds of orders, sounding all the alarms, getting Executives and Helpers involved. They broke out the boats, they opened the bridge gate, they tried to form an unbreakable perimeter on the mainland shore—they made use of every single body they could muster. Well, it did them no good. Milligan escaped, as you know—”

Constance made a hissing sound.

“—and in the process, a lot of the Helpers got confused and wandered away. They went off looking for this person they were being told to stop. In the commotion, most of them made it a fair distance before they were missed. So then the efforts had to be directed toward catching them. Eventually they were rounded up—all except one.”

Sticky whistled. “So she’s been out there all these years, not knowing her real identity?”

“Right. And she moved from city to city, keeping a very low profile, because she sensed that someone was trying to find her, and it scared her. That’s what Milligan and I think, anyway. We think Mr. Curtain put the Scaredy Katz on her trail, and they’ve been playing a game of—well, of cats and mouse—all this time, until recently. They finally tracked her down.”

“And they’ve either forced her or somehow persuaded her to help them,” Reynie said. “That’s why she was so important to Mr. Curtain. He must have known she was a telepath. In fact, I’m sure that’s why he brainswept the poor woman in the first place—he perceived her as a threat to his plans.”

Constance made another hissing sound.

“Yes, yes, we know you already know all this, Constance,” Kate said. “We’re just trying—”

But the sound Constance was making was not a hiss of exasperation. Rather, she was shushing them, for she had sensed that the radio was about to squawk. And now it did. Reynie, who had carried it down from his study, snatched it up and set it on the table.

The next squawk was followed by the familiar voice of a sentry named Clarion, who rattled off a code phrase. Once Reynie had given the appropriate response, Clarion said, “This is a high alert, my friends. Be advised that two well-dressed businessmen have entered the neighborhood in a rented luxury vehicle. The one in the passenger seat is extremely large, and his description seems to match—wait, Captain Plugg has just walked into the room; she’s telling me something.…”

Garbled sounds followed, and when Clarion spoke again, his voice was in a higher pitch: “Yes, she saw him, and she says there’s no doubt about it! A pair of Ten Men are headed your way, and one of them is McCracken!”
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I repeat with all urgency,” Clarion was barking into the radio, “it’s McCracken! It’s McCracken! And look, my orders are not to engage with Ten Men, but you’re in danger—”

Reynie cut him off with the press of a button. “No, thank you, Clarion, but under no circumstances engage any Ten Men! You won’t be able to stop them, and you’d pay a heavy price for trying. Please tell Captain Plugg to stay with you for now. Tell her that’s our best chance. Over and out.”

Kate was already whistling for Madge, dashing from the dining room and headed to the roof, for McCracken had good reason to recognize the falcon, which had once spoiled his plans in style. Most people wouldn’t notice a particular bird tucked away in the branches of the giant elm tree. McCracken would.

“What do you think, Reynie?” Sticky asked. “Fight or flight? And by fight, I mean hide.”

Reynie was up and pacing. He thought of Tai napping in Constance’s room. He considered what they risked if they fled, what they risked if they stayed. Everything depended on what happened in the next few moments. So why did his mind keep returning to the ship, when he and Sticky were putting on the sailor uniforms and Constance, unbeknownst to them, was sneaking into the crate?

“I know what you’re thinking,” Constance said, startling him. “And, yes, I can do this.” She was already rising from the table and walking to the window that overlooked the courtyard. “I just need a good reason to give him.”

Reynie jumped to her side. “Captain Plugg wouldn’t have left the house unprotected if there was anything or anyone of value inside, right? There’s your good reason.”

Constance eyed him. “That’s why you told her not to come back.”

“Well, that and the fact that there’s nothing she could do, anyway, except get hurt.”

On every side of Mr. Benedict’s house, certain specially designed windows had been installed. They appeared to be normal windows, but in fact they were impossible to see through from the outside—they always looked as if the light were just at the wrong angle—while from the inside they remained perfectly transparent. Their design had been one of the Society’s educational projects. On this side of the house, the two lookout windows were in Reynie’s study and here in the dining room. Constance took her place at the window, therefore, with no danger of being spotted, and her view of the courtyard and front gate was clear. Nonetheless, her skin prickled and her breathing was shallow, as if she were about to face down a charging bull—as if a single misstep would be the end of her.

Sticky came and looked over her shoulder. “There,” he whispered, pointing. A small black limousine, polished and iridescent as a raven’s wing, had just eased around the corner and onto their street.

“I see it,” Constance said. “Now don’t say anything else. Your breath is bad.”

Sticky started to protest, then thought better of it. Now was not the time. He did, however, make a mental note to brush his teeth as soon as possible, assuming he got out of this situation with his teeth intact.

Kate crept into the dining room, having gotten Madge safely within the house, and stole over to stand with Reynie and Sticky. They could all see past Constance easily enough, and all watched in tense silence as the car pulled up to the curb. It seemed to tilt slightly toward them, as if its passenger-side tires were very low—indeed, almost flat. Then the front passenger-side door opened, and the explanation for the tilt became apparent.

The well-dressed man who stepped from the vehicle was enormous. Even had he not been wearing such an expertly tailored suit, even had his brown hair not been so perfectly coiffed, even if a large silver watch had gleamed on only one wrist rather than on both—even then there could have been no mistaking the imposing figure of McCracken.

With a word to the driver, who remained in the car, the most feared of all Ten Men approached the courtyard gate, absently straightening his tie. His eyes roamed the windows of the house. They glanced up into the elm tree, then back at the house. McCracken rested one hand on top of the gate—it might have been the gate to a children’s play area in a library, so small and insubstantial did it seem before him—and stood there as if considering.

“He saw Captain Plugg on her motorcycle,” Constance breathed. “He knows she isn’t here.” She glanced nervously at Reynie, just the quickest flick of her eyes, but he saw it and leaned in close to her ear.

“He certainly doubts that she would leave us here unprotected,” Reynie murmured. “And, after all, the Katz brothers reported that we weren’t here. Witnesses saw us get on that ship.”

Constance nodded. She squinted in concentration. “Yes,” she whispered. “He felt the need to check for himself, but would she really leave us here unprotected? This really is a waste of his time.”

“Such a waste of his time,” Reynie murmured. “It really is.”

Constance stared and stared.

McCracken removed his hand from the gate. Still he remained there on the sidewalk, studying the house.

The Society members collectively held their breath. It had been years since they were this close to any Ten Man, much less the worst of them all. McCracken’s shock-watches glinted in the sun. His dangerously scented handkerchief peeked from his suit coat’s breast pocket. His elegant necktie might have been a serpent. The man positively radiated menace.

McCracken crossed his massive arms, evidently deep in thought. Then, at long last, he glanced up at the clear sky, smiled to himself, and returned to the limousine. The vehicle, once more listing to the passenger side, eased from the curb and cruised away.

“You did it!” Kate whispered, grabbing Constance by the shoulders and giving her a little shake of congratulations. Sticky and Reynie echoed the whispered cheer, but Constance pushed away from them and walked unsteadily to her chair at the table. Her eyes shone with tears, and she looked very pale and downcast.

“Did that make you feel sick?” Sticky asked, for influencing others’ minds had used to take a terrible toll on Constance. When she gave a slight nod in response to his question, Sticky hurried from the room, returning a few minutes later with a beaker of orange liquid. “Try this,” he urged. “Don’t worry, I added way too much sugar.”

Constance dutifully sipped from the beaker, her breathing growing deeper and steadier.

At length she was ready to talk. After insisting that they not prompt her with questions (the others obliged her by locking their lips with invisible keys), Constance began to relate what they all had been present for but only she had observed.

“Before McCracken decided against opening the gate,” Constance said, “he was wishing he had the Listener with him. He figured she could tell him if anyone was here or not. Which, you know, she probably could. But he doesn’t like moving her around town, because he feels it’s too risky. She’s as precious as gold to him. In fact, he was anxious to get back to her and make sure she was being well guarded. He’d left her with Crawlings, and you know how he feels about Crawlings not using proper caution.”

The others nodded and kept quiet.

“So I played that up, too,” Constance went on. “I turned up the volume on his anxiety, and that sealed it. He decided to get moving. But then—you all saw him just stand there for a while? Well, he was thinking about me. How he wished I’d been here, because he wants to use me if he ever gets a chance.”

The others exchanged grim looks as Constance shuddered and went on: “He was thinking—so casually, the way you might think about what to have for breakfast—that if he can’t make me do what he wants, he’ll just get rid of me. It wasn’t like he was thinking about a person at all! I’m just a potential weapon—like something he keeps in his briefcase—and if I don’t work for him, he’ll throw me away, as simple as that, just as he would anything else that’s useless to him. Like a piece of trash. It was horrible.”

The others’ expressions now ranged from deep sympathy to fury, but Constance had looked down at the table purposely to avoid seeing them.

“So,” Constance said, “there was that. But I’m not the only person McCracken has his eyes on. He and the others are making long-term plans. Right now they’re awaiting word from Mr. Curtain, but if they don’t hear something soon, they may move on. They each have a long list of people they intend to seek revenge against—just to get started—and there’s an even longer list of people who stand between McCracken and the power he seeks. Did you see him smile? He was thinking about those lists. He was amusing himself with visions of overflowing hospitals and long lines at the morgue. Not just in Stonetown, either—all over the world.”

Constance shivered again. “They weren’t just dark fantasies,” she said. “They were plans.”

[image: ]

The Society remained at the dining room table for some time, urgently discussing the situation. It had occurred to Reynie that the Listener might have sensed Constance reading McCracken’s thoughts. If so, and if she reported it to McCracken, their location would be betrayed after all. Fortunately, this had also occurred to Constance, and even as she’d been dealing with everything else, she’d thwarted that possibility by cycling through various memories of McCracken.

“Like showing a horror film,” Constance said, “except all of it was true. The Listener doesn’t know whether to believe any of it—she knows I might be trying to trick her. But the point is, I gave her too much to process. She’s already moved on. She’s just back to listening again.”

It was a little unsettling for Reynie to think of Constance privately developing and employing such tactics. But it wasn’t only Constance. Until recently, there had never been an occasion when each member of the Society operated so independently of all the others. For the past two days, while Kate was off completing her mission with Milligan, Reynie had been wedded to the radio: communicating in code with Milligan’s remaining local sentries and agents, tracking the arrival at Stonetown of the Baker’s Dozen, and exchanging coded messages with the MV Shortcut II (whose passengers, dismayed by the disappearing act Reynie had orchestrated, were equally grateful to hear that he and his friends were safe).

Sticky, meanwhile, had been glued to his specialized computer station, monitoring the radio waves (among other invisible signals) to ensure that Reynie’s communications were not themselves being monitored, and to pick up—as he had done three or four times—private chatter among the Ten Men, whose conversations skittered across frequencies like water bugs on the surface of a pond and were impossible to keep up with for long. On such occasions Sticky would engage the intercom and recite to Reynie what he’d overheard, and Reynie, for his part, had kept Sticky up to speed on all his coded communications. For two whole days the young men, working on the same floor of the same house, had seldom laid eyes on each other—and never on the presumably sulking Constance, who in fact had been hidden away dealing with her own secret missions.

The experience had been unsettling for all of them, not only for Reynie, and despite what had just happened with McCracken, there was also an unmistakable sense of relief in the air. They had come through the ordeal of the Ten Man’s visit successfully. The Society was, for the moment, all together again.

Constance was still on the subject of the Listener. “What Kate was telling us about her before he showed up was actually good news,” she said, “and it couldn’t have come at a better time. It boosted my confidence when I was muddying the picture for her about McCracken.”

“That’s great!” Kate said. “But how so?”

“Until then,” Constance explained, “I’d been thinking that she was stronger than I am.” She tapped her head. “Up here, I mean. Sure, I’d been able to put her off, but it took a lot of work, and whenever I tried to get a better look at her, I had no luck at all. She didn’t even seem to be trying—she just projected an emptiness that I couldn’t penetrate. But do you see? I couldn’t get at what was hidden because she can’t get at it, either! She has no idea who she is! She hardly knows what she’s doing!”

“That is good news,” Reynie said, nodding. “The best news since all of this started.”

Kate looked back and forth between Reynie and Constance. “Once again, I’m delighted to hear it,” she said. “But can you explain why? I mean, is there some sort of ‘battle of the telepaths’ scheduled that I’m unaware of?”

“There’s been one all along,” Reynie said. “When I spoke with Mr. Benedict, he told me that Constance should only reach out to him if we knew she could do it safely. We had no idea of the telepath’s whereabouts or identity, no idea of the extent of her abilities. What if she eavesdropped on our plans? The Ten Men would know everything. But if Constance feels confident that she can keep the line clear, so to speak…”

“I can at least make it incredibly hard for her,” Constance said. “It’s scary, and it makes me nervous, but that much I think I can do. And I can keep our location secret, no matter what. I’m sure of that now.”

“So you can get in touch with Mr. Benedict,” Sticky said. “That’s what you’re saying? We can make our next move?”

Constance tapped her nose and pointed. “He can tell us what to do!”

“Yes!” said Kate and Sticky at the same time. They traded amused glances and crossed their eyes, for long ago this had become the settled response among the Society members to such occurrences, which were hardly uncommon.

“Dad will have something in mind,” Constance was saying. “He’ll have a plan A, a plan B—all the way down to plan Z. You know he will.” She spoke insistently, as if to convince herself of the truth of her words.

“Of course he will,” Kate agreed, “and I hope it calls for some serious hurrying. I’m getting antsy with all this sitting around.”

Sticky looked at her askance. “You literally dropped out of the sky before lunch, Kate. Do try to be patient.”

Reynie, who had risen from his chair, stopped and turned toward the table when he realized that the others had fallen silent. They were all looking at him expectantly, for whenever something set Reynie to pacing, a new mystery, problem, or revelation was surely on its way to being announced.

“A couple of things,” Reynie said. “First of all, Constance, you gave me a mental nudge back in the captain’s quarters, didn’t you? Like you just did with McCracken? Now I know why I was thinking of it earlier. I haven’t quite been able to accept that I didn’t notice you sneaking into that crate. I distinctly remember feeling preoccupied with my shoelaces—I kept thinking they might be untied. I checked them three times.”

Constance screwed up her face, as if she were about to have to eat something disgusting. “Yes,” she admitted after a pause. “I gave you those shoelace notions. I also helped you to believe that the crate was still empty, just heavier than it looked. And… I’m sorry. I was desperate not to be left behind, and you’re way too observant not to have noticed otherwise.”

“Did you convince me of something, too?” asked Sticky, prepared to be indignant.

Constance shook her head. “No need.”

At this, Sticky truly did become indignant, but for an entirely different reason.

“I forgive you,” Reynie said. “What’s more important to me is how you felt afterward. You didn’t seem to feel horribly sick. And you seem to have recovered pretty well from what happened just now.”

“No, it wasn’t terrible either time,” Constance said. “I got a headache and felt a little nauseated, but that’s all. Maybe because I was trying to be careful—I didn’t try to convince you of anything you wouldn’t ever think of yourself. Like you said, it was just a nudge. And that’s how we went about it with McCracken, too.” She considered a moment. “You’re wondering if the consequences are less severe because I’m older, aren’t you? It’s possible, I guess. I haven’t tried that kind of stunt in a long time.”

“Oh, brother,” said Sticky when he saw what they were getting at. “You’re thinking the Listener might figure out how to change people’s minds. If she develops her abilities, and she doesn’t suffer very much as a result, she could do almost anything, couldn’t she?”

“It’s not an encouraging thought,” Reynie said. “Right now she’s just getting a handle on her abilities. Who knows if she was even aware of her gift before the Ten Men caught up with her? Whatever she knew in her old life—the Whisperer hid it from her. But now she’s actively using the gift, cultivating it. For all we know, she might improve very quickly.”

“That’s all the more reason to reach out to Mr. Benedict right away,” said Kate, “while Constance still feels like she’s got the upper hand.”

“True,” said Reynie, “except that brings me to my second thought. Constance, when was the last time you slept?”

Constance explained that she’d only been allowing herself short naps—and only when Tai was sleeping. She had the impression that the Listener was equally exhausted but also equally vigilant, and only slept when Constance did.

“That’s what I figured,” Reynie said. “She’s constantly on alert, waiting for you to reveal something useful. So why don’t we be as smart as possible? Let’s wait until the Listener is asleep.”

Kate groaned. “Why do you have to make so much sense? I hate it when the smart move is to wait.”

“I think we can speed the process along,” Reynie assured her. “Constance, at this point you could probably fall asleep at the drop of a hat, right?”

“No hat required,” Constance replied. “I could fall asleep right here in this chair. Just say the word.”

“Great. Here’s my idea,” said Reynie. He went on to detail his plan, which they all thought a good one, and in less than a minute Constance was curled up in an easy chair in the corner, her hands tucked under her cheek, her scarlet hair falling across her face.

“Don’t watch me,” she mumbled. “I hate it when…” Her breathing deepened, and she was out.

The others sat quietly at the dining table, exchanging significant glances. They would very much like to speak privately while Constance was asleep, but they dared not even whisper. It was crucial that she stay asleep. They would give her ten minutes. If the Listener was in a similar state, she would surely be asleep by then herself, desperately taking advantage of Constance’s nap.

I wonder what Constance’s dreams might reveal, Reynie thought. He had no idea if the Listener could pick up on a dream, bright signal or no. But dream information wouldn’t be considered reliable. He hoped not, at any rate. It was hard to imagine how these telepathic mechanisms worked. Constance spoke of bright signals, which made them seem visual, but she had often referred to some people’s thoughts as being louder than others’. And they were distinctive, she said: Mr. Benedict’s thoughts sounded like Mr. Benedict’s voice in her mind, while Reynie’s thoughts sounded like Reynie’s voice, and so on.

These things were naturally fascinating to Reynie, though he knew that for Constance they had been a burden. She was in possession of such genius, by all rights she should know more than the rest of them put together. And yet she’d spent these last years, under Mr. Benedict’s supervision and care, almost entirely focused on simply learning how not to read others’ minds. It was of critical importance, Mr. Benedict had said, in order for Constance to have a happy life. So it was that Constance remained exhaustingly childish and cranky much of the time, though in many ways her mind was more sophisticated than that of anyone they knew, including Mr. Benedict.

There had been a couple of peaceful years, not long after Mr. Curtain and most of the Ten Men had been captured, when Constance seemed relaxed, contented, and generally cheerful, not unlike young Tai Li. Reynie and the others could scarcely believe their luck. But as time passed, as Constance grew, she had once again taken a turn for the peevish. She was not yet a teenager, not even what some people called a tweenager, but had become, as Kate put it, a mean-ager.

“It will all balance out in the end,” Mr. Benedict had said more than once, and Reynie certainly hoped this was true. He believed in Constance, believed she would come out all right. But only if they succeeded in their dangerous task at hand.

“It’s time,” Kate said without glancing at the clock, and of course she was right. Ten minutes had passed.

“Here we go,” Sticky said.

The three rose and went to the chair where Constance slept. She was not exactly snoring, but rather making spouting sounds like those of a breaching whale, and with each breath the scarlet curtain of hair over her face fluttered. The older three all hesitated, looking at one another with small smiles—it was so much easier to feel their love for Constance when she was sleeping—before giving over to the dread of waking her up.

“You boys are cowards,” Kate said at last. She shook Constance awake.

“It’s not an apple, it’s a monkey!” Constance cried, sitting bolt upright. She pushed the hair out of her face and looked around with wild eyes.

“Easy, Connie girl,” said Kate in a soothing tone. “You’re absolutely right. Also, you were dreaming.”

After she’d groaned miserably for a minute or two and Reynie had brought her a glass of water, Constance came more fully awake. She sipped the water, smacked her lips, and frowned in concentration.

“She’s asleep,” Constance announced briskly, suddenly all business. “Now’s the time. I’m going to reach out to him.” She closed her eyes.

The others watched her face attentively. No matter how many times they had seen her project her thoughts, they never stopped being amazed. Even more mystifying was the idea of Constance receiving a person’s thoughts from so far away. But, then, they were not just any person’s thoughts. They were Mr. Benedict’s, and when Mr. Benedict concentrated, Constance had often said, his thoughts were louder than a trumpeting elephant.

“He hears me,” Constance breathed, her eyes still closed. “He’s there with Mr. Curtain and… S.Q. is there, too.”

The others nodded without speaking, not wishing to disturb her concentration. They knew that S.Q. Pedalian, a kind young man improbably loyal to Mr. Curtain yet also a friend to them, was allowed to visit Mr. Curtain in his security suite. Other than Mr. Benedict, he was the only person who ever did.

“Hush!” Constance hissed, though no one had spoken. They all held their breath. Her frown deepened. She nodded as if to indicate that she understood what was being said to her, as if someone else was in the room with them. “He’s going to let us help him,” she murmured, scowling with concentration. “He’s—okay, here it comes.…”

A moment of tense silence passed. And then in a halting, uncertain tone, Constance began to recite:

“Where one who stands defies the name,

Dare hunt the hunter in his frame

And strike the clenches from their floor

And— GET OUT!”

These last two words Constance uttered in something between a snarl and a shriek. The others flinched, glancing around in alarm, but the only intruder in the room was impossible to see. Constance swatted furiously at the air as if being swarmed by hornets. “The stupid—she woke up! He woke her up! McCracken did! Oh, I hate him, I hate him, I hate him!”
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To her extreme irritation, Constance was unsure how much the Listener had heard of Mr. Benedict’s message. Perhaps none of it, perhaps all of it. The moment she’d sensed the Listener eavesdropping, she’d begun blasting images and jumbles of words in her mind, at the same time warning Mr. Benedict to say no more.

“I don’t think I needed to warn him, though.” Constance spoke without looking at her friends, still gathered around her easy chair. “I think he noticed her listening as soon as I did.”

“He was obviously being careful from the beginning,” Reynie said. “He was communicating in a way that wouldn’t reveal where we are or what his plan might be.”

“It was just like the old days at the Institute, wasn’t it?” Kate said. “He was being cryptic—giving us clues he thinks only we can figure out. But, um, Constance, I don’t suppose you heard the whole last line, did you? Did Mr. Benedict finish it before he went quiet?”

Constance glanced at her sidewise and shrugged uneasily. “I kind of heard it.”

Sticky clapped a hand to the top of his head. “What do you mean by ‘kind of’? You do realize that we need—”

Constance flew out of the chair, grabbed Sticky’s shirt in her fists, and pulled him forward until his face was inches from her own. Punctuating her words with tugs on his shirt, she hissed: “I was. And am. A little. Busy. George.”

There was a freighted silence. Then Sticky, very quietly and smoothly, said, “I’m sorry I expressed frustration, Constance. I realize you’re under a great deal of pressure, and I in no way mean to suggest that you’re to blame for the challenging circumstances in which we find ourselves. Furthermore, I appreciate your calling me by my given name, knowing as you do that I’ve been trying to make strides in that direction.”

Constance blinked. She had actually called him George out of an angry reflex (for Sticky used to dislike his given name), but she decided not to reveal this fact. Instead she groaned, released his shirt, and flopped back into the chair. “It’s weird now that you’re good-looking,” she muttered wearily. “You can say pretty much anything and it makes me want to believe you.”

Reynie and Kate murmured their agreement. Sticky bit his lip.

“Anyway,” Constance said, “I think I got the gist of the last part. Something about going through a door made out of clay—the kind that the French use.”

“A French door?” Kate pressed. “Is that what he meant?”

“I guess?” Constance said. “What’s a French door?”

For a moment no one spoke. The others were still sometimes amazed by the things Constance didn’t know. Only a month ago, for instance, she’d accidentally revealed that she didn’t know what the circulatory system was—she seemed to think it was a method of drawing perfect circles and had insisted Kate teach it to her.

Reynie turned to Sticky. “Care to do the honors?”

“Sure,” Sticky said, clearing his throat. “Do you think we’re talking about American French doors or British French doors? Because when the British refer to French doors, they typically mean casement windows that extend to floor level and open onto a garden or balcony or the like. They’re also often called French windows, which really makes better sense, don’t you think? In this country, though, Constance, the term ‘French doors’ typically suggests two adjoining doors that have glass panes from top to bottom and that open in the middle. So they’re very similar architectural features in some ways, but not identical.”

Constance was staring bleakly at him. “But neither of them is made of clay?”

Sticky shook his head.

Constance closed her eyes. “I give up.”

“Sticky,” Reynie ventured, “can you think of any doors that are made of clay? Some kinds of masonry ovens, maybe? Kilns?”

Sticky confirmed that, indeed, several types of masonry ovens—also known as brick ovens, stone ovens, or even cloam ovens (though that term was used exclusively in the English counties of Devon and Cornwall)—

Kate cut in. “They all have doors made out of clay?”

“Not necessarily,” Sticky said. “But sometimes.”

“Not helpful yet,” Kate said, casting a look at Reynie. “Or is it?”

Reynie shook his head. “Not yet. We’ll get there, though. We should start at—”

Here, however, Reynie’s words were interrupted by the appearance of Tai Li, who pattered sleepily into the room. His hair was newly tangled from the pillow, and his arms were wrapped around a fire-engine red bucket.

“Well, hello, young man,” Kate said. “What have you got there?”

Tai grinned. “Your bucket! It still has stuff in it! I don’t know how to open it, though,” he said, setting the bucket on the floor and kneeling beside it. “Does it have secret catches, too? Like the chest in Reynie’s study? That’s where I found it.”

“Yes, indeed,” said Kate, and with a skeptical look at Reynie, who shook his head in silent reply, she went over to demonstrate how to open the bucket’s flip-top. “So Reynie showed you the secret catches on his chest?”

Tai shrugged and pulled a horseshoe magnet from a pouch inside the bucket. “He just said it when he was getting out your spyglass. I had to press so hard it hurt my fingers! Does this stick to metal?” As he spoke, he moved the magnet toward the side of the bucket. With a sharp clang, the ends of the magnet snapped fast to the bucket. Tai laughed and tried to pull the magnet away again, but he only succeeded in dragging the bucket across the floor.

“Tai,” Reynie said, “I don’t remember telling you about the catches. Did I say that out loud, or did I say it in my head?”

The little boy, having dragged the bucket all the way over to the dining table, paused in his efforts to consider. “Oh! Yes, it was in your head.” He sat on his bottom, pressed his bare feet against the side of the bucket, and yanked on the magnet with both hands. When it came free, he tumbled backward with a delighted squeal. Then he righted himself and immediately stuck the magnet to the bucket again.

The others in the room were exchanging troubled looks.

Sticky turned to Reynie. “Were you concentrating especially hard on the catches?” he asked in a low tone.

“I barely even thought about them,” Reynie said. “If anything, I was concentrating more on everything else.”

“It happens that way sometimes,” Constance said. “You all remember how it used to be with me.”

“So we’re going to have to be on our guard whenever he’s in the room,” Sticky muttered. “Just like we do with you—or used to do, I mean.”

Kate made a face. “Ugh, I hate doing that. It hurts my brain.”

Constance fixed her with a look. “You do remember that I’m doing the same thing right now, don’t you? Every single second? Complain some more, Kate.”

“You’re right, you’re right,” Kate said quickly. “Sorry. It’s not a problem.”

“One problem we do have, though,” Reynie said, frowning, “is that in order to figure out Mr. Benedict’s message, we need to concentrate. But if Constance concentrates—”

“Oh!” Sticky gasped. “Right! The Listener might hear whatever she’s thinking. Did that occur to you, Constance, or…?” He trailed off, for Constance was looking at them each in turn, her face a mask of resentment, and tears suddenly standing in her eyes.

“I get it,” she said quietly. She glanced across the room to where Tai was still entertaining himself with Kate’s magnet. “You can’t risk having me around. Okay, that’s fine.”

“Just a second, Constance,” Reynie said. “That’s not necessarily—”

“Tai!” Constance called in a tremulous voice. “If you need me, I’ll be in my room.” She wiped at her eyes with a rumpled sleeve of the suit jacket, cast one last bitter look at Reynie, and stalked out.

They all looked glumly after her.

“That went well,” Sticky muttered.

Across the room, Tai made a whimpering sound and climbed to his feet. His face was puzzled. “Is Constance okay? It felt like she was sad, and now she isn’t answering my thoughts. Can we ask her to come back?”

Reynie forced himself to turn from the door. “She’s okay!” he called, trying to sound carefree. “Don’t worry—she’ll be back soon!” To the others, more quietly, he said, “We need to keep in mind that anything Tai ‘overhears’ might end up in Constance’s head as well. They might not be able to help it.”

“Right,” Sticky said. “So we’re trying to protect multiple layers of secrets. Maybe we should ask Captain Plugg to look after him?”

“I don’t want to go down there!” Tai cried, running over to them with big eyes. “I don’t know her!”

“You didn’t know us, either, until a little while ago, squirt,” Kate said. “Captain Plugg is great.”

“I don’t want—!”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Reynie said quickly. “She isn’t back yet, anyway. I haven’t heard her motorcycle. We’ll introduce you to her later, Tai. Right now why don’t you go back and play with the magnet? Everything’s fine.”

Tai hesitated. “And Constance is fine, too?” His eyes roamed their faces, which all instantly adopted reassuring expressions.

“Constance is going to be just great,” Reynie said, which wasn’t exactly what Tai had asked him, but the boy seemed satisfied. With a look of relief, he gave Reynie a hug and wandered back to the bucket by the table.

The older three all took deep breaths, then turned and huddled together.

“Okay,” Kate said softly, “you were going to say we should start at the beginning, Reynie. So let’s do that. What does he mean, ‘Where one who stands defies the name’? What name? And who is the one standing?”

“He might not have meant a specific person,” Sticky suggested. “By ‘one,’ he might have meant ‘anyone.’ You know, any person.”

“That’s true,” Kate agreed. “So if any random person—or, I guess we don’t know for sure, so it might also be a specific person—but anyway, if some person, whoever Mr. Benedict means, makes some kind of defiant stand…” She shook her head. “I don’t know. What are you thinking, Reynie?”

“Big feet!”

This last came from Tai, who trotted back over to them with Kate’s bucket. He was using the magnet, currently stuck to the side of the bucket, as a second handle.

“Excuse me?” Kate said.

“Reynie’s thinking about big feet!”

Everyone looked at Reynie, who sighed. “I was thinking about S.Q.,” he said. “I mean, that’s one of the random things I was thinking about to keep a certain someone from hearing my deeper thoughts. I guess the big feet stood out to him.”

“He uses big words, but his name is only two letters,” Tai said. He had opened the bucket and was rummaging around in it. “That’s pretty funny. And we like him, right? Even though he used to help Mr. Curtain do bad things, he didn’t really mean to, and he’s a good guy. Right?”

“That’s right,” Kate said. She reached into the bucket and took out two or three things that, upon further reflection, might not be suitable for a five-year-old boy to play with. She shoved them into her pocket. “S.Q. is our friend. He comes here for dinner all the time. One day, when all of this is over, you can meet him!”

“And see his big feet?” Tai asked hopefully.

“Unless he forgets to bring them,” Kate teased. “Now, listen,” she said, with a furtive wink at Sticky and Reynie, “I need to take a break to clear my head. You want to come with me and see my tranquilizer gun?”

“Oh, yes!” Tai squeaked. “Can I hold it?”

“Nope,” Kate replied.

“Okay!” Tai cried, as if even more excited now. He scooped up Kate’s bucket and ran toward the door.

“Maybe you two will solve it quickly if you don’t have to run interference with the little one,” Kate whispered. “It’s worth a shot, right? I’ll keep him occupied until Captain Plugg gets back.”

She joined Tai at the door and whispered something to him. He giggled, and together they turned and bowed, then backpedaled until they were out of sight.

“Well, that’s a relief,” Sticky said.

“Definitely,” Reynie affirmed.

They were both still looking at the doorway, and neither of them actually felt relieved. Not counting intercom communications from opposite ends of the house, the two hadn’t worked alone together to solve a problem in ages. When Reynie had suggested the plan to sneak off the ship, Sticky had simply agreed to it. When the dangerous chemicals on the rooftop had needed urgent attention, it was Sticky’s chess-notation instructions that made it possible—Reynie had only followed them. So when, Reynie wondered, was the last time they had sat across from each other to figure something out? He wasn’t sure. Sticky would remember, of course, and it occurred to Reynie that asking him would be a way to break the sudden tension.

“Hey,” he said, turning toward Sticky, “when did—”

“I guess—” said Sticky at the same moment. “Sorry, you go first.”

“No, you go ahead,” Reynie said. If Sticky had an idea, Reynie was determined to let him speak first. “What were you thinking?”

Sticky, who had only been going to suggest that they sit down, suddenly felt self-conscious. What if Reynie had already figured out Mr. Benedict’s message? That wouldn’t be unlike him. The last thing Sticky wanted was to say he was ready to get started, only to discover that Reynie had already finished. That shouldn’t matter, he chastised himself. The important thing is that we make progress.

What Sticky said out loud, when he sensed Reynie waiting uncomfortably for a response, was this: “I was just going to say that I guess you’ve probably already figured it out. Have you?”

“Mr. Benedict’s message?” Reynie said, caught off guard. How could he possibly have concentrated enough to figure that out yet? “Uh, no. I just…” He was about to suggest that they sit down and get started, but then he worried about seeming bossy. He didn’t think it would seem bossy—it was a natural suggestion, given their history of sitting down together to work things out—but lately he’d had a hard time gauging his friend’s feelings, and he didn’t want to mess this up.

“You just what?” Sticky prompted. It wasn’t like Reynie to hesitate so much, and Sticky’s mind was racing, trying to figure out what the problem was.

Reynie realized he wasn’t looking Sticky in the eye. That was no good, he thought. First things first. Look your friend in the eye. And so he raised his gaze to meet Sticky’s—but then hesitated again, unsure what to say.

Sticky, disconcerted, cleared his throat and made a pretense of glancing at the clock. It occurred to him that Reynie was hesitating to speak because he didn’t like what he was about to say. And what would that be? Sticky felt a wave of embarrassment wash over him. He thinks I’m a distraction, too!

“You know what?” Sticky said quickly, rubbing his scalp. “I should go up and deal with the mess on the roof. Why don’t you work on this, I’ll do that, and we’ll get back together in a little bit?”

“I’ll help you!” Reynie cried, taken aback. What had he done to offend Sticky? “We can talk while we’re cleaning!”

“No, that’s okay,” Sticky said, already moving for the door. “Honestly, you’ll probably get to the answers faster this way. Just—let me know if you need anything. I’ll be back down soon. It won’t take long.”

Reynie opened his mouth to protest, but it was too late. Sticky was gone. Reynie closed his mouth. And then his eyes. He stood there alone in the dining room. How in the world was he supposed to concentrate when one of his best friends was upset with him?

They were supposed to have been prepared for a day like this, yet now that it had arrived, it was not going the way Reynie had imagined it would. Not at all.
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Down on the first floor, in Kate’s room, Tai Li was jumping on the bed, something he had never been allowed to do in the orphanage. It was an especially springy bed with an especially sturdy frame, and with every jump, Tai thought he might be able to reach the ceiling with his outstretched fingers.

“You’re not even close,” Kate said from where she sat at her desk. “You realize that, right?”

“How close,” said Tai, bouncing breathlessly, “am I getting?”

Kate watched him a moment. “Nine inches,” she said, returning to her work. Arrayed on the desk before her were two dozen darts, ampoules of tranquilizer serum, and what resembled a very large water pistol. One by one, Kate was inspecting the ampoules, snapping them into their corresponding darts, then slipping the darts inside her jacket.

“Aren’t you,” Tai panted, “going to put the darts… into the gun?”

“With you in the room? No.”

“How many… can you… put in there?”

“Six at a time,” Kate said, then added under her breath, “I wish it were thirteen.”

“Me too!” Tai said. “One for each… of the bad men.”

Kate looked up, her mouth drawn tight. She had never liked it when Constance read her thoughts, and she did not like it any better when this little boy did. Even though, she had to admit, Tai Li was infinitely more agreeable as a little boy than Constance had been as a little girl. Anyway, he certainly wasn’t doing it on purpose, and so she said nothing.

“What’s the matter?” Tai asked, having either seen or sensed Kate’s annoyance. “Do you want me to stop jumping on the bed?”

“What? No, have at it,” Kate said, returning to her work. “You’re really good at it.”

“But what… if I break… the bed?” Tai panted, having been cautioned about such a disaster in the past.

Kate shrugged. “I’ll fix it.”

“But what… if I… fall off?”

“I’ll catch you,” Kate said.

“But you’re way over there! And you’re… sitting down!”

Kate shrugged again. “I’d still catch you, bouncy boy.”

The rumble of a motorcycle sounded outside. Kate listened long enough to be sure it was Captain Plugg returning (Kate was thoroughly familiar with the guard’s throttle patterns as she navigated the squeaky courtyard gate and then around to the back of the house). Satisfied, Kate held up one of the ampoules. “Did Constance tell you about these?”

Tai climbed down from the bed and went over to the desk. “They knock you out.”

Kate snapped her fingers. “Just like that,” she said, and as Tai tried in vain to snap his own fingers, she went on. “Rhonda Kazembe invented this particular formula. You know about Rhonda, right?”

“She’s Constance’s sister!”

“That’s right, she and Number Two were Mr. Benedict’s assistants, and he ended up adopting both of them, just like Constance. Well, among other things, Rhonda is an expert chemist, and she came up with this stuff so that Milligan could avoid hurting bad guys any worse than he had to. It was Sticky who whipped up this particular batch. Evidently, there’s nothing he can’t do these days.”

Tai asked if he could hold one of the ampoules, and Kate gave him one. He held it up to the light, admiring the amber-colored liquid inside it. “Is it like duskwort?”

Kate raised her eyebrows. “What do you know about duskwort?”

“Constance told me that you went on a big adventure to find some, but there wasn’t any left, only a plant called thwartwort”—Tai pronounced this word with some difficulty—“which doesn’t do anything except glow in the dark. But then she said that for one of your projects you and Milligan went on an exposition—”

“Expedition.”

“—expedition, and you hung from ropes on the side of a cliff for two whole days, and you found some duskwort! And you brought it home, but then it turned into dust, and it was the last in the world!”

“Let’s have that back, mister,” Kate said, for Tai was gesturing excitedly with the ampoule. He handed it over. “That’s all true. It was Reynie’s idea. He and Sticky—George—dug through scads of books, and based on what we already knew about duskwort, and what George already knew about climate, geography, botany, and I don’t know what else, they narrowed the possibilities down to a few locations around the North Sea. Then they showed me what they’d figured out, I took it straight to Milligan, and a month later I was a hundred feet above the ground, surrounded by screaming cliff swallows, scouring jagged rocks for duskwort in a freezing rain. It was amazing!”

“And now it’s all gone?”

“Yep. It’s fragile stuff,” Kate said. “I mean, it was. And George is now the only person in the world who ever saw it under a microscope. Not even Mr. Benedict got a chance—he wanted George to get the first crack at it.”

“Wow,” Tai breathed. “What did Constance do in the project?”

“Constance declared herself official project chronicler. She wrote a poem about it.”

“That’s how I know about it! She told me the poem!”

Kate snorted. “I’m sure she did. Well, I have to admit, it wasn’t a bad poem. There were some tricky rhymes. It was a little insulting, and I don’t see why she had to make the entire last stanza about the importance of the poet in such endeavors, but we’re all used to that sort of thing. It’s funny if you take the right angle on it.”

“I loved it!” Tai said, laughing. Then he grew serious. “Aren’t you going to miss doing projects together?”

Kate narrowed her eyes. “So you’ve heard things are changing around here, have you?” She sighed. “Of course I’ll miss our projects. That platform you like riding on so much? Well, the roof was leaking and there were rotten boards in the attic, and it was all going to have to be repaired anyway. So Mr. Benedict suggested we could use a little hands-on experience in hydraulics and construction. The boys and I built that platform ourselves!”

“And did Constance write a poem about it?” Tai asked hopefully.

“She did.”

Tai giggled. “Tell me the other projects!”

“Honestly, there’re too many to tell you all of them right now, but we put in the intercom system ourselves, and some special trick windows, and we used Mr. Curtain’s technology to build a little machine that I nicknamed the Husher—a noise-cancellation device that makes everything around it perfectly silent. You can imagine the pranks we played on one another with that.…”

“Constance says it was just you who played the pranks! Until everybody begged you to stop scaring them.”

Kate frowned and considered this. “Huh. That might actually be true.”

She had finished her dart preparations now and was double-checking that everything was in its proper place. She had a feeling that she was going to need to use the tranquilizer gun in the near future, and it was a nervous thought, even for her.

And yet, Kate realized, the nervous feeling was actually a relief, because it took her mind off the other feeling, the one prompted by Tai’s question.

Aren’t you going to miss doing projects together?

The melancholy feeling.

Kate much preferred the nervous one.

Tai was edging around the desk to get closer to the empty tranquilizer gun. Kate slid it out of reach. Tai began edging around the desk in the other direction.

“Are you as good as Milligan with that?” he asked.

“These days I’m even better,” Kate said matter-of-factly. Then, upon a moment’s reflection, she added, “I don’t know if he realizes that, though. I used to be amazed at how fast and accurate Milligan was with his.”

“But you aren’t anymore?”

“Well, like I said, I’m faster and more accurate than he is now, and it doesn’t seem quite the thing, you know, to be amazed at one’s own abilities.”

Tai’s face took on a crafty expression. “I’ll bet you really aren’t as good as Milligan is.”

Kate gave him a look. “I know what you’re trying to do.”

“Show me, Kate! Please!”

Kate took a deep breath. Not because she didn’t want to give Tai a demonstration—she already felt as though she would do anything for this little boy—but because she knew her instinct was to make choices that others found rather less than careful. She wanted to be sure of her choice now.

“Okay, get down here behind the desk,” Kate said. Tai eagerly complied. “Now peek over the top of it and look at that spot above the door—do you see it? Where there’s a hole in the plaster about the size of a nickel? Good. Now get back down behind the desk again. We’re going to be on the extra-safe side, you and me.”

“Okay!” Tai exclaimed. He covered his ears.

“You don’t need to do that. It’s pretty quiet. Now look,” Kate said, showing him a dart. She removed its ampoule of serum. “See that? Now I won’t waste serum on a poor old wall that never hurt anybody.”

“Right!” Tai said, grinning. He still had his hands over his ears, but Kate wasn’t going to insist.

“So now I just load the dart like this,” Kate said, showing him. “And then—” She moved so quickly that Tai uttered a startled squeak and fell backward. When he recovered his balance a moment later, the tranquilizer gun was resting on the desk, and Kate was regarding Tai with crossed arms. “And that’s how I do it!”

“Did you shoot the dart?” asked Tai.

“What do you mean, did I shoot the dart? You saw me!”

Tai slowly stood up and gaped at the tiny hole in the plaster above the door. It seemed to have bloomed feathers. He gasped.

Kate smiled. Her own eyes went up to the ceiling, above which, she presumed, Reynie and Sticky were busy solving the message from Mr. Benedict. You should be up there, she thought. And then: Or no, actually, you need to get used to this. It’s good. It’s all fine.

“What’s the matter?”

Kate lowered her gaze and discovered Tai looking up at her with an expression of concern. She put on a frown. “Are you kidding me? Nothing’s the matter! Didn’t you see that shot?”

Tai cocked his head uncertainly. “But now you’re thinking about S.Q.’s big feet! Like Reynie did when he was trying to keep me from hearing his thoughts.”

“Good grief,” Kate said, shaking her head. “Can’t a person think about somebody’s big feet sometimes?” She made as if to tickle Tai, who giggled and leaped away. She took a deep breath and said, “I do believe that bed needs more jumping on. Can you help it out?”

“Yes, I can!” Tai cried happily, and for the moment, at least, Kate was out of danger of crying.
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In her room on the third floor, Constance lay in bed, her shoes still on, glaring at the ceiling. She could feel the Listener’s presence, a palpable attentiveness, but she deflected the intrusions easily enough. The Listener was a person, too, after all, and Constance knew she was equally exhausted. Not to mention conflicted: Constance could sense the uncertainty in that invisible gaze. The Listener was understandably confused. And Constance knew she shouldn’t be angry at this woman who had been brainswept, who was being deceived or compelled to buzz Constance’s brain like this.

But Constance Contraire was very angry indeed.

She was angry at this mental attack, angry at Sticky and Reynie for their attempt to abandon her on the ship, angry at the way they and Kate confided in one another in ways they didn’t do with her, angry at being left out just now, angry at being left behind in the future. Constance squeezed her eyes closed. She felt tears trickle from the corners. The tears made her angry, too.

She knew the older three were keeping secrets from her. They still treated her like a little kid. Although now that she thought about it, the way they treated Tai, who actually was a little kid, seemed far nicer than the way they were with her. Worse, she couldn’t pretend that this wasn’t partly her own fault. She was maddening to deal with—she’d been maddening to deal with even when she was cute little Tai Li’s age—and this made her angry, too.

Why does Tai have to be cute as a button

When I was a whiner, a snoot, and a glutton?

Now Constance was angry for coming up with that poem. She hadn’t even meant to.

Her mind skipped back to its previous track. Yes, she knew that the older three kept secrets from her, and secrets were infuriating. But Constance would never try to sneak a look at them. She had learned the hard way, years ago, that it was much better not to do so. For she had perceived one day, only by eavesdropping on Reynie’s thoughts, that she was getting on his nerves. He was thoroughly annoyed with her and trying hard to hide it. To Constance, this was a crushing revelation.

For although she very often tried to get on the others’ nerves (she could hardly have explained why), to discover that she could be annoying even when she wasn’t trying was nothing short of horrible. It had taken her a long time to recover from that feeling. Without realizing it, Reynie had helped her get better by being his usual kind and patient self—and Constance did know that he loved her, and that everyone else loved her, too—and after a while she came to realize that she’d simply learned an important lesson: She needed to judge her friends and family by their actions, not by their thoughts, for thoughts are fleeting and temperamental, the reflection of a moment, and are very often confused and misleading. Thoughts formed into spoken words are a different matter, and actual deeds another matter still.

From then on, Constance had been extremely motivated to learn to avoid accidentally reading others’ minds. She didn’t want to feel that particular hurt again. And now, trying to calm down, she reminded herself that it was okay to have secrets sometimes. After all, isn’t every unspoken thought a secret? And didn’t she have some secrets herself?

But that proved an unhelpful line of thinking, for what Constance considered to be her greatest secret was the fact that, despite her best efforts, she hadn’t been able to keep from knowing something, which was this: At one time or another in the last few years, every one of the older members of the Society had developed a temporary crush on one of the others. The extra intensity of feeling had unavoidably drawn Constance’s mental attention. She had been very annoyed. But it was also true that in every case, the Society members had kept their crushes a secret, fearing that to reveal them would somehow risk damaging the Society as a whole. Thus, for a while, anyway, they had all made private sacrifices out of loyalty to the group. That kind of dedication seemed to be fading now. Which made Constance angry.

And what made her angrier still was the fact that she never revealed those secret crushes—not even during the worst arguments, when Constance had desperately wanted to lash out and hurt her friends. How embarrassing it would have been for them! But time and again she had resisted using this powerful weapon, and she viewed this as the greatest sacrifice of all, greater than any the others had made. And the fact that she had made a great sacrifice for their sakes and none of them knew it made Constance angry. It made her furious.

Constance opened her eyes. She wiped away the tears. She glared at the ceiling. She might not attack her friends, not really, but she definitely wanted to attack something. And there was the Listener, still present, still confused, trying to get inside Constance’s head to figure out where she was, what her plans were, what she knew.

It’s time to turn the tables, Constance thought, narrowing her eyes.
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Sticky was on the rooftop patio, sprinkling black powder over a bubbling red puddle, which caused the liquid to swell and firm up. The resulting mass looked like lasagna. Sticky used a gigantic spatula to scrape it up and drop it into a metal container. He selected a different powder from his kit and went in search of a different puddle.

This was something he could do almost without thinking: His knowledge of chemicals and their complex interactions was unsurpassed. Sticky had already absorbed almost everything ever published about chemistry. This fact, combined with his own compelling experiments, as well as his unequaled ability to keep up with new research being reported in scientific journals (he read several each morning, in several languages), had marked him as an obvious candidate for directing chemical research in a laboratory. Whether or not he ran a distinguished lab, though, George “Sticky” Washington was already a famous name in the world of science.

So why did he feel like such a kid?

But there it was, the truth: Sticky still felt like a kid. He still thought of himself as “Sticky,” despite his efforts to return to his given name. He still liked it better when the others accidentally called him that, too. It felt more natural. When they called him George, he felt as if they didn’t know him, as if they were speaking to someone else. Yet he clearly had one foot in the adult world, and it seemed only right that he bring his other foot along—that he make the second step. But he didn’t want to. Except that he did. Or did he?

Sticky Washington knew everything, evidently, except what he wanted.

He took out a spray bottle and squirted it onto what resembled a pile of gray ash in the corner of the rooftop patio. The ash made a squeaky, sputtering sound like that of a deflating balloon, turned into white smoke, and drifted away on the breeze. Sticky made a calculation in his head. He was tallying up the quantity and price of the chemicals his mistake had cost him. Yes, there had been an emergency, but if Sticky had thought to clear everything away sooner, there would have been no dangerous near miss up here with Kate, and no lost materials. Instead it was Reynie who had thought of it, just in time.

Sticky clenched his teeth. He didn’t blame his friend for being such a nimble thinker. Nor was Reynie the kind of person who gloated. Quite the opposite, in fact. Still, what must it be like to be the first person everyone looked to for answers? The one who was always figuring out the last piece of the puzzle? Sticky couldn’t help thinking it might be nice, though he knew it would also come with a lot of pressure.

Even so, if Reynie hadn’t started thinking about leaving, Sticky might never have considered it himself. Certainly he wouldn’t have sent letters of inquiry to prestigious laboratories. Not yet, anyway. But Reynie was inclined to go, or so it seemed to Sticky. Someone like Reynie could do anything, so who could blame him for not wanting to stay here with his childhood friends, working on projects, never really meeting anybody, never really testing his wings? No, Sticky didn’t blame him. But then, why did he feel so abandoned?

Because you’re still a kid, Sticky thought, rolling his eyes. You’re supposed to be so mature, but your friend talks about leaving and you start crying on the inside. You’ve barely been able to make eye contact with him for weeks.

Sticky put away the spray bottle and powder canisters and took up a large push broom. He felt his eyes burning. Had he used the wrong neutralizer? He knew that he hadn’t. He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and began sweeping broken glass into tiny glittering piles.

It had been bad enough knowing that Kate wanted to go. But then, she was Kate. The world wasn’t big enough for Kate Wetherall. She was always coming and going, wasn’t she? That’s what Sticky had focused on—the idea that Kate would always come back. But had he been deluding himself? Had he just been scared to look straight at the truth? So many things Sticky didn’t know. But one thing he did: If he went away to direct a laboratory, he wouldn’t be left behind here, feeling abandoned.

Sticky heard the stairwell door rattle and open. He turned to see Reynie in the doorway, panting and red-faced.

“We have got to fix that platform recall mechanism,” Reynie said, wiping his brow.

“Sorry, I didn’t expect you or I would have sent it back down.”

“No, I know, it’s fine,” Reynie said, coming over. He surveyed the patio. “I see you’ve already got most of it, but I can help you with the tables. I guess we should let Kate deal with the parachute herself, huh?”

“Yeah, she’ll have a system.” Sticky looked at Reynie sidelong. “So, did you get it figured out?”

Reynie scratched his head. “To be honest with you? I can’t seem to think straight. It’s—I think it’s unsettling me to have us all scattered around the house. At a time like this… I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I’m just not used to it.”

Sticky nodded. His eyes were stinging again. “We probably all feel that way,” he said in a slightly strained voice. “So, okay, then, if you’re really that keen on helping, maybe we can discuss Mr. Benedict’s riddle while we get this all cleared up?”

“Sounds like a plan,” said Reynie gratefully. He took a step toward the nearest mangled table, then stopped. He turned to Sticky. “The way you had everything set up like a chessboard,” he said. “Why did you do that? You don’t need help remembering where things are.”

Of course Reynie would think of that, Sticky thought, and he smiled. “It was in case you came up here,” he admitted. “In case you were interested. I thought it would be easier if we could stand in one spot and I could use chess notation to point out whichever chemical I was speaking about at the moment.” He paused. “But let me guess—you already figured as much.”

“I just figured you had a reason,” Reynie said. “It seemed like too much of a coincidence.”

“Right,” Sticky said. “Well…” He tapped his nose and pointed.

Reynie chuckled. “For the record,” he said, “I was.”

“You were what?”

“Going to come up here. Because I was interested. Still am, in fact. When all of this is over, will you catch me up?”

“Deal,” Sticky said.

They jokingly shook hands, each feeling a small but welcome sense of relief, and together they set to cleaning up what remained of the patio mess. But they had hardly begun when Constance came panting out of the stairwell. Their mouths opened simultaneously, each ready to apologize for not sending the platform down—anything to keep Constance from going on a rage—but she gave them no opportunity.

“S.Q.’s in trouble!” she gasped. “We have to help him!” She doubled over, resting her hands on her knees, trying to get her breath.

Reynie bent forward, trying to see her face. “What do you mean? S.Q.? What could—?”

Constance looked up, and the fear was plain in her eyes. She had only to say the next word to send Reynie and Sticky running for the platform.

McCracken.
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I listened in on the Listener,” Constance was shouting as the platform descended, “and this time I heard something! McCracken was trying to get her to locate S.Q., but it doesn’t work that way. She tried, but she couldn’t find him.” She paused for breath.

“He doesn’t have a bright signal,” Sticky said.

Constance shook her head. They were passing through the attic, which grew suddenly dim as the trapdoor closed above them, shutting out the sunlight. “But McCracken and some others are going anyway. They still think they can catch him. It’s all very confusing, but the Listener sensed the menace in McCracken’s mind—it scared her, and that’s why I think I could hear things as well as I did. Or see things. I could see what she saw as they were leaving. It seems really bad!”

“So S.Q.’s not with Mr. Benedict and Mr. Curtain anymore?” Reynie asked.

“No, he’s somewhere in town—he left a message for McCracken in some secret location. Something in it made McCracken decide to go after him!”

The platform settled into place on the third floor just as Kate came bounding up from below. She was carrying Tai Li piggyback, the way she used to do with Constance, and was taking the stairs three at a time. “What’s going on?” she said as they all came together. “Tai says you’re scared about something, Constance!”

“McCracken’s going after S.Q.,” Reynie said quickly. To Constance he said, “Can you warn S.Q.? Send him a message?”

“I’ve already tried,” Constance said with a frustrated shake of her head. “I don’t know how to explain it, but if I don’t know where he is, I can’t… can’t aim, I guess. And even if he heard me, I don’t think he’d realize it was me. He’s not like you, Reynie—I don’t think he’d figure it out. Not in time, anyway.”

“How much time do we have?” Kate asked.

“Minutes? Half an hour? I’m not sure. But not long.”

Reynie and Sticky glanced at each other and took off running in different directions. Sticky was headed to his computer station, Reynie to the two-way radio, which he kicked himself now for having left on the second floor. He really was off his game. He descended the stairs as fast as he could and flew down the hallway. “Intercom! Sticky’s office!” he cried as he ran into the dining room.

“All clear!” Sticky’s voice blared just as Reynie reached the radio.

He spat out a string of code words followed by the bulletin: S.Q. Pedalian in danger. If you see him, warn him to take cover immediately. Reynie released the button he’d been pressing and stared helplessly at the radio. What were the odds that one of the handful of agents and sentries scattered about the very large city of Stonetown would just happen to spot S.Q.? Very slim. Too slim. He rubbed at his forehead, trying to work up some sort of answer.

And a sort of answer came to him.

“Sticky!” he yelled (in his urgency it didn’t even occur to him to say “George”). “Have everyone meet me in my study!” Reynie ran toward the door, stopped, ran back for the radio, and headed upstairs. By the time he came puffing into his study, the others were waiting there. They stood around his desk looking at him expectantly, no one wasting time by asking questions. Tai, wide-eyed, sat in Reynie’s desk chair with both hands over his mouth. Evidently he’d been counseled to keep quiet.

Reynie closed the door and gestured at the map of Stonetown. “Constance,” he said, “you saw what the Listener saw, right? What can you tell us? Any detail might help us figure out where McCracken thinks S.Q. is!” He held up the radio. “We could send word! An agent might be able to get to him before McCracken does!”

All eyes turned to Constance, who purely out of habit opened her mouth to protest, then collected herself and said, “I’ll do my best! It’s so hard to do all this at once”—she whirled her hands about—“but okay, yes, I’ll try!” The whirling motions had loosened the pushed-up sleeves of the green plaid suit jacket, which slipped down now and covered her hands. She didn’t bother to push them up again but crossed her arms and squeezed her eyes closed, looking as if she were in a straitjacket. Suddenly her face relaxed. Something had occurred to her.

“In fact,” Constance said, “I can do better than that! I can show you. Everybody clear your mind.”

No one hesitated even for a second. All eyes in the room closed.

What happened next was different for each person, but they all felt equally strange, and they all saw and heard the same thing. It was like having someone else’s daydream. And what happened in the daydream was this:

McCracken sat in a vast, gloomy space—almost certainly a warehouse—holding a mostly eaten apple in one hand and a letter in the other. He was perched, minus his suit jacket, on the hood of a small limousine. An open briefcase rested beside him. His expensive shiny black shoes were visible on the concrete floor in front of him, and his wide feet, in handsomely patterned stockings, were braced on the car’s chrome bumper. He was staring intently at the letter, chewing.

Standing nearby, evidently having just delivered the letter, was a familiar figure: a bald white head, a leering face with a single eyebrow, a deceptively spindly-looking body in an elegant suit. Crawlings. He was gulping air, doubled over with one hand braced on a knee, and his face was red from exertion.

“Do step back, dear fellow,” McCracken said, without taking his eyes from the letter. “Your gasps agitate me.”

As Crawlings shuffled backward a step, another Ten Man entered the scene—a red-cheeked, blocky blond man in a royal-blue suit—and took up a position beside him. Then, bizarrely, he seemed to do it again, as if the scene were starting over—but, no, it was actually a duplicate of the first man. They were identical twins. The Katz brothers. They stood in patient silence, watching McCracken finish the letter and slip it into his pocket. His face thoughtful, he took a last bite of his apple, then flung the core high into the air. On its way down, the apple core jerked sideways, its trajectory violently altered. When it hit the ground, both ends of a pencil could be seen protruding from it.

McCracken closed his briefcase and slid off the car, which jounced from the shedding of his tremendous weight. With quick, graceful movements, he slipped on his shoes, then walked over to a card table, which previously had been out of view. In strange contrast to the gloomy warehouse, the table bore a bowl of fresh fruit and a vase of cut flowers. McCracken took his suit jacket from the back of a folding chair and returned to huddle with the other Ten Men.

In a low tone, scarcely audible, McCracken asked something about a precise location. Crawlings shook his head noncommittally, uttering a sentence whose only intelligible word was “fair.”

“Close enough,” McCracken said, retrieving his briefcase from the hood of the car. He gestured at the Katz brothers, and, leaving Crawlings behind, the three men walked swiftly to a door, passing through it into late-afternoon sunshine and slamming it behind them. The door, failing to catch properly, swung open again to reveal all three men simultaneously fitting expensive sunglasses over squinting eyes. A Katz brother reached back to close the door more securely. Then they were gone.

All of this occurred in the space of a minute. Precious little had happened, yet from the moment McCracken had speared the apple core with a razor-sharp pencil, the daydream had taken on an unmistakable feeling of threat. Instead of an apple, S.Q. was McCracken’s target now. What he intended to do with their friend once he found him was impossible to tell. But what was very clear indeed was that McCracken would get what he wanted from S.Q., whatever it took.

“There, there, deary,” Crawlings purred, looking directly at the daydreamers. “Don’t look so troubled. Everything is as it should be.”

Every eye in the room popped open.

Sticky, who stood closest to Tai, saw the little boy’s anxious expression and reached to take his hand. Tai gratefully held on to it. “Constance,” Sticky said, “why didn’t we see McCracken asking the Listener to locate S.Q.?”

“I left that part out,” Constance said. “It was a full minute of darkness, just her with her eyes closed, searching in vain as the others waited.”

“So weird,” Kate murmured.

“Okay,” Reynie said, stepping to the map. “Their starting point was a warehouse. Sticky—sorry, George—zoning regulations only allow warehouses in certain neighborhoods of Stonetown, right?”

“Right!” Sticky said. He gave Tai’s hand an excited squeeze. “Some small-scale ones are allowed in almost every nonresidential area, but—how big do you think that building is, Kate?”

Kate considered for the briefest moment, then rattled off dimensions so precise it sounded as though she were reading them from a blueprint.

“Okay, that settles it,” Sticky said. “Only four neighborhoods are zoned for a warehouse of that size.” He quickly named them: the old meatpacking district, which was bisected by the train yards at the far north fringe of the city; the textile district, which began about twenty city blocks due west; the cannery district, in the southeast; and of course, considerably closer to them, the dockyards near Stonetown Harbor.

Reynie looked to Kate, intending to ask for a marker, but she was already handing him one. He circled the areas on the map. (Each circle also happened to encompass a few pushpins; Reynie, based on information he’d been given by agents and sentries, had already made some shrewd guesses about where the Ten Men might be holing up.)

“Okay,” he said quickly, “we’re looking for an area either within one of these circles or immediately to the west of them.”

“Why does it have to be to the west?” Tai piped up.

“The sun,” replied everyone else at the same time. The effect was startling, and Tai gasped. The others glanced at one another, but without the traditional amused expressions or crossing of eyes.

“It’s late afternoon,” Kate explained to Tai, “so the sun is low in the west. And did you see them all squinting when they put their sunglasses on? They were facing west when they set out.”

“And we’re looking for something close by the warehouse,” Reynie said, “because they left on foot. They didn’t even think about taking the car. And Crawlings was breathing hard, remember? He probably ran there with that letter, but it wouldn’t have been from very far away. If it were, he would have used some other form of transportation.”

“Wow!” Tai exclaimed. He let go of Sticky’s hand to clap excitedly. “This is fun!”

The others exchanged furtive glances. No one was going to try to convince Tai otherwise. They were already doing their best to keep their anxieties managed for his sake.

“Crawlings said the word ‘fair,’ right?” Reynie said. He drew an arrow with his marker. “Fair Avenue runs just to the west of the cannery district, so that’s one possibility. There’s almost nothing going on around there—that could be a good reason to choose it as the place to leave the letter.”

“There’s also that miniature golf course called Fairway Fun,” Constance suggested. “Isn’t it near the textile district? We went there with S.Q. once, remember? He was always accidentally kicking my golf balls into the hazards.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Sticky said.

Constance turned on him with blazing eyes, but Reynie quickly spoke up.

“It was worth mentioning, Constance,” he said, tapping the map with his marker, “but look—Fairway Fun’s to the east of the textile district.”

Sticky had actually meant that the name “Fairway Fun” made no sense, given that miniature golf courses contained no fairways, only putting greens. But time was of the essence, and he let the misunderstanding pass, not least because a new idea had occurred to him: “There was a street fair scheduled for today! I read it in the newspaper. They were blocking off Second and Chance Streets downtown—that’s just west of the dockyards!”

“Yes!” Reynie drew an arrow on the map. “If the streets are blocked off, that’s another reason they wouldn’t take the car.”

“Uh-oh,” Kate said, shaking her head. “Guys? This just got harder. Do you remember where S.Q. lives? Fairhaven Apartments!”

“Oh no, she’s right!” Sticky groaned. “His rent’s really cheap because the apartments are so close to the train yards. I remember trying to make a joke about it!”

There was an awkward beat of silence as Sticky’s friends remembered his extraordinarily unamusing attempt at wordplay—something about S.Q. getting such a “fair deal” at “Fairhaven.” Even good-natured S.Q. had struggled to chuckle politely.

“Yes,” Constance said dryly. “We remember that, too.”

“So maybe Crawlings had a reason to think that S.Q. was walking home,” Kate suggested. “And he told McCracken where S.Q. lives!”

“It seems more likely than hanging out at a street fair at a time like this,” Sticky observed.

“The meatpacking district is so far away, though,” said Kate, frowning. “Reynie, where are all the agents stationed right now?”

Reynie quickly made several marks on the map.

Kate’s frown deepened. “This is bad! Look, nobody is even the least bit close to any of those neighborhoods!”

“That’s no coincidence,” Constance said with a dark look. “The Katz brothers are famous for avoiding agents, right? There’s a reason nobody’s ever managed to trap them.”

Kate hurried forward and tapped the map with her finger. “Look, we are as close to all four of those neighborhoods as any one of Milligan’s agents is. If I take Captain Plugg’s motorcycle, I can get there faster than any of them could. I’ll find S.Q. and warn him myself!”

Sticky winced. “Kate, at this time of day, average travel time is close to an hour for any of those neighborhoods except the dockyards. You could make it down to the street fair pretty quickly, maybe, but only if you got lucky with traffic. I know you’re a lot faster than average, but—”

“I could at least try!” Kate snapped in exasperation. “I just need to know where to go!”

“You should ask Reynie, then!”

It was Tai who said this. He was bouncing in his seat with an expression of happy excitement. He pointed his finger repeatedly at Reynie, who stood at the map with his lips pressed tight.

“Ask Reynie! He knows!”
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Reynie had reasons for not speaking up sooner, the main one being that the answer hadn’t occurred to him until just before Tai made his announcement. Stonetown was a large city, and Mr. Benedict’s community of family and friends was comfortably squashed together in two houses in a single neighborhood. Ever since the Society had come together here, here was where they spent almost all their time. Reynie knew a great deal about Stonetown, of course: He could name all the neighborhoods; he knew the history, the geography, the architectural trends. But he was really only personally familiar with a few neighborhoods. His home, his life, was in this house, with these friends.

In short, with a few exceptions, Reynie didn’t know how long it took to get places. Unlike Sticky, who had absorbed extensive knowledge of local traffic patterns simply by reading and remembering everything—even the most boring things—Reynie hadn’t realized it would take so long to reach those far-flung neighborhoods. Once he did, he knew that McCracken’s warehouse was in the dockyards.

Hadn’t Constance said earlier that McCracken woke the Listener up himself? That had been scarcely half an hour since he’d stood at their courtyard gate. And only a few minutes ago he’d already been settled in at the warehouse long enough to have removed his shoes and suit jacket, long enough to have eaten most of an apple. He’d gotten comfortable. Nor was it the least bit likely that McCracken would have sat on the hood of that car if he’d been in the warehouse for only a few minutes. After an hour’s drive across town, the car’s engine would still be extremely hot, its hood better suited for cooking on than for sitting on. The engine had had time to cool, though, and so McCracken had been there awhile already. All the clues were there. The dockyards were the only place close enough to make sense.

But just because Reynie knew where to find the warehouse didn’t mean he thought Kate should fly to S.Q.’s rescue—not without all the facts available. What if they’d overlooked something? What if she were seen by one of the Ten Men? They’d know she was in town! Worse yet: What if she were actually confronted by the Ten Men? What if she had to face McCracken?

All of this and more had been racing through Reynie’s brain. Now, with everyone staring at him, Reynie felt even more pressure. He needed time. Yet there wasn’t time.

“I think…” Reynie faltered. “Listen—”

“The dockyards!” Tai squealed, unable to contain himself any longer. “He thinks Crawlings saw S.Q. at the street fair!”

And with that, Kate was off.

The sound of Tai’s gasp was lost in the greater commotion of gasping, jumping, and other startled responses to Kate’s sudden explosive movement. (Sticky made a kind of yelp with his mouth closed, for example, and Constance passed gas.) These sounds, too, made less of an impression than did the series of thumps in the house, which the older three knew to be from Kate’s boots hitting the stairway landings as she descended, banister to banister, all the way to the bottom floor.

Reynie looked at the intercom speaker. He opened his mouth, then closed it again. There was no point trying to stop her now, not unless he was convinced Kate was doing the wrong thing—in which case she might listen to him. He wasn’t convinced, though. He was afraid for her; he had concerns about the risks; but his own notions of risk were very different from Kate’s, and now was no time for argument.

“Let it go, Reynie,” Constance said quietly.

Reynie turned to her. She looked so exhausted. She also looked annoyed, but that was nothing unusual. And in fact he could tell she was trying not to look annoyed, for his sake. Which was unusual.

“You can’t do anything about it,” Constance said, “so stop worrying like that. I’m trying not to know what you’re thinking and feeling, but I’m not exactly at the top of my game, okay?”

“Okay,” Reynie said, quickly composing his thoughts. “Of course. And thanks.”

Constance rolled her eyes.

Sticky and Tai, meanwhile, had gone to the window, for Sticky knew that Kate would appear much sooner than one would expect, and he guessed correctly that Tai would like to see her go. Sure enough, in mere moments they heard the sound of Captain Plugg’s motorcycle firing up, and just as Reynie and Constance arrived at the window, the motorcycle streaked into view from around the corner of the house. To everyone’s surprise, Captain Plugg herself appeared to be riding it. They all recognized her helmet, uniform, and stocky build.

“I don’t understand,” Sticky said. “How is it that—?”

But even as he spoke, the motorcycle came to the courtyard gate and slowed not quite to a stop, and the person they had assumed to be Captain Plugg kicked the gate handle open with one boot, drove through the gate, kicked the gate closed behind her, and screeched off down the street with the cycle’s front wheel in the air.

“So that would be Kate,” Constance said, and they all nodded.
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Ripping down a back alley, Kate considered how long it had been since McCracken and the Scaredy Katz set out to find S.Q. Ten minutes? Fifteen? It depended on how much time had passed between the actual event and Constance’s panicky announcement. And she was still a few minutes away herself.

Oh, S.Q., Kate thought, please get on a bus. Go somewhere unexpected. Don’t be poking around the street fair.

Ahead of her a delivery van blocked the alley. On one side of it, the driver stood handing boxes through a doorway. On the other side was just enough space between the van and alley wall for Kate to squeeze through with an inch to spare. She took the gap at top speed, and over the roar of the motor she heard the driver shouting in alarm, followed by the sound of a box being dropped.

“Sorry,” Kate muttered, rocketing from the alley, across an empty street, and into another alley. She was avoiding traffic, making good time. She had already ditched the Captain Plugg disguise—the uniform padded with a couple of hidden pillows—as it was creating too much wind resistance. But she’d gotten well clear of the neighborhood first. If any neighbors had seen her go, Kate might have given them a new impression of Captain Plugg’s skills, but she’d given them no reason to think anyone else was staying in Mr. Benedict’s house.

Now she was approaching Second and Chance Streets, and from behind the tinted visor of Captain Plugg’s oversized helmet, Kate kept her eyes peeled for Ten Men, for S.Q., for anything that might tip her off to their location. She was surprised to discover a great many people leaving the area in a hurry. They were in the streets and the alleys alike, and Kate was forced to slow down and proceed more carefully. Parents ushered along children with faces painted and balloons tightly clutched; couples held hands and exchanged nervous glances; random individuals pressed forward with shopping bags and arms full of knickknacks—all moving in the opposite direction of Kate. Everyone looked agitated—some annoyed, some frightened, some confused. This did not seem good.

And now Kate heard something in the distance ahead: A man was shouting into a megaphone, but she couldn’t make out what he was saying. Slowing to a crawl, she called out to a frazzled-looking woman carrying a basket of handcrafted candles.

“They say it’s a gas leak!” the woman explained, hurrying past. “They’re evacuating the area!”

Kate considered this information for half a second. Then she rolled on. This was entirely too coincidental a development. She thought it very unlikely that there was actually a gas leak in the area. What was in the area might well prove to be just as dangerous, though, and she rode now with every muscle tensed, studying every face and figure she passed.

There were a few businessmen in the crowd, but Kate dismissed them with a glance. Now, at the tail end of the evacuation, she was mainly seeing street vendors, the folks who had been most reluctant to abandon their booths, who had stayed behind longer than anyone else, either locking things up or gathering as much of their precious wares as they could carry. She saw a flower vendor carrying an impossible quantity of flowers—he looked like a human vase—followed by a caricaturist stumbling along with an easel and rolled-up canvases. She passed a jangling, glittering jewelry maker wearing all her own jewelry. Kate passed an organ-grinder with a monkey, a limping clown with his red wig askew, a one-man band struggling under the weight of his own instruments. No Ten Men, though, and no S.Q.

The crowd had thinned now. Kate passed a few final stragglers as she headed directly toward the sound of the megaphone, turning onto Second Street just as the man wielding the megaphone was rounding the corner at a trot. He was a sweaty, nervous-looking fellow in a blue T-shirt that said “STAFF” on the front of it. He started at the sight of Kate and tried waving her back.

“You can’t be here, miss,” he said. “There’s a—”

Kate stopped the motorcycle. “Who told you there’s a gas leak?”

“Guy from the city?” the man said, hurrying on. “I don’t know. He gave me the megaphone and told me to get everybody out. Listen, I’ve tried to be a good citizen here, but I need to look after myself, too, you know. I can’t be responsible—”

“Absolutely,” Kate said. “Well done, citizen! I’ll take it from here!” She revved the throttle and proceeded down Y Street, veering around two food trucks that blocked the way.

There was no one in sight. Empty stalls lined the street on both sides. Paper plates, napkins, and other assorted trash drifted and skittered along the ground in a warm breeze that smelled of fried dough. The buildings framing the street showed no signs of life. This place had gone from street fair to ghost town in a matter of minutes, Kate thought. But why?

At the end of the block, Kate turned onto Chance Street, similarly desolate and abandoned. Her keen eyes scanned every doorway and window, traveled along the rooftops and fire escapes. She passed an empty hot dog stand, an empty balloon stand, an empty bookstall. She skirted a huge industrial trash bin with a wary eye, but there was no one behind it. She was beginning to think that perhaps there truly was a gas leak, that there was nothing for her to do here after all—no S.Q. to warn, no Ten Men to avoid—when she spied, farther down the street, a lone figure sitting at a table.

Kate stopped the motorcycle. The table was draped with a low-hanging black tablecloth, on the front of which, in glittery silver letters, were the words MADAME CANARD’S PALM READING! FORTUNE-TELLING! ADVICE! The figure wore a black shawl and sat hunched, her face concealed partly by the shawl and partly by the locks of unruly black hair that dangled from it. Her black-gloved hands she held before her, trembling—from fear? some affliction?—at the edge of the tabletop.

Kate narrowed her eyes. Something was definitely not right. The fortune-teller had not even glanced in her direction. Could she not hear the rumbling motorcycle? Was she too frightened to move? That seemed more likely.

Even more likely, Kate thought, was that this was some kind of trap.

She could just turn around and leave. Right now. Maybe the woman knew about S.Q., or maybe she needed help, or maybe both. But if this was a trap, then the last thing Kate should do…

Kate didn’t even finish the thought. Her heart beating fast, everything in her on high alert, she crept forward on the motorcycle, studying the area around the fortune-teller as she approached. She noted the manhole cover in the street, the ice-cream truck blocking the way not far beyond it, the fire hydrant at the corner. Nothing seemed amiss except for the figure, who still did not look up.

“Hello? Excuse me?” said Kate as she drew near. No response. Kate shut off the engine, put the kickstand down, and slid off the motorcycle.

The gloved hands on the table continued to tremble violently, making faint tapping sounds against the tablecloth. Kate removed Captain Plugg’s helmet, which was so large that it kept slipping forward and obscuring part of her vision. She glanced around again, saw no one. She took a step toward the table. Tap-tap-tap went the trembling fingers, so faintly as to be barely audible.

And yet familiar, Kate thought. The tapping was familiar.

Sometimes the fingers seemed to linger on the table; sometimes they touched it for the merest instant; sometimes they trembled without touching the table at all.

Morse code. It was Morse code.

Kate froze, holding her breath, and watched the fingers carefully.

Go. Trap. Go. Trap. Go. Trap.

“Can I help you, ma’am?” Kate said rather too loudly. She shifted the helmet, tucking it under her left arm while her right hand slipped casually inside her jacket. Her heart was hammering so loudly in her ears that she could scarcely hear her own words. If this was indeed a trap, what was her best move? Probably to pretend she didn’t realize it was a trap.

“I don’t wish to disturb you,” she said, a little more naturally this time. “But evidently there’s a gas leak. You should really come with me.”

No. Go. Trap.

“Well, okay, suit yourself,” Kate said with a sigh. She spoke soothingly, as if to a child. “I’ll leave you alone, but I’m going to let the police know you’re still here, okay? They’ll come and help you. I’m sure they’ll be here soon.” She took a step backward toward the motorcycle.

“I wouldn’t waste my breath, deary,” said a familiar deep voice. “If the biddy knows how to speak, she’s given no sign of it.”

Kate whirled to see McCracken filling the doorway of the ice-cream truck. In one of his massive hands he held an ice-cream cone. Evidently, he had served himself. He seemed in no hurry to prevent Kate from fleeing, and in her peripheral vision Kate saw the reason: the Katz brothers had appeared at the intersection of Second and Chance. Whichever direction she chose, she would have to get past a Ten Man.

Kate stood where she was, trying to decide the best course of action. McCracken was taking his time with the ice-cream cone, and the Scaredy Katz were approaching slowly and cautiously, their eyes constantly on the lookout. She had less than a minute before she would be too tightly hemmed in to choose.

“I believe you’ve grown,” McCracken said, stepping casually from the ice-cream truck, which seemed to grow itself—sitting higher on its axles than it had when McCracken was inside. “You seem larger than I remember. I suppose that happens with children.”

“You’ve grown, too,” Kate said. “I suppose that happens with prisoners.”

McCracken chuckled. “Only those who take advantage of the exercise equipment and the—how shall I put it?—the extra time available to them. Oh, dear Kate, I’ve had so much extra time these last years, a luxury I owe to you and your father. How can I repay you? Would you care for some of my ice cream?”

“What flavor is it?” Kate asked. She was watching the Katz brothers out of the corner of her eye. Neither of them was carrying a briefcase. And where was McCracken’s?

As if in answer to that unspoken question, McCracken reached back through the ice-cream truck doorway and slid his briefcase into view. In answer to her spoken one, he said, “Rocky road. It seemed rather symbolic. I haven’t had ice cream in a long time, my little chickadee. Now, how does that saying go? I scream, you scream, we all scream for ice cream?”

“Don’t tell me,” said Kate, “you’re about to make a dumb joke about me screaming. You can save your breath.”

McCracken looked perturbed.

The Katz brothers had gradually widened the distance between each other, the better to cover more area. Kate might be able to blast between them on the motorcycle—if she were already on the motorcycle. If the motor were already running. Yet here she stood. And she knew how fast McCracken was with the briefcase. Also, she realized, jumping onto the motorcycle was precisely what he expected her to do.

And so Kate made her decision. She waited.

McCracken, regaining his equanimity, tossed aside the remainder of the ice-cream cone. If he was puzzled by her lingering, he didn’t show it. Perhaps she’d made the wrong decision.

“I came here,” McCracken said, licking his fingers, “because I had reason to think that fine young man S.Q. Pedalian was in the area. I hoped to ask him some questions. I don’t suppose you’ve seen him? Perhaps you had plans to join him at the street fair?”

The Katz brothers had drawn within a dozen paces. Kate could smell their expensive, spicy cologne. If the breeze had been blowing from the opposite direction, she thought ruefully, she would have known that McCracken was close by.

“You have ice cream on your cheek,” Kate said to McCracken, resisting an urge to point. She kept her hands exactly where they were, and she stood very still. “Maybe you should use your handkerchief to clean it off.”

“Or better still, blow my nose with it!” McCracken said with a roll of his eyes. “I know you’d love to see me knock myself out with my own handkerchief, sugarplum, but today just isn’t your day. Now then, you didn’t answer my question.”

“I haven’t seen S.Q.,” Kate said. “But if I do, I’ll be sure to—”

“Now!” shouted one of the Katz brothers, lunging toward Kate.

Instantly his lunge—accompanied by a whispery swit! swit!—became a plunge. For a moment he appeared to be trying to run on his knees. Then he twisted and collapsed onto his back, revealing the two feathered darts (neatly pinning his handkerchief in the breast pocket of his suit) that Kate had fired from her tranquilizer gun.

The other Katz brother had skittered sideways the moment his brother stumbled, and he proved to be so fast that Kate saw her third dart miss him by a good eight inches. At the same time, Kate saw McCracken reaching into his briefcase, and she crouched behind the motorcycle for cover. She could hear the rapid-fire footsteps of the Katz brother as he raced to take cover himself—behind the ice-cream truck, from the sound of it. The fortune-teller, too, had dropped out of view behind her table. Everyone was hiding except for McCracken.

“Bravo, Kate!” boomed the Ten Man. “It hadn’t occurred to me that you would be in the dart game now! My, how things change. Just like your father, eh? I believe you may even be a little faster than he was. He was always just a touch too slow to have success with me, you know—and I imagine he’s even slower now.”

As he spoke, McCracken made no effort to move away. He stood precisely where he’d been standing, and the confidence that this must have required was unnerving. He had seen Kate use the tranquilizer gun—he knew how fast she was, how true her aim—and yet there he stood, speaking in the most carefree tone.

“Felix!” McCracken called. “Why not join us? It’s only a dart gun, old fellow!”

Kate heard the Katz brother reply from behind the ice-cream truck. “I have an aversion to darts, my dear!” he called with a laugh. “And it’s easier for you, you know—you’ve borrowed my briefcase!”

“Very true,” McCracken said. “He has a point, Kate. Our supplies are limited at present. Why, Garrotte—you remember Garrotte, I’m sure—Garrotte had to borrow a briefcase as well, and Sharpe was compelled to acquire one from a businessman we encountered on the street. It’s of a sad quality, however, and they’ve had to share supplies between the two of them. Ah, here they are now!”

Kate felt goose bumps run up her arms. She peeked over the top of the motorcycle. Sure enough, walking toward them from the intersection beyond the ice-cream truck were two of the most dangerous Ten Men alive. She recognized the bespectacled Sharpe and the bearded, bat-faced Garrotte instantly. She had spent far too much time in their company, had hoped never to see them again in her life. Yet here they were. Impeccably dressed, of course.

“Now won’t you come out and play, Kate?” McCracken called when he had greeted his associates. “It’s a veritable party! And I know you have three darts left in your gun—a present for each of us, yes?”

Kate wiped her brow with her sleeve and took a deep breath. She had wasted a dart on the first Katz brother—one would have been sufficient—but she’d been overexcited. She needed to be steady now if ever she had been.

“Do join us, Kate!” came Sharpe’s familiar voice. “We’ve missed you!”

“Yes, it’s been ever so long!” echoed Garrotte. “We haven’t had fun in years, not really. And that’s all thanks to you!”

“I’m afraid she’s a party pooper, gentlemen,” McCracken said. “Simply isn’t in the mood today. Very well, my dear! We’ll bring the party to you! You’ll notice I’m not offering you a chance to surrender. No, you had best use your darts wisely, for we do mean you harm. Did you hear me clearly, Kate? We mean you harm.”

McCracken was enjoying himself. Toying with her. He was looking forward to a fight he knew they’d win.

“Shall we, gentlemen?”

Footsteps approached.

Kate took another deep breath. You can do this, she told herself. With a little help.

“Hey, fortune-teller lady!” she sang out. “If you have any tricks up your sleeve, now would be the time!”

The fortune-teller did indeed have tricks in store.

The cloth that had been draping the table flew upward like a theater curtain, and the table overturned. When the cloth fell aside, it revealed not a hunched woman in a shawl but a tall man with dirty-blond hair and ocean-blue eyes that matched Kate’s exactly. What Kate had suspected turned out to be the case: The fortune-teller was her own father.

“Let fly, Kate!” Milligan said. “I’ve got you covered!”

Indeed, Milligan had been firing his tranquilizer gun from the moment he appeared—swit! swit! swit! swit!—and the Ten Men had scattered left and right.

Thwack! Thwack! went the sounds of briefcases deflecting darts.

“Not fair!” snarled Garrotte when the handle on his briefcase broke loose. It was Kate’s dart that caught his shoulder as he struggled to regain his grip. “Most unfair! Such shoddy materials!” This last he uttered as he sank to his knees, then to his side, and closed his eyes.

Kate was already on the move. She didn’t dare mount the motorcycle—she’d be too exposed—but with Captain Plugg’s helmet back on her head, she began pushing the motorcycle along, crouching behind it for cover. Sharpe and McCracken were concentrating on Milligan, who was using the overturned table for his own cover, but when Kate fired a dart at McCracken (which McCracken narrowly dodged), the two men spun in unison and flung pencils in her direction. Sharpe’s ricocheted off a handlebar. McCracken’s glanced off her helmet with a cracking sound that made her ears ring. Kate kept moving, and the men were compelled to refocus their attention on Milligan, who had just shoved more darts into his tranquilizer gun.

Kate headed for the ice-cream truck. Felix Katz had been hiding behind it, but perhaps he would run at the sight of her, knowing she had a tranquilizer gun. She only wanted half a minute to reload in relative safety. She was down to one dart in the gun.

Katz was not behind the ice-cream truck. Kate stooped to check beneath it. No Katz. In the near distance she could see the feet of McCracken and Sharpe moving left and right in a sort of lethal dance—they were avoiding Milligan’s attacks, looking for an opportunity to charge him. But once Kate had reloaded, she could draw a bead on them from behind the truck. They would be caught in the cross fire between her and Milligan. Kate let the motorcycle rest on its kickstand and reached inside her jacket for more darts.

No sooner had she done so, however, than Kate felt the tranquilizer gun yanked from her other hand. With a cry she grabbed at it, but it had already flown upward, out of reach. Her eyes followed it as it sailed onto the top of the ice-cream truck, where Katz stood leering at her from above. He had unfastened his necktie and whipped it down to snatch Kate’s weapon away. And now he dropped lightly onto the other side of the motorcycle, keeping it between him and Kate—still wary, even with his newfound advantage.

They stood facing each other, only a few paces separating them.

“So sorry,” the Ten Man said. “Were you hoping to reload your gun in peace? You should have known I’d be waiting for a moment like that.”

“You know what’s funny?” Kate said. “It still had a dart in it. You could have used it against me. But you thought it was empty, so you left it up there.”

Katz twitched. “Ah, well,” he said frowning, “I still have my weapons, and you have none. This conversation is at an end.”

Shaking his wrists to expose two large silver watches from beneath his suit cuffs, Katz thrust both hands toward Kate as if trying to shove her from a distance. The shock-watches emitted their familiar electrical whine, the wires shot forth from each of them, and Kate—from Felix Katz’s perspective—disappeared.

In fact, Kate had timed her backbend perfectly. She remained poised like that, her body a graceful arch, one hand pressing against the ground behind her head, until the electrical wires—having missed their target—recoiled into the watches. Reversing her original motion, Kate snapped back up into a standing position just as Katz was springing over the motorcycle with a snarl. She saw his eyes widen mid-leap when he saw the dart in her hand.

“No!” he cried simply.

“Yep!” Kate replied as she made her throw. Then she nimbly stepped aside, for Katz’s momentum carried him lurching forward several paces before he collapsed onto the pavement, unconscious. “You didn’t really think that one through, Felix,” she said, turning back toward the motorcycle.

And there stood McCracken.

He seemed to have appeared out of nowhere, boiling up into view like black smoke from a fire. And indeed, menace radiated off him like heat. The look on his face was one Kate had never seen before, and it made her shudder. Gone was his usual easy smile. McCracken was taking her seriously now. And he was angry.

“You are being very bad!” McCracken roared.

Kate wanted to run, but she dared not turn her back on him. She tried to ready herself for whatever attack he threw at her—but she was not prepared for what he actually did throw at her, which was the motorcycle. She ducked beneath it, but one of the tires struck her helmet an indirect blow and knocked it clean from her head. She stumbled, trying to get her legs beneath her.

At the same time, on the other side of the ice-cream truck, Sharpe’s voice rang out: “Watch your feet, lovey!”

McCracken, who had been about to pounce on Kate, instead leaped straight up into the air. A dart shot out from beneath the ice-cream truck, passing beneath McCracken’s feet and skittering across the pavement beyond.

The motorcycle had surprised Kate, but what happened next shocked her. The instant McCracken’s feet hit the ground, he slammed his shoulder against the side of the ice-cream truck, like a man trying to break down a door. His feet drove like sledgehammers against the pavement, his arms thrust out and up—and the ice-cream truck flipped over onto its side.

The next few moments were a chaos of motion as Kate shot forward and snatched up McCracken’s briefcase (he’d put it down to throw the motorcycle); McCracken spun around looking for it; and Milligan, his legs trapped beneath the overturned ice-cream truck and his tranquilizer gun nowhere to be seen, shouted a warning to Kate—Sharpe was swooping in on her from the side.

Kate, spying her own tranquilizer gun on the ground, made an instant calculation: She wouldn’t have time to pick it up before Sharpe was upon her. He had the better angle. But she could get close. And so she ran, and two heartbeats later Sharpe had her in a bear hug from behind, pinning her arms to her sides. The tranquilizer gun lay inches from her feet. So close.

“There, there, chicky,” Sharpe said. “No more toys for you.”

McCracken appeared, stepping up onto the side of the overturned truck so that he looked triumphantly down upon them all. “Don’t let her go anywhere with my briefcase, Sharpe—there’s a good fellow. And keep close tabs on your own.” (He needn’t have warned Sharpe, who was clutching the handle of his own briefcase so tightly that his knuckles were white.) Looking down at Milligan, McCracken said, “You’ve grown rusty, old sport. Still, that was fun.”

Milligan, visible only from the waist up, had laced his fingers together behind his head. “Who’s to say it’s over?” he said calmly. “You all right, Kate?”

“I’m fine!” Kate growled, struggling in Sharpe’s grip. She shifted her feet to the left, then to the right.

“She won’t be for long, Milligan, I assure you,” McCracken said. “Honestly, I’m beyond annoyed at the trouble you’ve caused us. I suppose after these years of being locked up, I’ve quite lost my patience. I believe some punishment is in order.”

“You realize you’re threatening my daughter,” Milligan said.

McCracken chuckled. He put his hands on his hips. “Oh, I’m quite aware of what I’m doing. And if you think—”

“Excuse me for a moment,” Milligan interrupted, then called, “What are you waiting for, Kate?”

Kate grunted, still shifting her weight about. “Just getting… the right… angle!”

With that, Kate kicked the tranquilizer gun. It had been important to hit it just so—not only to aim it but to avoid damaging it. It was really more of a sideways sweep than a kick, and she executed it perfectly, sending the gun skittering lightly across the pavement into Milligan’s waiting hand. She heard Sharpe gasp with realization as she bent forward, lifting his feet off the ground, and turned so that his back was facing Milligan. She heard the familiar and most welcome swit! as the last dart in her gun found its home. Then Sharpe released his grip with a sigh and slumped to the ground, a feathered dart protruding from his rump.

Kate turned to see Milligan now aiming the tranquilizer gun at McCracken, who had, for once, been caught flat-footed. He stood on the ice-cream truck in a half crouch, arms outstretched in opposite directions, with absolutely no good place to go.

“I’m not the only rusty one,” Milligan observed.

Kate, who knew that the gun was empty, did her best to appear calm. She tried, in fact, to look as though the game were won. It seemed to work. McCracken, glancing at her face and then back at Milligan, made no move.

“Well,” the Ten Man said with a shrug of his massive shoulders, “let’s get on with it.”

“First I want to show you something,” said Milligan, and with the gun still leveled at McCracken, he reached inside his jacket (a canvas jacket much like Kate’s), produced a feathered dart, and shoved it into the tranquilizer gun.

McCracken’s shoulders drooped now. “You can’t be serious. It was empty?”

“Quite,” Milligan said, reaching into his jacket again. He loaded another dart into the gun, then a third, then a fourth.

“Come now,” McCracken chided. “Must I wait until—?”

“This will sting a little,” Milligan said.

A dart bloomed in McCracken’s left shoulder. Flinching, he uttered an angry growl. Then a look of uncertainty came onto his face. “I’m still standing,” he observed.

Kate felt her mouth go dry.

A moment passed. Then another. The corners of McCracken’s mouth twitched upward. He took a step forward, as if to jump down from the ice-cream truck, but Milligan pointed the tranquilizer gun directly at his nose.

“You wouldn’t shoot me in the face,” McCracken said, hesitating. “That’s not your style.”

“You’re right,” Milligan said, and fired a dart at the Ten Man’s leg.

“That hurts!” McCracken snarled furiously. He yanked the darts from his leg and shoulder and drew both his arms back to throw them. “If your serum isn’t strong enough—”

“Oh, those darts didn’t have any serum,” Milligan said. “I just wanted you to feel them.”

Feathers appeared in McCracken’s other shoulder. The Ten Man let loose a howl of rage, flung the darts down at his feet like a child throwing a tantrum, and collapsed onto the ice-cream truck with a tremendous bang.

Kate flew to Milligan’s side.

“How badly are you hurt?” she asked, grabbing his hand and kissing his cheek. “Are your legs broken?”

“Only very lightly, I think,” Milligan said, smiling. He brushed a stray lock of hair out of his daughter’s eyes. In the distance, they could hear sirens approaching. “You were really amazing, Katie-Cat. When did you know it was me?”

“Who else could it be?” Kate said. “I don’t know anyone else who could pull off that trembling-hand Morse code trick. But how did you happen to be here?” She was stretching out on the ground beside her father now, resting her head in the crook of his arm. “I thought there were spies in every airport in Stonetown.”

“Oh, there are,” Milligan said. “And when the one I encountered wakes up, I’m sure he’ll make his report right away. None of that matters now. I just wasn’t about to leave you here in the city without me. I heard Reynie’s bulletin on the radio, and I knew where S.Q. was supposed to leave messages—in fact, I was already on my way here to see what I could discover about that when Reynie put out the word.”

Kate looked at her father sidewise. “So it was you who got S.Q. safely away, wasn’t it? You’re the ‘guy from the city’ who raised the alarm about a gas leak.”

“Yes, I found him right away, told him he was in danger, and sent him off in disguise. You didn’t happen to see a limping clown, did you?”

“I did!”

Milligan grinned. “What better way to disguise those big feet than clown shoes, right? He found them very uncomfortable, though. The original clown had smaller feet. And we had no time to remove that poor fellow’s face paint, so I sent him off with a great load of flowers to hide behind.”

“I saw him, too!” Kate laughed. Then she grew serious. She reached over and swatted Milligan on the chest. “I can’t believe you shot those extra darts at McCracken just to hurt him! That’s not the way you taught me! I mean, I enjoyed it, but still!”

“Give me a pass on this one, Katie,” Milligan said. “He threatened my daughter.”

Kate gave him a reproachful look. But then she smiled and leaned back again. “There’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”

Milligan chuckled. “The first two had broken ampoules. What was I supposed to do, let him know?”

The sirens were growing louder. Kate knew that some of Milligan’s agents would be arriving with the emergency professionals. Soon he would have medical attention, and the unconscious Ten Men would be taken into custody. The full significance of it all had hardly begun to sink in, she knew. For the moment, she let herself rest there, snuggled up against her injured father.

The two of them gazed upward, watching clouds move across the blue sky.

Milligan cleared his throat. “Kate,” he said quietly, “I hope you know how proud of you I am. You’re already as skilled as many of my agents—and even more skilled than some. And I want you to be happy. You get to choose what to do with your own life. It’s just…” He faltered.

“You just want to protect me,” Kate said, nodding. “I know. It’s okay, Dad.”

Milligan nodded, too. Kate heard him sniff, felt him wipe his eyes with his other arm. She kept her own eyes on the clouds.

“That one reminds me of Mr. Benedict,” Kate said after a moment. She pointed. “See the profile with the lumpy nose?”

“You’re right,” Milligan said with a little laugh. “And look at that one—it’s like a valentine.”

Kate squinted. “A valentine drawn by a kid, maybe. But I see it.”

Milligan gave her a squeeze. And for some time they lay there, a man trapped beneath an ice-cream truck, his legs lightly broken, and his daughter with an aching head, the two of them surrounded by unconscious men in elegant suits. The sirens grew louder and louder.

They both felt remarkably content.
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In the moments after Kate Wetherall, disguised as Captain Plugg, faded from view on the motorcycle, the remaining Society members were at a loss. It was difficult to think of anything other than what might happen to S.Q., or Kate, or both—and yet there was a little boy in their midst, and they all felt the need to protect him from worry. So they tried very hard to compose themselves and clear their minds of anxious thoughts as they awaited word.

“Do you, um, want to go and check our clothes in the fumigator?” Sticky asked Tai.

“No, thanks,” Tai said, opening the drawer in Reynie’s desk that contained the peppermints. He took out the tin and looked at Reynie.

“One,” Reynie said.

“Do you have to be an orphan to be like me and Constance?” Tai asked as he fished out a peppermint. “Where you can hear people talking in their heads? Constance says she doesn’t know.”

The older three felt themselves relax a little. From Tai’s point of view, the Mysterious Benedict Society had saved the world, and he naturally assumed that they would be able to take care of the current situation as well, no matter what might be involved. In short, he wasn’t worried. As long as they kept relatively calm, it seemed he would be fine.

“We talked about the orphan angle on his way here,” Constance said, rolling up her suit sleeves again. “We can’t know about the Listener—she doesn’t know herself—but Tai and I are the only telepaths in the region, as far as we can tell, and we’ve both been orphans all our lives.”

“Could be a coincidence,” Reynie said. “But if so, it’s a really interesting one.” He looked at Sticky, who rubbed his scalp thoughtfully.

“We do know,” Sticky began slowly, “that certain kinds of stress—and the presence or absence of certain factors in one’s environment—cause different kinds of chemical reactions in the formation of the developing brain.…”

Tai took the peppermint out of his mouth. “What does that mean?” he asked brightly, then popped the peppermint back in.

“It means it’s possible,” Reynie said. “But hard to say.”

Tai removed the peppermint again. “Do you know there’s a country with my name in it?” he asked, changing the subject for no apparent reason.

“Do you mean Taiwan?” asked Sticky.

Tai, who had been returning the peppermint to his mouth, froze in mid-motion. “Yes!” he whispered, awestruck. His face lit up. “Do you want to see it on the globe? I can show you!”

Why, of course, the others assured him, they would be delighted to see Taiwan on the globe. And so, exchanging glances that betrayed mixed emotions, the older three followed Tai downstairs to the sitting room, where he carefully turned the massive globe with both hands.

Sticky and Reynie watched expectantly, knowing exactly when the globe would stop spinning, and Constance, who had always avoided studying geography, pretended to do the same.

“Here!” Tai proclaimed at last, jabbing his finger on the globe. “I told you!”

“You certainly did,” Reynie acknowledged genially. He had brought the two-way radio with him, and he looked around now for a good place to put it. His nerves were so on edge, he felt sure that if it squawked while under his arm, he would drop it with a yelp.

“My grandparents used to live there,” Tai observed. “It seems strange. My finger covers the whole word.” He lifted his finger from the globe, drew his eye close to the point he’d been covering, then put his finger back and shook his head.

Constance was peeking over his shoulder to get a fix on the country’s location. She was annoyed to discover how far off her own guess would have been. “How do you know where your grandparents were from?”

Tai shrugged. “I heard the headmaster thinking it once. I guess someone must have told him.”

“Do you know anything about your parents?” Reynie asked. He set the radio next to a stack of books on the piano.

The little boy was spinning the globe again, rather fast this time, evidently just to watch it spin. “I think they got something bad in the mail,” he said uncertainly. “That’s what the headmaster thought.”

“Tai, I think your parents were scientists!” Sticky exclaimed, to everyone’s surprise.

“Oh, yeah!” Tai said. He looked admiringly over his shoulder at Sticky. “The headmaster thought that, too! You really do know everything! But how did you know about my parents? That seems weird.”

Reynie and Constance wondered the same thing.

Sticky explained that he had read about them in newspapers and science journals. “They were well-known scientists,” he said, “a brilliant married couple working together on major projects. It came out after they—well, after the Emergency—that they had secretly been working on an invention that could track people from far away by tracing their unique chemical signatures. Basically, a sophisticated, long-distance bloodhound. Once it ‘smelled’—analyzed, you know—something that had belonged to someone, it would be able to locate that person almost anywhere. There’s been plenty of debate about whether their invention could have worked if they’d lived long enough to finish it. They had some good ideas, though, and were clearly determined to try.”

“Why would they do that?” asked Tai, who had stopped spinning the globe and turned to look at Sticky. He didn’t seem upset, only curious. This was not especially surprising to Constance or Reynie, who had always been orphans themselves. But Sticky felt a bit disconcerted talking about Tai’s parents, afraid of upsetting him.

“They, uh, your parents, I mean—I mean, I don’t know why, but—”

Constance cut in. “During the Emergency the Whisperer was telling everybody ‘the missing aren’t missing, they’re only departed.’ Just—up here, you know,” she said, tapping her forehead. “So people were confused. But lots of people were actually disappearing, thanks to Mr. Curtain and his thugs, and some people, anyway, were noticing—”

“People like us,” Sticky interjected. “People with an unusually strong love of truth.”

“Which means that some people,” Constance continued, with an annoyed look at Sticky, “really wanted to know where their loved ones were. Your parents were probably trying to help people like that. I think they were heroes, Tai.”

“Really?” Tai ran over and grabbed Constance’s hands, which, much to her surprise, caused tears to spring into her eyes.

“I mean,” she said in a choked voice, “I think so?”

“Yay!” Tai said, and hugged her.

Sticky and Reynie, meanwhile, surreptitiously wiped at their own eyes.

“Wow, you’re all feeling the exact same way!” Tai exclaimed. “It’s weird!”

“Oh boy,” Reynie murmured, and then in a louder voice he said, “George, what was this business about getting something bad in the mail, though?”

Sticky shook his head. “Just a tragic accident. They ordered some chemicals for their experiments, and one of them arrived mislabeled. In many cases it wouldn’t have mattered. But they were doing really unusual work, and they ended up mixing some things that… put them to sleep. And they… didn’t wake up.”

Sticky grimaced as he said this, and Reynie and Constance each held their breath, all wondering how Tai would respond to this account.

“It’s okay, everybody,” Tai said with a very grown-up-sounding sigh. “I never even knew them. Anyway, you’re my family now!”

At this, three backs straightened, three pairs of eyes widened, and three brains started racing. This was turning out to be a most complicated day.
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Despite the day’s challenges, dinner was something of a celebratory affair. Captain Plugg, admirably brushing off the news of her damaged motorcycle, had made a rather less-than-successful squash casserole, which everyone—even young Tai, and in fact even Constance—was pretending to enjoy. (The kind guard had also brought up three tubs of ice cream for dessert, the knowledge of which somewhat softened the blow of dinner.) And here sat Kate, regaling them with her account of the Street Fair Melee (which was what she had termed her encounter with the Ten Men), relatively unharmed and indeed almost giddy. Milligan was safe and receiving proper care in the secret Security Hospital. McCracken and several of his cronies were already back in custody. Nobody had expected this turn of events, but all things considered, the day seemed to have gone rather well.

“He threw an ice-cream truck at Milligan?” Tai asked, not for the first time. He was enthralled by the story.

“Technically, he only threw the motorcycle at me,” Kate said laughing, “and pushed the ice-cream truck onto Milligan. Who, in his defense, was at the same time fending off Sharpe and trying to keep McCracken from getting to me. Plus, you know, he’s out of practice—otherwise, I’m sure, he would have avoided the ice-cream-truck attack.”

Reynie chuckled a little absently. He was pleased with the good news, of course, but there were still plenty of Ten Men out there (more than a baker’s half dozen, he thought), and the situation was still thoroughly precarious. He’d never stopped thinking about the message that Mr. Benedict had sent (where one who stands defies the name, where one who stands defies…), but at the same time he’d never been able to fully concentrate on it. The message was important; there could be no doubt. Yet Reynie’s brain felt pulled in a hundred different directions. His only consolation was that the Ten Men seemed to be in a holding pattern. Both sides were in a waiting game whose rules had yet to become clear.

Constance, meanwhile, was slipping a forkful of goopy casserole onto Sticky’s plate. It was the third such forkful, and Sticky (who was just as distracted as Reynie) had yet to notice. He just kept glancing down at his plate with concealed dismay, continuing to eat what was in front of him.

“Anyway,” Kate was saying, “once Milligan was sure that McCracken and company were properly dealt with, he sent every available agent to find that warehouse where Crawlings and the Listener were holed up. They weren’t crack agents, but five of them against one Ten Man made for decent odds, and this might be the best chance to get the Listener away from them—which could very well turn this whole thing around, you know. And sure enough, they found the warehouse—”

“But it was empty,” Constance interrupted. “We know.”

“Oh… you do?” Kate looked disappointed.

Sticky jerked a thumb at Constance. “She knew the moment the Listener sensed the agents nearby. The Listener was focusing all of her attention on them. Constance actually tried to distract her, but she failed.”

Constance gave him a withering look. “Really? You couldn’t find a better way to put that?”

Sticky grimaced. “Sorry. I mean, it just didn’t work.” He looked down at his plate (where, to his distress, his serving of squash casserole seemed only to have grown).

Kate sighed. “Just once I’d like to report something you didn’t already know.”

“We didn’t know about the ice-cream truck!” Tai said, waving his fork in the air and sending a glop of casserole onto the table near Reynie’s plate.

“Thanks, sport!” Kate said, ruffling Tai’s hair and grinning.

Reynie forked the glop onto his plate and covered it with a napkin. To Kate and Captain Plugg he said, “Constance has tried to guess where the Listener is now, but the Listener seems to have learned from Constance—she knows how to muddy the waters.”

“I think they’re in another warehouse,” Constance said. “But she might be pulling one over on me. If I concentrate right now, for instance, I can see—what? No! No!” Constance flung her fork onto the table and covered her eyes. “No!”

The others were instantly gathered around her as she rocked in her chair.

“What’s the matter, Connie girl?” Kate asked, touching her lightly on the arm. “What’s happening?”

“She’s not just with Crawlings anymore,” Constance said. “There are other Ten Men with them. Crawlings has told her what to do. They know where McCracken and the others are being transferred to.… They’re already there… and she’s… she’s just read the mind of a guard at the security gate.… She’s giving Crawlings the code! No! Stop it!”

Reynie leaped to the radio, intending to send out a warning, but it squawked just as he reached it. Everyone stared at the radio as it squawked again, followed by an agent’s voice: “Mayday! Transfer compromised! I repeat—”

But the agent did not repeat anything. The radio went silent. Everyone looked back at Constance, who was shaking her head furiously. She lowered her hands, her eyes shining with tears. “That man,” she said. “I hate… that man.”

“McCracken,” Tai whispered, and his own eyes filled with tears. He began to tremble. “He’s… he’s hurting people! He’s hurting lots of people!”

Even before Tai finished speaking, Kate had scooped him up. He buried his face in her neck and cried. “Shh,” she whispered. “Shh, it’s okay. They’re going to be okay.”

Constance was wiping her eyes, though she looked even more upset now. “Sorry! I’m so sorry, Tai! I was—I guess I was concentrating on it so much. Too much. Listen, he’s not hurting anyone anymore. He’s going away with Crawlings and the others. The agents… Kate’s right, they’re going to be okay.”

Sticky had put his hand on Constance’s shoulder. “It’s true, Tai. They’ll go to the hospital where Milligan is. They’ll get better there. They’ll… they’ll probably get lollipops, if you want to know the truth.”

His friends all winced. This seemed like much too obvious a ploy to make the little boy feel better.

And yet, after a moment, Tai straightened and wiped at his own eyes. “Will they, really?”

Sticky cleared his throat. “Well, certainly, if they ask for them. If they want lollipops, they will be given lollipops. No doubt about it.”

Tai nodded. Whether he actually believed this or simply wanted to believe it seemed to make no difference. His anxious eyes grew less troubled, and he rested his head on Kate’s shoulder.

“Speaking of treats,” Reynie said, “I believe it’s time for dessert. How would that be?”

Tai nodded again, and everyone sprang into action. Grave looks passed among them in the kitchen, but in the dining room with Tai, as bowls were set out and the ice cream was scooped, all minds focused very diligently on the ice cream.
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“You call it the Blab?” Tai asked with a giggle.

“Well, Kate does,” Sticky replied as they descended the stairs. “And she calls the noise-cancellation device the Husher—get it? Because it hushes you.”

“I get it,” Tai said. “And you keep it in the Blab. That’s why we’re going down there first.”

“You catch on quick,” Sticky said.

The little boy had agreed to accompany Sticky to the rooftop patio for the last bit of cleanup. The idea of using the platform again would have been tempting enough, but promises of working in complete silence (“You won’t even be able to hear yourself”) had made the opportunity irresistible.

There was just enough daylight left for them to do the job. No need for lights, then, and the Husher would ensure that they couldn’t be heard from the street. Sticky poked his head into Reynie’s study on the way to the roof. Sticky nodded, the others nodded back, and he withdrew.

At first Reynie thought that Sticky and Tai had taken the stairs, for there was none of the platform’s telltale rattling and clanking down the hall. But then his mind registered several small details—a subtle change in air pressure, among other things—and he knew they had taken the platform with the Husher already engaged.

“We need to be ready,” Reynie said.

“I am ready,” Constance said, though what she really looked ready for was an exhausted collapse into bed.

Kate, holding Madge on one glove-protected hand and stroking her feathers soothingly, felt no need to say that she was always ready. Although she did think it.

Down in the courtyard, Captain Plugg was pretending to pull up weeds. Or rather, she actually was pulling up weeds, but not at any great pace. Pulling weeds was her excuse to be in the courtyard when the Ten Men arrived—the better to casually greet them at the gate and avoid their coming to the door.

And the Ten Men would arrive. Of this there could be no doubt. McCracken knew Kate was in town now, so of course he would send someone to check Mr. Benedict’s house. Perhaps he would even come again himself.

“He’s got to be nursing a whopping headache from the tranquilizer serum, though,” Kate said quietly, picking up the conversation where they’d left off a minute before, “and he probably thinks I wouldn’t risk coming here, anyway. I doubt he’ll waste his precious time. Though you’re right, Reynie—I’m sure he’ll send someone, just to be absolutely certain. And if he sends Crawlings with the Listener…”

This was their greatest concern, that the Listener would be dispatched to the premises. If that happened, their chances of avoiding detection would suddenly grow dismal.

“He doesn’t like moving her around the city, though,” Reynie pointed out. “He prefers to keep her hidden away. I don’t think he’ll risk sending her here, not when he thinks you probably aren’t here anyway.”

They all nodded, all hoping this was true, all fearing it wasn’t.

Their answer came soon enough. Twilight was settling in, the light growing dim and bluish, with the occasional firefly blinking here and there over the courtyard, when the radio squawked. A sentry informed them that a familiar luxury car was heading into the neighborhood. It wasn’t bright enough outside to determine who was in the vehicle, however. Reynie thanked the sentry and shut off the radio, whose squawks were so loud they might be heard from the courtyard. He also turned off the overhead light. His fingers were slippery on the switches, he discovered; his hands were damp with perspiration.

Reynie went to join Kate at the window. Constance, for her part, remained seated at the desk.

Captain Plugg had pulled the last of the weeds and was raking them into a basket when the car glided up to the curb. The car doors opened simultaneously. Out of them, to everyone’s relief, stepped the Scaredy Katz. Each man was holding his head in precisely the same way; each had precisely the same pained expression. They approached the gate.

Captain Plugg went to meet them. She carried the rake in such a way that suggested she would rake the both of them into oblivion if necessary.

Reynie whispered, “They drew the short straws, I guess.”

“No,” Kate whispered, “I’ll bet McCracken’s punishing them for getting taken down by little old me.”

“Shut,” Constance whispered, “up.”

She was scowling with concentration, her eyes closed, her fingertips pressed to her temples. She had told them that the Listener, her concentration noticeably deteriorated, was every bit as exhausted as Constance herself was. But Constance was still throwing as much mental garbage at her as she could possibly muster. For the Listener surely knew that the Katz brothers were coming here, and if she perceived that Constance was aware of their presence now, then the jig was up—the Listener would know that Constance was hiding out in Mr. Benedict’s house.

That was why Constance avoided looking out the window. She was concentrating on real and imagined scenes, anything other than what was happening right now. And yet at the same time she was reserving a fraction of her attention—a quiet corner—for the present moment. Just in case.

The Katz brothers were arguing with Captain Plugg, who had raised her voice. She was speaking so loudly, in fact, that the Ten Men were wincing—not from fear, but rather because the loud noise worsened their headaches. Nonetheless, they kept glancing at the house, methodically checking all the windows. One of the men, Reynie noticed, had placed his hand atop the fence near the gate, among the roses growing there. He leaned forward to snap angrily at Captain Plugg, who snapped back and rattled her rake at him, and then he jerked his hand away, evidently having pricked himself on a thorn. His brother, meanwhile, made as if to push through the gate, and as Captain Plugg shifted sideways to block his entry, the first man placed his hand on top of the fence again, more carefully this time. He seemed to have no more words for the guard, however, and at length he and his brother retreated with mocking bows, got into their car, and drove away.

“They’re gone,” Reynie told Constance.

Constance made no reply except to lower her head to the desk with a soft groan.

There was a tap at the door. Reynie opened it to find Sticky and Tai in the hallway. He gestured them into the study and turned on the light. Constance groaned again and did not look up. Kate told Sticky and Tai what had happened.

“The question is whether they actually believed Captain Plugg,” Kate said. “Maybe they just want her to think they believe her. Maybe they’re planning on coming back.”

“I think there’s a way we can find out,” Reynie said. “One of them kept putting his hand on top of the fence, even though he got pricked by a rose thorn. Why would he do that? My guess is he was hiding some kind of sensor there.”

“I’m on it,” Sticky said, heading for the computer station in his office. Presently his voice came over the intercom: “You were right, Reynie. I’ve found a signal from a camera. Getting a fix on what it’s transmitting.” There was a pause. “Okay, he’s good. The angle’s perfect. I can tell it’s tiny and probably impossible to see among the roses, but it has a clear shot of the front door. I’m actually looking at Captain Plugg right now. She’s coming inside.”

They could all hear the sound of the front door closing below.

“No surprise, there’s a second signal,” Sticky’s voice reported. “And… yep. They’ve placed one covering the back door, too.”

“Roger that!” Tai shouted. Kate and Reynie flinched, Constance groaned, and Tai looked around, beaming.

“Nice job,” Kate said.

“The good news,” Reynie said when Sticky rejoined them, “is that they clearly don’t think Kate’s here. They’ve hidden the cameras in case she shows up.”

Tai tugged on Reynie’s sleeve. “Is the bad news that they’ll know if we leave? Because they can see the doors?”

Reynie tapped his nose and pointed at Tai, who tapped his own nose and pointed back.

The sound of Captain Plugg’s heavy tread on the stairs announced her approach. She entered the study, looking cautiously pleased. “I wondered why it was so easy to persuade them to leave,” she said after they had told her about the cameras. “Honestly, they didn’t seem to be trying very hard. They just kept saying that they needed to come inside and talk with me in private, and I kept telling them to dream on. I could see that they were studying the house, of course, but more than anything they seemed preoccupied with their headaches. They looked like they just wanted to go to bed.”

“They did just want to go to bed,” Constance growled, at last looking up with her bloodshot eyes. “And they were preoccupied by their headaches. I made sure of that. And now I just want to go to bed, and I’m preoccupied with my headache.”

“Constance nudged them!” Tai cried in delight. “And it gave her a headache, too!”

Reynie squeezed Tai’s shoulder and said very softly, “You’re right. I guess we should use our quiet voices for her, shouldn’t we?”

Tai nodded, tapping his nose.

“The Listener fell asleep,” Constance muttered. “Right in the middle of everything, I could feel her just sort of vanish. I’m sure she couldn’t help it. Anyway, with her out of the picture, I decided not to take any chances. I immediately focused on the Scaredy Katz, and, yeah, I nudged them.”

“But you couldn’t even see them,” Kate said (using her quiet voice). “I know they were close by, but don’t you normally have to see people or hear them talking to do your thing?”

“I felt too exhausted to get up,” Constance said, “so I just sort of piggybacked on what you and Reynie were seeing. You were both concentrating very hard. I know that’s against the rules, but give me a break, will you?”

“Break granted,” Reynie affirmed. “And with thanks. Now you need to get yourself to bed, Constance. If the Listener’s asleep, this is your opportunity, right?”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Constance said, dragging herself to her feet. “And you should come with me, Tai. If you wake up in the night, you have to wake me up right away, understand? No being awake without me.”

“Roger that,” Tai said very quietly. He glanced around for approving looks. Everybody gave him one.

Everybody also yawned. The mere thought of sleep had reminded them how exhausted they were, and it was quickly agreed that they would all go to bed, too. With the Listener desperately needing her sleep, it seemed unlikely that the Baker’s Dozen would be making a move tonight. Nonetheless, Captain Plugg would monitor her radio until one of the Society members rose in the early morning, and then the guard would turn in.

“Let’s hope for good rest,” Reynie said. “Something tells me tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

“Aren’t all days the same length?” asked Tai.

“Not tomorrow, kid,” Kate said, giving him a wink. “Tomorrow we save the world. That always takes longer.”
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The day, which would indeed be a long one—among the longest in Reynie’s life—began early, before the sun had risen. Reynie woke to a cacophony of bird noises outside, not the usual predawn birdsong but a clamor he recognized from years of sharing a residence with a peregrine falcon. Her Majesty the Queen had just stooped upon a bird she intended as breakfast, and all the other birds in the area were putting up a ruckus of protest and alarm. No doubt many were shocked to discover that such a thing could happen.

Reynie, for his part, sat up in bed with a strange awareness of misplaced anxiety. How many mornings had he awakened recently with a feeling of dread, worried that he might be about to make a bad decision, that something valuable was in the process of being broken, and that he was partly responsible for the breaking? That same feeling settled upon him this morning in his first groggy moments of consciousness. Then he remembered the more urgent threat, the extremely dangerous one, and came fully awake with a jolt. He climbed out of bed at once.

It is remarkable what a good night of sleep can do, however. Reynie had been too tired to realize how tired he truly was. In particular, he’d been unaware of how much his weariness had been affecting his thinking. He had gone to sleep trying, without luck, both to deduce the meaning of Mr. Benedict’s message and to identify something he felt he had overlooked, something that nagged at him in a way that important things always did. He had tugged at that mental knot for only a few minutes before succumbing to sleep. Now, though, as he hurriedly changed out of his pajamas, Reynie was struck by how clearheaded he felt.

He was nervous, and his mind was busy, but he felt ready. After checking in with the faithful Captain Plugg (who had nothing to report and went gratefully to bed still wearing her uniform), Reynie went upstairs to the kitchen. The house was quiet and mostly dark, and Reynie moved as silently as any person could do in an old building with so many creaking floorboards, for he had long since learned where all of them were, and he could avoid the worst ones. Although—he reminded himself as he walked into the dark kitchen—there was actually a new creaking board near the pantry, a recent discovery that had made a greater impression on him than one might expect.

Even houses change, Reynie had thought, and it had caused an odd flutter in his stomach. Weren’t houses supposed to represent stability? Sure, the Society had changed a lot of things about Mr. Benedict’s house on purpose, but some things, Reynie realized, they had changed simply by being there. A thousand footsteps on that particular board, and now it creaked.

Every member of the Society, too, bore a thousand hidden footsteps: effects of a different kind, many impossible to have predicted.

Reynie flipped on the kitchen light—and stifled a scream. Kate stood at the pantry, one leg raised behind her as if she were in the middle of a hopscotch game. She stood that way, Reynie realized, precisely to avoid stepping on that creaking board.

“Sorry to scare you,” said Kate, turning from the pantry with a canister of oatmeal. (She looked far more amused than sorry, Reynie noted without surprise.) “Sometimes I just prefer the darkness.”

“I know you do,” Reynie said, putting the kettle on for tea.

“Are you trying to suggest that you know me well, Reynard Muldoon?”

“It’s possible I’ve picked up a thing or two,” Reynie said.

They smiled at each other and set about making breakfast in the way they had done many times before. Reynie handled the tea and toast, and Kate—like a hummingbird zipping from flower to flower—moved about the kitchen handling everything else. They spoke little, only inquired about each other’s sleep (good on both counts) and confirmed that nothing terrible had happened in the night. Then the bread popped out of the toaster, and Reynie realized what he’d been trying to think of.

“Hey,” he said as Kate handed him the platter he’d just been about to reach for, “McCracken and the others lost their weapons, right? Milligan’s agents took their shock-watches and briefcases and so on.”

“Of course,” Kate answered, turning back to the stove. “Believe me, they put as much distance as possible between the Ten Men and their toys. And that’s something, anyway, since evidently McCracken was already feeling the pinch—too many of their weapons confiscated, and not many replacements handy. At the Street Fair Melee, you know, none of them had laser pointers. Which was a lucky stroke for Milligan and me. But they still have a fair amount of hardware at their disposal.”

“Right,” Reynie said. “And for now they’ll just redistribute what they have. But that’s not what I was getting at. My question is, McCracken was probably thoroughly searched, wasn’t he?”

Kate spun around. “That letter!”

Reynie nodded. “McCracken put it into his pocket.”

“I’m sure they found it. Someone must have it.”

“Seems like we ought to have a copy of it.”

“Seems like, indeed,” Kate agreed. “Why don’t you jump on the radio? I can take over what you’re doing here.”

“Are you sure?” Reynie asked, and Kate’s laughter followed after him as he hurried back into the dining room, where he’d left the radio.

Reynie had just radioed his request to the appropriate agent when Sticky, Constance, and Tai came in, all of them still in their pajamas, all yawning.

“We ran into George in the hallway,” Tai announced in a sleep-raspy voice. “He was confused!”

Sticky was rubbing his face, trying to come more awake. “When I woke up in Mr. Benedict’s bed, I thought I was back in my bedroom across the street, but everything had been moved around. I was completely discombobulated.”

“And he was walking funny!” Tai declared.

“He appeared to be prancing,” Constance mumbled. Her scarlet hair had fallen across her face. She pushed it sleepily aside.

“I’d been dreaming there were scorpions on the floor,” Sticky said. “I think it’s easy enough to guess why. Anyway, I see you’ve both been up awhile. Are those poached eggs, Kate? You’re the absolute best.”

“I know,” said Kate, who had just swooped in from the kitchen. “Now, guess what? Reynie ordered up a copy of the letter McCracken was reading yesterday.”

Sticky was pulling out a chair. He froze, looking at Kate and Reynie. “How did I not think of that?”

“None of us did,” Reynie said. “We were all exhausted, and we kind of had a lot to deal with. I only remembered it this morning. Now we’re just waiting.”

Anxiously they all sat down to the breakfast Kate had prepared—a pot of oatmeal; toast, butter, and marmalade in abundance; eggs cooked three different ways; a pitcher of milk; and a variety of juices. They ate in uncharacteristic silence, waiting and thinking. Even young Tai, eating breakfast with the Mysterious Benedict Society for the first time, found nothing to say. He was excited, but he also kept drifting off into sleepy early-morning stares.

Half an hour later one of the morning papers arrived. This was not unusual. Several newspapers were delivered to Mr. Benedict’s house every morning and evening, most of them tossed from the sidewalk and landing some distance from the door. Today, however, this particular newspaper was carried all the way to the house, where it was propped against the front door. The gate squeaked and clanged again; the delivery person went whistling away into the gloom.

The front door opened a crack, the paper fell into an unseen hand, and the door closed.

“I have it,” said Reynie, walking into the dining room. He had already unrolled the newspaper and was flipping to the sports section—where, according to his instructions, the photocopied letter had been secreted away. He unfolded it: two sheets of unlined paper, filled front and back with handwriting so familiar it caused a shiver in Reynie, who remembered the first time he had read it. They’d been at the Institute, determined but scared, and the owner of that handwriting was a brilliant and seemingly unstoppable madman.

“It’s from Curtain,” Reynie announced, “and it’s in code.”

Kate, who had been doing handstand push-ups to clear her mind, paused in her exercise and regarded Reynie upside down.

“A familiar one?” she asked, dropping to her feet. A year or so after Mr. Curtain’s capture, the Society had been given select copies of his confiscated letters—coded exchanges between him and his Ten Men—and had figured out how to decipher them. It had been one of their projects.

“I recognize it,” Reynie said, nodding. “Where’s Sticky?”

“He went to the bathroom!” Tai said. “He has to use the bathroom just like everybody else does!”

Everyone looked at Tai, considering this pronouncement without comment. Then Reynie sat at the table with paper and pencil that Kate had produced from a drawer, and for several minutes he scribbled away furiously, pausing from time to time to flex his cramped hand.

“So what does it say?” Kate asked as soon as he’d finished.

“You’d better read it for yourself,” Reynie said, handing her the pages. With an apologetic look, he turned to Constance. “You know I hate to say it, but—”

“I get it, I get it,” Constance snapped. “There’s some reason I shouldn’t read it, because of the Listener. Who’s awake and back at it, by the way. Fine. Whatever. I believe I’ll have another cup of tea. Will someone pass me the sugar?”

“Doesn’t the Listener already know what’s in the letter?” asked Tai, who took up the sugar bowl, carefully cradling it in both hands, and passed it to Constance.

“Maybe,” Reynie said. “My concern isn’t the letter so much as what Constance might think about it. The less she knows about some things, the better. Just in case.”

“Just in case,” Tai repeated, nodding. He noticed how much sugar Constance was spooning into her cup of tea. “Oh, I didn’t know you could do that! Can I have some for my tea, too, please?” He extended his hands toward Constance in the same cradle formation, eager to receive the sugar bowl.

Constance eyed him askance and continued with her spooning. He was going to have to wait.

Kate finished reading the letter just as Sticky hurried back into the room, and with a significant look at Reynie, she passed it to him. “From Curtain,” she said. “As expected.”

True to form, Sticky read and memorized the pages at a glance. The letter read as follows:

Salutations, Gentlemen,

Allow me to congratulate you on your recently improved circumstances!

Now to cut to the chase, for I have but the briefest opportunity to write you. My tiresome brother, Benedict, has informed me that all security and maintenance personnel are being evacuated from the premises, and he alone will be allowed to remain behind as a visitor with extraordinary security clearances. He insists that he has no fear of your infiltration, for he believes the facility to be completely impregnable—believes, in fact, that for this reason he is safest where he is, “keeping me company” in my locked suite, rather than risking to move about the city, where he knows you have gathered in force. He has, however, negotiated a single exception: My devoted young follower, S.Q. Pedalian, has been given permission to procure a few supplies in the city and bring them to Benedict, who anticipates a potentially lengthy stay here until this “situation” is resolved. Yet I am told that S.Q.’s errand must be completed before sunset, when the last guard is under strict orders to activate the final locks, after which there shall be no entry into the facility whatsoever. (Such is the hope of my captors, at least. Naturally, I intend for you to spoil their plans.)

Time is short, therefore. This letter shall be delivered in a sealed envelope, with my signature across the seal, and deposited into our secret Vault. May it find its way quickly into your hands.

Gentlemen, you will not be surprised to learn that my plan is a brilliant one. Indeed, given your particular talents and tools, you’re unlikely to find it even remotely challenging to accomplish. I am laying the groundwork myself—paving your path, if you will. Allow me to explain. This shall require a bit of background.

For some years now, my brother, Benedict, has been developing a brain serum that would help the young telepath Constance Contraire to better control her abilities. During his frequent visits to me, we’ve discussed his research and experiments in full detail—indeed, in the guise of civility, I have myself contributed the most important ideas, and although he has thus far been hesitant to test the serum on his adopted daughter (in fact won’t even mention it to her, for fear of raising hopes that might eventually be dashed), I have no doubt that it will do precisely what Benedict intended. Who knows more about the complex workings of the brain than I? No one in the world. (My brother runs, perhaps, a distant second.)

Gentlemen, if you have indeed found the person we long sought (and I believe you have, as there’s no other explanation for your newfound freedom), this brain serum will enable us to rapidly cultivate her gifts; she will soon be capable of previously unimaginable feats. Under my direction, she will change the minds of key figures in government. We former Institutionalists will be seen as misunderstood heroes, and our enemies will be seen as deceitful traitors. Imagine it: No security code, no password, no secret weapon or treasure in the world will be hidden from us. All will be ours for the taking. You will be rich and powerful, and I, at long last, will be in control: I will set all crooked matters straight. It will not have been the most direct path to the destiny I once foresaw, but there is always more than one path, my friends. Some take longer to travel but are more certain in their destination. Soon we shall look back upon these recent days of curtailed freedom as a necessary step in a long process. The strongest tea must be allowed to steep.

Yes, we shall use the serum to boost the telepath’s abilities, and we shall treat her very well, offer her every comfort, until we have achieved our aims. But I have still more secrets. Though Benedict, with his limited focus, seems not to have considered the wider possibilities, to me it is abundantly clear that the serum will elevate anyone’s mental abilities—will open new doorways in the brain. The effect on my brother or myself would be minimal, I’m afraid, for (to express this in a way you can understand) the vast majority of the doors in our brains are already open. In other words, it would simply be impossible for either of us to become very much more intelligent than we already are. But on the average mind the effects would be extraordinary. Imagine suddenly being three or four times as smart as you were before you drank the serum. Yes, imagine being a spontaneous genius! Perhaps even one as brilliant as I, although I confess that possibility seems unlikely in the extreme. Nonetheless, I thrill at the notion of my top lieutenants being intellectual giants like myself. We would truly have no boundaries!

But how, you may ask, are we to acquire this serum? Allow me to explain the next part of my plan—which is, as I’ve mentioned, a brilliant one. Knowing as I do the precise chemical composition of the brain serum, and being (as you know) a gifted chemist, I’ve secretly developed the formula for a pleasant poison whose chemical compounds would be precisely counteracted by those in the serum. In other words, the brain serum is the antidote to the poison.

Over the last year, in accordance with my secret instructions (likewise delivered in sealed, signed envelopes), S.Q. has met with a network of black-market chemists, each of whom participated in one, and only one, part of the process of formulating the poison—thus, no single one of them knows the “complete recipe,” if you will. S.Q. himself knows nothing of my overall plan, having been given to understand that I am simply helping former acquaintances with their personal, private research. Today, however, among the supplies he’s being dispatched to obtain will be a famously delicious variety of tea, prepared by the last link in my chain of chemists, and awaiting pickup at a charming little tea shop not far from the location of the Vault.

Perhaps you begin to see how my plan is developing. S.Q. will deliver this poisoned tea that my unwitting brother and I shall drink together—yes, I shall have to drink it as well, for Benedict is the one who shall have to prepare it, and I’m afraid he is far too observant and clever not to notice any sleight of hand on my part. Afterward, I shall alert him to what we have consumed. He will understand as well as I what the effects of the poison will be: a day or two of increasing drowsiness, accompanied by a general sense of well-being—I told you it was a “pleasant” poison—concluding with a deep, unending sleep. You see how I put my fate in your hands. I am satisfied with any outcome, however. If I cannot join you in freedom, I am content to leave the world of the waking. Either way, I shall have my escape.

But Benedict, naturally, will wish to avoid letting the curtain fall so abruptly on his own life’s production. Therefore, I will urge him to seek assistance. He will be unable to leave the facility, however, for he will be locked inside the so-called visitors area of my security suite. And so he will be compelled to communicate telepathically with young Contraire. (You’ll recall that it was by this means that Benedict infiltrated our headquarters on our last fateful day of freedom.) Now, one of Benedict’s associates, the young Mr. Washington, knows the precise formula of the brain serum and has ready access to the necessary chemicals. He will no doubt promptly formulate a quantity of serum and attempt, with the help of Benedict’s other young minions, to deliver this antidote to my brother. (And I suppose to me as well, lest they all be accused of allowing my demise when they could have prevented it.) Despite this facility’s supposedly impenetrable nature, those four are resourceful enough (as you have all seen for yourselves), and my brother knows the facility well enough, that I’m confident they will make their way in.

What they won’t know until too late is that you will be following them. That’s correct, gentlemen, you have only to follow them, applying pressure from behind to speed them along, and using the example of their own progress through the various layers of security whenever you find it expedient. Certainly you are supremely skilled when it comes to hurting your way into and out of places, but in this case it may be helpful, even necessary, to adopt some of the young intruders’ own methods of infiltrating the facility, for they may well be informed by Benedict himself. Even more important, however, is that their presence here will be critical in breaching the last (and truly impregnable) barrier into my suite—my foolish brother will open doors for them that he would not open for anyone else, not even to save himself. (I repeat, at least one or two members of his beloved foursome must be present when you arrive at the final security door; otherwise, I fear, your efforts will have been in vain.)

And now you see why my plan is brilliant! In one fell swoop we shall secure both the brain serum and our freedom, and together we shall make our escape into our new life! (Much to the horror, I might add, of Benedict and his lackeys, who will be compelled to see it all unfold, miserably aware that they have played key roles in our escape.)

I anticipate a final question: How exactly are we to make this escape? Even with the use of signal disruption to disable the facility’s alarm systems, we cannot simply retrace your footsteps. Never fear! You’ll understand my basis for saying that I know far more about my present environs than anyone would ever guess. This is a relevant fact for more than a few reasons. First, as it happens, I—and I alone—know the whereabouts of a secret cache of weapons: weapons of my own design, ones you have used with such gusto throughout your careers. Your current supply must be precious low, limited to the emergency store that the Katz brothers will have raided prior to your liberation. Those should prove sufficient to help you make your way to me. Then you shall have a fresh abundance at your disposal. What’s more (and, oh, it is so very much more!), there is yet another weapon here, one with which you are unfamiliar. It has always remained hidden. Not a soul in the world has ever known of its existence; indeed, few would have even thought it possible. The same might have been said of my Whisperer, of course—even you doubted its abilities until I had demonstrated them. But although the Whisperer failed, in the end, to change the world forever, I have another secret means of doing so. I require only a little help from you. Come and see, gentlemen! Prepare to be amazed.

Finally, as for our exit, rest easy. You have only to reach me. Once you have done so, you may confidently place your fate in my hands. I have considered every angle, every potential obstacle, and I am triumphant in my conviction. Only reach me, gentlemen, and everything will go precisely according to my plan!

I look forward to reestablishing our acquaintance soon. I hope this letter finds you in good health, etc.

Cordially,

L. Curtain

PS. Should it interest you, I composed this entire letter in a mere eleven minutes, and as you can see, there is not a single strikeout or misspelling. Remarkable!

As remarkable as it may have been to compose such a letter in eleven minutes, even more remarkable, to the average observer, would be to see Sticky Washington read the same letter in a matter of seconds. His friends were hardly average observers, however, and were so used to seeing his prodigious abilities in action that they registered not the faintest surprise when Sticky reached the end of the letter almost as soon as it had been handed to him. His expression was now the same as Reynie’s and Kate’s, for all of them were silently thinking about the letter. Sticky, for his part, was essentially reading it again—looking at a perfect image of it in his mind—which led to a surprising announcement from Tai.

“I can see the letter in George’s mind!” he declared. “I can read it!”

Sticky’s eyes widened, and for a moment his expression turned guilty, as if he had shared the letter with the little boy on purpose. Then he looked concerned. They all did.

“You can read, Tai?” Reynie asked.

Tai’s chin was raised, his eyes turned upward and slightly to the side. He had the expression of a person trying to remember something. He nodded slowly in response to Reynie’s question and continued in the same attitude, presumably still looking at the letter in his mind’s eye.

“Um,” Constance said, “this is probably not good, correct?”

The others all opened their mouths, then closed them again, trying to think of what to say or do. This was not a problem they had foreseen. Several moments passed in a confused silence, until Tai interrupted it.

“What does ‘salutations’ mean?” he asked, and then he giggled. “Why did you all just sigh at the same time? Why do you all look like that?”

It was true they all looked extremely relieved, and none more so than Sticky, who had done nothing wrong, of course, yet couldn’t shake the feeling that he had single-handedly caused a potentially dangerous problem. Reynie was right: There were things in that letter that Constance shouldn’t know, and if Constance shouldn’t know them, a five-year-old boy with unpredictable telepathic abilities certainly shouldn’t know them, either.

“I’m going to take a break to clear my head,” Sticky said, and quickly left the room.

“Hey, sport,” Kate said to Tai, “where’s my bucket? Don’t tell me you left it in Constance’s room with no one to guard it.”

Tai’s mouth fell open. “But I did,” he whispered. “I’ll go get it!” He ran out.

As soon as he was gone, Reynie said to Constance, “Mr. Benedict needs our help. The situation is dangerous, no question about it, but I want you to see—no, I need you to see—how confident I am that Mr. Benedict is going to be okay. Don’t dig too deeply, all right? But take a good look at my certainty.”

“Mine, too,” Kate said.

Constance rolled her eyes. “You’re always certain, Kate. That does me no good.” She looked at Reynie. “Obviously, you’ve just made me really worried about what’s going on with Dad.”

“I know,” Reynie said. “I’m sorry.”

Constance was staring intently at him. “It’s okay, I get it. And your confidence helps. I do see it, and it helps. So what can I know?”

“I’m assuming you haven’t reached out to him since yesterday, right?” Reynie asked.

“With Miss Nosy Pants eavesdropping? Of course not.”

“You’re going to need to now,” Kate said. “He probably has a message for us. Don’t worry about the Listener getting it, too. It can’t be helped.”

“Now, as in right now?” Constance asked. “Right this second? Just sitting here at the dining table? You two are making me so nervous.”

“Right this second,” Kate confirmed, and Reynie signaled his agreement.

“Wow, okay, then. Here we go.” Constance took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “First I’m letting him know that we’re safe,” she murmured. “That’s right, Listener Lady, no thanks to you. Okay, here he is! He’s safe, too. He’s still with Uncle Horrible,” she said, using her favorite nickname for Mr. Curtain. “S.Q. isn’t there, but I guess he brought them something? Tea. Mr. Curtain drank some tea—I don’t know why this is important. Dad’s showing me the container it came in. Fancy stuff, I guess. Uh-oh. Okay. He’s imagining a skull and crossbones. Do you think he means poison? The tea was poisoned?”

“Yes,” Reynie said softly. “That’s what he means.”

“Wow, okay,” Constance murmured again. She was silent a moment. “He knows that the Listener is eavesdropping, I can tell. He’s being very careful about what he tries to communicate.”

“Tell him about the letter,” Reynie said. “That will make it easier for him. Tell him Mr. Curtain sent a secret letter to McCracken, and we’ve got a copy of it. We know everything about his situation.”

Constance did as Reynie suggested, and after a pause she said, “He understands.”

“Tell him that Sticky can make the serum.”

Constance opened one eye. “What serum? Is it for saving Uncle Horrible? Right, sorry, never mind. No questions. Okay, I’ll tell him.” She closed the eye. Another pause. She frowned. “He says he’s sorry. He doesn’t want us to take the risk. He really doesn’t—I can tell. Especially not me, of course.” She shrugged, her eyes still closed. “I don’t know what he’s talking about, but of course he doesn’t want us to take any risks.”

Reynie was chewing on his lip. Kate was watching him. “If you’re going to think of something clever,” she muttered, “seems like now would be a good time.”

“Okay,” Reynie said. “Constance, tell him not to worry. Tell him we aren’t going to take any risks. We’ll figure out some other way to help him.”

Constance opened one eye again. “He isn’t going to believe that, you know. I don’t know how I’m supposed to make him believe it when I know it isn’t true myself.”

“It doesn’t matter whether he believes it or not,” Reynie said. “He isn’t the only person who can hear your thoughts.”

“Oh, her?” Constance shook her head skeptically. “I doubt she’ll believe it, either, Reynie. Even if she does, McCracken won’t, and you know she’ll tell McCracken.”

“Can you please just try? It’s not your fault if it doesn’t work. Just try.”

Constance sighed. “Okay, Mr. Mastermind, I’ll tell him we aren’t going to take any risks.” She concentrated awhile with her eyes closed. “No, I don’t think he believes me,” she murmured. “He just repeated that he wants us to be safe. He’s keeping something from me, but maybe it’s just because he doesn’t want the Listener to know.”

Constance gasped. Her eyes popped open. “He drank the tea, too, didn’t he?” Her face was suddenly awash in horror. “This isn’t just about Mr. Curtain—it’s about him!”

Reynie jumped from his chair and went to Constance, who looked up at him with brimming eyes. He placed his hands on her cheeks, holding her face steady. “Look at me,” he said. “Do you remember my confidence that Mr. Benedict is going to be fine? How often have you seen me be so confident and then be wrong?”

“Never?” Constance whispered, staring back at him. “Or almost never, anyway.” She squeezed her eyes closed, trying not to cry, but tears trickled down her cheeks regardless, wetting Reynie’s fingers. “I’m—I’m trying not to dig too deeply. I want to know what’s making you so confident, but I know… I know…”

“He’s so confident because we’re better than they are,” Kate said firmly.

Despite herself, Constance gave a little snort. She smirked. “Yes, we are,” she mumbled, her eyes still closed.

“Is that enough to help?” Reynie asked. “Can you just trust us that everything will be okay?”

Constance nodded. “Fine,” she muttered. “I hate it, but fine. Now get your hands off my face.”

When Tai Li trotted back into the room carrying Kate’s bucket, he saw Constance wiping her eyes with her pajama sleeves, Kate at the dining room table loading a plate with toast and eggs, and Reynie walking back and forth with his hands clasped behind him.

“This is weird!” Tai exclaimed. “What’s everyone doing?”

“Constance is recovering from a bit of a shock,” Kate said. “Reynie is thinking about Mr. Benedict’s message from yesterday, and I’m eating a second breakfast. Because what good is a dining table if no one is dining?”

“That’s true!” Tai exclaimed. He made a beeline for the sugar bowl.

Reynie stopped pacing. He had already felt himself on the verge of something, and now Kate had given him precisely the push he needed.

“Okay, listen,” he said to no one in particular. “Mr. Benedict was giving us instructions yesterday, and the very first line focused on a place—the place where we’re supposed to hunt the hunter. Now, I don’t think he’d send us out on some wild-goose chase in the city, not with the Baker’s Dozen in town.”

“True enough,” Kate said. “Go on.” Sensing that her second breakfast was about to be interrupted, she made a sandwich of her eggs and toast and took a huge bite.

“Wow, you chew so fast, Kate!” Tai said.

“You think we’re supposed to look somewhere here,” Constance said to Reynie. “In this house.”

“He couldn’t come out and say that, of course, not if there was any chance the Listener would overhear. He wanted to make it completely confusing for her but easy for us. And it should have been easy! Think about it—what name is being defied by one who stands?”

“I have thought about it,” Kate said between bites. “Does it depend on who’s doing the standing? Or is it the hunter?”

Kate’s mention of the hunter was the last piece of the puzzle for Reynie. “I know who the hunter is,” he said excitedly, “but it isn’t his name that’s being defied by one who stands. It isn’t a person’s name at all!”

Kate was rising from the table, sandwich in hand. “Can you stop talking and maybe—?”

“Right!” Reynie said. “I’ll show you. Let’s go!”
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The sitting room!” Kate declared as they hurried down the hallway. She tapped her nose and pointed at herself. “One who stands in a sitting room is defying the name of the room!”

“Exactly,” Reynie said, glancing back. “Kind of like being in the dining room and not dining, right?”

“Right!” Tai exclaimed. He was walking behind Constance with his arms wrapped around the bucket and his bowl of oatmeal balanced on its flip-top. “Oh no, I forgot my spoon.” He started to turn back, but Kate scooped him up, bucket and bowl and all, and when she had deposited him in the sitting room, she produced a shiny spoon, as if by magic.

“Orion,” Reynie said, crossing the room to take one of the paintings from the wall. “Do you remember Sticky telling you the name of this constellation, Tai? Well, guess what? In Greek mythology, Orion is known as the Hunter!”

Tai, his mouth full of sugary oatmeal, nodded vigorously.

“‘Dare hunt the hunter in his frame,’” Kate said. “Of course! The picture frame! But why does he say ‘dare,’ do you think? Is there something dangerous about taking down the painting?”

“Poetic license,” Constance said with a shrug.

Tai was fascinated. “There’s a license for poetry?”

“What? No,” Constance said. “Poetic license means having the freedom to bend the rules to create whatever kind of effect you want. I just meant that Dad wrote it that way for the rhyme. ‘Dare hunt’ has the same sound as ‘Where one’ from the first line.”

“It sure does!” said Tai agreeably. He directed another spoonful of oatmeal into his mouth, which, for no apparent reason, he was opening far wider than necessary.

Reynie carefully leaned the painting against the wall with its back facing them. The frame behind the canvas had been covered with heavy brown paper, held in place by small metal fasteners. “‘Strike the clenches from their floor,’” he murmured. “More poetic license. I think he just means remove the fasteners.”

Kate took out her Swiss Army knife. “A ‘clench’ can refer to a nail or other kinds of fasteners,” she said to Tai. She began removing the fasteners at high speed.

“I know that, of course,” Tai replied.

“Oh, really?” said Kate with an arched eyebrow. “When did you learn that?”

“Just now!”

“It doesn’t quite work that way, sport,” Kate said, carefully peeling the brown paper away from the frame.

There, in the hollow space behind the painting canvas, was a sealed plastic pouch. It appeared to contain folded papers, and a message had been taped to the outside. “This is written in Tamil,” said Kate, who had learned some Tamil from Reynie and his mother Miss Perumal over the years but could read only a little, and with difficulty. Kate handed the pouch to Reynie. “Obviously, Mr. Benedict was counting on you to be here.”

Reynie read the message at a glance. “Not just me. This says, ‘REMEMBER THE DUSKWORT? WHAT A STICKY PROBLEM!’”

“Hey, duskwort!” Tai exclaimed. “That was the plant that makes you fall asleep.”

“Yep,” Kate said. “But what does this have to do with Sticky? That’s the question.”

“Sticky was the only one to see the duskwort under a microscope,” Constance said. “Maybe that matters somehow.”

Reynie pursed his lips. He turned the pouch around two or three times in his hands. “The thing is,” he said slowly, “if whatever is in here needs to be read by Sticky, Mr. Benedict could have just counted on us to figure that out. So why did he place this message on the outside of the pouch?”

“Because he wants Sticky to be here when we open it,” Constance suggested. “But why would that matter so much?”

“This pouch is airtight,” Reynie observed. “Maybe its contents will be affected when they’re exposed to fresh air.”

Tai, who had been busily tapping his nose and pointing his finger every time someone spoke, piped up: “The duskwort got de-cinerated really fast!”

“Disintegrated,” Kate said. “It’s true. If it wasn’t in the perfect conditions, it just crumbled to dust. So what do you think, Reynie? Maybe Sticky is the only one who can read these papers fast enough?”

“And memorize them,” Reynie said, nodding. “Yes, I think so. I think these are all security measures. Whatever’s inside this pouch, Mr. Benedict meant it for us and only us. But listen,” he added just as Kate, he could tell, was heading for the intercom. “Let’s take the pressure off as much as possible. We can just ask Sticky to read the papers because Mr. Benedict wants him to, which is true.”

“You’re suggesting we don’t tell him everything?” Kate furrowed her brow. “Not sure I’m crazy about that idea, Reynie.”

Reynie grimaced. His conscience had been bothering him enough already. But this was a critical moment—wouldn’t it be wrong not to avoid risks if possible? “I’m only suggesting,” he said, “that we don’t have to mention that there might be a time limit. Sticky’s so fast it shouldn’t matter, right? I’m just trying to spare him the pressure—which would be, you know, considerable.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Kate conceded reluctantly. “I don’t like it. But it’s true that absolutely everything could depend on whether he succeeds.”

Constance gave Kate a bleak look. “I was actually trying not to think of it like that.”

“Think of what like what?” asked Tai, who was furiously scraping the last of his oatmeal out of the bowl and seemed not to have been paying attention.

“She’s worried you’re going to eat all the sugar in the house,” Kate said.

“No, she isn’t!” Tai cried with a laugh.

“I am a little bit,” Constance muttered.
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Down in the Blab, Sticky Washington was checking the supply cabinets, making notes, checking the computers (there were several), making more notes, checking the workbenches (no notes)—all in perfect silence, for he had activated the Husher. Sticky had come here to clear his mind, which for him meant shoving worrisome information aside, if only for a few minutes, by focusing on other information. It was like eating a roll while waiting for hot soup to cool; soon he’d be able to handle the soup. As for the Husher, he’d discovered long ago that silence helped. Silence reduced distractions.

Silence also allowed Sticky to yell with frustration and not be heard—something he suddenly felt a powerful need to do. He set down his clipboard, carefully removed his spectacles, threw back his head, and yelled at the top of his lungs: “Why didn’t I think of that! Why, why, why? Come on, brain! Come on!” He jumped up and down a few times, stomping the concrete floor as hard as he could. All in perfect silence. Breathing hard, he dug a cloth out of his pocket and gave his spectacle lenses a thorough polishing. Then he resettled them on his nose. Okay, he thought, feeling calmer. Okay.

Sticky’s mind returned to the nightmare he’d awakened from this morning. All those scorpions on the floor. Contrary to what others might expect, he didn’t imagine they represented Ten Men.

“You’re dwelling on your mistakes again,” his mother had said to him not long ago, and not for the first time. “It’s good to acknowledge them, but I do wish you’d not forget everything you get right.”

They’d been having breakfast in their home across the street. Sticky had just awakened from a similar dream.

Sticky’s father had nodded his agreement, which for such a profoundly quiet man was a significant contribution to the discussion.

“I know,” Sticky had said, taking up a glass of grape juice, then setting it down again. “You’re right, Mom. I know that. I just get so frustrated! I never see Reynie make the mistakes I do.”

His mother regarded him with hooded eyes. “Can Reynie do all the things you can do?”

Sticky sighed and rubbed his scalp. “No, I know. I just don’t like making mistakes.”

“Reynie makes his own share of mistakes, love,” said Sticky’s mom. “You just don’t dwell on those. Do you know who probably does?”

Sticky pursed his lips. “No idea. Constance?”

They all chuckled at this.

“Well, she probably does, too,” Sticky’s mom admitted. “And on everyone else’s. But there’s a reason, you know, that your father and I are comfortable with you making your own decisions. You’re doing a wonderful job leading your life. We only hope you’ll come to us for love and support—and maybe, sometimes, even advice. Who knows?”

“I’ll always come to you for all of those things,” Sticky had said, rounding the table to hug his parents. “Advice included.”

Now, in the Blab, Sticky took a deep breath and let it out. He tapped a pencil on the clipboard. Yes, he’d forgotten the chemicals on the rooftop patio, and it hadn’t occurred to him to get a copy of Mr. Curtain’s letter, and he hadn’t thought to ask Tai about his reading abilities before scanning the letter. That was okay. He couldn’t think of everything. He was who he was, and that was enough. He knew that. He believed it. And now it was time to rejoin his friends. Sticky went to the Husher and switched it off.

“—IN THE WORLD ARE YOU?” Constance’s voice was screeching through the intercom speaker. “ARE YOU AT A SPA GETTING A MASSAGE, OR WHAT? DID IT EVER OCCUR TO YOU THAT WE MIGHT—”

“Intercom off,” Sticky said quickly. The speaker went silent.

He took another deep breath and reached, once more, for his polishing cloth.
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“Check this out,” Reynie said as Sticky entered the sitting room. He handed over the plastic pouch, resisting a sudden urge to tell his friend everything. Was this a mistake, after all? Or did he just feel guilty, even though he was trying to do the right thing?

Everyone formed a semicircle around Sticky, who studied the plastic pouch. “‘Remember the duskwort,’” he murmured (for he could read most languages, including Tamil). “I wonder what he means, exactly.”

“I’m sure we’ll find out,” Reynie said. “Mr. Benedict clearly wants you to be the one to read those papers, though.”

Sticky nodded. “It sure looks that way. Okay, let’s see what we have here.” He unsealed the pouch. A strong chemical odor filled the room, and all of them wrinkled their noses.

“We look like bunnies!” Tai exclaimed.

Sticky’s brow was wrinkled in addition to his nose, for he was pondering the source of the odor. He paused, looking thoughtfully to the side and saying, mostly to himself, “What do you suppose that’s about? I can name at least five chemical agents that smell like that.”

“Any of them dangerous?” Reynie asked quickly.

Sticky shrugged. “No, but some have curious effects when combined—”

“Maybe the answer will be in those papers,” Reynie interrupted.

A hint of annoyance appeared on Sticky’s face. “Okay, that’s true enough,” he said, and removed the contents from the pouch. After a process of careful (and, to his friends, agonizingly slow) unfolding, those contents were revealed to be blueprints: three very large sheets of paper covered with diagrams of buildings, some of the drawings obviously incomplete, others represented in great detail. The margins were filled with a variety of tiny sketches and notes written in three different colors of ink. The semicircle of onlookers craned their necks to get a glimpse of what Sticky was seeing. At least three of them felt a little sick—the amount of information on those pages was overwhelming.

“Let me take these to the dining room table,” Sticky said as he perused the blueprints. “I’d like to spread them out.”

“Let’s just do it right here!” Kate said. “We can use the floor!”

Sticky gave her a puzzled look. “It would be easier on a table, but whatever.” He placed the three pages side by side on the floor and knelt over them. He gave a low whistle. “This required a lot of work.”

Reynie noticed Tai about to say something and put a finger to his lips. Tai nodded and dutifully covered his mouth. He had already been advised that they should keep as quiet as possible to allow Sticky to concentrate.

“The thing is,” Sticky said, “there’s a lot of contradictory information on here. There are three separate keys—red, gold, and blue. Do you see the different colors?” He looked up for confirmation, and everyone nodded quickly. “Okay, well, each key is consistent within itself, but not with either of the others. I think we can trust only one of the keys. But which one?” He leaned back on his haunches and looked thoughtfully to the side again. “I wonder if he expects me to figure it out just by studying the schematics. If so, I’m not sure how yet. Maybe there’s some other kind of clue.”

“We can all think about it together,” Reynie said as casually as he could. “Right now you can just make sure you’ve looked carefully at everything, and then—”

Now Sticky was visibly frustrated, and with a sharp look at Reynie, he said, “So I can’t even take five seconds to think about something? And do you think I’m not going to look carefully? For crying out loud, Reynie, everything doesn’t have to be done exactly your way.”

“I’m sorry, George,” Reynie said, averting his eyes. “You’re right.” He put his hands behind his back and clenched his fists.

Sticky sighed. “Well, I certainly don’t want to argue about it. I’m sorry, too.” He turned back to the blueprints. After only a moment, however, he looked up again. “The odor has faded, hasn’t it? Or is it just that I’ve gotten used to it?”

The odor had indeed faded, almost entirely, and the others hastened to agree that this was the case.

“Hmm,” Sticky said. “That narrows the options. About the chemicals, I mean.”

Tai shuffled close to Constance and tugged on her sleeve. She bent down so that he could whisper in her ear. “Shouldn’t he be going faster?”

It was indeed a whisper, but not an especially soft one—and in that quiet room, at such close quarters, it might as well have been a shout.

Sticky stiffened. He jerked his gaze toward Tai and Constance, then at Kate and Reynie. “Wait a minute, is there some kind of time constraint I’m unaware of?” Their expressions, at once sheepish and anxious, spoke every bit as loudly as Tai’s whisper had.

“Oh, great,” he moaned, immediately returning to the blueprints.

Everyone leaned silently forward, and everyone saw, at the same time, the markings on the pages growing fainter. The papers themselves weren’t disintegrating, but they were going blank. Everyone held their breath, including Sticky, who stared and stared. In less than a minute there was nothing left to stare at.

The silence held. No one spoke. Then Sticky released his breath and looked up. “Don’t worry, I got it all,” he said, and smiling at their sighs and relieved expressions, he added, “I actually had it almost immediately, you know. I’ve just been making sure I didn’t miss anything.”

“You could have told us!” Constance snapped. “That would have been nice.”

“Yeah, and you could have told me the ink was going to disappear!”

“We didn’t know it would!” Tai said cheerfully. “We thought the paper was going to disintegrate.”

Sticky looked at Tai and bit his lip. After a moment he said, “Did you think that was interesting, Tai, seeing the ink disappear?”

“It was amazing!” Tai exclaimed.

Sticky smiled, nodded, and gathered up the empty pages. “Do you want to keep these?”

“I can keep them?” Tai whispered as Sticky handed them over. “Thank you so much! Kate, can I put them in your bucket?”

“Knock yourself out,” replied Kate with a wink.

“THANK YOU SO MUCH!” Tai squealed, and with great reverence he folded the blank sheets of paper and placed them inside the bucket.
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As Tai busied himself with Kate’s bucket under the dining room table, the others sat around it, discussing what Sticky had learned. Or rather, they were going to discuss it as soon as Sticky was ready. He’d felt so annoyed with his friends—especially with Reynie, whose idea he knew it had been to keep him in the dark—that he’d declared himself hungry again, though he wasn’t really. He’d only wanted a minute to calm down, and he’d claimed it by going into the kitchen. By the time he returned with an entire stack of fresh toast, settled into his chair, and poured more tea for everyone, his friends were almost quaking with impatience. But all, even Constance, were careful not to show it.

“So, about these conflicting keys,” Reynie said gently, passing Sticky the marmalade. “What kind of information do they relate to?”

“The location of entrances, the layouts of certain buildings, schematics for various alarm systems, several other things. If you were trying to infiltrate the multiple layers of security, your choices would depend entirely on which color key you trust.” (Here Sticky interrupted himself with a grunt of frustration. In preparation for the marmalade, he was trying to spread butter on his first slice of toast, which he kept accidentally tearing with his table knife.) “That even includes your approach to the buildings. Which makes me think that two out of the three routes would lead you directly into traps.”

“That’s great,” Constance muttered. “Really, really great. I’m loving this.”

Kate was eyeing Sticky’s clumsy efforts to spread the butter on his toast. She had to make herself look away.

“There are also lots of cryptic notes,” Sticky went on. “Directions written like riddles. You could spend ages trying to figure them all out—which might not even be possible, since we have to consider that some of the notes could simply be gibberish, meant to engage your attention while offering zero hope of finding a solution—but even if you succeeded, how would you know which of them to heed and which to disregard?” He looked dejectedly at his mangled toast. “It’s colossally tricky.”

“It doesn’t have to be, though,” Kate said cheerily. She presented him with a perfectly intact slice of toast she had just buttered for him. “Once we know how to do it, right? We just have to figure out which key to use, and then rely on our different skill sets. Mr. Benedict obviously made those blueprints specifically for us, so he knows we can do it.”

“Why do you think Dad hid the blueprints, anyway?” Constance asked. “If he expected us to need them for some reason, why not tell us ahead of time?”

“You said it yourself earlier,” Reynie said. “Mr. Benedict always has multiple backup plans. He probably had a suspicion that we might need them someday, but he couldn’t share them with us because we don’t have the proper security clearances. I’m guessing there’s a clause in his contract that allows him to share the information with trusted individuals, but only in the case of dire emergency.”

“I would think this qualifies,” Constance said.

“Imagine if the Ten Men had searched the house,” Reynie went on. “Or anyone, for that matter. First of all, there’s almost no chance they would find the blueprints. But even if they did, if they didn’t happen to read Tamil, they would probably open the pouch without realizing they would have only a minute or two to study the blueprints.”

“And even if they had a camera handy,” said Sticky, “and took pictures of everything, the pictures would be useless without knowing which key to follow.”

“Speaking of pictures,” Kate said, “do you think you could reproduce the blueprints for us, George? We could study them with you. It might help.”

Sticky shook his head noncommittally. “I can try it as a last resort. But it would take me hours, and, well, I don’t have your artistic abilities, you know.”

“Good point,” Kate conceded. “You aren’t exactly steady with a pencil.”

At this Sticky narrowed his eyes, but he couldn’t disagree. And in fact, he had a feeling that Kate had been trying to put it nicely.

“Maybe George can try to draft a few of the more important things later,” Reynie said, “but I don’t think that’s how we’ll figure out the right key to use. I think the answer is in the message Mr. Benedict sent to us yesterday. The first three lines helped us find the blueprints, right? My guess is that the last line will tell us how to use them.”

Kate slugged the last of her tea and clapped the cup onto its saucer. “Right! Let’s get this figured out!” She turned to Constance, who was looking increasingly sullen, and said, “Do you think you could try again to remember exactly what Mr. Benedict said?”

“I told you,” Constance mumbled. “Something about a door made out of clay. A kind of door that the French use. That’s all I’ve got. I was fighting a war in my head at the time.”

“We know,” Reynie said gently. “And you’re having to ward off the Listener even as we speak. We all know this is incredibly hard for you.”

“And, frankly, amazing,” Kate said. “It’s amazing, what you’re doing.”

“Agreed,” said Sticky.

“Agreed!” came Tai’s voice from under the table.

“Agreed,” said Reynie.

Constance looked as though she wasn’t certain whether to cry or scream. Her face contorted, and she averted her eyes. “Thanks,” she said. “I’m sure you maybe mean that a little, but I also know you’re just trying to soften the blow. Because you want me to leave. I can’t be here when you solve this.”

It was true. Between Constance and Tai, there was too much risk of information leaking out. Sticky had the blueprints in his head, Tai couldn’t control his abilities, and Constance was in ceaseless battle with the Listener, whose own abilities might increase at any time. They all knew it.

“We don’t want you to leave,” Reynie said. “And we all mean that more than a little. But we do have to be careful.”

Constance gave a curt nod and rose from her chair. “Come on, Tai,” she said, rapping on the table. “Let’s go find something fun to do.”

“Can we play with the Husher in the Blab?” they heard Tai ask.

“I think you just like saying those words,” Constance said.

“I do!” Tai said, emerging from beneath the table.

“You can get the Husher,” Sticky cautioned, “but you’ll need to take it elsewhere, Tai. There’s no playing in the… in the Blab.”

Kate flickered her eyebrows, delighted to hear Sticky use her word.

Reynie caught Constance by the arm. “Before you go, can you tell us what the message looked like in your mind?”

Constance considered. “It didn’t look like anything. It was just Dad’s voice. He wasn’t trying to send me images.”

“That’s what I figured,” Reynie said. “Images would have been too risky. They would have given away too much. Okay, thank you, Constance. And listen,” he said, squeezing her arm, “we won’t be long. You’ve already helped me more than you realize.”

Constance shot him a wry look. “Well, I’m glad your confidence is back. That should help. But you shouldn’t say stuff like that. It’s hard for me not to think about it, you know.”

“You’re right,” Reynie said, frowning. “That was bad judgment. I only wanted—”

“To make me feel better. I know. But you’re wasting your energy.” Constance pulled away from him. “Just… just figure it out so we can move on.” She looked down at Tai, who was butting his head against her hip like a goat, evidently trying to move her toward the door. “Okay, little goat, lead the way.”

Tai bleated happily, and the two of them went out.

Reynie watched them go, then turned back to Kate and Sticky, who were watching him expectantly.

“Well?” Sticky asked.

“I don’t know yet,” Reynie replied. “I was trying not to think about it too hard while they were in the room.”

Kate pointed at him. “But you think you’re close. We heard what you asked her. You weren’t just satisfying your curiosity. You think it matters that she could only hear his voice.”

“We’ve known from the beginning that images are easier to communicate,” Reynie said. “Mr. Benedict might simply have imagined a piece of paper with those words written clearly on it—that wouldn’t have given away images of Orion, right? It would have been like Tai seeing Mr. Curtain’s letter in George’s head.”

“That’s plausible,” Sticky said. “It could also be that he thought Constance would find his voice comforting.”

“Both could be true,” Kate said. “Doing several things at once is kind of the way Mr. Benedict operates. So, what do you think, Reynie? And by that I mean, think, Reynie.”

Reynie did. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and thought.

Poetic license. He did it for the sound.

Reynie opened his eyes. “Okay,” he said. “I have it.”
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What took you so long?” asked Kate.

She was joking, of course, but Reynie thought it a good question. Strange that something he hit upon so easily today had felt so impenetrable yesterday. Sleep and food had made a difference, he knew. But he also knew there was more to it than that.

“What’s most surprising to me,” Reynie said, “is that Constance didn’t solve this herself. She’s the one with the perfect sense of rhyme and meter, and we know how she identifies patterns without even trying. For her not to be able to reconstruct the last line of Mr. Benedict’s message—well, I think it shows us better than anything what she’s really dealing with. We can’t see that battle raging in her head, but it’s obviously a fierce one.”

For a moment they all considered this, all felt a pang of sympathy and protectiveness. Nobody was a greater test of their patience than Constance, it was true, but neither was there any person in their lives more remarkable.

“So, what’s the secret, Reynie?” Sticky asked, keeping his voice neutral. He still felt mildly resentful but was determined not to show it. “What do rhyme and meter have to do with this?”

“Okay, think of the pattern of the message,” Reynie said. “He gave it to us in the form of a poem:

“Where one who stands defies the name,

Dare hunt the hunter in his frame

And strike the clenches from their floor…

“We didn’t get the exact wording of the last line,” Reynie continued, “because Constance was distracted, but we can figure it out based on the rhyme and meter.”

“Rhyming couplets,” Sticky said, nodding, “in iambic tetrameter. Da DUH da DUH da DUH da DUH. And the last word of the last line rhymes with ‘floor.’”

“Door!” Kate cried. “Constance said there’s a door made out of clay!”

Reynie tapped his nose. “She also said it was the kind that the French use.”

“Which made no sense,” Kate said, frowning.

“Right,” Reynie said, “but think about what we know Constance heard—she absolutely heard the words ‘French’ and ‘door,’ and based on rhyme and meter, we can guess where those words would appear in the last line.”

“There’s a rhyme connection between ‘French’ and ‘clench,’” Sticky observed, “and ‘floor’ and ‘door’!”

“How about this?” Reynie said. “And like the French, use the clay door.”

Kate tried it out:

“And strike the clenches from their floor

And like the French, use the clay door.

“I like it, Reynie,” she said. “It seems right. But how is this the answer?”

“Because it’s all about the sound!” exclaimed Sticky, almost leaping from his chair. “Mr. Benedict wasn’t talking about a door made out of clay! In French, it sounds like ‘clay door’—”

“Oh!” Kate cried, slapping her forehead. (For although neither she nor Reynie could compete with Sticky in the language department, they both had studied several and knew a good deal of French.) “‘And like the French, use the clé d’or’!”

“Exactly!” Reynie said. “It sounds like the English ‘clay door,’ but it’s actually the French ‘clé d’or’—the gold key!”

The three friends couldn’t help grinning, laughing, and congratulating one another, for even in emergencies—especially in emergencies—it’s no small thing to solve a puzzle upon which so much depends, and here was one whose solution had determined their course. True, that course was dangerous, but this they had already known. What mattered most was that they had significant information McCracken didn’t have. They had an advantage. They had their start. They were on their way.

Soon enough, however, celebration turned to deliberation. Sticky perused the blueprints in his mind’s eye, focusing only on the diagrams and notes in gold ink. “It all holds together,” he murmured. “The path is fairly clear even if the obstacles along the way aren’t. I think some of the notes aren’t going to make sense until we’re actually there—like the last line about the clé d’or. Before we found the blueprints, we never could have figured out what that means.”

“Well, that’s great news!” Kate said.

Sticky looked at her askance. “How is it great news that we’re heading into a dangerous situation with a ticking clock counting down to potential disaster without knowing ahead of time how to get through these different layers of security?”

Kate was already, and very speedily, clearing the table. “Because it means we can get moving!”

Reynie and Sticky jumped to help her. (And by working as fast as they could, they even did help her, a little.) Soon everything was squared away to Kate’s satisfaction, and in the meantime the three of them had discussed what their next steps would be. With Sticky monitoring from his computer workstation, Reynie spent some minutes on the radio, obtaining and distributing necessary information. And then it was done. The arrangements had been made. They had their plan.

A quick use of the intercom system brought Tai Li bursting into the dining room, where he found Kate and Reynie waiting. Trudging in behind him came a still decidedly grumpy-looking Constance Contraire.

“We used the Husher to sneak up on Captain Plugg!” Tai announced with a burst of giggles. “She sprayed coffee out of her mouth like a fountain!”

Kate gave him a stern look. “I told you we had rules about that, remember?”

“But you don’t even like the rules!”

“True,” Kate said. She snatched her bucket from Tai, placed it on the floor, and pointed to it. “Nevertheless, have a seat on the red stool, young man.”

Tai’s eyes widened. He looked as if he were about to be given a marvelous present. He dropped onto the bucket and sat very still, his hands on his knees. “Am I being punished?” he asked with a hopeful look.

“Severely,” Kate replied.

Tai covered his mouth to suppress a giggle, then composed himself and made an obvious effort to look unhappy.

Constance, meanwhile, had slouched into the easy chair in the corner and drawn her feet up under her. “So you three got it all figured out,” she said gloomily. “That’s so great.”

“You did say you wanted us to, after all,” Reynie said. He hoped that his light tone might make a difference in her mood, but Constance only looked coldly at him from behind a veil of scarlet hair. He cleared his throat. “You also said you wanted to move on, and it’s time to do that. We all need to pack a small overnight bag. No matter how things go, there’s a good chance we won’t be back here for a day or two, maybe longer.”

Tai, who was still enjoying his punishment, raised his hand. Kate gave him a nod of permission, and he asked brightly, “Where are we going? I don’t have any other clothes. Or a bag. Or a toothbrush.” He thought for a moment. “Or toothpaste.”

“We’re going to help Mr. Benedict,” Kate said. “Sticky’s going down to the Blab right now to make a serum he needs—”

“We saw George on the stairs!” Tai interjected.

Kate gave him another stern look, and he clapped his hands over his mouth. “Anyway, we’re bringing that serum to Mr. Benedict, and we’re going to stop the Ten Men from breaking out Mr. Curtain.”

Tai whispered, “Wow!” behind his hands.

“But to do that we have to go out of town first. We’ll explain that part later. Right now, you can change into the clothes you were wearing yesterday—I’ve already taken them from the fumigator and washed and dried them. And ironed them. And replaced your broken shoelaces.”

Tai’s eyes grew enormous. He raised his hand.

“I was up early,” Kate said, and he lowered his hand.

Reynie turned to Constance. “Will you please help him pack a bag? You’re the only one with old clothes here that are small enough to fit him.”

Constance gave a grudging nod and climbed out of the chair. Despite her unhappy look of reluctance, she was actually moving quickly. It was only by a constant force of will that she was managing her anxieties about Mr. Benedict. No matter what required doing right now, Constance would not be a source of delay. Not this time.

“Let’s go, Tai,” she snapped as she headed for the door.

Tai looked at Kate, who signaled that he could get up. He leaped to his feet. “That was terrible!” he exclaimed. He drew the back of a hand across his forehead as if in relief. “Can I bring your bucket on our trip?”

“Are you kidding? You have to bring the bucket,” Kate replied. “What if you misbehave again?”
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Ten minutes later, Reynie stood in the dining room once more. The lights were off, but morning sunlight streamed pleasantly through the windows. He was wearing his backpack, ready to go. The room was very quiet, very still. He wondered how many times he had seen it like this. Not many. For it was not just empty. There are empty rooms, and then there are rooms that feel crowded, corner to corner, with absence.

Not long ago, in this very room, Reynie and Mr. Benedict had talked about the exact thing Reynie was feeling now. It was after lunch, the dishes had been cleared away, and the others had all excused themselves. Mr. Benedict had decided to enjoy an extra cup of tea before returning to his study and, no doubt having sensed the hesitation in Reynie’s goodbye, invited him to sit and have an extra cup himself.

“I know I’ve spoken to you often about my artist friend Violet,” said Mr. Benedict, passing Reynie the honey. “And I know you’re familiar with her work. You’ve told me you admire her paintings in the sitting room, of course, but if I recall correctly, you also spent some time with the catalog of her work that I keep in my study.”

Reynie was stirring honey into his tea. He smiled. “If you’ve ever failed to recall something correctly, Mr. Benedict, I certainly can’t recall the occasion. Yes, that was just before we built the platform. I remember hearing Constance yelling about the leak in the ceiling—how the plaster was peeling, how annoyed she was feeling—just as I finished looking through the catalog.”

Mr. Benedict tapped his nose. “I recall that we intended to discuss Violet’s work further, yet we were understandably sidetracked and never returned to the subject.”

“That’s true,” Reynie said, sipping his tea. This was not news to him. There were many subjects that they had agreed to discuss at some point, and the list was always growing. They both kept mental track of these bookmarked conversations and often returned to topics months after they’d first been mentioned. “I admired everything I saw in the catalog.”

“So you said at the time, and I was pleased to hear it. Some of her work does not appear in that catalog, however, and I thought now might be an appropriate time to mention it.” Mr. Benedict set down his teacup and laced his fingers together. “When Violet was a child, she lost her brother, and her early artwork reflected her grief in a striking way. She rendered familiar scenes in which one would typically expect to see people, yet the people themselves were missing.”

“I imagine that made for unsettling effects,” Reynie observed.

“Indeed,” said Mr. Benedict. “And appropriate. Nothing is more unsettling than losing those we’ve loved. Yet I would propose for your consideration, Reynie, that there is something powerful, even important, in missing them. Missing our loved ones is in itself a connection with them, is it not? Painful, perhaps, but special.”

Reynie nodded, a little embarrassed. He assumed Mr. Benedict was hinting at Reynie’s own worries about missing his friends and family—indeed, everyone in Mr. Benedict’s circle, not least Mr. Benedict himself—if he went away to a university. Reynie had talked about it with Miss Perumal, but only a bit. More than once he’d come close to knocking on Mr. Benedict’s study door, only to change his mind and creep away. Now it occurred to him that Mr. Benedict had been aware of those almost-knocks. In fact, Mr. Benedict’s decision to “have an extra cup of tea” had likely been meant to make it easier for Reynie to approach him. No need for knocking. Mr. Benedict had removed the door.

“When the time comes for you to go away, Reynie,” Mr. Benedict said after a pause, “whether that be soon or far down the road, and whether it be for a temporary sojourn elsewhere or a more permanent relocation…” Mr. Benedict’s voice faltered slightly. He cleared his throat, and with a small shock Reynie realized that Mr. Benedict’s bright green eyes had tears in them. “When that time comes, my friend, I shall miss you dearly. Just as I miss Rhonda; just as I shall miss all the others whose cherished faces I’m so accustomed to seeing around this table, yet who may find it best, at some point, to leave the table for good.”

Mr. Benedict took a handkerchief from his pocket and blew his large, lumpy nose. “But special people tend to go and do special things,” he continued, “and one must accept it as best one can. Whenever I miss old friends, I remind myself that this very act makes them a part of my life. We may be separated by time and distance, and very often by the lack of hours to write each other proper letters, but we remain friends, and I remain grateful. Violet, for instance, I haven’t seen in years, but I think of her every day, and I take pleasure in knowing she’s in the world.”

Something occurred to Reynie. He was surprised that he had never thought of it before. “The violet you keep on your desk…”

Mr. Benedict tapped his nose and smiled.

Reynie thought of Kate’s bucket and spyglass in his chest. He also had a pair of Sticky’s old spectacles on his dresser, and he knew that Sticky had given Kate a different pair. (She and Reynie had preferred different ones, so it had worked out neatly.) What would they remember him by? he wondered. He needed to think about something to give them. Constance, too, of course. Nothing sprang to mind, though, and for some reason Reynie found this troubling. Was it really because he couldn’t think of a specific memento? No, he decided, it was that he had never thought of these items as mementos before. Thinking of them in that way made everything all too real.

Reynie realized that he had been staring into his teacup. Mr. Benedict was sipping his own tea, politely giving Reynie time with his thoughts. When their eyes met again, Mr. Benedict’s expression had shifted slightly. There was a reluctance in it that made Reynie uneasy. What was he about to say?

“I’ve shared these perspectives of mine,” Mr. Benedict began, “simply in the hope that you may find some of them useful in the days ahead. Perhaps you will, perhaps you won’t. My own perspectives are admittedly sometimes strange. But there is one related matter, a bit closer to home, that I would urge you to address.”

Suddenly Reynie understood. Having anticipated Reynie’s embarrassment, Mr. Benedict had been trying to help Reynie by talking about himself. But now he was going to offer direct advice, without having been asked, and it made him uncomfortable to do so.

Mr. Benedict cleared his throat again. “In short, Reynie, if you find yourself missing someone long before you have even decided to part, you should consider the possibility that you are suffering unnecessarily. Sometimes when you’ve lost something, it won’t come back on its own. Sometimes you must attempt to retrieve it. That can be a frightening endeavor, for of course there is always the prospect of failure.”

Reynie’s throat felt tight, and he was having to make an effort not to avert his eyes. He was glad that he did; otherwise he would have missed the sudden twinkle in Mr. Benedict’s own eyes. He would have missed the wink.

“Of course,” Mr. Benedict had said, rising, “there’s also the prospect of success, and you have rather a good record of succeeding, have you not?”
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Standing alone in the dining room, Reynie found that his eyes had naturally drifted to the chairs in which he and Mr. Benedict had sat that day. He’d been imagining the scene. There had been so many scenes in this room, he thought, from the mundane to the frightening to the wonderful. Through those currently sunlit windows he had looked out upon windy days and snowy days, sunshine and storms. They all had.

Reynie heard Sticky’s familiar footstep in the doorway. Reynie started to turn, but something checked him, and he remained as he was, thumbs hooked in the straps of his backpack, regarding the empty room. After a moment he heard Sticky walking quietly up beside him. He hadn’t needed to turn. Sticky knew that Reynie knew he was there. And he knew that if Reynie had wanted to be left alone, he would have done something different. They had been friends a long time. Still, Reynie found that he wished he had turned, had gestured for Sticky to join him.

“It is a really interesting room,” Sticky murmured. He adjusted a strap on his own backpack. “I can see why you’re so fascinated.”

Reynie smiled and glanced over at him. “We’ve always come back to this table. Every time we’ve gone and done something dangerous together, we’ve come back here and sat around this table.”

“And talked about everything that happened,” Sticky said, nodding. “And enjoyed feeling safe.”

They stood in silence for a time, taking in the room together.

“Let’s make sure we do that again,” Reynie said.
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The cameras placed by the Scaredy Katz meant that leaving Mr. Benedict’s house by the front or back door was out of the question. Thus, in accordance with their plan, Sticky and Reynie found Kate standing near the third-floor platform, saying goodbye to Madge. The beautiful falcon was perched on Kate’s leather-glove-protected arm, and Kate was stroking her feathers. Kate was wearing her parachute, the better to carry it while also toting the large duffel bag she had packed, which rested on the floor nearby.

Hiding behind Kate was Tai Li, holding the red bucket up in front of his face like a shield.

“It’s nonsense,” Kate was saying to him. “You can’t listen to what Constance says.”

“But Constance can read her mind!” Tai squeaked.

Kate turned to Sticky and Reynie with a look of exasperation. “Constance is in a fine mood. She told Tai that Madge wants to eat his toes.”

“Maybe she does!” Tai cried. He seemed genuinely nervous but also appeared to be enjoying the dramatic possibilities of being hunted by a falcon.

“Don’t be silly,” Reynie said. “Madge doesn’t want to hurt you.” Even as he said this, however, he shared a private look with Sticky. Neither of them had ever been entirely certain that Madge didn’t want to hurt them.

“Why would Constance say something like that?” Sticky asked.

“Because I didn’t want to wear my shoes, and she said I had to, and I said I didn’t want to, and she said I didn’t get to choose—” Tai took a breath.

“You do have to wear your shoes,” Sticky said simply, and Tai nodded. Maintaining his balance with some difficulty, he lifted one foot to show that he had already complied.

Constance came stalking down the hallway with her backpack on. Reynie started to ask where Tai’s bag was, then thought better of it. Probably she had packed his things in the backpack with hers. And if she hadn’t? One glance at her face suggested that the wise course was to let the matter drop.

Kate tossed a treat down the long hallway and sent Madge after it. Meanwhile, Captain Plugg had come up to say goodbye. She hugged them each in turn (despite the sullen look on Constance’s face, she squeezed the beloved guard rather fiercely); implored them to be as careful as they possibly could; then took the protective glove from Kate, for she had promised to care for Madge until Kate’s return.

“Now, don’t you worry,” Captain Plugg said, adjusting the strings of the glove to account for her thick forearms. “You know I’ve taken good care of that sweetheart in the past, and you can be sure I’ll do it again. We’ll have a lovely time together, won’t we, Your Majesty?” This last she called down the hallway, then blew Kate’s whistle to summon the falcon to her arm.

“Oh, Madge, we’re all sorry you can’t come with us,” Kate said as Sticky and Reynie made polite noises of agreement. “But that nasty old McCracken remembers you too well. You stay here and be a good girl, okay? You mind Captain Plugg!”

With that, Kate snatched up her duffel bag and joined the others on the platform. They all waved at Captain Plugg and Madge (all except Constance, who was glowering at her shoes), and Kate said, “Let’s do this the proper way, shall we?”

“Let’s not,” Constance muttered.

“Doesn’t someone have to stomp on the floor?” Tai asked.

“Come on, Connie girl,” Kate prodded. “When was the last time we did it together?”

Constance blew hair out of her eyes. “Fine,” she said. She glanced down at Tai. She took his hand. “Hold on, you.”

Constance stomped.

Reynie stomped.

Kate stomped.

Sticky stomped.

The trapdoor in the ceiling fell open, and up they went.

It had been a while since the Society had used what Kate liked to refer to as the Zipper. The first reason they had stopped using it was because Number Two (once she’d found out about it) had inspected it and deemed it too dangerous. After that happened, the Society had secretly made adjustments to address Number Two’s safety concerns. The second reason they had stopped using the Zipper was because Number Two had found out again and inspected it again and had again declared that the Zipper was not safe enough. Unfortunately, their families had all agreed with Number Two. (“Take only necessary risks, Kate,” Milligan had reminded her.) And so promises were solicited from the Society members not to use the Zipper again.

“Except in case of emergency,” Reynie had made sure to say.

Number Two had narrowed her eyes. “Except in the case of a genuine emergency.”

And to this they had all reluctantly agreed.

Now here they were, accompanied by a little boy firmly secured to Kate’s belt by a tether, making use of carefully placed handholds and footholds to climb the roof’s northwesternmost gable. Before long the rooftop patio was a distance below them, they were peering out over the tree-lined street, and all except Kate felt a nervous fluttering in their bellies. Directly across from them was the Washingtons’ house, a cozy abode that Sticky had for some years now called his “home across the street” (for Mr. Benedict’s house was also his home), whose rooftop lay well below their current position. Rising vertically from the peak of the Washingtons’ roof was what once had been a decades-old television antenna—the sort that looked like a skinny metal tree stripped of its leaves and lower branches—but currently functioned as the Society’s drop-off point.

After confirming that the street was clear and quiet, Kate opened her duffel bag and removed an oversized crossbow, followed by a grappling hook attached to a coiled length of cable. After securing the free end of the cable to a metal bracket in the roof, Kate moved the heavy coil to her opposite side, well out of Tai’s reach. She loaded the grappling hook into the crossbow.

“Are you going to shoot that?” Tai whispered. He started to edge sideways for a better look, but three pairs of hands had a firm grip on him, and he found he couldn’t move an inch. He held still.

Kate gave him a nod. She shifted her position, raised the crossbow to her shoulder, and took a slow, deep breath. As she exhaled, she squeezed the trigger. There was a sharp twang! The grappling hook vanished, the coil of cable beside Kate made a metallic sizzling sound (it seemed to melt away as if by magic before Tai’s astonished eyes), and then Kate was yanking back on the crossbow as if she were wielding a fishing pole and had just landed a big one. Across the street, the grappling hook wound round and round one of the metal projections of the antenna, catching and holding with a distant clink! that set the now-taut cable quivering. Kate worked a small crank attached to the bracket in the rooftop, tightening the cable even further. Then she put away the crossbow, took out a rather complicated-looking harness-and-pulley contraption, and, adjusting the harness to accommodate the parachute on her back, buckled herself in.

“Is Kate going to zip across the street?” Tai breathed when he saw her attaching the pulley to the cable.

“Kate always goes first,” Sticky whispered in reply. “Just to be on the safe side, in case something goes wrong.”

“But what would she do if something went wrong?”

Sticky shrugged. “We have no idea. We just know we’d have to see it to believe it.”

Kate connected the end of a spool of almost invisible fishing line to the harness and handed the spool to Sticky, who explained to Tai that this was for bringing the harness back. The spool was attached to a reel to make the retrieval easier. Tai studied the reel, then looked at Sticky to signal that he understood. When he looked back, Kate was gone.

Past the highest branches of the elm tree she zipped, over the tops of the smaller trees along the sidewalk, over the street, over the Washingtons’ front yard, and at last to the drop-off point, where she came to a stop not with a loud bang or clang (the pulley was equipped with special padding) but with more of a satisfying thunk. For a moment Kate dangled from the antenna (which had been reinforced with much stronger metal and heavy bolts to support the Zipper’s true function), and they could all see her grinning even from across the street. Then she lowered herself onto the rooftop, put down her duffel bag, and removed the harness.

As Sticky reeled the harness back, he explained to Tai that Kate would now inspect and doubly secure the grappling-hook end of the cable. “So it really is very safe,” he whispered. “There’s no need for you to worry.”

“I’m not worried!” Tai whispered. “Can I go next?”

Of course he could go next, Sticky said, and so Tai did, covering his mouth the entire way to keep himself from exclaiming in delight. Kate caught him at the other end, removed him from the harness, and tethered him to her belt again. Constance went next, then Reynie, and finally Sticky. They had always crossed the street in this exact order because Kate needed to go first, Constance hated waiting, and Sticky wanted as much time as possible to work up his nerve. Today, however, Sticky went last simply out of tradition.

“You did it!” Tai whispered when Sticky arrived. (He had whispered the same thing to Constance and Reynie.) “Let’s all stick our tongues out at the camera on the fence! Because we tricked it!”

And so, from the peak of Sticky’s home across the street, the five of them stuck their tongues out at the camera, which could not see them.

They had completed their first daring maneuver of the day.

There were many more—and much more dangerous ones—to come.
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From the roof of the Washingtons’ back porch, Kate leaped into a tree and then to the ground, and presently she returned with a ladder for the others. Soon they were all bustling into the cellar, where Kate unlocked the heavy steel door that opened onto the secret passage to the Monk Building.

Everyone looked expectantly at Tai.

He gasped.

The improvement of lighting and the reduction of vermin in the secret passage had been one of the Society’s many projects, and so it was into a rather pleasantly lit and only moderately dank and creepy tunnel that they now hurried. Kate removed her parachute and handed it to Reynie to carry; Tai handed Kate’s bucket to Sticky (having first tried to hand it to Constance, who only looked at him); and then Kate took off with Tai riding piggyback, followed at a distance by the others, who knew better than to try to keep up.

“This is the tunnel!” Tai said into Kate’s ear. “The one you took from the Monk Building to Mr. Benedict’s house on the day you met!”

“Right you are,” Kate said. “We’d just gotten through one batch of Mr. Benedict’s tests and were on our way to more. It’s so strange to think that we had no idea where we were heading then. Nowadays this tunnel is where we tend to go when we want some peace and quiet. Especially on rainy days. With so many people around, it never gets completely quiet indoors.”

“You could use the Husher if you wanted things to be quiet.”

“Well, it uses a lot of energy. Even with special batteries, it doesn’t last long enough for you to really clear your head. No, the best thing is usually just to come here—see how quiet it is? The only trouble is that sometimes we all want to use it. We had to make a sign-up sheet. Isn’t that funny? Everybody taking turns just to get into a boring old empty tunnel?”

“It isn’t boring! It’s a secret!”

“Excellent point. If you put it that way, what could be better?” Kate hitched Tai up a little higher.

“You don’t come here together, though?” Tai asked a bit sadly.

“We used to every now and then, of course,” Kate said. “But usually this is a spot for solitude. A place to escape to when everyone seems to be stepping on your feet and getting on your nerves. You want to know my secret name for it?”

“Oh, yes!” Tai whispered.

“Bill,” Kate said.

Tai giggled. “Bill?”

“Why not? Bill is a good, solid name, Tai.”

They had arrived now at the bottom of the stairs leading up to Mr. Benedict’s office on the seventh floor of the Monk Building. Kate glanced back to ensure that her straggling friends were fine (and so they were, though she could hear their panting even from a distance), and she headed up the winding stairs with Tai on her back. By the time the others caught up, she and Tai had already reached the office’s secret anteroom, looked through hidden peepholes to ensure that the office was empty, and selected from a rack some clothing that would form Kate’s disguise.

Constance, Reynie, and Sticky arrived gasping and perspiring. As they stood with hands on hips, regaining their breath, Kate put on her parachute again. Over it she slipped a pair of coveralls that normally fit the circus-strongman physique of Moocho Brazos. “I’ll have to be a hulking figure with a hunched back,” she told her friends. “Since it won’t do to be seen in public with a parachute.”

“We discussed it!” Tai declared proudly. “Also, we have to hide Kate’s bucket in her duffel bag because it’s famous.”

“I don’t recall using that exact word,” said Kate, pulling her hair up into a tight bun, over which she placed a greasy mechanic’s cap.

“You said it’s ‘well known,’” Tai amended.

“And that much, I think, is safe to say,” said Kate with a satisfied nod.

Soon they were all ready, the anteroom vacated, and the plain interior of office 7-B filled with an unlikely assemblage: a large, stooped mechanic; an average-looking young man in the blue uniform of a local high school; a handsome young dockworker with stylish glasses; an angry-looking kitchen employee with a flour-dusted apron and an ugly hairnet; and a delighted-looking little boy (undisguised). The backpacks made the disguises less than perfect, but as long as they weren’t seen together as a group, they should attract little special attention.

Reynie looked at Constance. “Based on my information, we probably have a clear route to the parking deck, but what’s your feeling about this building?”

“Nothing weird on this floor,” Constance said at once. “Let me take a look outside.” After listening at the door a moment, she slipped out of the office and down to the end of the hallway. A window there afforded a good view of the city streets around the building. She looked out for several seconds, then returned and said, “I think you’re right.”

They used the building’s public stairwell, which was always empty, and descended together, stopping every so often for Constance to sniff the air with her mental bloodhound’s nose. No, the building was safe, she was sure of it now, and at last they were gathered on the first floor. Everyone donned sunglasses. The mechanic went out first, holding hands with the little boy and carrying a duffel bag. Two minutes later, the kitchen worker and dockworker left together. And finally the high school student walked out of the doors of the Monk Building onto its sunlit front plaza.

Never particularly graceful, Reynie walked as casually as he could, his mind in a state of agitated confusion. The first time he’d crossed this plaza, years ago, he was walking into a new life. He could not help but wonder if he was doing the same thing yet again, this time walking in the opposite direction. His future had seemed so mysterious to him then. Now, after so much had changed, he found himself walking across the exact same plaza feeling almost exactly the same way. It seemed so strange. How many more plazas, Reynie wondered, would he cross in his life?

Meanwhile the city streets appeared no different than usual. Plenty of pedestrians, plenty of traffic, plenty of noise. Plenty of businessmen in nice suits, too, and at first Reynie walked slowly, his wary eyes darting this way and that. Then he spied, some blocks ahead of him, the kitchen worker and the dockworker disappearing around a corner. If any of the Baker’s Dozen were around, Constance would know it. Reynie picked up his pace.

On the dimly lit underground level of a parking deck, a dilapidated old station wagon occupied one of the rental spaces. Only its tires looked to be in good condition; otherwise it gave the impression of having been abandoned, with dents, scrapes, rusty patches, two missing hubcaps, and an empty bird’s nest in the radiator grille. As Reynie hastened to join the others already inside the car, Kate cranked the engine, which came to life with the roar of a hundred lions.

“Hop in!” she called brightly. Reynie hurriedly stowed his backpack in the rear of the car, with Kate’s parachute and the other packs. The front passenger seat had been left unoccupied for him. He had to yank a few times on the door to get it to open, but finally he succeeded and climbed in. Sticky and Constance were seated in the back, flanking Tai Li, who was making a cheerful fuss about his booster seat.

“I’ve never been in a booster seat or a station wagon!” Tai informed Reynie.

“Today’s your lucky day!” Kate laughed, and she threw the engine into reverse.

“Um, Kate,” Reynie cautioned, hurriedly buckling his seat belt, “we need to avoid drawing attention to ourselves, remember?”

Kate’s hand tapped the gearshift, a look of disappointment settling onto her face. “Right,” she murmured. “Right, right, right.” She backed out of the parking space—smoothly and expertly, but without the least bit of panache. She sighed and drove them up onto the street.

Kate, Reynie, and Sticky had already discussed their route out of Stonetown. Every train station, airport, and tollbooth in the city was compromised. The Ten Men had their old network of local spies up and running—sharp-eyed informants who, out of fear or greed or both, would immediately contact McCracken with any news of the information he sought. In this case, believing most of the Society to have fled the city, McCracken had positioned those spies at all the usual points of entry. If Mr. Benedict’s young friends came back to help him, McCracken hoped to know it.

“But they aren’t on the lookout for people leaving the city,” Sticky was explaining now to Tai, “so as long as we’re careful, we’re not likely to be spotted.”

“Oh, good!” Tai said. He was craning his neck left and right, curious to see out of as many of the station wagon windows as possible. “But how will we give Mr. Benedict what he needs if we’re going away?”

“We’re coming back soon,” Sticky said. “First we just need to get a little help.”

Constance removed her hairnet and threw it onto the floorboard with a look of disgust. She pulled her hair over her eyes. Outside the station wagon, the downtown streets gave way to those of quieter neighborhoods. Kate was taking a roundabout path to an old, lesser-used highway out of town.

Perhaps because everyone had been silent for several minutes, when another question occurred to Tai, he didn’t blurt it out but rather raised his hand politely. Sticky smiled and asked him what his question was.

Tai lowered his hand. “Why were we worried about McCracken trying to get S.Q.? Didn’t he work for Mr. Curtain, just like the others?”

Sticky hesitated. He saw Kate’s eyes studying him in the rearview mirror. The fact was, he hadn’t considered how to answer this complicated question—not to a five-year-old, not under the circumstances—and he felt a horror of messing something up. He cleared his throat. “Someone else want to take this one?”

“Why don’t you, Reynie?” Kate suggested. “I’m so busy driving and everything.”

Reynie shifted in his seat so that Tai could see his face. “You’re right,” he said. “S.Q. and the Ten Men used to be on the same team, kind of. But here’s the situation, Tai. Mr. Curtain’s letter said that S.Q. was getting something for him—that serum we mentioned. Well, if you were a bad guy like McCracken, and you weren’t crazy about the idea of trying to break into a place that’s supposed to be impossible to break into, and you realized that this serum, if you got your hands on it, might make you so powerful that you would never need Mr. Curtain’s help for anything again… well, you might prefer to get it from S.Q. before he could bring it to Mr. Curtain. That way you wouldn’t have to try to do the big break-in—you wouldn’t have to take any risk at all. Does that make sense?”

Tai’s eyes widened. “You mean McCracken was going to portray Mr. Curtain?”

“Do you mean betray? Then, yes.”

“But that’s terrible!”

“You can say that again,” Kate put in. “They don’t call them the Ten Men because they have ten ways of helping people, you know. Hurting people is what they do best. But S.Q. got away, thanks to Milligan. So now if McCracken wants to get more powerful, he either has to do what Mr. Curtain told him to do in the letter, which is risky for him, or—”

“Or he could try to catch us!” Tai said. “Because Sticky made the serum he wants!”

Three hands tapped three noses. Constance, for her part, said nothing. Behind her screen of scarlet hair, she might have been sleeping for all anyone could tell. (No one believed she was, however.)

“McCracken and his men might still try to break Mr. Curtain out,” Reynie said, “even if he did catch us and get the serum. Mr. Curtain gave them a lot of reasons to try. But, you know, we’d rather not get caught. I assume you feel the same way, Tai?”

“Oh, yes, I do!”

“Perfect. We’ll make sure not to get caught, then.”

Eventually the station wagon made its way through the outskirts of Stonetown, crossed an out-of-the-way old bridge, and finally turned onto a rural highway that passed through pleasant rolling farmland. The road was wide open, with excellent visibility, and would seem to invite—indeed, even beg for—driving at excessive speeds. And yet the station wagon proceeded at a sensible pace, observing the speed limit with remarkable precision.

Reynie looked over at Kate. “How are you holding up, champ?”

“Great,” Kate replied, flashing him a strained smile. “This is great. Beautiful day for a drive.”

Reynie noted her clenched jaw, the white-knuckled grip she had on the steering wheel. No one in the world suffered so much as Kate Wetherall from not moving as fast as humanly possible whenever the occasion allowed. Driving at this moderate speed was requiring a heroic effort on her part.

In the back seat, Sticky had taken out a couple of newspapers and was flipping through them, page after page. He had to keep apologizing to Tai for bumping him with his elbow, and Tai kept giggling and saying, “That’s okay, just don’t do it again!” Then giggling harder every time Sticky “accidentally” did it again.

“Here’s an interesting news item,” Sticky announced. “Tai, did Constance tell you about the Salamander?”

“She didn’t have to,” Tai said. “I already know what a salamander is. It’s an insect!”

“Well, no. If you’re thinking of the animal, a salamander is actually a lizard-like amphibian.”

“Okay!” Tai said agreeably. “Now I know that!”

“Right. Good. But the Salamander I was referring to is an armored amphibious vehicle—sort of a big metal boat with tank treads, so that it can go on both water and land. I know,” Sticky said, noting Tai’s delighted expression, “it’s fun to think about. Except this particular one belonged to Mr. Curtain and the Ten Men. It wasn’t so great when they had it.”

Tai frowned and shook his head.

“What’s the news item, George?” Reynie called from the front seat. “I mean, I have a feeling.”

“Me too,” said Kate.

“It’s pretty obvious,” Constance said from behind her hair. Those were the first words she’d spoken in the car.

Sticky informed Tai that after Mr. Curtain and the Ten Men had been captured, the government had decided to install the Salamander in the playground area of Stonetown’s largest park. Every day children climbed into it, pretended to drive it, hid beneath it during games of hide-and-seek, and attacked it with sticks.

“That sounds so fun!” Tai cried.

“Unfortunately,” Sticky said, pointing at the newspaper article, “according to this, the Salamander was stolen from the playground yesterday by a couple of men in business suits. No one was hurt in the process, although a number of children were seen to be crying.”

“Ten Men! They’re so mean!”

There was a general murmur of agreement in the car.

“They must have had an extra set of keys and some spare parts in that vault Mr. Curtain mentioned,” Kate mused.

“The Ten Men probably stole the Salamander,” Sticky explained to Tai, “in order to get to the island if they try to break Mr. Curtain out. The shoals in the bay are treacherous, and the currents are tricky, but with the Salamander they could manage the crossing fairly easily.”

“Roger that,” Tai said. He scratched his head. “What island do you mean?”

Sticky raised his eyebrows. “Wait… you don’t know?”

Tai shrugged. “How should I know?”

“Well, because—I guess I was thinking, since Constance told you about when we went to the Institute…”

“I didn’t tell him about the prison part,” Constance said with an exasperated sigh. “Why would I tell him that part, George?”

“Which part?” asked Tai, squirming in his seat. “Which part!”

“Should I not have mentioned…?” Sticky wondered aloud.

“Probably too late now,” Kate said.

Tai began chanting, “Which part? Which part? Which part?”

“The part about where Mr. Curtain is imprisoned now,” Reynie called back to him. “Where he and Mr. Benedict are. The place we’re going to have to go to.”

“Go back to,” Constance muttered.

Tai gasped, for now he understood.

The Society was returning to Nomansan Island.
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Much had happened in the years since the members of the Society made their fateful trip to Nomansan Island, where they had enrolled as students at the Learning Institute for the Very Enlightened (LIVE, for short) and, as secret agents for Mr. Benedict, foiled Mr. Curtain’s plot to “improve” the world with the help of his horrifying mind-control invention, the Whisperer. In the aftermath of that desperate adventure, the island had been evacuated. Bewildered students were reunited with their families, and those without families—there were many of these—were found good homes. Mr. Benedict, of course, had devoted himself to helping the brainswept Helpers, while several of Mr. Curtain’s former employees—those Executives and Recruiters who hadn’t manage to escape with him—faced varying degrees of justice and therapy.

Nomansan, for its part, became the subject of governmental squabbles. The rocky, hilly, unapproachable island in Stonetown Harbor had belonged to Mr. Curtain, as had the massive stone buildings of the Institute. Thanks to Mr. Benedict and his associates, the Institute’s tidal turbines—yet another of Curtain’s inventions—had eventually been repurposed to provide much of Stonetown with inexpensive electricity. But for a long time the island had remained abandoned, for no one with any government authority could agree on what to do with it.

That is, until Mr. Benedict had begun to apply his considerable powers of persuasion. For many reasons, he argued, his genius brother should not be held in the Citadel along with the Ten Men. The Citadel in Brig City was the most secure facility in the region, and all extremely dangerous criminals were sentenced to incarceration there. Although a breakout had been deemed impossible by the authorities, Mr. Benedict nonetheless convinced them that to keep both the brains and the brawn of Mr. Curtain’s wicked syndicate in the same location—to afford any chance of collaboration and plotting—would be to court disaster.

As it so happened, Mr. Benedict had a perfect solution to offer. Surrounded by water and treacherous shoals, connected to the mainland only by a single narrow bridge, Nomansan Island was already notoriously inaccessible. With certain renovations and additional layers of security—all designed and overseen by Mr. Benedict himself—the Institute could become the most high-security of high-security facilities, and at very little cost. The solution was accepted; the arrangements were made; the work was begun. The Institute was reborn as the Key Enclosure for Enemies of the Public—the KEEP, for short—and although one day it would house a significant number of criminals, its first inmate (and at present its only inmate) was Mr. Ledroptha Curtain.

So it was that Mr. Curtain had become, quite literally, a prisoner in a prison of his own making.

Renovations of the facility were ongoing, but Mr. Curtain’s security suite had been completed right away, for Mr. Benedict had insisted that his brother be removed from the vicinity of the Ten Men as soon as possible. Thus for over a year now, Mr. Benedict’s weekly routine had included many hours overseeing and directing the modifications being implemented at the KEEP—and, during breaks and at the end of his workdays there, visiting his surly twin, often in the agreeable company of S.Q. Pedalian.

“So Mr. Benedict was right!” Tai declared when all this had been explained. “If Mr. Curtain had still been at the Citadel when the Ten Men escaped, they could have taken him with them right then!”

“Fortunately, Mr. Benedict has a gift for predicting problems,” Sticky said. “He may not have been able to prevent all of this mess we’re in, but it certainly could have been worse.”

Tai frowned. “But if the KEEP is so insuccess-able—”

“Inaccessible.”

“—inaccessible,” Tai continued, “then how are we going to give Mr. Benedict the serum he needs? Is he just going to let us in?”

“As for that,” said Reynie from the front, “Mr. Benedict’s security contracts prevented him from telling us much about the facility, but we know he wouldn’t be allowed to just wander around the place right now, not when the Baker’s Dozen are threatening an assault. And Mr. Curtain’s letter confirms that. To remain behind with Mr. Curtain, Mr. Benedict had to be locked into the security suite with his brother; there’s a small protected visitors area with a sofa and a little pantry for Mr. Benedict, and a bathroom and such. Mr. Benedict can’t get out of there unless someone lets him out. So, no, he can’t just open the front door for us. Besides, McCracken will have men posted on the lookout. If we showed up at the bridge gate, we’d be snatched away before we could even announce ourselves.”

“Then, how are we—?”

“And that’s enough questions for right now, Tai!” Kate said cheerfully. “It’s better you don’t know just yet.”

“Well,” said Tai with a shrug, “Constance knows, but she’s trying to keep it from me.”

“I’m trying not to think about it at all,” Constance growled from behind her hair. “For a hundred reasons, but not least because I’m trying to keep her from getting a whiff of it. So stop trying to figure it out, Tai.”

“I’m not trying. It’s like your thoughts are pushing mine down. It makes me notice!”

“How about we give you something else to think about?” Reynie suggested.

Tai brightened. “Okay! Will you tell me stories about your adventures?”

Thus began a long stretch of storytelling, with Reynie, Kate, and Sticky taking turns, freely interrupting each other whenever the occasion suited. They spoke of their travels across the ocean, of their many narrow escapes, of all the clues, puzzles, and riddles they’d solved together. They spoke of their encounters with the Ten Men (downplaying the more frightening aspects and emphasizing their successes). And they spoke of the many projects they’d worked on together in less dangerous times—with special attention paid to the comical mishaps.

“I thought we’d never get the orangutan out of the kitchen!” Reynie was saying, when Tai, who had been giggling nonstop, abruptly lowered his head and fell asleep.

“That’s my cue,” said Constance, who had been silent for the last hour. She leaned her head against the door. “Wake me up when he wakes up. Feel free to keep enjoying story time,” she muttered, and in a moment was fast asleep herself.

Kate, Sticky, and Reynie looked around at one another, all with the same wistful expressions. It had been great fun reminiscing about their times together, and they would have gone on quite a while longer if Tai had stayed awake. But now no one wished to wake him, and in silence they returned to their individual thoughts as the station wagon rolled on.

They drove past a number of small towns, as well as a few large towns that used to be small. In between the towns was endless farm country, field after field of young crops that would grow and grow, eventually be harvested, and finally be replaced with different crops the following season.

Reynie, without meaning to, kept thinking the same things. A town is still a town even if it’s a bigger town. A field is still a field even if the crop is different. Friends are still friends even if their circumstances change. All of those things seemed true, yet at the same time all seemed mysterious. No matter how much you know, he thought, there’s always more that you don’t.

“We’re almost there,” Kate said. She pointed to a sign ahead, unreadable to Reynie until they had drawn a good deal closer: WELCOME TO PEBBLETON.

In the back seat, Tai had awakened and nudged Constance in time for her to read the sign.

“Where is this?” he whispered.

“My dad grew up here,” Constance murmured. She yawned and rubbed her eyes. “Well, he moved here when he was around my age.”

The day had turned breezy, and on either side of the road young green cornstalks shuddered and swayed. Cloud shadows raced across the fields. Kate drove slowly into the quiet town, turned right at the old train station, and drove slowly out of town again. They went down a winding country road, rounded some wooded hills, and at last came to a handsome old farmhouse. A few vehicles were parked in front of the house, but it was the vehicle behind the house, the one sitting in a cornfield (several rows of which appeared to have been plowed under to accommodate its presence there), that drew everyone’s attention. For it isn’t every day that one sees an airplane in a cornfield, even a modest single-engine airplane like this one. Even rarer, perhaps, is to know that one will soon be boarding that plane and flying off on a dangerous mission.

“Why here?” Constance asked as Kate parked the station wagon. “Why not an airport?”

“Too much communication between airports,” Reynie said. “Too many records of the flights coming and going. Rhonda suggested that this would be the best place.”

Tai squeaked. “Rhonda Kazembe’s here?”

“And Number Two,” said Constance, peering with narrowed eyes at the farmhouse.

Sure enough, just then the front door opened wide and out strode Rhonda and Number Two. They were a sight for sore eyes, and what a sight they were: The slim, tall figure of Number Two, with her yellowish complexion, yellow flight suit, and rusty-red hair, presented a striking contrast with Rhonda’s coal-black skin, and her long, lustrous braids, and—to everyone’s surprise—her bright blue blouse looking as if she’d hidden a cantaloupe beneath it. She laughed and nodded as they all swarmed out of the car and rushed upon her, full of exclamations.

“It’s true, it’s true,” Rhonda said, hugging everyone in turn. “There’s another little scientist on the way. I told you I was going to start a family, didn’t I? Why are you so surprised?”

It was a wonderful discovery on a very trying day, and for a brief spell everyone felt almost as if this were simply a happy reunion and nothing more. Even Number Two, usually so brusque and nervous, kept glancing at Rhonda’s belly, grinning, and kissing Rhonda on the cheek. She had quick hugs and kisses for everyone else, too, of course, except for Tai Li, to whom she cordially extended her hand.

“May I have a hug and a kiss?” Tai asked, looking sadly at her hand.

Number Two looked ready to cry at this. “Of course!” she declared, pulling the little boy close and kissing him on the head.

“I was going to surprise you all with a visit next week, if you can believe it,” Rhonda told them. “Talk about timing! This isn’t exactly the way I was expecting to tell you that I was, well, expecting. Oh, I so wish the circumstances were different.”

“But how is it that you’re here?” Constance asked Number Two. “You were on the ship with everyone else.”

“Oh, well, I thought you might need me, of course,” Number Two said matter-of-factly. “And Milligan had radioed to let me know at which airport he’d landed the plane. So it was only a matter of Captain Noland arranging a rendezvous with a cargo ship, then having myself smuggled into Stonetown in a shipment of bananas (I blended in rather well, as it happened, although the big spiders were a nuisance) and, finally, proceeding in disguise to the airport, where I hot-wired Milligan’s plane—having first engaged the noise-cancellation mechanism—and took off unnoticed in the darkness before dawn. I flew directly to Littleview to refuel, after which I simply sat and awaited word—which I received from Reynie within the hour—and now here I am!”

“That’s all?” Constance said.

Number Two blushed. “Well, I didn’t mean to make a big fuss about it.”

“She’s teasing you,” Rhonda said, squeezing Number Two’s arm.

The farmhouse door opened again, and this time a man emerged. He was advanced in years, probably Mr. Benedict’s age or older, and walked a bit stiffly. It was easy to tell he was a farmer from his jeans and work shirt, tanned arms and face, and baseball cap that bore the words “I’M A FARMER.” Most of his face was obscured by a thick gray beard, but he had kind and intelligent eyes, and a voice to match them.

“John Cole,” he said, introducing himself with handshakes for everyone. “I’m an old friend of Nicholas’s.”

“Your hat says you’re a farmer!” Tai declared.

“Does it now?” said Mr. Cole, whipping the cap off his head to look at it. “Why, so it does!” He scratched his head bemusedly—his hair was a short tangle of gray—then laughed a great, booming laugh and tugged the cap back on. “I actually almost never wear this, but this seemed the right occasion. It was a gift from Nicholas, years ago. His idea of a joke. Requires about three long stories and a leap of the imagination to find it as funny as he does. We’ll save those for another time.”

“Mr. Cole,” said Reynie, “did you really have to destroy part of your crop to help us?”

“Now, listen to me, son,” said Mr. Cole in a serious tone. “You needed an airstrip far away from prying eyes, and now you have one, and that’s all you need to think about. I happen to know all about you, and it’s an honor for me to stand here with young people such as yourselves. Just as it’s going to be an honor to have you at my table—I’m sure you need some food in your bellies as soon as possible. As for Nicholas Benedict, well, what can I say? I would plow my entire crop under and sell the farm, too, if that’s what it took to help him. And that would be an honor, too.”

Mr. Cole was right—they were all hungry—and soon they were gathered at a long table, making a meal of fresh bread, cheese, and garden vegetables. The food was plentiful and delicious, but still Mr. Cole apologized for its simplicity. His wife was the superior cook, he informed them, but she had taken their old border collie to the veterinarian and wouldn’t be back until evening.

“Time is a riddle, is it not?” the farmer mused, returning from the refrigerator with a jar of homemade raspberry jam. “The last time I saw Nicholas, that ancient dog of ours was a puppy. And you know what? I remember that the two of us felt old then! So, what does that make us now?” He laughed and shook his head. “And yet at the same time we both agreed that part of us still felt like the boys we once were—like we hadn’t changed a bit.

“And do you know what Nicholas said? I remember it plainly. He said that he doesn’t believe we become different people as we age. No, he says he believes that we become more people. We’re still the kids we were, but we’re also the people who’ve lived all the different ages since that time. A whole bunch of different people rolled up into one—that’s how Nicholas sees it. And I can’t say that I disagree. How else to explain that sometimes I want to run and jump the way I used to—but can’t anymore—yet at the same time enjoy sitting with a cup of coffee and a newspaper in a way you couldn’t have paid me to do as a boy? Well, it’s a wonder.”

Mr. Cole apologized then for rambling on, but everyone assured him no such apology was necessary. Indeed, his words could not have found more sympathetic ears. There were at least four people at his table who had only recently wondered at how very much like children they felt while also feeling very much not like children. Where did one draw the lines? Well, according to this new theory Mr. Cole had shared, perhaps one never had to draw lines at all. One simply became more.

“I’m five,” announced Tai, who evidently was picking up on everyone’s thoughts. “I think I’m still just one person,” he said with a shrug. “But that’s okay. Mr. Cole, what’s your dog’s name? And may I please have some jam?”

Mr. Cole smiled as the jar was passed down the table. “You may be amused to learn that my dog’s name is Nicholas,” he said. “That’s another joke that only gets really funny if you know a few stories.”

“I already think it’s funny!” Tai declared, and he popped a spoonful of raspberry jam directly into his mouth.

At last the time had come to do a few walk-throughs, as Kate called them, and everyone headed out into the cornfield. They wouldn’t be leaving until just before dark, which, according to Kate, gave them more than enough time to practice.

“Practice what?” Tai wanted to know.

Kate hesitated, but Constance rolled her eyes and said, “I’ve got it covered, Kate. She’s not going to find out.”

“Find out what?” Tai asked as Sticky gave him a lift to the plane’s open doorway. “Hey,” he called out, moving farther inside, “there are three more parachutes in here!”

“Well, how about that?” Kate said.

She started with Reynie, showing him how to climb out onto a metal step attached to the wing, where to place his hands on the wing strut, how to jump off and properly arch his back. The effort was minimal, but Reynie found himself sweating nonetheless. Sticky’s experience was much the same. The idea of jumping backward not onto a bunch of flattened cornstalks but rather into empty space thousands of feet above the ground was, to say the least, disconcerting. But it was impossible to land a plane on Nomansan Island, and if they were to arrive there in secret, parachuting was their only option.

“Okay,” Kate said to Reynie when Sticky had done his walk-through, “let’s practice it again.”

“What about me?” Constance asked with a frown—a frown that immediately transformed into a furious scowl as she realized the truth. “Wait, you’re planning to go without me? No way! No, no, no!”

(Muttering softly about “seeing to the dishes,” Mr. Cole discreetly withdrew to the farmhouse.)

“How can you possibly think you’ll go without me?” Constance shouted. “How can you? You need me! You may not think you do, but you do!”

“Of course we could use you,” Reynie said as calmly as he could. “Of course. But I promised Mr. Benedict to keep you safe, didn’t I? And we’re older than you are. We’re responsible for you—”

“Why can’t I be responsible for you?” Constance interrupted. “Who gets to say? Why do you get to say?”

“We’re—we’re older, Constance,” Sticky tried. “A lot older, right? And the older you get, the more responsibility—”

“I was part of the team when I was two!” Constance shouted, crying now. “I helped save the world when I was two!”

“You did,” Kate said soothingly. “Of course you did. But we didn’t have a choice then. The situation was different. This time—”

Now Tai was crying, too—wailing, actually—and clinging to Constance’s arm.

Constance snarled, “This time you can do it without me? That’s what you think?”

Reynie started to touch her shoulder, saw the look in her eyes, and withdrew his hand. “We just think that we should try,” he said, speaking up to be heard over Tai’s wailing. “Think about it: McCracken would love nothing better than to get his hands on you, Constance. The rest of us, sure, he’d be delighted to hurt us if it was convenient. But you? Who knows what lengths he would go to if he thought he could get at you?”

“He won’t,” Constance said, wiping at her eyes. She glared at Reynie. “I won’t let him. Believe me.”

“Believe her!” Tai sobbed.

Reynie grimaced. He gestured at Tai and said quietly, “But you have to keep him with you to keep him safe, right?”

“I can come, too!” Tai howled.

“He can come, too,” Constance said, “and I will make sure to keep him safe. This is the way it has to be.”

Rhonda and Number Two, who had been standing back, albeit with looks of great concern, started shaking their heads at the same time. Constance whirled on them.

“Don’t even start!” she said. “I happen to know that there is a much better chance of saving Dad if I’m part of the mission, so here’s how it’s going to be: Either Tai and I come along—making promises to be extra-careful or whatever—or I will cling to the landing gear of this plane. If you try to pull me off, I will scream and bite and kick. If that doesn’t work, I’ll make you change your minds, even if it makes me sicker than I’ve ever been. Do you all understand? You are not going without me, and that is final!”

Everyone was quiet except for Tai, whose wails had subsided into loud sniffles. Constance was too angry to comfort him much, but she patted him a few times on the back and waited, looking around at everyone, meeting everyone’s anxious eyes.

Kate sighed. “Well, come on, then, Connie girl. Let’s do your first walk-through.”

There was obviously no need for further discussion. Constance and Tai were going along.

As Kate went through the routine with Constance, Sticky drew Rhonda aside to ask her “a chemical question.” The two stood apart from the rest of the group, talking with furrowed brows. Rhonda gave the occasional nod, and at length she clapped Sticky on the shoulder. He looked relieved and gratified.

“That means a lot coming from you,” he was saying as they rejoined the group, to which Rhonda replied that if the shoes were on the other feet, she could say the same thing to him.

“Also,” Rhonda said, “I must say I love your new spectacles. I don’t want to embarrass you, but you look so stylish! You’ve really become quite handsome, haven’t you?”

“Uh-oh, Rhonda, you did embarrass him!” Tai chirped. He had quickly recovered from the earlier upset and seemed thrilled that everyone was getting along again.

“Oh dear,” said Rhonda. “My apologies… it’s George now, right? My apologies, George. Now, Tai, why don’t you come along and help me fetch the flight suits from my car? I have one for everybody—even you!”

“Yay!” said Tai. “But why would you have one for me if you didn’t think I was going on the mission?”

“If there’s one thing I learned from Mr. Benedict,” Rhonda said, slipping her arm over his shoulders, “it’s always to prepare for every possibility.”

Indeed, Rhonda had arrived in such an astonishing state of preparation that she might have been planning for months rather than hours. The parachutes had been inspected and reinspected; the black flight suits were perfect fits for everyone; and the three walkie-talkies she gave them, in the event that they had to split up or they got separated, were sophisticated and completely secure.

“They automatically switch to different frequencies at the first hint of intrusion,” Rhonda said, “so you don’t have to worry about anyone listening in.”

Constance rolled her eyes. “That’s not exactly true for all of us, you know.”

Rhonda went to Constance and wrapped her arms around her. “I do know that,” she said softly. “And I know that you’re a brave, brave girl.” Constance stood glowering for a moment. Then she leaned into the hug.

By the time evening began to settle in, the Society had been through their routines multiple times. As Kate had explained it, some of them would be tandem jumping, which involved being buckled to another person and sharing the same parachute. Tai, naturally, would be buckled to Kate, and when Kate insisted that Constance also be buckled to someone, Constance insisted that it be Sticky.

“That way if he passes out or freezes up,” Constance explained, “I can be there to pull the rip cord so he doesn’t die.”

“I’m not going to pass out or freeze up!” Sticky snapped indignantly. “I don’t do that anymore, and you know it!”

“I hope not,” Constance muttered, loudly enough for everyone to hear.

Reynie would be on his own, and the duffel bag full of supplies would get its own parachute, which Kate would arrange to deploy when she tossed it from the plane. Tai was particularly delighted about this for some reason and kept saying, “I’m the bag!” and then pretending to be the duffel bag by stretching out his arms, swaying back and forth, and saying nothing.

Just before they boarded the plane, Reynie took Constance aside. She came reluctantly, a resentful look on her face that she seemed determined not to lose. “I don’t want to hear it,” she said.

“Well, I’m going to say the words,” Reynie said, “and you can choose to hear them or not.”

Constance crossed her arms, averted her eyes, and waited.

“You’re right that we have a better chance of succeeding with you along,” Reynie said. “Every one of us believes that. And this was a scary thing that we were going to do without you, so please consider what that means.”

“Why don’t you tell me what it means?” Constance snipped. “I’m all out of considering.”

“It just means that we care about you,” Reynie said. He hesitated. He needed to be careful about what he revealed and didn’t reveal to Constance. “I guess that’s it,” he said at length. “That’s the only reason we were planning to go without you. For what it’s worth.”

“You think I didn’t know that?” Constance said, giving him a cutting look. She shook her head and stalked away.

Reynie sighed. “It’s all so easy,” he muttered, and followed after her.

Number Two had already said goodbye to Rhonda and Mr. Cole and climbed into the cockpit of the plane. Now everyone else said their farewells, promising to be careful, promising they would all laugh together again on the other side of things—whatever and whenever that might be. One by one the Society members and Tai Li boarded the plane. Kate secured the door. They all waved. Rhonda, wiping tears from her eyes, raised one hand and held it aloft. Mr. Cole took off his cap and held it over his heart.

“Everyone ready back there?” Number Two called from the cockpit.

Everyone was.

“I’m engaging silent mode until we’re clear of the area,” Number Two said. “We can talk again at ten thousand feet.” She flipped a switch, and the world went quiet.

Tai’s mouth opened, but no sound came out.

In silence the plane’s propeller began to turn, slowly at first, then faster and faster until it was a blurred circle. The wind from the propeller caused Rhonda’s braids to fly about her face. She secured them with her hands—all in perfect silence. Mr. Cole’s cap got away from him and sailed silently over the young corn. The plane began to move, turning silently around in the circle Mr. Cole had plowed for that purpose until it faced its corn-lined runway. They could feel a trembling in everything that grew stronger as Number Two accelerated and the plane bucked forward. They looked out the windows as the cornstalks moved silently past, faster and faster until they were a wave of green and gold. And just before the plane reached the end of the field, they felt themselves rising, up and up, over the silent farmhouse, over the silent hills, and up into the great silent sky.
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The Society, in its bubble of silence, was at six thousand feet and climbing. Tai kept poking Sticky and Kate and pointing out the window, then gesticulating to try to explain what had amazed him so much. His pantomimes were impossible to interpret, but it was easy to understand his wonder. He’d never been on a plane before, never seen the countryside from above, never seen its features grow smaller and smaller while, at the same time, the quilt-like pattern of farmland grew more and more apparent. Nor had he ever passed through a cloud, an experience that—gauging by his expression, his gestures, and his soundlessly moving mouth—made him positively giddy with delight.

Reynie.

Reynie took his eyes off Tai and looked at Constance, who was staring at him.

In case it matters, the entire Baker’s Dozen is now hidden in the woods on the mainland across from the island. Exactly where Mr. Benedict and the others were hiding when we were at the Institute. They’re watching the harbor, the roads, and the bridge gate. They’re waiting for something.

Reynie nodded.

Is it us?

Reynie didn’t actively reply, but of course Constance sensed the answer. Please don’t dig any deeper, he thought. You might jeopardize the mission.

Constance looked peeved, but she nodded.

Not that it’s a big deal, Reynie thought. Thirteen of the most dangerous men in the world, plus a telepath. So what? It’s a cakewalk, really.

Constance smirked. Whatever. After a moment she thought, I’ve tried to talk to her, you know. Tried to convince her she’s on the wrong side. She doesn’t respond. McCracken has warned her not to trust us. He’s convinced her I’m so powerful that I can show her false things to make us seem like the good guys. He’s convinced her that they were only trying to help Tai, that they’ve all been falsely accused. She should know better, but she’s confused. She’s afraid of him. But I think she’s afraid of us, too.

We’ll try to help her if we can, Reynie thought. When we get through this, we’ll do everything we can.

Constance nodded. I’ve stopped hating her, anyway. That’s a start.

That’s always a good start.

“—and you can see the lights coming on in all the buildings and the cars on the road—oh! And now we can hear again! Hooray!”

Tai’s voice had returned, along with the roar of the plane, and now they heard Number Two calling back to them from the cockpit.

“We have about an hour until we go silent again,” she said. “How is everyone?”

“We’re great!” Tai shouted.

“Peachy,” Number Two replied. She did not sound happy. Everyone knew that the thought of Mr. Benedict’s being in danger was upsetting her, and the idea of sending the rest of them into harm’s way was only making matters worse.

They would be flying over Nomansan Island low, quiet, and dark. Number Two had already studied the flight paths of all scheduled flights in the area, and she was monitoring the communications of Stonetown’s air traffic controllers. There would be no accidental collisions in the sky—that much she could control. The rest would be up to them. Kate had shown Sticky and Reynie how to read their altimeters (a lesson that took all of two seconds), and they had agreed upon the altitude at which they should deploy their parachutes. Number Two was going to approach the island from the side opposite the mainland, and they would drop down on that side, hidden from the mainland by the island’s hills. Based on the blueprints in Sticky’s head, they would make their way to the KEEP. If all went well, they would sneak inside without ever being spotted by McCracken and his crew.

If all went well.

“What about the guards?” Tai asked.

“It’s all automated at the moment,” Kate told him. “Just alarm systems and such. The only people on the whole island right now are Mr. Benedict and Mr. Curtain, locked into Mr. Curtain’s security suite.”

“That seems lonely,” Tai said.

“Well,” Kate said, “we’ll be there soon.”

They roared on through the night sky.

Tai had, of course, asked Sticky what they should expect when they arrived, but Sticky would say only that there was a specific line of approach, a specific place where they were supposed to enter the KEEP: a kind of back door. Nor was Sticky being especially cagey with the information. For this outer layer of security Mr. Benedict had offered simple directions and no clues. Clearly, he had believed they would know what to do. And so for now all they could do was get themselves to that particular spot.

“Remember—” Number Two began.

“You’ve already told us three times,” Constance said.

“Remember,” Number Two persisted, “after we drop Kate and Tai—”

“And the duffel bag!” Tai interjected.

“Yes, and the duffel bag. After that, I will circle around and drop Sticky and Constance at exactly the same spot, then make one final circle for Reynie. Nobody get ahead of yourselves.”

They all promised, and the plane roared on. In the distance, the lights of Stonetown appeared. Like all cities, it was beautiful when seen from a distance at night. It was an infinity of lights. Number Two veered wide. Soon they were out over the dark water of the ocean, seeing the lights of Stonetown from the other side. Closer and closer they came, and now the silhouette of Nomansan Island became distinct, the hills behind the KEEP, the floodlights on the façades of the buildings and along the bridge reflecting off the harbor waters.

“Doesn’t it seem smaller than it used to?” Kate asked.

The rest of the Society had the same impression. Whether it was a trick of distance or a trick of years, their memories of what used to be the Institute had to make a rapid adjustment. The former Institute Control Building, with its unmistakable tower; the dormitories, classroom building, cafeteria, gym, and Helpers’ barracks—they were very large buildings forming a very large complex, it was true, but they were not the galactic behemoths they had seemed once upon a time. How was it that the Society members had all grown a matter of inches, but the Institute seemed to have shrunk to half its former size?

It was another riddle of ages, perhaps, to be solved another time, if ever.

In the meantime, the KEEP was certainly imposing enough. And no doubt it would seem even more daunting when they were on the ground looking up at the buildings, rather than in the sky looking down on them.

“Well, it’s time for Tai and me to shove off,” Kate said, slapping her thighs and rising to her feet. “You all remember how to do the buckling, I know. Any questions?”

They shook their heads. Reynie and Sticky wished Kate and Tai luck, Constance made a face at Kate and gave Tai a hug (at his request), and Kate, with a devilish look on her face, opened her mouth to make a witty parting remark.

Everything went silent.

Kate frowned. Then she shrugged, put on her helmet, and proceeded to buckle Tai securely to her front as Tai, beaming, gave a thumbs-up to everyone on the plane. In his goggles he looked ridiculous and positively adorable. They could feel the plane slowing down. Kate opened the door, and the air pressure inside the plane changed, but no one heard a thing. She tossed out the duffel bag and let Tai watch until its parachute deployed. He turned to smile at everyone. He seemed not the least bit afraid.

Kate gave a quick wave and, with Tai’s feet on her feet, stepped out into the silent, windy darkness, clinging to the wing strut.

A few seconds later, they were gone.

The plane banked and began its circle.

Sticky and Constance buckled themselves together, checking and double-checking to be sure they had done it right. Then they gestured for Reynie to confirm as well, and had him turn around so that they could make sure his own parachute was in proper order. Which, of course, it was. They all knew that everything was in order, but in the absence of Kate’s natural confidence, it was rather easier to worry about something going wrong.

Soon they had come around again. Number Two was signaling from the cockpit, holding up two fingers to indicate two minutes. Then one finger for one minute. Sticky gave Reynie a “wish me luck” look and put on his goggles. He and Constance shuffled to the door, moving in lockstep. Number Two slowed the plane down again. Reynie had a terrible, irrational feeling that he was about to see his friends make some grave error. He could barely stand to watch.

Slowly, smoothly, moving in unison, Sticky and Constance made their way out onto the step. Reynie saw Sticky nod, as if Constance had just spoken to him, and suddenly realized that she had spoken to him. Of course, they were communicating telepathically! In complete silence, they were coordinating their every movement. They were actually graceful.

Sticky nodded again and then, as casually as if they were flopping into a swimming pool, the two of them fell away into the darkness. Reynie tried to look after them, but the night had swallowed them up. He felt the plane accelerate and begin its turn. He took a few deep breaths, put on his goggles, and waited for the sign from Number Two. Before long she was holding up two fingers. Then one finger. Then she placed a hand over her heart and nodded at him. Reynie returned the gesture and went to the door.

The plane slowed, and when Reynie stepped through the door he found that the wind was not as strong as he had feared. Kate had told him what to expect, but it was a relief nonetheless. He had to move carefully, but he had no trouble maintaining his footing and his grip. Out onto the step he went, holding on to the wing strut. He looked down. The plane was still over water, but his momentum would carry him forward, and he would be over the shore when he pulled the rip cord. He couldn’t wait any longer or he would end up in the hills.

Reynie jumped. He arched his back exactly as Kate had taught him, and he fell through the night sky. He extended his arms and legs. The wind resistance was powerful now, and suddenly it was loud, too, roaring in his ears, so loud that it startled him despite Kate’s warnings. The hills of the island seemed to be swelling before his eyes. He realized that he was quite frightened.

Fortunately, the practice sessions kicked in. He was following the routine that Kate had drilled into them. Reynie checked his altimeter, then checked it again. His trembling hand found the rip cord, and at precisely the agreed-upon altitude, he deployed his parachute. The effect was like being yanked upward by a giant hand. Reynie felt his stomach swoop. Then he was floating, drifting in a sudden silence—a silence so profound in its contrast to the roaring of the wind moments before that it was as if someone had activated a Husher.

He began to calm down. Now he could hear the creaking of the parachute lines, the rustling of the nylon canopy as he shifted about, trying to spot the others on the shore far below. He could hear the harbor waters surging against rocks. Now he saw a blinking light—Kate’s flashlight, signaling him—and after locating the two control toggles, Reynie did his best to guide the parachute in that direction. It was a simple system, and he seemed to be sufficiently on course, enough so that his relief grew deeper—until a gust of wind began to pull him seaward.

He gave a cry of surprise and pulled hard on the toggles. The wind subsided, and now he was getting closer to shore, close enough to make out the indistinct figures of the others looking up at him. Another gust of wind pulled at him, though, and he felt himself lurch backward. Reynie was overcome by a horrible dread. There seemed to be a real possibility that he might end up in cold, deep water, struggling in the darkness, far from shore.

Constance’s voice entered Reynie’s head. You’re in danger. Kate wants to know if you trust her with the grappling hook.

Reynie didn’t hesitate. Yes, yes, yes!

The wind died down again, and again Reynie tried to steer himself—indeed to will himself—to shore. Closer and closer, lower and lower he drifted. There came another gust of wind, but this time Reynie heard a twang sound below him. He closed his eyes, bracing himself. He had the briefest moment to wonder how badly it would hurt to be struck by the grappling hook, before he heard something whistle over his head. He opened his eyes and saw the cable, saw the grappling hook sliding down along one of the parachute lines. It came close enough for Reynie to grab it, and so he did, clinging to it as if it were the hand of a dear loved one.

Kate’s going to guide you in, came Constance’s voice in his head.

That would be great. Please tell her thank you.

You look ridiculous. You’re like a human kite.

Good to know.

Moments later Reynie was standing with the others on the shore. Tai was jumping up and down and asking Reynie if he’d ever had more fun. He certainly hadn’t himself, he said, and he said a great many other things, too, but Reynie could scarcely concentrate as Kate helped him out of the parachute.

“Yeah, that was a bit of an ugly breeze there, wasn’t it?” Kate said to him. “The rest of us had trouble, too, but we weighed more, and it wasn’t blowing as badly until you came down. Were you scared?”

“Of course not,” Reynie said, fumbling at his goggles with trembling fingers.

Kate laughed and pulled them off for him. “That’s the spirit,” she said. She took Sticky’s backpack from the duffel bag and gave it to him, then handed her bucket to Tai, who was clamoring for it.

As the others dragged their parachutes to a spot where they could be hidden among rocks and untouched at high tide, Kate carefully repacked her own and shoved it into the duffel bag. She removed her flight suit and packed it away, as well. She ran through her quick routine, checking her pockets and her utility belt. At last she felt she was ready.

“Sorry it took me so long,” Kate said when she and Tai rejoined the others. “I had to get myself squared away.”

“What are you talking about?” Sticky replied. “We’ve only just finished hiding the parachutes.”

“Well, that’s great,” Kate said, casting a skeptical eye over the heaps of nylon and cords crammed into a little alcove of rock and sand. She quashed the urge to straighten it all out right then. “And you’ve done a fine job, too. Everyone ready?”

Tai temporarily surrendered the bucket in order to ride on Kate’s back—Kate deftly secured the bucket with her belt—and with Sticky wearing his backpack and Reynie carrying the duffel bag (no one even attempted to suggest that Constance carry something), the little group set out for the KEEP. It was to be a short hike, mostly sticking to the low ground between the hills, moving over sand and gravel and through the occasional copse of stunted cedar trees. Before long they were in an area that looked familiar to Reynie, who had once trekked through the hills on this part of the island. It had been dark then, too, and misty, and he’d been afraid that he was about to be in severe trouble. Now, as then, his heart was beating hard. He was certainly afraid. But it was different this time. He’d been here before. He knew what he and his friends were capable of together. Yes, he was having to make a real effort to shore up his confidence, but at least the confidence was there.

Why do you keep thinking that? Constance asked him. They had come upon an old, faded path and were making their way up a hill. From the top, they knew, they would be able to see the KEEP.

Thinking what? Reynie asked, although he knew the answer and was hastily burying his thoughts under a heap of distractions.

You keep reminding yourself that when things seem at their worst, that’s when you’ll know we’ve won.

Just trying to keep my confidence up.

That’s a weird way of doing it. What does it mean, anyway?

Constance, you’re not supposed to be reading my mind.

Well, quit shouting, then. It’s not exactly helping my confidence for you to keep concentrating so hard on yours.

Sorry, I’ll do better.

I’m still mad at you, by the way.

Reynie sighed.

They reached the top of the hill. There, across a shallow valley to the northwest, loomed the KEEP. It was surrounded by hills, but their own hill was of a higher elevation, and their vantage point offered a decent sight line. They could see parts of the familiar stone buildings, as well as the familiar front plaza—all brightly lit from the outside. Nothing stirred. Beyond the buildings the bridge stretched across the dark water, lit along the sides like an airport runway at night.

Kate reached up over her shoulder to hand Tai her mini-binoculars. Eagerly looking through them, he whispered, “Couldn’t the Ten Men just use the bridge? Why do you think they’d have to use the Salamander?”

Kate helped him aim the binoculars. “Do you see that gate at the far end? Well, it’s very heavy-duty, and most people couldn’t get past it.”

“The Ten Men could, though, right?”

“With their laser pointers and exploding calculators, yes. But they have a limited supply of those right now, and of course that would also set off a lot of alarms, which they wouldn’t care to do. But on top of that, there’s a special security system on the bridge now. Everybody knows about it—it was in all the papers. If anybody breaks through that gate or tries to climb around it or get across in any other way they’re not supposed to, the whole bridge is rigged to sink into the water.”

“Wow,” Tai breathed.

“Yes, and see that guardhouse? It’s automated now. The codes change every day, and they’re set remotely, by people far away. The Listener can’t just read a guard’s mind and get the code. So the bridge is completely off-limits. McCracken is too smart to try it.”

“That’s good,” Tai whispered. “Because I like the bridge. It’s pretty.”

“It really is, isn’t it?”

The time had come for Sticky to take the lead. He pointed toward the nearest hill behind the KEEP, directly opposite them across the shallow valley. “We aren’t going all the way to the buildings,” he said. “We’re heading to a spot at the base of that last hill, one hundred thirty meters southwest of the building that used to be our dormitory. There’s supposed to be an entrance there.”

“That’s drapeweed territory,” Constance said.

“You mean the traps?” Tai whispered. “The pits all covered up with drapeweed—like the one George almost fell into?”

Kate hitched Tai higher on her back. “Don’t worry—they’re easy to spot. We’ll just keep well away from any part of the ground that’s covered in vines.”

But when they had descended the hill, a surprise awaited them. The entire terrain before them was completely covered in vines.

“Oh boy,” Sticky muttered. “I should have thought of this. The drapeweed’s had years to spread.”

“That’s, um, not good,” said Constance.

Sticky wiped his brow. “I know what the line of approach is supposed to be. We just have to follow it exactly. I’ll go first, and the rest of you walk in single file behind me.” Consulting the schematics in his mind, he took a few steps to the left, swallowed hard, and prepared to walk.

“One sec,” Kate said, looping a cord around Sticky’s waist and connecting it to her belt. “Last time you fell through, we weren’t prepared,” she said. “What is it they say about learning from experience?”

Sticky looked over his shoulder at her. “That we’re supposed to? I don’t recall a specific saying, though there are related aphorisms in just about every language.”

“That’s all I meant,” Kate said with a chuckle. “Okay, we’re all set.”

Sticky found it a tricky business crossing the vine-covered ground. He would have preferred to shuffle his feet—the better to sense whether the ground abruptly fell away beneath the vines—but because the drapeweed caught at his ankles, shuffling was impossible. With every step he had to lift his foot high, sometimes straining against entangled vines, which made it difficult to keep his balance. And every time his foot came down, often awkwardly and with greater force than he would have wished, he half expected to keep plunging forward, down through the vines and into a trap.

It made for a most uncomfortable journey, yet Sticky was not afraid in the way he might once have been. He trusted Mr. Benedict’s schematics, and he trusted his own ability to follow them. Moreover, if somehow he did make a mistake, he trusted Kate to keep him safe. No, he wasn’t worried for life or limb. He simply felt uneasy, as anyone might, at the prospect of falling unexpectedly into a hole.

“A few more steps and we’re at a hundred thirty meters,” Kate said. They could no longer see the dormitories, for the final hill, the bottom half of which was also covered in drapeweed, rose up directly before them. It was so steep as to be almost vertical, and it obscured all of the KEEP from view. But Kate had fixed the spot in her mind from the top of the last hill, and no one doubted it.

“Makes sense,” Sticky said, taking his last step. He now stood inches from a veritable wall of drapeweed.

“Now what?” Constance said. “All I see is vines.”

“I suspect the traps aren’t the only things the vines have covered over the years,” Reynie suggested from the back of the line.

“That’s what I was thinking,” Sticky said. He reached through the curtain of drapeweed before him. Sure enough, his fingers touched not rocky earth but metal.

With all of them working quickly, the space was soon cleared of vines to reveal a heavy grate set into the hillside.

“Let me get that,” Kate said. With a tool in each hand and startling quickness, she removed several screws and bolts, then took hold of the grate and pulled. It came free with a sucking sound. Briefly staggering under its weight, she leaned it against the hill and poked her head through the empty space where it had been.

Kate found herself looking down through a short vertical tunnel—an open duct with no bottom grate—below which was an astonishing vastness of space. Far, far below, an unseen light source revealed part of an empty concrete floor. It was like looking down at a sidewalk from the roof of a tall skyscraper.

“Wow, okay,” Kate said. “Looks to me like this was some kind of heat exhaust vent. But I don’t think we’re going to be crawling through it. You should all have a peek. Here, Tai, I’ll lift you up.”

Tai wasn’t the only one who gasped when he saw what Kate had seen. Reynie and Constance were equally taken aback. Sticky, for his part, felt a little queasy imagining a fall to that distant floor, but he wasn’t surprised.

“I knew we’d be standing above an incredibly big space,” he said. “You can’t see it all because of the duct, but it’s like an enormous stadium down there. My guess is there was a naturally existing cavern that Mr. Curtain converted to use as an assembly area for his Sweepers.”

“The brainsweeping machines!” Tai whispered.

“That’s right,” Sticky said. “When we were secret agents here, we saw a huge warehouse full of them—”

“Memory Terminal,” Constance interjected.

“—but we never saw where they were built,” Sticky continued. “It only makes sense that Mr. Curtain would have had his own secret assembly plant here on the island. He was all about control.”

“This is so weird,” Kate said. “It’s like being backstage at a play we all saw together a long time ago. But does Mr. Benedict really think we can get in this way? I rather doubt it.”

“It is confusing,” Sticky agreed. “I expected some kind of security door with a long passage behind it. There should be an elevator a little distance along the passage—well, but that doesn’t matter, because we don’t need to go down. Our next step is a control room on the same level as the passage.”

“If the passage even exists,” Constance said. “This doesn’t make sense. Why would Dad give us all that information but get this business about the door wrong?”

Everyone looked at Reynie, who was rocking on his toes and heels, resisting an urge to pace. (Pacing did not seem exactly wise when there might be drapeweed traps about.) “Right,” he said. “My guess is Mr. Benedict was being tricky on purpose. Isn’t he always? Either his security contract didn’t allow him to reveal the specific location of an entrance, or else he just wanted to make it harder for anyone but us. He knows we’ll think this through.”

Everyone nodded. Everyone continued looking at Reynie.

“Um, so, okay,” he said. “I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the gold key led us exactly to this exhaust vent. He wanted us to know that it’s here. So it may be useful. But if everything else is correct except the location of the door—”

“Then we should just keep looking!” Kate said. “Sticky, in what direction did you expect the passage to be?”

“To the right,” Sticky said, already moving that way.

Kate caught his arm. “Remember, wherever there used to be a secret entrance, there was always a trap nearby.”

“Roger that,” Sticky said. He proceeded along the base of the hill with great caution, probing with a foot before every step, probing behind the drapeweed curtain with his hand. He found rock with his hand, solid ground with his feet. He stepped again, with the same result. After his fifth such step, his hand tapped against metal. He’d found the door.

Before anyone else moved, Kate knelt near Sticky’s feet to shine her flashlight at the ground all around. “There,” she said, pointing at a spot a few paces out from the hillside. “See where the drapeweed is kind of sagging a bit? That has to be the trap.”

The others had a hard time seeing exactly what Kate saw, but they had no reason to doubt her and every reason to avoid the sagging drapeweed. They edged along the base of the hill to join Kate and Sticky by the door, which was rapidly growing visible as those two worked together to clear away the vines. Only its size and rectangular shape identified it as a door, however. Made of a formidable-looking metal, it lacked seams, hinges, or a handle.

“Try kicking it!” suggested Tai, who had loved hearing about the secret entrances at the former Institute, especially how one opened them.

“Unfortunately, this isn’t that kind of door,” Sticky said, studying it closely. “It can’t be opened from the outside. See how the metal sits in a groove? It has to be slid to the left or right, but there’ll be some kind of locking system on the inside.”

Kate couldn’t resist trying to shove the door inward, then to the left and right, just in case. She might as well have been trying to budge a tank. “He’s right. It has to be opened from the other side.” She untethered herself from Sticky and edged past the others to get back to her duffel bag.

“Could I please kick it just to try?” Tai asked.

They let Tai kick the metal, which was so thick and heavy that it didn’t rattle or resonate at all. But he was satisfied to have made the attempt.

“Let me think,” Reynie said. “There has to be a way we can work this out using the vent.” As he spoke, he turned to look at the vent—they all did, and they all saw Kate, now wearing her parachute, poking her head through the opening again. Everyone froze.

“Oh, Kate, surely not!” Sticky hissed.

“Surely yes!” Kate replied, pulling her head back out to smile at them. “Don’t worry—I’ve done the calculations. I’ll see you all again in a minute or two. The trip down will be quick, of course, but then I’ll have to take the elevator back up.”

“You’re going to skydive under the ground?” Tai asked in disbelief. “You’re going to… ground-dive?”

“I guess you could call it that,” said Kate with a laugh. “Wish me luck!”

“Good—”

But Kate had already dived headfirst into the hillside.

Everyone scrambled to the opening. Kate had left her bucket behind for Tai, who used it as a step stool, and with their heads all bumping together, they peered down in time to see what looked like the top of a mushroom—but was actually the canopy of Kate’s parachute—sinking to the floor far below them. Within moments the mushroom wrinkled, folded, and collapsed to the side, revealing the minuscule figure of Kate Wetherall, who waved up at them with a broad sweep of her arm.

“Well, that made me feel like throwing up,” Constance remarked.

Sticky and Reynie had felt the same. There was no time to dwell on the fact, however. Even now Kate would be making her way to the elevator, and they decided they should replace the grate and see if they could pull enough drapeweed over it to hide it again. Sticky got on one side of the grate, Reynie got on the other, and together they lifted it several centimeters off the ground. They set it down again.

“Okay, this is really heavy,” Reynie said.

“It really is,” Sticky said. “Also, I think Kate has the screws and bolts in her pocket. Plus the tools. We might as well wait.”

“I didn’t think of that,” said Reynie, with evident relief. “Of course we should.”

“You won’t have to wait long,” Constance announced. “She’s getting close.”

Sticky gave a little jump. Something had occurred to him. “Those blueprints contained schematics for some alarm systems. What if there’s an alarm she needs to deactivate? What if she doesn’t realize it?”

“Can’t we tell her when she gets to the door?” Tai asked.

“That door is so thick,” said Reynie. Like Sticky, he was hurriedly digging for his walkie-talkie, which was zipped into a pocket of his flight suit. “She might not be able to hear what we’re saying.”

Sticky got to his own walkie-talkie before Reynie managed to extract his, but no sooner had he switched it on than a rumbling groan sounded from behind the door.

“Constance, warn her!” Reynie said, and Constance squeezed her eyes closed.

Too late. The metal door slid sideways to reveal a grinning Kate Wetherall.

A siren began to sound.

Kate’s grin vanished.

Sticky flew past her, his eyes darting all around. Locating the alarm panel and deactivating the alarm took him a few seconds—but only a few seconds—and in the ensuing silence they all looked at one another with wide eyes, daring to hope. The silence stretched into a full minute. They began to breathe again.

“Sorry,” Kate said. “I didn’t see it. Walked right past it and didn’t see it.”

“I should have warned you ahead of time,” Sticky said.

“I didn’t give you much chance, did I?” Kate said.

“Hush,” said Constance. She had closed her eyes.

Everyone looked at her.

Constance opened her eyes again, and the fear in them was plain. “They’re coming,” she said. “They’re coming, and they won’t be long.”
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Across the still night, beyond the hill, over the water, a powerful engine started up. It rumbled loudly for a few seconds, then went abruptly silent—not in the usual manner of an engine shutting down, but as if it had simply vanished. All was still again.

“That’s the Salamander,” Sticky said. “They activated the noise-cancellation device.”

“Why didn’t they turn it on before they started the engine?” Tai asked, clutching Kate’s bucket as Reynie ushered him into the passage.

“Great question,” Kate said. “If Crawlings was responsible, that would explain it. McCracken’s always getting on him for being careless.”

“I think it was McCracken himself,” Reynie said grimly. “I think he wanted to send us a message.”

Kate narrowed her eyes. “Toying with us? Mocking us for setting off the alarm?”

“And letting us know he’s on his way,” Reynie said.

“What a jerk,” Kate grumbled, applying herself to a heavy crank near the door, which rapidly slid closed.

“Can you reactivate the alarm?” Reynie asked Sticky.

“Not this one. I had to permanently disable it with a universal shutdown code—a sort of digital skeleton key. Mr. Benedict included it in the schematic. I think the regular codes must change every day, like the one at the guardhouse.”

“Why would he make it so easy to disable?” Constance asked.

Sticky started moving down the passage and gestured for them to follow. “I wouldn’t say it was easy. I had to enter a string of twenty-three digits with no pauses between them.”

Tai, lugging Kate’s bucket with one hand, began punching numbers into an imaginary keypad with the other. He counted under his breath. After a dozen or so he shook his head, eyes wide.

The passage was cold, dimly lit, and featureless. After a short distance they passed the doors to the elevator, which Kate said was of the clackety-clack metal-cage variety.

“It rises up along the wall, giving you a view of everything,” she said. “I’ve never seen such a big indoor space. ‘Enormous’ doesn’t come close to describing it. But it’s entirely empty. Very weird.”

“I want to see it!” Tai said.

“Maybe later, sport,” Kate said, for they were hurrying on.

At the end of the passage, they came to a closed door. This one was a regular door, built of wood, painted gray, and with a plain-looking doorknob.

“Great, now what?” Constance said.

“Let me work my magic,” Sticky said, cracking his knuckles. Then he simply turned the knob and pushed the door open.

Constance rolled her eyes.

“There shouldn’t be any more obstacles until we reach the control room,” Sticky said, “only a rather long walk. Kate, do you want to give Tai a ride?”

They hurried down passage after passage, several of which gave on to other passages and closed doors. Just finding the way to the control room would have been a major obstacle itself if anyone other than Sticky had read those blueprints. As it was, Sticky had only to follow the map in his mind, and the others had only to follow him.

“If I’m right about that cavern being a secret assembly area,” Sticky said as they hustled along, “my guess would be that we’re passing through old storage spaces—all these rooms would have contained different parts that would get sent down to the assembly floor by way of the elevator.”

“What’s in the rooms now?” Tai wanted to know.

Kate opened a door at random. “Looks like dust and spiders,” she said.

They hurried on.

“That one takes you to what used to be the Memory Terminal,” Sticky said, indicating a door on their left. “We’re getting close to familiar territory now.”

“Right,” said Kate, who had an unerring sense of distance and direction. “We’re just east of what used to be the classroom building.”

“And several meters below, of course,” Sticky said.

“Of course,” said Tai, just to be involved.

At last they came to a door with a sign over it: SECONDARY CONTROL ROOM. It, too, had a simple knob, and with a somewhat dramatic “Here we go!” Sticky turned the knob and shoved against the door, only to thump into it and bounce back. With a sheepish look he tried again, this time pulling on the knob instead of shoving, and the door opened toward him.

“Here we go,” he mumbled.

The room was small and simple: a single desk, atop which stood a computer and some kind of control board; two security-camera monitors mounted on the wall above the desk; and a second door, currently closed. One of the monitors displayed a view of the front plaza and the bridge in the distance beyond it. Both were unoccupied. The other monitor showed the interior of the security door that Kate had opened to let them in. It was still in place. If the Ten Men had reached the island yet, there was no sign of it on the screens.

Sticky slid into a chair at the computer station. “Okay, according to the gold key, there’s an obvious first step now.”

“Which is what?” Constance demanded, although Sticky had clearly been about to explain.

Sticky bit his lip, took a breath, and recited:

“First learn all that you can learn.

Unlocking with the code

Will burn your chances of return

And blocked will be your road.”

Constance made an angry noise. “Another code? What code? How many codes are there, anyway?”

“I don’t know, Constance,” Sticky said, making an effort to speak calmly. “The gold key presents a kind of riddle we have to solve here, and I’m assuming the answer is the code. I can share the riddle in a minute, but can we agree that first I should race through whatever I can on this computer—you know, ‘learn all that I can learn’?”

“Fine,” Constance said. “Just hurry up.”

Sticky glanced at the others for confirmation. They all nodded, especially Tai, who did so with great enthusiasm.

“While you do that,” Reynie said, “why don’t I run through all the security-camera views? Whatever they have to show us is another thing we can learn, right?”

They all agreed, especially Tai, and Reynie took the chair next to Sticky. The control board operated the security cameras, as Reynie had correctly guessed, and in no time he had scanned the system and figured out how to work it. There were dozens of possible views to be displayed, and each camera could also be repositioned or made to zoom in on a particular frame. Reynie’s first move was to redirect the camera overlooking the plaza, scanning left, right, and below for any sign of the Baker’s Dozen. Finding none, he began switching to the views provided by other cameras.

“I’m in the system now,” Sticky murmured, and Reynie looked over to see him paging rapidly through screen after screen of information—schematics, computer code, and great blocks of text (some of it in different languages). “There’s an awful lot here. It could take me an hour to get through everything. What’s it looking like out there?”

“No sign of them yet,” said Kate, who, like all the others, was studying the monitors. The screens were now revealing views of long, empty, almost identical corridors.

“It’s the old classroom building,” Constance said. “How depressing.”

“So strange,” Kate murmured.

“Yes,” Sticky said, still paging through screens on the computer, “the classroom building now appears to be the administration area. It’s being renovated for use by general staff, guards, medical personnel, and so on.”

“They should have plenty of room,” Reynie said as more empty corridors appeared on the monitors. “I remember thinking that there must be miles of tiles here.”

“You weren’t wrong,” Kate said. “And some lead to the old Helpers’ barracks behind the classroom building. Is that where the security suites are located, George?”

Sticky tapped his nose and pointed in her direction without taking his eyes from the computer. He paged quickly through a few more screens, then turned in his chair to face them. “Okay, time is short, so let me tell you what I know so far. It’s enough to form a plan A. If we end up having more time, I can keep digging and maybe come up with a better one.”

Reynie switched back to a view of the front plaza—still empty for the moment—and left it there. They all kept an eye on it as Sticky continued.

“Between the blueprints I saw in Mr. Benedict’s house,” he said, “and what I’ve just learned here, I have a sense of how the KEEP is laid out. There are several layers of security—think horizontal layers rather than vertical ones. The first is the water, of course. Then you have the exterior of the buildings.”

“And the traps!” Tai reminded him.

“And the traps,” Sticky acknowledged. “But the walls of the buildings themselves have been fortified, along with the windows and doors, and they’re all rigged with an alarm system that will radio distress signals to the mainland if there’s any attempt to break through them. So that’s the second layer of security.

“The third is a system of barriers that are triggered in different ways,” Sticky said, rising from his chair. He went to the door through which they had entered, pulled it closed, and pointed at the ceiling just above it. “See that little gap between the doorframe and the wall? One of the barriers is up there and will drop down like a guillotine if it’s triggered. It’s made of glastanium—as clear as glass, as strong as titanium—and it doesn’t have a lock or a security code. In case of an attempted break-in or breakout, all the doors to the different sections of the KEEP get sealed off with barriers like this one, and they stay that way for twenty-four hours. That allows plenty of time for security forces from the mainland to arrive in sufficient numbers and assess the situation.”

Reynie gestured at the monitor displaying the KEEP’s front plaza. “So if the Ten Men break in through the front entrance…”

“Then this barrier falls,” Sticky said, “as will the barriers over every other entrance into this section of the KEEP.”

“So they won’t be able to get to us?” Tai asked hopefully.

“The barriers will definitely slow them down,” Sticky said. “I don’t know how many calculator bombs they have—evidently, not many—and it might take more than one to blast through a barrier. Their laser pointers won’t be of any use, because the barriers don’t have locks or door handles to burn through. They could probably burn a few tiny holes, but what good would that do them?”

“What if they burned hundreds and hundreds of tiny holes?” Tai asked. “Then they could make a big hole!”

“Smart thinking, pal,” Kate said. “But the laser pointers are only good for a single shot, and they don’t have many of those, either.”

“Whew!” Tai said, and it was suddenly apparent to the others that he’d actually been anxious about the answer. Kate stepped over and put an arm around him.

“So, what’s the bad news?” Constance asked.

“The bad news,” Reynie said, “is that Mr. Benedict is in a different section of the KEEP.”

“Exactly,” said Sticky. “The section we’re in includes this secondary control room, the old classroom building, and the secret passages leading up to it. Mr. Curtain’s security suite is in the old Helpers’ barracks.”

“You’re saying that the moment McCracken tries to break in, we’re going to be sealed off from Dad?” Constance cried. “What are we waiting for, then? We have to run!”

Sticky grimaced. “We can’t just run. First of all, what if we didn’t make it? There’s only one entrance to the barracks, it’s not exactly close by, and it’s a security door that requires a code. And just to get there we’d have to pass through three other security doors that require a code.”

Constance threw her hands in the air. “So that’s what the riddle is for! We solve it for the code! Let’s get on it! McCracken’s getting close—I can feel it!”

Everybody instinctively squinted at the monitors. Still nothing outside.

“Listen to me, Constance,” Sticky said, fixing her with a steady gaze. “This code from the riddle will have to be an override code rather than the normal one, which changes every day. And using an override code will drop the barriers. It’s another emergency measure.”

Constance looked ready to scream, but she squeezed her lips tightly together, balled her hands into fists, and said nothing.

“Okay, then, what’s plan A?” asked Kate.

Sticky turned to the monitor control board, scanned it, and flipped a switch. One of the monitor displays changed, showing a long, empty dead-end corridor. Sticky pressed a button that zoomed in toward the dead end. High up on the wall, painted the same neutral color as the wall (and therefore difficult to make out), was a small electrical panel.

“The security cameras aren’t the only thing we can control from this room,” Sticky said. “I can also drop the barriers myself. But I can’t drop just one. If I enter the command, there’s a ten-second warning, and then all the barriers fall. Here’s our loophole, though. The barracks entrance—the security door with the barrier over it—is on the other side of the wall with that electrical panel, which just so happens to control the mechanism for that barrier.”

“So we can disable it?” Constance asked.

“Not exactly. The barrier will fall if we try that. But we can rewire it to make it think it’s already fallen. If we do that, it won’t be triggered when McCracken breaks into the facility. We can also use the override codes to get through all the security doors between us and the barracks. The overrides won’t drop the barrier, either—”

“Because it will think it’s already down!” said Constance.

“Right,” Sticky said. “I mean, it would be nice to have that barrier between us and the Ten Men once we get into the barracks, of course, but—”

“We can!” Reynie said. “Listen, after Kate rewires the barrier so it won’t be triggered, the rest of us can figure out the code and use it to open all the security doors except the last one—the one into the barracks. Then we’ll hold the doors open for Kate. There are enough of us, right? If we don’t let the doors close, we won’t have to reenter the codes. Kate rewires the barrier again so that it can be triggered, rejoins us by way of the doors we’re holding open for her, and then, when we use the override code to get through the final security door—”

“That barrier will drop down behind us ten seconds later,” Sticky said. “Yes!”

“Great, let’s make this happen,” Kate said, rubbing her hands together. “George, if you’ll just show me where that electrical panel is, I’ll get going.”

Sticky pulled up a schematic on the computer. “Okay, before you can even reach the corridors, you’re going to have to run up all these ramps to the next level of secret passages, which is right below the old classroom building. Then you have to follow this passage all the way around the perimeter”—Sticky traced his finger around the edges of the computer screen—“until you reach these stairs here. That’s the only way you can get to the corridors where the electrical panel is.”

“Roger that,” Kate said.

Sticky pulled up another schematic, this one showing the classroom building corridors. They resembled an extremely simple maze, rather like a rectangular version of a nautilus shell, with dozens of corridors running parallel to one another. “See this security door here?” he said, pointing at the bottom right of the screen. “Once you’ve rewired the panel, the rest of us can use the override code to get through this door, take this long straight shot, pass through two more security doors near the midway point, and then all the way to the final security door—the entrance to the barracks. But first you’re going to have to go down every single one of the other corridors to get to the electrical panel, which is right here.” He pointed to a spot near the top right of the screen.

Kate whistled. “This is turning into quite a little jaunt!”

“Yes, it adds up to about two and a half kilometers. You won’t have to come all the way back to our starting point, though. Reynie had the right idea, but we’ll actually only have to hold open one door. This one here.” Sticky moved his finger slightly lower on the screen. “See, it’s close to the barracks entrance. That will be your shortcut. Once we open that one for you, you can rewire the panel and meet us there.”

“Perfect,” Kate said. “Now, what should I expect at the electrical panel?”

Sticky pulled up another schematic. “Need me to explain it to you?”

Kate peered intently at the screen. “Nope. This will hardly be the first time I’ve rewired a control mechanism, you know. Easy-peasy.”

During this time, as Sticky and Kate were conferring, Constance had been staring with greater and greater intensity at the display of the barren front plaza. Something wasn’t right, and she suddenly realized what it was. “They’re going to the back door!”

“What? Are you sure?” Kate asked.

“Oh boy, that does make sense,” Reynie said. He quickly switched a monitor to display the interior of the back door, still closed. “It’s out of view of the mainland, after all. I guess they knew about it from their days at the Institute. The question is how they’ll handle it.” He switched to a view the group hadn’t seen yet, that of the cavernous space Kate had jumped into. It truly was amazing, like the interior of the largest cathedral in the world, if only the largest cathedral in the world were ten times as big.

Reynie used the controls to zoom in on one corner of the ceiling, where the metal-cage elevator Kate had described was plainly visible. It looked, bizarrely, like a jail cell attached to the ceiling, with doors that opened on either side. A few meters away from it was the bottom of the duct through which Kate had dropped before deploying her parachute. Reynie felt queasy again just imagining it.

“At least it’s empty for now,” Kate said. She turned to Tai. “Hey, you saw how high up on the wall that electrical panel is, didn’t you? I have the tools I need, but I don’t have a stepladder. Do you have any ideas?”

Tai’s eyes widened. “You need your bucket!”

“Now, that,” said Kate, “is an excellent idea.”

Tai eagerly handed her the bucket, and the sight of her strapping it to her hip with her utility belt was surprisingly comforting to everyone.

“Okay, I’m off!” Kate said, going to the door. She threw it open to reveal a long series of ramps leading up to the higher level. The sight of them gave her an unexpected shiver, for they triggered vivid memories of the way Mr. Curtain had rocketed along in his demonic wheelchair, how very frightening it had been to all of them back then. She turned to her friends and could tell from their faces that they were having the same unpleasant recollections.

“What’s that?” asked Tai, who was looking not at the ramps but at the monitors.

Everyone’s eyes followed his pointing finger. In the opening at the bottom of the duct, something was moving. Reynie checked the controls. The camera couldn’t be zoomed in further, but as it happened, there was no need.

A pale bald head emerged from within the duct. An upside-down face, followed by an upside-down body in an elegant suit. Soon the entire figure of Crawlings, right down to his shiny black shoes, hung suspended beneath the duct, twisting slowly left and right. A line—on the monitor it looked scarcely thicker than a thread—was tied about his ankles; he resembled an elongated spider hanging by a strand of web. As he dangled there over the abyss, Crawlings casually buttoned his suit coat and tucked his tie into it to prevent its falling over his face, which, because of its inverted state, appeared to be frowning.

In fact, Crawlings was smiling.

“What are they going to do?” Constance whispered. “No way they just happened to bring parachutes, right? Will they blast open the door?” She squeezed her eyes closed, trying to search her way to the answer.

“We don’t have much time, Kate,” Reynie said.

“I’m on it,” Kate said, and she was gone.

The others watched as Crawlings made a signal and was drawn upward into the duct again.

“They have a different plan,” Constance murmured, her eyes still closed. “The Listener was afraid of the explosion, but then McCracken said something that made her less afraid.”

“Can you read McCracken’s thoughts?” Reynie asked.

Constance shook her head. “Not from here. If I could see him, maybe, but…” She was silent a moment, then opened her eyes. “Sorry, no.”

“That’s okay,” Reynie said, still looking at the monitor. “I think we have our answer.”

Crawlings was lowering into view again. In his hands was Kate’s crossbow.

“The grappling hook!” Constance cried. “Kate forgot her duffel bag!”

Sure enough, in the next moment Crawlings fired the grappling hook at the bottom of the metal-cage elevator. The security cameras were not wired for sound, so there was no telltale twang or clang, only the unhappy appearance of a taut cable now stretching from Crawlings to the elevator. With an almost careless gesture, he reached up and released his feet, then swung in a graceful arc to the wall beneath the elevator. He began to climb. Smoothly and swiftly he ascended, until he was clinging to the exterior of the elevator cage. He withdrew something from his pocket, a bright red light appeared on the elevator door, and then Crawlings was inside the elevator. A moment later he was out of sight.

“He’s just going to let them in through the door,” Sticky said. “Just like that.”

Reynie switched the monitor to display the interior of the security door. Crawlings stood before it, speaking into a walkie-talkie.

Constance had closed her eyes again, focusing on the Listener. “McCracken’s angry. He didn’t want Crawlings to waste a laser pointer getting into the elevator. Now she’s scared there’s going to be violence.”

“She definitely doesn’t know them well enough yet,” Sticky muttered.

“She’s also not warding me off. She’s scared and confused. Her defenses are down.”

“Why isn’t he opening the door?” Tai asked.

On the monitor, Crawlings checked his watches. He shook his head and crossed his arms. Then he simply stood there.

“They’re worried about the sirens,” Constance said.

“They don’t realize the alarm’s deactivated,” Reynie said.

“Something else, too. They’re setting something up,” Constance said. “She doesn’t quite understand it, but when it’s ready, Crawlings is going to open the door. And they’re going to come after us at top speed. She’s really focusing on it because she’s afraid of what will happen. McCracken is talking about the secondary control room. He’s sure that this is where we’ll be, and he knows the way here.”

“Of course,” Sticky said. “They’ve all been here before, including her.”

Reynie, doing his best to seem calm and unworried, had put an arm around Tai’s shoulders. “It took us a few minutes to get from that door to this room,” he said. “And we were hurrying. But they’ll be much faster than we were.” He considered a moment. “I think once Crawlings lets them in, they’ll be here in two minutes, tops.”

“George,” said Tai, looking very nervous now, “could you please use the computer to drop the barrier thing over the door? Before they get here?”

“I will, Tai, I promise,” Sticky said as calmly as he could. “The trouble is that when I enter the command, the barrier over the barracks entrance will fall, too.” He got out his walkie-talkie. “Kate, what’s your status?”

A few seconds passed before Kate replied, her voice loud and tinny against a background of rapid footsteps. “Believe it or not, I’m just now reaching the level below the corridors. My bucket handle came loose at the top of the ramps, and my bucket went crashing all the way to the bottom again, so I had to go after it. I honestly can’t believe this. Never happened once in my life! Has Tai been fiddling with the screws or something?”

A quick glance at Tai’s face told everyone in the secondary control room that Tai had, indeed, been fiddling with the screws or something.

“It’s okay, Tai,” Reynie said, trying not to panic. He had his own walkie-talkie out now. “Stand by, Kate,” he said. “I mean, keep running, but stand by.”

“Roger that.”

“Okay, let’s think!” Reynie said. “If we have to drop the barriers before Kate rewires the panel, we’re stuck in this section.”

“Crawlings is going to open the door for them in exactly six minutes,” said Constance, who was scowling with her eyes closed. Even as she spoke, they saw Crawlings check his watches again.

Reynie spoke into his walkie-talkie. “We have eight minutes, Kate. Maybe less.”

A pause. Then: “Roger that. I can do this.”

Reynie looked at Sticky, who was shaking his head and murmuring to himself.

“George doesn’t think she can make it!” said Tai in a thin voice.

Sticky met Reynie’s eye. “It’s two and a half kilometers. I don’t know of any official world records for that specific distance, but I know the ones for the two-thousand-meter and three-thousand-meter races, both indoors and outdoors, men’s and women’s—”

“Please hurry,” Reynie prompted.

“Right. Sorry. The best I can do is take a kind of complex average. And that would be about eight minutes, Reynie. But keep in mind those are record times set by world-class athletes, running on tracks with track shoes. Kate’s wearing boots—”

“And carrying a walkie-talkie and a bucket,” said Constance with a look of despair.

“And when she gets there, she has to rewire the panel,” Reynie said.

Sticky shook his head. “She can’t do it. Nobody could. It can’t be done.”

For several seconds, they were all silent.

Tai tugged on Reynie’s hand, and looking up at him with wide eyes, he whispered, “Is there a plan B?”
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It took Reynie about three seconds to form a plan B. It was far from a perfect plan, but it was a start. He squeezed Tai’s hand.

“Of course there’s a plan B,” he said. “Here’s what we’ll do: We’re going to solve the riddle for the override code. We’ll give it to Kate and tell her to forget about rewiring the panel. Instead, she’ll take that shortcut George showed her. After she uses the code on the first security door, she’ll have ten seconds to reach the barracks entrance and use the code to get through it, too—which for Kate will be easy. The barrier will fall, but at least she’ll be on the other side.”

“But she doesn’t have the serum!” Constance protested.

“The main control room is in the barracks,” Sticky said quickly. “If Kate can get to that, maybe she can figure out another way in for us. I can help her—we’ll use the walkie-talkies. There’s only so much I can see from this side.”

“But McCracken—”

“We’ll have that barrier between us,” Reynie said, pointing to the gap above the door, “plus the codes to the security doors, which they don’t have. We can get through those doors and—well, that will slow them down, anyway. We’ll avoid them as best we can. In the meantime, we can at least save Kate—and then maybe she can save us.”

Constance glared at him. “Why don’t you say the rest of your plan?” she snapped. “The part where you’re thinking Tai and I can hide and you and Sticky will try to trick McCracken into taking you hostage!”

Reynie closed his eyes. “You really need to stay out of my head, Constance.”

“Also, Reynie’s right,” Sticky said. “Only you can protect Tai if it comes to that, Constance—only you can keep him hidden from the Listener, right? And you could nudge the Ten Men away if they got close.”

Constance turned her glare on Sticky. But then it softened, and her eyes filled with tears. “I know you two just want to protect us, but…” She sniffed and wiped at her eyes.

“We promised to,” Reynie said. “And it would be a way to get the serum to Mr. Benedict, Constance. Mr. Curtain’s instructions called for McCracken to have a couple of us with him. If we can just get there with the serum, we can figure something out.”

“Would that be a plan C?” Tai asked, nervously bouncing on his toes.

“We’re down to five and a half minutes,” Sticky said, with a significant glance at the others.

Constance covered her face with her hands. “You’re still not telling me things!” she growled. “And I’m trying not to look! Okay, okay, fine! Let’s get that code! What’s the riddle, Sticky?”

Tai stopped bouncing. Indeed, everyone held still and looked at Sticky, who wasted not a moment. He began to recite:

“A rose by any other name is still a rose, it’s said.

One’s favorite flower’s much the same, although it isn’t red.

The Institute, now called the KEEP, once had an evil in it.

(One’s secret agents took a peek and saw that in a minute.)

This the Institute once had in common with the flower.

The truth remains: all names contain a clue or hidden power.

One name has changed; it’s still the same; it’s not a place you miss.

Another name, once rearranged, will help you to do this.”

“This is hard!” Tai exclaimed after a short pause. “Can you say it again?”

Sticky recited the riddle once more; then, noting Reynie’s narrowed eyes, he quickly said, “Listen, I’ve spent all day trying not to think about it. I was afraid if I did solve it, certain people might, you know, pick up on the answer.”

“Right!” Reynie said. “Thanks for the reminder. Constance and Tai, I’m sorry, but we need to be extra-careful. Can you two cover your ears and hum songs and think about ridiculous things for a minute?”

Constance scowled at the suggestion, and Tai giggled, but both immediately complied. It was unclear what song Constance chose to hum, for Tai’s rendition of “Row, Row, Row Your Boat” was quite loud and enthusiastic.

Sticky stepped close to Reynie and said quietly, “You have it, don’t you?”

Reynie nodded. “The flower is ‘violet.’ Rearranged, it will help us ‘to live.’ I assume the keypads are alphabetical.”

“They are indeed,” said Sticky. He raised his walkie-talkie to notify Kate.

“Wait a second,” Reynie said. “We need to be careful what we say. If we tell her she can’t make it—”

“Oh, right, she’ll want to try even harder,” Sticky said, lowering the walkie-talkie. “Well, what do you suggest? We’re down to three minutes.” He pointed at the monitor, where, sure enough, Crawlings was standing at the ready over the crank that would open the security door and admit the rest of the Ten Men. He was flexing his long fingers in eager anticipation.

Reynie lifted his own walkie-talkie. “Kate, listen, we have a better plan now. We need you to skip the electrical panel and head straight to the barracks. Cut through that security door Sticky showed you. Remember, you’ll have only ten seconds from the moment you enter the code, which is ‘to live.’” He repeated the code and spelled it to make sure she had it clearly, then told her they would explain everything later.

“Roger that,” came Kate’s breathless reply.

Sticky and Reynie looked bleakly at each other. It had just occurred to both of them that Kate might not even reach the security door in time.

Tai, quite dramatically, took a huge breath and renewed his vigorous humming. Constance, her ears still covered, was watching the monitor on which Crawlings could now be seen opening the security door.

Reynie gestured toward the computer. “Do you think you could learn anything else that would help us?”

“In two minutes?” Sticky shook his head. “I think I should bring up the command screen and be ready to drop the barriers if Kate doesn’t trigger them in time.”

“Agreed,” Reynie said.

“This humming is driving me crazy,” Sticky said, “but before we make them stop, let me ask you about the riddle. Mr. Benedict is the ‘one’ who has a favorite flower, right? And the one ‘whose secret agents took a peek’? That refers to us, when we were students here.”

Reynie tapped his nose.

Watching the monitor, Constance shuddered. McCracken had stepped into the passage. He was followed by the familiar figures of Sharpe and Garrotte, and still more Ten Men started to stream in through the doorway behind them. Meanwhile, McCracken’s keen eyes, scanning the passage, had spotted the security camera. He now seemed to be staring directly into the control room, directly at Constance. He smiled. A pencil appeared in his hand as if by magic, and with a flick of his wrist he whipped it toward the security camera. Constance flinched. Now the monitor displayed nothing more than the spiderweb pattern of the camera’s shattered lens.

“Less than two minutes,” Sticky said. “Last question: Do you think ‘peek’ was a clue, since it’s ‘keep’ spelled backward?”

Reynie nodded. “The Institute’s acronym was LIVE—which, spelled backward, is EVIL. I think he wanted to call our attention to the letters. The only way that ‘violet’ has an ‘evil’ in it is that it contains those four letters.”

“That’s what I thought,” Sticky said. “All those things were dancing around in my head; I just couldn’t put them together quickly enough.” He cleared his throat. “By the way, I’m terrified right now. Am I doing a good job of hiding it from Tai?”

Reynie gave him a rueful smile. “I think so. Am I?”

They nodded at each other, then signaled to Tai and Constance that the humming could cease.

“I was thinking about S.Q.’s big feet!” Tai announced. “Guess what I was humming?”

“It’s about time!” Constance snarled. She pointed at the closed door they’d come through. “Why hasn’t the barrier dropped? Do you realize they’re on their way?”

“We do,” Sticky said gravely. “Evidently, Kate hasn’t reached the security door yet.” He sat in front of the computer and typed out a command. “Okay, it’s ready to go. One push of the button and I can drop the barrier.”

“Come on, Kate,” Reynie murmured. “Get there.”

“They’re almost here,” Constance said.

“Should Sticky push the button?” Tai asked.

Reynie lifted his walkie-talkie. “Confirm you’re almost to the security door? Over.”

There was no reply.

“She’s probably too busy punching in the code,” Sticky said, offering Tai a strained look of optimism. “We’ll know in a second when the warning goes off.”

But no warning sounded. And no reply came from Kate. Reynie hailed her again. Still no reply.

“They’re at the end of the passageway!” Constance said. “They’re coming!”

There was no help for it. Sticky pushed the button.

A hidden bell began to clang. From a speaker by the door came a recorded voice: “Warning! Step away from all doorways! Warning! Step away from all doorways!”

“That’s so loud!” Tai yelled over the noise. He was looking uncertainly back and forth between the control room’s two doors. “Do I need to step away?”

“You’re fine,” Reynie said, squeezing the boy’s shoulder. He tried not to sound defeated. “You’re fine, buddy.”

From the gap over the door a sheet of crystal-clear material dropped with alarming speed. If Tai gasped, no one heard it over the clamor. Then the clamor halted, and all was silent.

“The barrier thing worked,” Tai whispered. “That’s good, right?”

The others nodded, but no one spoke. With all the strategizing and humming and riddle-solving, there had been no time to dwell on what might be about to happen. But now it had happened. They were stuck in this section with no way out, and McCracken was on his way. The barrier would keep them safe for the moment, but the Ten Men would get through it eventually. It was only a matter of time.

Reynie swallowed with some difficulty. “We need to find out what happened to Kate,” he said. Yet no sooner had he said this than Kate’s voice suddenly blared out of their walkie-talkies.

“You all… still there?” she said, speaking through gasps of breath. “Did the barriers… go down?”

“At least she’s okay,” Sticky muttered. He raised his walkie-talkie. “Roger that. Where are you, Kate?”

“I have… to be honest,” came Kate’s reply. “That panel was a lot… harder to rewire… than I…”

“You have got to be kidding me!” Reynie cried, leaping forward to change the monitor display.

The image flickered, then revealed a corridor at the end of which an open electrical panel was plainly visible, a bucket on the floor beneath it, and beside the bucket, sprawled on her back with a walkie-talkie in her hand, a visibly gasping Kate Wetherall.

“Hooray!” Tai said, throwing his hands into the air.

The others all felt like cheering, too. Just like that, they were back to plan A.

Sticky spoke into his walkie-talkie. “You’re the miracle we needed, Kate. But why didn’t you do what Reynie said? We’re looking at you through the camera, by the way.”

On the monitor they saw Kate wiggle the fingers of her free hand. Evidently, it was the best wave she could muster. Her other hand pressed the button of her walkie-talkie, and she said, “I’ve known… Reynie… a long time. You think… I didn’t guess… what that was about?” She paused for a few breaths, then added, “I told you… I could do it… didn’t I?”

They were all looking at one another, shaking their heads, still in awe.

Reynie lifted his walkie-talkie. “Roger that, Kate,” he said. And then with a little laugh he pushed the button again. “Roger that.”
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With a glance at the computer, Sticky confirmed that Kate had rewired the electrical panel properly. The barrier over the barracks entrance, “believing” it was already down, had not dropped. Nor would it when the four of them entered the override codes for the security doors between themselves and the barracks entrance. Once they were in position there and Kate had rewired the panel, they’d be able to trigger that barrier as they slipped into the barracks, leaving one more obstacle between them and the Baker’s Dozen.

Reynie told Kate that they would notify her when they were ready. Kate, still lying on the floor, presented a weak thumbs-up to the camera. Reynie switched the monitor to a view of an empty corridor.

“Time to move,” Sticky said quietly. He rose and put on his backpack.

Constance, however, had crossed her arms and was glaring at the barrier. She gave every impression of staying exactly where she was.

Tai, for his part, was looking apologetically at Reynie. “I guess I shouldn’t have cheered,” he said in a meek voice. “I don’t know why, but I’m sorry.”

Reynie, taken aback, tried not to show it. He had been worrying about Tai’s cheer; it was true. “You don’t need to be sorry,” he said. He jerked his thumb toward the barrier. “I would just rather those meanies not know you’re here if we can help it. Same goes for you, Constance. Let’s get you out of this room pronto.”

In response, Constance merely intensified her glare.

“Constance?”

Sticky took Tai’s hand. “Let’s have a look at those ramps,” he said in a cheerful voice. “We can wait for these two at the top.”

“Okay!” said Tai, eagerly tugging Sticky to the door.

Sticky gave Reynie a look that said “good luck,” then closed the door behind them.

“So I guess we’re waiting to say hello?” Reynie said. When Constance didn’t respond, he took a deep breath and moved to stand by her side. His mouth was dry, and he found he didn’t know what to do with his hands. First he crossed his arms like Constance’s, then he let them hang at his sides, and finally he clasped his hands behind him.

They didn’t wait long.

A knock sounded at the door behind the barrier. “Little pig, little pig, let me in!” The doorknob turned, the door opened, and McCracken filled its frame. His shoulders almost touched the doorjambs on either side of him. His glistening, well-coiffed brown hair almost brushed the ceiling. It was impossible to see beyond him into the passage.

McCracken smiled, revealing a row of perfectly straight, perfectly white teeth. “Aren’t you going to say something about your chinny-chin-chins? No?” He tapped the barrier with a fingernail, then leaned forward to sniff it, his huge nostrils flaring. “Glastanium,” he said. “Well, well, that’s top-notch. I suppose the idea is that when the special forces arrive, they want to be able to see what’s waiting for them on the other side.”

Reynie said nothing. He could feel his clasped hands trembling behind his back. He knew he and Constance were protected by the barrier, but in the looming presence of McCracken, he didn’t feel the least bit safe.

“I have a little secret for you,” McCracken said. “No one is going to be arriving. No special forces. No help. Just us.” He put on a pitying look. “Are you hoping I’m wrong? Are you thinking that even now a distress signal is being sent out to the mainland, where officials are scrambling to respond? Do you think a whole army of special operatives is being dispatched to help you? Is that what you’re counting on? Is that why you’re standing here so defiantly? You think everything’s going to be all right?” He clucked and shook his head. “Poor, sad little chickies.”

Reynie had no answer for this. He waited to see if Constance would say something, but she only glared at McCracken. If she felt the fear he felt, she certainly didn’t show it.

“Here is the truth,” McCracken went on. He drummed his fingers on the barrier, a jaunty little tap-tap-tap-TAP. “We have our Disrupter up and running. We’ve plugged into the tidal turbine power grid, so it will function as long as we need. No signals from the island can reach the mainland, I’m afraid. And when we take this down”—he rapped the barrier so sharply with one knuckle that Reynie and Constance flinched at the sound—“we’ll do it so quietly you won’t even hear it yourselves.”

“How exactly do you intend to do that?” Reynie said. He spoke casually, as if genuinely curious. “Doesn’t the blast radius of your calculator bombs exceed the range of your noise-cancellation device? Wait, no, don’t tell me. I suppose you’ve brought some sort of armor for the device. Or else you plan to shelter it in one of the rooms off the passage. That’s risky, though. The walls between your section and ours have been reinforced, but I don’t know about the walls of those rooms on your side.”

McCracken looked amused. “Why, Reynie dear, are you actually trying to help me?” He put his hands on his massive chest. “I’m touched. You’re very kind. Or perhaps you’re hoping to slow us down by making us rethink our plans. Hmm? If you must know, we have armor for our device, and we intend to shelter it in the nearest room. It’s being installed as we speak. Do you intend to wait around for the show, or shall we catch up with you later?”

“We’ll be moving along,” Reynie said. Constance didn’t move, however, and so he remained where he was, hands behind his back, as if simply waiting for the appropriate moment.

“A wise decision,” McCracken said. “Much better for your health in the short-term, at any rate. But, Reynie, as long as we’re speaking candidly, allow me to make a proposal. This one,” he said, flicking his fingers in Constance’s direction without looking at her, “this little scowling songbird of yours, is of great interest to me. I can’t tell you how delighted I am to discover she’s here with you. Now, what if I were to tell you that I would actually help you make your precious delivery to your beloved Mr. Benedict? I understand you’re finding it challenging—I have it on good authority that you’ve been in here racking your brains to solve some kind of riddle. Oh, does that surprise you? I know a great many things you might not expect.

“At any rate,” McCracken continued, with a friendly smile, “I would gladly help you, and what’s more, I would guarantee your safety. I would! Because, you see, I don’t truly consider you a threat. We could work out an arrangement for your friends, as well. All you have to do is give us your little scowler here. Oh, see how she scowls!” He laughed and turned his gaze directly on Constance. “Does that frighten you, ducky? To know that you’re important to us? To consider that your friends might give you up to save themselves?”

“That doesn’t frighten her,” Reynie said, his voice quavering with anger, “because she knows it isn’t a possibility.”

“Well, well,” McCracken said, still gazing at Constance with amusement. “If a look could hurt me, I’d be in agony right now, wouldn’t I?”

A voice from behind McCracken called out: “Almost ready, old sport!”

With an expression of mock regret, McCracken bowed. “I’m so sorry we’ll have to interrupt our little chat for now. But, Reynie dear, do keep my proposal in mind. You may find it easy to reject now, with this barrier between us. Later, however, you may find it suits your purpose to give the offer more serious thought.”

“Don’t count on it,” Reynie said coolly.

For the first time, Constance moved. Her arms still crossed, she stepped forward until she was inches from the barrier. McCracken raised his eyebrows. He cocked his head to the side and waited to see what she would do.

“Your pants are unzipped,” Constance said simply. Then she turned on her heel and walked to the door. Reynie quickly followed her, but not before he saw McCracken give a start and check his zipper.

“Made you look!” Constance called without even glancing back. She threw open the door and went out.

Up the ramps they hurried, joining Sticky and Tai at the top, then up a stairway into the old classroom building, where they used the override code to pass through the first security door. They scurried down a remarkably long corridor, the appearance of which had a strange effect on the Society members, for although in their time at the Institute they’d never been down this particular one (which lacked the yellow tiles that indicated to students which corridors were permissible), in all other respects the tiles, stone walls, and ceilings were both intimately familiar and weirdly alien. It was a place from a dream—a bad dream, at that—and yet as their feet quickly covered ground, they all felt how far they had traveled in other ways since their last days here.

“Surely the ceilings aren’t actually lower, are they?” Sticky puffed.

“I was wondering the same thing,” said Reynie, puffing even harder because he was carrying Tai on his back. “I think our eyes are just a little closer to them now.”

“I don’t like them at all!” Tai declared in a tone that suggested he actually did like them but felt it polite to say otherwise.

Constance said nothing, only cast sidelong angry looks at Reynie, which he was trying to ignore.

They had just passed through the second security door when they felt, but did not hear, the first calculator blast. The walls shivered, and dust fell from the ceiling above them. The second blast came a minute later. They tried to quicken their steps, with only moderate success.

“They’re in the secondary control room,” Constance panted. Her eyes were open, but they had a dazed look about them, and she was running with her hand on Sticky’s elbow, letting him guide her as she peered mentally elsewhere. “They have the schematics up on the computer. He’s sending his fastest men ahead, giving them laser pointers to get through the security doors. They’re trying to catch us before we reach the barracks.”

“Too bad for them!” Tai declared. “Right?”

The others made unintelligible gasping replies.

“Reynie, why are you thinking about S.Q.’s feet again?” Tai said, laughing. “And why are you pretending to be afraid of them?”

“Here’s the next security door,” panted Reynie, whose fear was very real, though not actually related to S.Q. Pedalian’s feet.

Sticky quickly punched in the code, and the four of them burst through the door. Straight ahead in the distance they saw the final security door—the entrance to the barracks. And halfway down the corridor on the left was the one that Kate would use as a shortcut.

Even as they spotted it, Kate’s voice came over their walkie-talkies: “Any day now, people.”

Sticky ran down to the door on the left, entered the code, and held the door open. “Wire away,” he gasped into his walkie-talkie. “And I know it goes without saying, but, um… the faster the better.”

“That did go without saying” was Kate’s reply.

Constance, Reynie, and Tai hurried to the end of the corridor, where they waited by the barracks entrance. Tai tapped Reynie on the shoulder and pointed happily at the gap in the ceiling. Yes, up there was the barrier that would save them from their pursuers… but only if Sticky had properly understood the schematics, and Kate rewired the panel properly, and Kate managed to get from there to here before McCracken’s fastest men caught up to them.

“Yep,” Reynie said. He found he could say nothing more.

Something clicked inside the wall. From a distance came the sound of rapid, pounding footsteps. Reynie watched Sticky at the other door, eager for a sign of Kate’s appearance.

“Uh-oh,” said Constance. She was looking down the corridor at the security door through which they had just come. It was closed, and it looked just as it had before she spoke, but Reynie’s stomach flopped.

He listened to Kate’s footsteps growing louder by the second, made a quick mental calculation, and entered the code. A bell began to clang. The recorded voice issued its repetitive warning. Sticky let go of the door he was holding open and ran toward the others. An instant later Kate flew through the closing door, her bucket once again securely fastened at her hip.

An instant after that, a glowing red spot appeared near the handle of the security door at the other end of the corridor. The door handle clattered to the floor. The door opened.

Reynie was reaching for the door in front of him when suddenly Kate was beside him smashing it open, shoving him and Tai through it, reaching back to grab Sticky and Constance and yanking them forward, too, faster than they could have moved on their own, and finally leaping through the door herself just as the barrier came down.

No sooner had it dropped into place than two razor-sharp pencils cracked against it and fell in pieces to the floor. In the open doorway at the end of the corridor, the Katz brothers shrugged, exchanged looks of mutual regret, and retreated from view.

“Hooray!” Tai shouted as he climbed to his feet (for Kate’s push had sent him and Reynie sprawling to the floor), and he skipped from person to person, giving hugs. The others, in various states of agitation and excitement from their close call, hugged him back fiercely.

They were in a large, dimly lit place with very high ceilings, rather like a gymnasium missing its bleachers, at the center of which appeared to be a small garden of flowering plants. The gurgle of a fountain could be heard from the direction of the garden. Reynie, wondering about the plants’ need for sunlight, looked up at the high ceiling and discovered three skylights—no doubt made of glastanium, and currently reflecting the soft artificial lights from below.

As the others stood taking it all in, Tai moved toward the garden. After two steps there was a clonking sound, and he staggered backward rubbing his face. He giggled. He had walked directly into a transparent wall.

“I think it’s a kind of exercise space,” Reynie said. He pointed toward the garden. “You can just make out our reflections there, see?” (Everyone stared, and sure enough, barely visible, ghostly versions of themselves were assembled among the plants.) “The garden’s surrounded by glastanium, too. Between that wall and this one there’s a lot of room for walking around. Did you see this on the blueprints, Sticky?”

“Yes, though they didn’t identify the nature of the room. We’re in a protected passage that runs around the perimeter.” Sticky pointed to the far right corner of the huge room. “There’s a door back there that leads to the main control room. And on the opposite side, to the left of the garden, is a hallway that leads to the security suites—the empty ones, that is. There’s almost certainly a barrier blocking it off now.”

Everyone squinted in that direction, and sure enough, they could all see the opening of the far-off hallway, but the dim light and distance prevented all but Kate from spotting the barrier.

“What can I tell you?” Kate said. “I have good eyes. So, George, you said the empty security suites are down that hallway. What about Mr. Curtain’s?”

“His is separated from all the others,” Sticky replied. “It’s on the right side, beyond the control room.”

“Mr. Curtain gets his own special space?” Tai asked.

“It’s the most secure,” Sticky replied. “Not that it’s likely anybody could break out of the other security suites, but Mr. Curtain’s is that much harder. There’s one more thing from the gold key that we’ll have to figure out to reach Mr. Benedict. I’ll share it when we get there.”

“Why are they called security suites?” Tai asked. “That sounds really nice—like sweets that you eat—but if you’re in one, aren’t you a prisoner? Which isn’t nice.”

Sticky smiled and tapped his nose. “Exactly. It’s kind of a joke. When this place was the Institute, there were lots of things that sounded nice but actually weren’t.”

“Everyone rested up?” said Kate, who didn’t seem very well rested herself. In fact, she appeared to be trembling. Her race to the electrical panel had taken a toll on her. “We should get moving. Who knows how long we have?”

“I do,” Constance said flatly. She was digging something out of a pocket in her flight suit. A granola bar. She handed it to Kate. “Here, eat this. I think you need it.”

Kate accepted it gratefully. “Why in the world do you have a granola bar?”

Constance shrugged. “Number Two offered it to me back at Mr. Cole’s house. I only accepted because I thought it was a candy bar.”

“Constance, did you just say that you know how long we have?” Reynie asked.

“Yep,” said Constance tersely. “And the reason I know is because I read McCracken’s mind. They only had three laser pointers and two calculator bombs left. They’ve used them all up, which means they can’t get through this barrier. It won’t lift for twenty-four hours, right? So, yeah, I know how long we have.”

Tai lifted his hands as if to cheer, but sensing that the mood was not quite right for cheering, he lowered his hands again and said nothing.

“Well done,” said Reynie, though he could tell from Constance’s look and tone that she would just as soon bite him as accept any compliment from him. “I thought you might be trying to find that out. That’s one reason I mentioned the calculator bombs to him—to make him think specifically about them.”

“Yeah, well, I didn’t need your help,” Constance snapped. “Any more than I needed you to tell me to get out of that room. I’m done with you deciding things for me without asking.”

“What? Constance, of all times—”

“How about we move this conversation into the control room?” Sticky interrupted. He pointed through the barrier. “I’d rather not be standing here when they show up. I don’t want to have to look at them looking at me.”

They all knew what Sticky meant. Few things were as unnerving as having a Ten Man stare at you, so casually sure of his power over you, so certain that he could crush you under his heel—and so happy to do just that if the opportunity arose.

“Let’s do,” said Kate, leading the way. She took a small canteen from inside her jacket, sipped from it, and handed it to Tai. “And how about everybody has a drink of water? Maybe that will help us calm down.”

“It’s full!” Tai declared. “Didn’t you drink any after you ran?”

“I was too tired to unscrew the cap,” Kate said.

By the time they entered the control room, everyone had had a drink of water. But not everyone had calmed down. Constance stalked to an empty bench against the rear wall (the bench was the only noticeable difference between the main control room and the secondary one), pulled her hair over her eyes, and sat down in a huff. Tai climbed onto the bench beside her, swinging his legs and watching with interest to see what the others would do.

“They aren’t just going to give up,” Reynie said.

“No,” Sticky agreed, taking a seat at the computer. “I’ll see if I can figure out what they might try.”

The two monitors on the wall currently displayed the empty front plaza and the entrance to the barracks. Reynie went to the control board and began flipping switches. “The secondary control room only had access to the security cameras in the outer section. This one connects to all of them. We can see out there, but they can’t see in here, so that’s something, anyway.”

“Can we see what they’re up to?” Kate asked.

Reynie quickly ran through all the views of the classroom building corridors. All of them empty. “They must still be in that control room,” he said. “Probably sitting at the computer, doing exactly what we’re doing—trying to figure out how they might get in here.”

“That would be a tight fit!” Tai said. “The whole Baker’s Dozen?”

“Good point,” Reynie said. “Some are probably still out in the passage.”

He began flicking through displays of the barracks. There weren’t a great many: There was the exercise space; a few long, curving corridors; an empty room of no obvious purpose; the open doorways of the dozen or so unoccupied security suites (“They look cozy!” Tai remarked); various maintenance closets, storage rooms, and a staff lounge; part of a long hallway whose walls, curiously enough, were painted in a green plaid pattern; and, finally, a large, mysterious-looking space with an extremely wide gap in the floor and, beyond the gap, another security door.

“George,” said Reynie, “can you give us some explanations about what we’re seeing here?” He flipped the views back to the empty room.

Sticky looked up from the computer. “That’s a safe room,” he said. “If there’s a breakout or some other kind of threat, any guards or staff in this section can run in there and drop a barrier over the doorway. It can also be dropped from here in the control room. It isn’t on the same system as the other barriers—it doesn’t get triggered by override codes or anything like that—but it works the same way. If you drop the safe-room barrier, a distress signal goes out, and it won’t open for twenty-four hours. Well, unless the people in the safe room push the button again, in which case the clock resets for another twenty-four hours. That way they can stay safe for as long as necessary.”

“What if you had to go to the bathroom?” Tai asked.

“There’s a toilet in there,” Sticky said. “The camera just doesn’t show it.”

Tai wrinkled his nose.

“Could a person inside the safe room raise the barrier if everything seemed okay?” Reynie asked.

“Evidently not. I think it’s to prevent a hostage situation. If you were in the safe room, but I wasn’t, and a prisoner was threatening to hurt me if you didn’t raise the barrier—well, you might raise it. But what if the prisoner was lying? I think the system was designed to avoid that kind of scenario.”

“Okay, and what about the last two places?” Kate asked. “I’m curious about the green plaid hallway. I mean, I think I can guess where it leads.”

Reynie changed the displays accordingly. Sticky glanced at the computer screen, then back at the displays. “You’re right—the green plaid hallway leads back to Mr. Curtain’s security suite. It takes you to that giant, weird-looking room with part of the floor missing. The door on the other side of the gap is the entrance to his security suite.”

“Which is where my dad is!” Constance cried, leaping to her feet. “If it’s that simple, we should go straight there! He needs the serum!”

“And so does Mr. Curtain!” Tai said, likewise leaping.

Constance shot him a look. “Like I care.”

Tai shrugged. “It’s true, though.”

“There’s a problem,” Reynie said, pointing to the display of the green plaid hallway. “I didn’t see it at first, but I knew something looked odd. See that small shiny spot in the air? That’s light reflecting off something.”

“A barrier?” Kate said.

“He’s right,” said Sticky, furiously typing at the computer again. “It dropped when we entered the override code.”

“Are you kidding me?” Constance shouted. “That means we’re cut off from my dad! Why didn’t you think about that before?”

“Because I didn’t know before!” Sticky snapped. “I haven’t had complete information, Constance! I’m doing the best I can!”

Reynie cut in, speaking softly. “If you want to blame someone, Constance, blame me. I figured it would happen. This was the only way—”

“You what?” Constance snarled. She grabbed Reynie’s arm and shook it. “You what?”

“Okay, okay,” Kate interjected, making “calm down” gestures with her hands. “Let’s all take deep breaths here. We—oh, very good, Tai, you can let it out now—we have time to work on the problem. Mr. Benedict’s going to be okay. The rest of us know this, Constance, and if you concentrate, you’ll see that. He’s not suffering or sick or anything like that, all right? He’s fine, and we have time to figure out how to reach him.”

“Um,” Sticky said. He pointed at the computer screen. “That actually might be… changing. Someone’s in the system. He’s altered something.”

“Probably Sharpe,” Kate said. “He’s a computer expert.”

“It is Sharpe,” growled Constance, who had released Reynie’s arm and covered her eyes.

“Give me a minute,” Sticky said. He paged through a few screens of computer code. He lingered on the last screen for several seconds. “Okay, not good.” He turned in his chair to face them. “He found a loophole.”

“What is it with all these loopholes?” Constance cried. She crossed her arms and began to pace.

Sticky cleared his throat. “Here’s the thing: Sharpe couldn’t just give a command to raise the barriers. They don’t work that way. It’s impossible. But what he figured out he could do, with some clever reprogramming, was change the time interval.”

“Can you override it?” Kate asked.

“Not until the cycle’s complete. Once the barriers go up, I can change it back and fix the loophole. And I can enter the command to drop them again right away—but there’s that ten-second delay.”

“Right,” said Reynie. “And we can be sure they’ll be gathered at the entrance to this section, ready to hurry through the moment the barrier goes up. Okay, what sort of deadline are we looking at? How much time?”

Sticky rubbed his head. “He changed the interval from hours to minutes. So, well… twenty-four minutes.”

“Twenty-four minutes?” Constance cried.

“Is that bad?” asked Tai, looking from face to face. “I feel like that’s bad.”

“Not necessarily,” said Reynie.

Everyone turned to stare at him.

“In fact,” Reynie said, “I think it’s exactly what we need.”
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They solved our problem for us,” Reynie said, speaking quickly. “When that barrier at the entrance goes up, so will the ones over the doors that lead to the security suites—both the empty ones and Mr. Curtain’s—and we’ll be ready. Constance, you and Tai and Sticky will be waiting at the barrier that leads to Mr. Benedict. Kate, you’ll be waiting at the one that leads to the other security suites. I know, I know, just give me a second,” he said when everyone began to speak at once. The others fell silent.

“The reason you’ll be over there, Kate,” Reynie explained, “is because we need McCracken to see someone going in that direction. We need to lure them that way, and you’re the obvious choice. If you can draw them deep into that section, you can seal yourself off from them in the safe room. And then from here I can seal them off by dropping the barriers again. George can show me the command sequences. The Ten Men will be stuck—they won’t be able to get to anyone. We can have a whole army of law enforcement waiting here when the barriers go up in twenty-four hours.

“In the meantime,” Reynie went on, “the rest of you will be safe on the other side of your own barrier, figuring out how to get to Mr. Benedict—and you’ll have plenty of time, without McCracken breathing down your necks.”

“I kind of like it,” said Kate. “I also kind of hate it. What happens if I don’t manage to get them to follow me? Or what if they split up? You’d be a sitting duck in here.”

Reynie turned to Sticky. “Do you think Kate’s bucket would hold up under a barrier?”

Sticky looked dubious. “It… might? You’re thinking I could place it so that the barrier wouldn’t go all the way to the floor.”

“Right, and I could follow you and squeeze under the barrier if I had to make a run for it.”

“First of all, it’s risky,” Sticky said. “Second of all, shouldn’t you be the one going to Mr. Benedict? I already know what to do on the computer here, and you’re our best problem solver. I told you there was one more thing to figure out by using the gold key.”

“Yes, but we have walkie-talkies,” Reynie argued. “I could still help you from here—”

Kate huffed with exasperation. “That works both ways, Reynie Muldoon! Why couldn’t Sticky use the walkie-talkies to help you? You should be there. You might notice something the rest of us would miss.”

“Well, but Sticky has the serum—”

“That’s ridiculous!” Constance barked. “As if Sticky can’t just give you his backpack? What in the world are you thinking?”

“Oh!” exclaimed Tai. “He’s thinking that because he’s suggesting a risky plan, he should be the one who takes the risk!”

Reynie grimaced.

“Thank you!” Kate said. “Finally something that makes sense! Also, Reynie, you have got to stop doing this.”

“Doing what?” Reynie asked, though he knew the answer. He crossed his arms, feeling strangely upset. It was because the uncomfortable truth was all coming out, he realized. Of all times and places, here it came.

“Trying to do things your own way!” Kate cried. “I mean, it’s fine to do things your own way, but not when we’re working together as a team. Think about it—what would have happened if I’d done what you said, and skipped the electrical panel? What kind of mess would we be in then?”

“She’s right,” said Sticky, who felt upset in much the way Reynie did, though he was less certain of the reason. He only knew that he was afraid of the conversation, but here they were, having it. “I thought it made sense when you mentioned it, I admit. But we should have trusted her. Just like you should have trusted me with the full truth about those blueprints. You could have told me there was a time limit. I don’t like being under pressure, true, but I could have handled it.”

“These are the things you’re complaining about?” Reynie replied. He felt hurt and angry and was struggling not to. “You all realize that I’ve been doing my best under extreme pressure, right? I’m supposed to be this great problem solver, but when I see what looks like the best solution, I’m not supposed to act on it? When there’s so much at stake?”

“Not without asking us first!” Kate said. “Unless you have absolutely no choice, you have to bring us in! If we fail, we fail, but at least we do it together. We’re still a team, right? You haven’t gone off to be some star student at a university yet, you know.”

Reynie was taken aback. “What’s that supposed to mean? What does that have to do with any of this?”

“She means—” Sticky began, then cleared his throat when he found his voice trembling with emotion. “She means that we know you feel like we’re holding you back, but as long as we’re all still here, shouldn’t we—” Here Sticky’s voice cracked, and he didn’t finish.

“Are you being serious?” Reynie asked. He looked back and forth between Kate and Sticky. “That’s what you think? But it’s the exact opposite! I’ve always felt like I’m at my best because of you. I just, I don’t know—other people go to universities, and I had these opportunities and figured I should consider them and—” He shrugged. “The truth is that I don’t know that I want to go right now. The idea scares me. It would be much easier to stay home with all of you. But, you know, obviously that isn’t going to last forever. You both have your own plans.…” He trailed off, avoiding their gazes.

“Why are we talking about this right now?” Tai said in a hushed voice. “It’s so weird!” He was looking anxiously from face to face.

“The question is why we haven’t talked about it sooner,” Kate said. “I guess, speaking for myself, it’s that the whole thing’s made me uncomfortable. I don’t like the thought of us splitting up, even if I do want to become an agent, like Milligan. So I’ve just avoided the subject. Which I realize is dumb.”

“Same here,” Sticky said. “I’ve been afraid of feeling hurt. But I was feeling hurt anyway, so why not come right out and talk about it with my closest friends? I would trust you with everything else, but not this? It’s ridiculous.”

“It is ironic,” Reynie said with a sheepish smile. “We’ve done an awful lot of dangerous things, but we’ve been afraid to have a conversation.” He took a deep breath, let it out, and said, “I’m really sorry. I don’t know why—”

“It’s because he wants to protect you!” Tai announced. “Wow, Reynie, your thoughts are really loud right now! You feel like you make mistakes because you love them and want to protect them so much, but you don’t always do it the right way!”

Reynie blinked. “Oh my goodness, Tai. Okay.”

Kate laughed. “Tai, someone needs to tell Reynie that we all want to protect him, too. I think sometimes problem solvers just want to control things a little too much.”

It was at this point that Constance broke. She had been following this conversation—in which she seemed not to be included at all—with a rising fury. All her feelings suddenly concentrated into a single emotion, and Constance screamed. So loudly and piercingly did she scream that all the others cried out and covered their ears and looked wildly about them for the source of her anguish. Then she stopped screaming and turned her red eyes on Reynie, Sticky, and Kate, who instantly understood that they were the source.

“What about me?” Constance demanded. “You all think you’ve done a bad job talking to one another? Do any of you remember that there used to be a fourth member of the Society? I know I’m a lot younger than the rest of you, and I didn’t used to think about that very much. But I’m not a little kid anymore, and I’m still supposed to be part of the team, am I not? You all make your secret plans and have your secret discussions, and you’ve all been thinking about whether or not it was okay to go away and do your own things—but all you’re worried about is each other. Have you ever considered what it will be like for me if you all go? I don’t have any friends my own age. I don’t have any friends at all.”

“I’m your friend!” Tai said, raising his hand.

Constance ignored him. “Yes, I know that you’ve had to keep some things from me to be on the safe side, because of the Listener and Tai. Which, by the way, I’m telling you right now that I can handle. I know I can keep the Listener out of my head now, and out of Tai’s, too, if he’s with me. Just for your information, you know, in case anyone cares at all about what’s going on with me. No, let me finish!”

The others, all of whom had begun to speak, closed their mouths.

“I get that part,” Constance went on. “I really do. But the rest of it is really unfair! And I guess I’m just going to say that right now, because I may never have the chance again. It just seems pretty clear to me that you’re all more important to one another than I am to you, and it really hurts, and I really hate it. You especially, Reynie. You used to be the best at making me feel like I was a part of things, but not anymore. Thanks for forgetting about me. That’s all.” With that, Constance pulled her hair over her eyes and crossed her arms and dropped onto the bench.

“Oh, Connie girl,” Kate said after a pause. “I’m so sorry.”

“Me too,” said Sticky.

“Me too, Constance,” said Reynie.

(Tai whispered, “Me too,” just to be included.)

The older three all looked at one another, alternately nodding and shaking their heads. At last Kate said, “I’m going to tell her.”

Reynie said, “I don’t think—”

But Kate, eyebrow arched, interrupted him. “Reynie, what did we just talk about?”

Reynie bit his lip.

Constance had parted her hair and was looking up at Kate with hooded eyes. “Tell me what?”

Kate stepped over to the bench and knelt down before Constance. “First of all, you shouldn’t feel that way about Reynie. This whole thing was his idea.”

“What… what whole thing?”

“Before I tell you, is it true what you just said to us? You’re absolutely, positively sure you can keep the Listener out of your head? And out of Tai’s, as well? And you will make absolutely certain to keep focusing on that, no matter what? Because there’s a lot riding on this, you know. But whatever you tell me, I’m going to trust you. We’re all going to trust her, right, boys?”

Reynie and Sticky nodded. Tai had waited to see what they would do, and now he nodded, too.

Constance rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’m absolutely, positively sure, and I will make absolutely certain.”

“Okay, then. Well.” Kate clapped her hands against her knees. “Constance, my dear, this whole thing is a trap. The KEEP is a trap. A trap for Ten Men.”

Tai gasped.

“You see,” Kate went on, “a long time ago Mr. Benedict mentioned to us that Mr. Curtain and the Ten Men had surely established a plan for breaking out if they were captured. It wasn’t likely they could ever succeed, but as long as the Katz brothers were on the loose, there was always a chance. We didn’t know what it was they were looking for, but we knew it was probably something that would help them free their comrades. And it was Reynie who said that there should be a trap waiting if that ever happened.”

Constance was shaking her head in confusion. “Why…? How…?”

“Well, you can imagine that Mr. Benedict tapped his nose at this. He’d already been thinking along the same lines, of course. But it was Reynie who made the point—and Sticky and I backed him up on it—that if this ever happened, we were absolutely going to be involved. Certain things had to be kept secret from us, this was understood, but we insisted that Mr. Benedict keep us in mind as his plans developed. We made solemn vows that, no matter the time or place, whether it was soon or decades later, whether it seemed as safe as a bedtime story or as dangerous as we could imagine, the three of us were going to be involved. We talked about this with our parents, too. They weren’t keen on the idea, of course, but in the end, they all agreed. After what we’ve been through together? After all we’ve done? They kind of had to.”

“Even though it would be this dangerous?” Constance asked. “I don’t understand. And how is this supposed to make me feel better? I can tell you’re trying to, but it sounds like one more thing that you didn’t include me in.”

“It really does!” Tai chimed in unhelpfully.

“That’s because it’s all about you, Constance,” Kate said, taking Constance’s hand and squeezing it.

Constance stared. “It… what?”

Kate looked over her shoulder at Sticky and Reynie. “Shouldn’t we all be telling this together?”

They nodded and came closer, and Sticky said, “We knew that if the Ten Men got loose, you would never be safe. Not for the rest of your life. There’s no greater threat to a bunch of sneaky criminals’ plans than a telepath, right?”

“And no greater tool for them,” Kate added, “if they could capture you and use you for their own purposes.”

“We also knew,” Sticky continued, “that we would never let you face that threat alone. Reynie’s idea was that if we were all going to end up in danger anyway, why not choose the circumstances? Why not create them—so that we would have the advantage?”

Constance sat in stunned silence, her eyes drifting from face to face.

“Privately we thought of this as our biggest project ever,” Reynie said. He smiled. “We figured you could write a poem about it.”

Constance started shaking her head. “I don’t… I don’t know what to say. Why were you keeping all this from me? You kept it a secret long before you knew about the Listener. Why not tell me?”

The others hesitated.

Searching their faces, Tai said, “Oh! They didn’t tell you because they thought that if they tried this and somebody ended up getting hurt, you would blame yourself! They didn’t want you to feel bad!”

Constance burst into tears.

“Well, I think it’s good we had this little talk,” Kate said, patting Constance’s hand. “Now, how about we do a quick round of hugs, get these bad guys locked away, catch up with Mr. Benedict, and call it a night?”

Kate’s plan was quickly initiated. There were hugs all around, with Constance crying freely the whole time, and promises of full explanations later, and, in Reynie’s case, one last apology.

First came Constance’s sobbing apology to him, which she murmured into his ear as she hugged him, dampening his shoulder with her tears and, unfortunately, a fair amount of snot. But when she pulled back, Reynie held on to her shoulders and looked her in the eye.

“You don’t owe me an apology,” he said. “Also, you’re right, I haven’t been doing a good job including you lately. Not just because of this big secret, but because I’ve been worried about myself too much. I’m really sorry.”

Constance sniffled and wiped at her runny nose. “We just get used to things,” she said. “I’m used to you helping me out. But I shouldn’t complain about being treated like a little kid and then be mad because you aren’t treating me like a little kid.”

Reynie chuckled. “It’s complicated. Especially when you’re a genius telepath. I’ll cut you some slack if you cut me some.”

“It’s a deal,” Constance said.

“You’re supposed to shake hands when you do deals,” Tai said matter-of-factly, and so Reynie and Constance shook hands, which Tai found very satisfying.

“We’re down to seven minutes,” Sticky said. “We should get ready.”

“This makes us nervous!” Tai declared, hopping from one foot to the other. Kate put an arm around him and gave him a squeeze.

“Yes, it does,” Reynie said. He looked at Sticky, who was bent over the desk, hurriedly scribbling with pen and paper that Kate had given him from her bucket. “You sure about this? If it goes wrong—”

Sticky looked up at him. “I’m sure. I understand the risk. This is what we’re doing, Reynie.”

Reynie rubbed his furrowed brow. “But if it goes wrong…”

“Reynie. This is what we’re doing.” Sticky handed him the paper. “That’s from the gold key. With luck I can join you, but if not, well, you’ll do your thing.”

Reynie stared at the paper. He gave a tight nod. “I’ll do my best. But… um, George, do try to be there, won’t you? I mean…”

Sticky laughed nervously. “You mean if I don’t join you, it will be because I’m suffering untold horrors? Don’t worry, Reynie, you can count on my trying to be there.”

Reynie couldn’t bring himself to laugh. “Promise me—I don’t know, promise me whatever you can.”

Sticky clapped his hands on Reynie’s shoulders. “I promise. Let’s do this.”

The two embraced.

Kate slid her bucket from her belt and passed it to Tai. “You guys are going to need this,” she said. “Thanks for letting me borrow it.”

“But it’s yours!” Tai said, giggling. “I think you should wear it all the time, the way you used to. I like it better.”

Kate tousled his hair. “I think you may be right.” She turned to Sticky. “I just had a little thought. I don’t suppose you could disable the warning system for the barriers?”

“I would say that’s a gigantic thought!” Sticky said. “And it might be possible. I’ll see what I can do.”

With five minutes left to go, they all wished one another luck. Kate went to the door leading back to the exercise room. Sticky gave Reynie his backpack and sat down at the computer. Beads of perspiration trembled on his scalp. He was taking slow, deep breaths. Constance, Reynie, and Tai went to the other door.

“On three?” Kate suggested.

Everyone nodded except Constance, who was looking at Reynie and frowning. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing, nothing,” Reynie said, shaking his head. “I can tell you later. All right, Kate. On three.”

“He’s thinking about S.Q.’s feet,” Tai whispered.

“Are we doing this countdown or not?” Kate asked, for if Reynie was trying to keep Tai out of his head for some reason, the distraction would certainly help. “Tai, do you want to start us off?”

“Okay!” said Tai, and he began: “One…”

The others all joined in: “Two…”

Then Reynie groaned and said, “Wait.” He looked at Constance with a pained expression. “I don’t want to suggest this.”

Constance blinked. She stared at him. And then she said, “Oh! Of course!”

“I know you want to get to Mr. Benedict as soon as possible,” Reynie said. “And this is much riskier. But…”

“No, of course, this makes the most sense! It’s our best chance of succeeding!” Constance gave him a quick hug and hurried across the room to join Kate. “I’m coming with you,” she said. “No offense, but I’m much better bait than you are. And I can nudge them when we go by to make them think we’re joining up with the others. They’ll follow us for sure—they’ll have no reason to come this way.”

Sticky let out a gush of air. “Oh, wow. I like this new plan. Oh my goodness.” He took the cloth from his pocket and patted his damp scalp.

“Thank you, Reynie,” Constance said.

Reynie nodded. “Stay safe, you two.”

They all looked appreciatively at one another, and then expectantly at Tai, who caught the hint.

“Three!”
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They’re waiting at the barrier,” Constance said as she and Kate left the control room. “Every one of them.”

“Perfect,” said Kate. “We can give them a little wave as we pass by.”

“I’ll be doing more than that,” Constance said in a low tone.

Moving at a brisk trot, the two followed the passageway along the wall of the exercise room. Sure enough, McCracken’s enormous frame filled the entrance. It was rather disconcerting to be running toward him; from a distance there appeared to be nothing to prevent his lunging forward and seizing them as they went past. But they knew the barrier was there, and as they drew nearer they could see his eyes following them. He looked exceedingly amused.

“Well, well, well,” McCracken began when they drew within earshot. “It seems—”

“Sorry, no time to chat!” Kate interrupted, and Constance gave him a contemptuous glance.

“Oh, surely—”

“Nope!” Kate interrupted again.

They hurried past, following the passageway toward the opposite corner of the room.

“That drove him crazy,” Constance said with satisfaction. “He hates being interrupted. He didn’t want to call after us, though, because it’s hard to sound smug when you’re doing that.”

“Perfect again,” said Kate. “That was my intention. And how about your special project?”

“We’re all on the same page now. She’s told them what I was thinking—which is that you and I had split from the boys but then came to a dead end, so now we’re trying to get back to them.”

They were nearing the far corner of the room, where the transparent barrier blocked the entrance to a short and rather plain-looking hallway. There was a closed door at the end of it—not a security door, but it made Kate nervous enough to reach for her utility belt.

“Be advised,” she said, “if that door is locked, I’ll have to pick it.”

Constance’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“Don’t worry—I’ll be quick about it. Just didn’t want you to be surprised.” Kate tapped the barrier with her knuckle. “I don’t suppose you gave them some idea of how we happen to be on the other side of this from Reynie and Sticky?”

“They know I’m mad and confused about how it happened,” Constance said. “That’s all I could think of.”

“I can’t imagine anything better,” Kate said. “And how do you feel?”

Constance grimaced. “Queasy. A little trembly. I really laid it on thick until I was sure they bought it. I could hear Garrotte and Sharpe, too—they were right behind McCracken. They’re all convinced. But, yeah, I don’t feel so hot.”

“That’s what I figured,” Kate said. “You’re the bee’s knees, my dear. Just hang in there a bit longer, and then you’ll have the marvelous reward of being cooped up in a safe room with me for twenty-four hours. And the pleasure of turning the tables on these jerks, of course.”

“I just hope Reynie can get to Dad quickly,” Constance said. “I’m confused about how all this is supposed to work. Is there—?”

Constance didn’t finish her question, however, for just then something boomed in the ceiling above them, followed by a terrific squealing sound as the barrier began to slide slowly upward. As soon as there was room, Kate rolled under it and flew to the door at the end of the hallway. It was indeed locked.

“Teeny-tiny bit of a shame Sticky didn’t know about this door,” Kate muttered. But with her lock-picking tools she had the door open by the time Constance joined her, and after the two of them had hurried through, she closed the door and locked it behind them.

“How far is it to the safe room?” Constance asked as they took off along a well-lit, curving corridor.

“It’s a fair distance,” Kate said, not wishing to discourage her. “We have to go past all the security suites to get there,” she said just as they were passing the first one. Its door stood open, revealing a glimpse of a bed and a chair. “Oh, they really are cozy.”

The security suites were spaced four to a corridor. Constance and Kate were in the second corridor, and had just passed the sixth security suite, when a great, echoing, smashing noise sounded in the distance behind them.

“That was probably McCracken opening the door,” Kate panted.

“It was,” Constance gasped.

The two hurried on, both breathless and exhausted now. They could hear the sounds of many footsteps, but the Ten Men were walking, not running.

“They’re being careful,” Constance said. “They want to make sure we’re not hiding in one of the security suites waiting for them to go past us. Sorry, I have to walk.” She slowed down, clutching her side.

“This really isn’t the moment for walking,” Kate said. “Here, it will be just like old times.” She stooped forward, and Constance climbed onto her back. “Oh, wow, you’ve grown a bit since then.”

“Was I not supposed to?” Constance retorted.

Kate staggered a few steps, adjusted her grip on Constance’s legs, and set out jogging. They reached the third corridor, the sound of footsteps still echoing behind them. But they had a good lead, the sound of the footsteps diminished, and Kate’s confidence grew stronger with every step, even as her legs grew weaker. And soon enough they were past the last of the security suites, curving into a fourth and final corridor, at the end of which they could see, facing them, the open doorway of the safe room. They hurried past maintenance and storage closets until finally, with profound relief, they found themselves standing outside the safe room.

The room could hardly have appeared less welcoming—no furniture, a curtained-off toilet and sink in one corner, and a big red button on the wall. But the button promised safety, and that made it beautiful. The safe room might have been a ballroom, the button a chandelier.

Constance slid down from Kate’s back. “Thanks,” she said absently, for her mind was elsewhere. Suddenly she frowned. “Something’s wrong. The Scaredy Katz are nervous—they think something’s up. She can hear them whispering about it, and it’s scaring her.”

Kate ushered Constance into the safe room and whipped out her walkie-talkie. “Sticky, you need to drop the barriers immediately. Over.”

“There’s a problem with that,” came Sticky’s reply. “I haven’t figured out how to disable the warning system yet, and a fair number of the Ten Men are within sprinting distance of the barrier. I’m looking at them on the monitors right now. They could reach it in ten seconds. Over.”

Kate raised her walkie-talkie again. “Are any of them within a ten-second sprinting distance of us?”

“Negative. Not yet, and they’ve all slowed down. They stopped. They seem to be discussing something. Over.”

Kate turned to Constance. “Promise me you’ll stay in here. Right now, okay? Promise me, Constance.”

Constance looked distraught. “What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to draw them farther in. As soon as I do, I’ll tell Sticky to drop that barrier and hightail it back here. When you see me coming, you hit the button.”

Constance was shaking her head in horror. “You’re exhausted! What if you don’t make it? You’ll be trapped out there with them!”

“Constance,” Kate said firmly, “I promise you I will do my absolute best not to let that happen. Trust me on that. But I can’t manage anything if I take you with me. So you have to stay in this room, no matter what. Promise me, okay? And make it snappy.”

Constance fought back tears. “I promise,” she said in a strangled voice.

Kate kissed her on the head and charged from the room.

The third corridor was empty, but by the time she reached the end of it, Kate could hear McCracken’s deep voice. He was politely issuing some kind of order, though she couldn’t make out his words. She suspected he was trying to find out why some of the others were lagging.

“Get up, Constance!” Kate hissed into empty air. “Get up! Reynie found them! Come on!”

Dead silence now issued from the other corridor. Just as she’d intended, she’d been “overheard.” She waited, steadying her breathing, preparing herself. She thought that Sticky might tell her if her plan was working—he could see on the monitors what was happening—but then she realized that if he spoke to her over the walkie-talkie, McCracken might hear what he said.

“Sticky,” she hissed into her walkie-talkie. “Wait for us there. We’re almost there. Constance is dragging. Don’t reply. Over.”

She waited. It was very possible, she knew, that McCracken was sneaking toward her, moving in practiced silence. She withdrew a few paces. How was she supposed to know if the rest of the Ten Men were also on the move? Had McCracken silently beckoned them farther in? Or had he signaled for them to stay put? She tried to think, but her mind was racing, and all she could hear was Constance’s voice in her head saying… Wait, that really was Constance’s voice in her head! Kate shoved her other thoughts aside.

Please start over, Kate thought, and Constance did.

McCracken issued orders for the others to either catch up or send an explanation forward. Everyone is hurrying to him except for the Scaredy Katz and Crawlings. The brothers are nervous, and she’s scared, and Crawlings is staying with her. They’re moving, but very slowly. They’re extremely wary.

Can you nudge them?

From here? No. I’m getting all this through her.

Can you reach Sticky? You can picture where he is. He isn’t far.

I’ll try.

Kate waited, listening hard. She heard nothing. She could envision the other corridor, could imagine a long line of elegantly dressed men standing silently in it. Or creeping quietly in her direction. Life is weird, she thought. Then Constance was back.

Sticky thinks they’re all out of range of the barrier now. But… wait. No! Kate, the Scaredy Katz and Crawlings have changed their minds. They know it’s a trap! They’re turning back!

Kate raised her walkie-talkie. “Drop them now, Sticky! Now, now, now!”

A clanging bell sounded in the distance. The recorded voice issued its warnings about standing clear of the doors.

“Well, that’s a shame,” Kate said to herself. Into her walkie-talkie she said, “Don’t feel bad. I know you tried. Over.”

From the next corridor McCracken’s voice thundered: “Come back! Don’t even try, fellows—you’ll never make it! Come with me! If they wish to trifle with us, we’ll make them pay dearly! Starting with you, darling Kate! I know you can hear me!”

This speech was followed by the sound of several large men breaking into a run, and Kate’s stomach seemed to squeeze to the size of a marble. She had already turned to flee, but she had also done the math in her head. By the time she reached the safe room, there would be no ten-second gap between her and her pursuers, if there was any gap at all.

“Sticky,” Kate said into her walkie-talkie, “drop the safe room barrier, too. Right now.”

“Roger that,” came the reply. “You have ten seconds. Please make it.”

From the fourth corridor came the sounds of the warning system. And even as Kate ran toward it, before she had taken three steps, she knew there was no way. Her legs were spent. She couldn’t run full speed, not even close.

But Kate, being Kate, would do her best, anyway.

As she neared the end of the third corridor, she heard McCracken’s footsteps suddenly grow clearer, which meant that he had rounded into view. Instinctively she dropped into a tumble, and sure enough, a pencil whizzed through the air above her. Then she was on her feet again and stumbling into the final corridor.

“Hurry!” Constance screamed from inside the safe room. She was frantically beckoning Kate with both hands.

Dutifully, if not hopefully, Kate hurried.

She was halfway there when the barrier dropped.

“Nooo!” Constance wailed. “No no no!” She banged on the barrier with her fists.

Kate slowed to a walk. So that was that. She approached the barrier until she stood face-to-face with a crying Constance on the other side. “Sorry, Connie girl. I did try my best. I promise.” She saw Constance’s face change and knew that McCracken had appeared in the corridor behind her. She didn’t bother taking evasive action just yet. She knew that upon seeing her trapped like this, McCracken would toy with her.

“You should close that interior door,” Kate said to Constance. “Things could get messy out here. You don’t need to see it.”

Constance scowled at her. “I will not.”

“Well, do me a favor, anyway. Use that special noggin of yours to tell Mr. Benedict the situation here, okay? And listen to me: He’s going to be fine. I promise. Things may look dicey right now, but the important thing to remember is this: We’ve won.”

“Is that supposed to be our new stupid slogan or something?” Constance said, still crying. “Reynie was thinking the same thing outside.”

“Well, it’s true if you think about it. We’ve trapped them! Now please tell—”

“Oh dear, Kate!” McCracken called out. “I see you have plenty of time for a chat now! Were you hoping to find yourself on the other side of that barrier, by any chance? You were running so slowly, I thought you were trying to lure me into yet another trap. Ha ha! I do believe you were just tired!”

“I’m tired of your voice, that’s for sure,” Kate said, turning to face him.

McCracken grinned. “Is that so? Well, enjoy your witty retorts while you may, Kate, my dear. I may not seem so, but I am exceedingly angry.” He held up his briefcase and gave it a jiggle. “I intend to take it out on you, I’m afraid. You may have noticed that your daddy isn’t here to protect you.”

Sharpe, Garrotte, and a handful of other Ten Men came into the corridor behind McCracken. The corridor was just narrow enough, and McCracken was just huge enough, that Kate couldn’t see them clearly, but it didn’t matter. She had a difficult road ahead of her. She saw that clearly enough.

I’m with you.

Kate stiffened. She looked back at Constance, who nodded once. Her eyes were fierce.

“Well, okay,” Kate said aloud. “You and me. But take it easy on yourself, Connie girl.” She took out her tranquilizer gun and turned back to McCracken, who was shaking his head in amusement.

“Do you really wish to waste your darts?” McCracken said. “I have a briefcase. You’ve seen how that works. Or are you planning on tranquilizing yourself? I have to say, that would be the wisest course.”

Kate shrugged. “The darts aren’t for you.”

“No? Do tell me for whom they’re intended.”

“For whoever is left,” Kate said. She frowned. “Or whomever. Whatever the case, in the meantime, before you say good night, allow me to tell you that this spectacle of a bunch of huge men threatening a couple of young women is really not the thing. It’s time for us to change this narrative, McCracken, my dear.”

McCracken’s thick eyebrows went up. “Oh my, my, my.” He guffawed. “So your idea is to…” He looked suddenly confused. “Wait. This is very strange. I have a powerful urge to take out my handkerchief, place it against my nostrils, and breathe deeply.”

“Knock yourself out,” Kate said.

McCracken promptly did.

With their enormous leader on the floor, Sharpe and Garrotte now stood fully exposed. It is a rare thing to see a Ten Man startled, but they looked quite startled. They saw Kate’s tranquilizer gun pointed at them, and each instinctively lifted his briefcase, prepared to deflect incoming darts, but Kate didn’t squeeze the trigger, and their startled expressions turned to puzzlement.

Kate heard Constance give a little moan of misery behind her. Without looking back, she said, “Okay, that’s more than enough. You need to lie down.”

“No,” groaned Constance. “Not yet.”

Sharpe and Garrotte tossed their briefcases onto the floor near McCracken’s. They looked thoroughly confused, and they flapped their hands violently as if they’d just been shocked. Then, as if the motion reminded them of their shock-watches, they extended their hands and shook them until the watches were clear of their shirt cuffs. An electrical whine filled the room. The men turned toward each other like sleepwalkers. There was a flurry of wires between them, and then they, too, were on the floor.

Kate heard Constance throwing up.

“Oh, you poor thing!” she cried without looking back. “Did you at least make it to the toilet?”

“The sink,” came Constance’s miserable reply.

“Gross,” Kate said.

The other three Ten Men in the corridor, astonished by their comrades’ inexplicable behavior, had stood frozen all this time. Now, however, they leveled their gazes at Kate. She had never met these particular men, but they were familiar enough with their expensive suits, their briefcases and shiny shoes, their friendly expressions and cruel eyes. She could tell they were poised to spring. She saw their hands sliding to the latches on their briefcases. Then she saw them remove their handkerchiefs from their suit pockets and knock themselves out.

Momentarily alone in the corridor, Kate risked a glance behind her. Constance was leaning against the barrier, her horribly pale face pressed to it so that her nose looked like a pig’s snout, her eyes glassy and red, her mouth hanging open.

“Oh, you beautiful, beautiful girl,” Kate said. She felt tears start to her eyes. “Please lie down, Connie girl. You’ve done more than enough. You’ve saved me.”

“Uh-uh,” Constance moaned. She appeared to be drooling. “You… saved… me.”

“Okay, fine. We’re both pretty amazing,” Kate said with a laugh. “Now lie down!”

Constance tried to shake her head, but the effort caused her to lose her balance, and she sank to her knees. Then she sagged over onto her side and drew her knees to her chest. “Maybe… just for a minute,” she mumbled.

“That’s the ticket,” Kate said soothingly. “You rest. I’ll be back in a bit to check on you.”

By the time Kate had walked all the way back to the first corridor, she had fired four tranquilizer darts, and four Ten Men now lay here and there, their neckties askew, their poses anything but elegant. She would have given them other options, but although the men had lacked briefcases, they had retained their usual inclination to attack when frightened, angry, or bored, and so Kate had put them down for their naps. Now, as she made her way over the shattered door that McCracken had smashed upon his entrance, she found the Scaredy Katz staring wistfully out through the barrier, like children trapped inside on a rainy day.

“I must say I’m surprised,” Kate said as they turned to look gloomily at her. “You didn’t make it out?”

They shook their heads in unison. One of them—was it Felix?—said, “That devil Crawlings knocked us down in order to get past us.”

“He didn’t have to do that,” the other brother said.

“He really didn’t. He tried to make it seem like it was the woman’s fault, too. Just poor form.”

“Poor form indeed,” the other agreed.

So Crawlings was out there, Kate thought with a pang of worry. She hoped her beloved bucket had held up under the barrier. Otherwise Sticky was in a terrible spot right now.

“Well, I’ve dispatched McCracken and all the others,” Kate informed them. “Shall we do this the easy way?”

The Katz brothers agreed that, under the circumstances, the easy way was indeed preferable. In a life full of headaches, they said, it’s always best to avoid them when one can.

“Very wise,” Kate said as she locked each brother into his own security suite. “Only take necessary risks, right?”

Then, although she was very tired, Kate set about her final task. It was no easy thing to remove all the Ten Men’s weapons—shock-watches and neckties, mostly, but a few of them had dagger shoes, and of course there was McCracken’s dangerous tooth—then drag each man down the long corridors and lock him up in his new home. But Kate could no sooner leave all those Ten Men lying about than she could leave a table covered in dirty dishes.

And just as she often did when clearing the table, Kate whistled while she worked.
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When Sticky had seen Crawlings and the Listener escape before the barrier dropped, his first emotion was pity for the Listener. The small woman appeared to be terrified, running awkwardly with her hands covering her face, being dragged along by the wiry Ten Man, who looked rather like a skeleton in a suit. Sticky’s second emotion was mortal fear, because he knew that Crawlings would be coming this way. And even before these emotions hit him, Sticky had been worried about Kate, for he’d just dropped the safe-room barrier while she was still far away. And on top of that he was racked with guilt for failing to disable the warning system, for if McCracken hadn’t heard it go off, he might have ordered everyone to follow the Katz brothers, thinking there was still a chance to get out. That would have given Kate plenty of time to sneak back to the safe room and drop the barrier herself.

It was truly a lot for Sticky to be feeling all at once. But there was only one thing to do, and that was to run for his life.

First locking the door to the exercise room (it was just a regular door, unfortunately, and he knew that Crawlings could get through it quickly), Sticky dragged the bench over in front of it, followed by the two chairs, and then fled through the opposite door.

Soon he was in the green plaid hallway, where he found Reynie and Tai waiting for him. Reynie was tugging anxiously at the straps of his backpack, but at the sight of Tai jumping up and down and pointing at Kate’s bucket on the floor, Sticky’s heart soared. The bucket had worked! Oh, how he loved that bucket!

Sticky plunged onto his belly, wriggled beneath the barrier to the sound of Tai’s excited cheers, then pulled mightily on the bucket, trying to wrench it free so that the barrier would fall the rest of the way. He pulled, and pulled, and pulled. Reynie grabbed the bucket and pulled, too. Tai reached through their legs, found a tenuous grip with the tips of his fingers, and tried to help. The bucket didn’t budge. They tried to raise the barrier even an inch so that they might slide the bucket free, but even an inch proved impossible.

“It seems very well designed,” Tai said, to the bemusement of both the young men.

“I suppose it is,” Reynie acknowledged.

They turned and ran.

It was a very, very long hallway, down the length of which were several doors that Sticky and Reynie hurriedly threw open, hoping Crawlings would feel compelled to investigate what lay behind them. Meanwhile Tai, who unlike Sticky and Reynie wasn’t worried about what Crawlings might do to them, chattered happily all the way. “Why, do you think, do the walls have this pattern like Mr. Benedict’s old suits? Is it because Mr. Curtain and Mr. Benedict both find it soothing? That’s what Constance said—that green plaid is soothing to them. It used to help keep Mr. Benedict calm, which helped him with his narpo… narlo…”

“Narcolepsy,” Sticky panted.

“Right! And Mr. Benedict doesn’t have that problem anymore because of Constance, but Mr. Curtain still does, and I guess it makes sense that they would want him to be as calm as possible so he wouldn’t be falling asleep as much when they let him go to the exercise room. Does that make sense to you?”

“Uh-huh,” Sticky panted.

“Sure,” Reynie panted.

“But I wonder if it works on other people, too? Do you feel calm and soothed? I think I might! I think it might be working on me!”

“That’s great, Tai,” Reynie wheezed.

At last the hallway took a sharp turn and opened onto the large, mysterious room they had seen on the monitor.

With its high vaulted ceiling, its tile floors, and the sound of rushing water echoing off the stone walls, the room seemed to be some strange combination of secret grotto and shopping mall atrium. The gap in its floor, which ran from wall to wall and was several meters across, turned out to be a kind of flooded canal. The water, a couple of meters below floor level and of uncertain depth, gushed along with alarming speed and turbulence. A retractable metal bridge was set into the side of the canal just below them, folded up like an accordion, with no obvious way of extending it.

They looked behind them and spotted a control board on the wall. Sticky went straight to it.

“Right here,” Reynie said to Tai, pointing to a spot on the floor well away from the edge of the canal. “You can’t get any closer to the water than that, okay?”

Tai gave him a jaunty salute and sat down cross-legged in precisely the spot Reynie had indicated. The little boy was enthralled by the room. “Where do you think the water comes from?”

“Well, from the harbor. I suspect it’s connected to the tidal turbine system somehow.”

“Do you think I’d drown if I fell in?”

“Let’s not risk it. My guess is it would whisk you away and deposit you in some secure location, where you would have to be retrieved. But I don’t know where that location is, or even if I’m correct, so don’t you move.”

“Roger that!”

Reynie joined Sticky at the control board. It had a tiny display screen at the top and a large switch on one side. The rest of it was a grid of metal buttons, below each of which was a letter from the alphabet. “Any thoughts?”

“It’s a simple code system,” Sticky said. “You push a button, and the corresponding letter appears on this little screen. Six letters total. Then you can extend and retract that bridge with this switch. There should be”—he turned to peer across the room—“yes, there’s another control board on the opposite wall, right next to the security door.”

“So if we can get to the other side, we can retract the bridge to that side? Meaning Crawlings couldn’t get across the water? Could he flip the switch and bring it back?”

Sticky shook his head. “It doesn’t look like that kind of system to me. If you retract the bridge to your side, you’re the only one who has control of it. Besides, he doesn’t know the code.”

“Neither do we, yet.”

A small splash sounded behind them. They spun around in alarm. Tai was safely where Reynie had left him, however, standing as high as he could on his knees and craning his neck to see something in the water.

“Wow, it goes so fast!” he cried.

Reynie looked at Tai’s feet. “Did you just throw one of your shoes into the water?”

Tai laughed. “You should have seen it go!”

“Well, but now you have only one shoe.”

Tai sat back again. “Oh, that’s true,” he said mildly. Evidently, he hadn’t thought the matter through.

“By the way,” Reynie said, “I should have said so sooner, but we need to be very quiet.”

Tai nodded, and upon a moment’s reflection, he got up and hopped over to them, using only the shoeless foot because socks, after all, are quieter than shoes.

Sticky and Reynie were studying the control board. At exactly the same time, they both pointed to the “D” and “E” buttons. Tai giggled at this—he couldn’t help it—but immediately cut himself off and whispered, “Why did you both point at those buttons?”

“They’re both a bit shinier than the others,” Sticky whispered, and Tai, staring, saw what he meant. Most of the buttons were dusty and, in some cases, even slightly corroded from moisture. He nodded approvingly at their detective work, and by the time their scanning eyes had settled on the “R” button, Tai had spotted it, too, and was able to point at it right when they did.

“Nice job,” Reynie whispered.

The trouble was that they couldn’t find any other buttons that showed signs of use. They needed six total letters, but they had only three to choose from. Each letter obviously had to be used at least once, but some obviously had to be used more than once. Which ones, though? And how many times each? And in what order?

“Can’t we just try different sequences until we find the right one?” Tai whispered. “It’s only six letters. How many sequences can there possibly be?”

“Five hundred forty,” replied Reynie and Sticky at the same time. They traded amused glances and crossed their eyes.

Tai gasped. “How did you both know that? And how could there be so many?”

Sticky tried to think of a quick way to explain to Tai about combinatorial mathematics, about using the inclusion-exclusion principle to enumerate the union of finite sets, but then Reynie simply whispered that they would explain the math to him later, and Sticky, immensely relieved, took the opportunity instead to go and peek into the green plaid hallway. Still no sign of Crawlings.

“This is where we use the gold key,” Reynie was saying to Tai when Sticky rejoined them, and Tai eagerly dug into his pocket.

While the two of them had been waiting at the barrier, Reynie had memorized what Sticky had written down, and then—upon Tai’s pleading—had given the piece of paper to Tai with strict instructions not to drop it. (“We don’t want to risk anyone else finding it,” he’d said.) For this reason, Reynie’s heart skipped a beat when Tai said, in a panicked whisper, that the paper wasn’t there.

Then Reynie saw that Tai was searching the wrong pocket, and with a sigh of relief he pointed this out. Tai echoed his sigh, adding greater emphasis, and pulled the paper out of the other pocket. Though he hardly understood it at all, this was what it said:

For feline perambulation:

Ponder your penultimate clue.

Prepare your postulation.

One’s level best one wants to do

To reach one’s destination.

(No more word clues for you now—no, not another peep.

You’ve shown your own full-blown know-how in mastering the KEEP.)

“There are three big words that start with a P,” Tai observed. “What’s a feline—?”

“A perambulation is a walk,” Reynie replied, anticipating the rest of Tai’s question. He also anticipated all the other questions Tai would ask him if he didn’t quickly explain what he could, and so in a hurried whisper Reynie said, “‘Feline perambulation’ clearly refers to the catwalk—”

“What’s a catwalk?” Tai interrupted.

Reynie blinked. He had not anticipated every question, after all. “In this case it means a narrow metal bridge or walkway, like the one over there. And ‘penultimate’ means ‘next to last,’ so, since this clue is the last clue, evidently we need to think about—or ponder—the clue that came before it, which is the one Sticky and I solved to get the override code. By ‘postulation,’ I think Mr. Benedict means a possible explanation for something.”

“So if you ponder the other clue, it will help you figure out this one?” Tai asked.

Reynie and Sticky tapped their noses.

“What do you think?” Sticky asked Reynie.

“I think the answer may have something to do with wordplay,” Reynie said. “Did you notice how the last clue used the words ‘one’s’ and ‘wants’ and ‘once’ a lot? Words that sound very much alike? At the time I thought it might mean that the code needed to include the number one—but then the code turned out to be purely alphabetical. Now I’m thinking he was just trying to call attention to the way words look and sound. He used ‘one’s’ and ‘wants’ in this one, too—I’m guessing as a reminder.”

Sticky, who had come to a similar conclusion, was nodding along as Reynie spoke. “And with this one he’s used a few multisyllable words that start with P—”

“Three!” Tai said.

“Right, three. Oh, and in the last one he referred to words like ‘LIVE’ and ‘EVIL,’ ‘KEEP’ and ‘PEEK,’ which—”

“I have it!” Reynie said, and without wasting a moment he pressed the buttons in the following sequence: REDDER. A soft buzzer sounded inside the box. He threw the switch, and behind them the catwalk began to extend across the canal.

It did so, unfortunately, very loudly. Clacking and rattling and clanking as they unfolded, the metal sections slowly stretched over the water. With Sticky and Reynie each holding one of Tai’s hands, the three of them ran to stand at the edge.

Never had anything seemed to move so slowly as the catwalk did now. Repeatedly glancing over their shoulders toward the hallway, Sticky and Reynie urged the catwalk onward in their minds.

“How did you know the answer?” asked Tai, speaking up to be heard over the noise.

Reynie supposed it didn’t matter at this point. “You heard Sticky mention the words ‘live’ and ‘evil’ from the last clue, right? They have the same sequence of letters—they just run in opposite directions. It’s the same thing with ‘keep’ and ‘peek.’ Now, what if you put each pair of words next to each other—‘live evil’ and ‘keep peek’? If you take them together, each pair of words is exactly the same whether you read forward or backward.”

“Hey, that’s true!”

“Well, that was a hint. If you look at—wait, where is that piece of paper, Tai?”

Tai let go of their hands and looked into his own, decidedly empty ones. “Oops.”

Reynie turned and saw the piece of paper on the floor. He ran back for it, rejoining them just as the catwalk, with a final clatter and bang, reached the opposite side of the canal. He took Tai’s hand again, and together they dashed across, their feet booming on the metal. Sticky ran to the control box, entered the code, and threw the switch. Now the process was reversed—the catwalk detached from the opposite side and, making just as much racket as before, retracted toward them.

“The catwalk goes backward and forward just like those words!” Tai said. He gave a little jump, delighted to have thought of this.

“Excellent observation,” Reynie said, glancing nervously toward the hallway. Just a few seconds longer and they should be safe. “And do you know what we call a word that’s spelled the same both backward and forward? A palindrome.”

Tai’s jaw dropped. “That’s another big word that starts with P!”

“It sure is,” Reynie said. “That was another hint. Also, there’s a reason Mr. Benedict told us to do our ‘level’ best—‘level’ is a palindrome, too, isn’t it? And his final hint came when he said ‘No more word clues for you now—no, not another peep.’ He was telling us that the word ‘peep’ is a word clue. Can you guess why?”

“Because it’s a pandrilome!” Tai squeaked excitedly.

“A palindrome,” Reynie corrected. “But yes. Just like ‘redder’ is.”

With a last screeching, thunking sound, the catwalk completed its journey, now snugly folded up against their side of the canal. It was a wonderful thing to see. Less encouraging, however, was the fact that Sticky had been trying without luck to get the security door open. He had entered the override code on a keypad next to the door, but nothing had happened. Assuming he had entered it incorrectly, he had tried again—twice. The door remained locked.

Reynie, who had been keeping an anxious eye on this frustrating process, glanced quickly about for another solution. Now he spotted, on the other side of the door, a tiny speaker with an intercom button.

Sticky followed his gaze. “Oh!” he cried, and leaped to push the button. “Hello in there! Mr. Benedict?”

There was a pause, and then: “My dear George, is that you? How delightful to hear your voice! And Reynie and your charming new friend are both with you, is that correct?”

“That’s correct!” Tai shouted. He was very excited to be meeting Mr. Benedict at last.

“We’re expecting less-pleasant company any moment, though,” Sticky said. “I don’t suppose you could give us the code to the door?”

“Of course,” came Mr. Benedict’s reply. “I can’t say it aloud—Ledroptha might overhear me—but I can point you to it easily enough. It’s one of my favorite words, and I said as much over a particularly lovely dinner last fall, when you had all taken turns jumping into the spectacular pile of leaves that Kate had raked up.”

“Were we eating roasted apples when you told us?” Sticky asked.

“Indeed!”

Reynie and Sticky looked at each other and nodded. They remembered quite well that most pleasant of autumn evenings, not least a discussion about a chess game that Mr. Benedict had recently played with Mr. Curtain. (The genius brothers made use of notation but not of a chessboard; they simply announced their moves to each other and kept track of the games in their heads.) In describing certain aspects of the game to the Society members, Mr. Benedict had revealed his fondness for the word ‘zugzwang,’ a chess term referring to a situation in which a player’s only possible moves are to that player’s own disadvantage.

“Never a happy position in which to find oneself,” he’d said, chuckling, “but it’s awfully fun to say, is it not?”

Sticky entered ‘zugzwang’ into the keypad. A sound of turning gears issued from inside the wall. The door slid open.

“Do wait for me!” shouted a familiar voice from behind them.

Reynie, Sticky, and Tai, each uttering his own personal sound of dismay, turned to see what they knew they would see.

Crawlings had entered the room. He was approaching the canal at a sauntering pace. In one hand he carried Kate’s duffel bag. His other gripped the wrist of the Listener, whose back was to them all, for she was attempting, with her own soft cries of dismay, to run back into the hallway. Her efforts seemed to have no more physical effect on Crawlings, however, than a fluttering sparrow’s might have had. He seemed almost not to notice her there.

“Hold the door for me, won’t you, little ones?” Crawlings called, dropping the duffel bag at his feet. In one fluid motion he reached into the bag, came up with Kate’s crossbow, and fired the grappling hook across the canal. With a reverberating clang, the hook found purchase on the folded catwalk, a cable stretched taut over the canal, and Crawlings backed up. Screeching in resistance, the catwalk began to extend over the water.

“Let’s not hold the door for him,” whispered Tai.

For once the little boy looked and sounded as scared as Sticky and Reynie felt.

“Let’s not,” Sticky said.

“Agreed,” said Reynie.

The three of them hurried through the door, but even as it closed behind them, they heard Crawlings’s voice ring out across the water.

“Oh dear, how very rude of you!” the Ten Man cried. “Also, I might add, how very pointless! I know the code, you see. Oh yes! That little boy of yours has a leaky mind, and my friend here has a very acquisitive one. I know the code. I know the code. I happen. To know. The code!”
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I didn’t mean to!” Tai looked ready to burst into tears. “I couldn’t help hearing it when you were thinking about it, and so I was thinking about it, too, but I didn’t know she was listening! I’m sorry!”

Sticky and Reynie did their best to comfort him, hugging him and patting him and telling him that it wasn’t his fault and that everything would be fine. Tai badly wished to believe them, of course, and with an effort he held back his tears.

They found themselves, at long last, in Mr. Curtain’s security suite. They stood in a well-lit visitors area, separated from Mr. Curtain’s residence by a wall of glastanium. To the right was a modestly appointed kitchenette, beyond which lay the entrance to a bathroom. To their left stood a couple of chairs, a small sofa, and a desk with a computer on it. Rising from this desk and striding happily toward them now was Mr. Benedict.

His white hair as rumpled as his suit, his bright green eyes as lively as his nose was large and lumpy, Mr. Benedict was a most welcome sight. He greeted Reynie and Sticky with arms outstretched, and he instantly cheered up Tai with a wink and a joke about the pleasures of single-shoe perambulation.

“I know that word now!” Tai said with a laugh of recognition. Then he grew serious again. “Crawlings is outside, and he knows the code because of me.”

“Is that so?” Mr. Benedict rested a hand on Tai’s shoulder. “All will be well, dear boy.” He turned toward the wall of glastanium. “Ledroptha, you have visitors!”

“So I noticed,” replied the man, in a gruff voice remarkably similar to Mr. Benedict’s own, although with none of the warmth. “And here I’ve forgotten to set out tea and cookies.”

Mr. Curtain’s residence was, at present, far more dimly lit than the visitors area, and as a result the newcomers found themselves peering through their own reflections to find the source of that gruff voice. Indeed, the inner space was illuminated only by a night-light near the foot of a simple bed, upon which lay the shadowy figure of a man. (It was nighttime, after all. Nonetheless, the idea of resting on one’s bed in the midst of all this excitement was perfectly amazing to the visitors.) As they watched, the figure sat up and reached for a bedside lamp. With the click of a switch, Mr. Curtain appeared, glaring out at them from his bed. Except for his close-cropped hair and disagreeable expression, he looked exactly like his brother. He wore a pair of green plaid pajamas.

“Are you Mr. Curtain?” asked Tai. He knew the answer, of course, but in his nervousness he found he couldn’t resist asking.

“What do you think?” muttered Mr. Curtain, rising from his bed. He shoved his feet into a pair of green plaid slippers.

“I think you are! I’m Tai Li. I’m five years old.”

Mr. Curtain eyed him coolly. “Yes. Well.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Good for you.” His eyes traveled to the faces of Reynie and Sticky, who nodded politely for Mr. Benedict’s sake. Mr. Curtain grunted softly and said, “Time is annoying.” Then he looked past them, for even as he spoke, the security door was sliding open, and into the room came Crawlings.

The Ten Man had a curious and immensely creepy way of entering unfamiliar rooms: First his head eased into view—the bald pate, bone-white, and the face with a single eyebrow that twitched as his dark eyes roamed about—followed by his tall, slender figure in its black suit, which emerged in a stooped position, then seemed to unfold itself in the room. As he straightened to his full height and the fragrance of his expensive cologne filled the air, Crawlings drew through the doorway his long left arm, and with it the unfortunate woman known to them, so far, only as the Listener.

The woman was trying to shield her face with one hand, and she still struggled to free the other from Crawlings’s unbreakable grip. She was quite small—she seemed barely half Crawlings’s height—and wore a simple gray dress with tattered sneakers. Her hair, fine and black, with streaks of gray, fell just above her shoulders. Her skin was of an olive complexion, and when at last she lowered her hand and looked fearfully about the room, her features were so familiar that Reynie and Sticky glanced at each other in confusion, and Tai’s jaw dropped. Crawlings, his own glittering dark eyes drawn now to Tai’s face, began to chuckle.

“Well, well, well,” Crawlings said. “Do we see a family resemblance? How wonderful! It seems no surprise that certain things would run in the family, does it, Mr. Curtain? After all, isn’t it true that two of the greatest geniuses on the planet turned out to be identical twins?”

Mr. Curtain had stepped forward to the clear partition, the better to see what the others were reacting to. Glancing back and forth between the face of the little boy, who seemed pleasantly baffled, and that of the woman, whose large eyes now brimmed with tears, Mr. Curtain raised a bristly eyebrow but offered no comment on Crawlings’s observation. Instead he said, “Hello, Crawlings. Do remember your manners, won’t you? Not even a proper greeting after years apart?”

“Forgive me, forgive me,” Crawlings chuckled, shaking his head. “Hello, Mr. Curtain. Better? You must be pleased to see me, no? As for the rest of—TOUCH ANYTHING ON THAT COMPUTER KEYBOARD AND YOU WILL INSTANTLY REGRET IT!”

This last Crawlings had directed to Mr. Benedict, who had returned to his seat at the computer desk and who, in response to Crawlings’s shrieked command, leaned calmly back in his seat and laced his fingers together well away from the keyboard. He looked steadily at Crawlings and waited in silence. Indeed, they all waited in silence, for the Ten Man clearly believed himself to be in control of the situation and would abide no resistance.

“Now then,” Crawlings said, once more in a casual, affable tone, “what was I saying? Oh, we were speaking of seeing one another after years apart. I must say, look at these two boys. You, George—how is it that you’ve come to be so handsome? Is it the spectacles, perhaps? Naturally, I’ve always admired your one good feature”—with this, Crawlings ran a hand over his own smooth head—“but otherwise, well, I never would have guessed you had it in you. And as for you, Reynard—oh well, we can’t all be matinee idols, can we?”

“To answer your question,” Mr. Curtain said with more than a hint of impatience, “I am indeed pleased to see you, Crawlings. I trust the others are well? Will they be along soon?”

Crawlings uttered a disagreeable snicker. “Are the others well? Unless by that you mean well cooked, I daresay not, Mr. Curtain. No, I’m afraid I’m the only one in any position to help you, my dear old employer. But fear not! I’m more than up to the task. Here, you, make yourself comfortable on that sofa,” he said, directing the Listener to take a seat.

The poor woman did as she was told. She could not take her eyes off Tai, who returned her gaze with a look of sweet encouragement and, to her evident surprise, climbed onto the sofa and sat quietly beside her.

“I will allow that,” Crawlings said to Tai. “But if you wish to avoid unpleasant consequences, do not move again without my permission. Blink three times if you understand me.”

Tai, holding very still, blinked three times.

“Now then,” Crawlings said. “Here is how we shall proceed, Mr. Curtain. First you’ll explain to me how it is you intend for us to escape. I have the Salamander at my disposal, but between me and it stands an impenetrable barrier. Your letter suggested that you have your own way out, and I should love to hear about it.

“Next I’ll wish to discover the location of the cache of weapons you referred to in your letter, as well as—I shall even say especially—the location and nature of that most intriguing and mysterious one you mentioned. Once these things have been established, you can advise me on how best to free you from your sadly cramped chamber. How diminished your circumstances appear, I must say! What do you have in there—a bed, a desk, a chair? I suppose that door behind you leads to a bathroom? And that’s all? And to think that you used to consider yourself the future master of the earth!”

Mr. Curtain stared at Crawlings with hooded eyes. He was visibly clenching and unclenching his jaw. At length he said, “I was never one for luxurious accommodations, anyway, you’ll recall. It’s true I once enjoyed greater freedoms, however, and I should like to again. If you’ll—”

“Yes, yes,” Crawlings interrupted. “I know you wish to be freed, and I daresay you’re keenly interested in not succumbing to the poison you so boldly imbibed. Reynard, my dear, I assume you have the desired serum in that backpack of yours?”

Reynie nodded. “I’d like to—”

Crawlings held up a bony white hand. “Do not speak. Do not. Simply produce the serum.”

As Reynie slipped off the backpack and unzipped it, Crawlings turned again to Mr. Curtain. “How are you given things, anyway? Oh, I see, this clever drawer set into the wall. The metal flap opens and the drawer extends, as if I were making a deposit at a bank’s drive-through window. But what’s to keep you from reaching through and grabbing someone’s hand? Or yanking the drawer and mashing a fellow’s fingers?”

“It’s designed so that I cannot open it if your side is open,” Mr. Curtain said coolly. “And vice versa.”

“Clever indeed!” Crawlings said, his lone eyebrow twitching with emphasis. “And now for the serum.”

Sticky said, “It isn’t—”

“I said, no speaking!” Crawlings barked, and spinning on Sticky, he extended his hands, shaking his suit cuffs to expose his shock-watches. Sticky flinched—indeed, everyone in the room flinched—but then Crawlings took on a puzzled expression. No electrical hum filled the air.

“If I may,” Mr. Benedict volunteered, raising his eyebrows questioningly. When Crawlings looked at him, evidently willing to hear what he had to say, Mr. Benedict said, “When you entered this room, you passed through an electromagnetic field that temporarily disables any electrical devices on your person. I’m afraid your watches won’t function for some time. Also, if I may add, it was Reynie whom you instructed to keep silent, not George.”

Crawlings’s eyebrow drew inward at a slant. He tapped the crystal of one watch and held it to his ear, then repeated the action with the other. He sighed. “Another clever feature of the room,” he admitted. “And very well, Mr. Benedict, I take your point. George, I apologize for frightening you unnecessarily. When it’s time for you to be necessarily frightened, I’ll let you know. It won’t be long now.”

Sticky glared at him but said nothing.

Crawlings held out a hand to Reynie, his long arm seeming to stretch halfway across the room, and into that hand Reynie placed two stoppered beakers filled with pink fluid. Crawlings held them up to the light. “It looks thickish, I must say, and not a pleasing thing to swallow. But I will most gladly drink it down. Oh yes! Don’t look so surprised, everyone! You said yourself, Mr. Curtain, that if this serum worked its effects upon a supposedly ‘average intelligence’ like mine, why, then the floodgates of genius would be opened! Did you not?”

Mr. Curtain was stony-faced. “I don’t believe I used those precise words.”

“Well, we won’t quibble,” Crawlings said with a lopsided smile. “My point is, why should I bother negotiating terms with you? I have a telepath working for me whose abilities can and will be developed. In the meantime I can simply direct her to extract from you all the information I desire: your plan for escape, the matter of the weapons, and the formula of the serum itself. Ha! Do you not admire the brilliance of my plan? It’s as if I’ve already drunk the serum, is it not?”

Reynie raised his hand.

Crawlings, rolling his eyes, gave him nodding permission to speak.

“I ask you to consider,” Reynie said carefully, “that you could allow them to receive the antidote and still get everything you wish. Nothing else about your plan would need to change—you could still obtain all of that information and make your escape. You’d have the formula to the serum, right? So—”

“That’s enough,” snipped Crawlings, and Reynie fell silent. “I may not be a verifiable genius yet, but I don’t need you to spell out every little detail, young man. And the fact is that I have already considered what you say. Considered and rejected it. There are always so many things that can go wrong between now and later, you know. I prefer not to wait.

“My question now is this: Did you really bring enough for both brothers? One beaker each? Or did you intend to save only your precious mentor, in which case you expected him to drink both of these beakers? The answer matters, you see, for depending on the dose required to become a certified genius, I might actually let Mr. Curtain have what he needs to survive—for old time’s sake, you know.”

“You’re too kind,” Mr. Curtain growled.

“Now, let’s see,” Crawlings said, stroking his chin and studying Reynie’s and Sticky’s faces, which they were clearly endeavoring to keep impassive. “I don’t actually require any assistance in figuring out the answer to my first question. I’ve seen all of Benedict’s crew in action often enough to know that they cannot resist helping even those whom they despise. It appears to be some sort of mania. Therefore, you’re in luck so far, Mr. Curtain. As long as a single beaker is all I require for my own purposes, you’ll be more than welcome to the other. So, tell me, what is the proper dose for me?”

“You shouldn’t do this,” Mr. Curtain replied tersely. “What if I’m wrong about the formula? You shouldn’t risk making me your enemy in that case. You’ll need me.”

“Oh dear, I didn’t ask for your opinion,” Crawlings said. He pointed a finger directly at Mr. Curtain’s face. “I asked you what the proper dose is for me, and you had better answer me now. You know what I’m capable of, and I am holding all the cards here. What is the proper dose?”

“A single beaker,” Mr. Curtain said, narrowing his eyes. “Now do get on with it and pass me mine.”

“With pleasure,” Crawlings said, and with his teeth he ripped the stopper from one of the beakers.

“You’re not really going to drink that, are you?” said a small voice. “Not when you know that Mr. Benedict needs one, too?”

Crawlings pivoted slowly to level his gaze at the owner of the voice. Tai Li’s face looked up at him as if from the bottom of a well, so much smaller was he than Crawlings, and his big eyes were wide with innocent disbelief.

There are times when even the worst of men—the most selfish, the most vindictive, the cruelest of men—need only be confronted with the wisdom of small children to be reminded of the children they once were themselves; to be reminded, in short, of what it is to imagine a world of magic and kindness rather than a world of wickedness and violence.

This was not one of those times. Crawlings winked at Tai and drank the beaker down.

He shuddered, winced, gasped—and then laughed. For he had done it. He had become a genius. Except that Crawlings didn’t feel like a genius just yet, and the idea that came to him next, he knew, was no better than the idea of any common mortal. Still, it was an important idea, and he felt very pleased to have been its source. His eyes swiveled to the timid woman on the sofa.

“Tell me what he’s thinking,” Crawlings intoned. “For it occurs to me that of course he would say I needed only one beaker, because he wants the other for himself! Let’s just be sure about this, shall we? Tell me, and tell me quick—what is the proper dose?”

The sad woman, her face a mask of fear and confusion, did what the Ten Man instructed her to do. She stared intently at Mr. Curtain, who closed his eyes and shook his head as if in disgust, and then she said, very quietly, “Both beakers. I’m sorry, but both beakers. That’s what he’s thinking.”

“I knew it!” Crawlings roared. He jerked the stopper from the other beaker and flung it carelessly at Reynie, striking him on the forehead. As Reynie rubbed the painful spot, and he and Sticky looked on with expressions of helplessness, Crawlings gulped down the last of the serum. He turned and flung the beaker triumphantly at the wall, where it exploded into a thousand tiny pieces. He shivered and shook his head, and then he straightened to his full height and stretched his arms out wide. “Yes! Let the new era begin!”

Mr. Benedict rose from his chair. “Congratulations,” he said quietly to Reynie and Sticky. He shook their hands. “Very well done indeed.”

Mr. Curtain, with a look of disdain at Crawlings, went and sat on the edge of his bed.

“You are a wonderful young man, aren’t you?” Mr. Benedict was saying to Tai, and turning to the Listener, he said, “I’m so sorry for all you’ve been through. We’ll help you find your way, I promise.”

“Excuse me?” Crawlings said. He bugged his eyes at the others in the room. “Hello? Are you aware of what just happened?” He concentrated, waiting for his genius to kick in, the better to understand these mystifying reactions.

Reynie and Sticky shook hands and hugged, clapping each other enthusiastically on the back. They hugged Tai, too, and in soft voices began to offer assurances to the Listener, whose face, for the first time, showed signs of hope.

“I’m still here!” Crawlings shouted. “Everyone be silent!”

They all turned to face him. His chest was heaving. His eyes darted back and forth. He felt extremely agitated and confused.

“Tell me,” said Mr. Benedict, “can you lift your arms? I advise you to be seated at once.”

“Of course I can—” Crawlings began, but then he looked at his left arm, and then at his right arm. Both dangled unmoving. And indeed, he only managed to look at them by directing his eyeballs, for his head seemed unwilling to move as well.

“Be quick, my friends,” Mr. Benedict said, and Reynie and Sticky jumped forward to catch Crawlings before he collapsed. They eased him onto the floor, where he sat with his palms upturned, his knuckles near his knees, and his face a picture of bewilderment.

“But you said both beakers,” Crawlings said, directing his eyeballs toward the Listener. His voice slurred. “Wass it ssuppossed to be only one?”

“Oh, even one beaker was one too many, I’m afraid,” said Mr. Benedict.

The front of Crawlings’s suit pants grew very dark, and he tried to frown but found he could not.

Tai gasped. “Did Mr. Crawlings just wet himself?”

“Unfortunately,” said Sticky with a shrug. “It’s no surprise. Consumed in such quantities, the formula would certainly have that effect. It isn’t meant to be drunk at all, in fact, but injected, and only in a fraction of that amount. I suppose we should help him lie back so that he doesn’t strike his head on the floor.”

Together he and Reynie did just that, leaving Crawlings to stare at the ceiling for a few moments longer, still wondering when his genius would come galloping in to save the day. But alas, his genius was delayed indefinitely, and what arrived instead was a long-lasting slumber, followed by a long-lasting residency in the KEEP.


[image: ]

It was a fine late morning to be on the roof. Clouds moved swiftly across a fair blue sky, streaming after one another as if called home and eager to arrive. Beneath them a falcon could be seen gliding in graceful arcs. The patio had been swept clean, the railing mended, and one of the previously mangled tables, likewise put to rights, had been positioned in the middle of the patio and covered with a lace-trimmed tablecloth. On the table stood a vase of fresh-cut roses, a smuggled teapot, four smuggled cups and saucers, and an assortment of smuggled necessaries such as teaspoons, honey, sugar, and milk. A light breeze ruffled the rose petals, a few of which drifted pleasantly down to settle on the tablecloth, and the pleasant clatter of cup and saucer accompanied the pleasant chatter of four fast friends.

An extravagant lunch was due to be served in the dining room in less than an hour, but the Society was enjoying a private, pre-lunchtime patio party, which Kate delighted in referring to as their PPPP. Nor could they stop laughing, for they all wore their finest clothes, and the very idea of their being so properly dressed while having a tea party on the roof was impossible to bear with straight faces. And indeed, that had been the point. Every time Sticky, in his houndstooth blazer, raised a teacup to his lips, a fresh round of snickering commenced. Reynie, in his tweed jacket, couldn’t ask for honey or milk without prompting snorts and guffaws. The sight of Kate, in her elegant black dress with long sleeves and high collar, was more shocking than funny, but to be repeatedly shocked simply by glancing at one’s friend was funny enough on its own to provoke endless merriment.

Constance, for her part, was in her usual green plaid suit. But the fact that she had refused to sit in one of the folding chairs, had insisted, rather, that the others haul—of all things—the Whisperer out of the attic and place that formerly terrifying mind-control machine at the table, so that she now sat daintily perched at the edge of an oversized metal chair with a red helmet affixed to its back, sipping her tea like royalty on a throne—well, it was too much. Her friends could hardly look at her without spewing their own tea or choking on it, and they soon learned to manage the timing of their sips.

“I can’t shake the feeling,” Sticky observed, “that we’re pretending to wear nice clothes and have a tea party on the roof. Yet we actually are.”

“If it felt natural to us, it wouldn’t be nearly so entertaining,” said Kate. She kept touching her hair, which she had pulled up and fixed in place with tiny decorative combs, and nervously touching it again now, she said, “This business is going to have to come down soon, though.”

“I challenge you to make it all the way through lunch,” Reynie said.

Kate narrowed her eyes. “You had to go and make it a challenge. Crafty of you, Muldoon.”

The way the PPPP had come about was this: The Washingtons and the Perumals had felt that if they were going to meet Mr. Benedict’s oldest friends, and Rhonda Kazembe and her husband were making a visit, too, then they ought to recognize the special nature of the occasion and wear suitable clothes. Neither Sticky nor Reynie had felt enthusiastic about the prospect, but when Milligan had referred to his three-piece suit as “one of his favorite disguises,” Kate had snorted and clapped her hands and announced that she had it in mind to wear a dress. Upon hearing this and receiving Kate’s preposterous party proposal, the young men caught the spirit, helped each other tie their neckties (which Kate later retied for them), and laughed all the while. Constance had found none of this as amusing as the others did, but even so, she had yet to properly complain. In fact, she had rarely been in a brighter mood.

“Speaking of challenges,” Constance said now, “you do all realize how difficult it’s been waiting for your explanations, don’t you?” Returning her cup to its saucer, she scooted back in her seat, drew up her knees, and wrapped her arms around them.

“You have been impressively patient,” Sticky said, and the others nodded.

The truth was that Constance had had little choice. Though she’d finally recovered from her sickness—which had taken a full day, even with the help of Sticky’s fruity concoctions—they had all been constantly busy and (more to the point) never alone. Constance had been forced to settle for promises of full explanations to be given at the first official meeting of the Society. Yes, she had been tempted—more than once—to fish around in her friends’ minds for details, but she had nobly resisted the temptation and saw no need to mention it to anyone.

“Let’s start with the Scaredy Katz?” Kate suggested, and Reynie and Sticky signaled their agreement. “The weird way we went about things, Constance, was mostly because of those jokers. They were so good at sniffing out traps, you know. We had to do everything we possibly could to convince them that the KEEP wasn’t a trap. Then Tai and the Listener came into the picture, and things got doubly hard.”

“As you said, Constance,” Reynie said, “it’s a good thing we’ve had so much practice keeping our most secret thoughts to ourselves. The trick for us was to keep hidden what we already knew, but to let slip just enough for McCracken to feel convinced of the situation. Thanks to the Listener, he knew that Mr. Benedict was sending us clues and informing us of the supposedly poisoned tea he’d drunk—”

Constance’s eyes widened. “That’s why you had me tell Dad that we weren’t going to take any risks, even though you knew McCracken wouldn’t believe me!”

Reynie tapped his nose. “McCracken would expect us to try to throw him off our trail. If we didn’t at least try, he would have been suspicious.”

“And later,” Constance said, thinking back, “when you and I faced him at the barrier—he said he knew that we’d been trying to solve some kind of riddle. You were probably glad!”

Reynie grinned. “I was. One more convincing detail, right? The harder the situation looked for us, the less it would look like a trap to them. We needed to know as little as possible. But we trusted Mr. Benedict to have done everything he could to give us the advantage. He knew what we were capable of—and, well, he is a genius, after all.”

“We knew what we were capable of, too,” Kate said. “And that includes you. What you did back there at the safe room—we all imagined you could do something like that. So did Mr. Benedict, of course. We were trying to protect you by keeping you out of things, but believe me, it definitely boosted our confidence to have you there. It made the rest of us safer.

“Speaking of which,” Kate went on, giving Constance a shrewd look, “I happen to know now what you really did for me—what you did for all of us.”

Sticky turned to Reynie. “Do you know what she’s talking about?”

Reynie shook his head. They both looked expectantly at Constance, who merely shrugged and rested her chin on her knees, and then at Kate, who was shaking her head with a look of admiration.

“When I was trapped with McCracken and company,” Kate explained, “I asked Constance to inform Mr. Benedict of the situation. I thought there might be some chance he could help me out, you know.” (Here Sticky and Reynie nodded knowingly.) “At the time, I just thought he wasn’t able to, for whatever reason, or that Constance hadn’t been able to get through to him.

“But I learned from Mr. Benedict just this morning that she did get through to him,” Kate said, looking at Constance with an expression of mock disapproval, “and he told her that he could protect me, but that doing so would make me miserably sick for a while—and not just me, but also you boys and Tai—and he asked her if the situation was dire enough to warrant that. She told him never mind.”

Now it was Reynie and Sticky’s turn to look admiringly at Constance.

“Really?” Sticky said. “You did that for us, even knowing how sick it would make you?”

“You are something else, Constance,” said Reynie. He put a hand over his heart.

“Something else and then some,” Sticky said, echoing the gesture.

“Oh, for crying out loud,” said Constance, who looked very pleased to be acknowledged in this way, “any of you would have done the same thing for me, and you know that you would. Also, I overestimated how much I could help Kate! I thought I could take them all out, but I only managed a few. What if something had happened to her after that?”

“Yes, it was a very shameful performance,” Kate said, furrowing her brow. “You only disabled the most powerful Ten Men with your mind.” She laughed. “Maybe deep down you had a tiny speck of confidence in my abilities. What do you think about that?”

“Maybe,” Constance said with a roll of her eyes. “But how was it that Dad could have helped you, anyway? He was stuck in that security suite. Could he have pushed a button and released some kind of gas, maybe?”

The other three all tapped their noses.

“Thanks to Sticky,” Reynie said. “I mean George. Sorry.”

Sticky cleared his throat. “You know what? I’ve been thinking about this. I would rather you three call me Sticky. I’ve never gotten comfortable with your calling me George.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” Kate said, refilling everyone’s cups from the teapot. “I’ve had the hardest time remembering.”

Reynie looked uncomfortable. “To be honest, for me the challenge has been how it’s been making me feel—like I’m talking about a different person instead of one of my best friends. I’ve wanted to do it for your sake, and I still will if you change your mind. I think it would be easier now. Before, I already felt like I was losing you in some way. Something in me kept wanting to blurt out the old name, maybe to resist what I feared was happening. I really didn’t mean to, though. I’m sorry about that.”

Far from being annoyed by this revelation, Sticky was touched, and he assured Reynie that there was nothing to be sorry about.

Constance, for her part, did feel annoyed. She was having a hard time keeping up with what to call Sticky when she wanted to provoke him.

“No,” Sticky was saying, “I think when I meet new people, I’ll introduce myself as George, but you can all, you know, stick with Sticky. I don’t have to be one or the other. I can be both.”

“Oh, like Mr. Cole said,” Kate observed. “You aren’t becoming a different person. You’re becoming more persons.” She frowned. “More people? Is it persons or people?”

“Technically—” Sticky began, but Constance cut him off.

“Technically, it was my dad who said that,” she said peevishly, “and Mr. Cole was just quoting him. Nothing against Mr. Cole. But also technically, George”—this she said with a satisfied smirk—“you haven’t explained about this gas for which, evidently, we owe you our humble thanks.”

Sticky sighed. The gas, he explained, was the result of one of their special projects: He had seen duskwort under a microscope. He had learned enough about it before it disintegrated to embark on a series of productive experiments. With the brilliant input of Mr. Benedict and Rhonda, Sticky had made significant progress in the development of formulas that would diminish the unfortunate effects of narcolepsy and other sleep disorders.

“And why did no one tell me about this?” Constance interrupted.

The others laughed and rolled their eyes.

“This was around the time,” Reynie explained, “that you began saying that if you heard another single word about chemistry, you would scream an endless scream. You wrote a threatening poem about it. The title, if I remember correctly, was ‘The Endless Scream.’”

“Oh, right!” Constance said, her expression turning fond as she recalled her poem.

“After that we discussed it rather less around you,” Sticky said. “And then we found even more reason for secrecy, because when my research led me to the formula for a unique sleeping gas, Mr. Benedict requested that I share the formula with him and Rhonda and then never mention it again. Well…” He shrugged. “At that point we all knew he intended to use it at the KEEP.”

“Since then,” Kate said, “we’ve never discussed it. We knew it needed to be kept an ironclad secret. But we all understood that it was a potential part of the trap.”

Constance narrowed her eyes. “So those emergency security measures Dad went to implement had to do with the sleeping gas. If he was the only one who knew about it, he was the only one who could use it against the Ten Men.”

“Exactly,” Kate said. “And first he had to mix up a fresh batch from the formula. The gas loses potency within a few days. Sticky, tell her what you named it.”

“I do feel rather proud of that,” Sticky said. “It’s called KeepSleep, and—”

Constance groaned.

“It’s called KeepSleep,” Sticky repeated doggedly, “and Mr. Benedict, Rhonda, and I are the only ones in the world who know the formula. I’ve never written it down. We agreed that it was too dangerous to risk its falling into the wrong hands.”

“It poses no mortal threat,” Reynie explained, “but it will knock you out for at least a day or two, unless you’re injected with the antidote. Either way, when you wake up, you will definitely feel terrible for a while. So we knew that Mr. Benedict would use it as a last resort, or only in specific circumstances, to protect us. Once we had the Ten Men trapped inside the barriers with us, though, we also knew that we’d won, because if things went badly enough, Mr. Benedict could just disperse the KeepSleep, and everyone would be knocked out—including the Ten Men.”

“But how would that make things better?” Constance said, her brow wrinkling. “Wouldn’t everyone just wake up eventually and be in the same situation?”

“As for that,” Sticky said, “everyone wouldn’t be knocked out, actually. The safe room would be, well, safe as long as the barrier was down, and I wouldn’t be knocked out, either, because I injected myself with a special formula ahead of time. Unfortunately, having that in my system meant that exposure to KeepSleep would make me incredibly sick, but at least I’d be conscious, which would allow me to revive you all with the antidote.”

“The serum!” Constance cried.

“Right,” said Kate. “That whole business about poison was a ruse, and we knew it as soon as we saw it in Mr. Curtain’s letter. When you thought Sticky was down in the Blab mixing up the antidote to this fictional poison, he was actually preparing the antidote to KeepSleep—enough to revive all of us if things shook out that way—and injecting himself with his special counteractive formula. He’d already volunteered to be the one to do that.”

“I thought you all didn’t discuss it,” Constance said.

“Not recently,” Reynie said. “We discussed it back when we realized that the KeepSleep would be part of the trap. We made certain decisions and then did our best to hide it all away in the backs of our minds.”

From Constance’s expression it was unclear whether she was about to chide them or thank them, but before she could do either, a screeching sound interrupted their conversation, followed by the telltale rattle and clank of the platform. The trapdoor fell open, and presently the smiling face of Mr. Benedict rose into view, followed by the rest of his body, smartly attired in a lavender suit.

“Don’t get up, don’t get up!” he cried, throwing the lever and stepping nimbly from the platform. “Why, how dashing you all look!”

Despite his admonition, everyone but Constance rose to greet Mr. Benedict, and they all exchanged compliments with him and inquired about the state of lunch preparation below.

“Moocho’s profound lasagna is almost ready,” Mr. Benedict told them. “The table is set, our guests are soon to arrive, and your parents are all wondering where you are. I’ve been dispatched to alert you. But I also wished to thank you. I’m delighted enough that John and his wife will be here, but to learn that you also arranged for Violet to come? What an occasion!”

“We didn’t do much ourselves,” Reynie said. “It was Captain Noland who agreed to bring her from Paris.”

“Indeed, and as a guest of honor on his wonderful ship! I certainly owe Phil a debt of gratitude as well,” Mr. Benedict said. “But you all had the idea, and you made the invitations and the arrangements, and I will be forever grateful.”

Reynie, Sticky, and Kate tried to return the expression of gratitude—after all, they insisted, they had so much to thank him for, too—but Mr. Benedict would not be swayed from his course.

“Do you know,” he went on, his bright green eyes growing brighter still with tears, “I haven’t had all of my closest friends and family in the same room since I was a boy, when, incidentally, I had no family, and my closest friends numbered exactly two. To have all of you together today, well, I can hardly begin to express how much it means to me. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime gift. Once in a lifetime, my friends.”

Mr. Benedict took out a lavender handkerchief, dabbed at his eyes, and blew his nose. Then, ducking beneath the Whisperer’s red helmet to kiss Constance on the top of her head, he added, “And it’s still a marvel to me that I can allow myself to experience a pure emotion without the risk of falling asleep. For that I thank you again, my dear.”

Constance briefly patted his shoulder. “You’re welcome again. Also, Dad, it’s super awkward when you cry in front of people, you know.”

At this, Mr. Benedict laughed his distinctive laugh, rather like the nickering of a horse, and Constance said, “That’s only slightly better.”

Before Mr. Benedict left them to finish their private party, Kate informed him that they were finally giving Constance all the details of their complicated Ten Man Trap Plan. “Or plans, I should say, since we did have backup plans, and we knew you’d have them, too.”

Mr. Benedict smiled. “Oh, yes! Backup plans beyond backup plans—from plan A to plan Q!”

“Only to Q?” Constance said. “Not Z?”

Mr. Benedict shrugged. “Alas, no. The whole business was complicated enough, I must say. Arriving at my agreement with the government authorities was the only simple part, to be sure: They were perfectly happy to give me a chance to capture the Ten Men before the officials were compelled to intervene themselves. For any confrontation with McCracken and his crew—even if ultimately successful—would no doubt result in many casualties among law enforcement personnel, and very likely innocent civilians as well.”

“Weren’t all of Milligan’s best agents out of commission?” Constance asked.

“Indeed they were. A large number of reinforcements were quietly being moved into place, however, forming a secret perimeter around Stonetown. But their orders were to tighten the net only if the Ten Men decided to leave the city instead of trying to infiltrate the KEEP—or if they did take the bait but our plans went awry.

“Now, my dear,” Mr. Benedict continued, “you may be wondering what the plan was if the Ten Men had never escaped in the first place. That, admittedly, would have been the ideal situation. Milligan did feel certain that we were closing in on the Katz brothers. If things worked out well, all would eventually have been transferred to the KEEP, and the final renovations made. The facility would no longer need its various trap-like elements, and of course special measures have to be taken in the case of individuals as uniquely dangerous as the Ten Men. You can be assured, for instance, that the doors to the control rooms have already been replaced by ones impossible to breach.”

“I wondered about that!” Constance said. “They were just regular doors!”

Mr. Benedict chuckled. “I’ve had to deal with all manner of absurdities. When the government granted me a ‘free hand’ in the design-and-renovation process, they truly did mean a free hand. The other they kept firmly tied behind my back. Fortunately, for our purposes, I was still able to make a workable design, if not a perfect one.”

“Personally, I loved it,” Kate said.

“Thank you, Kate,” said Mr. Benedict, and his tone suggested that she could not have given him a greater compliment. “And to answer one more of your questions, Constance,” he said just as Constance was opening her mouth to ask it, “I had almost no control of facility operations from within Ledroptha’s security suite. I couldn’t open any doors or drop any barriers. The only option available to me was to enter a computer command that would disperse the KeepSleep and, simultaneously, send a unique distress signal to key figures on the mainland, Rhonda among them. They all knew the response protocols for that particular signal and would have followed them accordingly.”

Constance considered this. “But how was that supposed to work? McCracken said they had a signal Disrupter.”

“Indeed,” said Mr. Benedict. “But if I hadn’t anticipated that and invented my own Disrupter disrupter—well, I daresay I would hardly have been worth my keep. My keep, Constance!” Here he erupted into a boisterous, whinnying laugh, and Constance groaned again. This time she hid her face, however, for although she found Mr. Benedict’s joke ridiculous, she couldn’t help laughing just a little.

The others were more open about their own amusement, and everyone was laughing freely again as Mr. Benedict took his leave, promising Constance he would answer any remaining questions later. He said not a single word about the fact that she was sitting in the Whisperer at a tea party, as if this were the most natural thing in the world. Soon he was sinking out of view on the platform, and the Society was alone again on the roof.

“So,” Constance said when the others’ laughter had died down, “since I don’t want to wait forever to get more answers from Dad, how about you all explain to me Uncle Horrible’s letter? I had a chance to read it yesterday, and I don’t know what to make of it. Was it all a lie? Or only parts of it? And how did Dad get him to write it?”

“We asked them both the same things after Crawlings went down,” Sticky told her. “That secret weapon Mr. Curtain said no one knew existed? With the potential to change the world? What he told us was that it was his willingness to believe that the Ten Men weren’t eternally loyal to him—something McCracken proved when he went after S.Q. Anticipating such a betrayal made Mr. Curtain very inclined to cooperate with Mr. Benedict, he said.”

“But when we had a chance to speak privately with Mr. Benedict later,” Reynie put in, “he said that he believed there was more to it than that. Mr. Benedict thinks that Mr. Curtain’s secret weapon was the realization, the very slow realization, that he might have been wrong about other things—including the way he’d gone about trying to ‘improve’ the world. Mr. Curtain wouldn’t admit as much to him, but he did show that he was willing to change the world forever in a positive way—whatever his motives truly were—by doing his part to help capture the Baker’s Dozen.”

“It’s really a lot to take in,” Constance mused. “I mean, he’s so bad.”

“That’s for sure,” Kate said. “But, well, Mr. Curtain knew that there was absolutely no way he would ever escape the KEEP. Mr. Benedict was telling me about this earlier today. He said he’d explained to Mr. Curtain all the measures that would prevent it, and Mr. Curtain, despite his arrogance, was just too smart not to see that he’d been beaten. Plus, you know how badly he wants to control things. After all these years of being completely out of control? He was desperate to be able to accomplish something, even if it meant helping to capture his former employees.”

“So there was no secret cache of weapons, right?” Constance said. “And he didn’t have any secret way off the island?”

They all shook their heads, and Reynie said, “I did ask him if he’d ever considered having an escape tunnel under the harbor, and he acted like that was ridiculous. But when I pressed him and asked if he’d never even considered it—”

“He flew off the handle!” Sticky interjected, laughing. “He totally blew up!”

Reynie said, “He turned purple and shouted, ‘Of course I considered it, you dolt! I wanted one! But do you have any idea how much a secret tunnel under the harbor would cost? Snakes and dogs! It simply couldn’t be done!’”

“Fortunately, he managed to lie down before he lost consciousness,” Sticky said. “And that was the end of the conversation.”

From the street came the sound of car doors opening and closing. The guests were beginning to arrive. Exclamations of greeting issued from the courtyard, whose gate screeched and clanged, and the Society discussed whether to go straight down or wait a few minutes and make a dramatic entrance. They were eager to be with their friends and families, but they were also reluctant to end their private party.

They were still debating what to do when the platform machinery sounded again, and before long they were presented with the unexpected sight of Tai Li wearing a bow tie and suspenders. He leaped from the platform and dashed to their table, exclaiming, “Look at me! I’m so uncomfortable!”

“We all are!” Kate replied, laughing, and everyone, even Constance, complimented Tai on his splendid attire.

Beaming, he announced that S.Q. Pedalian had arrived, and that his feet were indeed the most impressive feet Tai had ever seen, and that he had been so nice.

“He shook my hand and said he was charmed to meet me!” Tai said, happily accepting the small spoonful of sugar Reynie handed him. He touched his tongue to it, smiled, and went on. “And he actually bowed to Aunt Claire! Like in a movie! Except he bumped his head on the table! This is so fun! Aunt Claire was very nice to him, too. She offered to get him some ice.”

He was referring, of course, to the Listener, whose real name had turned out to be Claire Li, and whose identity had been determined soon after that surprise meeting in Mr. Curtain’s security suite. She was the older sister of Tai’s father, and a scientist herself—an expert in invisible-signal technology. Whether her research had led her to Mr. Curtain or vice versa was unclear, for Mr. Curtain refused to discuss the matter. (No doubt, Mr. Benedict speculated, his brother knew that an apology was in order and did not yet feel capable of making one. Everyone else was skeptical about this, but politely accepted it as a possibility.)

What was clear was that Dr. Li was the reason that Tai’s parents had been trying to invent a long-distance tracking device. It might have been used to help any number of people, but Tai’s parents had wanted very specifically to find her.

“Your aunt Claire is very nice,” Sticky said. “She’s already becoming good friends with my parents—my mom especially. My dad likes her, too, but it takes longer to become friends with my dad, since he only speaks about one word a day.”

Tai giggled. “She says she really likes them, too! And Miss Perumal and her mother have been helping her fix up her room!”

“Amma and Pati are very fond of her,” Reynie said. “I think she’s doing well, all things considered, don’t you? She doesn’t seem especially sad anymore, even though she doesn’t have her memory back yet.”

“She isn’t sad!” Tai exclaimed. He had finished off the sugar and was emphasizing his words with flourishes of the spoon. “And she’s going to get her memory back! Mr. Benedict says he’s working on it, and if Mr. Benedict says it, you know it’s true!”

They all voiced their agreement and expressed their gladness that the situation with the Listener had taken such an unexpectedly happy turn. Constance, in particular, had felt profound relief in losing an adversary and gaining an ally. Indeed, when she and Dr. Li had finally met face-to-face, they found themselves spontaneously crying, clinging to each other like long-lost friends. Constance, in rare form, had insisted that there was nothing to forgive, and in fact had promised she would do everything she could to help Dr. Li. The two had been especially kind to each other ever since and had spent a great deal of time talking about their telepathic experiences.

“Do you want to know something I hope?” Tai asked the table in general.

They all said they would be very gratified to know.

“I hope,” said Tai, “that when Aunt Claire gets her memory back, she may be able to guess what my middle initial stands for! Because maybe I’m named for some relative I don’t know about!”

“Wait,” Constance said. “You don’t know what the M stands for? Why on earth did you keep asking us to guess it, then?”

“I thought maybe you could!” Tai said with a carefree shrug. “I thought I might know it if I heard it.”

The others laughed and shook their heads. Kate leaned toward Tai and whispered conspiratorially, “Have a look beneath the table, why don’t you?”

Tai instantly complied, ducking out of view under the tablecloth. He emerged with Kate’s bucket in his arms and a huge grin on his face.

Kate tapped him playfully on the nose. “Will you keep track of that for me until after lunch, when I can change into some decent clothes?”

Tai agreed that he would, and promptly stepped up onto the bucket to be on the same level as the others, or very nearly. He had never lacked for cheer, but the discovery of his aunt, the successful entrapment of the Baker’s Dozen, and his own role in the matter had lifted his spirits to even greater heights. In the final moments of their mission he truly had played an important part, for he had told his aunt telepathically that she didn’t need to be confused anymore, that he was with the heroes, and that all she had to do was help them and everything would be fine.

“And it worked,” Dr. Li had said later. “All my confusion fell away. I felt the truth of what he was saying, so clearly. When I sensed that Crawlings was meant to drink the serum, I found it easy to play along. I knew everything was about to get better at last. And so it has!”

So it had indeed.

The Society had agreed that they were all staying put indefinitely. Their other opportunities had certainly been appealing, but it had become clear that, at least for the time being, the most special opportunities were right here. They had far too many projects that needed tending to: It would take all of them to keep Tai out of trouble, they told him (much to his delight); they wanted to help Mr. Benedict help Dr. Li; and the older three intended to help Constance find some friends her own age (she grumbled about this, but only half-heartedly, since in fact the prospect pleased her). And there were many others besides.

Also, Mr. Benedict had made an interesting request: The Ten Men would need to be offered productive activities that did not involve anything that could be used as a weapon. With their ability to do harm taken away, McCracken and his comrades were destined to be the most polite and agreeable prisoners in the world, but they did need something to do. (Sticky already had an idea, based on duskwort’s fragile molecular structure, for a watering can and garden implements that disintegrated into powder if used to strike anything with force.)

Yes, the Society was going to be very busy indeed. In the meantime, their private party was at an end, and as Kate whipped the tablecloth out from under the objects on the table, which remained where they were, and the others all rose from their seats, Tai stepped down from the bucket and asked Reynie why he was thinking about the funny word.

“Zugzwang?” Reynie said with a smile. “Oh, I’d just been thinking how fitting it was that it was the code for Mr. Curtain’s security suite. Crawlings had to make a move, but unbeknownst to him, the only options available to him were bad ones.”

“And that’s what that word means in chess!” Tai said, scooping up the bucket. “Mr. Benedict taught me that. But just now you were thinking that there’s a word that’s the opposite of ‘zugzwang,’” he said, pronouncing the chess term with some difficulty. “What is it?”

“I’ll see if you can guess it,” Reynie said with a wink.

For they were all headed downstairs now, where they were to be so warmly greeted: Reynie with hugs and kisses from Amma and Pati; Sticky from his parents; Kate from Milligan, who was getting around quite nimbly, despite the casts on his legs; and Tai from his aunt, who lit up every time he entered the room—and all of them by everyone, from Moocho to Captain Plugg to Rhonda to Number Two to dear old S.Q. Pedalian. They would happily greet Mr. Benedict’s lifelong friends as well, and meanwhile the delicious smell of Moocho’s famous lasagna would be wafting in from the kitchen, and they would take their familiar seats at the dining room table, where they would all feel, now and forever, at home.
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The train station at Pebbleton, dark and sooty though it was, glistened in the mist. Electric lamps above the platform cast their light upon a thousand reflecting surfaces: the puddles along the tracks, the streaked windows of the station house, the umbrellas hoisted over huddled, indistinct figures on the platform. To a person of whimsical mind, the scene might resemble something from a tale, a magical gathering in a dark wood, the umbrellas looming like toadstools over fairy folk.

There was, in fact, such a person watching from the window of the approaching train, a boy of whimsical mind, to be sure (though whimsy was not the half of it, nor even the beginning), and the fairy-tale qualities of the scene occurred to him at once. So too did a great many other things, including the sentence “It glistened in the mist; the train hissed, and I listened,” a poetic train of thought that sounded rather like a train itself, which pleased him. But foremost in the boy’s mind was the awareness that Pebbleton station was his stop—the end of his train journey, the beginning of a new unknown.

He turned to his chaperone, a plump old woman with spectacles so large the brim of her hat rested upon their frames. “What shall we call this, Mrs. Ferrier—an arrival or a departure?”

Mrs. Ferrier was putting away her knitting needles. “I suppose both, Nicholas. Or however you like.” She clasped her bag and peered out the grimy window. “It’s a miserable night for either.”

“Shall I tell you what I’m thinking, Mrs. Ferrier?”

“Heavens no, Nicholas! That would take hours, and we have only moments. There, we’ve stopped.”

The old woman turned from the window to appraise his appearance, despite having already done so before they boarded the train. Nicholas doubted he had changed much in the course of their half day’s journey, and his reflection, easily seen in Mrs. Ferrier’s enormous spectacles, proved him right: He was still a skinny, towheaded nine-year-old with threadbare clothes and an unfortunate nose. Indeed, his nose was so long and lumpy that it drew attention away from his one good feature—his bright and impish green eyes—though Mrs. Ferrier had often remarked that someday, should Nicholas come to require spectacles, his nose would do an admirable job holding them in place. It was always best to be positive, she told him.

“Well?” he asked as she studied him. “Do you think they’ll take me? Or will they send me back and keep the money for their trouble?”

Mrs. Ferrier pursed her lips. “Please don’t be saucy, Nicholas. I say this for your sake. It’s nothing to me now, is it? Remember your manners, and make yourself useful around the orphanage. Start off on the right foot, and you’ll be happier for it.”

Nicholas feigned surprise. “Oh! You want me to be happy, Mrs. Ferrier?”

“Of course I do,” puffed the old woman as she struggled to her feet. “I want everyone to be happy, don’t I? Now follow me, and mind you don’t step on the backs of my shoes.”

Mrs. Ferrier and Nicholas were the only passengers to disembark the train. Several were boarding, however, and they crowded the aisles most inconveniently as they closed their umbrellas and removed their overcoats. By the time the old woman and her charge managed to descend the steps, the platform was empty save for one man in a somber gray suit and hat, standing rigidly beneath his umbrella. At the sight of them, he strode forward to shield Mrs. Ferrier with it. He was so tall that when he stood over Nicholas his face appeared mostly as a sharp, jutting chin and cavernous nostrils. His suit carried a faintly pleasant odor of pipe tobacco, which Nicholas liked, and the boy’s initial impression was neutral until Mr. Collum, which was the man’s name, introduced himself to Mrs. Ferrier and told Nicholas to run and fetch his trunk.

“There’s no trunk to fetch, sir,” said Nicholas, blinking in the mist (for he stood outside the umbrella’s protection). “Only this suitcase. I’m Nicholas, sir. Nicholas Benedict.” He held out his hand.

“No trunk?” said Mr. Collum, frowning. “Well, I daresay that’s common enough, though I hadn’t expected it. I haven’t met a child at the station before, you see.” He was speaking directly to Mrs. Ferrier and appeared not to have noticed Nicholas’s outstretched hand. “I assumed directorship of the Manor only this spring, as I’m sure Mr. Cuckieu told you.”

“The Manor?” said Mrs. Ferrier with a confused look.

“Forgive me,” Mr. Collum said. “You must know the orphanage as Rothschild’s End—or ’Child’s End, as it is often abbreviated. In these parts, however, it is quite common to shorten the name still further, for ease of speaking, and to refer to the place simply as the Manor. The residence at ’Child’s End is the only manor in the area, you see, so this leads to no confusion.”

Nicholas began to ask a question, but though he spoke clearly and politely enough, Mr. Collum continued speaking to Mrs. Ferrier as if Nicholas hadn’t uttered a word.

“Now, madam,” Mr. Collum said, “allow me to accompany you inside the station house, where you can wait out of the damp. I would invite you to the Manor for refreshment, but I’m afraid it’s quite a long ride from Pebbleton. Our kettle would hardly have begun to whistle before your train does—it’s due to arrive at nine.”

Nicholas and Mrs. Ferrier, who was trying not to look shattered at the prospect of waiting in the station house for two hours, followed Mr. Collum into a dim, drafty room with sawdust on the floor and benches along the walls. Near the ticket counter, the stationmaster was telling the train conductor about a wicked egg thief who had visited his barn the night before. The conductor, seeing that Mrs. Ferrier and Nicholas had disembarked at last, gestured at the clock, and the stationmaster accompanied him back out to the train, hurrying to finish his story. The newcomers were left alone with a red-haired man who sat on one of the benches, absorbed in a rain-spotted newspaper.

“May I just have a brief word with you, Mr. Collum?” asked Mrs. Ferrier. “A private word?”

“Of course,” said Mr. Collum, who had yet to look directly at Nicholas but did seem aware of him, for he held up a finger to indicate that the boy should stay put. He drew Mrs. Ferrier over to the ticket counter, where they stood with their backs to the room and spoke in hushed voices.

Nicholas strained his ears but could not make out a word of their conversation, so he turned his attention to the red-haired newspaper reader. The man appeared to be of late middle age, perhaps a decade older than Mr. Collum. His tanned, rough hands suggested a different sort of labor from that which occupied the orphanage director (whose own pale fingers were carefully manicured and, excepting one inky smear, as clean as soap could make them). A faint impression in the man’s hair suggested he’d been wearing a hat, though Nicholas saw none on the bench, nor any on the hat rack nearby. With some difficulty the man turned to a different section in his newspaper (the damp pages clung together) and resumed his reading, mouthing the words to himself. Nicholas, watching his lips, followed along for a tedious ten seconds (“… impact on the price of wheat since the war’s conclusion…”) before losing patience and interest.

He glanced at the schedule above the ticket counter. Mrs. Ferrier’s nine o’clock train was just the fifth one of the day; it was also the last. Pebbleton, it seemed, was not quite on the way to anywhere. Nicholas stepped to the nearest window facing the street. At the curb sat an aged Studebaker with mud on its tires and steam rising from its hood. Beyond it Nicholas could see most of Pebbleton without moving his head. A handful of shops, a few market stalls closed down for the day, an occasional parked automobile. In the gloomy distance, a grain silo put Nicholas in mind of a lighthouse seen through fog. A glary smudge over the trees to the west was all the sunset the evening could muster.

Behind the station house, the train sounded its whistle. Nicholas perked up his ears, hoping the adults would raise their voices. Naturally he was curious to know what they were saying about him. But the clamor of the departing train was so overwhelming that Nicholas couldn’t have heard them if they shouted. The windows rattled; the plank floors trembled. Then a ghostly reflection appeared in the window behind his own, and Nicholas turned to discover Mrs. Ferrier looking down on him with grave finality. Mr. Collum lingered at the ticket counter, checking his pocket watch against the station house clock.

For what would be the last time, the old woman and young boy regarded each other. They were compelled to wait for the train to finish leaving the station before attempting to speak, however, which gave Nicholas ample time to reflect upon the occasion. He had wondered what sort of expression Mrs. Ferrier would put on for their parting, and now that the moment was at hand, he found it to be rather what he had expected: polite, businesslike, and almost comically serious. She was serious for his sake, he knew, in case he was afraid or sad. She was not much attached to Nicholas, perhaps because of his habitual impertinence—she thought him too saucy by far—but Mrs. Ferrier believed there was a way of doing things, and because she took comfort in this belief, she always made an effort.

She need not have bothered, at least not for Nicholas’s sake. He was anything but sad. The last orphanage had been the worst yet, and he was glad to leave it. In fact, his time there had been so awful that before his departure he had secretly deposited sardines in many a tormentor’s pillowcase, and had clicked his heels as he went out the door. No, he was far from sad, and though certainly nervous, he was not afraid, either. Or not very afraid, anyway. The Manor could hardly be worse than the last place, and there was always the chance it would be better.

The train’s caboose had not yet cleared the station when the redheaded man rose, stretched, rearranged his newspaper, and exited the station house. Mr. Collum, meanwhile, had finished adjusting his watch and tucked it away. He went to the open door and paused. Glancing at Mrs. Ferrier, he touched his hat in what appeared to be a courteous farewell—though he might simply have been lowering its brim against the weather—and stepped outside with his umbrella. All of this had occurred as if in pantomime, with the train’s rumbling, screeching, and clattering crowding out all other sound. When at last something like silence returned to the station house, Mrs. Ferrier laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“Nicholas, you know what you must do,” she said.

“Oh yes, Mrs. Ferrier! I’m to carry my suitcase out to that Studebaker, and never mind the drizzle. I imagine I’ll sit in the back while Mr. Collum rides in front with the driver.”

Mrs. Ferrier blinked. “The driver?”

“Why, sure,” said Nicholas with a shrug. “That red-haired man with the new hat.”

“The red-haired man…” Straightening, Mrs. Ferrier looked out the window behind him. Her eyebrows rose in surprise. “Well, yes, you’re correct, though it isn’t at all what I was going to say. I was going to say…” She noticed the boy staring at her expectantly, the corners of his lips twitching as if he was suppressing a smile, and she sighed. “Oh, very well, Nicholas. Tell me how you knew all that. This will be my last opportunity to hear one of your exhausting explanations.”

Nicholas grinned, raised his chin like a songbird preparing to sing, and throwing his arms out for emphasis, burst forth with an astonishing flurry of words: “Well, the hat must be new, don’t you think? Otherwise he wouldn’t have left it in the Studebaker to spare it getting wet. Which is a funny thing, in my opinion, since hats are meant to protect their owners and not the other way around. But I’ve known quite a lot of people who go to amazing trouble on behalf of their hats, haven’t you, Mrs. Ferrier? I wonder what happened to his umbrella, though? Perhaps he lost it. Anyway, I do wish he’d left a section of the newspaper for me—to cover my head with, you know, as he did, to keep it dry.”

“I’m sure he meant to,” said the old woman after a confused pause, “but only forgot.” (This was the sort of thing Mrs. Ferrier always said in such cases, as part of her effort to be positive.) “But how did you know he was Mr. Collum’s driver?”

Nicholas laughed. It was a squeaky, stuttering laugh, rather like the nickering of a pony. “I certainly doubt he’s a passenger! The next train doesn’t arrive for two hours, so it’s not likely he was waiting for that, is it? Besides, he left when Mr. Collum did, and where else would he be going in this weather if not to that old Studebaker at the curb? It obviously just got here from somewhere out in the country—its engine is still hot and there’s mud on the tires—and Mr. Collum said it’s a long ride to the Manor. He did say ride rather than drive, you know, so I got the feeling he didn’t intend to sit behind the wheel himself. Now, if there had been horses outside, especially a horse with an umbrella stand attached to it”—here Nicholas nickered again—I might have come to a different…”

Mrs. Ferrier was shaking her head, a common enough response to everything Nicholas said that he would have continued his speech unabated had she not held up a hand to check him. He’d been about to explain half a dozen other reasons he’d come to this conclusion about the red-haired man, as well as several he hadn’t consciously thought of yet but which were sure to occur to him as he spoke. But Nicholas was used to being shushed by Mrs. Ferrier, and at any rate he knew that delaying Mr. Collum would not serve him well. So he let the explanations go with a shrug, and waited for Mrs. Ferrier to proceed.

“Thank you, Nicholas. That will be more than enough to make my poor head ache for the next two hours.” Mrs. Ferrier cleared her throat. “And now this is goodbye. When I said that you know what you must do, I only meant to remind you to hold your tongue in check, and to make yourself useful. There, that’s the last I’ll say.” She lifted his chin with her finger and looked once more into his eyes—a little wonderingly at first, as if she saw some mystery there she could never hope to fathom, and then with a different sort of expression Nicholas hadn’t seen in her eyes before, something between sadness and exhaustion. She said, “I wish you better luck, child. Better luck than you’ve had. Now go on. Don’t keep Mr. Collum waiting.”

“Au revoir and adios, Mrs. Ferrier!” said Nicholas spryly, offering her an exaggerated military salute.

Mrs. Ferrier flinched and rubbed her temples, for Nicholas truly had given her a headache. Not for the first time she wondered how the boy could seem to know so much and yet so little. Here, at their final parting, he couldn’t think of more suitable things to say? No best wishes, nor even a word of thanks? No, he only spun on his heels, grabbed his suitcase, and marched out into the next chapter of his life, a brash young soldier headed into a battle he felt certain of winning. He never even looked back.

Unlike her former young charge—now kicking the door closed behind him with a shocking bang—poor Mrs. Ferrier could not have thought of more suitable words for the occasion. Nicholas Benedict did have an exceptional gift for knowing things (more exceptional, in fact, than most adults would have thought possible), and yet not even he could know that this next chapter was to be the most unusual—and most important—of his entire childhood. Indeed, the strange days that lay ahead would change him forever, though for now they had less substance than the mist through which he ran.

Misery and joy. Discovery and danger. Mystery and treasure. For now, all were secrets waiting to be revealed.

For now, Nicholas Benedict was just a remarkable young orphan with secrets of his own, hastening to the Studebaker, where Mr. Collum sat in the front passenger seat looking impatient, and the red-haired driver was adjusting the rearview mirror, the better to admire his new hat.
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The driver, Mr. Pileus, was a taciturn man. He spoke only when spoken to, and only if he absolutely must. He steered the old Studebaker with a focused, silent intensity, checking the mirrors so often he seemed afraid they might sneak away. Eventually Nicholas would learn that Mr. Pileus was not just the driver but the Manor’s handyman, carpenter, and mechanic as well. He would learn this from others, though—certainly not from Mr. Pileus or Mr. Collum. At the moment, neither man seemed in any hurry to inform Nicholas about anything.

Mr. Collum, for his part, was busy paging through a business ledger, evidently preoccupied with urgent matters of income and expenses. From time to time he would press a magnifying loupe against his left eye—not a monocle but an actual loupe, the powerful sort used by jewelers and clockmakers to show them the imperceptible flaws in a diamond or the tiny workings of a watch. Nicholas supposed he must be almost blind in that eye. Each time, after studying the page for several seconds, Mr. Collum would remove the loupe with a bemused grunt. This was the only sound he made, however.

Nicholas watched the dusky countryside glide past, miles of rolling farmland and forested hills, until it was too dark to see anything but fence posts. He climbed onto his knees to see into the front, where the Studebaker’s illuminated dials and gauges drew his attention. He was instantly curious about their functions and inner workings; he’d always been drawn to devices and contraptions of any kind, though he was never allowed to touch them. He wondered if Mr. Collum would resent being asked to turn on the radio; or rather, he tried to convince himself that Mr. Collum would not, when he knew positively that Mr. Collum would.

It had grown too dark for Mr. Collum to study his ledger, and yet he had remained silent, apparently deep in thought, his eyes resting on a page it was no longer possible for him to read. Finally, however, he sighed, put away his ledger and loupe, and began to speak. He didn’t turn in his seat but simply lifted his head so that his voice would carry. “Are you awake, Nicholas?”

“Wide awake, Mr. Collum! And I’m eager to—”

“Very good,” said the orphanage director. “I was wondering, of course, because of your condition. I would not wish to waste time speaking if my words were not being attended. Tell me, Nicholas, how often do you sail off to sleep? Tomorrow the boys begin metalworking—during the summer we have a different skills activity each week—and naturally it would not do for you to fall asleep with some sharp implement in hand.”

The silent Mr. Pileus shuddered, evidently horrified at the thought, and cast a fleeting, reproachful glance at Nicholas in the rearview mirror, as if Nicholas had already wounded himself, and furthermore had done so on purpose.

“That would be unfortunate, sir,” said Nicholas, “but it’s easy enough to avoid. When I have a drowsy spell—which is only every few hours or so—I can feel it coming on in time to lie down. And usually I wake up in a matter of minutes.”

“Is that all?” Mr. Collum asked. “I got the impression from your Mr. Cuckieu that you often dropped off without warning—just fell to the floor as though your string had been clipped.”

“Oh no, sir!” Nicholas protested. “Well, I suppose I did have a few spells like that when the symptoms were first setting in, but that was over a year ago. It never happens anymore.”

“I am heartily glad to hear it,” said Mr. Collum, and he did sound relieved. “Every member of our small staff has multiple duties, you see. The less bandaging and stitching our nurse is compelled to do, the more she is able to attend to other tasks. I’m sure you understand that. In fact”—here Mr. Collum turned in his seat to look back at Nicholas—your chaperone, Mrs. Ferrier, seemed eager to convince me that there is little you do not understand. She thought I might find a boy of unusual intelligence to be especially useful at the Manor. Do you consider yourself unusually intelligent, Nicholas?”

Mr. Collum was studying him with narrowed eyes, clearly ready to judge his reply. Nicholas thought fast. A truthful answer would make him sound conceited. Also, Mr. Collum seemed irritated with Mrs. Ferrier, and Nicholas realized it would be wise to distance himself from her. “I’m sure I’m not the best judge of that, Mr. Collum, though I’ve been told that I’m bright.”

“By Mrs. Ferrier, no doubt,” said Mr. Collum with a slight shake of his head. “My own impression, Nicholas, was that she wished to give you an advantage. Under such circumstances, crafty matrons like Mrs. Ferrier will make all kinds of unsupported claims. They cannot be blamed, I’m sure, though it does try one’s patience.”

“I’m sure it must, sir,” said Nicholas with an uncomfortable flutter in his belly, as if the Studebaker had just topped a hill at high speed. They were moving along a flat stretch of road, though, and quite slowly at that.

“However…” Mr. Collum scratched his sharp chin. “She was most adamant, your Mrs. Ferrier. She insisted you were the most intelligent person—by far—whom she had ever known in her many long years of life. ‘More intelligent than yourself, madam?’ I asked her, and I’m sorry to say, Nicholas, that she readily confirmed this, which did nothing to add credibility to her claim. I mean to say that if Mrs. Ferrier truly believes that a nine-year-old boy is more intelligent than she is, perhaps that is indeed the case. But if it is the case, you can see why I’m disinclined to trust Mrs. Ferrier’s general opinion about intelligence. Do you follow my reasoning, Nicholas?”

“I think so, sir,” Nicholas replied quietly.

“You think so,” said Mr. Collum in a satisfied tone, as if Nicholas’s reply had offered some proof of his suspicions. He turned to face forward again. “Exactly.”

In the brief silence that followed, as Nicholas struggled to master his disappointment, the uncomfortable flutter in his belly worsened to a disagreeable churning, as if he had been forced to swallow something repulsive. His disappointment was awfully bitter. Nicholas had hoped to impress this new director—to amaze him, even, and win his favor. Though it had never exactly worked out that way before, this time Nicholas was older and had intended to benefit from his experience. He had never counted on Mrs. Ferrier trying to look out for him, if indeed that was what she’d been doing. Now Mr. Collum had formed his opinion and would resent having it changed. Nicholas had seen that happen before, with unpleasant results.

How should he proceed, then? He had plotted any number of different strategies (plotting strategies was the sort of thing Nicholas did when other children were playing jacks or Old Maid), but none seemed right under the circumstances, and he felt beset by uncertainties.

Only one thing was certain. No matter what, Nicholas would guard his secret—the awful secret, the one he had lied to Mr. Collum about—with every measure of wit he possessed: those unpredictable sleeping episodes, the attacks that struck without warning, dropping him from consciousness like a trapdoor into a black dungeon—oh no, Nicholas would never let on about those. For if ever word got out that strong emotions could do such a thing to him, that all it took to topple him was a too-hot flash of anger, a too-boisterous peal of laughter… well, after that there would be no end to the persecution.

Nicholas knew this from experience, unfortunately. At Littleview his condition had tempted even the mildest, most good-natured children to make sport of him, to make a regular game of upsetting him or getting him to laugh. (And those pranks, though horrible enough, were nothing compared to what the more vicious children had done.) Having endured such torments, he would have to be a fool to reveal his greatest weakness to anyone at ’Child’s End—and Nicholas Benedict was no fool.

You only have to pretend to be one for Mr. Collum, he thought grimly. And keep your emotions in check.

“I understand you’ve lived in several different orphanages, Nicholas,” said Mr. Collum, breaking the silence. He turned his head slightly, so that Nicholas saw the director’s face in dark profile. So pronounced and angular were his features—the heavy brow, the straight nose, the jutting chin—they might have been chiseled from stone. “I assume you’re accustomed to chores, therefore, but you must be prepared for an extra share at the Manor. In difficult times, we must all of us pull our own weight and then some.”

“Absolutely, Mr. Collum. Are these difficult times, then?”

Mr. Collum snorted violently. Or perhaps he sneezed. Nicholas wasn’t entirely sure. At any rate, he made a loud, abrupt sound with his nose. “My predecessor, Nicholas—the previous, so-called director of Rothschild’s End—took a respectable institution and single-handedly dragged it into disrepute. Spent it to the brink of ruin! Reckless, criminal, indecent behavior! And now the task has fallen to me to raise it up again. Oh, these are indeed difficult times at the Manor, young man. I can vouchsafe you that. But we must rise to the challenge! Do you hear me, Nicholas? Are you awake back there?”

“Yes, sir! ‘We must rise to the challenge,’ sir!” Nicholas repeated.

“That is correct,” Mr. Collum said. “And to do so, every staff member and every child must dutifully carry out his several responsibilities. You will get on well if only you remember this, Nicholas: Perform your duties and be mindful of the rules.”

Nicholas was about to assure Mr. Collum that no child was more dutiful or mindful of rules than he was, when the Studebaker stopped at a deserted intersection. Stretching his neck, Nicholas peered left and right. As far as he could tell, they were still in the middle of empty farmland—the middle of nowhere—and the intersection was nothing more than a country crossroads.

Mr. Collum groaned. “Must you, Mr. Pileus? It’s quite late, you know.”

Mr. Pileus set his hat carefully on the dashboard and climbed out of the automobile. In the beam of the Studebaker’s headlamps, he edged closer to the crossroads, where he stood in an attitude of attention, shielding his eyes from the mist, looking down the road to the left. Then he turned and looked right.

Mr. Collum gave a hiss of exasperation. “What does the man expect to see?”

When at last Mr. Pileus was satisfied that no automobiles were hurtling along the road without headlamps—at least not in the immediate vicinity—he hurried back to the Studebaker, jumped in, and roared forward to get through the intersection before the traffic circumstances changed.

“Mr. Pileus!” said Mr. Collum, speaking up to be heard over the horn, which Mr. Pileus was vigorously sounding as they crossed. “I appreciate your caution, truly I do, but have you ever seen any other automobile on this road at night?”

Mr. Pileus let off the horn—they had made it safely across—and mumbled something about poor visibility.

Mr. Collum sighed heavily through his nose and turned halfway toward Nicholas again. “As I was saying, Nicholas, you shall get on well enough at the Manor if only you observe the rules. And if you are conscientious—I truly hope you are conscientious, Nicholas; otherwise you shall have a tough time of it with me—if you are conscientious, I say, the rules should present no problem to you. They are few and simple. First, you must—”

Just then Nicholas felt his eyelids grow heavy.

Oh no! he thought. Oh no, oh no! And though he knew better, he rubbed his eyes desperately, as if he could press down the sleepiness, bottle it up with his fists. Hadn’t Mr. Collum already been annoyed? And now this? Falling asleep during his speech about the rules? Oh, he would positively resent Nicholas for this! But it could not be avoided. No matter how he rubbed at them, his eyelids only grew heavier; they might as well have been sandbags.

“Pardon me, sir,” Nicholas said, interrupting while he still could speak. “Mr. Collum? I’m extremely sorry, but I’m afraid I’m about to drop off….”

At this, Mr. Collum turned fully around in his seat, the right side of his scowling face weirdly lit by the glow from the dashboard instruments. In unmistakable annoyance he sputtered, “What do you mean, you’re about to—? But this is very bad timing, young man! Was I not—? And we are almost to the Manor! Are you entirely sure?”

But Nicholas did not—indeed, could not—reply. He scarcely even noticed that Mr. Collum had spoken. It was so strange, he thought dreamily, the way one side of Mr. Collum’s face was lit. In that glow his skin seemed greenish, like a goblin’s. Was he a goblin? Nicholas shivered at the thought. His eyelids drooped to a close, opened for an instant, closed again. Mr. Collum was asking him something, and this time Nicholas tried to answer, but it was too late, too late. He was off and dreaming.

When Nicholas awoke, he listened a while before opening his eyes, to determine whether his circumstances had changed. Doing so was an established habit with him and had often served him well. On this occasion, he could tell he was still slumped in the back seat of the Studebaker, though the automobile was no longer moving. He could hear the tick and ping of its cooling engine, the faint whisper of windblown drizzle against the windows. Somehow he knew he was alone in the automobile, but he felt sure he’d sensed another presence. Had his sleeping ears detected a shuffling of feet in the grass outside? A cough or murmur?

Nicholas opened one eye. Through the window he saw an older boy leaning against the Studebaker, his elbows on the hood, gazing off into the distance. The men must have gone ahead with their evening, he realized, and this unlucky orphan had been dispatched to show him inside. With a twinge of dread, Nicholas wondered how long the boy had been waiting in the damp and whether he was missing some enjoyable activity.

Opening his other eye, Nicholas followed the older boy’s gaze. To his surprise, he saw that the boy was looking across a wide lawn toward—well, toward nothing, really. Toward a lane, and the trees along either side of it, and general darkness. Nicholas turned his head. Here was the Manor, a two-story gray stone mansion that stretched out impressively in both directions. In a city it would have occupied half a block. There were enough windows to keep a glass factory in business for years. A few of them betrayed the faint, flickering reflections of interior candlelight. Most were dark.

The Studebaker was parked just at the bottom of the Manor’s stone porch steps. Why was the boy not waiting up on the porch, where it was dry? Nicholas leaned forward to get a better look at him. The many droplets of water on the windshield distorted the boy’s features somewhat, but he appeared to be about twelve, with an oval, freckled face and a dark brown crew cut. As Nicholas watched, the boy absently ran a hand over his bristly hair; a fine spray of water rose from it. He must have been out there awhile—getting wet on Nicholas’s account. Swell. Taking a deep breath, Nicholas opened the door, hauling his suitcase after him.

The boy quickly stepped over and extended his hand. “Nicholas, right? I’m John.”

John didn’t look happy, exactly, but neither did he seem resentful. Relieved, Nicholas was about to shake his hand when something made him hesitate. Now that he could see John’s face up close, he realized that what he’d thought were freckles were actually numerous pitted scars. It occurred to him that the other boy might have some contagious disease.

Evidently, John could tell what Nicholas was thinking. “They’re only old chicken pox scars,” he said. “I’m not contagious anymore—it’s been over a year. They just didn’t go away like they usually do.”

Nicholas could have kicked himself. If John hadn’t felt resentful before, he had reason to now. With an apologetic smile, Nicholas shook his hand. John had a strong grip—strong enough to make Nicholas wonder whether he was squeezing extra hard on purpose. But his expression was perfectly civil, and when Nicholas asked if he’d been waiting long, John shrugged good-naturedly and said it was no trouble.

“Mr. Collum sent me out a few minutes ago,” he said, gesturing for Nicholas to follow him up the porch steps. “He told me to show you inside when you woke up.”

Nicholas lugged his suitcase up the steps, at the top of which, on either side, towering gray columns rose into darkness, supporting a porch roof so high its features could scarcely be seen. The porch itself was almost as large as the cramped dormitory at Littleview that had been his home for more than a year. “Why weren’t you waiting up here, where it’s dry?” he asked.

“Oh, I don’t know.” John glanced around as if he, too, were seeing the porch for the first time. “I checked on you, and then I just stayed down there. The hood was warm and the mist was cool, and—well, I guess it felt more interesting. Also, I…” He paused, looking at Nicholas sidelong, then went on. “I heard about your condition. You might as well know that right off. Everyone says that’s why you’re getting a room to yourself. They say you have horrible nightmares, that you scream in your sleep. You weren’t screaming just now, though.”

“The naps aren’t so bad,” Nicholas said. “It’s at night that things get really fun. The director at Littleview couldn’t bear it anymore—I kept everyone awake and terrified the toddlers—so he worked it out with Mr. Collum that I could come here, since here I can sleep apart from everyone else. At Littleview there was no room for that.”

“Will you grow out of it?”

“No known cure,” Nicholas intoned in a deliberately gloomy voice. Then he grinned and waved a hand to dismiss the subject. “It’s fine, really; it just makes some people nervous. But what does this have to do with why you stayed down there?”

“What?” John looked surprised, perhaps even embarrassed. “Oh, I just thought that if you screamed or thrashed around, I ought to wake you right away. It seemed the decent thing.”

Nicholas glanced down at the Studebaker. From up here, its interior was almost impossible to see in the murky night. Had John really gone down to keep a closer eye on him—to wake him if he had a nightmare? It seemed unlikely. They didn’t even know each other. Then again, Nicholas could always tell when someone was lying, and John had sounded sincere. Nicholas turned back to study John’s face for a clue, but the other boy was already moving away.

“Like I said, it was more interesting, anyway,” John was saying, as if he didn’t want Nicholas to think him overly decent. “Come on, I’ll take you to your room.” He walked to the front entrance—a huge double oak door with a black iron latch—only to pause, twist his lips as if considering something, and move along without opening it.

At the end of the porch, John jumped down behind a row of azalea bushes that lined the front of the Manor. Nicholas climbed cautiously down after him, fearing for his shoes. He had been beaten once for tracking mud into an orphanage and did not care to repeat the experience. Fortunately, the narrow path was kept dry, more or less, by the azalea bushes and the Manor’s protruding eaves.

“Are we taking a shortcut?” Nicholas asked.

“Not really,” said John, creeping along the path. “But it occurred to me that the Spiders will be looking for you, so we’re going to take the old servants’ stairs. The side door should be open—that one’s rarely locked.”

Nicholas had stopped walking, a too-familiar dread rising in him. “Did you say the spiders are looking for me?”

Seeing that Nicholas had stopped, John turned and came back. “Right, I should explain. I didn’t mean actual spiders, of course, but a gang of bullies. A few of the older boys, quite nasty.”

Nicholas stood silently, weighing John’s tone. Was it possible he’d been joking? No, it was the truth, and Nicholas knew it. He had known it the moment John spoke. It was the truth, and no amount of wishing would make it otherwise.

“I see,” Nicholas said. And then he laughed. He couldn’t help it. His dread was raging at full force now, but at the same time how could he not laugh at this astonishingly quick arrival of misfortune, this instantaneous destruction of his hopes—hopes that had been so modest to begin with? It was far too absurd not to be funny. A horrible gang of bullies was already looking for him? Of course! Why not!

“That’s the spirit,” said John with an approving look. “They’re ridiculous, all right. The trick is avoiding them, and I can give you a few tips, as far as that goes. You just—Nicholas? Say, are you—?” He cried out in surprise, for Nicholas, who had abruptly stopped laughing (to listen, John had thought), now just as abruptly closed his eyes, dropped his suitcase, and pitched sideways into an azalea.

John managed to catch him under the shoulders and tried to help him upright. Nicholas was deadweight in his arms, however, and only with great effort did John keep both of them from toppling. Nicholas’s head lolled on his neck, his eyes remained closed, and for a terrible moment John thought that the poor boy had died. Then, with dawning amazement, he realized a less terrible but equally remarkable fact: Nicholas Benedict had fallen asleep, right in the middle of a laugh.
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The first sensation Nicholas experienced when he awoke was discomfort in his knee. He seemed to be lying on the ground with one leg bent beneath him. He felt an azalea twig poking into his ear, and soft earth under his fingertips. His shoulder blade pressed into a stone. And—as he came to realize what had happened—he felt a rising heat in his cheeks.

It was not unfamiliar, this shame that arrived after collapsing, helpless, in the presence of others. Nicholas had never gotten used to it, had never been able to quash it. Worse, this time it was instantly followed by an electric surge of dismay. His secret was already in jeopardy, and he had only just arrived!

Nicholas steadied his breathing, trying to calm himself and think what to do. Unfortunately, John must have been watching him closely, for though the change in his breathing was subtle, the older boy immediately whispered, “Hey! Are you awake? Can you hear me?”

Nicholas opened one eye. John’s concerned face hovered over him. “Don’t you have better things to do than watch over the new kid?” he asked, as casually as he might have asked the time.

John did not smile—he had yet to do so even once—but he did seem relieved. Shrugging his shoulders every bit as casually, he replied, “It isn’t every day I get to watch someone sleep in the shrubberies.”

“Is that so?” Nicholas said breezily. “Where I come from it’s quite common.” He straightened out his tingling leg and sat up.

“So, does this always happen when you get excited?” John asked, and it was all Nicholas could do not to let the surprise—surprise and panic—show on his face. He knew his eyes had widened, and quickly he rubbed at them as if he were still just trying to wake up properly. Meanwhile John continued. “You went down right in the middle of a laugh. I’ve never seen anything like it. You have a funny laugh, by the way. Sounds like someone tapping out Morse code. No offense. I mean, it’s a fine laugh. I’ve just never heard one like it before.”

Nicholas cleared his throat, trying to gather his wits. John was clearly sharper than most. “Sorry, I’m still a bit groggy. The fact is, I don’t think I’ve really heard anything you’ve been saying.”

“Oh!” John reached down and helped Nicholas to his feet. “I only asked whether laughing always does that to you.”

“Laughing?” said Nicholas. He brushed off his pants, his mind racing. Even if John accepted a made-up explanation, he might still tell others about his original suspicion. How long would it be until someone tested that theory to see if he’d been right?

“Yes, laughing,” John said, somewhat insistently now. “You were standing there laughing, and I was trying to tell you something, and then you just closed your eyes and fell over. Has that never happened before?”

There was no help for it, Nicholas thought. His best chance was to gamble on the truth, or at least some version of it. “Well, I believe it has happened once or twice. But say, John, I don’t suppose we could keep this between us? I can find some way to pay you back. Whatever you like.”

John’s eyebrows rose in surprise, then just as quickly drew together into a frown. He was quiet for several seconds. He seemed to be working something out in his mind. Nicholas worried he was calculating a particularly hefty bribe.

“Tell me something,” John said finally, looking Nicholas in the eye. “You understood what I was saying right away, didn’t you? You only pretended not to. Why did you do that?”

Nicholas sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I’ve had some bad experiences.”

John studied him for some time, considering this. Then he shoved his hands into his pockets, and his gaze drifted upward, as if now he were studying the eaves. At length he muttered, as if to himself, “I’ll bet. I hadn’t even thought of that.” He looked back at Nicholas. “All right, Nick—can I call you Nick?—your secret’s safe with me. And forget that business about paying me back. I’m not a creep, you know.”

Once again Nicholas was slow to reply. He was grateful, but also confused. He’d had precious little experience with generous behavior. “Sure,” he said after an awkward pause, then hurriedly added, “I mean ‘sure, you can call me Nick,’ not ‘sure, you’re not a creep.’ Because I’m sure you aren’t. A creep, I mean.”

John narrowed his eyes. “I’m glad, I think. All set, then? Ready to sneak in?”

Nicholas picked up his suitcase. “All set.”

John started off again toward the corner of the Manor. “The thing about this place, Nick, is that you’re fine as long as there’s a grownup around. Really. The staff don’t put up with any nonsense, and they give out harsh punishments. So the Spiders won’t try anything unless they get you away from the adults. You can usually avoid that if you’re careful, but tonight they know I’m supposed to take you upstairs, so they might be lying in wait for you somewhere on the way—somewhere out of sight of the staff.”

“What do they want with me, anyway?” Nicholas asked. “They don’t even know me.”

“They want to ‘initiate’ you. It isn’t personal. They initiated me, too, when I got here last year. They say it’s a tradition, but that’s just an excuse. People like the Spiders don’t need traditions to do what they do.”

Nicholas was about to ask what the initiation involved, when they reached the corner. John put a finger to his lips and peered around. He beckoned Nicholas to follow him. They tiptoed into a side yard, where in the prevailing gloom Nicholas made out the shapes of a well, a small raised garden, and a shed. Beyond these he saw nothing but darkness. For such an impressive mansion, the Manor sorely lacked for good lighting. Only a single, second-story window on this side offered the faintest glimmer of candlelight.

John led him through the side door and eased it closed behind them. They stood in a dim passage, the sole source of illumination being a band of light shining from beneath a door to their left. (“Mr. Pileus’s bedroom,” John whispered.) Voices sounded in other parts of the Manor, drifting down passageways and over transoms. Agitated conversations, occasional spurts of laughter, flurries of footsteps.

John whispered for Nicholas to tread softly and step only where he stepped. Presumably this was to avoid creaking floorboards, though with all the exaggerated caution they were taking, Nicholas could not help but imagine trip wires and land mines. He took his first stealthy step, all his senses on high alert—and in this way, skulking like a thief, Nicholas entered his new home.

At the end of the passage, the boys slipped through a door to the old servants’ stairs. The stairway was cramped and dusty, and it was pitch black until John turned the key in a wall lamp, illuminating the wooden steps and a closed door at the top. “Got it?” he whispered. He switched the light off again, and in darkness they began to climb.

“Free time will be over soon,” John said, still speaking softly. “Everyone will have to report to the dormitories for bed, so you just need to steer clear of the Spiders until then. I suppose you could hide behind the boxes in your room if it came to that.”

“There are boxes in my room?”

“Don’t get your hopes up,” John cautioned. “They aren’t presents or anything. In the old days your room was a guest room, but it’s used for storage now. You have a cot, though—you don’t have to actually sleep in a box. That’s something, right?”

At the top of the stairs, Nicholas spied a tiny circle of dim light that seemed to hover in the blackness. He knew this was the keyhole in the door, and when it disappeared, he knew John had put his eye to it. John opened the door a crack and listened, then opened it further and looked out. “I don’t see anyone,” he whispered, “but we’ll keep quiet all the same.”

The boys crept out into a short and terribly gloomy passage. Nicholas’s eye was drawn to the only discernible light; some paces to the left, where this passage ended at the intersection of another one, a sickly yellow candle burned in a wall sconce. Beneath the sconce stood an antique wooden bureau, atop which a bowl had been set to catch the steady trickle of leaking melted wax. In the dim candlelight, Nicholas took in his surroundings: the faded pattern in the carpet running along the wooden floor; the electric light fixture, missing its bulbs, that hung directly overhead; and the door, just opposite the servants’ stairs, that John was attempting to open—the door, Nicholas realized in horror, to his room.

“Couldn’t they have picked a spookier place?” he whispered. “If I didn’t have nightmares already, I’m fairly certain this atmosphere would induce them.”

John gave Nicholas a quizzical look. “How old did you say you were, Nick? You seem, I don’t know, kind of wordy for a kid your size.”

“I’m nine,” Nicholas replied, and to be comical he drew himself up to full height, as if his height were most impressive. In fact, as he well knew, he was on the small side even for a nine-year-old.

“Nine,” John repeated, and he shook his head. “You don’t sound it. I’m twelve, you know, and I’m ‘fairly certain’ I’ve never heard a kid use the word ‘induce.’” (He said all this in a teasing tone, not harsh at all, but Nicholas nonetheless reminded himself to be careful; others could be less forgiving.) “Anyway, this door’s locked. I’ll have to go and find Mr. Collum. You’d better stay here. There might be Spiders posted along the way.”

Nicholas tried not to appear alarmed. “But if they see you, won’t they realize I’m up here?”

“The Spiders aren’t especially good at realizing things,” John said wryly. “But if they see me, I’ll tell them I was just checking on your room—Mr. Collum often has me do errands like that—and that you’re still outside asleep. They won’t risk sneaking outside. Too many things could go wrong.”

Nicholas also saw too many things that could go wrong with John’s plan, but he decided not to mention them. He didn’t want to appear frightened to wait up here by himself (even though he was). Besides, he wanted to give John the benefit of the doubt. “Perfect, I’ll wait here, then.” He set down his suitcase, put his hands on his hips, and made a show of glancing around with a look of satisfaction. “I like it here, anyway. It’s homey.”

“I’ll be as quick as I can,” John said. “You just sit tight and keep your ears open. If you hear someone coming, better duck into the stairway until you know who it is. It can’t hurt to be careful.” He was already hurrying away.

“Wait!” Nicholas called, whispering as loudly as he dared. John stopped and looked back. “I… I wanted to thank you. You’re going to a lot of trouble for someone you don’t know.”

Perhaps it was the candlelight striking him from a new angle, but at these words John’s face seemed to change—his features seemed almost contorted—and when he spoke, his voice sounded tight and forced, as if he were upset. “Don’t thank me, Nick.” He made a broad, vague, irritated gesture. “This—all this business—it shouldn’t be like this. It shouldn’t…” He sighed, and his expression appeared to relax. “Forget it. Just don’t thank me, Nick. All right? There’s no need to thank me.”

“Sir, yes, sir!” said Nicholas. He straightened like a soldier and saluted. “No thanks, then, Captain. No thanks it is!”

John’s eyes narrowed. For a moment he looked as if he might smile. “You’re a fresh one, Nick,” he said at last.

After John had gone, Nicholas surveyed the area near his room. Several paces to the right of the stairway door, the passage ended at a curtainless window overlooking the side yard. Not that Nicholas could actually see the yard (the glass reflected his tense face and the candlelit passage behind him, and outside all was blackness), but it was easy enough for him to deduce. He didn’t have to think about it. Nicholas was the sort of person who could wander blindfolded for hours and never lose his direction. The side yard lay to the east of the Manor, and Nicholas knew he was facing east, so this had to be the faintly glimmering window he had seen from below.

Nicholas turned and tiptoed to the intersection (the candle corner, was how he thought of it), where the wax dripping into the bowl made a ticking sound as regular as a clock. Indeed, he had been automatically keeping track of the drips since John left. One hundred eighty-seven and counting—approximately three minutes. Nicholas peered to the left, in the direction John had taken. This south-running passage extended past a few closed doors toward the front of the house, where it turned to the right, or west.

Nicholas swiveled his eyes (he was trying to keep quiet by not moving very much) to peer along the passage to the north. It ran a great deal farther in that direction, perhaps even to the very back of the Manor, though it was altogether too dark to tell. In the near distance Nicholas could make out another candle corner, with an identical bowl set upon an identical bureau, but the sconce there was empty.

From what Nicholas could see—or, more to the point, not see—the upstairs seemed a horribly gloomy place. He tiptoed back to the door of his room, not a little gloomy himself. Was there really to be no one on this entire abandoned floor but him? He bent to peer through the keyhole. Nothing but darkness. He wondered what sort of bed he had. At Littleview he had slept on blankets on the floor. That had been a fortunate arrangement, actually; though his terrifying dreams had often made him flail and thrash, they could never send him tumbling out of bed. He’d probably been spared many nasty bruises.

Nicholas did not want to imagine how it would be to awaken from a nightmare in this dark and isolated corner, with the feeling—that much-too-familiar feeling—that some hideous creature crouched in the shadows of his room, so instead he turned his attention to the candle in the sconce, which had just made a sputtering sound. He looked up in time to see its flame tilt sideways, then straighten again.

As if it had been caught in a draft, he thought.

Nicholas was instantly on guard. What had caused that draft? Was it simply a gust of wind slipping through cracks in the old stone walls, or had someone opened a door nearby? He heard no voices or footsteps, but this was not reassuring. If John knew where to step to avoid creaking floorboards, the Spiders might know as well. Quickly he slipped onto the servants’ stairs and eased the door closed.

A long minute passed, during which all Nicholas heard was his heartbeat. In his haste he had left his suitcase behind—a mistake, but he couldn’t risk retrieving it now. He pictured that tilted candle flame. There might have been other causes, he knew; his mind flashed over several. Still, he felt uneasy. He could no longer hear the dripping of the candle wax, but in the back of his mind he had kept up the count. Two minutes passed, then three.

Nicholas had almost decided it was a false alarm, when he heard whispers in the passage. They were startlingly close to where he crouched on the dark stairs. Indeed, if the door had not been there, he could have reached out and grabbed the whisperers. Or vice versa. Through the keyhole he caught a glimpse of a leather belt cinched carelessly about its owner’s waist—two frayed denim loops had been missed entirely—and then a large, scuffed metal belt buckle rotated into view. The person had turned toward the door. A hand passed slowly across the keyhole view, reaching for the doorknob.

There was nothing for it—he could hardly leap away—and so Nicholas swung the door open and sprang out of the stairway with a grin. “There you are!” he cried, beaming at three startled boys in the passage. They were giants compared to Nicholas—eleven or twelve years old, and all of them big for their age. All had crew cuts like John’s. The one with the belt buckle, who was also the tallest, had jumped back to avoid being struck by the opening door. He was holding Nicholas’s suitcase.

“I heard you were looking for me,” Nicholas said, grinning. “You are the Spiders, aren’t you? I’ve heard great things about you already! Great things!”

The belt buckle boy was evidently the leader, for the other two were looking back and forth between him and Nicholas, wondering what would come next. But the belt buckle boy was staring at Nicholas in astonishment, as if this newcomer had just claimed to be a talking squirrel and shown his tail to prove it. The boy licked his lips, which were quite chapped, and after a long, considered pause, he said, “What?”

“I’m excited about initiation,” Nicholas said, lowering his voice confidentially, as if they might be overheard. “I love secrets! But I’m worried Mr. Collum will stop us. What should we do?”

“Do?” said the belt buckle boy. He glanced around at the others, who were clearly confused. One of them—a pale, lanky boy with a pinched expression, as if he’d just eaten something bitter—was mumbling the words that Nicholas had spoken. He seemed to be trying to get at their meaning by saying them himself.

“Yes, do!” Nicholas said, clasping his hands together. “I’ve never had an initiation before. It’s a kind of welcoming party, right? I don’t want to miss it, but Mr. Collum will be here any second!”

“So you think…” said the belt buckle boy, with a slowly spreading grin that showed he understood the situation now—or thought he did, anyway. He chuckled, then tried to mask it with a cough. “Well, little buddy, that won’t be a problem, see, because we’re headed to the bathroom. That’s where we do it. Come on, we’ll show you. It’s just around the corner.” He winked at the other boys, who were now exchanging knowing looks. They both spoke up in false-friendly tones, encouraging Nicholas to join them.

Nicholas was surprised by their winks and insincere manner—even a toddler would have been suspicious, he thought—but of course he pretended he hadn’t noticed. “The bathroom? But Mr. Collum is in the bathroom—that’s where he’s coming from!”

Once again the Spiders looked stunned.

The pale, lanky boy said, “The bathroom around the corner? Are you sure?”

“But we just saw him in his office talking to John Cole!” put in the third boy, a handsome, muscular brute who seemed already to have a mustache, or at least the shadowy beginnings of one. “How did he get up here so fast? We’re fixed good if he catches us, Moray!” He looked anxiously to the belt buckle boy.

“Shut up, both of you, and let me think!” Moray hissed, and the features of his face—round cheeks, dark, round eyes, a smallish snub nose—all bunched together into a circle of concentration so tiny that a coffee cup might have covered them entirely. He licked his chapped lips again. “I don’t see how old Collum could have got past us—”

“He came up these stairs,” Nicholas interjected, “and then he told me to go back down and turn off the light while he paid a visit to the bathroom. He seemed to be in an awful hurry—I think it was an emergency.”

“These stairs?” Moray said. Nicholas watched him working it out in his mind. “The servants’ stairs?”

“That sounds like Collum, all right,” said the handsome, muscular boy. “Turning off the light, I mean.”

“So he really could be here any second?” said the lanky boy. His tone was worried now, but he still looked simply peevish, as if he had mothballs in his mouth.

“That’s what he said, isn’t it?” whispered the muscular one, shooting the peevish one a contemptuous look. The two of them fell at once into a heated, whispered argument, during which Nicholas learned that the muscular boy was called Breaker, and the other was called Iggy.

Pretending to be alarmed, Nicholas urgently laid his finger against his lips, signaling them to be quiet. With a start, they remembered why they were arguing, and fell silent, glancing apprehensively toward the candle corner. Moray, meanwhile, had screwed his face up tight again, presumably trying extra hard to think.

“I know!” Nicholas said, softly snapping his fingers. “You can sneak down these stairs, and we’ll do the initiation tomorrow. Should I bring cookies? I was given some when I left the last place. They’re right in here!” He took the suitcase from Moray, who released it without thinking (no doubt he was unused to having things snatched from him), and stepped aside to let them pass. “Don’t worry, I won’t say a word to Mr. Collum. Just tell me where to meet you!”

Moray hesitated, perhaps wondering what kind of cookies Nicholas had. Then he nodded. “Bathroom around the corner. Right after breakfast. We’ll be waiting for you.”

“Swell!” Nicholas said, flashing an eager grin. “Oh, that’s swell of you, Moray! Thank you!”

Moray regarded him with affection, rather as a weasel might look upon an unguarded chicken. “Don’t mention it. Oh, and don’t mention it to anyone else, either. Not a word about initiation to anyone, got it? You don’t want to ruin the surprise.”

Nicholas looked horrified. “Oh no! That’s the last thing I’d do!”

“Good man,” Moray said, patting Nicholas’s shoulder. “And be sure to bring those cookies.”

Nicholas put his hand over his heart. “I will, Moray! You can count on me! Good night, Moray! Good night, fellows!”

Moray smirked and hurried down the stairs, followed by the other Spiders, looking equally smug. “Did you see the honker on that kid?” whispered Breaker when they were only halfway down the stairs.

Nicholas heard him quite plainly, along with Iggy’s snickering reply: “How could I have missed that? It looked like something out of a root cellar!”

All three were chuckling when Nicholas abruptly closed the door, shutting them into blackness. He heard them stumbling and cursing, which gave him some small satisfaction. He opened the door a crack and whispered down into the darkness, “Sorry! I heard someone coming!” then quickly closed it again. Moments later he heard the downstairs door rattle open and bang shut. The Spiders were much less cautious now that they weren’t sneaking up on him.

Nicholas sank to the floor, his heart hammering like a woodpecker against his rib cage. It seemed a miracle that he hadn’t gone to sleep and fallen at the bullies’ feet. That was something, anyway. And he had managed not to get his head dunked in a toilet (he was sure that was what initiation involved), so all in all it was a successful escape—perhaps even one of his best.

But Nicholas had made things far worse for himself in the long run, and he knew it. There is no fury greater than one born of humiliation, and when Nicholas didn’t show up the next morning, the Spiders would realize that he had indeed humiliated them. A nine-year-old duping them so easily? With no warning, no preparation at all? Oh yes, he had made the Spiders look like fools, and they would understand that all too soon. If it hadn’t been personal before, it most certainly would be now. The bullies would do everything in their power to get him back. They would do their worst—and from the look of them, their worst would be terrible indeed.

Yet what else could Nicholas have done? Let them humiliate him? No, that never had been an option. Nicholas simply didn’t have it in him to give in to bullies. He never had. If they wanted to humiliate him, they were going to have to work for it.

With a groan, Nicholas leaned back against the stairway door. This whole situation felt sadly familiar. But the Spiders were much bigger than any bullies he’d ever known, and this place was so large that there had to be countless shadowy corners in which to trap unsuspecting victims. Like actual spiders, he thought. He drew up his knees and rested his chin on them. Had he really been thinking, back at the train station, that this new place could hardly be worse than the last?

So much for that.

The Spiders had not been gone long (seventy-one drips of wax) when the candle flame sputtered violently and leaned sideways again. Nicholas sprang to his feet and put his hand on the doorknob. Perhaps they were coming back—perhaps they had already realized they’d been suckered. Then came the distant creak of a floorboard, followed by brisk, purposeful, heavy footsteps on carpet—a man’s footsteps—and Nicholas knew it was Mr. Collum.

Nicholas also sensed that Mr. Collum was alone, a fact confirmed when the director rounded the candle corner. He looked slightly less official than before, having removed his suit coat, necktie, and hat, but he still had his ledger and still stood straight as a post. Absent his hat, Mr. Collum’s hair proved to be black, oiled, and meticulously combed, with a severe part down the middle that made Nicholas think of a path through a thicket. He was carrying a small lantern, its flame turned so low it was scarcely visible.

“So you are still awake,” said Mr. Collum snappishly. “After what happened on our way here, I worried I would make the climb only to find you slumbering again.”

Nicholas bowed. “Perfectly awake, Mr. Collum, and happy not to have inconvenienced you again.” He kept every trace of sarcasm out of his tone, but Mr. Collum searched his face nonetheless. Nicholas returned the gaze with a look of blank sincerity.

“As for that,” Mr. Collum said, “it’s inconvenient enough with you awake.” Tucking the ledger under his arm, he reached into a trouser pocket and drew out a length of black ribbon tied to an antique-looking key. It would seem a simple enough procedure; yet he almost dropped the ledger, and then the lantern, and then was obliged to take the key ribbon in his teeth as he got them both resituated (he seemed unwilling to set anything down or to ask Nicholas for help), and in general gave the impression of a man needing more hands than he possessed.

“I had intended to finish explaining the rules,” Mr. Collum said, speaking through his clenched teeth as he shifted his things, “but that will have to wait. It’s bedtime now, and you must follow your routine, the same as everyone. Here we are,” he said, unlocking the door at last.

Mr. Collum turned up the flame in his lantern, revealing a room that would have been comfortably spacious had it not been full of boxes. To the right, against the east wall, was a narrow strip of space in which a cot had been placed. Overhead dangled an ornate light fixture without bulbs. There appeared to be no windows, either, which seemed odd for a former guest room in a mansion. Then Nicholas detected a square patch of stone, just above the cot, that was a slightly different shade of gray from the rest of the wall. A window there would have looked onto the side yard.

“I had Mr. Pileus close that in this afternoon,” said Mr. Collum when Nicholas walked over to inspect the square patch. “Do not touch it. The mortar may be damp yet.”

Nicholas stared wistfully at the wall. To think he had almost had a window! “But what was the matter with it?”

“With the window?” Mr. Collum said. “Nothing at all. It was an ordinary window. But your peculiar sleeping arrangements call for unusual measures, Nicholas. Naturally, we cannot leave you unsupervised without taking precautions. A boy your age is much tempted to mischief. Thus it occurred to me this morning that we must remove the window. We can’t have you sneaking out at night, perhaps falling and breaking your neck in the process. And obviously we shall keep your door locked.”

“Locked?” Nicholas spun to face him, aghast. “I’m to be locked into this room, alone, every night?”

“There’s no help for it,” Mr. Collum said briskly. “Assigning you a personal chaperone would be impossible—we simply haven’t the staff. Come now!” he said when Nicholas began taking deep breaths to calm himself. “Buck up! It isn’t as bad as all that.” He gestured into the corner, where a once-elegant braided cloth rope hung from the ceiling. “If you have an emergency—I mean a true emergency, Nicholas, not just a nightmare or a little thirst—you may tug on that rope. A bell will sound below in the old butler’s room, where Mr. Pileus sleeps, and he will come up to check on you.”

“I see, sir,” Nicholas said, recovering enough to sound polite. “I do hate to bother Mr. Pileus, though. Perhaps we could try it awhile with the door unlocked? I’m not the least bit interested in mischief, I can promise you.” He rounded his eyes, dipped his chin, and otherwise did his best to look unmischievous.

Mr. Collum sighed. “Out of the question, I’m afraid, Nicholas. One must always start strictly. In time I might consider easing restrictions, but this will depend upon your behavior. If you were John Cole, for instance, I would probably grant your request. In fact, you would do well to model yourself after John—makes himself useful, excellent deportment, never a nuisance. Indeed, much of the time one would not even know he’s here.” Mr. Collum said this last part with special emphasis, as if there were no greater virtue in a child than appearing to be absent.

Nicholas lowered his eyes. He could see it was pointless to argue further. You have to find another way to fix this, he told himself, and his mind went probing frantically in every direction, searching for a solution.

“You may keep your suitcase beneath the cot,” Mr. Collum was saying. “Come along now and wash up in the bathroom. Do you have pajamas? A toothbrush and paste?”

“Yes, sir,” Nicholas replied. He knelt to his suitcase, his mind still racing. “Will I have a lamp, Mr. Collum?”

Mr. Collum seemed not to have considered this. He was slow to reply, and when he did so, his tone was reluctant. “You may have a candle. Take one from that box,” he said, pointing, “and I shall light it before I leave you.”

Nicholas hurried to the box in relief. He rifled through the candles inside, looking for the biggest one. And all the time his mind was working, working.

Out in the passage again, Mr. Collum repeated his awkward ritual, rearranging the things in his hands and under his arms in order to bring out his key and lock the door.

Nicholas wondered at this. “Aren’t we coming right back, Mr. Collum?”

Mr. Collum’s cheeks flushed, and he looked at Nicholas disapprovingly. “You ask far too many questions, young man. Yes, we’re coming back. But I keep things properly secured. My predecessor was a scoundrel. I am a responsible businessman. Your bedroom also happens to be a storage room, and as such it is kept locked at all times. Now follow me, and no more questions. It has been an insufferably long day, and I am much too weary. Tomorrow you will be shown about and told all you need to know.”

Mr. Collum did seem weary. In fact, Nicholas suspected that he was so tired he had locked the door without thinking, then covered up his mistake with that business about keeping things secured. All the briskness had gone out of him—even his reprimand had lacked force—and he yawned several times as he led the way to the bathroom.

They turned left at the candle corner, then right at the end of the south-running passage. In the distance a half-open doorway revealed a sort of gallery, a lofty space in which Nicholas spied the upper railing of a grand staircase, its polished wood reflecting the light of an unseen candle. But they stopped well short of the gallery, and Mr. Collum gestured with his ledger to a door on the right.

“Be quick,” said Mr. Collum through a yawn. He did not offer the use of his lantern.

Nicholas hurried into the bathroom, wondering what he was to do about light. As it happened, the bathroom had a wall lamp with an actual bulb in it. He turned it on (half expecting Mr. Collum to scold him), then closed the door and bent to the keyhole. He watched Mr. Collum lean back against the wall and shut his eyes.

Nicholas stared at Mr. Collum, not out of anger or bitterness but because he was concentrating. Now that he was alone, he could turn his full attention to his problem. His mind began reeling in its many strands of thought like so many fishing lines, checking each hook for solutions. He stared at the trouser pocket in which Mr. Collum carried the key to his room. Then he straightened and stared intently at the keyhole in the bathroom door. Then he closed his eyes and stared at every detail his mind had registered since he arrived.

And then he had his answer.

Hiding his toothbrush and toothpaste inside his shirt, Nicholas swung the door open again, talking fast: “I’m so sorry, Mr. Collum, but I seem to have left my toothbrush and toothpaste in the bedroom! I must have set them down when I took the candle from the box, and forgot to pick them up again!”

Mr. Collum opened his eyes, looking bewildered. “You didn’t—but didn’t I see—why, what on earth were you thinking, Nicholas? This is a bad start,” he said, his voice growing angrier, “a very bad start indeed!”

“I really am sorry, Mr. Collum!” Nicholas said, and pressed on quickly. “I’ll just dash back for them! You needn’t budge! I’ll be quick as a wink!” He held out his hand for the key, as urgently as he could without seeming demanding, and composed his face into an expression of anxious embarrassment.

Mr. Collum scowled and began shifting his things. “Forty-five seconds,” he said. “One second longer and you’ll regret it. Do you understand me, Nicholas?” He held out the key on its black ribbon.

“Absolutely, sir!” Nicholas cried, snatching the key. “Forty-five seconds it is!”

He flew back the way they had come, but he did not go straight to his room. Instead, he ran past the first candle corner and on to the one he’d spotted farther down, the dark one with the empty sconce and the unused bowl. Grabbing that bowl, he ran back to the first candle corner and switched it with the other bowl—the one containing a fresh layer of warm, soft wax. This one he carried to his room. He was perspiring now, his fingers clammy against the key as he shoved it into the lock.

In the privacy of his room, Nicholas knelt over the bowl. He pressed the key into the cooling wax. Slowly and carefully, he tugged it out again by the ribbon, then buffed it with his shirt. He tucked the key into his pocket, hid the bowl behind a stack of boxes, and hurried out again.

“Forty-three seconds,” Mr. Collum said when Nicholas came running up. He put away his pocket watch almost regretfully, but at least he hadn’t lied. (Nicholas knew the time was accurate, for he’d been counting the seconds in his head.)

“Thanks for your patience, Mr. Collum,” said Nicholas, and he handed over the key.

Soon afterward Nicholas stood in his bedroom alone, listening, as the same key locked him in for the night. Mr. Collum had left him with his solitary flickering candle, along with a warning to use it safely, and had informed Nicholas that Mrs. Brindle, the housekeeper, would be up early in the morning to fetch him. Mr. Collum had neglected to leave any matches should the candle need to be lit again later, but Nicholas had chosen not to mention this. Instead, he had hurriedly expressed his gratitude, promised to go to sleep at once, and bidden the director a good night.

Nicholas put his ear against the door and listened to Mr. Collum tramp away. Then he reached inside his pajama top and took out the lightbulb he’d removed from the bathroom lamp. It was still warm to the touch. Nicholas smiled and tossed it onto his cot. Later he would climb a stack of boxes and screw the bulb into the light fixture. For now, he eagerly carried his candle over to where he had hidden the bowl, and with a rush of relief and delight, he inspected the result of his efforts: The key had left a perfect impression in the wax. So he had his mold, and tomorrow, according to Mr. Collum, he had metalwork.

By tomorrow night, then, Nicholas would have his own key.
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The orphanage housekeeper, a widow named Mrs. Brindle, had a variety of minor ailments that troubled her. Chief among them was an itchy eye, at which she was always rubbing furiously with one knuckle, but she also suffered from aches and pains that migrated, unpredictably, from one part of her body to another. No sooner would she learn to favor one elbow or knee—adjusting her movements, applying hot-water bottles and ointments—than its pain would disappear and pop up elsewhere. And so she would cry out or groan whenever she moved, not because the pain was unbearable but because it always surprised her. This morning, for instance, it had been her shoulder that bothered her when she rose from bed; yet when she dropped her ring of keys trying to unlock Nicholas’s door and bent to retrieve it, the pain sneaked down to her back.

“You slippery devil!” Mrs. Brindle snarled. (Over the years she had come to think of this traveling pain as an impish spirit, like a poltergeist that haunted muscles and bones rather than cupboards and closets.) “Can you not sit still for one morning? Why not move along to someone else entirely? A larger body! Wouldn’t that be nice? You’d have more room to work your mischief, you wicked little beast!” And she said more things along this line, which had long been her habit, as she unlocked the door and pushed it open.

Nicholas, however, being unfamiliar with Mrs. Brindle’s angry speeches, had retreated to the far side of the pitch-black room and was in a fair state of alarm. He’d been fully dressed for hours, just in case, but had been awake for only a minute. It had been a long night, and what little sleep he had gotten had been haunted, as it so frequently was, by hideous nightmares, terrible visions so powerful and vivid they seemed not just real but more than real, the way things often do when a person is frightened. Sometimes, in fact, they were even worse than nightmares—sometimes they were hallucinations. And the worst of these, which had visited Nicholas many a night, was a horrifying female creature who threatened to smother him.

“Why, whatever is the matter with you?” Mrs. Brindle demanded when she saw Nicholas cowering in the corner. She turned up the flame in her lamp and held it forward, the better to see him.

The increased light made Mrs. Brindle easier to see as well, and Nicholas quickly regained his composure. She was not the awful creature from his hallucination but a stooped woman with wiry gray hair and a runny eye. Through the door she had sounded furious, but in person she seemed merely exasperated. And at any rate, Nicholas could tell now that he was truly awake. It was morning. The horrors had passed.

“Nothing at all is the matter, ma’am!” Nicholas exclaimed, and he offered Mrs. Brindle a sweeping bow. “I was only startled by your sudden entrance. Nicholas Benedict, ma’am. Very pleased to meet you.”

“What?” said Mrs. Brindle, rubbing her eye. “How old are you? I was told you were nine.”

“Indeed I am, ma’am!” Nicholas said. “I apologize if I’m speaking too quickly. I suppose I’m excited.”

Mrs. Brindle stared at him. “Well, you shall have to do your best to hold it in. I’m too weary this morning. Run along to the bathroom now and wash up. I’m to show you around before breakfast.”

Nicholas grabbed a few things from beneath his cot and hurried into the passage, which was gloomy but navigable in the gray light filtering through the window. It was just after dawn. He made his way to the bathroom, took the lightbulb from under his shirt, and screwed it back into the lamp. Then he braced himself and set to work scrubbing his hands in the sink.

The harsh soap and cold water stung Nicholas’s raw fingertips like nettles. He had no choice but to scrub them, though, for he had worked feverishly last night to scrape out all the damp mortar in his wall, and some of it had dried on his fingers. That was all right. He might be wincing and grimacing now, but the success of his project made up for it. The knowledge that he could remove the stones from his “window” if he pleased—that he could breathe fresh air and look up at the stars—was worth far more to Nicholas than a few skinned knuckles and a few lost hours of sleep. He hadn’t wanted to sleep, anyway. He never did.

Once his hands were clean and he had changed out of his pajamas, Nicholas dampened his comb and parted his hair, perhaps for the last time. All the other boys had been given crew cuts, and he presumed the same fate lay in store for him. He took a moment to gaze into the mirror. “Well, Nicholas, it’s going to be another tricky morning,” he said to his reflection. “Best be on your toes.” He stood on his tiptoes and offered himself an encouraging smile.

Turning to the lamp, Nicholas unscrewed the good lightbulb and replaced it with a dead one he had found among the boxes in his room. If the Spiders were going to wait for him here, they might as well do so in darkness. Later Nicholas would report the dead lightbulb to Mr. Collum and request a new one. Then he could keep the extra bulb hidden away, to use whenever he wished.

This dead lightbulb was one of several useful items Nicholas had found in his room. His other nighttime project had been to go through all the boxes and make a mental list of their contents. (He had no need of writing the list down, for he had a prodigious memory—perhaps even a perfect one. As far as he knew, anyway, he’d never forgotten a thing.) Most of the boxes contained threadbare, moth-eaten bedsheets and other linens, but there was also a broken lantern, a broken alarm clock, a half-empty matchbox, a bundle of flour sacks, and a pair of dilapidated old work boots. With the exception of the matchbox, which was a prize find by any standard, all these things might have seemed useless to someone else. But Nicholas could find a purpose for almost anything, including the boxes themselves (that scraped-out mortar needed to be hidden somewhere, after all), and he had been pleased with his discoveries.

When Nicholas returned to his room, he found Mrs. Brindle holding up her lamp and peering at the discolored patch of gray wall over his cot. “Used to be a window here,” she said as he put his things away. “Mr. Pileus filled it in yesterday.” She gave a little cluck of disapproval. “But it looks cockeyed, somehow. Saggy. Not his best work, I should say. I suppose he felt rushed. Did you feel a draft at all?”

“Not a bit,” Nicholas said. “I couldn’t have been more comfortable.”

Mrs. Brindle shrugged. “Then I suppose it’s well enough. Oh!” she cried suddenly. “You beast! You wicked, wicked beast! It’s the wrist now, is it?” She sucked in her breath and changed the lamp to the other hand.

“Is anything the matter, ma’am?” asked Nicholas.

“What do you think?” said Mrs. Brindle, shuffling slowly from the room. “Please don’t plague me with your questions. I shall tell you all you need to know. Now come along, I have to lock this door.”

“Certainly,” said Nicholas, darting into the passage ahead of her. “I can’t wait to look around. I haven’t even been downstairs yet!”

Mrs. Brindle gave him a weary look. “You needn’t plague me with your comments, either.”

“Oh, of course, of course,” Nicholas said. “I shall do my best not to plague you by any means.” And he pretended to lock his mouth with an invisible key.

Mrs. Brindle sighed. Then she locked his door (wincing and muttering as she did so), dropped her key ring into the pocket of her work apron, and instructed Nicholas to keep beside her as she “took him down to where it’s civilized” and told him “what’s what and what isn’t.”

Nicholas obliged, walking at a fraction of his normal pace so as not to leave Mrs. Brindle far behind, and was rewarded with a most informative tour. Indeed, because the old housekeeper moved so slowly and talked so incessantly, Nicholas learned quite a lot before they had even made it downstairs. Some things he learned directly, from her occasional plain statements; others he learned by filling in the large gaps in her rambling speech. Mrs. Brindle was clearly interested more in recounting her many burdensome tasks and duties than in telling Nicholas about the history of the Manor, or about any of its practices that did not pertain to cleaning. But there was so much to clean in the Manor, and so many systems and routines dedicated to its upkeep, that Nicholas gleaned a great deal of information simply from her descriptions of chores.

In no time, for instance, he had ascertained that the Manor was composed of three main parts, which Mrs. Brindle referred to as the West Wing, the East Wing, and the Middle Wing. (By “Middle Wing,” Nicholas realized that she must have meant the central part of the mansion, since really there could be no such thing as a “middle wing.”) He also deduced that the boys’ dormitory, which once upon a time had been a sort of parlor, was situated in the East Wing, as were his own room and the rooms of all the male staff. The girls’ much larger dormitory, formerly a ballroom, lay in the West Wing. (Mrs. Brindle had referred to it simply as “the ballroom,” but Nicholas had gathered that the place was full of cots and that, being a boy, he was forbidden to enter it.) Nor was it hard for Nicholas to determine that the rooms of Mrs. Brindle and the nurse, whom Mrs. Brindle sneeringly called “Miss Pretty Pills,” were likewise located in the West Wing.

All this Nicholas learned before they had reached the bathroom, where Mrs. Brindle paused to dampen a cloth and pat her brow while Nicholas held her lamp. During these few minutes she said nothing—only gasped and panted—and the sudden, relative silence was almost unnerving, like the eye of a storm. But then she took back the lamp, groaned, and resumed her endless speech about the endless chores.

Having covered laundry, windows, and floors, Mrs. Brindle moved on to larder and kitchen duties. From her breathless recitations, Nicholas came to understand not only that there was a small farm on the property from which the Manor received much of its food, but that she and the Manor’s cook, a widower named Mr. Griese, were very likely in love and didn’t know it. Nicholas arrived at this last conclusion because he had once read a novel in which the situation was exactly like that of Mrs. Brindle and Mr. Griese. Admittedly, it had been a very dull novel—he’d finished it only because it was one of the few books available to him, and because it took him only ten minutes—but he found the similarities too strong to ignore, especially the way Mrs. Brindle grew more lively as she spoke about the cook, and went on at length about him without seeming to realize it.

She was still speaking of Mr. Griese when they reached the gallery—the broad, open area at the top of the Manor’s grand staircase. Nicholas took in the faded tapestries on the walls, the beautiful, old wooden chairs in the corners, the enormous chandelier that hung over the entranceway below—and still Mrs. Brindle went on about Mr. Griese. “That poor man,” she was saying, “in among the pots and the heat all day, yet always so polite, always a gentleman, never a cross word even for those who deserve it….”

Nicholas went to the railing and looked down into the entranceway, hoping to catch a glimpse of another person. It was simple curiosity—naturally, he wondered about the Manor’s other inhabitants—but no one appeared.

Mrs. Brindle, meanwhile, had stopped walking, as if she meant to tell him something about the gallery, and yet her speech gave no sign of changing course. Finally Nicholas couldn’t help himself. His real life, he thought, was becoming as dull as that novel. “What a chandelier!” he interjected as if he’d only just noticed it, and the better to engage Mrs. Brindle’s interest he added, “It must be ever so hard to clean!”

Mrs. Brindle flinched at the sound of his voice. She had become so distracted that she seemed surprised to find herself standing there with him. Putting a hand to her neck (which had begun hurting when she flinched), she snapped, “What’s that? The chandelier? Well, yes, of course it’s hard to clean! What do you expect? Everything here is difficult to keep clean, isn’t it? Sure, it might not have been when the Rothschilds lived here, but their housekeeper would’ve had a proper staff, wouldn’t she?”

“The Rothschilds?” said Nicholas to keep her going. “Who were they, exactly?”

Mrs. Brindle scowled. “Why, the Rothschilds! The Rothschilds!” she repeated in a louder voice. “Is it your brain or your ear that’s not working, child? Do you not know where you are? Rothschild’s End! Who did you think the place was named for—the Birminghams?”

Nicholas mildly explained that no one had told him anything about the Rothschilds. He assumed they were connected to the famously rich Rothschild family, but beyond that he knew nothing.

“Nothing at all?” Mrs. Brindle asked suspiciously, as if Nicholas was trying to trick her. “How can you know nothing about the Rothschilds? They were so rich! Why, look around you! They had everything a person could want!” Here she paused, with a thoughtful look, and then in a softer tone continued: “Well, everything except a family, mind you—they never had that. And people say the lady wanted one ever so much, poor soul. Sure, she was a grand old lady when she died, but she had no children, no children at all. They say it was in her honor Mr. Rothschild had the place turned into an orphanage after he died, which I believe wasn’t even a month later, or perhaps two. They say he had it all nicely written out in his will. What would be changed, and who the director and staff would be, and how things should be run just as smart and fine as ever they had been when he and the lady had lived here.

“Oh yes,” said Mrs. Brindle, shaking her head admiringly, “things were done right then. A full housekeeping staff! Can you imagine? Why, everything must have gleamed and beamed! And that’s not to mention the other sorts of help they had—the cook’s helpers and the extra groundskeepers and, oh, who knows what else? But you know it was grand!”

The old housekeeper had grown more and more wistful as she spoke. She was gazing over the railing, down into the gloomy entranceway, as if the Manor’s glorious past could be seen quite clearly there if only there were better lighting. After a silence, though, her face grew peevish again. “No such luck for me, of course. Where’s my staff? I am the staff. No one to help me but a lot of children—and most of them can hardly wipe their own noses, much less handle a mop bucket. You remember that,” she said, casting a stern look at Nicholas. “If things don’t exactly shine around here, it’s because you didn’t shine them.”

With that, Mrs. Brindle turned and, with great caution and even greater slowness, began to descend the wide, curving staircase. She took each step with one hand gripping the banister and the other held out for balance, and she had Nicholas hold the lamp low to the steps so that she could be sure of her footing. After a few steps they had established a rhythm, and Mrs. Brindle once again took up her monologue about chores and duties, interrupting herself only to cry out with the occasional pain and then scold it for not sitting still.

By the time they had reached the bottom step, Nicholas felt that he’d received quite a decent education. Though he’d seen almost nothing, he had a knowledge of the Manor’s rooms and general layout that would later prove remarkably accurate. Indeed, on the mental map he’d been drawing, only a very few spaces had yet to be accounted for.

“Excuse me, Mrs. Brindle,” he said, extending the lamp toward a closed door on the left of the entranceway, “but where does that door lead? Is it an extra parlor, perhaps? I know those double oak doors lead out onto the porch, and that door on the right is Mr. Collum’s office, but what about this one on the left?”

But before Mrs. Brindle even had time to absorb his question, Nicholas began to pace and point, turning this way and that, for he was suddenly caught up in the pleasure of solving a problem, and rather forgot that he wasn’t alone. “I know it can’t be the drawing room. The drawing room lies on the side passage that crosses behind the staircase”—he gestured beyond the staircase, toward the rear of the Manor—the one that turns off that north-running passage that leads back to the kitchen.”

Mrs. Brindle, carefully releasing her grip on the banister’s newel post, looked at him as though he’d insulted her. “The drawing room? The kitchen? How could you possibly know where those are? What are you talking about?”

“Oh, you’re right, of course,” Nicholas said absently. “I don’t mean to say I know exactly where they are. But my point is, shouldn’t there be another room between here and the boys’ dormitory”—he pointed down a passage leading eastward from the bottom of the stairs—and if so”—turning again toward the door in question—doesn’t this door lead to it?”

“I see,” said Mrs. Brindle in an icy tone. “You’re playing a prank. Mr. Collum’s already shown you around, has he? Last night, no doubt, while I was chaperoning the ballroom. Well, he might have left me a note. You might have told me. But no! You think it’s great fun dragging my bones out of bed half an hour early. You like to pretend—well, I don’t know what, that somehow you’ve had a vision of the Manor? Is that it? That you’re a little prophet who likes to point out your poor old housekeeper’s lapses before she can even commit them?”

Nicholas realized he had made a mistake. He tried to say something to defuse Mrs. Brindle’s anger, but Mrs. Brindle would not be interrupted. She silenced him with an irritated flapping of her hand, which caused her to wince and cry, “Oh! You beast! It’s back to the shoulder, is it? Homesick, were you?” Then she fixed her furious gaze on Nicholas again. “If you truly wanted to rattle my cage, you rude boy, you ought to have just said, ‘What about the library, Mrs. Brindle? Don’t you ever clean the library? Don’t you like shifting book after book after book—on and on with the books and the books—so you can dust those interminable shelves?’”

Nicholas gasped. Could it be true? He sprang to the door and tried the knob. It was unlocked. Ignoring Mrs. Brindle’s sputtering protests, he swung the door open and barged into the darkness beyond. He held up the lamp—and gasped again.

Three walls of books. Floor-to-ceiling books. Books in the thousands.

Nicholas felt his heart flutter, and looked quickly about for a soft place to fall. Oh no, he thought, and with the lamp, too!

Luckily, when Mrs. Brindle came storming in after him a minute later (she was an extremely slow-moving storm), she found Nicholas not collapsed on the floor amid shattered glass and a burning rug, but instead sitting in an overstuffed armchair, with the lamp held firmly in both hands. By some miracle (and several deep breaths) he had not fallen asleep, despite witnessing the most exciting spectacle of his life. He did look strangely affected, however, with his wide-open mouth and his wildly roving eyes, and at the sight of him Mrs. Brindle lost her anger and grew concerned.

“Boy!” she cried, in her alarm quite forgetting his name. She tried to hurry over to him without tripping on the rug. “Are you not well? Can you hear me? Oh, heavens!”

Nicholas heard her plainly enough, but he could not tear his eyes away to look at her. The innumerable books were all bound in leather, with their titles and author names on the spines in gold lettering, and already he had determined that they were divided into categories—history, botany, chemistry, astronomy, mathematics, physics, economics, fiction, poetry, and more—and organized by systems particular to each category. They varied widely in size, from volumes as slim as slate boards to enormous tomes the size of cinder blocks. And to Nicholas they were all beautiful, every one of them.

“Boy!” Mrs. Brindle said again, at last drawing near. She bent to study his face in the lamplight. “Are you unwell? Shall I fetch the nurse?” She looked anxiously at the door. “It will take me some time to rouse her….”

Nicholas pulled himself together. He didn’t want Mr. Collum hearing of a nurse’s visit on his first morning at the Manor. He leaped up and flashed Mrs. Brindle a winning smile. “Thanks so much, Mrs. Brindle, but please don’t trouble yourself on my account. You see, I’m perfectly well!”

“My word!” Mrs. Brindle said, startled by his abrupt recovery. “Gracious!”

“It was just a false alarm,” said Nicholas. “You’re aware of my condition, I take it? Every so often I have to sleep—it can’t be helped—and for a moment I thought a spell was coming on. That’s why I hurried in here and sat in a chair, just in case. Apparently I was mistaken. Tell me,” he hurried on, “are we allowed to read these books?” He gestured at the bookshelves.

Mrs. Brindle seemed not to have heard his question. “Step aside and let me sit down,” she said, shaking her head. “You just stole half my life away.” She lowered herself into the armchair, leaned back, and stared up at the ceiling.

“Shall I fetch the nurse, Mrs. Brindle?” Nicholas asked.

“That foolish girl couldn’t mend a sock,” Mrs. Brindle muttered. “Just give me a moment to collect myself. And carry that lamp away—its fumes are troubling my eye.”

Nicholas was only too happy to do so. In the far corner of the library, he had spied a beautiful mahogany desk and beside it—to his delight—a gigantic dictionary on a stand. He walked over to the dictionary, glancing eagerly about him as he did. The library’s other furniture included a chaise longue, a rocking chair, and several armchairs, each with its own reading table and lamp. Positioned against the far wall was a rolling ladder that could be pushed along narrow tracks in the floor, providing access to the higher bookshelves, which were very high indeed—the top shelf was at least ten feet from the floor. The south wall, the only one not covered with books, seemed mostly made up of windows, and beneath each one was a cushioned, sun-faded window seat. Nicholas grinned at everything his eyes fell upon. In his opinion the library could not have been more perfect.

Gently laying both hands on the dictionary, Nicholas closed his eyes, as if he might absorb the words through his fingers. He felt almost giddy. In the schoolhouse at Littleview, there had also been a dictionary on a stand—a much smaller dictionary on a much more rickety stand, but he had loved it. It was among the few books he’d ever been able to read. Sure, he had read countless newspapers, for newspapers were easy to come by—one could always find them discarded in the street or left upon tables—but actual books were seldom available, perhaps because the orphanage had lacked funds to obtain them, perhaps because no one thought of it or cared. As a result, the only books Nicholas had read were school textbooks, a handful of novels he had swiped from the Littleview staff, a volume of fairy tales, an outdated almanac—and that dictionary in the schoolhouse.

He hadn’t been able to read all of the dictionary, unfortunately; perhaps that was why it stood out so prominently in his mind. On the first occasion he had asked permission to use it, Nicholas had lingered at the stand for several minutes. He had found the definition he’d sought right away, but then had continued reading, page after page, the way a normal person might read a story. He had become much too interested to stop. Indeed, he was so absorbed that he didn’t notice the teacher frowning at him from behind her desk. He was turning the pages too quickly, standing there too long, and the teacher thought he was avoiding his schoolwork.

“Nicholas,” she had snapped. “You no longer have permission to use the dictionary. Return to your seat.”

Nicholas’s protests had been to no avail. On the contrary, they were much to his detriment, for as punishment he was forbidden to use the dictionary from that day on. What an agony that had been! But now here sat this one in the library, just waiting for him, and thousands of other books besides. The discovery was enough to push away, for the moment, any thought of Spiders or of nightmares in isolated, locked rooms. An entire library! It seemed too much to have hoped for—and indeed Nicholas never had.

“Oh, you monster!” he heard Mrs. Brindle cry. “You couldn’t wait, could you? Simply couldn’t wait!”

Reluctantly, Nicholas opened his eyes and turned. Mrs. Brindle had risen from the chair and was rubbing at her hip. He felt a ridiculous impulse to hide behind the mahogany desk, as if he might actually remain in the library forever, reading as much as he pleased and sneaking crumbs from the kitchen at night. Like an elf, he thought. The library elf. But that was the stuff of fairy tales.

“Well, hurry up,” Mrs. Brindle called to him impatiently, as if she had been waiting for ages. “I can’t very well see without my lamp, can I?”

Nicholas rejoined her, and together they made their way out. Nicholas paused in the doorway to look back. The books sat upon the shelves in heavy shadow now, like hidden objects in a mystery. As if every unread book were not mystery enough, even in the light. Nicholas turned away with a pang in his chest.

“I’ll be back,” he whispered.


[image: ]

In the entranceway again, Mrs. Brindle seemed at a loss for how to continue with the tour. By this time others had begun to stir in the Manor. Drifting down the passages came the sounds of shuffling footsteps, doors opening and closing, sleepy conversations—and the distinct rattling of pots and pans. Mrs. Brindle, touching her hair as if to ensure it was still there, peered intently down the passage leading toward the rear of the Manor. Toward the kitchen, as Nicholas knew.

“Is it that late already?” she muttered, apparently to herself. “And I still have to finish this infernal…”

Mrs. Brindle glanced toward the door of Mr. Collum’s office. Nicholas thought she was worried about being reprimanded. Then he realized that she’d actually glanced toward an antique mirror that stood beside the door. It was a large, oval-shaped mirror on a rotating base, the sort one normally might find in a dressing room, and Nicholas could not fathom why it was there. But it was easy enough to guess why the housekeeper had glanced at it.

“Mrs. Brindle,” he said, “would you mind telling me what that mirror is for? The entranceway seems an odd place for it.”

Mrs. Brindle seized upon Nicholas’s question with eagerness. Stepping over to the mirror, as if standing in front of the glass would make it easier to explain, she said, “Why, Mr. Collum had it carried down from upstairs so that he might use it during free times, when it’s his turn to watch the library.”

“I see!” Nicholas said (for he really did), and he started to ask Mrs. Brindle when free times were, and how long they lasted, and whether children were allowed to take books out of the library. But Mrs. Brindle doggedly continued her explanation.

“Naturally, someone has to watch the children,” she said, trying to pat her hair into place and inspect her teeth inconspicuously. “You can’t have them unsupervised, can you? Now, with both doors open, you see, and the mirror turned just so, Mr. Collum can work at his desk in here”—Mrs. Brindle turned her thumb toward the door beside them—and still keep an eye on you children in there.” She pointed across the entranceway.

“I see,” Nicholas said again, and he wondered how long he would have to stand there saying “I see, I see.”

Not long, as it turned out, for already Mrs. Brindle was smoothing her apron, her face wearing an expression of somewhat strained composure. She looked both dissatisfied and hopeful.

“Are we off to the kitchen now, Mrs. Brindle?” Nicholas asked.

Mrs. Brindle looked shocked. “Why, what makes you—”

“I’m eager to see it,” Nicholas said, cutting her off. “Shall we go? I can keep carrying the lamp, if you like.”

Mrs. Brindle, recovering, agreed that this would be nice.

If Mrs. Brindle had ever had any intention of continuing the tour beyond the kitchen, it vanished like the steam rising from the pots on the stove. For no sooner had she laid eyes on Mr. Griese’s shiny red face—whether red from heat or from Mrs. Brindle’s appearance was unclear to Nicholas—than she forgot the existence of any world beyond the swinging doors. Nor did she seem aware of Nicholas’s presence, but launched at once into a series of questions about Mr. Griese’s health; and how he had slept (she knew it had been his turn to chaperone the boys’ dormitory); and how he ever managed to make do with such a small supply of eggs, vegetables, and milk; and so on. She asked these questions in a lively, concerned tone—and without once interrupting herself, Nicholas noticed, to direct angry comments at unseen wicked beasts.

Mr. Griese, for his part, was too engaged in his work and in trying to answer Mrs. Brindle’s questions to pay Nicholas any attention at all. “Oh, as for that, Mrs. Brindle,” he said, trying simultaneously to peer into a cupboard and salt his pots while casting nervous sidelong glances at the housekeeper, “there’s actually a plentiful supply of good eggs and milk, you know, and along with my herb garden—”

“Oh, Mr. Griese, you’re entirely too modest! Why, in my experience—”

After some minutes of this, Nicholas backed slowly out of the kitchen. He knew he ought to stay, but the smells, sounds, and talk of cooking had greatly intensified his hunger pangs until he could no longer stand it—he’d had nothing to eat since a sandwich on the train. Perhaps he could just look around until breakfast, he thought as he slipped out. After all, no one had specifically forbidden it.

In the passage outside the kitchen, Nicholas paused to let his eyes adjust. He rubbed his bare arms. The kitchen had been well lit and warm, and he no longer had the lamp. Luckily, the weak light of dawn was filtering into the Manor through windows here and there, and it grew stronger by the minute. Nicholas headed back the way he and Mrs. Brindle had come, thinking to take a peek into the drawing room and the main parlor, which, according to the housekeeper, were often used for group activities.

Before he reached the entranceway, Nicholas turned onto the side passage that crossed behind the grand staircase. His footsteps were muffled now by a thick carpet that covered the center part of the floor, and the atmosphere grew quieter as he drew farther away from the kitchen. It also grew darker and creepier. All the candles in the wall sconces were unlit, and the overhead fixtures were predictably missing their bulbs. There was a window at the far end of the passage, but it was half-shrouded by curtains, and quite a distance away. Between Nicholas and the window, everything was cast in deep shadow. Perhaps he ought to explore elsewhere. What was the point of looking if he couldn’t see anything?

He was on the verge of turning back when he heard a faint, rhythmic tapping sound. It was very much like a knock on a door, only softer and more repetitive: three gentle taps, followed by silence, then three more. What can that be? he thought, his curiosity instantly aroused. The sound seemed to be coming from the drawing room—or what he believed to be the drawing room, anyway—and Nicholas, listening intently, crept closer on his tiptoes. (It never occurred to him not to investigate, but the taps were certainly strange enough to make him cautious.) He heard another three taps, then silence, then three more. And now he stood just outside the door. With a quick glance left and right, Nicholas bent and peered through the keyhole.

At once he could tell that there was a lamp in the room, for an unseen light source, not particularly bright but steadier than a candle, illuminated his view. That view, unfortunately, was limited to the end of a table, a strip of paneled wall beyond it, and the outer stone edge of what appeared to be a fireplace. By a subtle change in the shadows on the floor, however, Nicholas determined that whoever held the lamp was moving slowly and deliberately along that wall. Soon he should be able to see who it was. Meanwhile the tapping had continued—three taps, silence, three more.

Then the lamp appeared in his keyhole view, and by the light of its low flame Nicholas saw Mr. Collum. He was inching along the far wall, tapping on the wood panels with his knuckles, then pressing his ear to the wall and tapping again. If he had not been tapping and listening in places both high and low, Nicholas would have seen only the man’s long legs. Fortunately, though, Mr. Collum bent forward to tap and listen at a low spot, and Nicholas could plainly see the intensely inquisitive expression on his face before he straightened and moved on toward the fireplace.

Nicholas scarcely had time to wonder what Mr. Collum was up to before there came an enormous clamor of footsteps and talking from the direction of the East Wing. A distant door had been opened, and all the boys were moving through the Manor, loudly tramping and jostling one another as they headed to the dining hall for breakfast. Nicholas moved away from the keyhole. He had better hurry back to Mrs. Brindle and see what was expected of him. He began to tiptoe down the passage, but he had taken only a few steps when he heard the drawing-room door creak open behind him.

Nicholas felt his heart quicken. There was no time to disappear around the corner, still several paces away. He was going to have to talk his way out of this. He took a deep breath and turned around. Mr. Collum was emerging from the drawing room, a look of deep concentration on his face. He had yet to see Nicholas standing there in the shadows, and Nicholas was uncertain whether he ought to speak, which would startle and possibly anger Mr. Collum, or wait to be seen, which might seem odd enough behavior to be deemed suspicious.

As Nicholas stood trying to decide, Mr. Collum closed the door and then—as if on a sudden whim—tapped on the wall beside it. He listened, then leaned to press his ear against the wall and tap again. As he did so, however, his eyes fell upon Nicholas and grew extraordinarily round and white, like miniature full moons. His mouth dropped open.

Instantly Nicholas cried, “Oh, good morning, Mr. Collum! I thought that was you, but I wasn’t sure—it’s awfully gloomy in this passage, isn’t it? And your lamp is hardly turned up at all. You must have eyes like an owl! I’m afraid I took a wrong turn on the way to your office. Mrs. Brindle said… Mr. Collum? Are you all right?”

After his initial shock at seeing Nicholas, Mr. Collum had leaped away from the wall as if it had bitten his ear, and his large nostrils were flaring and contracting impressively. “I’m quite well, thank you!” Mr. Collum replied, though his agitated, angry tone did not suit his words at all. “Only I thought perhaps I heard a mouse in the wall!”

“A mouse?” said Nicholas, glancing at the wall with a feigned look of concern. “Shall I fetch a trap and some cheese?”

“What? Oh… no,” said Mr. Collum, recovering. He straightened his waistcoat, adjusted his tie. “Thank you, Nicholas, but I shall deal with it myself. Did you say you were looking for my office?”

“Yes, sir,” said Nicholas as Mr. Collum locked the drawing-room door. “Mrs. Brindle thought you might want to tell me the rules.”

“Indeed I do,” Mr. Collum said brusquely, tucking away his key. With a thrill of surprise, Nicholas saw that it was the same key he’d used the night before—the one with a ribbon tied to it. Did that single key work on every door in the Manor? Had Nicholas unwittingly made a mold of a skeleton key?

“We will speak in my office,” Mr. Collum was saying. “Follow me.”

Nicholas correctly guessed that he was to take this instruction literally, and so he did not walk beside Mr. Collum but trailed after him. It required a considerable effort to hold back, though. His relief at not getting into trouble had given him such a terrific burst of energy that he could hardly contain it. He walked with light, bouncing steps, half skipping, and this seemed to help.

Back in the Manor’s entranceway, Nicholas looked on eagerly as Mr. Collum unlocked the door to his office. Sure enough, he used the same key as before. Mr. Collum, sensing Nicholas’s watchful gaze, glanced suspiciously over his shoulder. Nicholas quickly suppressed his smile and averted his eyes.

From where he stood next to the large mirror, he could see all the way down the north-running passage to the swinging kitchen doors at the rear of the Manor, and even as he looked, he saw a frowning Mrs. Brindle poke her head out of the kitchen. (It was rather a slow poke, like a turtle extending its head from its shell.) Evidently she had finally noticed his absence and was looking for him. Nicholas waved and smiled, and Mrs. Brindle stared at him in some confusion. But seeing he was with Mr. Collum, she only shook her head and withdrew it again.

The director’s office was tidy and well appointed, with a desk, filing cabinets, and bookshelves. Opening the curtains over his window, Mr. Collum revealed a pleasant view of the front lawn and the trees beyond it. The sky had cleared overnight, and the morning looked to be beautiful, with a brightening blue sky overhead and birds twittering loudly in the shrubs. Mr. Collum blinked in the sudden light, faint though it was, and took his seat in a straight-backed chair behind the desk. Nicholas started to sit in the chair across from him, then thought better of it, for Mr. Collum had not actually invited him to do so.

Mr. Collum opened a drawer, took out the by-now-familiar ledger, and laid it on the desk before him. He considered it a moment without opening it. Then he grunted bemusedly, as if laying it aside in his mind, and looked up at Nicholas. “Here is what you must know, Nicholas. Observe the rules and we shall have no problems; disregard them and we shall have very serious problems indeed. I believe that is clear enough for you. The rules are clear as well: You must be where you are expected to be when you are expected to be there, obey all Manor staff without argument or disrespectful reply, and waste nothing. Can you remember these?”

“Absolutely, sir,” Nicholas said. “Though just to be sure I heard you correctly, did you say the last rule was ‘waste nothing’?”

Mr. Collum irritably swept a speck of dust from his desktop. “As I’ve said before, Nicholas, my predecessor was a scoundrel. A scoundrel and a fool. He squandered a fortune, spending the orphanage funds unwisely and stealing a good bit for himself. As the new director, I am tasked with returning the Manor to good standing. Every penny must be accounted for. Every person must do double duty. And nothing must be wasted.”

“An admirable rule, sir,” Nicholas said. “I take it that’s why we’re so sparing with the electricity?”

“Yes,” said Mr. Collum. “The previous director, Mr. Bottoms, spent vast sums on the procurement of electrical power for the Manor. He did this despite an abundant supply of candles and lantern oil, which he made no effort whatsoever to utilize. Under my own directorship, we shall make careful, thrifty use of what we have, until it is gone. Now then, Nicholas, if you have no more questions—”

“Oh, but I do have one more question, sir,” Nicholas said, and noting Mr. Collum’s impatient look, he blurted out quickly, “I only wondered if perhaps we were allowed to take books out of the library.”

Mr. Collum frowned. “Certainly not. If books were removed from the library, they might be damaged or lost. You may use them only under supervision and only if you show them proper care. Now then, Nicholas—”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Collum,” Nicholas hastily interrupted again, “but do you think perhaps that under my special circumstances—being locked in my room at night, you know—do you think perhaps you might make an exception so that I might have something to read at bedtime? I promise I would take excellent care of… of the books, and…” Nicholas slowly stopped speaking, subdued by the force of Mr. Collum’s withering glare.

“I am quite sure, Nicholas,” the director said, “that you do not wish to be contrary on your first morning here. The Manor is to be your home for some years—barring adoption, of course, which, to be frank, is unlikely in your case. I advise you to think very seriously about how you intend to comport yourself.”

Nicholas looked down at his battered shoes and said nothing. He did indeed wish to be contrary—at the moment it was his most earnest wish of all—but somehow he found the presence of mind not to express this feeling. Mr. Collum was right about one thing, anyway. Adoption, in his case, was unlikely. Had he not been in orphanages all his life? He had not been a beautiful baby; he was not a beautiful boy. At the last orphanage, adoptions of any child had been rare, but Nicholas had paid close attention to the process. He had figured out the right things to say, the right way to act, when prospective parents visited. And one time he had actually come close—the young couple liked him; they even spoke about him with Mr. Cuckieu. But when Mr. Cuckieu informed them of Nicholas’s condition, they panicked. Nicholas watched them leave with miserable, guilty expressions, not daring even to look in his direction. Afterward, Mr. Cuckieu, in the guise of being helpful, “explained” to Nicholas that it was “hard enough raising a child without throwing in a lot of extra difficulties.”

Nicholas had stopped trying to be adopted after that. He knew better than anyone that orphanages were destined to be his home until he was old enough to escape them forever. And if that was the case, he needed to avoid making an enemy of someone like Mr. Collum, who was powerful enough to make his life miserable. More powerful, even, than bullies like the Spiders.

Mr. Collum was clearly waiting for a contrite response. Nicholas forced himself to look up again and meet the director’s stern gaze. “I’m sorry, Mr. Collum. I’m sure you’re right. I apologize for losing my manners.”

“Very well, Nicholas,” said Mr. Collum. “And now that you’ve found them again, I suggest you hold on to them.” He rose from his chair, tucking the ledger under his arm. “Let us go to breakfast, and I shall introduce you to the others.” With their meeting thus concluded to his satisfaction (if not at all to Nicholas’s), Mr. Collum locked up his office and led Nicholas to the kitchen.

Mrs. Brindle had at last gone off about her business, leaving Mr. Griese alone with his, but the cook’s face was still shiny and red. His scalp was quite red, too. He was mostly bald, with only a thin line of short gray hair that began above one ear and ran around the back of his head to the other. Overall, his head bore an uncanny resemblance to a damaged tomato with a trail of fuzzy mold growing on it. This was not the most appetizing thing to be reminded of before breakfast, but Nicholas was far too hungry to care.

Breakfast was a large serving of piping-hot oatmeal, which Mr. Griese ladled into Nicholas’s bowl, and a boiled egg, which he put directly into Nicholas’s free hand. Nicholas’s stomach growled fiercely, his mouth watered, and he was tempted to take a bite right then. He resisted, however, for no one likes to be presented to strangers with a mouthful of egg, and Mr. Collum was already leading him out.

The dining hall held two extraordinarily long, elegant tables that would have served well enough for a gathering of royalty. Instead, they were packed with orphaned children. At a glance, Nicholas estimated that there were about thirty girls and twenty boys chattering and slurping their oatmeal and, in some cases, drooping sleepily over their bowls. The dining-hall curtains had been opened to take advantage of the morning sun, and dust motes swirled like tiny galaxies in the shafts of sunlight. To the left of the tables, Mrs. Brindle sat in a rocking chair near a stone fireplace, supposedly supervising the diners, though her half-closed eyes suggested she was dozing. All in all, it was a comfortable enough scene, but Nicholas did not feel comfortable in the least—in fact, he felt quite anxious and peculiar, for it is no easy thing being made to stand before a group of strangers.

“Children!” Mr. Collum announced in a loud voice. “Your attention, please!”

The dining hall fell silent. Fifty gazes swiveled to Mr. Collum’s face, then downward to Nicholas’s, where they remained. Nicholas felt his own face grow hot. And then, to his dismay, he felt his fingertips growing hot, for the scalding oatmeal in his bowl was heating the thin ceramic to a painful degree.

“Allow me to present Nicholas Benedict,” said Mr. Collum, laying his hand firmly upon Nicholas’s shoulder as if to prevent escape. “He is our newest resident. I know you will all make him welcome.”

A few children clapped, thinking they were supposed to, then quickly stopped and ducked their heads in shame when no one else joined in. A ripple of giggles went through the room. Nicholas had already noticed the Spiders seated near the middle of the leftmost table. They were nudging one another, winking, and sharing secret smiles. He had also spotted John sitting as far away from the Spiders as possible—at the far end of the rightmost table, with his back to the windows. There was an empty chair across from him. Nicholas allowed himself to hope that John had saved it.

When the giggles had died down, Mr. Collum spoke briefly about courtesies, considerations, and other matters of comportment. Nicholas knew no one was listening. They were all staring curiously at him, the new orphan, wondering about him. Nicholas could feel the weight of their stares. He was anxious to be released, and not just because he was nervous—his fingers were really getting scorched now. He would have grabbed the hot bowl with his other hand except that the slippery boiled egg made it awkward. He was worried he might drop something.

“I believe some of you are aware,” Mr. Collum was saying now, “that Nicholas has a condition called—what is your condition called again, Nicholas?”

“Narcolepsy,” said Nicholas in a faltering voice. He frowned, surprised at his own timidity, and said again, more loudly, “Narcolepsy!”

Mr. Collum looked at him askance. “One response is sufficient, Nicholas.” A few titters erupted in the room but were quickly silenced by Mr. Collum’s forbidding expression. “What this means is that Nicholas must often take short naps. It cannot be helped, and you must all do your best to accommodate it, however inconvenient this might be. Rest assured, however, that Nicholas will pull his weight. He will have the same duties as all of you, and I’m sure he is eager to prove himself capable and responsible. Am I right, Nicholas?”

“Absolutely, Mr. Collum,” replied Nicholas, trying to smile even though his fingers would have screamed if they could. They were going to blister if he waited any longer, he realized. And so as casually as possible—as if there were nothing unusual about what he was doing—Nicholas dumped his boiled egg into his oatmeal, grabbed the hot bowl with his free hand, and thrust his burned fingers into his mouth.

Several children gaped at him in surprise. Not a few looked disgusted, no doubt wondering who this uncivilized creature was who liked to plop eggs into his oatmeal and suck his fingers.

“Very good,” said Mr. Collum, who had failed to notice any of this. “Find an open chair, then, Nicholas. Your neighbors can instruct you in our morning routines.” He sent Nicholas forward with a light push between the shoulder blades and returned to the kitchen for his own breakfast.

Nicholas went around the front of the table on his right, headed toward John in the back of the dining hall. He passed by an empty chair near the front, but he would never have sat in it, anyway. The front ends of the tables were occupied by the youngest children, five-year-olds and six-year-olds, mostly, and most of them with runny noses. They probably sat there so they could be seen more easily by orphanage staff, Nicholas thought. Hidden away in the midst of the older children, they would be more vulnerable to attack.

Nicholas had also seen an empty chair at the other table, near the Spiders, but he had been pretending not to see it or, indeed, the Spiders themselves. If he had made eye contact with them and they had beckoned him over to join them, he would have refused at his peril. Peril was coming soon enough; Nicholas preferred to delay it a little longer.

Murmurs and whispers followed him as he strode to the back, smiling boldly at the children whose chairs he passed. Some smiled back; most simply stared. He noticed that almost all of the girls looked haggard, with their bows stuck haphazardly in their hair, and dark circles under their eyes. Clearly it had been a bad night in the ballroom. The girls reminded Nicholas of the children at Littleview, the ones kept awake and unnerved by his screaming. They all looked as sleepy and tired as he felt—though far more so than he looked, for Nicholas had long since determined never to appear sleepy when he could help it. He had weaknesses enough without putting them on constant display.

“How are the fingers?” John said drily as Nicholas approached.

“Well cooked,” Nicholas said. He hastily set his bowl down (for by now his other fingers were also starting to feel well cooked) and dropped into the chair across from John. “They taste terrible, though. I need to do a better job rinsing the soap off them.”

John narrowed his eyes, which appeared to be the way he smiled, and reached for a nearby pitcher. Seeing that Nicholas had not been given a glass, he refilled his own and passed it across. Nicholas was just as thirsty as he was hungry, and gratefully he gulped the milk down. John refilled the glass with the last bit of milk from the pitcher. By the time he’d finished pouring, Nicholas had devoured half of his egg and was holding a spoonful of oatmeal at the ready.

“Thanks,” he gasped between bites.

John watched him with a sort of amused curiosity. In this better light of morning, the older boy’s eyes proved to be a pleasant blue-green color, almost turquoise. He had unusually good posture—so good it prompted Nicholas to sit up straighter himself—and he looked strong, like an athlete or a farm boy. His chicken pox scars, though, were even more prominent in the light. They were sprinkled about his face in such abundance that Nicholas, without intending to, saw patterns in them. Like a constellation of scars, he thought, not because it was funny (he didn’t think it was) but because his mind was always looking for puns and rhymes, whether he wanted it to or not, just as it always looked for patterns.

Seated next to Nicholas and John were two boys of about John’s age, both looking at Nicholas as if he had stepped on their feet. He smiled at them regardless and started to introduce himself, but they only shifted their chairs so that their backs were to him and started up a private conversation.

“What’s eating them?” muttered John, clearly taken aback by their rudeness.

“It’s all right,” Nicholas said with a shrug. “They don’t like that I’m sitting by them because I’m so much younger. They think I’m presumptuous.”

John blinked and looked wonderingly at Nicholas. “I’m sure you’re right,” he said after a pause. He silently mouthed the word “presumptuous,” shook his head, and scooped up the last bite of his oatmeal.

“I hope it’s all right with you,” Nicholas said. “I noticed the empty chair, and—”

John, chewing, waved him silent with his spoon. He swallowed and said, “Of course it’s all right. I saved it for you. I wanted to hear how last night went. Don’t worry,” he said in a low tone, jerking his head toward the other boys, “they aren’t friends of mine or anything. I only sit back here because I like to keep my eyes on the room. I don’t like to have anyone behind me.”

Nicholas nodded knowingly. He always preferred to sit with his back to a wall, too, or else right next to a staff member.

John shoved his empty bowl aside and leaned forward. “Say, I’m sorry I didn’t come back last night. Mr. Collum put me on a last-minute chore before bedtime. How did everything go?”

Nicholas blew on another spoonful of oatmeal. “Oh, reasonably well, I suppose,” he said lightly. “I met the Spiders, got locked in my room, had a bunch of nightmares—yes, all in all, I’d say it was a fine night.”

“They found you?” said John with a disgusted look. “That’s probably my fault, Nick. I ought to have had you come down with me. I guess you got initiated, then.”

“Not exactly,” Nicholas said, and he related what had happened.

John looked stunned. “You did that? You actually did that? And you don’t mean to go meet them after breakfast?”

“I don’t mean to give them cookies, either,” Nicholas said. “Not that I actually have any to give.”

“But this is the worst thing you could possibly do!” John said a little too loudly. He lowered his voice and said gravely, “Listen, Nick, it’s better to run away or even fight them than humiliate them like that. Now they’ll be your enemies!”

Nicholas sighed. “I know. But I’ve been through all this before. Believe me, they would have ended up singling me out anyway.”

John pointed an accusing finger at Nicholas. “You don’t know that! How could you know that?”

Nicholas puckered his brow. John seemed surprisingly worried, even angry. “I know from experience,” Nicholas said mildly. “Sure, they’ll have it in for me now, but at least this way I get some satisfaction, right?”

John’s angry expression slowly changed into a defeated one. He turned his head, staring without focus at the back wall, and muttered, “I wish you hadn’t done that, Nick. I really do. This is the last thing I need.”

Nicholas raised an eyebrow—or tried to, anyway. He hadn’t quite mastered the single-eyebrow raise yet. “It doesn’t have anything to do with you, does it?”

John turned back to him. He still looked forlorn. “Forget it,” he said gloomily. “What I ought to have done is shake your hand and give you credit. You have a lot of guts, Nick. No one could say you don’t.” After this he sat quietly, watching Nicholas scrape the last tiny remains of oatmeal from his bowl. Then he looked over at the table where the Spiders had been sitting and said, “They’re leaving now.”

Nicholas nodded. He knew very well the Spiders were leaving, for after every bite of oatmeal he had lowered his spoon at such an angle as to offer a distorted reflection of the table behind him. He had done this quickly enough, and glanced at the spoon sneakily enough, that John had not noticed.

“Well,” John said after a pause, “since you don’t plan to keep your appointment, do you want me to fill you in on the routines around here, like Mr. Collum said?”

Nicholas grinned and said that nothing could possibly give him greater pleasure than learning about routines.

And so, after leveling a dubious look at him, John launched into a lengthy explanation of the various duties that rotated among the orphans and the staff, and how the schedules were managed, and countless other things related to daily life at the Manor. Nicholas listened, although with only part of his attention. A greater part of it was taken up with wondering about John’s troubled response to this business with the Spiders, and a still-greater part—indeed the most by far—was focused on Mr. Collum’s mysterious behavior in the drawing room before breakfast. What had he been looking for when he thought no one was watching?

“Nick!” John said after he’d been going on awhile. He snapped his fingers in front of Nicholas’s face. “You’ve gone into a trance. Are you falling asleep, or am I telling you too much at once? If you want, I can write the more important stuff down.”

“Oh, no, thanks,” Nicholas said almost absently. “I think I’ve got it.” And he rattled off everything John had just told him. He spoke so quickly and with such precision, recounting every detail in such perfect order, that John’s face could not settle on an expression—he looked surprised, then suspicious, and finally amazed. By the time Nicholas had finished, it was not he but John who appeared to have fallen into a trance.

“Why, I’ve never…,” John murmured, not finishing his thought. Curiosity and wonder shone in his eyes, as if a light had been switched on behind them. Then, for the first time, he smiled. He even chuckled. “Well, well, Nick! Well, well!” And this was all he said, yet somehow it expressed such understanding and appreciation that Nicholas felt he’d been paid an elaborate compliment.

Nicholas gave John a sly look. For some time neither of them spoke. They both knew that a secret had just passed between them, and were pausing to appreciate it.

Eventually Nicholas broke the silence. “So if you think that about covers things…”

“I’d say it does!” John said, shaking his head.

“Then I want to ask you about something I saw Mr. Collum doing,” Nicholas said, and he told John what he’d seen.

“Really? He was actually doing that?” John glanced around the dining hall. Most of the children were still eating their breakfast. “I can tell you what that’s about—but not here. Too many ears. Let’s go out to the park.”

The boys carried their dishes into the kitchen, where a sleepy girl plunged them into sudsy water without looking up or speaking a word. Then John led Nicholas through an enormous but sparsely stocked butler’s pantry (a shortcut, he said, though a rather depressing one if you paid attention to the empty shelves), on into a sort of antechamber hung about with raincoats and tattered straw hats, and finally out the back door.

It was a truly pretty summer morning, with blue skies and a cooling breeze, and the property behind the Manor was just as pretty. “The park,” as John called it, appeared to be exactly that—a big, grassy, wooded area with widely spaced, majestic old oak trees and no underbrush to speak of. From the back door, a stone path led across the grass to a quaint old gazebo, where it then veered westward, toward a long wooden building with a fenced lot behind it that resembled a corral. And so it once had been, as John informed Nicholas, for the building used to be a stable. Now it served as the orphanage schoolhouse, and the fenced lot as a sort of playground.

“Everybody calls it ‘the lot,’” John said. “We’re not much for imagination around here.”

The property was a lovely place altogether, but not altogether in good repair. The gazebo was in desperate need of fresh paint, and there was no water spouting from the decorative fountain beyond it. Much of the grass in the park was dead and brown, especially between the back of the Manor and the front of the schoolhouse, where so many children had walked, forgoing the stone path. The flower beds that ran along the rear of the Manor must once have been impressive, but now they were barren, with the exception of a few sparse clusters of daylilies and other perennials that had not required new planting and had, therefore, sprung cheerily into the world only to find themselves alone and neglected. If Nicholas had not already known that the orphanage had fallen on hard times, the sad condition of its property would have told him plainly enough.

John and Nicholas stood near the back door, considering how best to speak in private. They were not the only ones to have ventured outside. A handful of younger boys were playing marbles on a patch of dirt nearby, and over near the gazebo steps sat two exhausted-looking girls with a jump rope, waiting for a third girl to come out and make a game. In the gazebo itself, watching over them all, was a petite blonde woman in a peach-colored gingham dress. She was pacing back and forth with tiny steps, as if her dress were very tight around her ankles, although in fact it did not quite reach her ankles and did not appear tight in the least.

“That’s Miss Candace,” John said quietly. “The orphanage nurse. I think she’s a bit crazy. Whatever you do, don’t let her give you drops. I don’t even know what they’re for, but she loves to give them. Here, let’s just walk around awhile.”

The boys began strolling in the direction of the schoolhouse, following the track of dead grass. During free time you could go anywhere in the park, John said, as long as you remained in sight of the chaperone on duty. He pointed past the schoolhouse toward a thin line of trees, hickories mostly, that were much younger and smaller than the towering oaks. “The farm’s just beyond those trees. When you’re on larder duty, you have to go over in the mornings and evenings—there’s a path that cuts through.”

Nicholas nodded, trying to suppress his impatience. From Mrs. Brindle’s speeches and what John had told him over breakfast, he had already deduced where the Manor’s farm was situated, just as he had known at once that the woman in the gazebo was the nurse. That had been a simple matter of counting, for there were only five adults on the orphanage staff (not counting the schoolmaster, who would arrive in August), and Nicholas had already met the other four.

Finally, after what felt like ages but was in fact only half a minute, John deemed they were sufficiently out of earshot. “I’ll tell you right off, I think it’s nonsense,” he said, stopping to look back at the Manor. He put his hands on his hips and studied the impressive building. “But obviously Mr. Collum doesn’t think so. Obviously he thinks there really is a treasure hidden somewhere in there.”

Nicholas’s heart skipped. He thought he must not have heard John right. “A treasure? Are you serious?”

“Apparently Mr. Collum is. I thought he sort of half believed it, maybe, but from what you say, it sounds like more than that.” John scratched his head thoughtfully and started walking again. “He called me into his office last week to ask if I’d heard any odd rumors. He hasn’t been here long, see, and I’ve been here over a year. He thought I might know some things he didn’t. He made it all sound like he was just curious. He wanted to know if any of the children believed in silly things like ghosts and monsters, or mysterious treasures and secret hiding places, and so on. At least that’s what he said. But he went on a long time about the treasure and the hiding places, which did make me wonder.”

“What kind of treasure?” Nicholas asked. They were walking at an easy pace toward the back of the park, yet he suddenly felt short of breath. “Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?”

“It just so happens I do,” John said. “For one thing, on his very first day here, Mr. Collum ordered everyone—staff and kids alike—to go looking for every scrap of paperwork they could find. He knew that the last director, Mr. Bottoms, had scattered financial records all around the Manor—in desks and cubbies, lying on top of windowsills, you name it.”

“Why on earth would he do that?” Nicholas asked.

“Because he’d found out he was going to be investigated, and he wanted to make it as hard on the inspectors as possible. What he didn’t realize was that they already had enough evidence to arrest him. He’d gone to all that trouble for nothing. And he did go to a lot of trouble—the records he left scattered everywhere had all been falsified. Stacks and stacks of notebooks and ledgers, all of it rubbish. It took Mr. Collum a week to go through it all, and every day he just got more upset.”

Nicholas tried to imagine being desperate enough to take such extreme measures. What kind of director let himself get into such a pickle? “Mr. Bottoms sounds like a piece of work,” he observed.

“He might be one,” John said, “but the real trouble was that he never did one. He started out foolish and lazy and ended up foolish and crooked. I guess that’s the way it is with some people. Not Mr. Collum, though. You have to hand it to him—he’s worked hard. He took this job thinking he’d fix all the problems, and he’s tried like the dickens. But things were worse than he’d realized. There was almost no money left. He had to cut the staff’s pay, so they all quit. He managed to hire new staff, but they aren’t exactly crackerjacks. I think mostly they’re people who needed a place to stay and would work for pennies.”

“How do you know all this?” Nicholas asked.

John shrugged. “Mostly from being here and paying attention, though some of it comes straight from Mr. Collum. He seems to trust me, though I’m not sure why. Maybe because I keep my nose clean. Anyway, a few times when I’ve been helping file paperwork in his office, he’s gotten upset about something Mr. Bottoms did—he’ll open a folder, look through it, and then his face will go red and he’ll just pop. He’ll go on and on about Mr. Bottoms and all the problems here and how much is expected of him and so on. Then he’ll go out to the front porch and smoke his pipe, and when he comes back in, he goes right back to work as if he’s never said anything.”

“And what do you say to him?”

“Are you joking? I don’t say a word. He doesn’t want to hear anything from a kid, not even a kid he trusts.”

The boys had reached the back of the park, where the grass gave way to undergrowth, and the trees grew much more densely. The park was bounded by real woods. The thick trees rose up a high, steep hill, almost a small mountain, whose crest could not be seen from below. Nicholas could hear a woodpecker at work somewhere in the trees far above them, and his mind returned to the image of Mr. Collum in the drawing room, tapping and listening.

“So the orphanage has a terrible money problem,” Nicholas said, looking up into the rising woods, “and Mr. Collum would love to find a treasure to solve it. I understand all that. But why does he think there’s a treasure to find?”

“Last week,” John said in reply, “Gertrude McGillicuddy was looking for sewing supplies in an old bureau in the basement. She dropped a thimble or something, and when she got down to look for it, she discovered a sort of secret drawer under the bureau. And when she looked inside the drawer—”

“She found that ledger!” Nicholas cried, suddenly understanding. “The one Mr. Collum’s looking at all the time!”

“You guessed it,” John said. “I could tell right away it was something special—or at least that Mr. Collum thought it was. From the moment Gertrude brought it to him, he started behaving differently. Sort of… well, agitated, I suppose, and preoccupied. And it was the day after he got that ledger that he asked me about treasures and hiding places. So I think we can put two and two together.” He gestured toward the Manor. “We’d better head back that way. Miss Candace is getting worried—you can tell by the way she hops on her toes and shakes her head.”

Nicholas caught his arm. “But wait! When I asked if you knew what this treasure business was about, you started out saying ‘For one thing.’ I take it that the ledger is the one thing. So what’s the other thing?”

“You really don’t miss a beat, do you, Nick?” John said with a wondering look. “Well, I wasn’t trying to keep it a secret. Here, let’s walk and I’ll tell you.” They ambled toward the Manor again. Nicholas could see Miss Candace leaning over the gazebo rail peering in their direction with an anxious frown, as if she couldn’t see them very well. Perhaps she needed spectacles.

“I used to hear my parents talk about it,” John said. “They would see something in the papers that would remind them, and one of them would say, ‘Did anyone ever find out about the Rothschild inheritance?’ And the other would say, ‘Not that I know of. Still a mystery, apparently.’ Naturally I asked them about it.”

Here John fell silent for several paces, and Nicholas, though he was burning with impatience, knew better than to prompt him. He could tell that John was thinking about his parents. Nicholas had never known his own parents, so he did not know what it felt like to lose them. But he had known plenty of orphans who could remember their parents perfectly well, and he had long since learned to recognize when they were missing them and feeling sad.

When John began speaking again, whatever amusement or good feeling he had accumulated over the course of the morning had clearly evaporated. He was not terse, exactly, nor did he sound particularly gloomy. But Nicholas sensed the difference in his expression and his tone. He was simply quieter and more matter-of-fact. “You know who the Rothschilds were, Nick?”

“Sure, Mrs. Brindle told me about them.”

“Well, a long time ago,” said John, “shortly after they were married, Mrs. Rothschild inherited some money. Her father had been pretty wealthy, almost as well off as Mr. Rothschild, and she was his only living relative. It was in all the papers, with headlines like ‘The Rich Get Richer,’ and that sort of thing. As far as anyone knew, she never spent any of that inheritance—she didn’t need to—and yet it was never accounted for.”

“How do you mean, ‘never accounted’?” Nicholas asked.

John shrugged. “After Mr. Rothschild died, there were lots of people keeping track of where his fortune went, and apparently the money didn’t add up. Some of it went into starting the orphanage and setting up a fund to keep it running, and a lot of it went to charity. But if you included Mrs. Rothschild’s inheritance—which should have become part of Mr. Rothschild’s fortune—there ought to have been more money than there was. As far as people can figure it, her inheritance just… disappeared.”

“So it’s an actual mystery!” Nicholas said, and he laughed. The mere notion of a hidden treasure was enough to put him in a good mood, but the idea that he might actually find it had put him in very high spirits indeed. “How much did Mrs. Rothschild inherit, exactly?”

“I can’t say exactly,” John replied, “but I remember my parents said it was in the millions.”

Nicholas stopped in his tracks. “Millions?”

“That’s what they said. That’s why it was such a big deal.”

Nicholas’s mind started spinning madly. He had suspected that this “treasure” might be some thousands of dollars. After all, that would be enough to solve quite a lot of problems. But millions of dollars? That was a different sort of treasure entirely. With millions of dollars—with even one million dollars—a boy like himself could leave orphanages behind forever! No more bullies, no more Mr. Collums, no more sleeping in upstairs dungeons! Why, with millions of dollars and a mind like Nicholas’s, anything was possible! Anything!

John had stopped walking, too, and was looking back at Nicholas expectantly. “Well? What do you think?”

“I think I want to get my hands on that ledger,” Nicholas breathed.
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Nicholas was eager to discuss the treasure more, but no sooner had John told him about the Rothschild inheritance than he felt the heavy, irresistible shade of sleep drawing down on him. Saying more would have to wait.

Early on, Nicholas had come to think of his different kinds of sleeping spells as “naps” and “collapses.” This spell in the park, fortunately, was one of his naps. At the first hint of drowsiness, he sat down on the grass. “Sorry,” he muttered, and he tried asking John to look out for him, but already he was too sleepy to form words. He lay back. He had a vision of green leaves and blue sky, and then of John’s face wearing an expression of something like sympathy (though perhaps it was just contemplation), and then a black curtain was drawn over everything, and he saw nothing more.

Fifteen minutes later he awoke to the sound of distant voices. Sensing that he was alone, he sat up and looked around, frightening a bunny that had ventured out from under the gazebo and was grazing nearby. It bolted back through a hole in the latticework. There was no one in sight. He could tell from the voices, however, that the girls had gathered inside the schoolhouse and the boys were in the side yard. The Crafts and Skills activity must be getting under way. Nicholas brushed off his clothes, steadied himself, and hurried around the corner of the Manor.

The side yard was a stretch of ground, perhaps a hundred paces wide, that occupied the space between the Manor and the bordering woods to the east. In the morning sunlight, Nicholas absorbed all the details of the shapes he’d seen the night before: the garden, which must be Mr. Griese’s herb garden, was carefully tended, with bright yellow and orange marigolds planted around it; the crumbling old stone well had a padlocked wooden cover secured over its opening, no doubt to prevent accidental drownings; and the dilapidated wooden structure beyond it, with the spade leaning against its door, was surely Mr. Griese’s gardening shed. Nicholas took in these details with a glance. His main focus was the line of boys streaming in and out of the Manor’s side door like a colony of ants.

Chattering and fussing as they worked, the boys were carrying out tools and depositing them upon a number of makeshift tables arranged between the side door and the well. Mr. Pileus stood among the tables, attempting to direct traffic, but his reluctance to speak rendered him fairly useless, and there was a great deal of jostling and colliding. Two boys were kneeling in the grass, picking up the tools they had dropped, and Nicholas saw two others sucking on scraped knuckles. Several of the boys saw Nicholas approaching and quickly glanced away again, as if they were afraid to look at him.

John Cole, who had just set down a box of scrap metal, spotted him and called out, “Hey, Nick! We’re bringing stuff up from the basement.” He lingered at the table, apparently clearing out space for more things. When Nicholas came over, John added under his breath, “Don’t go down there. The Spiders are waiting for you.” And he went back inside before Nicholas could reply.

Now Nicholas understood why no one else wanted to look at him. They didn’t dare. If they gave the trap away, even accidentally, the Spiders would punish them for it. This surely applied to John as well, so Nicholas went straight to work at the tables, sorting the tools from the materials, trying to give the impression he was actually busy in the yard and not just avoiding the basement. He didn’t want anyone to guess he’d been warned. Everything had been placed on the tables willy-nilly, so there was plenty of work to be done. Mr. Pileus saw what he was doing and nodded with approval. Nicholas relaxed. For the moment, anyway, he was safe.

He was also beginning to enjoy himself. Nicholas had never seen so many tools, much less been allowed to use any. With such a store of tools, a skilled person could easily cut, grind, fasten, bolt, pin, solder, weld, or smelt anything that came to mind. Nicholas was fascinated. He was hardly a skilled person himself, but with every tool he touched, a vision formed in his mind of what might be accomplished with it. The only trouble would be learning how best to operate man-sized tools with boy-sized hands.

With keen interest, Nicholas considered the scrap metal, the files, the jigsaw. He had a key to make, and he needed to find the best way to do it. In his pocket he had the wax mold, about the size and shape of a small bar of soap. He almost hadn’t risked bringing it. He had studied the key’s impression so carefully, memorizing its every groove and dimension, he’d thought he might not even need it. But he had tucked it into his pocket just in case. Later he would melt away the evidence.

Nicholas had concerns about other evidence as well—evidence of his “window” project from the night before—and when he felt sure no one was watching, he cast a casual glance up toward the second floor of the Manor. He had used wadded strips of bedsheets to keep the wall stones in position; and to give the appearance of mortar between them, he had used most of his toothpaste, along with a great deal of grit that he’d swept up from the floor. The discolored patch of wall had looked credible enough from inside, but there’d been nothing he could do about the outside. He worried that the narrow gaps between the stones would show.

One glance put his mind at ease. From below, the spaces were impossible to detect. Nicholas smiled inwardly and began stacking some small iron welding plates, taking care not to squash his fingers. Last night’s labor had been hard enough on them, not to mention their scalding at breakfast. Making a key would be delicate work. Fresh fingers would have been better. But he felt sure he could pull the job off, regardless. The tricky part—the devilishly tricky part—would be doing everything on the sly.

Nicholas continued pondering his secret plans as the last of the tools were brought out. Then, for a minute or so, all the boys stood around looking tense. The Spiders had not yet emerged from the basement. The bullies had lost their excuse for being down there, however, and eventually, grudgingly, they filed out into the side yard, glowering. They were obviously furious, all three of them clenching and unclenching their fists dramatically. Nicholas thought they looked ridiculous, like toddlers trying to catch phantom fireflies. But the threat they posed was made clear enough by the way the other boys scattered from their path.

As everyone waited for Mr. Pileus to begin (he was puttering wordlessly among the tools, making some last-minute decision), Moray made a show of removing his belt and letting its heavy buckle thump menacingly against the grass. He did this a few times before putting his belt back on and sharing vengeful looks with Iggy and Breaker, who jutted their chins and clenched their fists some more. They all kept trying to mouth threats to Nicholas, like You’ll be sorry and We’ll get you for this, but every time they caught his eye, he would turn away just as they got their mouths moving.

It was clearly driving them nuts, especially Moray, who began to make enraged whimpering sounds and stomp his feet each time Nicholas looked away. Nicholas saw John give him a warning look, but he only smiled and winked. As long as Mr. Pileus was here, and as long as Nicholas was alert, there was nothing the Spiders could do.

At last Mr. Pileus cleared his throat and waved everyone over to him, and the metalworking activities officially began. From the handyman’s brief, mumbling speech, Nicholas gathered that the main idea was to fashion some new shelving for the basement but that the boys would be allowed to experiment with different projects. With the boys gathered around him, Mr. Pileus dutifully attempted to instruct them in the proper (and properly cautious) use of the tools, while at the same time uttering as few words as possible. He seemed to hope that demonstrating how to use a miter saw, for example, if done slowly and with the proper expression, would provide sufficient instruction even for the sniffling seven-year-olds. The result was a boy named Oliver nearly mitering the tip of his finger, and Mr. Pileus nearly collapsing of a heart attack.

Over the next couple of hours, this sequence was repeated again and again: A boy would do something Mr. Pileus perceived to be dangerous, and the horrified man would leap forward, wresting away the tool or the boy, whichever the occasion required. His gasps and cries of alarm, the minor but frequent injuries, and the other boys’ laughter caused such constant commotion that Nicholas, working feverishly and stealthily, managed to make terrific progress on his key. Indeed, by the time a fourth boy had been sent reluctantly off to Miss Candace for treatment, Nicholas believed he had finished the job.

His success came just in time, for no sooner had he slipped the key deep into his pocket than a wave of drowsiness overcame him.

Nicholas knew that if he napped near the tables, one of the Spiders would contrive to step on him or “accidentally” drop something heavy on his head. And so, without hesitation, he took off toward the yard’s wooded border, where no one had reason to go. He did not ask Mr. Pileus for permission. He simply started running. And he managed to put twenty paces between him and the others before his run became a stagger and he was forced to slow down, drop to his knees, and fall forward in a sort of controlled topple.

Nicholas came to rest on his belly, with his cheek pressed into the soft, warm grass, and gave himself over to the irresistible force of sleep. It had been only a few hours since his last nap, but he felt as if he’d put in an entire day’s work. And why not? he thought drowsily. Had he not been working ever since he arrived at the Manor? So he had. And all of his projects had been successful, and he had successfully avoided the Spiders. He was safely out in the open, where Mr. Pileus could see him, and the sunlight was warm against his back, and the smell of the grass was sweet. Nicholas heaved one final, deep sigh of contentment, and the world faded away.

When he woke later, blinking his eyes blearily without moving his head, Nicholas could tell he’d been asleep longer than usual. The shadows of the nearby trees had shifted, and he could feel the difference in the sunlight and the temperature of the air. Without consciously thinking about it, he knew he had slept half an hour, possibly a bit longer. He was aware of a certain silence, a stillness that suggested the other boys had gone inside. There was only birdsong and a rustling of leaves in the woods. And then an earthy thump, as if perhaps a fat acorn had dropped from the upper branches of one of the giant oaks. Nicholas sat up, rubbing his eyes. He heard another thump, and this time he detected in it a subtle jingling.

Nicholas felt his mouth go dry. He recognized that sound.

Reluctantly he turned to look toward the Manor. Mr. Pileus was nowhere to be seen. John Cole was nowhere to be seen. Nicholas was alone in the side yard.

Alone, except for the Spiders.
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How had this happened? The makeshift tables were still arranged in the side yard, still covered with tools. It was as if everyone had simply fled, abandoning Nicholas to his enemies. The Spiders were gathered near the open side door, where Moray stood thumping his belt buckle on the ground and glaring across the yard toward Nicholas, and both Breaker and Iggy were looking expectantly back into the passageway as if waiting for someone.

Please, Nicholas thought. Please be Mr. Pileus.

It was not Mr. Pileus who poked his head out, however, but a scared younger boy in knickers. “All clear!” the boy said. He tried to withdraw, but Breaker caught his wrist and yanked him out into the yard.

“Don’t go back down without carrying something!” Breaker growled.

“Did you not hear what we told you?” Iggy said, spitting contemptuously as the boy darted for the tables. “Little nitwit.”

Nicholas scrambled to his feet, but it was too late. The Spiders had already started toward him. They fanned out as they came, cutting off every line of escape except the woods, where he dared not go. If they caught him out there, hidden among the trees, they wouldn’t even have to worry about witnesses. And so Nicholas took a deep breath, brushed himself off, and hurried forward to meet them, grinning as if they were old friends.

The Spiders slowed, then stopped near the tables, their faces betraying their confusion. Moray glanced back at the door, and Iggy and Breaker anxiously searched the Manor windows, no doubt expecting to find a grownup watching from some vantage point only Nicholas could see. But with the exception of the terrified younger boy, who was fumblingly gathering an armload of tools, the Spiders were alone with their prey.

“Where’d everyone go?” Nicholas asked cheerfully as he approached the tables.

“Late-morning chores,” said Moray with a triumphant leer. He swung his belt around like a propeller and caught the buckle in his meaty hand. “Me and my boys volunteered to help Pileus with the tools. We bring them in, and he puts them away, see? Which means—”

“You need my help!” Nicholas interjected. He slapped his forehead. “Well, of course! Why didn’t you say so?” He rushed forward to the nearest table, where the younger boy had just lifted a socket set from behind a stack of welding plates and was turning hurriedly to go. With a squeak of surprise, the boy collided with Nicholas, who had approached at exactly the wrong angle, and both of them were knocked off balance. The younger boy staggered backward, clutching at his armload of tools, while Nicholas stumbled into the table, his flailing hands scattering things left and right.

“Get in there before Pileus wonders where you are!” Moray hissed, shoving the boy toward the door. Then he grabbed Nicholas, still draped awkwardly over the table, and swung him around. Moray’s face was hard now. “Cut the act, Benedict! We aren’t falling for that Mr. Innocent stuff anymore. You set us up! You made us wait in that bathroom for nothing!”

Iggy and Breaker moved in to stand on either side of Moray, muttering their agreement that they would not be fooled again.

“You should have done what you said you’d do,” said Breaker, stroking his wispy mustache. He flexed his arm muscles as he did so, as if stroking one’s mustache required enormous physical effort. “You should have kept your word.”

“I should have come to the bathroom and let you dunk my head in the toilet?” asked Nicholas, looking puzzled. “Is that what you’d have done?”

“Spiders always keep their word,” Iggy said peevishly. “It’s our code.”

Nicholas looked up at Moray, who still held his arm in a firm grip. “Is that true? You have a code? So you really would have let yourself get dunked in a toilet?”

“You better believe it,” Moray growled. “If the code…” Then he seemed to realize what Nicholas had said. He grimaced. “I mean no. No, I wouldn’t have, because I wouldn’t have said so in the first place, see? It’s only if we say we’ll do something that—oh, forget this business! No more of your wise-guy questions. You lied to us, and now we’re going to make you pay for it.”

“See, he said it,” Breaker said, “so now you know we’re going to do it.”

“You bet we are,” said Iggy. He tried to crack his knuckles in a menacing way but couldn’t get them to pop. He looked even more peevish now.

Nicholas sighed. “You really don’t want to hit me with that belt buckle, Moray.”

“Wrong,” said Moray, swinging the buckle back and forth like a pendulum. “I actually want to do it real bad.”

“But it will leave an obvious mark,” said Nicholas in his most reasonable tone. “When Mr. Pileus sees it, he’ll know what you’ve done, and you’ll be punished.”

Moray glared at him. “Don’t you worry. We’ll just tell him you fell.”

“Yeah!” Breaker said with a laugh. “You were so sleepy you fell against a table!”

“Yeah, we’ll all swear to it!” said Iggy.

Nicholas looked doubtful. “Sure, but the problem is that I’ll tell the truth. It will be your word against mine, and I’m much more convincing. Remember last night, when I convinced you I wanted to be initiated? Believe me, I won’t have any trouble convincing Mr. Pileus where I got such a nasty mark. For that matter, I wouldn’t hit me with your fist, either. A black eye or a bloody nose will be even easier to explain.”

Moray bent his face close to Nicholas’s. His breath smelled like dog breath. “You won’t rat on us, because if you do, we’ll get you for it, and next time will be even worse than this time. I promise you that. I give you my word.”

“Yeah!” Iggy said. “We all do. How do you like that?”

Nicholas shrugged. “I’ll rat on you anyway, though. Believe me, I will most certainly rat.”

“‘Most certainly rat’?” Moray repeated, looking around at Iggy and Breaker. “Are you hearing this guy?”

“I’m hearing him,” Breaker said. “‘Most certainly rat.’ Get a load of him!”

“He talks like a rat!” Iggy said, then laughed really hard to convince everyone it was funny.

“It’s up to you,” Nicholas said, speaking up to be heard over Iggy’s laughter. “You’ll have to decide if it’s worth getting punished for.”

Moray licked his lips and screwed up his face, considering this. Meanwhile, another young boy scurried out from the side door, fetched a tool, and scurried back inside the Manor without a word, like a frightened mouse snatching a bit of cheese. He scarcely even glanced at Nicholas and the Spiders, perhaps for fear of seeing violence in action.

Suddenly Moray brightened. “I have a better idea,” he said, putting his belt back on and glancing around at his friends. “I’m going to sock you in the belly. How about that, Benedict? No marks!” He was so pleased with himself, he laughed out loud.

Nicholas looked apologetic, as if he hated dashing Moray’s hopes. “If I were you, I wouldn’t do that, either.”

“Oh yeah?” Moray said. He tried to make it come out like a taunt, but he sounded worried. “And why’s that?”

“Because you’ll hurt your hand,” Nicholas said.

Moray and the other Spiders had another good laugh at this. Then Moray punched Nicholas as hard as he could in the belly.

There was a clanking sound, and the next moment Moray was rolling on the grass, clutching his fist and howling. As Breaker and Iggy gaped in astonishment, Nicholas withdrew the metal welding plate from beneath his shirt—it was to slip that plate under his shirt that he had contrived to stumble against the tool table earlier—and heaved it into the air above their heads. They instinctively leaped back before it could crack one of their skulls, and as they did, Nicholas ducked under the table, popped up on the other side, and vanished through the side door into the Manor.
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In the passageway, Nicholas came upon the younger boy in knickers. He had just emerged from the doorway to the basement stairs, panting with effort, and at the sight of Nicholas he ducked his head. He was no doubt used to being severely teased—few boys wore knickers anymore, not even very young ones—and from his manner Nicholas judged he was often pushed around, too. He was a meek little boy, freckle-faced, with ears that stuck out like pitcher handles. Nicholas had overheard Iggy taunting him during metalworking.

(“Hey, Buford,” Iggy had whispered, waving a mallet. “Want me to hammer those ears down for you?” And Buford had made a squeaking sound and whispered, “No, thank you, sir.”)

“See you later, Buford,” Nicholas said, brushing past him. He could still hear the Spiders outside, cursing and arguing about which one had let him get away. Evidently, they didn’t intend to follow him.

“How—how did you know my name?” Buford said, turning.

Nicholas had a flash of inspiration. He crooked his finger, indicating that Buford should come closer. “Because I knew this was going to happen,” he whispered. “Because I saw it.”

“You… saw it?”

Nicholas nodded mysteriously. “Yes, and listen, Buford, I need you to give a message to the Spiders for me.”

Buford drew back in alarm. “A message? But if they don’t like it, they’ll clean my clock!”

“Your clock will be fine, Buford,” Nicholas assured him. “Now here’s the message. I want you to tell the Spiders that I can predict the future.”

“The future?”

“Exactly,” said Nicholas. “Tell them that’s how I always know what they’re going to do. Trying to initiate me, trying to ambush me in the basement, socking me in the belly—I saw all of those things before they happened. It’s part of my special condition. So if they know what’s good for them, they’ll leave me alone. If they try to get me again, it’s just going to backfire again, because I’ll know what they’re up to even before they do. Can you remember all that, Buford?”

“I don’t know!” said Buford, wringing his hands. He looked as though he might cry. “It’s an awful lot!”

“Just do your best,” Nicholas said reassuringly. “You’re going to do fine. I can see it.”

With that, he turned and ran off, leaving Buford with the unhappy task of telling the Spiders something they would not want to hear. The younger boy felt he had no choice, however, for if Nicholas was telling the truth, then failing to deliver the message might somehow disrupt the future. Buford had no idea what would happen if a person disrupted the future, but it might be terrible indeed, and he did not care to be responsible for it. And so without delay he ran outside to deliver the message.

Just like he predicted I would, Buford thought, and he shivered.

“Ah, so you’re awake, Nicholas,” said Mr. Collum when Nicholas appeared in his study doorway. He was seated at his desk, poring over the precious ledger through his jeweler’s loupe. John stood at the filing cabinet behind him with a handful of papers. Mr. Collum removed the loupe from his eye and gave Nicholas an assessing look. “John was just suggesting that I check on you. He said you dozed off during metalworking. I assured him that this was simply part of your condition and that you would be fine. Obviously, I was correct.”

John was looking at Nicholas with raised eyebrows. No doubt he had expected Nicholas to have a black eye or bloody lip. “Glad to see you’re all right, Nick.”

“Thanks,” Nicholas said, stepping closer to Mr. Collum’s desk. He tried to catch a glimpse of the writing in the ledger, but Mr. Collum closed it and covered it with a schedule of daily tasks.

Mr. Collum made a pencil mark next to one of the items. “I’ve assigned you to lunchtime kitchen duty for the rest of this week, Nicholas. You’ll help prepare lunch and wash dishes afterward. Please report to Mr. Griese now.”

Nicholas opened his mouth to speak, but Mr. Collum held up a hand to check him.

“Do not test me, Nicholas,” Mr. Collum said sternly. “Every child helps with the chores. Run along now. You’re dismissed.”

Nicholas saluted, turned on his heel, and with a private roll of his eyes (he had only been about to say “Yes, sir”), he strode from the office and headed for the kitchen. Just as he was about to push through the swinging doors, though, he heard what sounded like a scuffle on the other side. A banging, a whimper, and then the unmistakable sound of Moray’s sneering voice, followed by snorts and chuckles.

Nicholas glanced about the passage. The door to the butler’s pantry was ajar, and he quickly ducked through it. (Just in time, too, for even as he eased the door closed behind him, he heard the Spiders burst out of the kitchen and hurry away down the passage.) He could not easily duck out again, though. To his dismay, he had unwittingly barged in upon a crew of boys and girls sweeping and dusting the cavernous pantry—a crew being supervised by Miss Candace, whose face positively lit up at the sight of him.

“Nicholas!” she exclaimed. All the children stopped working to stare.

Miss Candace teetered over to him, laying her hands on many a child’s shoulder as she walked (whether from affection or a need for balance, it was impossible to say). She had a bland, flat-looking face with a mottled complexion, and she wore a great quantity of sweet perfume. Patting Nicholas hard on top of the head—he could both feel and hear the painful rapping of her rings against his skull—she bent over him and said, “We haven’t properly met! I’m Miss Candace! Now let me have a look at you. I’m a nurse, you know, so you needn’t be frightened.”

On the contrary, Nicholas was very frightened indeed, for Miss Candace, forcibly turning his head to the side, had thrust her face so close to his that her nose pressed into his cheekbone. Her almond-shaped, searching blue eyes loomed in his peripheral vision as she spread his left eyelids uncomfortably wide with her fingers. Nicholas felt his eyeball drying out. Then Miss Candace wrenched his head the other way to examine his other eye. At length she made a worried, clucking sound.

“I believe you may need drops,” she murmured, straightening, and Nicholas heard the other children suck in their breath. “How is your appetite? Are you eating well?”

“Oh, very well!” Nicholas replied hastily, and with a little jump he moved out of her reach. “Thank you so much, Miss Candace! I actually feel terrific! And it really is swell to meet you, but I have to run and help Mr. Griese in the kitchen right away—Mr. Collum said so!” And he dashed out the door again before she could call him back.

In the kitchen, Nicholas found that Mr. Griese had also just arrived and was in the process of removing young Buford from a trash can. The poor boy was covered in potato peels and bits of wilted lettuce, but his tearstained face bore a stubborn expression, and no matter how much the cook pressed him to reveal who had stuffed him into the trash can, Buford stuck to his claim that he had fallen in by accident. He would not look at Nicholas.

“Well, you can’t help me like this,” Mr. Griese said in disgust. “You’ll need to go change and wash up. And you,” he said, turning to Nicholas, “put on an apron. We’re going to have to work double-quick now, so pay attention. I was counting on Buford to help me until you learned the ropes.”

Nicholas hurriedly donned an apron.

“You might have warned me they were going to do that,” Buford whispered resentfully to Nicholas as he left. “You and your crystal ball.” He stuck his tongue out and pushed through the swinging doors before Nicholas could reply.

Nicholas set to work. He was quite comfortable in the kitchen, actually—he must have peeled a thousand potatoes in his days at Littleview, to say nothing of the vegetables he’d chopped and the bread dough he’d rolled—and he threw himself into his tasks with gusto. He performed so skillfully, in fact, that Mr. Griese soon stopped prompting him, and they worked together in silence. Nicholas enjoyed figuring out the cook’s system of organization and manner of doing things. Through observation and guesswork, he quickly learned where all the implements were stored, and what sort of menu was planned, and how Mr. Griese was going about preparing it. In no time he was handing pepper to Mr. Griese just before he asked for it, and cubing the potatoes even though Mr. Griese hadn’t said he wanted them cubed. (He did want them cubed, though, and he grunted in surprised approval when he saw Nicholas doing it.)

When Buford returned, scrubbed and sullen, Mr. Griese said gruffly, “You take the pitchers and bread baskets out to the tables. We’ve got it covered in here.”

Indeed, they had it so well covered that Nicholas found time to peruse the kitchen-duty schedule, tacked to the inside of a cabinet door. It was divided up by names and age-groups, for when the five-year-olds and six-year-olds were on duty, they had to be accompanied by an older child. Nicholas detected this pattern without thinking about it, just as he memorized all the children’s names without trying. His real goal was to make note of when the Spiders were scheduled to be on duty. He wanted to be extra careful on those days, as it was easy to imagine them putting bugs in his hash, or soap on his spoon, if they got the opportunity.

When everything was ready, all the orphanage children began filing in through one set of swinging doors to have their plates filled, then filing out through the other doors into the dining hall. Nicholas had to help Mr. Griese ladle the food onto the plates, and he was dreading the appearance of the Spiders. But then the children filed through so rapidly, and he was pressed so hard to keep up, that he could scarcely make eye contact with anyone. It was simply plate after plate after plate, a constant stream of plates. He did recognize the Spiders’ oversized hands (Moray’s right hand had swollen knuckles); and when he saw John’s hands (he could not say how he recognized them), he quickly looked up, but John was already moving on. That was all right—he could talk with John when he’d finished in the kitchen.

The doors into the dining hall were constantly swinging open and closed, and the laughter and conversation from the tables was loud one moment and muffled the next. The throbbing mob, Nicholas thought. Most of the children had been served now; he would soon be joining that mob in the dining hall. A whole roomful of strangers and already a few enemies. Nicholas felt another pang of nervousness, which annoyed him, but there was no help for it. He had changed orphanages often enough to know that, for a while at least, he would keep getting nervous in these situations. In the meantime, there was nothing to do but exist and persist.

When the last child went out into the dining hall, Nicholas noticed that the tables out there had fallen completely silent. He heard a familiar voice—Moray’s again—beginning to speak in a raised, forceful tone, as if he were making an announcement. Then the doors swung closed, muffling the words so that Nicholas couldn’t make them out. What was that about? Were the Spiders making all the others hand over their corn bread? And where was Mrs. Brindle? According to the schedule, she was supposed to be the lunchtime chaperone today.

Just then, as if Nicholas had conjured her with his thoughts, Mrs. Brindle entered the kitchen smelling strongly of perfume. Mr. Griese flushed a slightly deeper red than he already was. “Oh!” he said, glancing at Mrs. Brindle’s shoes, then at the spoon in his hand, and then at the ceiling. “Are you on lunch duty today, Mrs. Brindle?”

The housekeeper seemed uncertain whether to smile or frown. Her face settled into a fixed expression of unease. “Why, yes, Mr. Griese. Or have I misread the schedule?”

“No, no!” Mr. Griese protested. “I’m sure you haven’t! I only—” He coughed. “Forgive me, I’m a bit disoriented. New help today, you know.” He gestured vaguely at Nicholas, who took this as a cue to speak.

“May I be excused to eat lunch, sir?” he asked, already filling his own plate.

“By all means, young—Nicholas, is it? By all means, do,” Mr. Griese said, nervously wiping his hands on his apron.

Nicholas backed out the swinging door, leaving the two flustered grownups alone with their confusion.

The instant he entered the dining hall, he knew something was wrong. A perfect silence hung in the room. Two long tables of faces stared at him. What was going on? He spotted John in the back of the room, sitting in the same place as this morning, and Nicholas was about to make a beeline for the chair across from him when he realized, with a terrible plummeting in his belly, that there were no empty chairs anywhere near John. In fact, there were no empty chairs anywhere except at the very front of the leftmost table. Nicholas saw at once that this had been planned. The seating had been arranged so that the only place for him to sit was with the five-year-olds and six-year-olds, all of whom were staring up at him with huge, frightened eyes.

Nicholas cast another quick glance toward John—he was looking back at Nicholas with a somber, unreadable expression—and then looked for the Spiders. They were sitting, as before, near the middle of the leftmost table, all three sneering at him with enormous satisfaction.

They didn’t have to touch him to torture him, after all.

Nicholas felt his face burning; his heart was skipping double-time. He knew he was dangerously close to becoming too upset. He took a slow, deep breath and drew himself up. In the most superior tone he could manage, he said, “You’re all being so quiet! I hope it isn’t on my account! I assure you, I don’t require silence in my presence. Please, everyone, feel free to continue eating—as you were, as you were.” He grinned, made a little bow, and dropped into the nearest chair just as Mrs. Brindle remembered her duties and came out through the swinging doors.

The sounds of conversation started up again, with murmurs and snickers up and down both tables. Nicholas winked at the younger children sitting by him. The two seated nearest him were watching him with fearful eyes, their mouths hanging open to reveal the half-chewed contents. They looked as though they thought themselves the two unluckiest children in the world.

“Thanks for saving my seat!” Nicholas said, startling their mouths closed. He leaned toward them and whispered, “You don’t have to be afraid of me, you know.”

One of the two children, a red-haired girl with pigtails, cut her eyes down the table and back to Nicholas. “Oh, but it isn’t you we’re afraid of!” she whispered. Then she clapped her hands over her mouth and stared at her plate in distress.

“I’m very glad to hear it,” Nicholas said. “I suppose you’re afraid of the Spiders, is that it? Because of the announcement Moray made before I came into the room? I don’t blame you. Those Spiders can be very scary if you don’t know how to handle them.”

The children were looking at one another, clearly shocked that Nicholas knew about the announcement. Farther down, a few children who had overheard him whispered to their neighbors, who then whispered to their other neighbors, and so on down the table. But the children next to Nicholas were speechless.

“Don’t worry,” Nicholas said. “I understand you can’t speak to me without getting into trouble with Moray. But that doesn’t mean we can’t still be friends. We’ll just be the kind of friends who don’t speak to each other.” He waited until this strange pronouncement got whispered down the table, then said, “What do you say to that, Caroline?”

A skinny girl sitting two chairs down from him nearly dropped her spoon. She goggled her eyes at Nicholas as the other children looked back and forth between her and Nicholas in astonishment. So that’s Caroline, Nicholas thought, and looking straight at the girl, he said, “Don’t answer, Caroline! I was only joking. Of course you can’t say anything. Isn’t that right, Bobby?”

This time it was a moon-eyed boy whose mouth fell open, and looking directly at him, Nicholas said, “You realize I’m just teasing you, don’t you, Bobby? I know that none of you can answer me.”

In this way, and by process of elimination, Nicholas had soon identified every one of the younger children by name. The whispers spread like wildfire throughout the dining hall. “Settle down,” he said to his neighbors, who were growing agitated and trying to speak to each other without appearing to speak to Nicholas. At his word, they instantly fell silent.

“I can answer your question,” Nicholas said. “Oh yes, I know what you’re thinking. You’re wondering how I knew your names. It’s simple. I can see things. Ask Buford. Ask the Spiders. They’ll tell you. It’s part of my special condition.”

This announcement was repeated in whispers down the table, until it reached the Spiders, who looked angry (Nicholas noticed with a sidelong glance) but also gratifyingly disconcerted.

As the report of Nicholas Benedict’s gift made its way to every set of ears, the gifted boy in question dug in to his food, chewing with obvious relish, as if he’d never had a better meal in his life.

The truth was that it was one of his worst. Nicholas had never felt so lonely. But nobody in this wretched orphanage was going to know that. Not if he could help it. And as soon as he possibly could, he would be leaving them all behind forever.

Starting tonight.


[image: ]

After lunch, Nicholas washed the pots and pans—and the seemingly endless dishes—as if his life depended on finishing. Free time had already begun for the other children (with the exception of Buford, who was likewise doomed to kitchen work), and Nicholas was almost in agony as the seconds slipped away. He wanted to go to the library and read a book. Several books, in fact, if time allowed—and perhaps it would, for free time after lunch lasted a whole two hours, and he was a blazingly fast reader. Right now nothing sounded better to him than forgetting his miseries and burying himself in words.

And so Nicholas scrubbed like a fiend. He washed so fast that Buford, drying, struggled to keep up and complained to Mr. Griese. (No doubt he still resented Nicholas for having made him deliver that message.) But his complaints only got him scolded, and he went back to flailing with his towel, glaring all the while.

When at last the sparkling dishes were dried, stacked, and put away, Nicholas flew from the kitchen like a bird from its cage. He still had over an hour of free time left! But just as he was darting across the entranceway, Mr. Collum appeared in his office doorway and called out to him.

Nicholas cringed. He looked at Mr. Collum with a feeling of doom.

Mr. Collum beckoned him over. “It’s time for you to receive your haircut, Nicholas. No, do not argue,” he warned when he saw Nicholas’s look of distress. “Every boy receives a crew cut on his first day. Now run over to the farm and introduce yourself to Mr. Furrow. He’ll cut your hair and explain the basic larder duties to you.”

Nicholas glanced achingly toward the library door. “Yes, sir,” he mumbled, and turned and hurried back the way he had come. Perhaps it wouldn’t take long at the farm. He might yet have a few minutes to read.

He took the shortcut John had shown him, cutting through the butler’s pantry, the little anteroom beyond it, and out the back door into a hot and hazy afternoon. His eyes swept the park, alert to any dangers. (He also half hoped that John would change his mind and approach him, wanting to be friends again. But John was nowhere to be seen.) Most of the boys were reluctantly involved in a game of Simon Says, led by Iggy, who was making them roll around on the ground and bark like dogs as Moray and Breaker looked on and snickered. The few boys who had managed to escape this miserable game were playing marbles in a patch of hardpacked dirt where flowers once had grown. Perhaps, Nicholas thought, they had won the Spiders’ favor by giving over their lunches. The girls, meanwhile, had all sought shady places near the gazebo to doze. Standing on duty inside the gazebo was Miss Candace, carefully watching the boys to ensure no one was injured. She seemed to be under the impression that they were all having fun.

Nicholas hurried off toward the farm.

The short path through the hickory trees was pleasantly serene, its shade offering some relief from the glare and the heat, and at the end of it lay an equally serene little farm: a modest farmhouse, a well-built old barn, a few acres of food crops (with appealingly tidy rows of beans, corn, potatoes, lettuces, squashes, and other vegetables), and an expanse of deep green pasture. Shading his eyes, Nicholas spotted a group of cows grazing at the foot of some wooded hills to the west. There was not a person in sight. A heavy, acrid scent of cigar smoke hung in the air, however, and Nicholas (a very keen smeller) followed its invisible trail into the barn.

Sure enough, inside the barn he found Mr. Furrow tending to some sheep and goats in a pen. Chickens strutted about, wandering in and out of their coop and pecking in the dirt and straw. They were all taking care not to draw too near a huge black mule that stood dozing in the back. It was as if the mule were surrounded by invisible chicken wire. Nicholas felt instinctively wary of the animal.

Mr. Furrow noticed Nicholas and waved him over. He was a wiry, aged man with few teeth and a deep reddish tan, his bristly white hair clipped as short as Nicholas’s hair was about to be. His cigar had been extinguished, but the stump of it protruded from his lips like a swollen black tongue.

“You the new boy?” Mr. Furrow asked. “The sleeper? Come for your haircut?” Rubbing his gray-stubbled chin in a considering manner, he studied Nicholas’s hair as if he intended to take the utmost care with it, to shape it according to the latest fashion. He had Nicholas turn this way and that. Then, with a grunt and a nod, he reached into a bin and took out a pair of sheep shears.

Nicholas drew back in alarm, but Mr. Furrow had already caught him by the wrist.

“Won’t hurt much,” Mr. Furrow said, as if this would be reassuring.

The farmer was telling the truth. The shearing didn’t hurt much. But it did hurt, and Nicholas thought it would go on forever. Eventually, however, he found himself standing in a circle of his own hair, thinking ruefully, There’s my fair hair, so I daresay I’m bare. And Mr. Furrow pulled back and stood with his arms akimbo, surveying his work with evident satisfaction.

“Um, thank you, Mr. Furrow,” Nicholas said without conviction. He rubbed a hand over his bristly head, suddenly conscious of a draft in the barn that he had not noticed before. He could feel it on his scalp.

Mr. Furrow tossed his cigar stub into a pail of water, where a dozen other stubs floated like a tiny armada. “Now, here’s the rules, son. When you’re on larder duty, you come to my house first thing in the morning. I check the barn before you go in, make sure Rabbit’s finished his carrot, and then you can come in for your chores. Got that?”

“Sir?” Nicholas studied Mr. Furrow’s face. He seemed serious enough. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure I understand.”

Mr. Furrow jerked a thumb toward the mule in the back of the barn. “Rabbit’ll kill anything comes near his carrot if he hasn’t done with it. And he’ll kick you if you make him go too fast in the field. I’d whip him, but he’s so old a whipping might kill him, and he’s our last and only mule. So we just keep away from his carrot and we keep it slow. That’s the rules with Rabbit.”

“So Rabbit is the mule,” Nicholas said, nodding. “I see.”

Mr. Furrow tapped a finger against his head. “You got anything up there, boy? Who’d you think Rabbit was, my wife? Of course Rabbit’s the mule. Always has been.”

“Of course,” Nicholas said. “And you call him that because he loves carrots. I get it.”

Mr. Furrow looked down at Nicholas as if he were the stupidest creature ever to set foot inside his barn. “Tell me, son, have you ever met a mule that didn’t like a carrot? Of course he likes carrots. All mules like carrots. You ever met another mule named Rabbit?”

Nicholas decided it was best not to answer.

“His name’s Rabbit because he used to be fast,” said Mr. Furrow after a pause. “Now he’s slow. Unless you go for his carrot, in which case he’s fast again—faster than you’d like to believe.”

“Why give him a carrot at all, then?” Nicholas wondered. “If he’s so dangerous when he has one, I mean.”

Mr. Furrow almost crossed his eyes with impatience. “How do you propose we get him to do anything if we don’t give him a carrot? Show him a carrot and Rabbit’ll follow you anywhere, sweet as a kitten. Don’t show him a carrot and he’ll stand there doing nothing till he dies. So in the morning you show him a fresh carrot, and at night you give it to him.” He looked doubtfully at Nicholas. “Never found it that complicated myself. But if you need me to explain it again…”

Nicholas shook his head. “I believe I’ve got it all sorted out now, Mr. Furrow, thank you.”

“Fine,” the farmer muttered. “Now follow me and I’ll show you how to do the milk and eggs. Prob’ly take us all day, at this rate.”

But Nicholas surprised Mr. Furrow by quickly grasping how to feed chickens, gather eggs, and draw milk into a pail, and before long (though to Nicholas it seemed very long indeed) he was deemed fit for larder duty and sent away.

Nicholas dashed through the hickory trees. Back in the park, the girls were all still dozing. The game of Simon Says was still going on, though the Spiders looked bored and the other boys thoroughly miserable. This time Breaker spotted him, but Nicholas darted through the circle of marbles players (nimbly avoiding the marbles) and slipped through the back door before the Spiders could attempt anything.

At long last Nicholas made it into the library. He had it almost to himself, too. Two girls were seated on the chaise longue with books in their laps, but they had slumped against each other with their eyes closed, each of them drooling on the other one’s shoulder. A boy sat in one of the armchairs, paging listlessly through a book on sports. He glanced up when Nicholas came in, saw who it was, and quickly looked down again. There were no staff members in the room, for Mr. Collum was the supervisor on duty, working at his office desk while keeping an eye on the entranceway mirror. Standing at the shelves, looking out through the library door, Nicholas could see the reflection of the director poring over his ledger.

For once Nicholas was glad to see him. With Mr. Collum nearby, he needn’t worry about getting cornered by the Spiders. He could just read.

The question now was what to read. He had a mere fifteen minutes of free time left and thousands of books to choose from. Nicholas eagerly ran his eyes over the shelves, taking in hundreds of enticing, gold-lettered titles before coming across a thick book called The Exhaustive Encyclopedia of Sleep. That settled his decision at once, for though he had been diagnosed with narcolepsy, the doctor who’d examined him hadn’t known much about it, and Nicholas had always wanted to learn more.

Snatching the book from the shelf, he scanned its table of contents. Sure enough, it contained several chapters on sleep disorders. Nicholas turned to the first chapter and began to read. He didn’t take time to sit in a chair or even on the floor but stood exactly where he was, rapidly flipping pages. The book was tediously written and contained a great deal of extraneous information, but he found it captivating nonetheless.

His first truly surprising discovery was that his most frightening nighttime hallucination—the horrible, cackling woman who often threatened to smother him—had been seen by others as well. Indeed, she had been terrorizing troubled sleepers for ages. In some cultures she’d even been given a name: the Old Hag.

Fascinating, Nicholas thought, and read on.

He learned, much to his relief, that there were no known cases of narcolepsy killing anyone. (Not surprisingly, it had led to some injuries and even a few accidental deaths—the most famous being that of a narcoleptic snake charmer—but no one had died directly from its symptoms.) He also discovered that what sometimes happened to him when he experienced strong emotions was known as cataplexy, and that his particular version of it was rare. When others suffered attacks of cataplexy, they were temporarily paralyzed but remained awake. Nicholas always lost consciousness.

So I’m not just different from everyone I know, he mused. I’m even different from other people with narcolepsy. It was a melancholy thought, though not as dispiriting as it once might have been. By this point in his life, he was used to feeling like an oddball. He probably would have been surprised to feel otherwise.

When he had finished the book, Nicholas put it back on the shelf and hurried over to the dictionary to look up the words he hadn’t recognized. There were seventeen such words in all (he had counted and alphabetized them instinctively), and as he read their definitions he found himself thinking Oh, of course! and Sure, that makes sense! Definition by definition, the book’s more confusing passages all became clear to him, locking into place like the last pieces in a puzzle. By the time he stepped away from the dictionary, Nicholas felt as satisfied as if he’d eaten a delicious meal.

He glanced at the library clock. He had five minutes left! Time for one more book, if he hurried.

Nicholas ran to the bookshelves, his eyes hungrily roaming over the titles. When they fell upon a history of chess, his heart jumped—chess had always intrigued him. But did he risk trying to reach this book? It was on a high shelf. He would have to move the rolling ladder, then climb it, then climb back down to read (he couldn’t risk falling asleep at the top of the ladder, which was very high)—and he had precious little time left.

The book was slim, though. He could probably finish it in four minutes.

Nicholas ran to the ladder and began to pull.

What happened next almost startled him to sleep. Evidently, the ladder’s wheels and tracks had not been oiled in ages, and the result was awful: The ladder positively shrieked. That really was the best way to describe it—a metallic scream, a scream every bit as loud and piercing as the screams of terrified children. And indeed, the screams of terrified children soon filled the room, for as soon as the ladder began to squeal, both of the girls snapped awake with the conviction that a snake was loose in the library—or perhaps several snakes! or perhaps a ghost!—and began to scream themselves. (The boy, who had not been asleep and was, therefore, perfectly aware that it was the ladder causing the racket, was nevertheless so frightened by the girls’ shrieks that he wet his pants and ran from the room.)

Nicholas observed all this with jangling nerves and considerable amusement, but luckily he did not collapse. He did, however, cover his ears until the girls had fled the library, still screaming. Only when they had gone did he realize that Mr. Collum was yelling at him from the entranceway.

“I’m sorry!” Nicholas exclaimed, uncovering his ears as the director stormed into the room. “I only wanted to take down a book!”

Mr. Collum, obviously disconcerted by the shocking tumult, marched across the library with his jeweler’s loupe still screwed into his eye. He shook his finger in front of Nicholas’s nose. “No! No, no, no!”

Nicholas was dismayed. “No? But aren’t we allowed to read the books on the higher shelves?”

Mr. Collum yanked the loupe from his eye and glanced resentfully at the higher shelves. “Absolutely not! You have to choose books from the lower shelves. The ladder is too loud. Surely you can see that.”

“I certainly heard it,” Nicholas said, trying out a smile. Mr. Collum glared in response, and Nicholas quickly moved on. “But couldn’t we ask Mr. Pileus to oil it? I’m sure he wouldn’t mind—”

“Mr. Pileus is running errands in Pebbleton,” Mr. Collum replied gruffly.

“But perhaps when he returns—”

Mr. Collum stomped his foot. “Stop arguing with me, Nicholas! Children are to be silent in the library. Those who aren’t silent receive punishments. Are you being silent? Are you?”

Nicholas opened his mouth, then closed it again. He bit his lip.

And then his free time was over.
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Good night, Nicholas,” Mr. Collum said, locking the door from the outside. Nicholas pressed his ear to the wood. He heard Mr. Collum pause at the candle corner to extinguish the candle. Then his footsteps faded away.

The time was drawing near at last.

Nicholas told himself that he must wait a full two hours before sneaking downstairs. He wanted everyone in the orphanage to be asleep. He had worked too hard to spoil everything by taking unnecessary chances. Yes, he was dying to try his key. But two hours did not seem so long to wait, not after such a long, trying, miserable day, surely the longest day of his life.

With the exception of being screamed at in the library, Nicholas had been enclosed in a bubble of silence ever since lunchtime. None of the children dared speak to him or even go near him for fear the Spiders would find out about it. Nicholas was used to being thought peculiar, and he was used to being bullied, but this new torment was altogether different. He had never been shunned before. In the past, even in his most miserable situations, he had at least exchanged friendly greetings with other children every now and then. He hadn’t realized that such small and apparently meaningless interactions could have mattered so much to him. As it turned out, his loneliness had been imperfect then. Now it was finally complete.

He took it all the harder because of John Cole. Their unexpected friendship had made the worst aspects of this place seem almost tolerable. But John was keeping his distance, too. On the few occasions they had crossed paths, he wouldn’t even meet Nicholas’s eye.

And so, for the first time he could remember, Nicholas had found himself anxious for night to come. He’d still had to get through the rest of his day, though, and the rest of his day had passed with excruciating slowness. In his bubble of silence, he had endured a dull group activity in the parlor, with the Spiders always leering at him. He had sat through another meal with the frightened, snotty-nosed younger children, once again feigning cheerfulness, once again chattering away without answer. And during a seemingly interminable hour of evening chores, Nicholas’s only accompaniment had been the tedious clunking of the butter churn.

At the end of this long desert of loneliness, there had been one brief, green oasis: the hour of free time before bed, when Nicholas had returned to the library. This time he’d gone straight to a set of encyclopedias, taken down the C volume, and begun reading the entry on chess. He was instantly absorbed—and blessedly so, for the moment his eyes fell on the open pages, all his troubles grew hazy and distant, as if they belonged to another person.

The hour had passed like a dream—a dream of other people, other places. Time seemed to lose meaning. Nicholas was only vaguely aware of his surroundings. Every now and then one of the Spiders glanced in through the doorway—he saw them in his peripheral vision—but they seemed unwilling to enter the library proper, perhaps being afraid they might accidentally read something. At any rate, Mr. Griese was on duty at the desk, and Nicholas paid them no heed. He paid no heed to anything except his reading.

When the hour was over, Nicholas could have sworn it had passed in less than a minute. He found that he had not budged from his spot by the shelves and that his legs and feet ached from having stood still for so long. His mind had been anything but still, though. When he’d finished the entry on chess, he’d pushed on to read the entire C volume, after which—having loved it so much—he had gone back to the start of the encyclopedia.

By the time Mr. Collum announced bedtime, Nicholas had read well into the Bs, and his blood was rushing so fast that his skin seemed to tingle. (At least this was how he described the sensation to himself, perhaps because he had just read the entry titled “Blood.”) He had followed the director upstairs in a sort of daze, thinking flash flood flash blood flash blood flood over and over, until Mr. Collum asked him if something was wrong.

“Wrong, sir?” Nicholas had repeated, blinking.

Mr. Collum had paused to light the candle at the candle corner. Turning down his lamp flame (evidently to save a few drops of oil), he had frowned and said, “Yes, wrong, Nicholas. You have a peculiar expression on your face. Is something the matter?”

Nicholas had shaken his head, as much to clear it as to answer the director’s question. On the contrary, he’d thought, for a change something was right. But the question made him realize that from now on he would have to work to keep his wits about him. Reading so much so quickly was like having great tubs of information poured into his head all at once. It was bound to knock him off balance, and he couldn’t afford to go around wobbly-headed. Not at this place. Not with a treasure to find.

Clearheaded and alone once more, Nicholas sat down on his cot to think over his plan. There were many variables to take into account, and he wanted to be ready for all of them. What would he do if his key didn’t work? What would he do if he got caught? What would he do if he felt sleep overcoming him on the stairs? What would he do—this one he could hardly stand to think about—if the ledger wasn’t in Mr. Collum’s desk drawer? Would he dare to sneak into Mr. Collum’s bedroom? No, if that happened, he would just have to wait for another opportunity.

These questions and dozens more Nicholas contemplated, sitting quietly in his candlelit room, gazing with half-focused eyes at the ugly green plaid blanket he’d been given for a bedcover. As he mulled the many possibilities that lay before him, he let his eyes wander among the multitude of miniature rectangles formed by the plaid pattern. He imagined the rectangles as a series of doors that he was passing through—each door a possibility—and as he moved through one after another, leaving them open or closed depending on whether he had settled a question to his satisfaction, he unconsciously counted and categorized them. The entire process was more or less unconscious, in fact; it was only when his period of waiting was over that Nicholas really thought about it. When he did, he was struck by how calm it seemed to have made him. Two hours earlier he had sat down on the cot suspecting he would be too excited to sit still. Instead, he had grown more and more relaxed.

Something to think about, Nicholas told himself.

He rose from his cot, taking the blanket with him. If he was discovered wandering outside his room, he intended to claim that he’d been sleepwalking. He would say that Mr. Collum must have forgotten to lock his door. It was an explanation that would work only once. He hoped he wouldn’t have to use it.

Nicholas took the key from beneath his pillow. Now, in this moment of truth, it seemed much too crudely made, woefully brittle and thin. He almost hated to try it for fear of being disappointed. But that was nonsense, of course. Nicholas went to the door. With infinite caution, he inserted the key into the keyhole, willing himself to turn it slowly and gently. Too brisk a motion and he risked snapping it right off inside the lock.

The key turned, caught, turned a bit more—and then, with the most delicious clicking sound he had ever heard, the door unlocked.

Nicholas withdrew the key and kissed it. Then he tucked it inside his matchbox, blew out his candle, and hid the matchbox and the candle in the folds of his blanket. He took a deep breath and nodded to himself. He was ready.

The Manor was quite dark, but Nicholas was able to find his way by memory and moonlight. From the gallery over the entranceway, he looked and listened for some time before creeping down the carpeted staircase. He made a careful circuit of the ground floor, checking for light at the cracks beneath closed doors. Both the boys’ dormitory and the ballroom where the girls slept were dark and still. Snores and deep breathing issued from the staff bedrooms.

Finally satisfied that he alone was awake—and not merely satisfied but thrilled, like a cat burglar approaching a safe—Nicholas approached the door to Mr. Collum’s office. He had already observed, from a distance, that no light shone from beneath it. A long look through the keyhole revealed only darkness within. A long listen at the keyhole quelled his fears that Mr. Collum had extinguished his lamp and fallen asleep at his desk. The office was unmistakably empty.

Now came the riskiest part. Nicholas couldn’t very well claim to have made a skeleton key in his sleep; if he was caught now, he would have no excuse. He tried to move quickly but deliberately. He had foreseen this moment and planned accordingly—he did not risk fumbling with the matchbox while standing up and holding the blanket and candle. Instead, he dropped to his knees and laid everything before him. And it was a good thing he did, for despite his caution he managed to spill a few matches as he took out the key. With straining eyes and probing hands, he searched the area about him until he was certain he had recovered them all. Then he made sure he had a good grip on the key—his hands were sweating—and rose to his feet. He slid the key into the keyhole and tried to turn it.

Nothing happened. It wouldn’t budge.

Nicholas took a deep breath and tried again. Still nothing. He took another deep breath, then jiggled the key. He felt it slide the tiniest bit deeper into the keyhole, and this time when he turned the key, it met with no resistance at all. The lock sprang.

He was in.

And the ledger was in the desk drawer.

Nicholas did not read the ledger in Mr. Collum’s office. It might take him only a few minutes, but those minutes would be risky indeed. What if Mr. Collum woke up and thought of something he needed from his office? Nicholas took the ledger into the library. He closed the door and stuffed his blanket into the crack beneath it so that no light could escape. He checked the curtains—closed. Only then did he light his candle.

In the candle’s flickering light, the library’s thousands of books emerged from their shadows, and for a moment Nicholas could not help admiring them again. During free time he had almost never looked up from the pages he was reading, but now he saw the books anew, from without rather than from within, and was reminded of how beautiful they were simply as objects. The geometrical wonder of them all, each book on its own and all the books together, row upon row. The infinite patterns and possibilities they presented. They were truly lovely.

Perhaps one day, Nicholas thought, he would make a book himself. Certainly he would have a library.

But first he must find his treasure.

Fixing his candle in a candlestick and settling on the floor, Nicholas opened the ledger. He saw at once that it had not been used as a ledger at all. There were no figures and sums, no records of expenditures and income. The pages were filled with handwriting that disregarded the printed columns on the paper. Instead it was divided into blocks of text, each of which began with a date. Why, it was a diary! And even before Nicholas had turned the first page, he knew that the diary had belonged to none other than Mr. Rothschild.

He kept turning pages, his excitement mounting, and in a matter of minutes he had read them all.

Nicholas closed the diary and sat considering it. Part of him thought he should put it back immediately and return to his room, where he could contemplate in safety what he had learned. Another part resisted this idea, though at present his mind was too busy to identify why. He decided to grant himself a little more time. Crossing his arms, he stared intently at the diary. What have you told me, he thought, and what are you keeping hidden?

Nicholas thought about what he knew for certain. The diary was eighty-six pages long (not including a few pages torn out and a few left blank at the end), and with the exception of several dark scribbles in the margins (Mr. Rothschild appeared often to have used the margins to blot extra ink from his fountain pens), it was written in a light-handed, elegant script. The entries covered a span of almost forty years, beginning in the first year of the Rothschilds’ marriage and ending shortly after Mrs. Rothschild’s death. The diary was, in essence, a record of the Rothschilds’ life together—a haphazard record, for sometimes months or even years passed between entries—but more particularly it was Mr. Rothschild’s admiring record of his wife.

Diana (or “Di,” as he usually referred to her) was the only reason the diary existed. After she died, Mr. Rothschild had made only one more entry, in which he stated his intention to establish the orphanage in her honor and declared, in increasingly shaky handwriting, that the best chapter of his life had now closed. It was also the last chapter of his life, Nicholas knew—or the next-to-last, anyway, for according to Mrs. Brindle, Mr. Rothschild had only briefly outlived his wife.

One could see why Mr. Rothschild would have been despondent at the loss of Diana. His diary entries painted a portrait of a witty, scholarly woman, always reading, a clever problem-solver. She was warm and affectionate to Mr. Rothschild, kind and generous to others. She had endearing quirks: She was unusually careless in her clothes, always preferring old things to new ones, regardless of fashion; she was afraid of heights and even more so of crowds—indeed, she was amazingly shy and disliked going into town, though according to Mr. Rothschild, she charmed everyone she met. In a word, she was lovely. The diary, with its carelessly torn-out pages, its many gaps in time, and its narrow focus, left much to the imagination, but it did make one thing abundantly clear: Mr. Rothschild adored his wife.

Nicholas, for his part, was entirely skeptical.

The sort of love Mr. Rothschild expressed was the stuff of storybooks, as were the wonderful qualities his wife was said to possess. In real life Nicholas had never seen anything like them. He strongly suspected that such things were fantasies that people desperately wished to believe in, for the truth—that humans were generally a selfish and greedy lot—was so disagreeable. That was why storybook writers invented such admirable qualities for their characters, and Nicholas believed that Mr. Rothschild had written exactly that—a storybook, not a diary. It might be based upon facts (Nicholas certainly hoped it was, for the facts included a treasure), but the virtues and emotions described in it were surely exaggerated. Perhaps the endless admiration Mr. Rothschild expressed made him feel good, not just about his wife but about himself as well. Who wouldn’t wish to think himself such a devoted husband?

True, Mr. Rothschild had established the orphanage, which seemed decent enough. But Nicholas would not have been at all surprised to learn that the truth was something more cynical. For example, Mr. Rothschild might have had a poisonous relationship with some distant relative whom he had not wished to inherit his estate. And so rather than be remembered as a vindictive old curmudgeon who had written his only living relative out of his will, he founded the orphanage and directed the remainder of his fortune to charity. After such a remarkable act of generosity, Mr. Rothschild would be remembered as a kindly prince, while the distant relative would be left stewing in private resentment.

It was a possibility, anyway. But Nicholas did not really care about imagined acts of spite any more than imagined virtues. What he really cared about was the treasure—and after reading the diary, he was convinced the treasure existed.

Mr. Rothschild referred to it quite specifically as his wife’s treasure, which pointed to the explanation John had offered about Mrs. Rothschild’s inheritance. Nicholas did not believe, however, that an actual bundle of money was hidden somewhere in the Manor. His guess was that Diana Rothschild, at her husband’s insistence, had used her inheritance to purchase a rare and spectacularly valuable treasure for herself. After all, a single glance at Rothschild’s End made clear that Diana never would have needed a penny of those millions, and it would seem characteristic of Mr. Rothschild, with his love of storybook touches, to encourage such an extravagant indulgence.

The exact nature of the treasure remained mysterious. Nicholas had deduced that it consisted of multiple items—it might be precious jewelry, antique gold, a collection of Ming vases, a combination of those things, or something else altogether—and certain details in the diary suggested that it had been obtained in secret. If so, perhaps the stealthy transaction had been arranged to avoid public notice. (The shy Diana would have been horrified at the idea of curious strangers turning up all the time, asking for a look at it.) Or perhaps the treasure had not been acquired in a strictly legal manner—the Rothschilds were rich enough to pay their way through any obstacle. Perhaps both reasons pertained. Regardless, Mr. Rothschild was no more specific about the treasure’s contents than he was about its location.

Nicholas did know one important thing for certain: The treasure occupied a room unto itself, a room Mr. Rothschild rather overdramatically called the “treasure chamber.” This knowledge alone was enough to make Nicholas want to go knocking on walls and peering behind paintings right away, in search of a hidden door or secret panel. Obviously that was exactly what Mr. Collum had felt upon reading the diary, too.

Unlike Mr. Collum, however, Nicholas could not move freely about the Manor, nor did he have as much time at his disposal. He had to be quiet—no knocking on walls for him—and he had to sleep sometime. He could not go poking about at random, hoping to stumble upon the solution. He needed a plan. He needed to think. And he needed to be careful.

Being careful, Nicholas chastised himself, probably doesn’t include sitting down here with an off-limits diary you’ve already read and memorized. You ought to have returned it the moment you finished reading it.

Yet when he moved to pick the diary up, Nicholas was once again aware of a nagging feeling that he had not finished with it. This time he concentrated on the feeling, trying to understand it—and suddenly he did. Had he not, only minutes earlier, been thinking about seeing books differently from within and without? He had read this diary intently focused on the content of its writing, but had he not noticed other things about it that might be important?

Nicholas considered. Yes, he most certainly had.

Without really meaning to, he had formed the opinion that Mr. Rothschild was rather careless with his diary—a surprising attitude, considering its emotional importance, so why had he come to think that? Nicholas thought he knew why. Those dark scribbles in the margins had led him to assume that Mr. Rothschild did not much care about the diary’s appearance, a notion strengthened by the fact that some of the diary’s pages had obviously and crudely been torn out, each one leaving behind a jagged fringe of paper. Nicholas had suspected that the pages had disclosed the location of the treasure chamber, and that Mr. Rothschild had eventually thought better of leaving such information where it might be discovered. But what if it was not Mr. Rothschild who had torn out the pages? What if it was Mr. Collum? What if those missing pages contained important clues, and Mr. Collum had hidden them in a different place?

There might be other explanations, of course. And of course Mr. Rothschild might be responsible for the missing pages, after all. But if he wasn’t, then those dark scribbles might not be his doing, either.

Nicholas opened the diary again and fanned the pages until he came to one with scribbles in the margin. Ever so carefully, he moved the book closer to the candle flame, squinting at the scribbles in the improved light. They were not scribbles at all. They were words. Words composed of such tiny, closely printed letters that they were almost completely illegible. They must have been written with a very fine pen and a very careful hand. He put his face as close as he could to the page, but his long nose presented a problem. He turned his head and brought the diary up to his left eye. Now he could make out the letters—that was an A, that was an M—but it was difficult and uncomfortable, and it would take him forever. He needed a magnifying glass.

Nicholas’s mind suddenly conjured an image of Mr. Collum peering through his jeweler’s loupe. Of course! These were Mr. Collum’s private notes! No doubt he made them so small because he didn’t want someone glancing over his shoulder and seeing what he was up to.

Too bad, Mr. Collum, thought Nicholas as he scrambled to his feet. I’m going to read your notes, and I’m also going to find those missing pages.

His bravado was short-lived. A thorough search of Mr. Collum’s desk drawers turned up neither jeweler’s loupe nor loose papers with jagged edges. Were the papers in the filing cabinets? No, Nicholas seriously doubted Mr. Collum would keep them where John might come across them. If he had them at all, he probably kept them on his own person, tucked away in a pocket along with his jeweler’s loupe and his skeleton key.

Nicholas found himself hoping that the pages had been hidden away long ago—hidden away or even destroyed. At least then Mr. Collum wouldn’t have that advantage over him. In the meantime, he needed something to help him read those notes.

Use your brain, he told himself, and so he did, and by the time he had locked the office door again, he had hit upon his answer.

He headed for the kitchen.

Soon Nicholas had collected what he wanted—a glass filled with water—and returned to the library. He shoved the blanket back into place, lit his candle again, and looked at the diary through the glass. The minuscule letters swelled into view as he passed the glass slowly over them. Nicholas grinned. He ordered his hands to be steady. He was making use of paper’s two greatest enemies—fire and water—and an accident would be disastrous. Yes, he would be extremely careful.

Now, if he could just stay awake…
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Look at him!” Nicholas heard Iggy muttering. “He really loves this stuff!”

“Yeah, he thinks it’s swell!” Breaker muttered. “Ha!”

It was another dreary afternoon at the Manor. The orphans were all crowded into the hot and stuffy drawing room, enduring another group activity. This time it was a session in papier-mâché led by Miss Candace, the third such session of the week. Most of the children’s projects were almost finished, having been shaped and dried over the preceding days. They were now laid out on long makeshift tables, and the children were lined up shoulder to shoulder, painting their creations. The paint fumes and the stifling heat were making Nicholas dizzy. Still, he worked doggedly on.

As usual, no one was speaking to him, but the Spiders had noticed him taking a special interest in his project, and naturally this had earned him special derision. The Spiders believed arts and crafts to be pastimes for girls and toddlers; they were completing their own projects with as much disdain as possible. Besides, as anyone could see, Nicholas had not the least talent for papier-mâché. He had put much painstaking work into a completely nondescript gray block that he claimed (when Miss Candace asked him) to be Plymouth Rock, but which to everyone else resembled a boring chunk of wall.

“He’s a dunce!” Nicholas heard Moray say, not for the first time. (Everyone except Miss Candace heard him say it, though he pretended to be whispering.) “What kind of a moron thinks Plymouth Rock was a square?”

Titters and snickers broke out among the group. Nicholas noticed a couple of the haggard older girls looking at him with expressions of pity, though it was difficult to tell whether they pitied him for being mocked or for being so misinformed about Plymouth Rock. He didn’t see what John’s reaction was. He had purposely stationed himself as far from John as possible, and he tried never to look directly at him. It bothered Nicholas enough when the others averted their eyes; when John did it, he felt even worse.

Nicholas applied more carefully mixed gray paint to his brush and kept working. If everyone truly believed he was hopeless with papier-mâché, that was all the better. They would be even less likely to suspect the true nature of his project. For his part, he was looking forward to being able to open the window in his room without having to disassemble it stone by stone.

The papier-mâché project was not the only sneaky thing Nicholas was up to. Ever since he read Mr. Rothschild’s diary (almost a week ago now), he’d been constantly on the lookout for secret passages, hidden panels, trapdoors—anything that might lead to the treasure chamber. At that very moment, though he made a show of concentrating on his project, Nicholas’s eyes were once again roving over the drawing-room walls, searching for any odd features. And every single time he had crossed the room to gather more materials, he had studied the floorboards and listened carefully to the sounds they made beneath his shoes. They all appeared to be securely nailed in place, no loose or shifting planks. In fact, they seemed uncommonly solid and well made. The walls seemed perfectly normal, too.

Nicholas looked back down at his work, disappointed. He had thought the drawing room a good place to search. For three days he had imagined how exciting it would be to spot an unusually wide seam in the paneled wainscoting, or hear a certain hollowness beneath the floor, or notice a bookcase that seemed curiously askew. An ill-mortared stone in the fireplace would have made him positively giddy. But he had to accept it: There was nothing unusual about the drawing room; and, with a sigh, Nicholas crossed it off his mental list.

“What’s the matter?” whispered Moray, watching him from across the table. “Doesn’t your dumb rock look dumb enough for you?”

The other Spiders snorted and elbowed each other.

Nicholas didn’t look up. “I wouldn’t know,” he replied with a shrug. “You’re the expert on dumb stuff.”

Moray’s smug look vanished. “What was that? What did you just say?”

Nicholas smiled sweetly at him—Moray couldn’t touch him with Miss Candace around—and went back to his thoughts.

Since he had finally eliminated the drawing room, Nicholas returned once again to Mr. Rothschild’s diary. How many times had he gone over those treasure-related entries in his mind, hoping to stir up new insights, to notice something hidden between the lines, something he had previously overlooked? Hundreds? Thousands? And yet this time, as every time, he returned to them with the keenest sense of urgency, for he knew that Mr. Collum was doing exactly the same thing.

Not surprisingly, it was mostly in the margins alongside those particular entries that Mr. Collum had written his tiny notes. Like Nicholas, Mr. Collum had been especially struck by the entry in which Mr. Rothschild wrote, “I honestly think Di could spend hours simply admiring her treasure, simply glorying in its presence. Indeed she has spent hours luxuriating in it—countless hours—yet I’ve seen her go out of her way to visit that treasure chamber just to glance in upon it for a few seconds, such is the pleasure it brings her.”

In the margins next to this entry Mr. Collum had written: Does “go out of her way” merely suggest taking an inefficient path to another room, or does the chamber lie in some far-flung corner?

Nicholas had wondered the same thing. Perhaps to reach the treasure, Mrs. Rothschild had needed to pass through a part of the Manor she never would have visited otherwise. The kitchen, for example. The Rothschilds had employed a private cook, whom Mr. Rothschild referred to as Toasty (he had nicknames for almost everyone), and Mrs. Rothschild seldom even boiled an egg. Evidently, she was a cheerful but careless cook—she was always burning her fingers or wounding herself with the grater—and early in their courtship Mr. Rothschild had begged her to stop preparing meals.

The kitchen, therefore, had seemed a promising place to find a hidden entrance to the chamber, and Nicholas, on lunchtime kitchen duty all week, had slyly and methodically searched for secret panels. He had even crawled into the cabinets near the floor, telling Mr. Griese he was in pursuit of a mouse. The only surprising thing he’d found was a mousetrap that snapped closed upon his probing fingers. (He had yelped like a puppy, too. But at least Buford hadn’t told anyone about it, and Nicholas counted himself lucky not to have been startled to sleep.)

Eventually it had occurred to him that the Rothschilds probably hosted few dinner parties, for Mrs. Rothschild was too shy to enjoy them. So perhaps “out of her way” referred to a place typically reserved for entertaining guests, such as this drawing room. That would explain why Mr. Collum had been searching it the other morning; he’d probably had the same idea. Nicholas had hoped to prove more observant or even just luckier than Mr. Collum had been, to no avail. The drawing room was out.

But if not the drawing room, then where? If the phrase “out of her way” actually did refer to some far-flung corner, as Mr. Collum had speculated in his notes, then which far-flung corner did it mean? The Manor contained scads of them. One could hardly know where to begin.

Only one other clue gave any hint about the treasure’s location. Elsewhere in the diary Mr. Rothschild had written, “Sometimes I wonder if the only thing that prevents Di from setting up residence in her beloved treasure chamber, like those dragons who live among their glittering hoards, is the discomfiting cold. She has never complained, but I have noticed that in chill weather she spends less time reveling in her riches and more time taking tea and meals with me. Thus, I am ashamed to say, I have no great incentive to remedy the problem. I am too selfish and enjoy her company too much.”

Discomfiting cold. These words had put Nicholas in mind of chilly subterranean vaults—of trapdoors that opened onto secret stairs. That was why he’d been paying such careful attention to the floorboards, searching for irregularities wherever he walked, not just in the drawing room but everywhere in the Manor.

He was not alone in this. Mr. Collum also suspected that the chamber was underground, for precisely the same reason. He had said as much in his margin notes, right beside the words “discomfiting cold.”

Nicholas had read those notes with a grimace. He had read all of Mr. Collum’s notes with a grimace, in fact, for they had very closely—much too closely—reflected his own thoughts. He did not like it one bit that he and Mr. Collum had drawn the same conclusions. He detested Mr. Collum and did not care to have anything in common with him. Worse, he hated to see the director making progress toward the mystery’s solution. This treasure hunt was a race, the most important race of his life, and Mr. Collum was his only opponent.

Unfortunately, Nicholas did not appear to be making much progress himself. Without an intelligent plan—and so far he’d been maddeningly unable to form one—the best he could do was to keep thinking about those diary entries and keep his eyes open for anything out of the ordinary. Yet even keeping his eyes open was a challenge lately—even more so than usual—for he felt increasingly bleary as a result of his late-night visits to the library.

He could not help creeping downstairs to read each night, though. The temptation was too strong, the books irresistible. He knew how risky it was. What if he fell asleep in the library and didn’t wake up before morning? Usually he woke up several times a night (often screaming, alas), but sometimes he slept five or six hours straight. He couldn’t afford for that to happen in the library. As a precaution, he’d fixed the broken alarm clock he’d found in his room. It had taken him no time at all. In the library he’d found an excellent book on clock repair, and in the basement he’d found the perfect tools for the job.

The basement itself had been a revelation. Even by candlelight it had dazzled Nicholas with its abundance. Like a curiosity shop, it was crammed full of discarded equipment, furniture, oddments, and artifacts, to say nothing of its marvelous store of tools. It looked as if a troupe of traveling tinkers had dumped their wagons down the stairs. The truth was less bizarre, though, and Nicholas had heard all about it from Mrs. Brindle: The scandalous previous director, Mr. Bottoms, had simply never troubled to have anything repaired. Whenever something broke, he’d had it carried down into the basement. If it was something important, he’d purchased a new item to replace it.

It was a staggering display of wastefulness, the sight of which probably made Mr. Collum sick. But to Nicholas the basement had been a delight. He’d spent a long time examining old radio cabinets, phonographs, lamps and lanterns, stationary bicycles, automobile parts, and boxes and boxes of other things besides, before he remembered the reason he’d come down to the basement in the first place.

Since then Nicholas always carried his alarm clock with him at night, hidden in the blanket with the candle and matchbox. Every hour he set it for the hour ahead. If he went to sleep, the alarm would wake him (and, with luck, only him) in time to sneak back up to his room. So far he had managed to stay awake, and he kept close track of the time to make sure the alarm never went off.

And in the meantime Nicholas read.

Oh, how he read! He seemed to read faster with every book, and he was reading books by the dozens. He had long since finished the encyclopedia and moved on to books about physics and mathematics, engines and mechanics, chemistry and biology. The sciences compelled him most, but everything interested him, and he followed his whims from shelf to shelf. Last night, for instance, he had read a book of nonsense poetry (which tickled his fancy) as well as a history of scientific exploration (which inspired him) before diving into a three-volume atlas of the world. When at last he’d ordered himself to bed, his mind was so aglow with new ideas and new knowledge, he almost expected beams of light to shine from his eyes.

So why can’t you solve this mystery? Nicholas asked himself now, as he put the final touches on his false section of wall. What are you missing? The only good thing about this whole awful place was the library. But the one thing that would get him out of this awful place was that treasure.

Stepping back from the table to see what his project looked like from a distance, Nicholas bumped into a girl working at the table behind him. “Pardon me, Gertrude,” he said without turning around, and several of the children gasped and began whispering.

Nicholas smiled inwardly. He never missed an opportunity to strengthen his reputation for “seeing things.” It worked best with the younger children, who were easy to shock and quick to spread the rumors of his gifts. In this case, it helped that Gertrude McGillicuddy liked to sneak perfume from Mrs. Brindle’s bottle—he had smelled it on her before, though she always applied so little of it she must have thought no one could smell it but herself. Nicholas had much too keen a nose to miss the fragrance, though, or to mistake where she’d gotten it.

The children were still whispering about this latest display of clairvoyance, when a distant tapping sound caught Nicholas’s ear. Growing louder by the moment, it sounded as if it was coming from the passage outside the drawing room. He turned his eyes to the open doorway, and sure enough, Mr. Collum appeared in it, leaning heavily on a cane.

“Miss Candace,” the director called in a breathless voice. “A word with you, please.” He limped into the room, wielding his cane with peculiar violence. Each time it struck the floor, everyone in the drawing room flinched.

Miss Candace happened to be in the middle of a long yawn when she noticed Mr. Collum’s cane and attempted to cry out with concern. The result was that she sounded as though she’d been pushed from a height. “Oh, my!” she exclaimed when she’d finished this peculiar bellowing. “Whatever happened? Shall I take a look?”

For someone with such a pronounced limp, Mr. Collum stepped back with surprising nimbleness. “No, no, Miss Candace. I’m fine, I assure you. Merely a twisted ankle. I’ll recover soon enough.”

“But I’m a nurse!” Miss Candace protested, stooping in an attempt to snatch at Mr. Collum’s ankle. “What if you’ve broken it?”

Again the director retreated quickly. “I’m certain that I haven’t,” he insisted. “Now, please, Miss Candace—”

Miss Candace yawned again. Mr. Collum waited until she’d finished. He started to speak, and then had to wait again as another ferocious yawn overtook her. Nicholas realized that she must have been the chaperone in the ballroom the night before.

The ballroom, he’d learned, was a terrible place to sleep. The girls’ exhaustion was not the result of a single bad night, as he had first thought—they never slept well. Mrs. Brindle and Miss Candace suffered, too, though only half as much, for they took turns as the girls’ nighttime chaperones. The trouble was noise, and evidently the scoundrel Mr. Bottoms was to blame again. He had directed a mile-long swath of trees to be cut so that electrical power lines might be strung to the Manor, and this empty corridor through the woods now funneled all manner of sounds directly toward the ballroom windows. The bells and whistles of distant trains and riverboats, the howling of wind (the fierce nightly wind was also a result of that corridor), and the rattling of windowpanes all conspired to keep the girls awake. But no other room was large enough to accommodate all of their cots, and the girls suffered their sleepiness with no hope of relief.

Join the club, thought Nicholas, not for the first time. Unlike the girls, he had adjusted to being sleepy. It caused him plenty of problems, but he had learned to disguise it. Except when he was actually asleep, of course. There was no disguising that.

Disguise. Nicholas pursed his lips. Why had that word suddenly struck him so oddly?

“I’m simply concerned about the waste, Miss Candace,” Mr. Collum was saying. “Projects are fine, but—”

“Oh, don’t worry, Mr. Collum!” Miss Candace interjected. “There were hundreds of old newspapers in the basement, and plenty of wire mesh and wallpaper paste, and gallons and gallons of paint. None of it was being used, you see—” Here she was interrupted by a yawn.

“Yes, yes,” Mr. Collum said. “I’m quite aware of all that, Miss Candace. You’ll recall that I approved the activity in the first place. My point is not that you wasted money but that you’ve wasted energy. Could not the children have made something useful out of the papier-mâché?”

“Useful?”

Mr. Collum gestured impatiently toward the tables. “I see a great variety of false and oversized fruit, Miss Candace. I see what appear to be masks of some kind. I see rather unrealistic-looking barnyard animals—”

Nicholas casually stepped sideways to block Mr. Collum’s view of his project.

“—but I see nothing useful,” the director said again. “Next time, please consider this point. Surely papier-mâché could be put to better use, could it not?”

“I’m sure it could, Mr. Collum,” said Miss Candace, though she looked extremely doubtful. “I shall certainly consider it. Now, won’t you please let me examine your ankle?”

“Absolutely not,” Mr. Collum replied, and turned to go. He limped from the room, again striking the floorboards smartly with his cane and pausing every few steps, as if to rest.

Disguise, Nicholas thought again, and now he knew why. Mr. Collum had not twisted his ankle at all. He was using that cane to sound the floors. His supposed injury was just an excuse to carry the cane around the Manor, rapping floorboards.

He has no more idea where to look than I do, Nicholas thought with relief. Which means that for the moment, anyway, we’re even.

And so he thought until late that very night, when a brand-new clue fell into his lap.
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Nicholas had already stayed in the library longer than he should have. It was quite late. He had been reading intriguing books about electricity and other forms of energy, about light waves and sound waves and radio signals and many other deeply fascinating things, and he had gotten carried away. His mind was so awhirl with ideas that he found himself picturing the Milky Way inside his own head, a spiral galaxy of thoughts tucked inside his cranium. He smiled at the notion as he put away the last book, willing himself to go to bed. But then thinking about galaxies ensnared him, and he decided to allow himself one more book.

He had long ago spied a section of books on astronomy, and selecting the thickest of these, Nicholas settled on the floor. He paged through the book, slowing once or twice to appreciate a particularly lovely illustration, until he came to the final chapter, which explained the process of building an observatory. Construction instructions, he was thinking with poetic satisfaction, when to his surprise he came upon a handwritten note in one of the margins. Instantly he recognized the elegant script as Mr. Rothschild’s.

Nicholas felt his heart speeding up. He fanned the pages. There were several more handwritten notes, each of which he read with mounting excitement. They were all about amateur observatories—questions about intricacies of construction, placement, maintenance, different kinds of telescopes, and so on. The last one read, “Consult the Butler.”

The butler? Why would Mr. Rothschild need to consult his butler about building an amateur observatory?

Nicholas put the book back on the shelf, fixated now on that last note. He scratched his head. The butler, the butler, the butler. He froze mid-scratch. He rolled his eyes at himself. Fatigue must be making him dopey. Taking the book from the shelf again, he turned to the final chapter and began flipping pages. He found what he was looking for near the end: a footnote referring to a different book—The Complete Guide to Amateur Observatories, written by Brian T. Butler.

Nicholas’s eyes darted to the books in the astronomy section. There it was.

He grabbed the other book and sat down with it. When he fanned its pages in search of more notes, three folded slips of paper fell out and fluttered into his lap. They were yellow and brittle with age. Nicholas unfolded them carefully. The first two, which resembled receipts, appeared to be different companies’ estimates for the materials and labor required to construct an amateur observatory. The company names were illegible, far too faded to read, but Nicholas could make out enough to understand what he was looking at. Again he recognized Mr. Rothschild’s characteristic hand, with which some figures had been lined through and question marks drawn next to others, and in the margins Mr. Rothschild had scrawled various questions about details and quibbles about cost. And well he might quibble, for the costs were enormous.

The third sheet of paper was a list of telescopes, their features, their manufacturers, the addresses of European companies from which they could be ordered—and their prices, which seemed impossible to believe. With the money necessary to purchase even the least expensive of them, Nicholas could have lived comfortably for years. Had Mr. Rothschild actually bought one? That sort of wealth seemed as brilliant, distant, and unreachable as the stars themselves.

Or no, not unreachable. Not unreachable at all.

Mr. Rothschild had been a very rich man. The question was not whether he had actually bought one of those telescopes. The evidence in Nicholas’s hands suggested that he had. No, the question—the extremely important question—was where he had put the telescope.

If Mr. Rothschild had purchased a telescope, then he had built an observatory to house it. For the first time, it occurred to Nicholas that the treasure might not be inside the Manor. What if it was hidden inside the observatory? If so, where was the observatory? How large was the estate of Rothschild’s End?

Nicholas considered. Out of her way. Chill weather. Yes, the observatory could very well be somewhere on the property, somewhere within walking distance, somewhere Diana Rothschild would visit less often in the winter. It would be somewhere high up, somewhere with an unobstructed view of the night sky. Abruptly, Nicholas stood and put the books away. He had just seen, in his mind’s eye, the wooded hill at the rear of the park, the one he and John had come to on their walk. What if, at the top of that hill—?

He did not complete this thought, for just at that moment his exhaustion overcame him. It fell on him like a hammer. His eyelids grew heavy, and a cloud drifted over his thoughts. Vaguely it occurred to him that he had put off returning to his room for too long, that he was in danger of losing control of his senses. His eyes briefly widened. Danger? Yes, danger! He felt a surge of panic, which helped—it coursed through him like electricity, charging his efforts to gather his things and stagger out of the library. But then it was spent, and he was left foggy, fading, failing….

Halfway up the stairs, Nicholas couldn’t remember if he had closed the library door. Too late now. He would be lucky if he reached the top of the stairs without falling backward and breaking his neck. And then somehow he found himself in his cot, with no memory of stumbling into it or even of entering his room. He could not remember whether he had locked his door—or, if he had, whether he had removed his key. None of it could be helped. Nicholas was sliding away, no longer in control of his fate. From somewhere in the darkness, a voice—was it his own?—tried to assure him that any mistakes could be corrected in the morning.

And then the voice changed, and the horrors began.

An hour or so before dawn, Nicholas awoke clearheaded enough to search his pockets. Yes, he had his key. He felt his way to the door. It was locked. Good enough, he thought, and tumbled back into his cot. He fell asleep again at once. He couldn’t help it, but later he would regret it, for he spent the next hour fleeing one frightening vision after another. They were all so real that when Mrs. Brindle at last unlocked the door and entered the room with her lamp, Nicholas could not believe her bravery. Why did she not scream and run away?

But of course Mrs. Brindle saw nothing to fear, nothing more than a trembling young boy, a boy squeezing himself tightly about the chest as if freezing… and then, after a moment, transforming into something else entirely. A happy boy, polite and cheerful. A strange boy who greeted her with a courtly bow and a wink. An altogether strange boy, Mrs. Brindle thought—though certainly not a moper, which she appreciated. Mrs. Brindle disliked mopers.

“Oh!” she cried, rubbing her hip. “Getting an early start, are you? Hate to waste time, do you?”

Nicholas, who knew that she was addressing her wandering pain, nonetheless replied, “I do indeed, Mrs. Brindle! I do indeed, and I’m ever so grateful to you for setting me free. Let the day begin!”

“What?” Mrs. Brindle asked, but Nicholas, whistling brightly, was already off to the bathroom to wash up and change clothes.

“Tell me, Mrs. Brindle,” Nicholas said when he returned, “how big is Rothschild’s End? The property, I mean.”

The housekeeper dug a knuckle into her itchy eye. “How should I know? Might be a thousand acres, might be two thousand. Do I look like a surveyor? Is that what I’m doing when I push a mop up and down these floors—am I measuring?”

Nicholas stepped out of the room so that she could lock the door. “Oh no, of course not. I just wondered what the property boundaries were. I mean, for example, does the estate include all the woods around us?”

“‘For example’? How do you come by these things, boy? For example.” Mrs. Brindle shook her head, then winced and grabbed her neck. She sighed. “Yes, yes, of course all the woods are part of ’Child’s End. Everyone knows that. The property runs all the way to the river in the south and to the Hopefield farm to the north. To the west I don’t know. To the east I don’t know. You’ve asked the wrong person. Now come along,” she added, though Nicholas was two steps ahead of her in the passage.

“Why, Mrs. Brindle!” Nicholas said, slowing down to match her pace. “To me it seems you know an awful lot! Although it’s true I could ask the other staff members. That’s a good suggestion.”

Mrs. Brindle frowned. “What suggestion? I didn’t make a suggestion. And I doubt anyone else here could tell you more, as none of them’s been here long. Mr. Collum had to hire all new staff, you know. And was lucky to get us, for what he pays! Lucky for him Mr. Griese was sick of all that restaurant work and city life and wanted a place where he could keep his own little garden. You’ve seen his herb garden; you know what a wonder it is!”

After that the talk was all about Mr. Griese, and Nicholas let the main part of his attention wander elsewhere. Mrs. Brindle had confirmed his suspicion. The hill behind the park was on the Rothschilds’ property.

Nicholas excitedly began to plan his expedition. Indeed, he grew so absorbed in his thoughts that when Mrs. Brindle interrupted herself to wonder aloud who had left trash all over the floor, he almost didn’t register the question. Mrs. Brindle was always complaining about trash, and fingerprints on windows and mirrors, and other evidence of human habitation. But then it sank in. They had reached the bottom of the stairs, and Mrs. Brindle was bending to pick up three pieces of paper from the entranceway floor—three old yellow pieces of paper. With a gasp, Nicholas sprang forward and snatched them up.

“Who indeed!” he exclaimed indignantly. “Don’t worry, Mrs. Brindle—I’ll throw these away!”

“Throw what away?” asked Mr. Collum, walking into the entranceway. He was dressed and ready for another day, though he had forgotten his cane. Evidently, he realized this just as Nicholas and Mrs. Brindle turned to look at him, for with a sudden frown he began to feign a limp.

Nicholas swallowed, resisting the urge to hide the papers behind his back.

“Why, trash, Mr. Collum!” said Mrs. Brindle, her voice full of outrage. “Trash on the floor! I don’t see how I can be expected to keep this place clean when people throw garbage everywhere they look! It wasn’t even there last night! I’m sure of it! They’re getting up early just to throw trash on the floor!”

“Calm down, Mrs. Brindle,” said Mr. Collum with a tight smile. “I agree that it is unseemly. But my point was to question whether in fact this ‘trash’ ought to be ‘thrown away,’ which Nicholas was about to do. Remember, we must waste nothing! Might not that paper be used again? Tell me, Nicholas, what is it you’ve picked up?”

Nicholas hesitated.

“Nicholas?” Mr. Collum prompted impatiently, and he started to reach for the papers.

“A ball!” Nicholas cried, wadding up the papers. “A ball, Mr. Collum! Right? It isn’t trash—it’s a toy!” He began tossing the crumpled paper ball into the air and catching it.

Mr. Collum twitched, irritated by the sudden noise and frenzied motion, but then he nodded. “Well, yes, Nicholas, it could be a ball, although a rather sorry one, to be sure. I see you take my point, however. Please remember it in the future.” With that, he turned and walked to his office door, remembering, halfway there, to limp.

“Personally, I still say it’s trash,” Mrs. Brindle muttered when Mr. Collum had closed the door behind him.

“I’ll throw it away,” Nicholas whispered in reply, and so he did, though not before shredding it into a hundred tiny scraps.
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Midnight, and the full moon was high overhead. A small figure darted from shadow to shadow, traversing the parklike grounds of Rothschild’s End. The Manor’s windows were dark. No one awake but Nicholas Benedict. He was fully dressed, pajamas and blankets being unsuitable for such an outing, and he carried a large, awkward-looking lantern that he had not yet dared to light. Fortunately the moon was so brilliant, its silvery light so strong even beneath the looming oak trees, that he had no need of a lantern here. On his back he wore an old flour sack with armholes that he’d cut into it, held secure by a strip of fabric that passed across his chest—his flour-sack backpack, as he thought of it. Inside the backpack were his box of matches and his alarm clock, with plenty of room for additional items, should any prove necessary. He had come prepared.

Nevertheless, Nicholas was nervous. Never had he taken such a risk—not just of being caught without a good explanation but of wandering into unknown jeopardy. He had never ventured into woods of any kind, and he could not help but think of snakes, scorpions, panthers, bears. Even the thought of stumbling over a sleeping badger was enough to make him anxious. But he would not turn back. Turning back did not even occur to him.

The night was mild and warm, though the moon gave every surface a frosty appearance, and the thin ringing sound of crickets, frogs, cicadas, and other tiny creatures made Nicholas imagine infinitesimal tambourines being jingled behind every leaf and bush. It was cheering in its way, and by the time he reached the woods at the base of the hill, most of his uneasiness had given over to simple, pleasant excitement.

Nicholas knelt to light his lantern. It was a strange conglomeration, this lantern, and looked like none other, for he’d cobbled it together from the parts of several different broken lamps and lanterns he’d found in the basement—a working burner here, an uncracked glass chimney there, and so on until he’d fashioned a veritable Frankenstein’s lamp. It was not at all bright, but it lit easily and had a sturdy handle, and Nicholas had scavenged plenty of oil for it.

Even with the lantern, he spent a long time tramping back and forth at the edge of the woods before he spotted anything resembling a path. From a distance he could not be sure, but plunging deeper in among the trees he confirmed his suspicion—it was a path, all right, though long since overgrown. If he hadn’t been looking for it, he never would have noticed it. Perhaps it was only a deer trail, but it did lead up the hill, and at the sight of it, Nicholas felt ready to burst with expectation.

You’re on the right track, he thought with a grin, and started up at once. He kept a careful eye on the trail, which zigzagged back and forth to make climbing less difficult. It was much darker in these woods than it had been in the park—the leafy branches overhead formed a canopy that completely obscured the sky—and the hill was very high, but then so was Nicholas’s enthusiasm. Not even the many spiderwebs he accidentally passed through could diminish it. He merely laughed at himself for being so startled each time, brushed the sticky strands from his face as best he could, and pressed on with a breathless “Sorry, madam spider!” and the hope that his clothes were not accumulating arachnids.

Finally, just as his legs were growing wobbly from climbing, Nicholas reached the summit, where the woods gave way to a broad, open clearing. And there, in the middle of the clearing, stood a curious stone structure—a little building with a dome-shaped roof. Nicholas pressed a fist to his mouth, resisting the urge to shout in triumph.

He had found the observatory.

The structure was almost entirely covered by vines and grown about with weeds. The overgrowth gave it a shaggy appearance that put Nicholas in mind of a giant’s head, unshaved and unkempt. Windows would have completed the picture—they would have given it eyes—but there were none. Nor was there an actual door, only a dark, empty doorway visible through the screen of vines, which Nicholas briefly imagined as the giant’s gaping maw. The image made him uneasy, however, and he quickly shoved it from his mind. He was about to go in there, after all.

Holding the lantern high, Nicholas approached the black doorway. He spotted rusty, broken hinges still attached to the frame, and a closer inspection convinced him that the door had been knocked down years ago. Not good. With a rising sense of dread, he swept aside the vines, peered into the observatory’s dark interior, and saw—nothing much. No telescope, at any rate, and certainly no treasure. Only a large, mostly barren room with a dusty stone floor.

Nicholas ventured two steps through the doorway and stopped, for despite his urgency, he still felt nervous. He swiveled left and right, unsteadily holding out his lantern, which was bright enough to show him everything in the room, if not quite bright enough to dispel all the creepy shadows. The door that used to fit in the doorway lay off to the side, spotted with fungus; a row of old cabinets stood open along the wall to his right, their empty interiors netted with cobwebs; and protruding from the opposite wall were three metal hand cranks. From his reading, Nicholas knew that two of those cranks had been used to open the viewing panels in the observatory roof. The other one, he suspected, had adjusted the position of the telescope (which must have been very large), for on the floor in the center of the room, where the telescope would have stood, was a round metal plate that resembled a giant turntable. The telescope ought to have been firmly secured to it. Instead, broken bolts and bits of rusted metal lay scattered about the floor, evidence of a hasty, forcible removal.

Nicholas’s dread was rapidly developing into full-blown despair. The telescope had obviously been stolen, and if someone had taken the telescope… He felt his throat tighten, and noticing that his hands were trembling, he put down the lantern, lest he drop it. All day long he had imagined his moment of glorious discovery. Now he imagined someone else reveling in that moment (“My, oh, my—not just a telescope to steal, but a treasure, too!”)—someone else making off with a prize he’d been counting on to change his life.

“Steady now,” Nicholas cautioned himself. He took a slow, deep breath, then another, and patted his legs as he might have patted the flank of a nervous horse. “Steady, old boy.” If he let himself get too upset, he might go out like a light, and where would he be then? What if his alarm clock failed to wake him? He shuddered at the thought. Removing his flour-sack backpack, he double-checked the alarm clock, taking several more deep breaths as he did so. Soon he began to feel better.

He had yet to begin a proper search, after all. Perhaps the treasure hadn’t been found by the telescope thieves. It wasn’t likely to have been kept out in plain view, was it? If that door could be knocked down so easily, Mr. Rothschild would not have considered it sufficient protection for his wife’s precious treasure. No, there surely would have been a hiding place—a secret vault beneath the floor, perhaps even a tunnel leading to a subterranean cave. The observatory itself would not have been the treasure chamber. It would simply have contained the chamber’s concealed entrance.

Yes, the more Nicholas thought about it, the better he liked his chances. Any number of people might have known about the Rothschilds’ expensive telescope, but there was no reason to assume that anyone knew about the treasure. The crooks who came up here with their crowbars and wagons would have been in a terrific hurry to snatch the telescope and flee. How likely was it that they took time to look around for anything out of the ordinary? Not likely at all.

In a much-improved mood, Nicholas picked up his lantern and went to inspect the old cabinets. He thought they would make a good hiding place for a secret latch or knob. But his search turned up nothing, so he crossed to the opposite wall to take a closer look at the mechanical cranks.

Right away he was impressed by the cranks’ design. Whatever system of gears and chains they controlled was contained within the observatory walls and underneath its floor. An ingenious piece of engineering, he thought, although maintaining the hidden mechanisms must have been a pain. If ever they needed to be repaired or serviced, part of the wall would have had to be knocked out and patched up again afterward. Perhaps the design was so perfect that such occasions would have been extremely rare. Or perhaps…

Nicholas ran a finger over the rough mortar between two stones, thinking of the false section of wall in his room. Perhaps some of these stones could be removed just as easily, if only a person knew which ones and the right way to go about it. He looked back at the cranks. What if they operated more than he had thought? What if one of them also moved a stone, or even an entire section of stones, in the wall or floor?

Nicholas eagerly set down his lantern and applied himself to the lowest of the cranks. It screeched and groaned—it badly needed oiling—and it was exceedingly difficult to turn. Yet turn it did, much to his delight, and as it turned so did the metal plate in the middle of the room, making just the sort of crackling, gravelly noise an actual phonograph would make through its speaker. Nicholas grinned, imagining giant music booming out from a giant record, and he cranked and cranked until he was sure the turntable had gone around at least once. Nothing else happened—no hidden entrances unhid themselves—but he was thoroughly pleased, nonetheless, by this demonstration of mechanical ingenuity. He could easily picture that telescope being rotated so that its lens might be trained on a different section of sky. How he wished he could have seen it in person! How exciting it must have been to look through it!

Panting from his exertions, Nicholas mopped his brow with his shirt and gazed up at the domed roof. Even without the telescope, he was excited. For that matter, he would have been excited even without the prospect of treasure. The observatory itself was a grand discovery.

When he’d recovered his breath, Nicholas set to work on the middle crank. He had to use both hands and strain with all his might, and, like the first crank, this one squealed in protest, almost refusing to budge. But then something gave, the crank jerked forward, and Nicholas was rewarded with a popping sound and a shower of dust from above. He paused to look up. Sure enough, one of the rectangular viewing panels had been slightly retracted, leaving a narrow open space near the middle of the dome. A bright shaft of moonbeams and starlight pierced the shadows there, and in that new light hung a spectacular dust cloud, not unlike one of the nebulae he had admired in the astronomy book.

Nicholas laughed with pleasure and went back to work, turning and turning. He could hear the chains rattling inside the walls. Inch by inch, the viewing panel retracted, replaced by a lengthening rectangle of silvery light. Strands of vine dangled in through the opening, and a few passed over it entirely, but there was nonetheless an excellent view of the night sky. Even from where he stood at the cranks, Nicholas could see a slice of the moon and a dozen shining stars.

Pausing only to wipe his sweaty palms on his trousers, Nicholas seized the topmost crank. And he spent the last of his strength on it, but not before the second roof panel was fully retracted. A long, beautiful strip of stars now traversed the dome. Nicholas gasped for breath, wishing he’d thought to bring water, though at the same time he hardly cared about his thirst. Stooping to extinguish his lantern, he waited for all the dust to settle, then went to stand on the turntable and look up at the sky.

He was awestruck. Never had the stars been so bright, the moon so enormous and richly glowing.

This is mine, Nicholas thought, and he meant not just the observatory but the sky, the night, the freedom of the world beyond the orphanage walls. He had not expected to think such a thing. He was merely expressing to himself the feeling, the most delicious feeling, that had arisen in him spontaneously.

A breeze seemed to have arisen, too. Opening the roof panels must have created a draft. It fluttered Nicholas’s collar and made his eyes water, blurring the stars. And then the sensation of tears seemed to trigger a sort of emotional reflex, for the next thing he knew, Nicholas was truly crying, which surprised him. He sat down at once, in case he lost consciousness. And then he lay back completely, still gazing up at the blurry, twinkling stars, and for a long time he continued to cry, and for once he did not care, and did not fall asleep.

[image: ]

Just before his alarm clock went off, Nicholas reset it for an hour ahead and returned to sit cross-legged on the turntable. For some time now he had been staring at the cranks. Though he’d finally torn his eyes from the night sky, ideas were streaking through his head like meteors and comets.

The cranks had done their obvious jobs and nothing more. But Nicholas had turned them one at a time, and in a certain order, and only in one direction. What if the sequence mattered? Or the number of turns? What about combinations? Thinking over what he knew about mechanical apparatuses—he had learned a great deal in the last week—Nicholas decided that turning two cranks at the same time might be part of the necessary procedure. Opening a secret entrance might be as simple as that.

Or not simple, exactly, but certainly possible. Nicholas envisioned a system by which both cranks would need to be turned in the right direction until a certain, secret gear engaged, at which point only one should be turned until yet another gear engaged, and so on. Fascinated, he watched it all happening in his mind. Then he reversed the process, contemplating more efficient ways of accomplishing it, and only after several minutes had passed did he realize he’d gotten carried away thinking about mechanical design.

Chiding himself, Nicholas stood up. He needed to focus on the matter at hand. He couldn’t stay here all night, after all. He did have to sleep sometime.

For half an hour he worked with the cranks, trying out different combinations, hoping to see a section of the floor rise up to reveal a secret staircase, or a wall stone pop out of place to expose a hidden lever, or simply anything at all out of the ordinary. Unfortunately, he could turn only one stubborn crank at a time—his arms proved too tired to manage two at once—but he was nonetheless able to experiment with the sequence, the direction, the number of turns. Round and round went the cranks; round and round went the turntable. The roof panels opened and closed so many times that clipped, tangled segments of vine were strewn about the floor, and dust no longer fell when the panels retracted. But no secret staircases, no hidden doors appeared.

Nicholas was exhausted and disappointed, but he was not discouraged. Really, he’d hardly begun. With fresher arms, he might be able to turn two cranks simultaneously, which would allow for ever more complex combinations. He could attempt some of those tomorrow night, before fatigue set in, and if those didn’t work, he could go back to turning one at a time…. Nicholas scratched his head, considering the possibilities.

As it happened, this single, simple physical act brought him abruptly to his senses. He could not ignore his quivering arms, his aching fingers and hands. Was he really going about this the right way? Mr. Rothschild would not have wanted the combination to be too cumbersome, but the number of possibilities for even a very simple one was daunting in the extreme. Nicholas frowned at himself. He knew that, yet in his excitement he had thrown himself into the task without thinking it through.

So think it through, Nicholas told himself, and his brain switched tracks.

His first thought was to wonder whether Mr. Rothschild had written the combination in his diary, perhaps on one of those torn-out pages. Finding those would be helpful, to say the least. But what if he couldn’t find them? What were his other options?

When a minute of hard thinking turned up no new ideas, Nicholas sighed and shook his head. He would need to ponder all this awhile. He was itchy with impatience, but at least now he was being sensible. Turning things over in his mind, deliberately and carefully, was guaranteed to be more productive than turning these cranks at random. His mind was his strength, and he should use it. In the meantime he should go to bed.

Reluctantly, Nicholas gathered his things, offered the cranks a farewell salute, and went out through the curtain of vines. After so long inside, he felt strangely exposed in the open air, though surely there was no one to see him. He glanced all around. Trees surrounded the clearing, obscuring his view in every direction except upward. No one is watching but the man in the moon, he assured himself, and he will keep your secrets. He smiled and was about to start downhill when he noticed, near the corner of the observatory, a faint, narrow trail among the weeds.

The trail was so vague that Nicholas had overlooked it earlier. It led away from the observatory, northward through the tall grass and brush that covered the clearing, and down into the far woods—away from the Manor. Nicholas stared wonderingly at it. He had not imagined that there might be more to explore.

Every unfamiliar trail is an invitation, and Nicholas, weary though he was, accepted this one without hesitating. Why, there was no telling what he might find! It might be the key to everything! And so, pausing only to turn up his lantern, Nicholas followed the trail across the clearing and into the trees beyond.

The trail, leading downhill again, did not wind about as the trail on the other side of the hill had done, to make the going easier. Rather, it descended very steeply through the trees, almost in a straight line. Nicholas walked with an awkward, backward-leaning posture, and was often compelled to cling to low branches to keep from stumbling. At the bottom of the hill, the trail vanished into a dry streambed, but Nicholas did not give up on it. Swatting mosquitoes, he made his way across and, with little difficulty, found where the trail continued.

Now it led up—almost straight up—another steep wooded hill, and twice Nicholas had to pause for breath. Once he lost the trail and had to backtrack. But at last, panting and perspiring, he arrived at the top of a wooded ridge, where he sat on a moss-covered boulder to rest. He wondered how far he was prepared to follow this trail. Eventually he would have to retrace every step, and the steps were adding up. Perhaps he should return tomorrow night, when he could set out earlier.

Nicholas hated to quit, however. He decided to press on just a little farther, and heaving himself off the boulder, he followed the trail downward from the ridge. Scarcely had he taken a dozen steps when the trail forked. To the left it continued its steep descent. To the right it ran crosswise to the slope, rather than down. Nicholas’s weary legs turned right almost on their own. After another dozen steps, the trail took a sharp turn around an enormous boulder and disappeared. Perhaps it simply headed downhill again on the far side. Nicholas couldn’t tell. The boulder was too large, the woods too dark and thick.

Intrigued, Nicholas hurried around the boulder, only to draw up short with a gasp. He very nearly dropped his lantern. Where a moment ago there had been the darkness and closeness of unbroken woods, now there was nothing but empty space and a brilliant night sky. The world seemed to have fallen away completely.

Nicholas had unwittingly blundered onto a bluff. He realized this even as he drew back in alarm. He was not really in danger of falling—or not much, anyway, for the flat ledge of barren stone jutted out several yards—but the open view had appeared so suddenly that its effect was shocking. He was lucky he hadn’t collapsed on the spot.

When his heartbeat had settled down, Nicholas ventured onto the bluff again, careful of every step. He made his way out almost to the edge. The bluff overlooked a wide, moonlit valley of rolling farmland. Nicholas gave a low whistle, impressed. Inching forward, he strained his neck to peer over the edge of the bluff. The sheer rock wall plummeted down and down—a very long way down—into more trees below.

The trail must lead to this lonely promontory purely for the sake of the view. And with good reason, Nicholas thought. From here one could gaze down upon the nearest farm as if it were a toy set, its miniature pieces arranged upon a table. The windows of the toy farmhouse reflected the moonlight. Nothing stirred in the toy barnyard. A little lane that might have been made of ribbon led away from the farm, running out across the wide valley, where in the distance Nicholas could see other, even tinier farms.

From his conversation with Mrs. Brindle, Nicholas knew that he was looking down upon the Hopefield farm. It felt strange knowing the name. So it was the Hopefield family who lay asleep in that quiet farmhouse. He wondered what sort of family it was, whether it included any children. He wondered if it had been children who made these trails. If Nicholas had lived down there, he, too, would have ventured into the hills exploring. He, too, would have found this bluff a perfect spot to sit and think. The trails were faint now, though; they appeared seldom, if ever, used. Perhaps the children had grown up and lost interest.

Nicholas settled on the bluff, leaning back on his hands, and let his ankles and feet dangle over the edge. A breeze fluttered in his ears and cooled his bristly scalp. The moon cast the farm fields below in tones of blue and silver. For a long time he gazed out over them, his mind moving more slowly now, more calmly. It was peaceful here. He was in no danger of falling asleep; he no longer felt sleepy in the least. On the contrary, he felt wide awake, alert, and strangely aware of all his emotions, including sadness, including loneliness, though they did not trouble him very much. Eventually Nicholas stopped looking at the fields and gazed only at the huge, brilliant moon above him.

When the alarm clock rang, its tinny rattling muffled inside his backpack, Nicholas felt startled and disoriented. He fumbled to shut it off, still looking upward. He had the strangest sensation that he was drifting back down to earth, as if he had been up there with the moon all this time. He knew he had to go back. Back to the orphanage, back to the Spiders, back to that prison cell of a room, back to his nightmares. He stood, dusted off his pants, hesitated. And then he set the alarm clock again, and sat down again, and allowed himself just a few minutes more.
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The next day was a Friday, which happened to be “special chores” day. After breakfast all the children were told what they would be doing that morning. The older boys were sent off to churn butter, rake out barn stalls, and mend fences with Mr. Furrow at the farm. The older girls were set to washing linens and hanging them on a clothesline in the side yard, with the exception of a few who were to help Mrs. Brindle clean the chandelier. Nicholas and the other children were assigned to yard work.

Under the nervous supervision of Mr. Pileus, who was working on the Studebaker in the driveway, Nicholas helped trim the azalea bushes, mow the grass, and gather fallen branches from the large front lawn and down the lane. It was a dreary business. The morning was hot and sticky, Nicholas was miserably tired, and as usual the other children were avoiding him. (His only company was a swarm of gnats that followed him everywhere.) Even more tiresome was Mr. Pileus, who kept yelping with alarm and charging over to correct Nicholas’s grip on the pruners or to demonstrate how to maintain the proper distance between his feet and the blades of the reel mower.

Nicholas wished Mr. Pileus would leave him alone and stick to the Studebaker, which at this rate would never get fixed. It was plain by now that Mr. Pileus was neither an especially handy handyman nor a mechanically minded mechanic. He did have a knack for noticing problems, but their solutions generally evaded him. Earlier that morning, for instance, he had driven Mr. Collum to the station in Pebbleton (the director had weekend business out of town) and returned in a state of high anxiety. With a fretful scowl, Mr. Pileus had soon scattered tools all around the driveway and porch steps. But though he had started the Studebaker engine numerous times—cringing every time at the squealing sound it produced—that was all the progress he had made.

It didn’t help, Nicholas supposed, that the man was so distracted by the children he was supervising. He couldn’t take his eyes off them for fear they would suffer grievous injuries. Finally Nicholas couldn’t stand it any longer, and when Mr. Pileus ran down the lane to admonish young Buford (whom he’d spotted walking too quickly with a sharp stick), Nicholas drifted over to take a look at the Studebaker’s engine.

“I think I have it!” he said when Mr. Pileus came back. “I think I see what you were getting at!”

Mr. Pileus, who had been about to shoo him away, hesitated. He looked confused.

Nicholas hurried on: “It’s the fan belt, isn’t it? You were testing us, weren’t you, to see if anyone would notice the sound! That’s an excellent way to teach, if I do say so myself, Mr. Pileus. I thought that’s what you were up to when you kept starting the engine and shutting it off again. They make such an awful racket, fan belts, and this one obviously needs to be replaced. Would you like me to fetch one from the basement? Did you leave the door unlocked?”

Mr. Pileus blinked. He bent to inspect the fan belt. Then he nodded twice—once for each question—and turned away, his face as red as his hair.

Nicholas saluted him and dashed up the steps. The prospect of working on the Studebaker was infinitely more appealing than pruning shrubberies. It was one thing to read books about engines, quite another to actually lay hands on them. The fan belt would not take long to replace, unfortunately. He wondered if he might suggest other repairs….

His mind full of engine parts, Nicholas charged into the entranceway, flung the door closed behind him—and was brought up short by what he saw. What in the world? A skinny, flaxen-haired girl appeared to be suspended high above the entranceway, her arms extended upward and her legs kicking frantically, as if the air were water and she was trying to swim to the surface.

Nicholas squinted his eyes, which were still adjusting to the indoor gloom. He had experienced so many bizarre hallucinations in his life that for a split second he wondered if he’d been dreaming this entire morning. Was he, in fact, still in his cot upstairs? But in the next instant everything became clear. The girl—it was Gertrude McGillicuddy—was dangling from the chandelier, her eyes wide with terror. Two other girls stood beneath her, shifting anxiously from foot to foot. And in the background, of course, were the Spiders.

Moray and Breaker, holding the tall stepladder that they had yanked from under Gertrude’s feet, were laughing silently through their noses. Iggy stood behind them, at the bottom of the staircase, where he could keep an eye on the east and west passages.

“Why, hello, fellows,” Nicholas said breezily. “I thought you were supposed to be over at the farm.”

“We’re taking a break,” Breaker said with a sneer. He spoke softly, as if not wishing to be overheard.

“I can see that,” said Nicholas. Stepping to his left to peer down the north-running passage, he spied the back of Mrs. Brindle’s cleaning apron poking out of a closet. He could just make out her muted muttering as she rummaged around for a missing bottle of polish. “So you slipped away when Mr. Furrow had his back turned.”

“There he goes again,” Iggy said scornfully, “pretending he can ‘see’ things.”

Nicholas sighed. He hardly needed a crystal ball to see what had happened. The Spiders, sneaking around the Manor, had come upon the girls unattended and decided to have some fun. They were in little danger of being caught. They were out of Mrs. Brindle’s line of vision, and thanks to her constant muttering, they would know when she was approaching. She moved so slowly, they would have plenty of time to escape before she reached the entranceway. And of course the girls dared not cry for help.

Nicholas had no such qualms, however. Wasn’t he already on the Spiders’ enemy list? With an impatient roll of his eyes (as if he were really much too busy always to be spoiling the Spiders’ fun), he said, “Well, it’s certainly easy enough to see what Mrs. Brindle will think about all this.”

“Call her and you’ll regret it!” Moray hissed, shooting Nicholas a warning look. “If you can see so much, I guess you can see what I’ll do to your face if you tell.”

Iggy drew a finger across his throat to make the warning clearer. Above them, Gertrude could be heard panting with effort and fear, her legs bicycling in the empty air beneath her. Her grip was probably weakening, but the Spiders wouldn’t have considered that.

Nicholas turned to the mirror near Mr. Collum’s office door and pretended to inspect his frayed collar. “Fine,” he said casually. “I won’t say a word.”

Then he grabbed the mirror with both hands and turned it.

He could tell he had achieved the proper angle when the Spiders’ mouths fell open. Perhaps they were not the most intelligent creatures, but even they understood that if they could see the back of Mrs. Brindle’s apron in the mirror—which was now the case—then Mrs. Brindle had only to turn and glance at the mirror to see them.

Moray’s face turned a deep shade of crimson. Iggy’s face grew so pinched it looked as if it might collapse upon itself like a rotten piece of fruit. Breaker began gesturing wildly toward the east passage, indicating that they should flee before they were spotted.

Moray jabbed a finger in Nicholas’s direction. “You’re going to pay for this, Fat Nose!” he hissed as they all hurried from the room. “Count on it!”

Nicholas gave him a jaunty salute.

Then the Spiders were gone, and as the girls scrambled to replace the ladder beneath Gertrude, Nicholas returned the mirror to its original angle and headed for the front door. He would have to tell Mr. Pileus he needed help finding the fan belt. He no longer dared to go to the basement alone, not with the Spiders on the prowl.

Even before he reached the door, Nicholas could hear the girls’ sighs of relief—Gertrude had safely found her footing again. He did not meet their gazes, however, but opened the door without a word. He knew perfectly well that he was not to be approached, much less thanked, and he did not care to see the girls turn away from him. He would rather do the turning away himself.

So it was that Nicholas left the room in the solitude of his own thoughts, oblivious to the silent looks of gratitude that followed him.
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No doubt it was the lack of sleep that led Nicholas to be so careless. He was thinking less clearly than usual, paying less attention to his circumstances, and his mind was taken up with cranks and combinations. But though his circumstances on that particular Friday were uncommonly precarious, Nicholas failed to recognize just how precarious they were.

He knew, of course, that he needed to be extra careful that day. Staff supervision at the Manor was limited even when Mr. Collum was present, much less when he was away on a business trip. What Nicholas did not properly take into account was that the Spiders might also be thinking of this and planning accordingly. He did not think them capable of hatching clever plots.

But clever or not, the Spiders were definitely plotting. The fact was that they had slipped away from the farm with the express purpose of setting a trap for Nicholas. They had simply gotten sidetracked by that business with Gertrude and the ladder, after which—thanks to Nicholas’s humiliating interference—they were more determined than ever to punish him. And so they returned to their planning and plotting. And when the moment was right, they sprang.

That moment arrived after lunch, when Nicholas, spending his free time in the library as usual, was compelled to lie down in the midst of reading a book about mechanical engineering. The library supervisor on duty was Miss Candace, who was filing her nails at the desk when Iggy ran in to inform her that young Oliver Crooke was outside in the gazebo complaining of a bitter bellyache.

Miss Candace looked horrified. “Why, then send him inside at once! I’ll examine him. He may need a good dosing of castor oil—and perhaps some drops. Did he seem pale at all?”

Iggy said he thought Oliver looked very pale indeed, but that he was crying too hard and would not listen to anyone. Mrs. Brindle had already tried to make him come inside, and he simply wouldn’t come. Mr. Pileus and Mr. Griese had been sent for, and they had tried to carry Oliver inside, but he’d clung to the rails of the gazebo with such ferocity—having wound his arms and legs through them—that they feared they might hurt him if they pulled any harder.

“Oh, my!” Miss Candace exclaimed, rising from the desk. “He’s having a fit! I’ll fetch my bag!”

The nurse hurried out, leaving Iggy alone with Nicholas, asleep on the floor, and one girl who had been drowsily reading an encyclopedia entry on unicorns. At a look from Iggy, the girl also hastened from the library, and moments later Moray and Breaker came into the room, smiling wickedly. They shut the door behind them.

“Finally!” said Moray, rubbing his hands together.

Breaker grunted his agreement. “You can say that again!”

“Finally!” Iggy said.

“Not you,” Breaker said, shoving him.

Despite their careful planning, it had taken the Spiders much longer than they’d expected to threaten Oliver into feigning his illness, for every child at the Manor feared Miss Candace’s treatments almost as much as they feared the Spiders. At last, of course, he had submitted and begun his wailing fit—a fit made all the more authentic by his terror of Miss Candace—and with the Spiders’ prompting, all the orphanage staff were eventually gathered around the gazebo, until finally Miss Candace herself had come out.

But all of this had taken time—almost half an hour, in fact—and as a result Nicholas had reached the end of his nap. He awoke to the sound of the Spiders’ voices, and he sensed right away the danger he was in. Miss Candace was obviously out of the room, the door was obviously closed, and Nicholas was obviously alone with the Spiders. He felt a horrible tightening in his belly. He would not be talking his way out of this one. He could just tell.

“Breaker, you stay by the door,” Moray was saying. “If he wakes up, I don’t want him getting out before I’m finished with him.”

“But I want to kick him!” Breaker protested. “Why does Iggy get to kick him and I don’t?”

“Calm down. We’ll all get to kick him. We’ll take turns. But I want that door covered, so get over there. Back up, Iggy! I get the first crack at him. Remember, leave the face alone. Old Candy Cane might come back to check on him. We don’t want to leave any obvious marks.”

Nicholas was trapped against the bookshelves. He knew he could not run. Moray and Iggy would be on him before he even reached his feet. He was going to have to fight them. Fight them and lose badly. He wondered if he could even throw a punch before Moray knocked him down. Maybe he should let Moray kick him once, and then hold on to his leg; maybe that way he could slow down the rest of the attack. His mouth was very dry. His heart was racing. For once he had absolutely no idea what to do.

Then he heard the door open, and a voice said, “Get away from him, Moray.”

Nicholas’s heart leaped. It was John’s voice.

“What are you doing here, Spotty?” Moray asked gruffly. “And what did you just say? Because it sounded like you said—”

“You heard me right,” said John. His voice trembled slightly, but his tone was resolute. “Leave him alone. You can’t attack him when he’s defenseless like this.”

Iggy spoke up. “Since when do you tell us what we can’t do, Polka Dot?”

“You better scram right now,” said Moray. From their voices Nicholas could tell the Spiders were advancing on John. “If you know what’s good for you. Get out of here and maybe we won’t hunt you down later.”

“I’m not leaving,” said John.

“I guess you can’t count,” said Breaker. “Because it’s three against one here.”

“Actually, it’s three against two,” Nicholas announced, and the Spiders turned to discover him on his feet, a defiant gleam in his eye.

“Are you kidding me?” Moray growled, throwing his hands into the air. “Now he’s awake! Can’t one thing go right?” In frustration he gave Iggy a one-armed shove. Iggy slunk away from him with big wounded eyes, like a frightened dog kicked by its master, and Breaker took a step back to keep himself out of reach.

Without taking his eyes from the Spiders, John circled around them to stand beside Nicholas. “Better let this one go, Moray. If you have a beef with my friend, you’ll need to settle it some other way.”

“Your friend?” Moray sneered. “So you’re friends with nine-year-olds now? Well, you sure picked a bad one to be your little friend, Spotty. You realize that, right?”

John made no reply. He simply returned Moray’s stare with a level gaze and stood on the balls of his feet as if expecting an attack. Nicholas likewise braced himself, but no attack came. Instead, Moray gave John a contemptuous look and said, “Fine. Now we know where we stand. Now we know what we’re dealing with. And now you can know that you’re going to pay.”

“Pay big-time,” Breaker said, pointing a finger at John.

“Pay a lot,” Iggy said. “So much that you can’t even afford it.”

“Shut up, Iggy!” said Moray, shoving him again. “You sound like an idiot. Now come on, we’ll leave these two sweet little friends alone to think about what we’re going to do to them next time.”

“Yeah, because next time is going to be bad for them,” Breaker said, punching his fist into his palm to demonstrate how bad it would be. He backed out the door after Moray, and Iggy followed, looking more peevish than ever.

“Well,” said Nicholas, grinning with relief, “I guess they didn’t like their odds.”

John went to close the door. “No, three against one is how they like to do it. Otherwise they might get hurt, even though they’ll win the fight.” He walked back over and extended his hand, looking Nicholas squarely in the eye. “Listen, I’m really sorry about everything, Nick. What do you say?”

Nicholas gladly shook his hand. What little resentment he had felt toward John had vanished at the first sound of his voice in the library. “No hard feelings. And thanks for helping me out. I was kind of in a pickle there. I knew I could beat them up, of course, but I wasn’t sure how to do it quietly. This is a library, after all.”

John laughed and clapped Nicholas on the back. “You really are a fresh one, Nick. You really are.” The look of relief was plain on his face. “Anyway, it’s swell of you. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so rotten.”

“What made you change your mind?” Nicholas asked.

“I didn’t change my mind,” John said with a grimace. “I made up my mind right away. It just took me this long to find my guts. I won’t kid you, Nick, I’m awfully ashamed. It’s just—well, I knew taking your side would mean more than a black eye and a fat lip. I knew I’d be making permanent enemies of the Spiders. I guess I wasn’t up to it, even though I knew it was right.” He made a disgusted sound. “Every day I’ve been telling myself to do something about it, but like I said, I couldn’t find my guts.”

“You sure seemed to find them just now,” Nicholas said. “You were ready to fight the whole gang.”

“It should never have come to that. Honestly, I can’t believe this place, Nick. The staff should have seen something was up. I saw it right away. When I noticed Moray and Breaker sneaking back inside during that commotion with Oliver, I knew they were hunting you. And I knew you’d be in the library, of course—everybody knows that’s where you spend your free time.”

“It’s true I’ve been doing a little reading,” Nicholas said somewhat absently. He bent to pick up the book about engineering. Something had occurred to him, something he probably should take more time to consider. But a powerful impulse overtook him—whether from gratitude or a renewed feeling of friendship or both—and before he could stop himself, he blurted out, “I have a secret!” He looked up at John with his bright, mischievous green eyes. “I have a secret, and you aren’t going to believe it!”
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The two boys met at midnight in the back of the park. Nicholas heard the soft shush of John’s bare feet in the grass and stepped out from behind the tree where he was hiding. John was prowling several yards away, pausing every few steps to search the shadows. Nicholas whistled like a bobwhite. John froze, peering in his direction (the moon was hidden behind clouds, and it was quite dark beneath the trees) until Nicholas waved with both arms.

“You looked like part of the tree!” John whispered as he hurried over. He was in his pajamas. “Is it always this dark out here? I don’t see how you ever found the path.”

“I don’t know about ‘always.’ Last night was my first time out, and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. Here, let’s have some light. If you prick your foot on something, you’ll have a hard time explaining the blood.” Nicholas stooped to light his lantern. “Next time I’ll bring some extra shoes for you. There are a lot of rocks out here.”

“Extra shoes? How do you expect to find extra shoes? For that matter, how in the world did you come by that lantern?”

“Conjured it,” Nicholas replied, turning up the flame. He held the lantern before his face, so that the glass distorted his features, and put on his most mysterious expression.

John narrowed his eyes. “So now you’re conjuring things, too? I thought it was just predicting the future.”

“Predicting the future helps me conjure things. It’s all part of my magic.”

“I see,” John said drily. “And is that how you’re getting out of your room at night? Magic? I have to say, it didn’t even occur to me until I was lying in my cot, pretending to be asleep. Suddenly I thought, ‘Wait a minute—how does he get out?’”

“All shall be revealed in good time,” Nicholas said in a wavery fortune-teller voice.

“You aren’t going to tell me?”

“I prefer to remain mysterious.” Nicholas took his flour-sack backpack from behind the tree and slipped it on. “Why don’t you tell me how you got out?” he asked, gesturing for John to follow him. They started up the trail.

Unlike Nicholas, who still had secrets he wanted to keep to himself, John was happy to discuss the details of his escape. It so happened that Mr. Griese, whose turn it was to chaperone the dormitory, was a frightful snorer. Once everyone was asleep, it had only been a matter of creeping to the door, then timing the opening of the squeaky latch with Mr. Griese’s snores.

“We should have that latch oiled,” Nicholas said. “What do you think would happen if you were caught?”

“I’d claim a bathroom emergency,” John said. “They might go easy on me. You’re supposed to tell the chaperone if you need to go—which almost never happens, since the staff hate to be awakened and will treat you like a baby in front of everyone—but I could say I was being quiet out of courtesy. I think they’d believe me. That’s one of the benefits of being square, Nick, though I don’t suppose it compares with being mysterious.”

“I’m sure being square has its merits,” Nicholas said, pretending to sound superior. “It’s true, however, that mysterious persons such as myself can dispense with bathroom explanations and blame sleepwalking, which everyone knows is more dignified.”

“Oh, indeed,” John replied. Then in a more serious tone he said, “It really is a good thing you have your own room. I know it’s probably scary up there, but in the dormitory, sleepwalking or talking in your sleep would get you punished. You have to wear a dunce cap the whole next day—it’s pretty humiliating.”

Nicholas was appalled. “But what if you have nightmares?”

“Doesn’t matter. Mr. Collum says it’s the only way to be sure kids aren’t being disruptive just for fun. If you make any noise after bedtime, you get punished, no matter what the reason.”

“That’s perfectly draconian,” Nicholas said.

“I’m sure it is,” John agreed. “But listen, Nick, if you’re going to keep using words like that, you’ll have to start giving the definitions.”

The boys continued to talk, lightly and cheerfully, as they wound their way up the path. Once, they noticed the lantern light reflected in the eyes of a small animal crouching in the undergrowth—the eyes appeared as spots of luminescent yellow-green, like fireflies frozen in place—and wondered what it was. Nicholas expressed his hope that it wasn’t a bobcat. John expressed his opinion that it was indeed a bobcat and that it wanted to eat Nicholas.

“I think you insulted it,” Nicholas said when the creature scampered away. He pressed on up the path.

“No, it’s running off to tell its friends. They’re going to share you for dinner.”

“I’m starting to regret bringing you,” Nicholas said, privately reflecting how nervous he would have been if he’d seen those eyes the night before. It made a remarkable difference having a friend along.

When at last they reached the summit, Nicholas made a flourish with his free arm and declared, “Welcome to Giant’s Head!” He stepped aside to let John enter the clearing first.

John whistled and hurried forward. “Look at this place! What a find! And you came up here all by yourself—you went in there all by yourself? I’m impressed, Nick. Awfully spooky.” If he was affected by the spookiness of the place, however, he gave no sign. He brushed aside the dangling vines and plunged into the dark observatory, not even waiting for the lantern.

Nicholas followed him inside. The floor, he saw, was damp and puddled. There had been a thunderstorm that afternoon, and in his weariness he had left the roof panels open last night. John began walking around the room, inspecting everything and exclaiming aloud. The rotten cabinets, the old door, the broken and discarded bits of metal on the floor, and especially those cranks—he was openly admiring of it all. Nicholas felt immensely proud, as if he had not merely discovered the observatory but built it himself.

Standing on tiptoes and gesturing with his hands, he described how large the telescope would have been, to give John a sense of how the room might once have looked. Like Nicholas, John was impressed with the observatory’s design, even though at the moment their echoing voices and splashing feet made the place seem more like a primitive cave. He also agreed that if there was a concealed treasure chamber at Giant’s Head, the cranks seemed the obvious means of revealing it.

“Let’s see if we can turn two at once,” he suggested. “Just to try it.”

Nicholas agreed, and they each selected a different crank. On a count of three they began to turn. The cranks groaned and squealed, the chains rattled within the walls, and the roof panels slid upward across the dome. The night sky vanished—but that was all that happened. They rested, then reversed direction. The panels began to reopen. The boys glanced around to see if anything else was happening, then quickly looked up again. They found it hard to take their eyes from the retracting panels, which were themselves a curiously appealing sight.

“It’s like we’re unzipping the roof,” John panted.

Soon the panels were fully retracted. The cranks refused to budge further, and nothing else had changed.

“Still, that was swell,” John said, wiping his brow. “And now we know we can do it. So what’s next? Do you have any ideas about a combination?”

“Not yet,” Nicholas admitted. “I was thinking I could tell you what I’ve read in Mr. Rothschild’s diary and see if any details ring a bell. You’ve been here longer than I have. Maybe you’ve noticed something or know about something I don’t. What do you say?”

“Sure, you tell me what you know, and I’ll do my best. It’s worth a shot.”

“It might take us a while,” Nicholas warned. “Several nights, anyway. Quoting from that diary will take a lot longer than it did to read it, and we’ll want to discuss everything as we go along. And of course we can’t stay up all night, every night, or we’ll fall apart.”

“No, we need to be careful about that,” John agreed. “And we probably shouldn’t risk talking about it during the day. It’s hard to have private conversations down there. Though, come to think of it, maybe that will change now….”

For a moment John’s face took on the familiar melancholy expression that had been absent so far tonight. Nicholas knew he was remembering dinner, when the fact that he had saved a seat for Nicholas had sent ripples of astonishment and confusion throughout the dining hall. Many of the children could be heard asking if Nicholas’s exile had ended. But then the Spiders had come in and settled the matter with their hostile glares. The two boys sitting nearest John and Nicholas had scooted as far away as possible, and everyone had stared and stared.

John’s cheeks had turned red, and they had stayed that way for the rest of the meal. He hadn’t complained, however. And tonight, on the path up to Giant’s Head, he’d told Nicholas again how relieved he was to have found his guts. “You wouldn’t know it, Nick,” he’d said, “but it’s an awful feeling, being a coward. I’d never tried it before—I’d never had to—and I sure hope I won’t ever again.”

Nicholas had offered some lighthearted joke in response, but the truth was that he found it awfully nice to be thought brave. No one had ever suggested such a thing to him before.

“I think,” he said now, breaking in upon John’s unhappy reflections, “we can discuss things if we’re sure no one’s listening. But only if we’re absolutely sure. Otherwise we should save all treasure talk for Giant’s Head.”

John forced a smile. “Well, it’s worth losing a little sleep to find a treasure, isn’t it? Besides, I’d be glad to come up here every night, even if all it meant was getting out of that place for a while.”

“It’s a deal, then,” Nicholas said. “If we find the treasure, we share it. And in the meantime we swear ourselves to absolute secrecy.”

They shook hands.

“An actual treasure,” said John, grinning now. “What do you imagine we’d do with it?”

“Escape, of course!” Nicholas said with a laugh. “No more ducking and hiding, always on the lookout for thugs like the Spiders. No more thickheaded staff running our lives. We’d be independent!”

John shook his head as if he truly couldn’t believe it. He went to stand in the center of the turntable and gazed up at the overcast sky. “I don’t think my imagination has caught up yet, Nick. I suppose I used to think about the future sometimes, but now—” He shrugged. “Well, for a long time now everything has been as cloudy as that sky.” He turned to Nicholas again. “You’ve got enough imagination for both of us, though, don’t you?”

“You bet I do!” Nicholas said, and he began to pace excitedly about the room, gesturing with his hands. “First of all, we’ll go to Stonetown. It’s the biggest city around, with plenty of shops and antique dealers and all that sort of thing. We’ll sell a little of the treasure right away, to get us set up. Then we can take our time figuring out what we want to do next.”

“You’re not worried it will look fishy?” John asked. “Two kids on their own?”

Nicholas waved him off. “Oh, as for that, I’ll make up a story. I can be very persuasive, you know, and everybody seems to trust you the moment they meet you. Our parents will always be in a shop around the corner, or in bed with the flu, or in a business meeting—whatever we like—and meanwhile we’ll do whatever we like!”

“What about school?” John was watching Nicholas pace the floor with a look of growing excitement.

“We can send you to the best private school, if you want,” Nicholas replied. “If you pay enough money, nobody asks questions. As for me, though, I’m in no hurry to go to school. School just slows me down.”

John laughed. “Sure, let’s forget about school for now. So what will we do instead?”

“For one thing, we’ll eat like kings! We’ll live above a delicatessen, and our icebox will always be crammed full of good things. And I’m going to have about a million books—that much is for sure.” He glanced at John. “You’ll be welcome to borrow them, as long as you’re careful with them.”

“Thanks ever so much,” John said wryly.

“And we’ll live near a park, where we can meet lots of other kids and spend as much time as we want—we can always be the last to go home. And we can walk down to the harbor and watch the ships come in. And we’ll never miss a parade—not one!”

“We’ll keep busy, then,” John said in an approving tone.

“Next to us,” Nicholas confirmed, “bees will look lazy.” And he went on enumerating other things they would do in the city, from attending baseball games to visiting museums to simply eating ice cream and listening to whatever they pleased on the radio.

The subject was so appealing, and the boys so absorbed in discussing it (with Nicholas doing most of the talking and John encouraging him), that before they knew it almost an hour had passed. They might have kept going even then if John had not succumbed to a yawn, the sight of which brought Nicholas back to the present.

“Of course, we do have to find the treasure first,” he conceded. “We’ll get cracking tomorrow night. Right now I have something else to show you, if you don’t think it’s already too late. Are you up for a walk?”

John raised his eyebrows. “Well, sure I am. What are you going to show me?”

“It’s better as a surprise,” said Nicholas.

“I should have known you’d say that.” John put his hands on his hips and took a last glance around. “We’d better close the roof before we go, in case it rains again. And listen, Nick, what do you say we get this place cleaned up tomorrow night?”

Nicholas looked at him askance. “Really?”

“You bet! Don’t you want to be able to lie on your back and gaze up at the sky? Without lying in a puddle, I mean? We need to sneak a mop and broom up here.” He gave Nicholas a sly look. “I don’t suppose you could conjure them, could you?”

“Of course,” Nicholas said, then pretended to stifle a yawn. “It’s hard work conjuring, though. You’ll probably have to do most of the cleaning.”

Together the boys hiked across the clearing, following the steep trail down into the wooded ravine. The streambed that had been dry the night before was dry no longer—the afternoon thunderstorm had done its own conjuring—but the boys soon found a fallen tree that formed a bridge over the gushing waters.

“Better let me carry the lantern,” John said. “I used to do this a lot. There was a big stream in the woods behind our house.” Sure enough, he crossed the tree bridge with the natural-looking ease born of experience.

Nicholas, for his part, crawled across on his hands and feet, like an awkward bear cub. He kept expecting John to tease him, but John stood there quietly, holding the lantern out to light the way. The only sound was the rushing of the water. When at last he had made it safely across, one glance told Nicholas that John’s mind had drifted elsewhere—that he was remembering other woods, other tree bridges over other tumbling streams. He’d been about to make a joke, but he kept it to himself.

In silence they climbed the steep trail, up and up to the wooded ridge high above them, where they paused to recover their breath. Then John followed Nicholas down again, turning right at the fork in the trail. Nicholas led the way until the trail made its sharp turn around the huge boulder. There he stopped and turned to John. “Just ahead lies the surprise,” he said. “Why don’t you walk beside me? It’s a bit treacherous, so watch your step.”

“You’re making me nervous,” said John, catching up. “I can’t decide if you’re about to give me a pony or lead me into a trap.”

“Maybe it’s both,” Nicholas said, grinning impishly. He watched John’s face as they rounded the boulder, anticipating his surprised reaction with amusement, and in the next instant was rewarded with an expression of complete startlement and wonder. John even gasped and drew back, which seemed rather dramatic for a boy of his poise. Nicholas assumed John was playing up the surprise for his sake.

But then John said under his breath, “What’s going on, Nick? Who is this?”

Now it was Nicholas’s turn to be shocked. For when he shifted his gaze away from John’s face, he discovered a figure standing on the bluff exactly where he had stood the night before, looking out over the valley. An older girl, or perhaps a young woman, she stood with her hands hanging at her sides, seemingly unaware of the boys’ presence. Her long dark hair was drawn back and hung almost to the waist of her plain, ankle-length dress. She stood utterly still.

Heart racing, Nicholas impulsively advanced a couple of steps, holding the lantern before him and intending to speak. Then he checked himself, warned by a terrible premonition. The girl, evidently lost in thought, stood dangerously close to the edge. What if his approach frightened her and she recoiled? He dared not risk it. With a horrible feeling of anxiety, Nicholas began to creep back.

But just then the girl finally seemed to sense she was not alone. She glanced nervously over her shoulder, and then—spying Nicholas—whirled all the way around to face him, her eyes wide with panic. She unconsciously took a step backward.

“No!” Nicholas cried, willing her to be still, to see him for what he was—not a danger, not a threat, just a boy with a lantern—and to his relief she froze in place and did not fall, though she appeared very much alarmed.

She was perhaps thirteen or fourteen years old, with a long, narrow face and pointy chin. Her eyes, very round at the moment, seemed almost too wide for her face. She had put her hands to her cheeks, her fingers fluttering anxiously. Some of them appeared to have black tips, as though she’d been dipping them in inkpots. Her breaths were coming short and quick.

“It’s all right,” Nicholas said, extending his empty hand toward her in a calming gesture. “Sorry, we didn’t mean to scare you.”

From behind him John said in a low voice, “You don’t know this person, Nick?”

“I didn’t conjure her, if that’s what you mean,” Nicholas muttered, and the girl jerked her head to the side, trying to see who was with him. He smiled encouragingly at her and glanced down at her feet. She was wearing muddy work boots. To his dismay, he saw that the heel of her right boot was mere inches from the edge of the bluff.

“We need to back away,” John murmured, then called out, “Don’t worry, miss! We’re just a couple of boys, and unless you need help we’ll go now and leave you in peace. If you need help, say so, and we’ll do whatever we can. Otherwise we’re leaving straightaway. Just—you’re very close to the edge, miss, so please be careful.”

John’s tone had been soothing, friendly, and above all convincing. Even so, as he’d spoken, the girl had peered intently in his direction with a look of growing suspicion. It was possible she couldn’t make out his features in the darkness, Nicholas realized; he was holding the lantern in front of him, and John was behind him. Perhaps she was wondering if they really were just a couple of boys and not scouts for a traveling gang of robbers, ready to take any valuable thing she possessed and finish the job with a push over the edge.

“He’s telling the truth,” Nicholas said, and he backed slowly away until he stood beside John. “You don’t need help, do you?”

The girl was watching him. She gave the slightest shake of her head. No.

“All right,” Nicholas said, and together he and John began to withdraw. “That’s good. Um… good night, then. I’m Nicholas, by the way. Nicholas Benedict, from the orphanage. The Manor, you know—Rothschild’s End.”

“Nick!” John whispered. “Are you crazy?”

But Nicholas pressed on. “If you tell on me, I’ll be in a world of trouble, and you can be sure I’ll never be able to sneak out again. My fate is in your hands, Miss Hopefield. You are Miss Hopefield, aren’t you?”

The girl’s expression changed to bafflement. She made no reply, however, and the boys kept backing away until they were out of sight behind the boulder. Then they turned and hurried up the trail, retracing their steps to the fork and then up to the ridge. Before they had gotten far, they could hear the girl running down the trail below them, hurrying away. Perhaps she was afraid they were trying to deceive her.

“What were you thinking, Nick?” John asked. “Just like that, it’s all over! You were right—no way will you be able to sneak out after this, not after she tells on you. And you’ll be working double duties for a month!”

“She would have guessed where we came from anyway,” Nicholas said. “Where else would we have been from if not the orphanage? I’m sure she knows everyone on the neighboring farms, and the Manor is the only other place for miles.”

“I suppose, but why tell her your name?” John persisted. “I guess I should be grateful that you didn’t mention mine. And say, how in the world did you know hers?”

“All shall be revealed in good time,” Nicholas said. He gave John a lopsided grin. “For now you’ll just have to trust me.”

John shook his head. “I don’t suppose there’s much else I can do, is there? You and your mysterious ways! Will you at least promise not to rat on me when the time comes?”

“I promise,” Nicholas said. “But you already know I wouldn’t.”

John looked at him, then shrugged. “You’re right. I know you wouldn’t. Now let’s get back,” he said wearily. “I’m exhausted. I think I used up all my strength praying for her not to fall over the edge. For a second I thought she was gone for sure. Can you imagine? It would have been the worst thing, the very worst.”

As the boys made their way back, they spoke little, each deep in his own thoughts. Nicholas, for his part, was hoping that his instinct had been correct. They had scared the girl badly, had made her feel trapped in that dangerous spot, and he had instantly felt that he should give her something to make up for it. And so he had let her have some power over him, hoping that by doing so he would make her understand—later, anyway, when she was safe at home and had calmed down—that he was friendly, that he could be trusted.

He doubted she would have told anyone about him, regardless. That would require her to explain why she was up on that bluff in the middle of the night. Nicholas didn’t think she would care to do that, for she had almost certainly sneaked out herself. She had another, more important reason not to tell on him, too: If she told on him, she would never see him again. He was only a boy, a scrawny one at that, and he was much younger. But he was also a potential friend, and Nicholas had a feeling that this girl who went to stand on bluffs alone at night—well, he had a feeling that she could use one.
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The Old Hag was in mid-cackle, and Nicholas was cowering, pleading with her not to hurt him, when her laughter turned abruptly into a sort of metallic scraping—or no, it was rather a jingling sound, as if she were coughing up sleigh bells. And then she faded from the room—first her legs, then her torso, then her hideous head—as if scrubbed out of existence by an invisible eraser. Nicholas sat up, drenched in sweat, as the door to his room opened and Mr. Griese entered with a smoky oil lamp and a ring of keys.

“Good morning, Nicholas,” croaked Mr. Griese, evidently having just awakened himself. “Or almost morning, anyway. You’re on larder duty today, so you need to wash up quick and hop off to the farm.”

Nicholas squinted in the lamplight, trying to collect himself. No matter how many times the horrors visited him in his sleep, they never grew less frightening. Was he truly awake even now, he wondered, or was Mr. Griese going to sprout spider legs and fangs? No, he was awake; he felt sure of it now. That scraping and jingling had been the cook’s keys at the keyhole. The Old Hag was gone. The night had passed.

“Why, you’re pale as a turnip root,” said Mr. Griese, drawing nearer with the lamp, “and your covers are soaked through. Are you ill?”

“Oh, I’m perfectly well, sir, thank you for asking,” Nicholas said, and he flung off his covers and sprang up with such energy that the cook drew back, startled. “Only a little hot, but the cold water always takes quick care of that! Please make yourself comfortable. I’ll just be a moment. No, don’t trouble with the lamp; I can find my way easily enough.”

Mr. Griese shrugged and sank onto the cot as Nicholas hurried off to the bathroom. The icy-cold water from the faucet did work wonders. It was painful, but the relief of coming fully awake—of shaking off the last awful vestige of his night—made the pain more than worth it. By the time he had changed out of his pajamas, he was whistling happily, his mind taken up with mysteries and treasure.

When Nicholas returned to his room, Mr. Griese was snoring and had to be awakened, though he grumpily insisted that he had only been resting his eyes. They went down to the kitchen. As Mr. Griese lit the stove, Nicholas gathered up the egg baskets and empty milk jars, which he fitted inside the baskets. He wondered about the Hopefield girl. Was she, too, rising early to do farm chores? Then he thought of John, wondering if it had been difficult to sneak back into the dormitory. If Mr. Griese had been snoring as loudly and steadily as he had been just now, probably not.

A troubling thought suddenly occurred to Nicholas. “Who’s the chaperone in the dormitory, Mr. Griese? I suppose it must be Mr. Pileus, since Mr. Collum is out of town?”

Mr. Griese gave him a bleary, sidelong look. “It was me, that’s who, and I’m only too happy to be up again. I don’t sleep well on a cot. It’s a horror on my back.”

“But surely the boys aren’t left unsupervised until breakfast?”

“Surely they are,” Mr. Griese retorted. “Sometimes there just isn’t enough staff to go around, Nicholas, and you boys must take care of yourselves. Now off you go. I need my eggs and milk, and snappy, too.”

Nicholas left the Manor by the back door, whereupon he immediately set down the baskets and dashed all the way around the building to the porch. It was a long way to dash, and he was panting when he slipped back in through the front door. He made his way, stealthily and quickly, down the east passage to the boys’ dormitory.

A modest hall with high ceilings and a single arched window, the dormitory had once served as an extra parlor. Now it was crammed with rows of cots, its walls lined with small wooden lockers. Mr. Griese had left a candle burning in a wall sconce, and by its flickering light Nicholas stole into the room looking for John. He spotted him almost at once. His cot was very near the door.

Nicholas tiptoed over and touched John’s shoulder. John opened his eyes with a faraway, dreamy look, but the look rapidly changed to one of bitter disappointment. He’d been dreaming, Nicholas realized, and it was plain that John’s dreams were nothing like his own. John’s dreams were heartbreaking to leave behind.

“Mr. Griese is in the kitchen,” Nicholas whispered. “There’s no chaperone in here.”

John looked blank for a moment. Then the significance of Nicholas’s words settled slowly in his groggy mind, and he sat up. From the direction of his gaze, Nicholas deduced where the Spiders’ cots were situated in the next row. The indistinct forms lying on them had not stirred.

“I’m off to the farm. Will you be all right?”

John nodded. “I’ll be fine, Nick,” he whispered. “Thanks for the warning.”

By the time Nicholas had crept out of the dormitory John was already getting dressed.

Though the sky had now begun to lighten, the path through the trees to the farm was still dark. Nicholas fumbled along as best he could, twice almost dropping the baskets when he stumbled over tree roots. He went to the door of the little farmhouse and knocked.

Mr. Furrow came to the door wearing red long johns and tall brown boots. He peered out through the crack at Nicholas, his eyes half open, an unlit cigar stub in his mouth. Nicholas wondered if he slept that way; if so, it was a miracle he didn’t choke. Mr. Furrow cleared his throat. “Early, aren’t you? Barney ain’t even crowed yet, I’m sure.”

“Am I really early?” Nicholas asked, surprised.

“Prob’ly not. Just always feels like it.” Mr. Furrow sighed and came outside with a lantern. He looked around. “Where’s your wheelbarrow?”

“There’s a wheelbarrow?” Nicholas asked. “Well, that makes sense. I wish someone had told me. It would have made carrying these things much easier. I don’t suppose you’ll let me borrow yours, will you, Mr. Furrow? It will save time.”

Mr. Furrow grunted and headed toward the barn. “Why not take my furniture, too? Why not take my house?”

“I’ll be sure to return it,” Nicholas promised.

At the barn door, Mr. Furrow said, “Stand back, now, and we’ll just see if Rabbit’s finished his carrot.” He unlatched the door and opened it wide enough to look inside with the lantern. The mule, apparently, could not be seen from the door, for Mr. Furrow edged through the gap and craned his neck this way and that. There was a shuffling, thumping sound, and Mr. Furrow cried out and darted nimbly back through the door, slamming it closed. “Finish it, why don’t you! Blasted, finicky, slowpoke mule! It ain’t tea with the queen, is it?”

Then he leaned against the door and said to Nicholas, without looking at him, “He’s got just the tiniest bit more. Shouldn’t be but a minute now that I’ve woke him. He’ll be ready for breakfast.”

“Did he kick you?” Nicholas asked.

Mr. Furrow looked at him askance. “Am I standing? Did you hear my bones breaking? No, he didn’t kick me, boy. Just gave me a charge, is all. Wish he’d move so strong and quick in the field. I think he uses up all he’s got guarding that carrot of his. The fool creature.” He grunted again—he seemed very fond of grunting—and shifted his cigar stub to the other corner of his mouth. “I just hope he survives another planting season. You’d better hope he does, too. How do you feel about pulling a plow, you and your skinny friends?”

“I don’t know,” Nicholas said. “I doubt we could do it.” He saw no point in telling Mr. Furrow that he had only one friend.

“I doubt you could, too,” Mr. Furrow said. “Which is why we put up with Rabbit.”

Eventually Mr. Furrow deemed they had waited long enough, and a quick glance inside confirmed it. Together they milked the cows and goats, and Nicholas gathered the eggs. As he did so, he found himself thinking about the boys’ dormitory. He had never ventured into it before this morning. Having been excluded from it, he had let it grow rather grand in his imagination, with thick mattresses on sturdy beds, and comfortable reading chairs by the windows. In reality it had been quite austere, nothing but cots and lockers. He had known this fact from things he had heard John and Mrs. Brindle say, and yet his emotions, unbeknownst to him, had sneakily transformed his mental image of the place.

This was a good thing to remember, Nicholas thought. He had known that emotions could change a person’s perception of facts, but he had never imagined them capable of such slyness. It was important to keep an eye on them—to remain alert to their secret workings. Whenever he came into possession of facts, he must be sure to guard them as vigilantly as Rabbit did his carrots. For how else were mysteries solved if not by the careful analysis of facts?

When at last the milk bottles were brimming and the egg baskets full, Mr. Furrow helped load them all into a rusty wheelbarrow, and Nicholas returned to the Manor. He found John helping Mr. Griese in the kitchen—he had volunteered to do it, even though he was not on the schedule for the morning.

“I do like to keep busy,” John said, yawning.

Together they cracked eggs and scrambled them as Mr. Griese prepared biscuits and a thin gravy. In the midst of all this activity, Mrs. Brindle appeared in the doorway, smelling sweetly of perfume, her cleaning apron freshly ironed despite the earliness of the hour. Mr. Griese, instantly red as a boiled lobster, stammered out a polite greeting—and from that moment on, Nicholas and John became invisible. Beneath the grownups’ nervous chatter, the boys were able to hold a muttered, private conversation.

“No trouble, then?” Nicholas asked.

“Iggy woke up just as I was about to leave. When he saw what was happening, he tried to block the door and called for the others to wake up. They were too sleepy to catch on, though, and I was able to get by him. He knocked me down, but I jumped up and kept going.”

Nicholas peppered the eggs. “You all right?”

“Banged my knee. I’ve had worse. And it would have been worse this time if you hadn’t warned me.”

“We need to find what we want to find,” Nicholas said significantly, “and get out of this place as quick as we can.”

John nodded his agreement. “I’m just hoping Mr. Collum doesn’t get a telephone call about you-know-what today.”

“Mr. Collum is away on business. Anyway, no one will call, because she isn’t going to tell.”

“He’s due back at noon. And I hope you’re right.”

Nicholas was right. There was no telephone call. Nor were there any visits from concerned parents or sheriff’s deputies. And though Mr. Collum came home from the station looking deeply vexed, his mood evidently had nothing to do with Nicholas, who was not summoned to his office or even looked at askance.

Nicholas liked to think that Mr. Collum had reached another dead end in his search for the treasure, that this was why he seemed so cross. He definitely had not given up, however. This became clear that afternoon, when Miss Candace and Mrs. Brindle took all the orphans to the parlor for a group activity.

Miss Candace, in the lead, was about to unlock the parlor door, when she saw that it had already been unlocked and stood slightly ajar. When she pushed it open, several of the children, including Nicholas, saw Mr. Collum standing near the parlor fireplace, blinking at them in surprise. He had just taken a small painting from over the mantel, and he hastily replaced it as though he’d been caught trying to steal it. Nicholas felt sure he had been searching for hidden levers or loose stones in the fireplace chimney.

Flustered, Mr. Collum pretended to busy himself with the painting as the group filed into the parlor. When Mrs. Brindle shuffled in, he seized upon his excuse. “Mrs. Brindle,” he said sternly, “the paintings in this room have been sorely neglected. They need a good dusting. Please assign someone to the task at once.” Without another word, he strode from the parlor.

Mrs. Brindle sighed, then winced, then cast her eye over the group in search of a candidate. Nicholas jumped forward to volunteer, just beating out John, who had been about to do the same. Dusting sounded infinitely preferable to the group activity, which was to involve paper cutouts and thimbles and promised to be shockingly dull. Besides, as he dusted, Nicholas hoped to thoroughly examine the area around the fireplace, just in case Mr. Collum had been onto something.

The activity did prove to be a miserable affair. Several girls fell asleep where they sat and drooled on themselves, and several boys got thumped by thimbles that the Spiders kept surreptitiously flicking at them. John, who was watchful, avoided one thimble that unfortunately struck young Oliver in the eye. (Oliver foolishly claimed his tears were caused by a dust allergy; as Miss Candace led him away for a good dose of drops, he was crying all the harder.) But a couple of the thimbles hit John smartly on the back of his head, and he could only wince and say nothing.

Throughout all of this, Nicholas dusted (and secretly inspected) the paintings, the fireplace, the mantel, the baseboards—everything that reasonably could be dusted. If the parlor concealed any secret panels, he did not detect them. He found this encouraging, for it strengthened his growing conviction that Mr. Collum had no advantages over him in the treasure hunt. Mr. Collum appeared to have been nosing about the parlor entirely at random, not following clues but simply hoping to get lucky.

Nicholas had another reason to feel encouraged: He didn’t think Mr. Collum had the missing diary pages. Last night, while Mr. Collum was still out of town, he had let himself into Mr. Collum’s bedroom and searched it. The room had been the most simple and spartan imaginable, with almost no furniture—a bed, a wardrobe, a desk—and not even a rug on the floor. It was easy to determine that nothing was hidden in there. And then this morning Nicholas had asked John about it, and John could not remember ever having seen Mr. Collum studying any torn-out pages.

It seemed likely, therefore, that those pages had been removed by Mr. Rothschild. Perhaps they’d been destroyed long ago. That would be unfortunate if a secret combination had been written on them, but at least in that case Mr. Collum wouldn’t have it himself. And perhaps the pages had not been destroyed at all but were tucked away somewhere, and Nicholas and John, working together, would figure out the hiding place.

Either way, it appeared that Mr. Collum had nothing to go on but hopes and hunches, whereas Nicholas had the observatory, a brilliant mind, a plan, and a partner….

“Careful with that duster!” Mrs. Brindle called from across the parlor. “Dear heavens, I’ve never seen anyone attack anything so fiercely—you’ll take the paint right off that picture!”

“Sorry, Mrs. Brindle,” Nicholas returned with a grin. “I suppose I’m just… just excited.”

His back was to the room, but he heard the Spiders snickering at this and Moray whispering loudly, “Get a load of Pickle Nose—he gets excited about dusting!”

A few children laughed, but Mrs. Brindle huffed angrily and told Moray that further name-calling would result in double duties for the remainder of the weekend. She clearly meant business, and Moray hushed.

Nicholas turned to catch the bully’s eye and give him a wink. You wait, he thought, turning away again before Moray could react. Just you wait and see.

That night the boys cleaned the observatory with a broom and mop that Nicholas, true to his word, had conjured. Then they retracted the viewing panels, and Nicholas stood on John’s shoulders to clear away the roof vines that dangled in. He had to stretch to reach them. Luckily the thick heels of John’s dilapidated old boots provided an extra two inches of height.

“That’s why I conjured those boots instead of sneakers,” Nicholas said.

“Naturally,” John said, gritting his teeth as he held tight to Nicholas’s ankles. “I’m sure it had nothing to do with what you could find in—well, wherever it is you’re getting these things. Your secret treasure trove.”

“I’m hurt by your disbelief,” Nicholas grunted, yanking down the last of the vines. “Anyway, this place is the treasure trove, remember? At least we hope it is. There, it’s all clear—you can let me down.”

They dragged all the vines out of the observatory, after which John insisted on sweeping the floor again. When at last their work was accomplished, Nicholas turned the lantern down low, and they lay beneath the opened dome, their hands behind their heads, gazing up at a completely cloud-covered sky.

“It’s beautiful,” John said drily, and both of them giggled.

“I’m glad you’re cheering up,” Nicholas said. “You’ve seemed awfully serious today.”

“Well, I was a bit concerned about that telephone call!” said John indignantly. “I guess you were right, after all, but I think it was reasonable for me to feel worried. Not everyone can predict the future, you know, or conjure things out of thin air.”

Nicholas chuckled. “Sure, it isn’t your fault, and of course you’re a very serious person to begin with. You almost never laugh—or even smile, for that matter.” He regretted the words the instant he uttered them. He had spoken without thinking. He had a pretty clear idea about John’s solemn moods and had never intended to mention them.

For a time John was silent. Then he said, somewhat stiffly, “You lost your parents when you were a baby, didn’t you, Nick?”

Nicholas closed his eyes, wishing he could start over. “Yes,” he said, miserable but resigned. “They died in a laboratory accident. They were scientists of some sort. I was sent to live with my aunt, but then she died, too. I don’t remember any of them. It’s been orphanages all my life.”

After another pause, John said, “I’m sorry about all that, Nick. Honestly I am. But you know, for some of us it hasn’t been so long.”

“Sorry.” Nicholas tried to think of a more fitting response, but nothing came to him. “Sorry, I do know that.”

In a rather shaky voice John went on. “I lost my parents exactly fourteen months and five days ago. I miss them every day. What really gets me is I never realized how lucky I was before. Just normal things, like doing chores around the house—I had no idea how much I could miss that. But it was my home, and I was helping people who actually cared about me. Everything was different then. Everything.”

John was quiet again after this. His breathing sounded irregular, and Nicholas thought he might be crying.

Nicholas lay with his hands on his chest, thinking how hollow it felt, like an empty gourd. He had never missed having a family, though he had wanted one all his life. Yearned for one, even. Indeed, he used to like to imagine that he had a long-lost brother who would find him one day—it was perfectly possible, he would tell himself. Maybe his aunt could only afford to take in one child, and so the other had been sent elsewhere. At any rate, this brother would find him, and together they would fight off all the bullies and outsmart all the nasty adults. The fantasy had sustained him through many a hard time at Littleview.

“Look, you’ve had plenty of your own problems, Nick,” said John in a strained voice. “And you may be smart, but you’re only nine. I don’t expect you to understand how I feel.”

Nicholas considered this. “Well, I know it must be awfully hard, anyway. It’s why you like to keep so busy, right? To keep your mind occupied.”

John rubbed at his eyes and gave a little sigh. “Sure, but then I always did like to keep busy, even before. I guess you do what you’re good at. I wish I could read like you, but the truth is I’m a slow reader. It takes me forever to get through a book, and if I sit still too long, my mind drifts. Anyway,” he said abruptly, sitting up, “I think that’s quite enough of that. Don’t we want to get started on the diary?”

“Absolutely,” Nicholas agreed, and of course he really did want to. But it also occurred to him that, despite their uncomfortable conversation, he’d been enjoying himself, and part of him would have been content to keep on talking about other things. Well, he told himself, sitting up, when you’re both rich, you’ll have plenty of time for conversations, and you can talk about whatever you please.

“Fine, then,” John said, rubbing his hands together. “I suppose we should start with the first entry that mentions the treasure, then go from there. You have a pretty good idea of the order, right?”

Nicholas raised his eyebrows. “Of course I do. I told you, I have the whole thing memorized.”

“What, all of it? I thought…” John’s look of surprise was plain enough, even in the gloom. “When you said you remembered it, I thought you meant—you know, more or less. Do you mean to say you remember the whole diary word for word?”

“Sure!”

John was growing excited. “Like that morning at breakfast? You know, on your first day, when you repeated everything I’d told you?”

Nicholas nodded. “Exactly like that. Here, I’ll show you.” And without hesitating, he launched into another word-for-word repetition of the things John had said the first morning. He didn’t get far before John leaped to his feet in amazement.

“I can’t believe this! You still remember all that? I mean, I knew you could—but I didn’t know you could—” He began to pace excitedly back and forth. “Do you mean to tell me, Nick, that you remember absolutely everything?”

“As far as I know,” Nicholas replied with a shrug. “I thought you knew this already.”

John wagged his head almost violently. “No, I didn’t! Sure, I knew you were smart as a whip, smarter than me, anyhow, and probably smarter than anyone I know—but this! I had no idea! Why, you’re like Einstein! Or… or Leonardo da Vinci! Or Galileo or Mozart!”

Nicholas grinned. “I’ve never even touched a piano, so maybe not Mozart.”

Abruptly John came to kneel beside Nicholas, the better to see his eyes in the dim light of the lantern. The older boy stared with almost unnerving intensity. “What did you read during your free time today?”

“Oh, several things! First I read The Emergence of Electricity, then—”

John hastily interrupted. “Fine, take that one. Let’s say I asked you what the second line on page forty-three was, could you tell me?”

Nicholas thought a moment, then quoted: “‘And he was thrown against the wall with such force that his boots were knocked free of his feet. Miraculously, however, he survived his electrical encounter with little more than…’” He nodded. “That’s it. That’s the second line.”

John clapped his hands to his head. “I can hardly stand it!” he cried, laughing. “But wait, he survived with ‘little more than’ what? Now I’m curious. You have to tell me!”

By this time Nicholas was laughing, too, although in his usual restrained way (so that what would have been a guffaw came out as a sort of stuttering squeal). He was enjoying John’s amazement—which seemed so good-humored and generous, not like the jealous, bitter reactions he had so often experienced—and it was difficult not to laugh at least a little. But he soon checked himself, and he was about to tell John what had happened to the man in the book, when he noticed that something was different in the room.

What it was exactly Nicholas could not say, but the observatory had definitely changed somehow. Was it the echoes of their voices? The draft in the air? He felt a prickling along the back of his neck, and with a frown he reached for the lantern. John, noticing his troubled expression, had likewise fallen silent, and he watched uneasily as Nicholas turned up the lantern flame and dispelled the shadows.

In the stronger light, both boys saw the figure in the doorway.

Both of them screamed.

What happened next took only a moment, but the moment was full of smaller moments, each of them imprinted on Nicholas’s swiftly slipping consciousness. He felt himself losing his grip on the lantern. He felt John catching at his shoulder as he slumped sideways. He saw that the figure in the doorway—it was the girl, he saw that now—did not even flinch at their screams. Nor did she speak. But she smiled and raised an eyebrow, and it was perfectly clear what she was thinking: Now we’re even.

And then she was gone.

And Nicholas was out.
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Nicholas was so exhausted the next morning, he almost drowned. Sunday mornings were bath mornings for the orphans. Four bathrooms with tubs were attended by four of the orphanage staff, who sentenced each child to four minutes in the cold water with a scrub brush and soap. The entire business was accomplished in an hour, but it was a very early hour. A chaplain came to Rothschild’s End on Sunday mornings to lead a brief service before returning to his own church in Pebbleton, and all the orphans were to be seated in the schoolhouse, clean and well dressed, when he arrived at seven o’clock.

It was six-thirty when Nicholas, the last in his group of boys, stumbled blearily past Mr. Pileus into the appointed bathroom. He had already been awake for over an hour—he was still on larder duty and had been dispatched early to the farm—and he had slept precious little before that, for after he and John had gotten back last night, he had returned the mop and broom to the utility closet and headed straight for the library. He had guessed something about the Hopefield girl (something he hadn’t yet shared with John) and felt a powerful impulse to do some research in anticipation of meeting her again. Two hours later he had emerged from the library, barely conscious, and dragged himself upstairs just in time.

Nicholas closed the bathroom door, undressed hurriedly and miserably, and plunged into the tub. The water was not cold anymore, but neither was it altogether clean, for a dozen boys had gone before him, and the water had been changed only once. Naturally, there was to be no wasting of water at the Manor. The soap was strong, though, and Nicholas scrubbed furiously. Before long he had rendered himself pink and squeaky clean, and he was about to climb out of the tub when he remembered that as the last bather, it was his duty to pull the plug.

This was where the trouble began. The tub was unusually deep, and though he tried his best, Nicholas could not pull the plug with his toes. He was compelled to hold his breath and go under the murky water. He didn’t want to, but he had to. Down you go, he told himself. Glub glub glub and nothing for it.

Down he went. Glub glub, he thought again, suddenly drowsier than he had been an instant before—in fact, very much drowsier, so drowsy that he was scarcely aware of it. He fumbled around the drain with clumsy fingers. Glub tug on the tub plug, he thought. A most humbling fumbling…

The next thing he knew, Nicholas was lying on the bathroom floor, coughing and spitting, with a terrible taste of soapy water in his mouth and a terrible realization that he had swallowed a fair quantity of it. A rough towel had been thrown over him, and, opening his eyes, he saw a horrified Mr. Pileus, who, after banging repeatedly on the door, had entered to find Nicholas unconscious under the water.

“Thank you, Mr. Pileus,” Nicholas said feebly. “I was only examining the bottom of the tub, but I understand your concern.”

Mr. Pileus stared at him bleakly. He was trembling, and his shirt was soaked through from having hauled Nicholas out of the water. Without a word, he turned and left the bathroom. Nicholas sat up, trembling himself. It was rather upsetting to think he had almost drowned in a bathtub—upsetting and humiliating. He was glad Mr. Pileus was so quiet. At least the incident would not be broadcast.

Covered from head to toe with goose bumps, Nicholas got up quickly and began to dry off. The towel was stiff and coarse as a floor mat, and it did not absorb water so much as move it around. Nicholas shook his head in disgust. What a way to start the day. And to think he’d disliked taking baths before.

The morning did not improve. The late-summer heat was at its peak, and the schoolhouse was already warm by seven o’clock. By eight o’clock, when the chaplain’s service concluded, the schoolhouse was sweltering, and the children staggered out through the old stable doors as dazed as if they had been clubbed about the ears. Then followed morning chores, of which there was an extra helping on Sundays.

But there was also extra free time on Sunday afternoons, and for once Nicholas joined the two or three girls in the library in blissful sleep. John had agreed to keep an eye on him, though it hardly proved necessary, for Mr. Collum was supervising from his office by means of the entranceway mirror, and the Spiders never even peeked in. Nicholas slept the entire time with his face behind a book, just out of Mr. Collum’s view, and despite the unusual length of his nap, it was perfectly dreamless and blissful. He awoke feeling refreshed and eager. He couldn’t wait for the night.

Wait he must, however, for many long hours. And when midnight finally arrived, Nicholas found himself waiting yet again, this time for John. It was another cloudy night; the park was immersed in inky blackness. The oak branches overhead tossed in a strong wind. Nicholas, in his impatience, seemed to be mimicking their frenetic motions—he paced and waved his arms about and bounced on the balls of his feet. The wait was made all the more maddening by the knowledge that it might be for nothing. John might not even come. He had warned Nicholas that he might not manage to escape, for Mr. Collum was on duty in the dormitory, and Mr. Collum—despite those enormous nostrils—did not snore.

A quarter of an hour had passed, and Nicholas was on the verge of giving up, when at last John came creeping up, his footsteps masked by the sounds of the branches and the wind. The boys greeted each other in silence, a relieved handshake and an excited clasping of shoulders, and John pulled on the boots Nicholas had brought him. Then, still under cover of darkness, they found their way through the undergrowth to the path, where Nicholas lit his lantern with some difficulty—the wind was problematic—before starting up the hill.

Giant’s Head looked the same as it had the night before. But Nicholas knew at once that someone had been there. He was not sure how he knew, but he did. He held his lantern before him and stalked toward the door, with John following silently behind him. The observatory was empty. There was no sign of anything having been altered. So why did Nicholas think someone had been there? He moved further into the room, his senses on high alert.

“What’s the matter, Nick?” John whispered. “You’ve got me spooked.”

Suddenly Nicholas knew. “There was a candle in here,” he said. “It smells different. I almost couldn’t make it out over the lantern oil and the smoke.”

John sniffed the air. “I can’t make it out. You’ve got quite a nose.” He grimaced. “Sorry, I didn’t mean—”

Nicholas waved him off. “I know what you meant. You really can’t smell it? To me, it’s… Wait. Something else is different now.”

John, who had noticed nothing, moved away from the door just the same. Tense and silent, the boys watched it.

A shadow appeared. Then the shadow became a form, and the form took on features. Work boots, a long, plain dress, pale hands—one gripping a heavy stick—a canvas bag thrown over a shoulder, and two wary eyes reflecting the lantern light. The girl hesitated in the doorway. She looked fierce and grim, and there could be no doubt that the stick was a warning. But presumably she had come to make friends, not enemies, and Nicholas, with a cry of delight, set down the lantern to welcome her.

“I’m so glad you’ve come!” he exclaimed. “I wanted to ask you something!” And he began moving his hands and his fingers in a deliberate manner in the air before him.

The girl’s jaw dropped. The stick fell from her hand and struck the ground with a thud.

John could scarcely have been more surprised himself. “You know sign language, Nick?”

“I found a great thick book on it in the library last night,” Nicholas said matter-of-factly, still moving his hands, “but I’m not very good at it yet.” His facial expressions, which shifted rapidly as he signed, did not match the words he’d spoken aloud, and for a moment or two, John was bewildered.

“Wait a minute, are you talking to both of us at the same time?”

“Sure I am,” Nicholas said, now motionless as he awaited the girl’s reply. He was watching her intently. “Is there any reason I shouldn’t?”

“But how did you even know she was deaf?” asked John, looking excitedly back and forth between Nicholas and the girl, who, having recovered from her shock, was now positively beaming. Her hands and fingers flew, and her expressions shifted rapidly as she shaped her responses to Nicholas’s words.

“It was a few different things,” Nicholas said, speaking slowly as he concentrated on the girl’s movements. “The fact that she didn’t hear us coming on the bluff. The way she looked at us when we spoke—she was trying to read our lips, see, but it was hard to do in the dark. The fact that she didn’t even flinch when we screamed last night. And, of course, she never spoke. My guess is that—sorry, hang on a minute. She’s asking you to face her so that she can see your lips when you talk.”

John obeyed with an apologetic look, and the girl gave him such a smile that John could not help but respond in kind. “I’m John,” he said, with a friendly nod. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“Her name’s Violet.” Nicholas was watching the girl’s hands. “She’s glad to meet you, too. Both of us, actually…” He snickered and flicked a glance at John. “She wants to know what we thought we were doing, going out onto her bluff without permission.” He paused, concentrating. “And she wants to know where I learned sign language. She says I’m awfully clumsy.”

As Nicholas moved his hands and changed his expressions in reply, the girl scowled and shook her head disapprovingly.

“She doesn’t believe me,” Nicholas explained. “I told her the truth. I figured there’s no point in hiding it if we’re going to be friends—and surely we’re going to be friends, right, Violet?”

Violet raised an eyebrow and looked at John. She had been watching Nicholas’s lips.

“It’s true,” John said to her. He jerked his thumb at Nicholas. “He’s a genius. Ask him something you wouldn’t expect him to know—I’ll bet you anything he’ll know it.”

Violet pursed her lips and regarded John doubtfully, as if she suspected a trick. Then she turned back to Nicholas and addressed him in sign language.

“She’s asking me the name of the British artist who painted The Hay Wain.” Nicholas grinned and shrugged. “That’s easy—John Constable! He was a famous landscape painter. I’ll bet you thought of him because he painted places that are a lot like where we are right now—you know, wooded places and farm scenes—and maybe also because you’ve just met someone named John. Am I right?”

Violet gaped at him. Her hands, poised in the air before her, remained motionless.

“See what I mean?” John said to her. “Believe me, I was just as surprised as you are. What do you say, do you believe us now?”

Slowly Violet nodded. And then she smiled, delighted. And her hands and fingers began to fly again.

For the next hour the three of them talked at a furious pace, with Nicholas translating Violet’s words to John. Except for a few occasions when the boys’ spoken words needed clarification, Nicholas did not speak in sign language himself, for Violet was an excellent lip-reader and he was still quite awkward with his hands. He also had much to learn, but he deduced the meaning of a great many unfamiliar signs from context, and the rest Violet explained to him as soon as she saw the questioning look in his eyes. Within thirty minutes Nicholas’s vocabulary had grown so dramatically (his questioning looks coming less and less frequently) that Violet grew skeptical again and had to be reassured that he was not playing some elaborate ruse.

Do you promise you didn’t already know sign language? she signed. You aren’t just pretending to learn as we speak?

By this point Nicholas was already in the habit of translating everything instantaneously for John, and as he did so now John laughed and told Violet he knew exactly how she felt.

“Quote everything back to her,” he suggested to Nicholas. “Like you did to me over breakfast that time.”

But Violet stopped Nicholas before he had gotten properly under way.

No, I believe you. Some of the signs I’ve used are signs my mother and I made up, signs no one else knows. But you obviously learned them instantly, because I’ve used them several times and you only needed them explained once. I’m just amazed, I suppose.

“It takes some getting used to,” John said upon hearing Nicholas’s translation. “To tell you the truth, I’m still not used to it myself.”

Without further ado, but with an eagerness they all held in common, the three of them launched back into their involved conversation. The boys told Violet a little about themselves, but mostly they peppered her with questions, and she was perfectly willing to give them elaborate and detailed responses.

Like her mother, Violet had lost all of her hearing when she was a young girl. Starting at an early age, therefore, she had learned English from her father and sign language from her mother, who as a girl had attended a school for deaf children in Stonetown. Violet herself had not attended such a school, as the circumstances of her life had prevented it, but her mother had kept all of her old school materials and proved an excellent teacher.

And Violet, for her part, was a quick and ready learner. She had excelled at the grade school in Pebbleton, from which she had graduated the year before with an eighth-grade diploma. In the Pebbleton area, such a diploma represented the pinnacle of educational achievement, for the nearest public high school was in the next county, and there was no bus service. Few local children attended high school. Most simply continued to work on their family farms or else found jobs in Pebbleton or elsewhere.

Violet was one of those who continued to reside on the family farm. She could communicate easily with her family—though only with her family. To express herself to anyone else in the area, she required pencil and paper. This was one reason she felt so excited to make friends with Nicholas and John.

Another reason, Violet signed—more tentatively, with an expression of great seriousness—is that my older brother died in the war.

Nicholas hesitated, taken aback by the solemn turn in the conversation. He was at a loss what to do or say.

Violet frowned. Tell him, she signed.

Nicholas collected himself and related what she had said. John’s expression grew troubled. He nodded and asked Violet to go on.

She and her brother had been very close, Violet said, and she missed him desperately. She grew tearful as she began to describe how it felt, then quickly broke off what she had begun to say. But you’re both orphans, she signed. So you know.

Nicholas, of course, did not know—not exactly, anyway. John did, though, and he responded to Violet’s words with a brief, halting, equally emotional account of losing his parents. It was clear to Nicholas, observing and translating, that a current of understanding and sympathy had passed almost instantly between Violet and John; and strangely, though he had suffered no such painful loss, his role in expressing their sadness somehow made Nicholas feel it himself, and much more keenly than he would have thought. As he translated and clarified their words, he was compelled to steel himself against the emotion, to shove it down in his mind, for fear it would send him off to sleep.

To his relief, they soon moved on to other, less somber topics. And yet the entire conversation remained strangely intense, for reasons as complicated as Nicholas’s unexpected emotions. For it is a curious fact about secret meetings that a bond almost always forms among the participants, a bond that can feel both mysterious and powerful. What is more, when the participants’ personalities and experiences fit together well, this bond of secrecy can transform quite naturally into real friendship. Such was the case with the boys and Violet, and all of them knew it. They could all feel it.

“You used to come up here often, didn’t you?” Nicholas asked Violet. “Just to look around, I guess? It was you who made that old track.”

Yes, Violet signed. My brother and I would come together. She paused. But I haven’t come at all since he went away.

Nicholas asked Violet if she knew when the telescope had been stolen. She nodded and told him that it had happened just before her brother went off to war. One day they had arrived to find the door broken down and the place empty. The observatory had not been used in years, she said—she had always known it to be overgrown with vines and weeds—but finding it in such a state had upset them, regardless. They had begun to think of it as their own, even though they had never entered it, and they were outraged by its shocking mistreatment.

Violet looked around the room in approval. She was glad, she said, to see that they had cleaned up the place. In her view it revealed a lot about their character.

“My character, at any rate,” John remarked wryly. “Nicholas only cleaned because I made him.”

“I resent that!” Nicholas cried, crossing his arms. “I was going to clean… or, that is, I probably would have, anyway. I mean, I might have. Eventually.” He grinned. “But I did help, after all. Once you suggested it.”

Violet was laughing. Her laughter was mostly silent, but her shoulders shook, and her breath came out in audible bursts, and her face—not an especially lovely face, by most measures—took on a wonderful radiance, the likes of which Nicholas had never seen. It lifted his spirits amazingly.

I think I know something about your character, too, Violet signed. And reaching into her shoulder bag, she produced a tightly rolled sheet of paper and handed it to Nicholas, who unrolled it with no small curiosity.

It was a drawing—an exceedingly skillful drawing—of a boy on a bluff.

Nicholas looked up with a start. “Why, this is… me!”

Violet was grinning. Finally it’s your turn to be surprised, she signed. I saw you from my window. I spend a lot of time at my window when I can’t sleep. The moon was beautiful that night.

The boy on the bluff sat with his legs dangling over the edge, gazing up at the sky. He was rendered in fine detail, as if well lit—and indeed he had been, by that enormous moon, although Violet had not included the moon in the drawing. She must have terrific eyesight, Nicholas thought absently, but a greater part of his mind was considering the implications of the drawing and what Violet had said about his character.

Like Nicholas, she had been awake late at night, almost certainly alone as she gazed out at the moonlit world. Had she felt a kinship with him before they ever met? Who had she thought him to be? What kind of boy was that boy on the bluff?

Staring at the drawing, Nicholas became aware of a curious feeling welling up in him—curious and very powerful. He found that he did not want to disappoint this girl, to disillusion her. He wanted to be whoever Violet had thought he was, sitting on that rock in the night.
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After breakfast the next morning, the boys went out behind the Manor in hopes of speaking in private. Nicholas was more ebullient than ever, and as they passed through the clusters of children playing marbles and jumping rope, he chattered happily about everything that crossed his mind—everything but the most important things, which required secrecy—and saluted everyone who met his eye, greeting the other children by name even as they anxiously turned away. John, however, though he had been cheerful enough over breakfast, grew steadily less so at the sight of the other children recoiling. He was still not used to being shunned. The constantly averted eyes and retreating steps depressed his spirits horribly.

Nicholas noticed his gloomy expression and guessed the cause. “It helps to be at a distance,” he said, tossing his head back toward the children. “When you’re not right in among them, you don’t feel quite so avoided.”

John looked glumly at him. “I know you’re already an old hand at this. Last week must have been awful for you. You didn’t have anyone.”

“Sure, it was bad,” Nicholas said lightly, “but it was only a few days, and now I have you and”—he glanced back to be sure they had drawn out of earshot—and Violet.”

“I’m glad you do,” John said. “I’m glad we both do.” And brightening a little—in fact, almost smiling—he said, “I still can’t believe you learned sign language in one night!”

“Well, as much as I could learn from one book, anyway,” said Nicholas. “It was a good book, though. Excellent illustrations. Definitely worth the risk.”

John frowned. “What risk?”

“Oh, I had a devil of a time reaching it. I had to climb halfway up the ladder and then lean out as far as I could, hoping I wouldn’t fall. It was even harder putting it back on the shelf.”

“For Pete’s sake, Nick, why don’t you oil that ladder? Then you can just move it and reach any book you like.”

“Why, that never occurred to me!” said Nicholas with a look of amazement.

John began to reply, then checked himself. His eyes narrowed. “Okay, you’re putting me on. I suppose you’ve already tried it?”

Nicholas shrugged. “I have, and it didn’t work. The wheels and the tracks are in terrible shape. Badly rusted, almost falling apart. I could fix them easily enough with tools and some new parts—or even some scrap parts—but not quietly, so I can’t risk doing it at night.”

They walked past the schoolhouse lot, where two boys were kicking a heavy rock back and forth. The Spiders were leaning against the wooden fence, urging them to kick harder and harder, and the boys did not appear to be enjoying themselves. Nicholas and John veered away, giving the Spiders a wide berth and keeping in clear view of the gazebo, where Mr. Pileus was standing on duty. Moray spied them and yelled something insulting that neither boy could make out.

“So is your face!” Nicholas called back, hoping it applied.

They kept walking.

Presently John said, “Well, let’s get to it, Nick. Have you made a decision?”

“I think so,” Nicholas replied, kneeling to tie his shoe. The laces had broken and were so short that tying them was like performing surgery on an insect. “Actually, I’m pretty certain. How about you?”

“I think we’re in agreement,” said John.

Indeed, the boys had felt the agreement forming between them the night before. It might almost have formed the moment Violet made her first appearance. In reality, it had required no serious or prolonged consideration. If they were going to be friends with Violet, they had to let her in on their secret. Still, it had seemed only right to sleep on the matter before making the agreement official.

“We’ll tell her tonight, then,” Nicholas said. “And we’ll get to work.”

The plan was to meet Violet at Giant’s Head at ten-thirty. John had assured Nicholas that there was no need to wait until midnight. Everyone was asleep by ten o’clock, he said, and Violet had confirmed that her parents and her two little sisters were also asleep by then. And so at precisely ten o’clock that night, Nicholas was waiting for John at their usual meeting place, behind the largest oak tree at the far end of the park. Half an hour later he was still waiting. John had not shown up. Finally he left the boots, a candle, and some matches at the base of the oak tree, just in case John came along later, and he hurried up the hill alone.

Violet was already waiting in the observatory. Nicholas knew this before he saw her, for the flickering light of a candle shone from the doorway. He found her studying the cranks, her hands on her hips, her back to the door. But something alerted her to his presence, and she turned to greet him with a smile.

Where is John? she signed.

“He didn’t make it out,” Nicholas replied. “Maybe he’ll come along later.”

Do you think he got caught? Should we be worried?

“I don’t think so. John’s awfully careful. More likely something just kept him from sneaking out.”

Too bad. I brought enough for three. Violet took a thin blanket from her canvas bag and spread it on the floor. Then she opened a small bundle and laid out corn bread, a wedge of cheese, a jar of jam, and a bottle of milk. There’s nothing like a late-night picnic. Are you hungry?

Nicholas laughed with delight. “I’m always hungry!” he exclaimed, and rubbed his hands together in anticipation. But then he hesitated. “Are you sure you can spare it? Won’t your parents miss the food?”

Violet winked. Not a bit. We have plenty of food, if not much else. And since I’m always the one who cooks supper and cleans up afterward, it’s easy for me to tuck away a few things for later while my parents tend to my sisters.

Nicholas needed no further convincing. Eagerly he sat down to eat, and for a time they spoke of rather ordinary things, such as how they had spent their days and whether cheese could properly be eaten with jam. Nicholas thought it could, but Violet insisted he eat them separately. Her little sisters ate them together, she said, and her sisters—though she loved them—were extremely silly. She did not like to think that Nicholas was as silly as they were.

“Oh, never!” Nicholas cried, putting on his most serious expression. “I avoid silliness at all costs!”

Violet nodded her serious approval, and then both of them laughed.

When at last they had eaten their fill, Nicholas told Violet he had a secret—that both he and John did, and that they had agreed to share it with her. The only condition was that she promise not to tell a soul. None of them could tell anyone, he said, without first asking permission of the others. Would Violet agree to that condition?

Looking somewhat puzzled, Violet nevertheless crossed her heart and promised.

And so Nicholas told her about the treasure. He started slowly, laying out the details before hinting where they might lead—the recently discovered diary, Mr. Collum’s strange behavior, Mrs. Rothschild’s missing inheritance….

At this point Violet interrupted him. Yes, everyone around here knows about that. Some say that the money was buried with her—that Mr. Rothschild disliked his father-in-law and so never let his wife touch the inheritance during her lifetime. The rumor got around so much that the cemetery in Pebbleton hired a guard. They were afraid of thieves digging up her coffin. Isn’t that horrible?

Nicholas agreed that it was quite shocking. And then he told Violet what he had read in the diary.

Violet watched his lips intently, her eyes growing rounder and rounder. And then, when Nicholas had finished explaining his theory about the treasure—including his suspicion that it was hidden in or around Giant’s Head—Violet looked excitedly about her, as if she might spy the treasure in plain sight. Finally looking back at Nicholas, she made several false starts, raising her hands only to drop them again in bewilderment, before finally signing, Do you honestly think it’s real?

“I’m sure of it!” Nicholas replied, quite exuberantly, for Violet’s excitement had renewed his own, and once again he felt thrilled by the prospect of riches.

If you’re sure of it, then it must be true. With a mind like yours… Violet faltered again, unable to express her wonderment. After a pause, she signed, And we’ll share it? The three of us? Is that what you’re saying?

“Of course!” Nicholas said. “Three minds are better than one, right? We’ll figure out how to find it, and then we’ll share it. There’ll be plenty for all of us.” He explained his plan to relate key passages from the diary. “One of you might notice something I’ve overlooked—a coded combination for the cranks, or some hint about where to search, or something that hasn’t even occurred to me. Or perhaps something will occur to me once I start talking about it. That happens to me a lot. The important thing is that we pay attention and think it all through….”

Nicholas had detected, over the course of this speech, that Violet’s excitement was shading into something else, some emotion altogether more profound. He could see it in her eyes, which, though trained attentively on his lips, nonetheless reflected a kind of deep musing, as if, like Nicholas, she could listen carefully and ponder other things at the same time.

“What is it, Violet?” Nicholas asked, interrupting himself midstream. “What are you thinking of?”

Violet considered before answering. Then, locking eyes with him, she signed, You have no idea what this means to me.

“It means a lot to all of us,” Nicholas agreed. “It’s going to change our lives.”

Violet nodded slowly. It seems fated, she signed. The timing is too perfect. That we should all meet one another now, in this way, with a mystery to be solved and a treasure to be gained. Does it not seem as if it were meant to be?

Nicholas had to admit that it did feel unusual, and he was about to say as much when Violet rose abruptly, as if she had just decided something. Or perhaps something had just occurred to her. Whichever it was, she looked at Nicholas with a troubled expression, the reason for which he could not guess, and told him that she needed to show him something.

Nicholas felt a shiver of excitement. “Does it have to do with the treasure?”

But Violet had already taken up his lantern and was headed for the door. Nicholas leaped up to follow her. They headed north, along the now-familiar trail. Violet was in the lead, which left Nicholas unable to ask her questions. As they entered the trees beyond the clearing, his mind darted from possibility to possibility. Were they headed to the bluff? To her home? Was it possible she knew of something that would shed light on the treasure’s location? A clue in the woods that she had never realized was a clue?

Down into the ravine they went, clinging to trees on the steep descent, then crossing the streambed (whose waters had mostly receded now) by means of stepping-stones. Beyond the next ridge, at the fork in the trail, Violet turned left, away from the bluff.

A dozen paces took them to still another fork. Again Violet turned left. The path they followed now led westward and slightly uphill—not down to the farm, then. Nicholas felt his excitement increase. This path was wider than the others and appeared once to have been well cleared and maintained, though it was now fairly overgrown, in obvious disuse. Before long, it led out of the trees into a strange landscape of rocks—enormous boulders and slabs and scattered piles of rubble—running all the way up to the ridge.

Tromping through gravel and weeds, Violet headed for an impressive mound of rubble surrounded by boulders; and walking around the largest of these, she knelt and positioned the lantern so that Nicholas could see, in among the rubble, the mouth of a narrow tunnel or cave scarcely larger than the lantern itself.

Violet beckoned for Nicholas to kneel beside her and peer into the opening. It was small enough that he doubted a bear could pass through it, but he was less certain about mountain lions, and as he moved to join her, Nicholas ardently hoped that Violet knew what she was doing.

At first he saw nothing. The lantern revealed a long, cramped tunnel, quite empty save for spiderwebs and loose rocks. But Violet had seemed convinced he would see something significant, so Nicholas strained his eyes until, at last, he did. Just at the outer limit of the lantern’s light, he could make out a sort of bundle, something wrapped in burlap or other heavy cloth. Or part of a bundle, anyway—he could tell that the tunnel opened up into a rocky chamber and that the bundle lay mostly out of sight, with just its nearer part visible. His heart was beating faster now. Was it possible that this was the treasure chamber? Had there been some sort of secret entrance here in the woods? Perhaps a tunnel—even an entire series of tunnels—that led between Giant’s Head and this subterranean cave?

One glance at Violet’s face answered his questions. This was not the treasure. It was something else entirely, something very troubling to her. Nicholas felt that it must have to do with her brother, and beating down his disappointment, he waited for her to explain. She gave no sign of doing so, however, but only gazed with sad eyes at the mysterious bundle at the end of the tunnel.

He gestured to catch her attention. “What is it, Violet? What is that thing?”

And Violet told him.

It did not have to do with her brother, after all, at least not directly. But it did have to do with Violet’s family, and in particular Violet herself. The bundle at the end of the tunnel was the symbol of a crushed dream.

Violet was an artist. Even before she could read and write, she had drawn pictures to express herself, and her talent, which was immediately apparent to everyone, had been supported and expanded through constant practice. Over the years she had acquired a great many art supplies and art books as birthday and Christmas presents, and had purchased even more with her own modest savings. Her family’s farmhouse was a veritable art gallery. Once, when Violet was nine, a distant aunt had visited and, seeing Violet’s paintings and drawings, had suggested that Violet might benefit from art school. The aunt knew of a reputable one in Stonetown to which anyone with an eighth-grade degree might apply.

“It’s expensive, certainly,” the aunt had said. “But it’s the only one in the region.”

At the time, Violet had five years left until she graduated from eighth grade at the school in Pebbleton. As soon as the aunt had gone, she asked her parents if five years was enough time to save the money she would need to pay the art school’s tuition. Her parents, wretched at the prospect of disappointing her, nevertheless had to inform Violet that it was extremely unlikely she could attend. Even if the farm grew more productive than it had been in recent years, even if they scrimped and saved, the Hopefields probably couldn’t afford to send her.

This was just before the war, Violet signed. Crops had been terrible for a long time. I could hardly argue. I knew better than that. It was hard, though. I cried myself to sleep for a week.

And then, it seemed, a miracle had occurred. The very next week a scout for a mining company in Stonetown had knocked on their door. Evidently, he believed his company had a good chance of finding a rare mineral—an exceedingly valuable mineral—in the hills behind their farm. The Hopefield property extended all the way to the nearest ridge, which happened to be exactly the best place for an exploratory mine, and the scout had come to see if Mr. Hopefield would sign a contract allowing the company to drill there.

The family stood to make a great deal of money, the scout had explained, and at no risk. The contract would be for five years, during which time the Hopefields would receive a percentage of the value of any rare minerals discovered, and after which, if the mining operation continued to be successful, a new, even more profitable contract could be negotiated. If no minerals were found and the company ceased its operations before the contract expired, the Hopefields would still receive a handsome sum at that time—a “withdrawal award,” as it was called in the contract.

There had been little need for discussion. Mr. Hopefield had signed the contract. And suddenly it seemed almost certain that Violet could attend the art school, after all. The company came and cleared a lane up the hill. A team of mules, straining and puffing, had pulled a wagon bearing the state-of-the-art drill up to this spot. An engineer and his assistant unloaded the drill, positioned it, and set to work. The hills rang with the tremendous noise. Violet could not hear it, but she could feel the vibrations in her feet even from a distance. A dozen men streamed in and out of the lengthening tunnel, carting and sorting through rubble.

It went on for weeks, and Violet and her brother often stole up the hill to watch the work progress. They were so full of hope—so excited to think that at any moment the miners would strike a vein—they hated to be anywhere else, even though the work was dull and tedious to watch. Indeed, the only thing more dull and tedious was when the work stopped. And often it did stop, sometimes because the foreman had a safety concern, other times because the drill broke down.

At the times when the drill broke down, Violet and her brother would watch with bleak impatience as the engineer and his assistant carted the machine back out into the open, where, in the better light, they would spread out tools and blueprints and make their repairs. Hideous, tiresome hours would pass as the men tried one thing after another. Sometimes they were forced to dismantle the drill entirely, in which case the other workers would retire to their camp, done for the day, and Violet and her brother would trudge back down to the farm. For two children anxious to be rich, such interruptions were an agony.

But it was the final interruption that destroyed their hopes altogether. Violet and her brother happened to be there when it occurred. In fact, it was Violet who first understood it was coming. She was watching the activity with glazed eyes when suddenly she became aware of a rumbling, much different from the usual vibrations, issuing from the hillside beneath their feet. For several seconds no one else seemed to notice it. Then, just when Violet realized what the rumbling might be, men came streaming out of the mine, waving their arms and shouting, “Get back, get back!” The last to emerge were the engineer and his assistant—and they barely made it out. A billowing cloud of dust followed them out into the daylight, and just like that, the tunnel vanished—taking art school with it.

The hill was too unstable for more drilling, Violet signed. That’s what the foreman said. He was extremely upset. He said that the deeper they had drilled, the greater his concerns had been, and that he had warned the company to shut down its operations. The company executives had not listened to him, but that would change now, he said. The conditions were much too risky. It would be too dangerous even to try to get the drill out.

But the very next day the foreman’s boss came to my father and told him that the foreman had been badly mistaken. The drilling conditions in the hill were perfectly fine, he said, perfectly normal. Cave-ins were always a risk, even in the safest of operations, he said. The only problem was that this expensive drill was now temporarily out of reach, and trying to tunnel through the rubble to reach it might cause more rocks to fall on the drill and destroy it. Once the company had figured out how to solve these problems, they would continue their work. Officially, he said, the company had not ended its mining operations. The operations were definitely ongoing—the work was just interrupted.

Nicholas was appalled. “Wait a minute! Do you mean they don’t intend to pay your family any money? But that’s outrageous!”

Yes, but they have the law on their side. As long as that drill remains on our property, they can insist that the operations are ongoing. There can be no “withdrawal award” if there has been no official withdrawal. I have wished, so many times, that the cave-in had destroyed the drill completely. But everyone could see it, as plain as day, at the end of this little tunnel. It’s back there. There’s just no way for them to get to it. They can pretend to be working on the problem until the contract expires, and then they never have to think about it again.

Nicholas spat in the dirt. “It’s just pure wickedness,” he muttered. “Pure, gross wickedness.”

For a long time, Violet signed, I crawled back in there every day to look at it. I was small enough then—I’m not anymore.

“You crawled in there?” Nicholas said. He peered into the little tunnel again, imagining spiders, scorpions, snakes—even another cave-in. If that tunnel had collapsed while Violet was crawling through it… He shuddered.

My parents didn’t know, of course. We were all forbidden to go anywhere near this place. It was too dangerous. But I crept up here and crawled down the tunnel to see the drill. Everything had collapsed around it, but that one pocket remained, as if it were protected by magic. Oh, I hated that drill. I despised it. But I took care of it like gold. When I was your age, I was more naive than you are. I thought there must be some mistake. At least I wanted to believe it. And so I greased everything and wrapped the whole drill in cloth, like a mummy, so that when the company finally got it out, they could go right back to work. I was so stupid then.

“You weren’t stupid, you were just decent!” Nicholas said angrily. “You just didn’t realize that grownups are so selfish. But they are! If you aren’t in their family, you might as well not be a person! They don’t—” He broke off. Violet wasn’t looking at him. She was crying silently, looking down that long, narrow tunnel.

After a time she turned to him. My parents have worked so hard, trying to save enough money, trying to make it up to me. But they couldn’t save enough. There just isn’t any way. And now that five-year contract is due to expire in weeks—can you believe it? This is what I mean about the timing. After all these years, it’s suddenly as if one ruined dream is finally ending and a better one is opening, right at the same time.

Violet smiled at Nicholas through her tears. That’s what I mean when I say this all seems fated. It’s too perfect, isn’t it? I have you now, you and John, and we’re going to find that treasure, aren’t we?

Nicholas smiled back at her. “Count on it,” he said, and he threw her a salute. “Art school, here you come.”
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At breakfast the next morning, an owlish, bespectacled boy named Vern was wearing a dunce cap. The Spiders insisted that Vern sit with them, so that they might more easily mock him and enjoy themselves. There was a great deal of laughter in the dining room, and a certain amount of crying on Vern’s part, that Mr. Pileus did nothing about, for it was he who had been on duty when Vern woke up screaming, and he was evidently resentful and weary. He sat drinking coffee and staring at nothing with reddened eyes.

“He seemed to think Vern was dying,” John told Nicholas over their oatmeal and scrambled eggs. “He was pale and shaking, not very much comfort to poor Vern. It was only a nightmare, of course.”

Nicholas leaned over the table. In a low voice he said, “Is that what happened, then?”

John nodded. They spoke no more about it until they were outside walking around, at which time John explained that his hand had actually been on the door handle—this after two long minutes of creeping from cot to door—when Vern screamed. Luckily, a full-blown commotion ensued, and by the time Mr. Pileus had gotten his lamp lit, John was only one of several boys who appeared to have leaped groggily to their feet. John had rubbed his eyes and acted confused and got back into his cot as Mr. Pileus shushed them all and put out the light again.

“That’s an awfully close call,” Nicholas said. “What if Vern had waited a few more minutes to have his nightmare? You would have been gone. Someone would surely have noticed.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” John said. “That’s all I could think about as I lay there waiting for everyone to go to sleep again.” He looked sheepishly at Nicholas. “It took them a long time, though—Mr. Pileus was shaken up, I think, and couldn’t get back to sleep—he kept tossing and turning. And I… well, listening to everyone’s breathing…”

“It’s okay,” Nicholas said. “I can’t decently complain about you falling asleep when you didn’t mean to, can I? But say, does one of the other men sleep in Mr. Pileus’s room when he’s in the dormitory?”

“Not that I know of. Why?”

Nicholas rolled his eyes. “That butler’s rope in my room is supposed to sound a bell in Mr. Pileus’s room if I have an emergency. Clearly, Mr. Collum didn’t think everything through when he made my ‘special arrangement.’ I’m glad I have my own way out.”

“How do you get out, anyway?” John asked, trying to sound nonchalant.

Nicholas only shook his head. “Nice try.”

They spent the rest of their walk discussing what Nicholas had learned from Violet the night before. John was every bit as disgusted with the mining company as Nicholas had been, and he seemed deeply moved at the thought of Violet’s broken dreams. He grew quiet and somber when Nicholas told him about Violet’s parents, how they had worked extra hard to save up their money, only to fail in the end.

“I’m sure she could go eventually,” Nicholas said, “after she found a job and was able to pay for school herself. But that might take years. Much better to find treasure than a job, don’t you think? It’s quicker, anyway.”

John gave Nicholas a puzzled look. “You seem awfully certain she could find a job, Nick. What sort of job do you think she can find? Jobs are scarce, and Violet’s deaf and mute. Sure, she’s talented, but you can bet a lot of people wouldn’t give her any chance to prove it. I don’t think it would be as easy as you think. Did Violet say something about getting a job?”

“Sure, she said she hoped to take on some sewing work for a lady in Pebbleton this year.” Nicholas frowned. “She did say it wouldn’t be for very much money, though. Just a little extra to help her parents out.”

John said nothing further. Neither did Nicholas, whose mood had gone sour. He disliked being wrong, disliked it intensely. The truth was, he should have known better, indeed would have known better if he had taken a moment to think. But he had been caught up thinking about other things. Treasure, mostly, and the glory of finding it.

Nicholas was not, however, especially saddened by this new perspective on Violet’s problems. For one thing, he felt certain that the treasure was going to solve them. For another (though one day he would be ashamed to remember it), in some strange way he was actually pleased to know of her misfortune, to be on the inside of her miserable story. He felt the same way about John. Nicholas was thrilled to have friends who, like him, felt set apart from everyone else. For together they were not set apart—or rather, they were, but they were set apart together. The feeling was so unfamiliar, and so pleasant, that even in his downcast mood Nicholas found himself thinking it would almost be nice if he never solved the mystery, never found the treasure, but instead went on like this indefinitely, with his two outcast friends, meeting in secret, with all their problems to discuss and an enormous mystery to solve.

But Nicholas still had to get through his days at the Manor, and the days were tricky at best, awful at worst. Later that morning, for example, he awoke from a nap to find himself locked inside a pitch-black basement.

It had happened like this: During Crafts and Skills, Mr. Pileus had sent Nicholas and Vern to the basement to fetch paint thinner and varnish. Nicholas suspected that Mr. Pileus was still upset with both of them—they had both given him a good scare in the past couple of days—and wanted them out of his sight as much as possible. That would also explain why he didn’t check on Nicholas but simply accepted Vern’s explanation (a truthful one, as it happened) that he had succumbed to a nap. Mr. Pileus had only grunted and sent Vern back for the remainder of the varnish.

Unfortunately, Moray, seeing an opportunity, had gripped Vern’s elbow before he left and whispered for him to turn off the light and lock the basement door. Vern understood, of course, that the humiliating dunce cap on his head would be the least of his problems if he disobeyed. And so as he exited the basement for the second time, he turned Mr. Pileus’s key, which had been left in the lock, and scurried guiltily away.

Nicholas remained in the basement for two hours. No one came to check on him. John told him later that he had asked Mr. Pileus if he might do so, but Mr. Pileus had grumpily refused. As soon as Crafts and Skills ended, the Spiders hurried inside, so that they might be the ones to unlock the door and witness the pleasingly sad spectacle of Nicholas huddled alone at the bottom of the stairs.

The light had been turned back on, but that was no surprise. Any frightened fool could have groped his way up the stairs and fumbled around until he found the switch. What surprised the Spiders was the music. And as they descended the stairs to discover their so-called victim riding on a stationary bicycle, grinning hugely and singing along to a phonograph—a phonograph somehow powered by the bicycle he was pedaling—their surprise turned to confusion, and finally to fury. While they had been stripping and varnishing furniture in the morning heat, Nicholas Benedict had been enjoying himself?

“Hello there, fellows!” Nicholas called, somewhat breathlessly, as they came down. “How was Crafts and Skills?”

“What… is… this?” Moray seethed, and Iggy and Breaker glowered intensely.

“Why, it’s music!” Nicholas cried. “I suppose the phonograph was considered broken—this bicycle, too, for that matter—but things are rarely broken for good, you know, if only you have proper tools and know how to use them.” He waved a hand around him, still pedaling. “Luckily, the basement is full of tools, so I’ve just been tinkering around.”

Moray stalked forward with the obvious intention of yanking Nicholas off the bicycle, but just then Mr. Pileus entered the basement, followed by several of the other boys. Nicholas quickly explained that, as the basement door had been locked—accidentally, I’m sure”—and no one had answered his shouts for help, he had naturally felt a need to occupy himself.

Mr. Pileus studied the bicycle and the phonograph in silence. Then he grunted. And then he smiled. And then he selected a different record from the box of records Nicholas had found, and he took a turn on the bicycle.

It had turned out to be an enjoyable morning, therefore, and Nicholas was feeling more than a little triumphant. Yet at the same time, somewhere in the shadows of his mind, a voice was asking “What next?” The incident reminded him that he could never let his guard down, not even for a moment. As long as he lived at the Manor, he could never relax, and he would never be completely safe.

It would have been bad enough even without the Spiders. Look at poor Vern, for instance. Not only was he forced to wear the dunce cap because of his nightmare, he’d been given extra chores for the day. And then, because he’d “accidentally” locked Nicholas in the basement, he was given extra chores for the entire week. The punishment was awfully harsh, Nicholas thought. For him, losing so much free time would have been torture. All that lost reading time!

Reading was exactly what Nicholas was doing that afternoon when Vern came into the library with a feather duster. The pitiful boy puttered miserably about without meeting anyone’s eye, his dunce cap giving his head the ridiculous look of an upside-down ice-cream cone. From time to time Vern glanced out through the open doorway, and each time he did, he saw Mr. Collum’s stern face looking back at him through the entranceway mirror, and in evident terror he redoubled his efforts with the duster.

Nicholas observed all this with a mixture of pity and amusement, though only with part of his attention, for as usual he was deeply engrossed in his reading. As he stood at the shelves, however, he slowly became aware of the fact that Vern was sidling toward him, dusting the books nearer and nearer to Nicholas. He felt vaguely irritated—surely Vern could have picked other places to dust just then—and in fact was about to suggest as much, when he saw Vern slip a small, folded piece of paper into the empty space on the shelf from which Nicholas had taken his current book. He saw Vern cast a frightened glance at him before quickly sidling away again.

Nicholas sighed. No doubt it was a threat from the Spiders, or some sort of warning or ultimatum. He was tempted not even to look at it, but as always curiosity got the better of him. He unfolded the slip of paper and read: I am relly sorry for locking that door I had no choise. And with a start, he realized that the note was from Vern himself. Turning around, he saw Vern scurrying out of the library without looking back.

What do you know, he thought. Someone around here actually has a conscience.

On an impulse, Nicholas put away his book and hurried out into the entranceway, thinking that if no one else was around, he might persuade Vern to talk to him. He could use another ally, even if it had to be a secret one.

He met with no such luck, however. The entranceway was already empty, and Nicholas saw no one in the east or west passage. He went to check the kitchen, but there was no sign of Vern there, either. Well, it was a long shot, anyway, he thought, and started back toward the library. He stopped to poke his head into the butler’s pantry, just in case. It was empty, too, and Nicholas was about to withdraw, when he heard agitated voices coming from the anteroom beyond it.

The Spiders’ voices.

Nicholas considered. The door to the anteroom was slightly ajar, and it was dark in the butler’s pantry. The conditions for eavesdropping were perfect. Could this be a trap? Had Vern been sent to him as bait? He glanced around. He sniffed the air. He hesitated a moment longer. Then he slipped into the butler’s pantry and crept toward the anteroom door, poised to flee at the first hint of trouble.

“It’s embarrassing!” Breaker was grumbling. “He goes around like he doesn’t have a care in the world! Like he’s enjoying himself!”

“What if people start to think he’s smarter than us or something?” Iggy put in. “I mean, he—he isn’t, right? I mean, you don’t think he can really, you know—”

“Shut up, Iggy,” Moray snapped. “Now listen, both of you, we’re going to get him, all right. I don’t care if we have to take a punishment for it. We’re going to get him good—so good that everyone will see it. There won’t be any doubt.”

“I don’t want to get punished, though,” Breaker protested.

“Me, neither,” Iggy whined. “Can’t we get him some other way?”

“We’ll keep our eyes open, sure. But if we don’t get a safe crack at him soon, we’re going to have to take our chances. Otherwise, we look like fools.”

“Well, if we’re going to get punished for it,” Breaker muttered, “we’d better make it good.”

“By good you mean bad, right?” Iggy said.

“What do you think?” Breaker snarled.

“It will be bad, all right,” Moray said. His tone was harsh and determined. “You can count on it.”

After this dismaying pronouncement, the Spiders went out the back door, and Nicholas heard nothing further. He had heard enough, in any case, to fill his belly with dread. If the Spiders were willing to take punishment, there was no limit to what they might do to him, and very little he could do to protect himself.

Nicholas trudged back to the library. Which was the worse fate? he wondered. To be surprised by an unavoidable vicious attack, or to know it was coming?

The answer made little difference, he knew.

He was going to have to suffer both.
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Midnight at Giant’s Head. Three youthful figures were huddled around a lantern with its flame turned low. They were indoors, and yet a slice of starry sky shone down upon their circle. They had been together in the observatory for more than an hour. Already, in the interest of thoroughness, they had once again scoured the room in hopes of teasing out its secrets. But the secrets had remained secrets for the time being, and afterward they had dined on biscuits and honey, washed down with milk. Now two of them were concentrating earnestly as the third, with uncanny accuracy, recited key passages from the diary on which their hopes of fortune rested. For dramatic purposes, he was making his voice as deep as he could (which was not very deep), in order to sound at least a little like the grown man who had written the diary.

“‘I have heard from Mr. Booker,’” Nicholas intoned huskily, “‘and naturally he requires advance payment. Must be careful in handling this. Beanie is a fine and formidable accountant but has little notion of privacy within the household. If I do not record the payment, Beanie will note the large difference in the accounts and ask me about it. If he does so in Di’s presence, I will undoubtedly stammer and arouse her suspicions. She has that effect on me. Likewise, she will be suspicious if Beanie asks her about it, for I am usually quite meticulous in matters of money. And yet I am determined to surprise her.’”

Here the strain of trying to speak deeply sent Nicholas into a coughing fit.

“Just use your regular voice, Nick,” John suggested when at last the coughing subsided and Nicholas, with watering eyes, prepared to speak again. “I doubt Mr. Rothschild sounded quite so much like a frog, anyway. And we’ll never get anywhere if you keep coughing.”

Violet nodded her agreement.

“Well, if you insist,” Nicholas said. “The next entry is from the following day. Ready?” Again he recited from memory:

“‘The solution has occurred to me. Cash will suffice. Beanie has not the least interest in how I spend my money. Even such a sizable bank withdrawal will not trouble him. His only concern is that every penny be accounted for.

“‘On Wednesday we take our train to Stonetown, where on some pretext I shall go out alone to conclude arrangements with Mr. Booker. He is, by all accounts, the best in his profession, so I am hopeful for success. On Thursday we sail for Europe—twelve weeks of travel, and with fair wind and good luck, we shall return from an enjoyable holiday to an even finer surprise.’”

Nicholas paused to interject, “My best guess is that this Mr. Booker was a detective or some kind of hired gun. Either he was good at tracking things down, or he was good at dealing with criminals.”

What was Mr. Rothschild hiring him to do? Violet signed.

“Either to locate his wife’s treasure or to get it back from someone,” Nicholas replied, after translating her question for John. “Apparently, it had gone missing, or at least part of it had. Maybe stolen, maybe lost in transit—the diary never makes clear which. This is what I mean when I say Mr. Rothschild is kind of shady about some things. Up to this point he hasn’t even mentioned the treasure.”

“What about the inheritance?” John asked.

Nicholas shook his head. “He never mentions it anywhere. Not once. That’s another reason I think there’s something fishy about how they got the treasure. At any rate, they got it, but there was some kind of problem. My guess is that they acquired it through some sort of foreign dealer, or maybe several dealers, and that some of the crates got mislaid or misrouted, possibly on purpose, and Mr. Rothschild hired Mr. Booker to find them.”

And Mr. Booker did find them? Violet signed.

“Evidently,” Nicholas said. “I’m pretty sure Mr. Rothschild left his diary at home while they traveled, because the next entry is dated just over twelve weeks later. Are you ready?” The other two nodded eagerly, and Nicholas recited:

“‘Sailed into Stonetown on Friday, after a lovely holiday. Could not wait to meet privately with Mr. Booker, who, for obvious reasons, was unable to communicate with me as we traveled. He had succeeded! And so last night, after months of secrecy and subterfuge, I was at last able to reveal to Di the great surprise—her treasure completely recovered! She was stunned, amazed, overjoyed. Rarely have I seen her so delighted! (And, I must confess, rarely have I felt so pleased with myself.)’”

What’s next? Violet signed. What else does he say about it?

Nicholas shrugged. “That’s it, unfortunately. After that he writes a few lines about their holiday—lots of museums and bookshops and cafés—and goes to bed.”

John rubbed his head. “So there’s never any mention of how many pieces the treasure contained? Or how big they were? Or whether they’re all the same kind of thing or lots of different things?”

Nicholas shook his head.

Violet gestured toward the cranks on the wall. I’ve been thinking about your combination idea, she signed, and Nicholas translated for John as she did so. Already the three of them had developed such a rhythm that there was scarcely any pause in their conversations. Are the diary pages numbered?

“No,” Nicholas replied. “The entries are dated. I’ve studied the dates carefully, too. Everything seems to line up, as far as I can tell. No suspicious patterns. But maybe one of you would notice something I didn’t. I should write them down for you.”

Violet got out an oversized tablet and began flipping through it in search of a blank page. Every page she turned contained a detailed drawing.

“Wait!” said John. “Can we see those drawings? They look amazing.”

They’re studies for paintings, mostly, Violet signed. She handed over the tablet, and Nicholas, turning up the lantern, scooted closer to John to look at the drawings. He whistled in admiration.

“I know,” John said. “These are really swell.”

The first drawing depicted the main street in Pebbleton, which Nicholas recognized at once. Several figures populated the scene, moving among the market vendors and businesses, but something seemed strangely amiss. After a moment both boys realized what it was. The day had been rendered bright and sunny, but everyone in the drawing appeared to be drenched, with wet hair and soggy clothes. Some carried dripping umbrellas folded under their arms. And yet the streets were dry—there were no puddles, and no water dripped from the awnings over the market stalls.

The next few drawings were also familiar scenes. At first glance they appeared to be copies of famous magazine covers, illustrations that had been reproduced and framed and hung on the walls of thousands of homes. Both Nicholas and John recognized them at once: There was the one of boys sledding down a hill, there was the one of a grandfather and grandson going fishing, there was the one of a family playing cards at the kitchen table. The scenes had been copied in extraordinary detail; there was no mistaking them. They looked exactly the same as the originals in all but one important respect—the people were missing.

The snow-covered hill was devoid of life. No one stood at the edge of the fishpond. The playing cards were laid out on a table in an empty kitchen. The effect was altogether unsettling. The boys looked at each other, deeply impressed.

“These are incredible, Violet,” Nicholas said.

“I can’t get over how they look so strange,” John said. “I mean, they don’t look strange. Everything looks all normal and familiar, but you definitely feel like something is wrong.”

“Because something is missing,” Nicholas said. “And you’d never know it if you hadn’t seen the originals. I mean, if you didn’t know the people were supposed to be there.”

Violet thanked them somewhat solemnly and took the tablet back. I’m doing a series, she signed. I’m calling it Absence.

“They’re good,” John said in a slightly choked voice. He cleared his throat. “They’re really good. They’re perfect.” Violet looked at him and nodded.

Only then did Nicholas understand that the drawings were about Violet’s brother. He felt suddenly foolish. How had he not realized that at once? Violet, meanwhile, had found a blank page, and she handed the tablet and a pencil to Nicholas, who accepted them gratefully. He was glad to have something to do. His friends’ sadness made him uncomfortable. He felt as if he should say something meaningful, but he could think of nothing, and even if he did, it would surely seem less meaningful coming from him.

As Nicholas wrote down all the dates from the diary entries, John told Violet that he thought she could be a famous artist. “Like Picasso or someone,” he said wonderingly. “I mean, you really have talent!”

Violet looked at Nicholas expectantly. She wanted to reply to John but needed Nicholas to translate.

“Oh!” Nicholas said, still writing. “Go ahead, Violet. I can do this and interpret at the same time.” He took his eyes from the page but continued to write, and as Violet signed he said to John, “She doesn’t care to be a famous artist. She’d be perfectly happy if she could just find steady work as an illustrator. She loves to think about people’s stories and re-create them in pictures.”

Nicholas finished writing the dates and handed the paper to Violet. She and John studied them carefully, but, like Nicholas, they found nothing unusual in them, no hidden codes or patterns. They were only days in another person’s life, a life long since ended, a life that had been lived on that very property.

A life full of secrets, as all lives are.

For a long time the three of them pondered the diary’s entry dates, speculating on one thing and another, but never with any definite notions about them. At last Nicholas suggested they take a break to clear their heads. “Here,” he said, going to the cranks, “you two look up at the stars while I give you a spin.”

So John and Violet lay back on the turntable, both of them grinning, as Nicholas cranked and the sky slowly wheeled above them. Afterward they all took turns at the crank as the others spun. For such a simple form of entertainment, it certainly lifted their spirits.

“You never run out of ideas, do you, Nick?” John said. “Say, that reminds me! Violet, wait till you hear what he was up to in the basement this morning….”

Violet was amused by John’s account of the basement incident and impressed by his descriptions of Nicholas’s bicycle-powered phonograph. But she was also somewhat taken aback. This was the first she had heard about Nicholas’s narcolepsy, and she asked him to explain it to her.

“Don’t worry, it isn’t contagious,” Nicholas said, when Violet yawned during his (admittedly very lengthy) explanation. He grinned. “I mean, I’m pretty sure it isn’t my fault that you’re sleepy.”

Violet grinned back and argued that it most certainly was his fault, for if not for him she would have gone to bed hours ago. In fact, she said, she sincerely hoped that they found this treasure before the harvest season, which would soon be upon them. She doubted that she could give her father all the extra help he would need and still keep such late hours. She would be too tired to think straight.

“It’s going to be hard for us, too, Nick,” said John. “School’s going to be starting, you know. We’ll have hours of schoolwork every day, and at the same time we’ll have to work extra hours on the farm, helping Mr. Furrow with the harvest and trying not to get bitten or kicked by Rabbit.”

Kicked by a rabbit? Violet signed, looking puzzled, and soon the boys had her silently laughing with their anecdotes about the dangerous old mule and his precious carrots. She knew how it was with mules, she said. She had been around them all her life.

We’re down to just one old mule ourselves, she signed, shaking her head. What my father really needs is a tractor. Without my brother to help, he’s had to work himself to the bone. But my parents have been saving up all their money, hoping to send me to art school.

“Well, after we find the treasure,” Nicholas said, “your father can buy a tractor and you can go to art school. We can all do whatever we want! Come on, let’s get back to work.”

John was rubbing his eyes. “Sorry, you two,” he said through a yawn. “I don’t think I can look at any more numbers tonight. I’m so tired I can hardly see straight.” He stood up and stretched. “But if you don’t mind, I’d like to have a look at that collapsed mine before we go back. I’ve been curious to see it ever since Nick told me about it.”

The others agreed. They closed up the roof panels, and minutes later John was kneeling before the narrow tunnel entrance, lantern in hand. He let out a low whistle and looked over his shoulder at Violet. “You really crawled in there? Did you even have room to be up on your hands and knees?”

Violet shook her head. I had to worm my way back there on my belly. It was too hard to carry my candle, so I put it into my pocket with a matchbox and lit it when I reached the little cave.

Nicholas looked horrified as he translated this, and John whistled again. “In the dark, no less!”

There was a little sunlight from the opening here, but, yes, it was really dark. Of course, that first time I was hoping I might be able to tie a rope around the drill. I thought they could use a team of mules to drag it out. I’d be in awful trouble for crawling back in there, but I didn’t care. The drill was much too large, though. It wouldn’t fit through the tunnel.

“So instead you just started taking care of it?” John asked. “That’s what Nick told me.”

Yes.

“What about your brother? Did he help you?”

My brother had more sense than I did. He would never have let me do something so dangerous, so I never told him.

They sat quietly for a while. The insects buzzed in the trees. Somewhere in the distance an owl hooted. All three of them were sleepy, and all three were reluctant to go to bed, to leave one another’s company.

“Oh, well,” John said at last. “I suppose it’s time to hit the sack. We didn’t find the treasure tonight, but at least we got to know each other a little better.” Then he grimaced, for he had forgotten to face Violet when he spoke, and could see her look of uncertainty. He apologized and repeated himself, looking painfully embarrassed.

Violet patted his shoulder. You’re right, we have gotten to know each other. And I already know you’re kind, so don’t worry. She paused, her hands still in the air before her. Something had occurred to her. You know, I think that’s what we need to be doing. Not just getting to know each other better but getting to know the Rothschilds better. Knowing what kind of people they were will help us make better guesses, don’t you think?

“Say, that’s a great idea!” John said, and to Nicholas he added, “Do you hear that? Tomorrow night you have to fill us in on how rich people think.”

“It does seem like a good idea for you to know more about them,” Nicholas admitted, “but just because they’re rich, don’t expect them to have very rich thoughts. They were grownups, after all.”

I happen to know some very good and loving grownups, Violet signed.

Nicholas rolled his eyes. “Parents don’t count.”

And he turned away before she could make a reply.
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The next two days were maddening. Constant rain and no chance for a meeting at Giant’s Head, nor any opportunities for John and Nicholas to speak in private. Despite the nasty weather, the orphans still had to fetch eggs and milk from the farm and herbs from Mr. Griese’s herb garden, and as a result the Manor floors were always muddy or wet, and someone was always pushing a mop around. Someone suggested to Mr. Collum that the phonograph Nicholas had repaired be brought upstairs so that the children might listen to music and have a dance, but he refused on the grounds that the children were being too noisy as it was. And on the second day, John showed up at breakfast with a fat lip.

“What happened to you?” Nicholas asked, though he felt sure he knew the answer and glanced instinctively toward the other table, where the Spiders sat. Sure enough, they all looked especially pleased with themselves.

“I let my guard down,” John muttered, staring miserably at his oatmeal. “When Mr. Collum stepped out of the dormitory for a minute, Iggy and Breaker jumped me. They grabbed my arms, and before I could fight back, Moray socked me in the face. Then they ran back to their cots just as Mr. Collum was coming back in. He didn’t see a thing. And of course none of the other boys would dare rat on the Spiders.”

“But they can’t get away with that!”

“They already did, Nick. If I told on them, Mr. Collum would probably believe me, but he couldn’t punish them—there’s no proof that they did it. It’s my word against theirs. Anyway, I need to remember to take care of myself. I just hope Miss Candace doesn’t notice.”

Nicholas fumed, but when he started to complain further, John asked him to drop it. He said he didn’t want to talk about it—or anything else, for that matter. He was in a foul mood and just wanted to be left alone. And so Nicholas fell silent. Although as usual the two of them stuck together as much as possible—for company’s sake, as well as protection—they spoke very little.

The rain let up the following evening. The air outside smelled fresh and fertile, and the clearing sky was a vast palette of blues and greens, with a lovely, glowing streak of orange at the horizon. Nicholas, dispatched by Mr. Griese to fetch parsley from his herb garden, was soaking it all in with a wonderful feeling of gratitude. He was excited about the prospect of another meeting at Giant’s Head that night. But he was also taken in by the sheer beauty of the evening. Knowing that the Spiders had been assigned to help Miss Candace with some task in the West Wing, he allowed himself to dawdle.

He plucked some rosemary and sniffed it. Nicholas liked rosemary, but he preferred the sweetness of thyme. He was just crossing the garden to pluck some, when he noticed that the wooden cover was off the well. Someone had unlocked it and slid it aside. That was odd, he thought, certainly odd enough to investigate, for it was not like Mr. Pileus to leave such a danger unattended.

Nicholas was halfway to the well when he heard a clatter of stone echo up from inside, followed by a splash, a scrabbling sound, and a faint, unmistakably human muttering. Someone’s fallen in! he thought, breaking into a run. How long had the person been down there? But upon reaching the well Nicholas saw, just below the rim, the top rungs of a ladder set into the stone. And when he peered down into the darkness, he saw none other than Mr. Collum, clinging to the lowest ladder rungs, his feet submerged in water, the thin metal handle of a lamp clenched between his teeth.

Nicholas was surprised enough to cry out, and Mr. Collum, startled, looked up at him with guilty—then suddenly furious—eyes.

“I’m inspecting the well!” the director roared, in the process accidentally releasing the handle of the lamp, which splashed into the water and went out with a hiss.

The roaring increased now, issuing up from nearly perfect blackness, and Mr. Collum ordered him to bring another lamp straightaway. Nicholas turned and dashed into the Manor. Soon Mr. Griese would be barking at him for taking so long to bring the parsley, and before that Mr. Collum would berate him for approaching the open well without permission. But at the moment all Nicholas could think was this: He’s searching outside now! He’s catching up! He’s catching up!
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That night, John was waiting for Nicholas behind the oak tree, and for the first time in ages, he smiled. “For crying out loud, Nick, I’ve been waiting here a whole minute. What kept you? Where are my boots? This grass is really wet.”

Nicholas took the boots from his flour-sack backpack, along with a clean rag. “Here, you can dry your feet first with this.”

John looked with amusement at Nicholas’s own feet, which were wrapped in cloths like bandages. “I like your new shoes.”

“Just trying to keep my old shoes dry. They’re all I’ve got.”

“Couldn’t you conjure yourself another pair?”

“Sure, but I’m fond of these.”

John snickered. He seemed to be in such a good mood, in fact, that Nicholas decided not to tell him why he was late. The truth was that he had sneaked into Mr. Collum’s office with a glass of water to see if there were any new scribblings in the ledger. And sure enough there were, written in Mr. Collum’s minuscule print, on one of the blank pages in the back:

Discomfiting cold + out of her way = not in the Manor proper? Consider: The well? The gazebo? The schoolhouse? The farm? Elsewhere on the property?

A line had been drawn through “the well,” crossing it off the list.

Nicholas had closed the ledger with sweaty, sticky fingers and put it away. How long did he and his friends have before Mr. Collum had searched all the other places on his list and started to look elsewhere on the property?

The thought had been disturbing enough to send him back up to his room, where he sat on his cot and gazed at the plaid pattern of his blanket until he felt reasonably calm again. Afterward, he had come outside with the idea of telling John and Violet what he had learned. But now he realized there was no point in worrying them, no point in spoiling the fun.

It was fun, after all. John was in high spirits, and Nicholas’s own mood was rapidly improving. Why not? The rain was behind them, they were out in the fresh open air, and they were back on the track of treasure.

The boys climbed the hill in eager anticipation, and to their delight they found that Violet had arrived ahead of them. Already she had set out scrambled-egg sandwiches and a large baked potato, which she had divided into portions. At once the three of them fell to talking and eating, all with a distinct feeling of celebration, as if they had been reunited after a much longer separation than three days. And when at last they had eaten every crumb, and Violet had folded up her blanket and put it away, they got down to business.

“Be warned,” Nicholas said, “I don’t think we can really trust what Mr. Rothschild says about his wife. He makes her sound like someone from a book—charming, intelligent, generous, and so on and so forth. I know, I know,” he said, holding up a hand when the others began to protest. “I’m sure it must be different with parents, or some parents, anyway. But I never knew mine, and personally I’ve never met any grownups who were truly generous and kind to people outside their own family.”

“But what about Violet?” John asked.

But what about John? Violet signed at the same time.

With a laugh, Nicholas translated, and John and Violet looked at each other and grinned.

“Do you mean to suggest that you two will turn out differently?” Nicholas pretended to look doubtful. “I suppose it’s possible,” he grudgingly admitted. “But I think it’s more likely that you’ll lose all your decent qualities as you get older. I think it’s a natural process, like getting wrinkles and gray hair.”

Violet and John expressed their indignation, but Nicholas only laughed his curious laugh—with its high-pitched rattling, like a broken mechanical toy—and steered the conversation back on course.

“Let’s just consider Diana Rothschild,” he said in a conciliatory tone. “Her husband goes on and on about her fine and selfless qualities. But at the same time, she loves her treasure, doesn’t she? She likes to ‘luxuriate’ in it like a dragon, as Mr. Rothschild says himself. Which to me makes her seem cold and greedy.”

“Me, too, actually,” said John, and Violet nodded.

“Right, so my point is just that figuring out her character could be tricky. The same goes for Mr. Rothschild.”

Why don’t we start with simple facts? Violet signed.

“Sure,” Nicholas said, “and the facts are simple enough, because there aren’t very many. An awful lot of the diary is devoted to—well, to Mr. Rothschild’s being so devoted. He likes the way the light shines on her glossy hair and all that kind of rubbish. And he’s always buying her expensive yarn for her knitting, or fetching her a book, or bringing her coffee with milk.”

“So we know she knits,” John said. “And reads. And likes coffee with milk.”

“Oh yes, she loves those things. She’s always knitting or reading. And apparently she was a marvelous conversationalist; at least she was with him. He seemed to believe she knew a lot about everything because she read so much and remembered everything she read—”

Like you, Violet signed.

John laughed. “I was going to say the same thing! She does sound like you, Nick.”

“I suppose,” Nicholas said with a shrug. “But I’m not so shy. Mrs. Rothschild didn’t like speaking with anyone she didn’t already know well. She didn’t like being the center of attention, not even with Mr. Rothschild, really. There’s one entry… Here, let me quote something for you.”

Violet and John leaned forward in attitudes of close attention.

“‘What a terrible mistake I made this morning!’” Nicholas recited. “‘After the Carson wedding in Stonetown, which we could not decently avoid attending, there was of course much mention of Di in the society pages, as there always is whenever she makes her rare appearances. What an effect she has, what a splash she makes! I am always, of course, immensely proud of her and tremendously amused by these gossipy writings, which I always cut from the newspaper and put away—until this morning. For this morning, alas, I foolishly told Di of my little stash, and her intense embarrassment, modesty, and feelings of privacy compelled her to insist that I burn it at once!

“‘I meekly bowed to her demands, tearing up and discarding most of the clippings as she watched from her reading chair by the window. However, I am ashamed to admit that because I could not bear to lose those few clippings that included photographs of her (so rare to come by!), I employed sleight of hand to save them. They are now hidden away in a place I know she will never look.’”

John threw out his hands. “Hang on! That sounds like a clue!”

Maybe he hid other things with those clippings, Violet signed excitedly. A hiding place could be used for anything, after all.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Nicholas said. “He might have hidden the torn-out diary pages in the same place. I’ve considered that. But it’s awfully hard to narrow down a clue like that. There must be millions of places where Mrs. Rothschild would never look, right? It could be anywhere, so where would we start?”

John sighed. “I see what you mean. I suppose we could eliminate where she would look, but that doesn’t help much. We can rule out her knitting basket and her reading chair, and that’s about it.”

Is there nothing else to go on? Violet signed. Was Mrs. Rothschild afraid of spiders, for instance? That might keep her out of the basement.

“I don’t know about spiders,” Nicholas said, “but she was afraid of heights. Mr. Rothschild mentions it early on, when he says that some organization tried to entice her to attend a social event by pointing out that there would be a hot-air balloon and that she could go up in it if she liked. He said she shuddered when she read the letter, and they had a good laugh about it, because the only thing she feared worse than crowds was heights.”

That seems significant, Violet signed, frowning. Wouldn’t that rule out the observatory as a hiding place for the treasure chamber? She wouldn’t come up here if she was afraid of heights, would she?

Nicholas shrugged. “She might. Acrophobia—fear of heights—has varying degrees of severity. Anyway, there’s no sort of view of anything except sky up here. It doesn’t really feel high, if you see what I mean. I doubt you would ever find her on the roof, and she would never set foot out on your bluff, but this is solid ground. I think it’s probably different.”

“Still,” John put in, “her phobia might have had some bearing on where Mr. Rothschild hid those clippings. Nick and I should start thinking about high places around the Manor that would make good hiding spots. It’s worth considering, isn’t it?”

Nicholas agreed that it was. He had considered it already, in fact, from dozens of different angles. But he knew that talking about things was different from thinking about them privately—already the clue felt new to him, instead of old and pointless—and he was willing to be hopeful.

I can’t help you with that, Violet signed. Can you tell me anything else about the Rothschilds?

“Not much,” Nicholas admitted. “You know as much about Mrs. Rothschild as I do now. And Mr. Rothschild almost never talks about himself. Let’s see, what do I know about him? Well, he has a goofy sense of humor. He tends to call people by nicknames. Toasty and Stubby and Beanie and so on. Toasty’s the cook, and Beanie’s his accountant. I’m not sure who Stubby was, but I know he worked at the Manor, because Mr. Rothschild says at one point that seeing Stubby work so hard made him tired.”

“So maybe Mr. Rothschild is lazy,” John suggested. “In which case he probably wouldn’t have hidden the clippings in a place it would be hard for him to get to.”

Nicholas tapped his nose and pointed at John. “That’s a good point! You know how he solved his problem about watching Stubby work so hard? He said he turned his desk to face the wall.”

He does have a sense of humor, Violet signed, smiling. But it is his desk, after all, and not an easy chair. So it seems that he is working himself.

Once again Nicholas tapped his nose, this time pointing at Violet. “Another good point! So maybe he isn’t lazy—he just doesn’t like watching other people work too hard. Like you and your father, Violet.”

I don’t like to see my father working so hard because I care about him, Violet signed. Do you think Mr. Rothschild really cared about Stubby? Were they friends?

Nicholas considered this. “I don’t think so. Or not exactly. He did seem to respect Stubby, because at one point he mentions Stubby saying he would like more privacy, and Mr. Rothschild says that he intends to see what he can do about it. He says, ‘If Di cherishes her privacy so much, I can hardly argue with Stubby’s desire for the same.’”

“Sounds like Stubby might actually have lived at the Manor,” John said. “Was he the butler, do you think?”

“Possibly. He worked hard, and he wanted more privacy. That’s all I know. And I think we’ve covered everything I know about Mr. Rothschild, too. He made a big deal about his wife, he liked to joke around, and, of course”—Nicholas swept his arms around to indicate the observatory—he was an amateur astronomer who could afford to build a place like this and put a fabulous telescope in it.”

Violet looked wistfully up through the opening in the roof. I wish I could have looked through that telescope, she signed. I’ll bet the stars were glorious.

“When we find that treasure,” Nicholas said, “you can buy one for yourself.”

In the library the following day, Nicholas stared longingly at a book about extrasensory perception. It was a book he had spied long ago, a book he would very much like to read, but it sat on the highest shelf—so high he could barely make out the gold-lettered title on its spine—and there was no way to reach it without moving the ladder. Once again he thought about how to get to the book. The stepladder the girls had used to clean the chandelier was kept in a closet in the ballroom, which made it impossible to obtain. Perhaps John might help him move some of the library furniture during the night—but no, none of it was anywhere near tall enough. Climb the shelves? Very dangerous. For a decent foothold, he would need to remove the books all the way up, a laborious and tricky process in itself. And then, of course, he would have to replace them all again. It would take hours.

Nicholas scowled at the shelves. How frustrating to be so near something he desired, and yet prevented at every turn simply because… Nicholas blinked. He found himself staring at the ladder as if he had never seen anything like it before.

“I’m sure I thought of it because we talked about it!” Nicholas said at Giant’s Head that night. “I’ll bet it was in the back of my mind all along, but talking about it with you two pushed it to the front. In fact, that was why I was thinking about that book again—I was thinking about the way the brain works, how solutions seem to pop out of nowhere sometimes, depending on any number of factors we may or may not even be thinking about or aware of—”

“Fine, Nick,” John said, gesturing for Nicholas to calm down. “That’s fine, it really is. I know you love thinking about that stuff, but really, the important thing right now is—”

“But wait!” Nicholas cried. “Do you see? Maybe the reason I was thinking about that book was because it’s on the highest shelf! Which suggests that one part of my mind wanted me to look up there, even though the rest of my mind didn’t know exactly why, and that part of my mind assumed it must be because of the book, which is all about thinking and perception in the first place! So it’s like a circle—”

Violet was waving at him to be silent. It’s fascinating, but please, tell us what you’re talking about. You said you think you know where the hiding place is? Where is this highest shelf you mentioned?

“You’re talking about the library!” cried John, catching up to Nicholas’s meaning at last. The younger boy had been speaking so quickly and excitedly—speaking as much to himself as to either of his friends—that it had been hard to follow him until then. “If Mrs. Rothschild was afraid of heights—”

“Exactly! She would never climb that ladder! That’s why Mr. Rothschild sometimes had to fetch a book for her—because it was on one of the higher shelves!”

He could easily have hidden newspaper clippings inside a book, Violet signed. Most likely one she would never ask him to take down. Otherwise, he might have to sneak the clippings out of it and hide them again.

“I think we’re onto something,” John said. “This is definitely worth a shot. Were you able to read all the titles on the top shelves, Nick? Are there any obvious candidates?”

Nicholas nodded. “I had to squint, but I could read them all. I think I’ve narrowed it down to the most likely candidate. Let’s see what you think.” He rattled off a long list of titles—there were dozens of them—then stopped, paused, and with a huge grin announced the final title: Clippings.

“You’re joking!” John exclaimed.

Violet shook her head in disbelief. There is that sense of humor again. Or maybe he meant it to be like “The Purloined Letter.” Do you know that story? Nobody finds a stolen letter because it’s hidden in plain sight.

“The difference here,” Nicholas said, “is that Mrs. Rothschild wouldn’t have been looking for the clippings, because she thought they’d been destroyed. My guess is that Mr. Rothschild chose a book with a title that pleased him—either because he thought it was funny or because it would be easy for him to remember—and then put it up on the highest shelf, where she would never look for it. Who knows? She might not even have been able to read the titles up there. It was hard enough for me, and I have good eyesight.”

“Does the diary ever mention her wearing spectacles?” John asked.

“No, but that doesn’t mean she didn’t need them. And even with spectacles she might have had trouble seeing that top shelf.”

Why didn’t you take the book down? Violet signed. Was someone watching you?

Nicholas and John explained about the ladder. Violet suggested that she could bring a large stepladder from her barn, and the boys could sneak it into the Manor.

“Thanks, but I think it’s too risky,” Nicholas said. “If we get caught—well, it will be hard to claim that I was sleepwalking if I’m carrying a ladder from your farm. Besides—and even worse—it would surely tip off Mr. Collum. You know he’d wonder what was so important that I’d go to such trouble and take such a risk. If he finds out that I can get out of my room, he might actually figure out what we’re up to.”

The three of them talked for some time about different ways of reaching the book, but no one suggested anything feasible. Nicholas, for his part, had something in mind, but he didn’t want to suggest it. He kept hoping that together they might come up with a better solution. No one did, however, and eventually they lapsed into thoughtful silence.

After a while Nicholas saw John brighten, open his mouth to speak, and then instantly close it again, looking much disturbed. For a long time he sat staring at the lantern, his face growing increasingly glum. Then, without looking up, he muttered, “I’ll do it, Nick. I can tell you don’t want to ask me. But something has occurred to me, and if it’s occurred to me, then I’m sure it’s already occurred to you. I’ll do it.”

What is he talking about? Violet signed to Nicholas.

“A distraction,” Nicholas said, exchanging grave looks with John. “And a sacrifice.”

They wasted no time. Having bidden farewell to Violet until the next clear night, the boys hurried back to the Manor. They did not part ways in the park as usual. Instead, Nicholas accompanied John all the way to the back door, where John handed Nicholas the boots, dried his feet with the rag, and prepared to slip inside. They had already made the arrangements: John would start screaming in exactly ten minutes.

“One… two… three…,” Nicholas whispered, establishing the rhythm.

“Four… five… six…,” John whispered at the same pace.

They shook hands, and—his lips moving soundlessly as he continued to count—John tiptoed inside.

Nicholas hastened to the side door and up the servants’ stairs to his room, avoiding every creaking board without needing to think about it. He had memorized them all long ago. Quickly he stashed his things and changed into his pajamas. Do not go to sleep, he ordered himself, for he was beginning to feel very sleepy indeed, despite his hammering heart. Do. Not. Go. To. Sleep.

When Nicholas entered the library, his face still damp from the cold water he had splashed on it, eight minutes had passed. He stuffed his blanket into the crack beneath the door, lit the candle stub he’d brought, and held it aloft. There was the book. Top shelf, far right corner. He went to the ladder, gauged how far he would have to pull it along its squealing tracks. Not far. Six feet or so. He should be able to do it quickly, and John had agreed to scream as long as he could without raising suspicion—ten or fifteen seconds, probably. By then Mr. Griese, who was on duty tonight, would surely be shaking him like a maraca, and John would have to pretend to wake up.

Nine minutes.

Nicholas was about to turn from the shelves and put down his candle when he noticed, on the shelf just beneath Clippings, a book titled The Secrets of Marriage. Every nerve in his body jolted, as if he’d been shocked. What if that book was the one? For that matter—Nicholas was pacing now, holding the candle up, reading the titles of the books on the second-highest shelf—what if it was yet another book, a book at the opposite end of the library?

“No, no, no,” Nicholas whispered as he read not one, not two, but three different titles that might have been good clues. How had he been so blind? Weren’t any of the higher shelves possible hiding places? Any shelf that required the ladder to reach? That book on extrasensory perception had drawn his eye to the top shelf, and so it was the top shelf alone that Nicholas had been focused on. And when he’d spied that title, Clippings, so perfectly placed in the top corner—well, that had settled it for him. In his excitement, he had turned right away to planning how to get it.

He had thirty seconds to make a decision, assuming John had continued counting at the same pace. Desperately he thought, Slow down! I need more time, John! But he had no hope that John would hear his mental plea. He had to figure this out, and he had to do it now, or John was going to suffer for nothing.

Nicholas decided there was no time to consider anything but the top two shelves. Besides Clippings and The Secrets of Marriage, the other suspicious titles on those shelves were What Modesty Requires, The Hidden Word, and Legerdemain (a word that meant “sleight of hand,” which was the way Mr. Rothschild had described sneaking the clippings out of his wife’s sight). The Hidden Word and Legerdemain were very near to each other, in a small section of books about puzzles, codes, magic, and that sort of thing. He couldn’t say for sure about Mrs. Rothschild, but Nicholas found such topics fascinating. Perhaps Mr. Rothschild would have thought those books too tempting—his wife might want to read them.

Twenty seconds.

What Modesty Requires was a different matter. If Mrs. Rothschild truly was as shy and modest as Mr. Rothschild claimed, would she not be embarrassed to be seen reading a book about modesty? Especially if she had to ask her husband to bring it to her? It might depend on what kind of book it was, Nicholas thought. It was in a section of…

He blinked. What Modesty Requires was surrounded by books about geography. It was clearly out of place! Had Mr. Rothschild put it there on purpose? Had he chosen a book he doubted his wife would ask to read—a book whose title reminded him of its secret contents—and hidden it among other books in which she had no interest? Did Mrs. Rothschild like geography? There was no mention of any such thing in the diary.

Ten seconds. He couldn’t think about it any longer. He had to make a choice.

Nicholas set the candle on the floor and grabbed the ladder, ready to move it. He thought, She was an avid reader, very curious. John and Violet thought she was like me—and I’m interested in everything. Everything. And I notice when books are out of place.

He looked up into the top corner. It was hard to see. Was it possible, after all, that his first suspicion had been correct? Was it possible that something in his mind—something of which he was not even aware—knew which book was the correct one? Might it have known the answer all along?

“I don’t know,” Nicholas whispered despondently. “I don’t know, I don’t know!”

And then the screaming began.
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When John appeared at breakfast the next morning in the dunce cap, he looked so ridiculous that Nicholas felt a fleeting—a very fleeting—impulse to tease him. But though John was doing his best to look defiant, or at least unaffected, it was clear he was miserable. And because all eyes and ears were upon him—the Spiders had already passed the word to watch for crying, or even sniffling, because they wanted to jeer if it happened—he and Nicholas were unable to talk at all. As soon as he sat down, though, Nicholas gave him a significant look, and John managed a weak smile and nodded.

“Hey, Spotty!” Iggy called out. “Spotty the Clown! Did you have a scary, scary dream last night? Did you cry and cry?”

Titters and snorts erupted all over the room, and John’s smile faded and did not return, not even when Miss Candace sent Iggy away without his breakfast. He ate his own breakfast in silence, without interest.

So the day went for John. Set apart as usual, but even more than usual an object of scorn. Every time anyone laughed, he assumed they were laughing about him. When, during free time, he was sent to the farm to churn butter, an extra chore that not even John enjoyed, Nicholas knew he must feel relieved. At least at the farm no one was making fun of him.

Nicholas, for his part, was definitely relieved about something: Not a single person had noticed that the ladder had been moved. Nobody mentioned it or even gave it a second glance.

The mission had taken its toll, but it had been a success.

That night Nicholas waited in vain for John to show up. Perhaps the day had been too wearing on him and he’d fallen asleep. Whatever the reason, Nicholas thought, it was a shame. After such a hideous and lonely day, John surely could have used some time with his friends at Giant’s Head, and it would have done him good to see the rewards of his sacrifice—to say nothing of how excited Nicholas was to share the information he’d uncovered. Instead, Nicholas spent half an hour pacing under the towering old oak trees, thinking, I’m in the park marking time in the dark starting rhymes as a lark, before finally marching up the hill alone.

In the observatory he had to wait still more, for Violet did not arrive for some time, and when she did, Nicholas saw at once that the news he was so eager to break would have to be delayed even longer.

Even in the wan light of the lantern, Violet’s eyes were obviously puffy and red. She had been crying, she admitted (when Nicholas inquired), because her parents had sat up late in the kitchen, privately discussing how to tell her the truth about their limited savings. Usually they went to bed much earlier, she said, her father being so exhausted from his day’s work; and Violet, noticing a lamp was still lit downstairs, had crept to the top of the stairs and peered down. She could see her mother in the kitchen, signing, and in this way she was able to make out much of their conversation. Her parents didn’t realize, she said, that she already knew art school was out of the question. The last time they had discussed the matter was the year before, when Violet’s first chance to apply for admission had passed.

At the time, Violet signed, we were all so upset about my brother, art school seemed the least of my concerns. I told them then not to worry about me, that I would hold out hope for this year and that maybe a miracle would happen in the meantime. They assumed I meant the mining company might still come through for us somehow, and I suppose I did, though I didn’t truly believe it. Now that the contract is about to expire, they expect me to ask about it. They so dread breaking my heart.

“That’s why you got upset?” Nicholas asked. “Because they’re so worried about you?”

Of course. Tomorrow I intend to tell them that I don’t care to go to art school anymore. I can’t bear how sad it makes them to disappoint me. And who knows? Maybe a miracle will happen, after all. Just not the one anyone expected.

“If you mean the treasure,” Nicholas said, no longer able to resist talking about it, “we’re one step closer to your miracle!” With an impish grin, he withdrew a handful of papers from his flour-sack backpack and waved them with a flourish. “I got the clippings! And I found a clue! No missing diary pages, unfortunately, but still, we have something new to go on!”

Violet brightened at this news, her face taking on its familiar radiance, and she grew very intent as Nicholas told her all about the night before, how he had been forced to make a last-second decision with so little to go on, how in the end he had stuck with the original plan.

“I also snagged The Secrets of Marriage,” he said, “since it was in easy reach, too. But it turned out to be an awfully dull set of rules about working hard to accommodate each other, being respectful, and so on, and of course it contained no real secrets at all. Clippings, on the other hand, was the jackpot! It was a collection of barbershop stories, by the way—meant to be amusing but actually quite dreary. If you ask me, I’ll bet Mrs. Rothschild had already read it and found it just as dreary as I do, and Mr. Rothschild knew she would never want to read it again.”

As he spoke Nicholas was laying out the clippings on the floor for Violet to read, and she was rapidly and somewhat anxiously glancing back and forth between his lips and the clippings. Nicholas quit chattering and let her devote her attention to the papers, which naturally she was eager to read for herself. There were seven in all, five of them being gossip columns, one being an engagement announcement, and the last being an obituary of Mr. Rodney Rexal, the rich shipping merchant who had been Mrs. Rothschild’s father. Violet bent over the engagement announcement for a closer look at the photograph.

She’s quite plain, Violet signed. Her dress is beautiful, but Mrs. Rothschild—or, I suppose, Miss Rexal at that time—is not pretty at all. From what you told me, I had expected her to be lovely.

“Well, remember,” Nicholas said, “Mr. Rothschild’s diary might have given you that impression, but we know his opinions can’t exactly be trusted.”

Violet frowned. She pointed out that some of what Mr. Rothschild had written about his wife had to be true, after all. Had Nicholas not made his decision about which book to fetch based upon what he knew of Mrs. Rothschild from the diary? You told me you thought she was too intelligent and perceptive not to have noticed that book being in the wrong section. That Mr. Rothschild wouldn’t have taken such a chance, and that someone must simply have mis-shelved the book since then. And were you not correct?

“That’s true,” Nicholas admitted. “But when I made my decision, I was really just considering Mr. Rothschild’s high opinion of his wife—not Mrs. Rothschild herself.” He gestured toward the clippings from the gossip columns. “Still, other people did seem to share his opinion of her wit.”

Violet returned to her reading. Nicholas, of course, already knew it all by heart: paragraph after paragraph about the charming, the dazzling, the gracious and funny Mrs. Rothschild—always followed by a paragraph of complaint that Mrs. Rothschild, as a rule, chose to keep these entertaining gifts of hers hidden away on Mr. Rothschild’s elegant country estate, instead of making regular appearances in Stonetown’s high society. The tone was always chiding, even wounded, as if Stonetown’s high society was deeply saddened and offended that Mrs. Rothschild did not care very much about it.

The longest of the columns described indignantly how Mrs. Rothschild had “so far attended only a single event” during one lengthy visit to the city—a “literary ladies luncheon, ever since which, citing other ‘important obligations,’ her elusive ladyship has declined all further invitations!” The column was accompanied by a photograph of Mrs. Rothschild at the luncheon, laughing with another woman, both of them carrying a sizable armload of books. The photograph caption read: “Overbooked!”

Violet had moved on to Mr. Rexal’s obituary, then back to the other clippings. The dates all match up, she signed. She got married, her father died soon after, and at least two of these columns mention the fortune she must have inherited. She looked up at Nicholas. But where is the clue?

Nicholas picked up the column about the literary luncheon. “Did you read this one?”

Rather quickly, but yes. Why?

“Well, think carefully about the last paragraph.” And without looking at the paper itself, Nicholas began to quote from it: “‘Readers of yesterday’s column know exactly where and with whom Mrs. Rothschild has spent her days thus far, and how dull and dry these days must have passed for the lady! Could it be that Mr. Rothschild insists that his wife accompany him to such business meetings, to such horrid appointments with agents and accountants and others of their ilk, because he is jealous of her company? If so, for shame, Mr. Rothschild! Allow the lady livelier days! Meanwhile, curious readers may rest assured that tomorrow’s column shall be a continuing chronicle of her lady Rothschild’s oh-so-important obligations!’”

Wait, Violet signed, rummaging among the other clippings. But these are all from other months, even other years! Not one of them is from that week!

Nicholas tapped his nose and pointed at her. “Exactly! There should be at least two other columns from that week talking about where Mrs. Rothschild was spending her time. She was being elusive, this one says, and spending all her time with Mr. Rothschild at meetings. What if they were making private arrangements to purchase the treasure? The timing is right—it’s the same year as that obituary—and Stonetown is the perfect place to arrange for shipments of valuable goods, clandestine or otherwise. It’s the biggest city in the region and has the biggest port!”

Violet looked excited. So if we knew more about what the Rothschilds were doing that week, we might have a clue about the treasure.

“The business districts they visited,” Nicholas said, ticking off on his fingers, “the names of the agents they met with, whether or not they spent time with art dealers, or gold merchants, or purveyors of Oriental rugs—”

Purveyors? Violet signed.

“Another word for suppliers or merchants,” Nicholas said rather impatiently. “The point is that if we can figure out what the treasure is, we might be able to narrow down where it’s hidden. Or, even better,” he added with a gleam in his eye, “if we can learn who Mr. Rothschild hired to construct this observatory, we might be able to find out if there really is a secret to the cranks!”

Do you really think so? It was a long time ago.

“If it’s a family business,” Nicholas said, “there might be a child or even a grandchild who knows the secret. Honestly, if you were an architect or builder, and you were asked to install a secret mechanism in an amateur observatory—and maybe some sort of secret panel leading to a secret room—don’t you think you would pass on that little tidbit to your children, and they to theirs? It’s a great story, after all.”

This is really exciting, Violet signed, and her shining face confirmed her words. But where do you think we can find out these things? The other clippings must have been among those Mr. Rothschild burned. Do you think someone else saved them?

“Not necessarily a person,” Nicholas said grinning, “but a place.”

A library!

“Yes. Stonetown Library, to be specific. I’ve read that it has a repository of newspapers from all over the country. You can bet it has all the old Stonetown papers. I just need an excuse to go there. Once I learn the names of the people the Rothschilds met with that week, I can track down information about them. I can find out all sorts of things.”

How in the world would you manage that? Violet wondered. Do you think Mr. Collum would let you go?

“Not yet,” Nicholas confessed. “But I can be very persuasive. I’ll find a way.”

I can’t believe it. This is really happening! We’re really making progress!

“I know!” Nicholas said. “I only wish John were here—this would surely cheer him up.”

Violet’s expression changed abruptly. What’s the matter? What happened?

Nicholas told her about John’s terrible day. Nor did he stop there, but for some reason went on about how miserable John usually was during the days, even when he was not being compelled to wear the dunce cap. He explained that the John whom Violet knew at Giant’s Head and the John who lived doggedly and grimly as an outcast at Rothschild’s End were two different boys entirely. He said he had rarely seen John smile even before his Spider-induced exile began, and that since then John’s smiles were scarcer still.

“You wouldn’t believe the difference,” Nicholas said emphatically (in the course of his speech, he had grown quite animated), “between that John and the one you know. You couldn’t! Why—”

And then, abruptly, Nicholas fell silent. As he’d been speaking, Violet’s face had grown longer and longer, and the sight of her sad expression had distressed him extremely, yet some strange impulse had propelled him forward, causing him to speak with even greater fervor and emphasis, until at last he’d seen her eyes fill with tears, and Violet had covered her face with her hands and begun to cry. Only then, when there seemed to be no point in continuing to speak, was Nicholas able to shut off his flow of words, and in doing so he was brought to wonder what had motivated him to go on so.

It was possible, he supposed, that he had been trying to make these nighttime meetings at Giant’s Head seem as important and special as he could, because he had wanted to make sure that Violet felt exactly as he did. He wanted all of them to feel that way, all three of them, and talking about the positive effect these secret meetings had on John had been one way to heighten that feeling. He had wanted to feel even more intensely the thrill of their unique, secret friendship—but he had been too persuasive, had focused too much on John’s misery and too little on these brief, happy respites. And so Violet, who was already in a sensitive emotional state, could take no pleasure in his words at all but had plunged into a profound sadness.

Nicholas was disappointed. He felt sorry for making Violet so sad, and even sorrier that she seemed unable to recover. She eventually stopped crying, but the mood of their meeting had been significantly dampened. They spoke matter-of-factly rather than excitedly about their plans, and Nicholas’s few attempts at humor were met with faint, polite smiles. It was not long before Violet said she was exhausted and should go to bed.

Can you make it back all right on your own? she signed as they parted. What if you fall asleep? Do you need me to walk with you?

“Oh, of course not!” Nicholas replied carelessly, though the truth was that a new feeling of loneliness in his belly made him wish very much for her company, for someone to walk back with him in the dark. “You’re tired, Violet. You go to bed. I’ll be fine, I promise.”

Violet nodded, and they clasped hands and said goodbye. Nicholas watched her walk across the clearing and into the trees, making no use of the candle and matches she always carried with her. She knew the trail, and these woods, as well as she knew her own room, and she seemed to be afraid of nothing. Perhaps she still felt as though she had nothing to lose, and so had nothing to fear.

“But you do,” Nicholas whispered. “We all do.”

And though he was not entirely sure what he meant by that, he found that he did not wish to think about it.
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The next day, John did not make an appearance at breakfast. Nicholas, straining his ears, heard some of the boys talking about Miss Candace and her infamous medicines, and he felt a rush of alarm. Scarfing down his food, he slipped out of the dining hall and sneaked down the long east passageway to the boys’ dormitory. It was a risk, but one he felt he had to take.

The dormitory was empty, and Nicholas was about to go searching for John elsewhere, when he heard a groan from behind a closed door at the other end of the room. The bathroom. Running down the long row of cots, Nicholas came to the door and cried, “John! Is that you in there? Are you all right?”

There was a long pause, and then: “Nick?” The voice was feeble, strained.

“Yes, it’s me! Open up!”

The door opened to reveal John, pale and trembling, in his pajamas. Against the pasty whiteness of his face, his chicken pox scars stood out even more pronouncedly than usual. His eyelids seemed to be tinged with blue, and they drooped horribly.

“John! What’s the matter? You look terrible!”

“Thanks,” John muttered. He smacked his dry lips. “You shouldn’t be in here, Nick. The Spiders—”

“Forget the Spiders!” Nicholas cried. “Tell me what’s wrong with you!”

John leaned against the doorframe. His legs were wobbly. “Miss Candace made me drink some hideous thing. I don’t know. Something called ‘distillation of chuck-root.’”

“Chuck-root? But that’s an emetic—a very powerful one. Why would she want to make you throw up?”

John shook his head, then groaned. “I need to remember not to shake my head. I have to keep still or it’s worse. Anyway, I don’t know why it’s supposed to help. Miss Candace thought it would, so she forced me to take it. She said she thought I was suffering from a severe case of melancholy and some other things, maybe some kind of worm. I forget what she called it.”

Nicholas put his hands to his head. “But that’s outrageous! Did she not notice that you were forced to wear a dunce cap all day yesterday? And work extra chores? Of course you were feeling down in the dumps! Who wouldn’t be?”

“Beats me,” John said. “Now, listen, Nick, thanks for checking on me, but you need to get out of here. I’ll be fine eventually, right?”

“What about the Spiders?” Nicholas asked. “What if they come in here?”

“They want nothing to do with me. They don’t know that it’s the medicine making me throw up. They think I might be contagious. Don’t worry. Now go. If I’m better at all, I’ll see you tonight.” He started to close the door, then opened it again. “And it had better be worth it, Nick. Tell me it’s going to be worth it.”

Nicholas grinned and threw him a salute. “It’s going to be worth it, sir!”

John, rather pathetically, tried to smile, then closed the door.

John still looked terrible when he showed up in the park that night, but at least he showed up. “I’m much better,” he said. “Just weak. Let’s get moving.” And so they moved, though very slowly, with John trudging along behind Nicholas and pausing often to rest.

John’s arduous climb was rewarded with a shower of concerned attention from Violet, who made quite a fuss about his sufferings of the day before, even before she’d learned of his sufferings from that same day. She patted his shoulder and asked him questions and in general made a great show of appreciating his sacrifices. To top it all off, she had brought the boys thick slices of chocolate cake, along with plenty of milk, and John had recovered sufficiently from the effects of the chuck-root to enjoy his cake very much. By the third bite he was smiling a little, and once they had shown him the clippings and told him everything they’d discussed the night before, he was grinning from ear to ear.

“One of the staff goes into Stonetown every month or two,” John said excitedly. “So you wouldn’t have to ask for a special chaperone, which ought to make it easier.” He snapped his fingers. “You know what? I’m pretty sure I heard Mr. Collum talking to Mr. Pileus about needing to make a trip soon. They need to find some cheap parts for the Studebaker.”

“That’s perfect!” Nicholas cried. “I’ll just convince Mr. Collum to let me ride along with Mr. Pileus.”

“How do you propose to do that, Nick?”

Nicholas widened his eyes and wiggled his fingers in the air. “Mysteriously,” he said. “That’s how.”

John snorted and rolled his eyes. He was in a fine mood now. He was still weak, though, and by the time they had thoroughly discussed their plans, he was thoroughly worn out. “I hate to say it, but we should probably go to bed soon. Tomorrow’s the first day of school,” he reminded Nicholas. “Things are about to change.”

It was true. The headmaster, Mr. Cypher, had arrived that morning and had already taken up residence in the comfortable loft over the schoolhouse. Nicholas had seen him talking with the other staff members, laughing outrageously at everything anyone said. Each time, he would take his hat off and slap it against his leg, then put it on again. It was quite a dilapidated hat.

Nicholas had also observed Mr. Collum offer to help Mr. Cypher “get settled” in the schoolhouse—then proceed to spend an entire hour inside the building on the pretext of knocking down cobwebs and shifting furniture while the headmaster puttered about, bemused by this “help” that seemed to accomplish nothing. Nicholas, though, was not bemused in the least. Mr. Collum had been searching for the treasure chamber, which meant he was one step closer to searching elsewhere on the property.

Nicholas knew he had better get that trip to Stonetown soon. He had better not fail in his attempt to convince Mr. Collum. He was going to get one chance, and he had better make the most of it.

He just needed to figure out how.

“The headmaster can’t teach worth a flip,” John was saying, “but he’s harmless enough. He’s not severe, I mean. He was here last year, too.”

“Why doesn’t he get a room in the Manor, like the other staff members?”

“He likes the schoolhouse. He says it’s nice out there at night.”

“Is that so?” Nicholas was surprised. “During the day it’s stuffy and hot,” he explained to Violet. “Just last Sunday five kids staggered out of the chaplain’s service because they couldn’t stand the heat anymore. They knew they’d be punished—they just couldn’t help themselves.”

Very hot, then, Violet signed. She shook her head sympathetically. Perfect for school.

“Apparently the breeze shifts at night or something,” John said with a shrug. “It gets so pleasant out there, Mr. Cypher hates taking his turn as chaperone in the boys’ dormitory. But of course he has to. The other men insist on it. That way they get more nights in their own rooms, where they sleep better…. But, say, sorry, Violet. This can’t be very interesting for you. You don’t know any of these people.”

Don’t be silly, Violet signed, though it was obvious her mind was elsewhere. After a pause she signed, It is strange for me to think of school, though, and another year starting without me.

Suddenly Nicholas remembered that Violet had been planning to tell her parents that she no longer wished to go to art school. It must have been a difficult thing to do; her evening must have been very trying, and here he was going on about a stuffy schoolhouse. “How… er, how did it go with your parents, Violet?” He quickly explained to John what Violet had intended to do.

Violet, though she seemed subdued, told them that it had gone well. She said that she’d made the chocolate cake that evening on the pretense of “celebrating a new beginning”—these were the words she had used with her parents. She had insisted that art school may have been the dream of her childhood but that now she intended to find a new dream.

They were confused, Violet signed, but I could see the relief in their faces. I was very convincing, if I say so myself. I didn’t appear the least bit disappointed or sad. She smiled. It helped that I have a secret hope.

“I think it helps all of us, doesn’t it?” John said after a silence. “It makes a lot of the bad stuff bearable.”

“I don’t understand,” said Nicholas, looking blank. “What is this secret hope that you two are talking about?”

The others, startled, were both about to reply when they noticed the corners of Nicholas’s lips twitching.

You’re impossible, Violet signed. Absolutely impossible.

“That’s it,” John said, climbing to his feet. He grabbed Nicholas’s arm and hauled him up. “It’s back to the loony bin for you.”

Nicholas clapped his hands to his cheeks. “Oh! That secret hope!”

Too late, Violet signed. Off you go.

Violet’s secret hope was indeed one they all shared, a hope Nicholas carried with him that Saturday when he stepped into Mr. Collum’s office during afternoon free time. Mr. Collum was on library duty—supervising by means of the entranceway mirror, as usual—and so he was aware of Nicholas’s approach. Through the mirror Nicholas had watched Mr. Collum’s face grow annoyed and had seen him close the ledger (the all-important ledger) and remove his jeweler’s loupe.

Nicholas took a deep breath. He wasn’t off to the best start.

“Yes, what is it, Nicholas?” Mr. Collum demanded. The impression of the loupe had left a ring of pink skin around his eye. “I’m very busy.”

Nicholas ducked his head humbly. “Oh! I know you are, Mr. Collum, and I hate to interrupt you, but I have a very important request. As you know, sir, school started this week—”

“I am perfectly aware of that, Nicholas. I am the director of this orphanage.”

“Yes, sir! Which is exactly why you’re the person I have to speak with about my project. I need your permission, you see. Mr. Cypher—I know you’re aware of this, of course—Mr. Cypher has announced that everyone my age and older will complete a research project this year, and I have something in mind, but it’s rather ambitious.”

Mr. Collum sighed heavily and drummed his fingers on the desk. “Get to the point, Nicholas.”

“Yes, sir. Well, Mr. Collum, since I arrived here some weeks ago, I’ve heard all sorts of interesting rumors about the missing inheritance of Mrs. Rothschild—of the Rothschilds for whom the Manor is named, as I’m sure you know—and I’m just fascinated by it. I thought it would be really interesting to learn all I could about the case and make a thorough report about it.”

Nicholas could not have missed the change in Mr. Collum’s expression, even if he had not been looking for it. From deep impatience to sharp interest—interest tinged with anxiety—in the space of a heartbeat.

“It’s such a mystery!” Nicholas hurried on. “Of course, I could never hope to solve it, not when so many others have failed to do so. But wouldn’t it be keen to have all the pertinent information about the case gathered together? Like a list of clues, I mean.”

“And where,” Mr. Collum said slowly, adopting an air of professorial interest, “do you mean to find all this ‘pertinent information’?”

“Well,” Nicholas said eagerly, “it occurred to me that Stonetown Library keeps all sorts of old newspapers on file. They go back years and years. I thought I might dig around and find every little thing I could….” Nicholas cocked his head to the side. “Have you ever read gossip columns, sir? Or the society pages in general?”

Mr. Collum looked almost stricken at these words, and Nicholas knew at once that Mr. Collum had wondered about those hidden clippings mentioned in Mr. Rothschild’s diary—had wondered and yet had never considered their potential significance. “No,” Mr. Collum replied coldly, though with a strong hint of uncertainty. “Gossip columns are not the sort of thing to which a man of my position devotes his attention.”

“I should say not,” Nicholas agreed. “As for myself, though, whenever I come across a newspaper, I always read everything, front to back. The gossip columns are full of interesting details, very particular details, about the comings and goings of important people. I should think any detective worth his salt could find enough information in those pages to solve a dozen mysteries every day, if he cared to.”

Nicholas had chosen his words carefully, and they had produced the exact effect intended. Mr. Collum had been listening with marked attention. And now that Nicholas had lapsed into a waiting silence, the director drew back in his chair and gazed thoughtfully at the ceiling for a long time before saying, more to himself than to Nicholas, “Very interesting indeed. Not a boy’s work, however. No, I think not.” He lowered his eyes until they rested on Nicholas’s hopeful face.

“It seems a worthy topic for research, Nicholas, I grant you. But I do not see that it merits a half day’s journey into the largest city in the region. You’d have to be accompanied by a chaperone, for one thing, and as you know, we cannot spare the staff.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t need to make a special trip, Mr. Collum! Couldn’t I just go along with one of the staff on the next essential trip?”

Mr. Collum shook his head. A frown was beginning to form. “It makes little sense for me to take you with me, Nicholas. Train fare is costly, even for children.”

“So you’re planning a trip yourself, Mr. Collum?” Nicholas asked.

The director’s frown now took full shape. “My travel plans are none of your business, Nicholas—but yes, I may accompany Mr. Pileus on a forthcoming trip. To attend to matters…”

It was uncharacteristic of Mr. Collum to answer such a question directly, and Nicholas knew that he was torn between competing obligations and newfound hopes. No doubt he had not intended to go to Stonetown on the next trip, but Nicholas’s idea had prompted him to consider it.

The critical moment had arrived. It was now or never. Nicholas secretly crossed his fingers and moved into the second phase of his plan.

“I’d be happy to attend to any errands for you, Mr. Collum,” he said quickly. “Train fare is less expensive for children, you know. It would save money if I went in your place. And meanwhile I could go to the library—”

Mr. Collum thumped his desk. The prospect of saving money had powerful appeal, and resisting it irked him extremely. “You could scarcely begin your work before you would need to return, Nicholas! It would be a waste of time and money. Now let us drop the subject once and for all!”

Nicholas braced himself. “Yes, sir. If you’ll forgive me, I have just one last thing to tell you. Some important information of which you’ve not yet been made aware.”

Mr. Collum had been about to jab his finger at the doorway and order Nicholas to leave. His hand was already up, his finger extended, his mouth open to speak. He hesitated. Then he lowered his hand. “Very well, Nicholas. What is it? Make it snappy.”

Nicholas set a large book on the desk. “I just read that book yesterday, Mr. Collum.”

Mr. Collum snatched up the book. “A collection of mysteries? What of it?”

“The book itself isn’t important, sir. The important thing is that I read it in ten minutes and remember every word. Open the book to any page, Mr. Collum, and I’ll prove it to you.”

Mr. Collum dropped the book in disgust. “I haven’t time for your parlor tricks, Nicholas! How do I know you haven’t been studying this book from the moment you arrived at the Manor? For that matter, how do I know you hadn’t already memorized this book before you came here? How do I know you aren’t up to some sort of mischief? What do you hope to gain by convincing me of such a thing?”

“I only wish to make myself useful,” Nicholas said meekly, “just as you encouraged me to do on my first night here. I haven’t made many friends—only John Cole, on your recommendation—and would like to spend my time in some meaningful way. It doesn’t have to be that book of mysteries, Mr. Collum. Choose any book you like. I’ll read it and memorize it right away.”

Mr. Collum, now in a highly agitated state, leaped from his desk and stormed out of the office. He returned with a fat volume of travel tales, which he shoved into Nicholas’s hands. “There! Read it if you must! I’ll time you!” He took out his pocket watch.

Nicholas grinned. “That won’t be necessary, Mr. Collum. I’ve already read this book. Would you like me to quote from it? Or would you prefer to see me read something? If so, I recommend you select a book from a higher shelf, one that I’m unable to reach. That way you’ll be more likely to find a book I haven’t read.”

Mr. Collum grabbed the book back from Nicholas with a huff, flung it open, and said, “I shall read a sentence, Nicholas. If you can tell me the sentence that follows it, we shall have more to discuss. If you fail, you will leave my office immediately and report to Mrs. Brindle. You will tell her that she is to assign you a week’s worth of extra duties as punishment for wasting my time. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!” Nicholas cried, and he saluted.

Mr. Collum scowled, turned his eyes to the open book, and read, “‘The anxiety of the mariner may take forms as infinite and various as the ocean upon which he travels.’”

Nicholas did not hesitate an instant. “‘Superstition and routine,’” he recited, “‘gossip and drink, hobby and horseplay—and of course, that most dread manifestation of all: mutiny.’”

Mr. Collum was staring at the page. He blinked several times. Then, glancing up at Nicholas, he quickly fanned the pages to arrive at a different passage, whose opening words he read aloud. Nicholas quoted the remainder of the passage word for word.

Without comment, Mr. Collum left the study and returned with a different book, this time one from a higher shelf. He bade Nicholas read it, and Nicholas did. It was a thin volume, scarcely more than a pamphlet, and Nicholas finished reading it in less than three minutes. He handed it to Mr. Collum, who followed along with his eyes as Nicholas quoted from it.

Mr. Collum took a seat at his desk. His lips pursed, he gazed at Nicholas in silence for almost a full minute, during which time Nicholas returned his gaze frankly, and not without pride, but with any hint of insolence carefully absent in his expression. It was critical that Mr. Collum reach the conclusion that he was useful—useful, but not a threat.

At length Mr. Collum, in a slow, deliberate, musing tone, said, “So your Mrs. Ferrier was correct, after all. At least in part. You have an eidetic memory. I once knew a man with a similar gift, a street performer who would ask passersby for the titles of their favorite books, then quote extensively from the books in question. His eyes were a camera, he said, that recorded whole pages in a moment. Clearly, it is the same with you.”

Nicholas waited. Mr. Collum was working something out in his own mind, and it would not do to prompt or interrupt him.

“And yet,” Mr. Collum continued, “when by chance I had occasion to dine with this man, I discovered, in the course of our conversation, that he had less sense than an intelligent dog. He could not speak meaningfully of anything he had read, though he remembered every word. He had a flimsy understanding of basic principles of science and mathematics. He could do nothing practical at all, nothing in the least. It was for this reason that he had become a performer—for any real work of intelligence he was entirely unsuited, despite his gift.”

Nicholas knew what Mr. Collum was getting at and understood why it was important to him. Mr. Collum did not wish to believe he had been entirely incorrect in his original assumptions about Nicholas. Nor did he care to entrust Nicholas with a task whose deeper purpose Mr. Collum wished to keep secret, a purpose that Nicholas—if he were truly intelligent and clever—might be able to guess. And yet it was obvious that Nicholas could, indeed, be exceedingly useful to him, and in his desperate state, Mr. Collum was eager to convince himself that he might safely take advantage of Nicholas’s abilities.

The director had fallen into another considering silence. Presently he nodded. “I am glad you came to me, Nicholas. You may well be of some assistance to me, and I applaud your interest in making yourself useful. I shall have to think on this, however. You have proved to me that you have a gift. What you have not yet shown me is whether you are responsible or mature enough to be allowed to take such a trip. Let us see how you behave in the coming days, while I consider the matter. Perhaps you may go, after all.”

“Oh, thank you, Mr. Collum! I won’t let you down, sir!”

“We shall see, Nicholas. In the meantime, you are strictly forbidden to discuss this matter with anyone. I cannot have every child in the Manor begging for special trips to the Stonetown Library. Do I make myself clear?”

“Perfectly clear, Mr. Collum! Not a word, not a peep!”

“Very well, Nicholas. You are dismissed.”

“Yes, sir!”

“We are not in the Army, Nicholas. There is no need to salute.”

“Yes, sir, Mr. Collum!” Nicholas replied, and bowed.
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Almost a week had passed since Nicholas approached Mr. Collum with his request, a week of rising expectation. Though he had yet to be granted permission to go to Stonetown, he felt sure that he would be. Mr. Collum only wished to seem to have given the matter real thought. He did not like to think that a boy could march into his office and change his mind about anything so quickly.

In the meantime, Nicholas, John, and Violet continued to hold their meetings at Giant’s Head. Night after night they discussed the clippings, after which Nicholas would recount diary entries (even the seemingly unimportant ones about buying flowers or special yarn for Mrs. Rothschild’s knitting) in hopes of some odd detail catching their attention—some suggestion of a combination for the cranks, some previously unnoticed hint about the treasure’s location. But Nicholas seemed to have overlooked nothing; no further clues emerged, and more and more their hopes were pinned to Mr. Collum’s decision.

At times they grew weary of their futile efforts, and their conversation would turn to less mysterious matters. Their favorite subject was their future life in Stonetown—when Violet would be residing at the art school (which had elegant dormitories) and the boys would live somewhere nearby, so that they could visit easily. But as often as not, they simply talked about whatever occurred to them, and watched the crescent moon fattening into a half moon, and appreciated one another’s company.

And yet a change had been taking place in John that prevented him from truly enjoying himself. More and more, the dreariness of his days seemed to follow him up to Giant’s Head like a shadow. Less and less did he find himself able to laugh or even smile. When at last Violet expressed concern, John admitted that his outcast status at the Manor was taking a toll on him.

“At first,” he said, “it was such a great relief to be with you two at night, the rotten stuff just faded away.” He shrugged sadly. It was hardly even a shrug; it was more of a sad twitch. “And it’s still good to see you—it’s the only good thing, really—but the fading away has stopped. I guess I never realized how hard it would be.” John frowned at his own words, and with an apologetic glance at Nicholas, he said, “I’m not saying I regret it, Nick. It was the right thing to do. I just don’t think I expected it to last so long.”

There was little Nicholas could say to argue with this, little he could do to make it seem better than it was. Their exile certainly had lasted a long time, and it most certainly would continue. It had become a matter of routine. The other children spoke to them only when circumstances required it, and even then the interactions were awkward and unpleasant. Otherwise the boys lived in a strange silence, broken only by the occasional taunt or insult slung at them from one of the Spiders. And, of course, they always had to be on guard against possible attacks.

“You just have to hang in there,” Nicholas said, for lack of more encouraging words. “You know things will be better soon.”

John grimaced. “But I don’t know that, Nick! I don’t know anything of the sort. How can I?”

Nicholas was taken aback. “But the treasure—”

“Oh, the treasure, the treasure!” John snapped. “What if we can’t find it? We don’t have forever, you know! What do you think happens if we don’t find it soon? Why do you think Mr. Collum is so desperate to find it himself? There’s no money, Nick! He’ll have to close the orphanage! Believe me, I’ve heard him muttering as he goes over the books. There’s no way he can keep the orphanage running much longer, not without more money.”

Nicholas was stunned by this news and stung by John’s harsh tone. He looked at Violet, who seemed equally upset.

I never realized, she signed, her eyes filling with tears. I’ve been telling myself that if we didn’t find the treasure, at least now I have some friends. But you’re telling me that if we don’t find it, you’ll go. Isn’t that what John’s saying? Nicholas, you aren’t translating. Ask him, please.

Nicholas, collecting himself, translated what Violet had said.

John was staring at his hands. He looked extremely downcast. “I’m… sorry, Nick. I’m sorry I jumped on you like that. But yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. If the orphanage runs out of money, they’ll have to send us to other places, and there’s no telling where. We’re sure to be split up, though. Mr. Collum has been making visits to other orphanages—that’s why he took that weekend trip recently—to look into possible arrangements. It doesn’t look good.”

Violet wiped at her eyes with the heels of her hands. It isn’t fair, she signed. Not when we were so close.

“Listen,” Nicholas said to them, “maybe it doesn’t look good, but everything is going to be fine. I promise! I’ll be going to Stonetown—you know I will—and I’m going to figure this out if it’s the last thing I do. All right? Let’s not give up hope yet! We still have time!”

Violet sniffed and nodded. Then she smiled, and it was a small but genuine smile, with much of its usual warmth. Of course. It’s fate, right? We agreed that it was fate.

“We’re going to make our own fate!” Nicholas cried, his voice ringing with determination.

John, shaking his head as if coming awake from a bad dream, reached out and shook Nicholas’s hand. In a slightly more upbeat voice he said, “Like I’ve always said, Nick. You’re a fresh one.”

Maybe it’s just that the timing has to be perfect, Violet signed. The mining company contract expires a week from Friday. Maybe we’re meant to find the treasure on that very day. It would be a way of showing that for every evil thing, there is a good thing.

“We can show that,” Nicholas said with a laugh, “even if we’re early.”

After this exchange, the friends began to speak of other things. But the truth was, despite his show of bravado, Nicholas felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. He tried, as they talked, to shake the terrible sense of foreboding that John’s words had caused in him—tried and failed. And then, as if to give dramatic voice to his uneasiness, thunder began to rumble over the hills.

Quickly they all clasped hands and said goodbye, hurrying back to their beds to beat the storm. As the boys picked their way down the dark path to the Manor, with wind tossing the branches overhead and the woods groaning and rushing all around them, Nicholas found himself wondering if, after this night, things would ever be the same again. He could not say exactly why, but he had an awful premonition that they would not be.

And in this case, as in so many others, Nicholas turned out to be right.

For three days and three nights the rain never stopped or slackened. At its gentlest, it took the form of a hard downpour. At its most fierce, it was a lashing, crashing storm. Once again the Manor passageways were muddied, mopped, and muddied again in a ceaseless, hopeless routine. Once again the orphans grew irritable and restless, the staff snappish and gloomy. Once again Nicholas and John were prevented any sort of private discussion that mattered to them. For Nicholas the only consolation was that the bad weather must surely have been delaying Mr. Collum’s search outside the Manor. It was thin comfort, though, and when at last he was summoned to Mr. Collum’s office on a Sunday afternoon, he was in such low spirits that he feared the worst.

Mr. Collum’s manner instantly encouraged him. There was an air of expectation, as well as a certain craftiness, in the way he greeted Nicholas, both of which Nicholas attributed to the director’s hope of taking advantage of him. Sure enough, no sooner had the office door closed than Mr. Collum granted Nicholas permission to accompany Mr. Pileus to Stonetown.

“Oh, thank you, sir!” Nicholas cried.

Mr. Collum held up a warning finger and reminded Nicholas not to discuss the trip with anyone. “If asked,” he said sternly, “you may say only that you have an appointment and that you do not wish to elaborate.” He also instructed Nicholas to bring the report directly to him before showing it to Mr. Cypher. As orphanage director, Mr. Collum said, he naturally took a special interest in the details of the case.

“Of course, Mr. Collum!” said Nicholas, who had no intention of including any significant details in his report, anyway. Nor would he be keeping quiet about the trip—at least not with his friends. But his tone and expression conveyed the utmost sincerity, and shortly afterward he skipped out of the office on the lightest of feet.

“Tomorrow morning,” he told John over supper, as soon as the boys nearest them had left the table.

“Finally,” said John, with a look of relief. “That’s something, anyway.” He shooed a fly away from his plate. “Funny, though, yesterday I felt sure I heard them planning the trip for next week. I wonder why he changed the day.”

“He’s excited,” Nicholas guessed. “He expects me to bring him a thorough report, and the sooner the better, right?”

“Excited or desperate,” John said grimly. “I think the hammer’s about to fall. After the service this morning, Mr. Collum said he needed me to do some filing. But when I went by his office later, he was on the telephone and sent me away. He said he’d finish the filing himself. He’s never done that before. Something really serious must be going on.”

The dining hall was emptying out, the buzz of conversation dying down. Outside, the storm raged on unabated, making it all but certain there would be no meeting at Giant’s Head that night. This would likely be their last chance to speak for some time. John, glancing around, suddenly leaned forward with a very sober, very earnest expression. “Listen, Nick—”

But Nicholas began speaking at the same time. “Can you believe Mr. Cypher gave me two days’ worth of schoolwork to do on the train? Sure, I finished it already, but what if I had been someone else? It seems rather severe to assign—”

“Nick!” John interrupted. “I want to talk to you about something serious. I’ve been thinking. Don’t you suppose—?”

Nicholas shook his head. “Not here, John,” he muttered. “I think they’re listening.”

John glanced around again. Mrs. Brindle stood in the kitchen doorway, talking to Mr. Griese, so Nicholas had not been referring to her. The few remaining children in the dining hall avoided his eye. Perhaps they had been trying to hear him, perhaps not. But Nicholas was already pushing back his chair.

“We’ll have to talk about it when I get back,” he said mysteriously, for he had a strong suspicion about what John wanted to tell him—and an even stronger unwillingness to hear it. “In the meantime, wish me luck.”

John rose to shake his hand. “Good luck, Nick. Go save the day.”

Nicholas laughed, saluted, and told John that luck would not be required.
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When Nicholas awoke for the third time in as many hours, he sat up in his cot, took the matchbox from beneath his pillow, and lit a candle with trembling fingers. He braced himself for whatever the light might reveal. Often and often had he believed himself entirely awake, only to be greeted by nightmare hallucinations. This time an empty room confronted him—either that or an unusually dull nightmare. He went to wash his face and returned to sit on his cot. Yes, he was fully awake, but still full of that familiar dread.

Ever since the last meeting at Giant’s Head, Nicholas had felt a terrible urgency, and sitting here waiting for morning, he felt it all the more keenly. He had hours to go and nothing to do. An idea crept into his mind, as it had done many times before without finding a comfortable seat. This time Nicholas welcomed it. He got up again, taking his blanket with him, and gathered his alarm clock, his candle, his matches. He was going to explore the rest of the upstairs.

At the candle corner Nicholas paused to light the candle in the sconce, using the flame from the candle he carried. He listened awhile, cautious as ever, before moving on. Cautious and, yes, nervous. The second floor of the Manor, in the middle of the night, was almost as creepy as a nightmare. Shadowy passages stretching away in all directions, wind and rain rattling and ticking against the windows, and doorway after doorway. No wonder he had resisted exploring for so long. He had to admit to himself that one reason he’d decided he needed a plan before searching the Manor—a reason he hadn’t set out searching at random—was simple fear. Finding the clues that led him to the observatory had been exciting, but also a relief. They had suggested there was nothing to be found upstairs, anyway.

But that wasn’t necessarily true, and on some level Nicholas had known this. It surprised him, and bothered him more than a little, that he was able to trick himself so easily into not thinking about things that he did not care to think about. He had always been good at persuading people—evidently, this included himself.

For an hour Nicholas moved along the passages, poking his head into all the rooms and sometimes entering them. Most were entirely empty. A few contained extremely dusty antique furniture, including a grand piano. The doors to these rooms were locked, and Nicholas had to make use of his key. Really, he thought, it seemed absurd to lock the rooms with furniture in them, however fine the furniture might once have been. Was Mr. Collum afraid that some delinquent orphan would make off with a piano?

Not expecting to find anything, Nicholas nonetheless took a close look at all the furniture he came upon. A canopy bed, nothing beneath it. The piano, nothing inside it but hammers and wires. A grandfather clock, nothing in its cabinet. A few chests and end tables and armoires, all empty. A handsome mahogany desk with empty drawers.

On his way out of the room with the desk in it, Nicholas stopped and looked back. The desk was facing the wall. He glanced around. The far wall contained a built-in bookcase, empty of books. An armchair stood in the corner. With some surprise, Nicholas realized that this room had quite possibly been Mr. Rothschild’s study. He had always imagined Mr. Collum’s office to have been Mr. Rothschild’s—but without good reason; he saw that now. It made more sense for that office in the entranceway to have belonged to some member of the Manor staff, most likely the butler.

Nicholas wondered about that butler. Was he the one Mr. Rothschild called Stubby—the man who had worked so hard that Mr. Rothschild felt compelled to move his desk? Nicholas walked about the study, keeping his eye on the door. He had envisioned another room opposite this one, some sort of workroom or office, which, if the door was open, Mr. Rothschild might have seen from his desk. But no matter where he stood, he could see nothing beyond the doorway except the empty passage.

Nicholas went to the window and drew back the curtain, releasing a shower of dust. He coughed, covered his nose and mouth, and looked out. The window overlooked the park. The schoolhouse—which once had been a stable—was plainly visible among the trees. Had Stubby been a stable groom? Possibly. There was nothing else to see. The woods to the east. The wooded hill to the north, its summit (and the observatory) well out of view. To the west, the stand of hickories that separated the farm from the park. From this vantage point, the rooftop of Mr. Furrow’s barn could just be seen behind the hickories, as well as a broad swath of fenced pasture beyond it.

A picture of Mr. Furrow swam up in Nicholas’s mind. The gruff old man with his leathery skin, his constant cigar. Not always a lit cigar, either. Often merely the stump of one. The stub.

Stubby.

Nicholas stared at those hickory trees, which were noticeably younger than the park’s towering oaks. How old were they, exactly? How long ago had they been planted? Stubby had asked for privacy. Mr. Rothschild had intended to do something about it. He had planted those trees.

Nicholas couldn’t believe it. He had imagined Mr. Rothschild’s “Stubby” to be a man with very short, stubby legs—a man long since departed from the estate. Hadn’t Mrs. Brindle said that all of the original Manor staff had been replaced? Either she had been wrong, or else she did not think of Mr. Furrow, set apart on his farm, as a true member of the orphanage staff.

Nicholas laughed aloud. He couldn’t help himself. He was delighted by his discovery—delighted, amused, and excited. So Mr. Furrow had known the Rothschilds! What might he be able to tell about them? What had he seen? All this time, and a personal acquaintance of the Rothschilds had been right here. Why—

Nicholas blinked, staggered, and realized—too late—that his excitement had brought him perilously close to the edge of sleep. He dropped to his knees, fumbled around for the blanket beneath his arm, tried to remember what he had done with his candle. The fact was that he had left it standing on Mr. Rothschild’s old desk, but before Nicholas could remember this, a flash of horror, an imagined picture of the curtains going up in flames, finished the job that his excitement had begun, and sent him straight to sleep.

Nicholas awoke to the final, gasping clings and clangs of his alarm clock’s bell. It fell silent, having fully unwound, even as he opened his eyes and sat up. So it had been ringing and ringing. He was lucky he had brought it with him, lucky it had awakened him. He remembered that he had left it set for half an hour before sunrise. He had wanted to be dressed and ready when Mr. Pileus came up to fetch him. That meant he had been asleep in this room for a few hours. His fatigue had gotten the better of him.

Nicholas rubbed his eyes and yawned. He felt good, even somewhat rested. And even in his sleep, which had been blessedly free of nightmares, he had retained a sense of excitement, of expectation. Nicholas bundled his matchbox and alarm clock into the blanket and got to his feet. It was time to be moving. The candle on Mr. Rothschild’s desk was smoky and sputtering, close to guttering out.

Nicholas smiled to himself. “I enjoy muttering ‘sputtering’ and ‘guttering,’” he muttered (he made a special point of muttering it) and was wondering whether smoke might accurately be described as fluttering—he thought it might—when the candle went out for good, leaving him in darkness.

Nicholas remained calm. His memory and sense of bearings were such that he could find his way back to his room even in total blackness, but he wouldn’t have to do that. He had his matches, and the larger candle back at his candle corner was probably still burning; its glow would lead him down the last passage or two.

He was kneeling to unbundle his blanket when he heard a floorboard creak. He froze, listening. Had it been his imagination? No, it had not. The sound had come from somewhere down the passageway, and—much to his alarm—his eyes now confirmed what his ears had suggested: A telltale flicker of candlelight shone in the passage beyond the open door. Shadows moved across the passage walls. Nicholas’s good feeling guttered out as completely as his candle had. Should he risk movement, try to hide behind the armchair? Oh, why had he left the study door open? It would be the only open doorway along the entire passage. He knelt there, petrified, his heart galloping.

Then he heard whispers. His hair rose on the back of his neck. He experienced a flash of déjà vu—the eeriness of the scene, the rising sense of dread, was very much like what he had experienced in many a nightmare, and Nicholas found himself almost hoping that this was a hallucination, that he hadn’t truly, fully awoken after all.

But it wasn’t the Old Hag who appeared in the doorway. It was the Spiders. Smiling a three-headed smile.

Nicholas rose shakily to his feet, searching for a clever word of greeting as the other boys stepped into the room, taking care not to leave open a path to the door. He had not prepared for such a meeting in such a place. “Why, howdy, strangers,” he managed. “What brings you to these parts?” He offered a welcoming smile, though inwardly he grimaced, for his greeting had been anything but clever.

“Well, well, well,” Moray said, grinning back. And Iggy and Breaker, flanking him, grinned and repeated his words: “Well, well, well. Well, well, well.” They were all in their pajamas, which might have made them seem less threatening if their expressions had not been so full of menace. “We came looking for you, Fat Nose. We wanted a private word with you. Wanted to give you a special farewell before your special trip.”

“Yeah, because you’re so special,” sneered Iggy, who was holding the candle. Nicholas recognized it as the one from his candle corner. “And you get to go on special—”

“Shut up, Iggy!” Moray snapped, and Iggy shut up. “You’ve been doing a good job avoiding us, Benedict. We decided we needed to take extra trouble to get you alone. So we stayed awake all night—”

“All night,” Breaker growled.

“—waiting for Mr. Collum to go to sleep so we could get this.” Moray held up Mr. Collum’s skeleton key, dangling on its familiar black ribbon. “He tossed and turned forever, and I was starting to get worried we wouldn’t have a chance to visit you, but then the thunder finally stopped, and he went to sleep, and we got our chance, after all.”

“But you weren’t in your room, Stupid Nose!” Breaker grumbled.

“No, you weren’t,” Moray said, giving Nicholas a suspicious look. “I wonder how you managed that.”

“Oh, you know me, Moray,” Nicholas said lightly, wondering if the Spiders had locked his door again. His own key was in his pocket. “I’m full of magic, remember? I knew you were coming, so I took special measures.”

“Is that a fact?” Moray said. “If you knew we were coming, why did you make all that racket, then? We were all set to go back down. We thought you and old Pileus must have left early. But then what did we hear?”

“It sounded like an alarm clock,” Iggy said. “That’s what it sounded like, Moray.”

Moray rolled his eyes. “I know what it sounded like, Iggy! I was talking to Dumb Nose here. But I don’t see no alarm clock. What was that sound, Dumb Nose? Was it your teeth chattering? Did you know we were coming to find you, after all?”

“Yeah, were your teeth chattering because you were so scared?” Iggy said with a laugh. “Were you—” He checked himself, feeling the heat of Moray’s glare on him.

“Put that candle on that desk,” Moray said to Iggy. “Then you and Breaker hold his arms.” To Nicholas he said, “Here’s how it will be. If you run around or fight back, I’m going to sock you in the face ten times. If you don’t, I’m only going to sock you in the face five times. You have my word on that, so now you know where we stand.”

Nicholas clutched his blanket firmly against his chest. “Because you’re so honorable? Because of your code?”

“Exactly,” Moray said as Iggy and Breaker took up their positions. Nicholas stood where he was, hugging his blanket tightly, and the bullies grinned at each other as they clenched his arms with powerful, two-handed grips.

Nicholas’s heart raced even faster than before. “I’ll report this, you know,” he ventured, though he knew that the Spiders must have considered that. “You’re going to be in huge trouble.”

“Report what?” Moray asked. “You’re going to fall out of bed, that’s all. A lot. And we’re going to lock you back in your room and put Mr. Collum’s key back inside his suit coat on the chair, and if you say anything, it’ll be your word against ours, and where’s your evidence?”

Iggy and Breaker laughed.

“So tell me,” Moray said, squaring off to throw his first punch. “Did you see this coming?”

“See what?” Nicholas asked, somehow managing to keep the tremble out of his voice. “You mean, that you’re going to try to hit me on the left side of my cheek with your right fist? Yes, I saw it, Moray. Really, it wasn’t difficult, because you’re so predictable.”

Iggy and Breaker stopped laughing. Moray’s smile faded, then slowly returned as he made up his mind about something. Nicholas watched it happen. And he saw Moray’s muscles tense. And when, a split second later, Moray lashed out as hard as he could with his left hand, Nicholas was already moving. He had been ready for it.

Breaker and Iggy, however, were not ready at all. They had not had time to consider that Moray, who always socked his victims with his right hand, would hate to prove Nicholas correct and so would switch to the left. Nor had they expected Nicholas to duck, and at the same time to lift his feet from the floor, so that suddenly they were supporting the entire weight of his body, and as a result were pulled off balance—were pulled toward each other, in fact, and into the path of Moray’s wild swing.

Moray, too, was surprised, as his fist glanced off the tip of Iggy’s chin before smacking into Breaker’s ear. And as all three boys cried out in pain and confusion, Nicholas broke free and ran from the room, pausing only to blow out the candle on the desk.

The darkness would buy him some time, he thought, and so would locking his door. But not much. Already he could hear the Spiders cursing and hurrying after him, following the sound of his footsteps. He ran as softly as he could, and he might have gotten a better lead if he had not stumbled, almost falling and causing enough noise to keep the Spiders on his trail. By memory he made his desperate way through the darkness, turning corner after corner. Right, then right again, then left—and then he was at his door, which, to his relief, the Spiders had left unlocked. He darted inside, locked the door behind him, and considered what to do next.

The Spiders had Mr. Collum’s key and a whole lot of fury.

Nicholas had a few seconds and very few options.

He was going to have to make a sacrifice. But he was going to make it worth it.

When the Spiders unlocked Nicholas’s door and stormed into the room, they were expecting to fumble around blindly in the dark until they laid hands on him, at which point they intended to wreak a terrible vengeance. They could scarcely contain their rage. Moray was hissing, “Not this time! Not this time!” and Iggy and Breaker were almost foaming at the mouth. And so they had no idea what to do with themselves when they perceived the room to be empty.

For empty it clearly was. Three walls were lined with boxes. The fourth, bizarrely, had a square hole in it—a window without glass—and through this hole the weak gray light of dawn shone into the room. Just below the hole an empty cot trembled and jerked like a thing alive. It squeaked and groaned noisily as it moved, and the Spiders all had the fleeting, frightening impression that it was occupied by a restless ghost. Then it sank into their spinning minds that a rope had been tied around one of the cot’s legs, and that the other end of the rope had been tossed out the window—and that Nicholas Benedict must be climbing down the rope even as they stood there gawking.

In unison they jumped and ran to the window, climbing onto the cot to look out. Sure enough, Nicholas had just reached the ground below.

“He’s getting away!” Iggy shouted, quite forgetting to whisper.

“Let’s follow him!” Breaker cried, doing the same.

Moray looked dubiously at the rope. It was made out of strips of old sheets that had been knotted together. “I don’t know if this would hold us,” he muttered. And then as an afterthought he said, “Must have taken a while to make this. He must’ve already done it….” And Moray shivered at the possibility that Nicholas Benedict truly had foreseen all the events of this morning and had prepared his escape ahead of time.

Meanwhile, in the side yard below, Nicholas was looking up at them, grinning so widely that even in the dim light they could see his teeth. “I left a present for you!” he called up. “Or at any rate, it’s on its way!” And throwing the Spiders a carefree salute, he ran off through the wet grass, disappearing around the corner of the Manor.

“What did he say?” Breaker asked as they stepped down from the cot. “Did he say something about a present?”

Iggy brightened. “Really? An actual present? Why would he have done that?”

Moray shoved him. “Of course not an actual present, you dimwit! He probably meant… well, I don’t know what he meant. He said it was on its way, didn’t he?” He hesitated, considering, then punched his fists together. “Forget it! He was just trying to distract us! He still has to sneak back inside, doesn’t he? So let’s go find him!”

But even as the Spiders turned to make their hasty exit, they heard the thumping, heavy steps of a man running up the servants’ stairs. And not knowing what else to do, they stood there, horrified, as an equally horrified Mr. Pileus burst through the door. He was wearing a knee-length nightgown, and curly strands of red hair poked out from beneath his nightcap. The lamp in his hand burned brightly, illuminating his anxious face from below. He looked quite stricken.

“What on earth?” Mr. Pileus cried, turning this way and that with his lamp. “What are you boys doing in here? Where’s Nicholas? He pulled the emergency rope! And what—the window? What happened? My word, what’s going on!” These words, taken together, were more than Mr. Pileus had spoken in several days, and as his eyes moved back to the boys, and his expression shifted slowly from fright to outrage, he added to them one final, fateful question: “And you, Moray—what are you hiding behind your back?”
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Not one egg! Not one decent egg in weeks!”

The stationmaster was complaining to the train conductor again. They stood on the platform just outside Nicholas’s open compartment window.

“The word’s gotten out! Every egg thief in the county makes special trips out to my place now! They know what a heavy sleeper I am! They know I don’t have a dog!”

“Why not get a dog?” the train conductor asked, checking his watch.

“My wife hates dogs! She’s terrified of them! A dog bit her on the bottom when she was a baby or something! I told her, I said, ‘Why not be afraid of cats instead? Why not snakes? Snakes are terrifying!’ But no, it’s only dogs with her! Nothing else scares her! She loves animals—just not dogs!”

“Well, there are worse problems to have,” said the train conductor.

“For you, maybe! I can’t do without my eggs! Eggs are almost all I eat! I haven’t even been able to buy them here in Pebbleton! Nancy Ovum used to sell ’em in the market every morning—she had a brisk business, too!—but last month she moved away and took her chickens with her! You know what I think? I think that’s why these people have been stealing my eggs! Because they can’t buy them from Nancy Ovum anymore!”

“Nice work, Detective,” the train conductor said, putting away his watch. “Now I have to go. Good luck with your eggs.”

“I don’t have any eggs!” cried the stationmaster, now red in the face. “This is my point!”

Nicholas smiled as he listened to all this. Nice work, Detective. Couldn’t those same words be said to him? He hadn’t solved his mystery yet, but at least he was still on the trail of clues, which was an achievement in itself. And now the train was whistling, pulling away from the station, and Nicholas was headed for Stonetown. The sun still hung low in the east, yet what a morning it had been already!

Mr. Pileus opened a sack of egg sandwiches that Mr. Griese had prepared for them and handed one to Nicholas. He did not take one for himself but put a hand on his belly and looked nervously out the window.

Happily munching his own sandwich, Nicholas also gazed out the window, watching the farm country slide past as he reflected on his morning’s tricky accomplishments. Mere hours ago, he’d had every reason to fear that Mr. Collum would change his mind and forbid him to go on this trip. That papier-mâché window was a serious violation, after all, and Nicholas had been forced to reveal it. But he had handled the situation perfectly by summoning Mr. Pileus. In doing so, he’d proved that he had a good excuse for using that window—he was being attacked!—and had gotten the Spiders punished besides.

True, Mr. Collum had been anything but pleased. “A blatant disregard for property and rules!” he’d said angrily as Nicholas stood trembling before him. “To say nothing of your own safety! Why, when Mr. Pileus found out what you’d done, he had to take a seltzer and lie down! Do you realize that you could have slipped and broken your neck?”

“Oh yes, sir!” Nicholas cried emphatically. “And I didn’t want to climb down at all, only when I heard those boys outside my door—they were taunting me, telling me they had your key and were about to come in and knock me around—why, I just panicked! I know I was wrong to have opened up that window again, and I’m really sorry about that. I was just worried about what would happen if I had an emergency and Mr. Pileus wasn’t in his room—when he’s on duty in the dormitory, for instance—and so I made arrangements for escape, just in case. But I hoped never to use them, and I hadn’t, either, until this morning.”

Mr. Collum listened to this speech, some of which was true and some of which wasn’t, with an uncharacteristic degree of patience. He seemed to want to believe Nicholas—and Nicholas thought it likely that he did. Mr. Collum wanted to let him go on this trip. Because he needed the information Nicholas would bring him, and he needed it soon.

“Be that as it may,” Mr. Collum said at length, “rules were broken, and for that you must be punished. The other three boys are certainly going to be punished, and punished extremely, for stealing my key and entering your room. As for you—” Mr. Collum cleared his throat. “Well. I agree that these were unusual circumstances, and I do dislike interfering with school projects. Therefore I shall let you accompany Mr. Pileus, and you may serve out your punishment when you return.”

“Oh, thank you, Mr. Collum!” Nicholas cried, even though he was slightly dismayed. (He had cherished a small hope that he might avoid punishment altogether.) “Thank you, sir! You won’t be disappointed!”

Mr. Collum arched an eyebrow. “I am already disappointed, Nicholas. It is now for you to make amends. Your report had better be thorough and well organized. Dismissed!”

Nicholas had flown from his office before he could change his mind, and out in the entranceway (much to his delight) he had come upon a sleepy Mrs. Brindle informing the dejected and sullen Spiders of the extra chores they must do before breakfast. Already each boy held a mop or broom. Their eyes popped in disbelief as Nicholas sauntered past them, grinning.

“Good morning, Mrs. Brindle!” he said, tipping an imaginary hat to her. “And a good hard day of work to you, fellows! I’m off on my special trip to Stonetown!” And with a wink, he’d skipped upstairs to fetch his suitcase.

Most of the half day’s journey to Stonetown followed the same tracks that had carried Nicholas to Pebbleton in the first place. (His previous residence, Littleview Orphanage, had been located in one of Stonetown’s suburbs.) The farmland and small towns passing by were all familiar to him, therefore, and yet they seemed remarkably changed. For Nicholas had read so many books in the last weeks, had learned so much about so many things, that he felt as though he were looking out through entirely new eyes.

He recognized, for instance, the different styles of architecture in the buildings, and understood the workings of the tractors and farm equipment in the fields, and knew what sort of crops were being readied for harvest. In fact, Nicholas knew a great deal about almost everything that he saw, and he stared out the window as if spellbound. He felt as if he’d been given X-ray vision, or something rather like X-ray vision yet even greater, for he could see all the hidden details of everything. The effect was quite thrilling.

He spent no time talking to Mr. Pileus, who was furious with him for having behaved so recklessly. (Not that Mr. Pileus would have been talking, anyway.) And so much of the journey passed this way, with Nicholas gazing out at a changed world, while at the same time he gazed inward, thinking over the most significant event of his eventful morning: After he had climbed down from his room, he had headed straight for the farm to have a conversation with Mr. Furrow.

The extremely groggy Mr. Furrow had been surprised to see him, of course, standing in pajamas outside the farmhouse door, upon which Nicholas had been knocking most energetically. Scratching his chest through his long johns, the farmer had squinted down at him and asked if he was lost. Because the man was still so sleepy and was, as usual, speaking around a dead cigar stub, his question sounded like this: “Woss a madder, you loss?” Nicholas knew what Mr. Furrow had meant to say, however, even though it was a silly question, considering that he had seen Nicholas many times by now.

“Oh no, Mr. Furrow—it’s me, Nicholas Benedict, the new boy at the Manor. Why, just last week you were showing me how gentle and obedient Rabbit gets after you’ve shown him a fresh carrot. Does that ring a bell?”

Mr. Furrow shook his head, though only to indicate his bemusement. With some difficulty, he muttered, “Yes. Maybe. I don’t care. Why are you here? Why are you standing there in the mud in your bare feet?”

“It’s sort of an emergency,” Nicholas said quickly, and relying on the fact that he had never seen the farmer speaking with Mr. Collum (or with any of the orphanage staff, for that matter), he went on. “You see, Mr. Furrow, I’m leaving this morning on a trip to Stonetown. I’m working on a very important project about the Rothschilds for Mr. Collum. And I only just discovered that you knew the Rothschilds! I wondered what you could tell me about them—anything you say would be useful for my report, and I’d be ever so grateful!”

Mr. Furrow stared at Nicholas for several seconds. Then, with a groan, he sat down in the doorway, rubbing his face with his hands. “Tell me again,” he said, “why this is an emergency.” He blinked at Nicholas with bloodshot eyes.

“Oh, it’s a long story, and I don’t want to bore you, but I thought I could make it up to you by doing some extra chores around your house. When I get back from Stonetown, I mean. After I finish my report—the one I’m doing for Mr. Collum,” Nicholas stressed again, hoping it would make a difference.

“Isn’t much to tell,” Mr. Furrow mumbled. “Rothschild was a good man, hired me when I was young, kept me up with a good team of mules, Rabbit being the last of which. We didn’t talk much. He gave me what I needed and left me alone, which is how I like it, and I kept his larder good and supplied.”

“What about Mrs. Rothschild, then?” Nicholas pressed. “I suppose you know about her missing inheritance. Any ideas about that?”

“Not a one,” Mr. Furrow said with a frown, “and I don’t much care. She didn’t need an inheritance any more than a mule needs extra stubbornness. They had more than plenty.” He coughed, took the cigar stub from his mouth, and studied it, as if perhaps he could see the past in it. “Nice lady, though. Very generous, always asking me over for dinner. I went once or twice, just to be polite, and they treated me like a prince. But I hate socializing; I just like my animals and my fields, and I think Rothschild understood that. I think he finally got her to quit asking, which I appreciated. Still, she was most kind. Brought me gifts on my birthday, that sort of business.”

Nicholas heard all this without much surprise. It made sense for the Rothschilds to treat Mr. Furrow well, contented employees being much more productive and easy to work with than discontented ones.

“Didn’t you want to write down some notes or something?” Mr. Furrow asked suspiciously.

“I have an excellent memory,” Nicholas said. “You were just saying that Mrs. Rothschild brought you gifts on your birthday.”

“Nothing unusual in that,” Mr. Furrow grunted. “Never wanted anything for herself, always giving things away. Ask any of the staff, they could tell you. Mr. Rothschild often had to put his foot down, as well he should—else they might’ve had nothing left for themselves.” He turned his cigar stub left and right between his fingers, still examining it thoughtfully. “To tell the truth, I think she was as shy as me. That’s what the staff said, anyhow. She didn’t like socializing any more than I do. I reckon it might’ve been hard on her just asking me to dinner. I don’t know. Didn’t show it, though. Very friendly, funny lady when she was around you. You could just ask the staff.”

“You keep saying to ask the staff, Mr. Furrow,” Nicholas observed, “but aren’t they all gone now?”

Mr. Furrow sighed. “Oh, I suppose they are. Very true. It’s just gotten worse and worse over there,” he muttered, with a nod in the direction of the Manor. “Stayed pretty good for a while after the Rothschilds died, may they rest in peace. Still had good staff at the place, and the director was a solid fellow, an old friend of Rothschild’s. But after he left and that Mr. Bottoms came, oh, it all went downhill fast. That fellow was about as inclined to work as Rabbit is, and not half so smart.”

“So I’ve heard,” Nicholas said, and he cleared his throat. He had another question for Mr. Furrow, one he’d had to work up nerve to ask, as he was somewhat afraid of the answer. “But to get back to the Rothschilds—which of them was the amateur astronomer? Or was it both?”

Mr. Furrow looked up from his cigar stub. “Now, how do you know about that?”

“Oh, various sources,” Nicholas said vaguely.

Mr. Furrow shrugged. “Well, it was both. They were both brainy types, both of them interested in everything. Rothschild even had a place built up on that hilltop behind the Manor, one of those little buildings with a telescope in it—”

“An observatory?” Nicholas prompted.

“I think that’s what they called it, yes.”

“And did they both go up there? I’ve heard Mrs. Rothschild was afraid of heights.”

“If she was, I didn’t know anything about it,” Mr. Furrow said. He stuck the cigar stub back into his mouth. “And I would have been in bed anytime they used it. You have to use them at night, you know, or you can’t see anything.”

“I’ve heard that,” Nicholas said. “So you never saw Mrs. Rothschild herself going up that hill?”

“Oh, as for that, I’m sure I did. She loved horses, you know. Never rode them, just liked having them. She used to lead them around all over the place. I never understood why she didn’t get up in the saddle. Thought maybe she didn’t want to make a spectacle of herself.” Mr. Furrow barked a raspy laugh. “Fear of heights, you say? Well, that would explain it, then. Funny to learn something like that after all these years.”

Nicholas agreed that it surely was, then prodded Mr. Furrow to tell him what horses had to do with the observatory.

“Only that I’d see her lead the horses up into the hills sometimes. She walked everywhere with them. She’d walk all the way to the river and back.”

The morning was getting brighter, and Nicholas knew it was time to return to the Manor. He had already worked out what he would say, and was hopeful that Mr. Collum would still let him go on the trip. He was nervous, though, and ready to see what his fate would be. And his most important question had been answered—Mrs. Rothschild had not been afraid to go up that hill. So the observatory was not ruled out as a possible entrance to the treasure chamber.

All in all, Nicholas believed it had been a productive conversation, and thanking Mr. Furrow, he left the farmer sitting pensively on his own doorstep, reflecting on times long since past.

Nicholas awoke from his third nap of the day to the sounds of hissing steam, booming voices on loudspeakers, and the great, echoing clatter of trains moving in and out of a grand terminal. Mr. Pileus stood silently before him, holding their suitcases. They had arrived at Stonetown’s central station.

They disembarked, and together they mounted the stairs to the main exit, shoulder to shoulder with other travelers, Mr. Pileus with a protective, almost painful grip on Nicholas’s arm. They emerged into the incredible bustle and energy of the city, with the blaring of automobile horns, the clanging of streetcars, and hurrying pedestrians everywhere. Mr. Pileus hailed a taxicab, then gritted his teeth and closed his eyes as their driver wove in and out among the street traffic. Every time they came to a sudden stop—which was often—Mr. Pileus (quite unnecessarily) threw out an arm to prevent Nicholas from tumbling to the floorboard.

And on the steps of Stonetown Library, with the taxicab waiting at the curb, Mr. Pileus beseeched Nicholas in a strained voice to do exactly as he had been told. Nicholas was tempted to make a joke by asking Mr. Pileus to repeat the instructions, for what Nicholas had been told was to be waiting on these very steps at exactly six o’clock, to not leave the library premises for even an instant before then, to speak to no strangers (except, insofar as it was necessary, to the librarians), to always hold the handrails when taking stairs, to inform the head librarian of his special condition (Mr. Collum had sent along a note), and in general to exercise good common sense in regard to his safety. These lengthy instructions had left the man so utterly exhausted and breathless that Nicholas had pity on him, resisting the joke and assuring Mr. Pileus that he would follow them to the letter. Then he turned and dashed up the stone steps with such reckless abandon that Mr. Pileus almost fainted.

The library was a massive structure every bit as impressive to Nicholas as the train terminal had been. Towering columns rose up in front of the building, and its front entrance gave onto a glorious main lobby, a huge tiled area with handsome card catalogs ringing it all the way around. The lobby was overlooked by a second-floor gallery, in rather the same manner as the entranceway and gallery at Rothschild’s End, though on a dramatically larger scale, and was lit by a stupendous chandelier. Its marbled walls gleamed invitingly in the strong light. Nicholas was quite stirred at the sight of it all.

As he made his way across the lobby to the front desk, where a number of people stood waiting to check out books, Nicholas passed over a beautiful engraved plaque that had been set into the tiled floor. He read it at a glance, as he read everything, and was already two steps beyond it before he realized the significance of what he had read. Startled, he ran backward, almost tripping, to take another look, hoping he had mistaken the dates on the plaque.

He had not. He read the plaque slowly, carefully, three times, and each time it said the same thing. Construction of this Free and Public Library of Stonetown, designed by the eminent architects Mason & Mason, funded by the Alexandria Foundation, and open to all citizens of our great republic…

It was at exactly this point each time that Nicholas groaned and shook his head, each time with more intensity. For here the plaque listed the year construction had begun and the year it had been completed—and according to these dates, the library had not even existed yet when the Rothschilds had spent their mysterious week in Stonetown. Thus the library’s collection would include no newspapers from that time. How could it? There had been no place to keep them, no librarians to collect them! Construction had not even begun until later that year! Nicholas clapped his hands to his head. This whole trip had been for nothing! And those newspapers had been his only lead!

When he noticed a couple of the library patrons giving him curious looks, Nicholas made an effort to calm himself. He had no wish to collapse in the middle of the lobby. Perhaps, he thought, some old newspapers had been donated to the library after it was built. That was possible, wasn’t it? Or perhaps the library had obtained older newspapers by some other means. There was only one way to find out, and Nicholas, bracing himself for disappointment, got in line at the desk.

He had not braced himself well enough, unfortunately.

A short while later, Nicholas awoke on the cold tile floor behind the desk. Leaning over him was the librarian who had disappointed him, an ancient woman with wispy white hair. Her skin was so wrinkled, she might have been a thousand years old; she might once have shelved books in the ancient library at Alexandria. In one trembling hand she held the note from Mr. Collum, which Nicholas had been carrying when he collapsed. Luckily she had spied the paper and read it. She had not sent for a doctor, therefore, but had simply asked a younger librarian to drag the sleeping boy out of the way.

When Nicholas had assured her that he was absolutely fine, he began asking other questions. Though the library possessed no newspapers from the years he had specified—that much he had to accept—he still hoped to learn what he could, and the old librarian was most helpful. Before long he was seated at a reading table, poring over old directories and indexes.

But though the librarian was helpful, the directories were not. In a city the size of Stonetown, there were countless architects and builders who might have been hired to design and construct the Rothschilds’ observatory. After flipping page after page in hopes of finding a clue, something obvious that would leap out at him, Nicholas turned to a new strategy. He got the most recent directory and compared its entries with much older ones, trying to find currently existing businesses that had been around years ago, when the Rothschilds were in town. There were dozens, however, and they were spread out all over the city and in the suburbs. Making inquiries at all of them could take weeks, even months. And there was no guarantee that any of them had a connection to the Rothschilds.

Nicholas found that his mouth had grown pasty and developed a sour taste. He went for a drink of water, his mind churning. When he got back to his seat, he searched for the name Booker in listings for private detectives, without success. Among the other listings he found plenty of Bookers, but none that would seem to have had anything to do with the Rothschilds’ treasure. No shipping merchants or antique dealers or any such thing. Was there any point in trying to contact anyone at all? His original, focused plan had dissolved into a wild-goose chase.

Nicholas shoved his chair back from the table. He needed to clear his head, which was starting to throb. He went to a window that overlooked the busy street. He imagined himself going out into the city in search of answers. If he had more time…

But he didn’t have more time. He had a few hours. And as he looked out upon the crowded, noisy sidewalks, he felt a rising despair. Did he really think he could go investigating even if he had more time? A nine-year-old boy with narcolepsy, alone in the city? What would he do when naps overcame him? What would happen if a car horn startled him to sleep? Whom could he trust to help him?

No one. He could trust no one. How many people walking down the sidewalk right now had been just like Moray, Breaker, or Iggy when they were young? How many had been like all the other orphans, the ones who lived in fear and treated Nicholas badly because of it? How foolish would he be to think they were any different now?

Nicholas turned from the window. The prospect of escaping from the Manor suddenly seemed much less appealing—even with the treasure, even with John. Would they really come live by themselves in this huge, daunting city full of strangers? The notion seemed almost preposterous now. He supposed they would need to come to Stonetown to sell the treasure for money—a tricky business in itself, and possibly a dangerous one—but after that, he would want to get far away from here, far away from other people.

You’re forgetting, Nicholas thought, rubbing his temples. You have no idea where the treasure might be. No idea. No clue. And almost no time left to find any. Indeed, it was beginning to seem horribly likely that he would never find the treasure—that the orphanage would be shut down before he found it, that he would be sent away, and worst of all, that he would be alone again, separated from John and Violet.

With that hopeless thought, Nicholas looked around him, wondering what in the world to do now.

All of these books, books in the tens of thousands, and for the first time in his life, he didn’t even feel like reading.
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Nicholas had expected to return to ’Child’s End in the morning, but Mr. Pileus had purchased tickets for the afternoon train. Perhaps the overly cautious handyman had thought they would need more time to conclude their tasks in Stonetown, or perhaps he’d worried about oversleeping, for the morning train departed very early. In any case, he and Nicholas spent several dreary hours sitting on their luggage at the station, then several more on the train, before arriving at Pebbleton station just as a thunderstorm broke loose.

Rain pummeled the Studebaker as it made its way up the orphanage lane. Lightning fractured the sky. Muddy rivulets streamed across the lane, just visible in the light from the headlamps. Mr. Pileus, when at last he had parked near the Manor’s porch steps, looked ready to collapse with relief.

And yet as he and Nicholas mounted the steps—they were both thoroughly soaked—Mr. Pileus’s anxiety seemed to return. He kept casting sidelong glances at Nicholas, as if worried he had brought the wrong boy back from Stonetown. And no sooner had they stepped inside than he hurried off to his room, taking his new hat from beneath his jacket and dripping water on the floors.

Perhaps he had an urgent need to use the bathroom, thought Nicholas, likewise dripping. It was the hour before bedtime, and he could hear loud voices and movement coming from the direction of the drawing room. From the sound of it—the tromping of innumerable feet, the discordant laughter and cries of boys and girls alike—Nicholas deduced that the entire group of orphans had been gathered for some activity or game. He could hear Miss Candace calling out instructions.

He decided to go straight in. This might be his only chance to see John, and he wanted to tell him to meet in the library that night, so that they could talk. They had deemed inside meetings too risky in the past, but time was pressing, and Nicholas refused to wait for better weather. He just hoped they could manage a quick private word now, among all the commotion.

Suitcase in hand, Nicholas was crossing the entranceway when Mr. Collum’s office door opened.

“Ah, Nicholas,” said Mr. Collum, looking him up and down. “I see you’ve arrived as expected, though perhaps not as dry as one might wish. Come along, I’ll let you into your room. You can change out of those wet clothes, and meanwhile you can tell me what you learned at the library. I trust you are writing a lengthy and detailed report, but for now you can give me a brief accounting.”

“I’ll be delighted to do so, Mr. Collum,” Nicholas said, trying hard to sound sincere. “But if you please, I was hoping to join the others in the drawing room. It sounds like they’re having tremendous fun. May I just duck in there for the rest of the activity? I’ll come straight to your office afterward.”

Mr. Collum frowned. “I’m afraid you can’t join the activity in such a state, Nicholas. You’re a sodden mess. You might catch a chill. Come now, change your clothes and let us talk. There will be other activities.” He dropped a heavy hand on Nicholas’s shoulder to guide him toward the stairs.

Nicholas wriggled away. “Please, Mr. Collum! It’s been such a dreary trip. Can’t I go in there even for a minute? I’d like to say hello to John.”

“Nicholas!” said Mr. Collum sharply. He took a deep breath, composing himself, and continued in an even tone. “It is disrespectful to wheedle and argue, Nicholas. Please refrain from doing so.” He hesitated, looking at the stairs, then shook his head. “Come into my office a minute.”

Biting his lip, Nicholas followed the director into his office. Mr. Collum had said “a minute,” after all, so perhaps he did not intend to keep Nicholas long. What was more, he seemed troubled, and Nicholas suddenly realized that something was going on—something had happened—and he would probably be wise to find out what it was.

“Have a seat, Nicholas.”

Nicholas frowned and sat down. Mr. Collum had never invited him to sit before.

“I have some happy news,” said Mr. Collum in a tone of false cheer. Seating himself behind the desk, he reached into a drawer and took out his pipe, which he inspected as if searching for flaws. He cleared his throat, and without looking up, he said, “John Cole has been adopted.”

Nicholas stopped breathing. The walls of the office began to pulse in his vision like the chambers of a heart. “What… what did you say?” He whispered the question so faintly he did not even hear it himself.

Mr. Collum glanced at him and quickly looked back at his pipe. “It is the very best news for John, I’m sure you will agree. Of course, we are all extremely sorry to lose him. You know how highly I thought of John, and you told me yourself that he was your… only friend.” He coughed, stood, and began rummaging among the papers on his desk, as if looking for something.

“But how—?” Nicholas looked down at his hands, which had begun to tremble, and he clasped them tightly together to still them. “How did this happen?”

Mr. Collum, obviously agitated, continued to riffle through the papers. “This is an orphanage, after all, Nicholas. I was contacted by a couple hoping to adopt a responsible boy of John’s age, a hard worker and a good boy, preferably one who had lost his parents only recently, so that he understood from experience how to get along in a family household. John was the clear choice—indeed, the only choice—and so I invited the couple to meet him. They did, and they liked him at once, and as I had already drawn up the necessary papers, the adoption was managed efficiently and quickly.”

Realization hit Nicholas like a slap. Suddenly he was on his feet. “And you sent me away! You knew this was going to happen, and you made sure I was out of town! Why would you do that? Did you think I’d ruin his chances? He was my friend, Mr. Collum! My friend! And I didn’t even get to tell him goodbye!”

Mr. Collum looked at Nicholas with a mixed expression of warning and concern. “Calm yourself, Nicholas. Do not do something that you’ll regret. I arranged matters this way for your own good. I knew that John was your friend and that parting would be painful. It was better this way. A clean break.”

Nicholas gripped the edge of Mr. Collum’s desk, trying to steady himself. If he had been strong enough, he would have picked it up and thrown it at Mr. Collum. Instead, he stood there shaking, telling himself to breathe slowly, breathe slowly, breathe slowly. His eyes stung with tears.

“You should try to be happy for him,” Mr. Collum said quietly. “He’s been taken into a good family. Not wealthy, by any means, but he will be secure, and I know he will be appreciated.”

Something about Mr. Collum’s condescending tone made Nicholas lose what little control he’d gained, and banging his hands on the desk, he shouted, “I appreciated him as my friend! And you didn’t even let me say goodbye! It wasn’t better this way, Mr. Collum—it was the worst possible thing you could do!” His tears were flowing freely now; he tasted them as they streamed into his mouth. “You know nothing about children, Mr. Collum! Nothing! Children aren’t numbers! You can’t just add them and subtract them and expect everything to come out right!”

Mr. Collum, shocked, took a step backward. Nicholas could see his jaw clenching and unclenching, and his right hand was squeezing his pipe as if to crush it. “I—I hardly know what to say, Nicholas. You must realize that you are in serious trouble for speaking to me in this way. You will have to be punished. I understand that you are upset, but that does not excuse you.”

Nicholas, recovering from his outburst, had fallen back into his chair and covered his face with his hands. He was trying his hardest not to break into uncontrollable sobs.

There was a silence, and then Mr. Collum said, “You may take the night to get hold of yourself. Tomorrow morning we shall discuss your library trip. No doubt you will feel better after a good night’s sleep. Also,” he muttered, again looking at the papers on his desk, “you may be comforted to know that John wrote you a letter. He pressed it on me before he left, and begged me to give it to you.”

Nicholas was staring at Mr. Collum through his fingers. “A letter? He left me a letter?” He lowered his hands, then thrust one of them forward demandingly. “Well, where is it? Give it to me!”

Mr. Collum scowled at him. “Manners, young man! You are only making things worse for yourself with such impudent behavior.” He looked back down at his desk, still scowling. “The letter is yours, however, and you shall receive it as soon as I locate it. I cannot fathom what’s happened. I was exceedingly careful to leave it right here”—he tapped the desk before him—right on top of these papers, where I could find it easily. Look beneath my desk, Nicholas. Do you see a sealed envelope with your name on it?”

Nicholas dropped to the floor. There was nothing. He leaped to his feet. “When did you leave that letter there? Are you sure you left it there?”

“Of course I’m sure!” Mr. Collum snapped. “You are not to interrogate me, Nicholas! I placed the letter there this very afternoon, right after we had all gathered in the entranceway to see John off.” He was speaking to himself now, not to Nicholas, as he tried to remember exactly what had occurred. “Yes, that’s when John gave me the letter, and I sent the other children off to their chores, and I came in here and set it down.”

Nicholas felt his stomach turn. “You mean, the other children saw John give you the letter? And they heard him tell you to give it to me?”

This time it was Mr. Collum who banged the desk. “I said that is enough, Nicholas! Enough with the questions! Enough with your impertinence! Be silent and let me think a moment!”

But Nicholas had had enough, too, and rising once more to his feet, he cried, “You can think all you want! I already know what happened! You left the letter out where anyone could find it! And then at some point you left your office unlocked—maybe you thought you could just step over to the bathroom for a minute without troubling to lock the door. Maybe you had your precious ledger with you, so you weren’t worried about losing anything important.”

Mr. Collum, shocked yet again, gaped at Nicholas. “My… precious ledger?”

“But that ledger isn’t everything, Mr. Collum!” Nicholas yelled, jabbing his finger at the director. “I can tell you that much! And for all your talk of Mr. Bottoms being so reckless and irresponsible, take a look at yourself! You sure go to a lot of trouble to lock a little boy into his room each night, and to lock all the rooms with valuable things in them, but you left your own office door unlocked today, didn’t you? Didn’t you!”

Nicholas could see from Mr. Collum’s expression that his words had struck home. Not waiting for the director to collect himself—he was pale and quivering with anger—Nicholas wiped his eyes, grabbed his suitcase, and turned on his heel. He paused at the doorway. “You can forget any report on the Rothschilds,” he said without looking back. “You’re never going to get it. Never.” And then he hurried out, slamming the door behind him.

In the drawing room he found all the orphans standing in disorderly rows, wheeling their arms about like windmills. Miss Candace stood before them, demonstrating the maneuver and talking about the virtues of daily calisthenics. She seemed completely unaware, though Nicholas saw it plainly enough from the doorway, that the Spiders kept “accidentally” slapping the children nearest them as they circled their arms, then winking at one another and snickering.

“Moray!” Nicholas screamed, so loudly that it hurt his throat.

Fifty faces turned in unison to stare at him. The arms froze. Miss Candace stopped talking and blinked at Nicholas in surprise. Clearly, she thought something was wrong with him, barging into the drawing room with wet clothes and puffy, red eyes, his teeth beginning to chatter.

“Who has the letter?” Nicholas demanded, his voice cracking. He wove through the other children to get to Moray, near the middle of the room. He stopped inches away from the sneering bully and dropped his suitcase, narrowly missing Moray’s oversized feet. “Is it you? Or is it one of your leeches?” He shot angry looks at Iggy and Breaker, standing nearby. They both seemed impressed by Nicholas’s audacity—but they were also smirking with evident satisfaction.

Moray crossed his arms and stood looking down at Nicholas like a Rottweiler pestered by a yipping terrier. “No idea what you’re talking about. You’re in my space, though.”

“Nicholas,” Miss Candace said. “Come here and let me look at you. What’s the matter?”

“Leave me alone!” Nicholas shouted at her. “Nothing’s the matter with me except I want my letter back!”

Miss Candace, looking frightened, hurried from the room to find help. Nicholas did not appear to notice. He stood with his chest heaving and teeth chattering, his hand extended as if he truly expected Moray to comply with his demands. He could hardly see straight, could hardly think of anything except getting back John’s letter.

Moray watched Miss Candace leave, then broke into a grin, feigning a look of sudden understanding. “Oh, that letter! The letter from John! Sure, I remember now!”

“So give it back, Moray! Give it back or you’ll be sorry!”

Moray pretended to look troubled. “But we can’t give you that letter back, Big Nose. I mean, golly, I’d love to, but we sort of burned it, didn’t we, boys?”

Iggy and Breaker chuckled.

Nicholas’s eyes were stinging again. Slowly he lowered his hand. He could see that Moray was telling the truth. He bit his lip, trying not to cry. He had no idea what to do.

“Naturally, we read it first,” Moray said with a shrug. “Lots of interesting stuff. Too bad you’ll never know any of it. We know, but you don’t. Get it?”

Moray’s words seemed to come from the end of a tunnel, for Nicholas had given up, he’d lost control, and now he was crying, weeping, sinking to his knees. Moray put a foot against Nicholas’s shoulder and gave a slight push. Nicholas had no strength in him to resist. He toppled over onto his side, curled up, and continued to sob and sob.

“Everyone look at the big future-teller!” Moray shouted triumphantly. “I guess he didn’t see this coming, after all!”

Nicholas, rocking back and forth in an agony of humiliation and despair, wished, for the first time in his life, that his emotions would send him to sleep. He didn’t think he could bear them any longer.

And then, in the next moment, he didn’t have to.

[image: ]

When Nicholas awoke, he was alone in the drawing room except for one other child, the younger boy named Oliver, who stood in the doorway watching him with wide eyes. Nicholas sat up, his head aching and his throat raw from crying. He looked bleakly at Oliver. “Well? What are you doing here? Where did everybody go?”

“To get ready for bed,” Oliver said. “Mr. Collum said I’m to watch you and let him know when you wake up.”

Nicholas got shakily to his feet. He felt as if he had been taken apart and put back together again with all his parts in the wrong places. Everything seemed to hurt. Nothing seemed right.

Oliver lingered in the doorway. He seemed to want to say something else, but Nicholas, in his misery, was only vaguely aware of the boy’s presence. At any rate, he didn’t care about anything that anyone said. He was leaving. He picked up his suitcase, considering his next step.

“They were lying,” Oliver whispered, and Nicholas looked at him. “The Spiders, I mean. They didn’t read that letter.”

Nicholas thought about this. Yes, that seemed right. He dimly remembered Moray’s tone, and it had been noticeably false. He shrugged. “I know,” he said. “I mean, I realize that now. Doesn’t matter.”

Oliver glanced nervously up and down the passageway and edged further into the room. “It doesn’t? I… well, I just thought that it might. So I wanted you to know, in case it did. They—they made me get the envelope for them. I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t know they were going to burn it. They made a lot of us watch. They were saying that this is what happens if you try to cross them. And then they made Caroline dump the ashes out behind the gardening shed, even though it was raining.”

Nicholas shrugged again to show his lack of interest. He didn’t want to think about the Spiders anymore. He wanted Oliver to leave him alone. But Oliver stayed, looking at him expectantly. And even in his desolate mood, Nicholas could not quite suppress his urge to understand things, to understand and explain.

“It makes sense,” he said finally. “Moray probably didn’t think of reading the letter until after they’d already burned it. He hates to read, you know, and he was excited. By the time it occurred to him that he could have known something I didn’t, it was too late. So he lied. He wanted me to at least think that he did. He wanted to make me feel as bad as possible.”

“Right!” Oliver said. “Which is why I wanted you to know the truth. But please, don’t say anything about this to the Spiders. They’ll kill me if they know I told you. I’m… well, I’m really sorry about everything. I’m sorry you lost your friend.”

Nicholas sighed. “Thanks, Oliver,” he said wearily. “Don’t worry, I’m never going to talk to the Spiders again. Now you’d better go make your report to Mr. Collum. You can tell him I’m heading upstairs now.”

Oliver seemed disappointed somehow, but he said nothing, only turned and hurried out. Nicholas trudged upstairs and leaned against his door, waiting. It was not Mr. Collum who showed up to unlock his door, however, but Mr. Pileus, now wearing his nightgown, nightcap, and slippers. He looked almost sheepish as he let Nicholas into his room, and Nicholas suddenly understood what those anxious glances on the Manor steps had been about. Mr. Pileus had known about John’s adoption, had known what Nicholas was about to learn. Everybody seemed to know everything but Nicholas.

In his absence, a tarpaulin had been hung over the hole in his wall, and several boxes stacked in front of it. His cot had been moved into the empty space the boxes had occupied. Nicholas washed up and changed into his pajamas while Mr. Pileus waited. Then, seeing that Mr. Pileus was reluctantly beginning to speak, he said, “Don’t worry, Mr. Pileus; only a fool would sneak out that window on a night like tonight. I’m not going to do anything of the sort.”

Mr. Pileus nodded and went out, locking the door behind him.

For two hours Nicholas lay on his cot, gazing at the plaid pattern on his blanket. Then he rose, changed into his one set of dry clothes, and packed everything he possessed into his suitcase, including the blanket, including his shoes. Though the boxes had been moved around, he quickly located the one in which he had stashed the old, oversized boots, the ones he had always brought for John. He grimaced, remembering the way the two of them had joked about his conjuring the boots. No more jokes with John. No more anything.

The boots were stowed inside his flour-sack backpack. Nicholas put the backpack on, unlocked his door, and returned for his suitcase. Then he blew out his candle, and in stocking feet he made his way down the servants’ stairs in the darkness. In the basement he found another tarpaulin, and by cutting it to length, with a small hole in the center, he fashioned a sort of rain cloak. With effort he squeezed his head through the hole. His head would get wet, the old boots would be muddy, but his clothes and his bags would remain dry, or mostly so. He paused at the side door to put on the boots, then left the Manor in the same way he had entered it the very first time. Skulking like a thief.

It was a miserable walk to Pebbleton in the driving rain, and it took Nicholas several hours. Mud sucked at his boots, inside which his feet were wet and aching. His suitcase, though light, seemed heavier than a bag of stones after the first mile; after the second it felt heavier than an anvil. Nicholas slogged along with his eyes almost closed against the rain. One wretched step after the other.

He had not gone far from the Manor before it occurred to him that he would not be able to tell Violet goodbye, either. He briefly considered crossing the hills to Violet’s farm, but he did not want her to see him like this, so downcast and defeated. He could never think of Violet without thinking of the drawing she had made of him—of that defiant, illuminated boy on the bluff. Now he began to wonder if the moon had spotlighted him only to call attention to his isolation, his insignificance. There he had sat, a lonely little boy on a huge, high rock as old as the world. What could his life possibly matter?

No, Nicholas did not wish Violet to see this version of the boy in her drawing. He would try to write her a letter and explain how he could not stay at the Manor another day—not after what had happened. John had gone away to a new life, and Nicholas had been publicly humiliated, his secret exposed. Even if not for the Spiders, how could he stand to live under the authority of Mr. Collum, who had so cruelly mistreated him? In his letter, Nicholas would explain how he doubted they could have found the treasure, anyway. He’d found nothing useful in Stonetown. There were no more clues. The orphanage would have closed, and he would have been sent away soon.

Nicholas shivered inside his cloak. It would not be a pleasant letter to write. Violet was going to be miserable, too. Her only friends would suddenly be gone. She’d no longer have any hope of finding the treasure. And like a mean-spirited symbol of all her losses, her old dream of mining-company money, already insubstantial as smoke, would finally drift away when that contract expired the day after tomorrow—and her dream of art school would be over for good. Nicholas could hardly bear to think of it.

He would tell Violet not to worry about him, anyway. He would not tell her how frightened he was. He would not tell her that he had no idea what to do. He had a vague notion of hiding in the Stonetown Library, reading books by night, until he figured something out. But it would be hard to find food, harder still to keep from being discovered. He couldn’t trust himself to stay awake, and when he was asleep, his screams would give him away. Perhaps he was destined to live like a wild animal in the woods. That idea frightened him, too. All he knew for certain was that right now he needed to get away—to escape from everyone and everything that had caused him such anguish.

In Pebbleton, in the hours before dawn, he found a dry space beneath the porch of the general store, and there he slept until his alarm clock awakened him from hideous dreams. He had been crying out in fear, but no one was around to hear him. It was for this reason that he had chosen the porch of an empty building on an empty street in town.

Still wrapped in his rain cloak, Nicholas emerged from beneath the porch into a misty dawn. In the distance he saw the electric lamps of the train station glistening in the mist, and the light and the weather reminded him eerily of his arrival in Pebbleton, when he had been hopeful of making a new start in a new home. He wondered where that hope had come from. He couldn’t imagine being hopeful anymore.

Like many a vagrant before him, Nicholas made his way to the train tracks. He knew the train schedule, of course—he’d memorized it without trying—and he intended to hop the first train of the day, which was due to arrive any minute. A short distance up the tracks was a little patch of woods, and there Nicholas hid, waiting, knowing that every minute that passed brought him closer to the moment his absence at the Manor would be discovered. If Mr. Collum telephoned the county sheriff, and the word got around that an orphan had run away, someone might think to search the train. So once again Nicholas was in a race with Mr. Collum—but this time Nicholas’s only hope was to escape, penniless and scared, into the larger world. That was how far his dreams had tumbled.

Before long Nicholas heard the whistle in the distance, followed by the chugging of the train. Then he saw a light, and the engine appeared out of the gloom. The train was slowing down for its approach to the station, growing louder as it grew nearer, until the cars began clattering and screeching past, filling his vision. The noise was quite deafening. Nicholas clenched his teeth, trying to steel his nerves. He knew it was dangerous to hop a train, but he could not afford to let anyone see him boarding.

As soon as he judged the train cars to be moving slowly enough, Nicholas darted out from his hiding place and began running awkwardly alongside the tracks. He stumbled, recovered, took hold of a ladder at the rear of a car, and with great difficulty—almost losing his grip, almost falling—he pulled himself up. His pulse, pounding in his ears, muted the sound of the train’s bells. He was so hot and shaky he might have just run a mile. But he had made it.

By the time the train had pulled into the station, Nicholas was in a washroom. He changed into his dry shoes, stowed the boots and his crude rain cloak inside his suitcase, and groomed himself with the aid of a mirror. He needed to appear as respectable as possible.

Casually he made his way through the train cars, which had yet to acquire many passengers. Few of them even appeared to notice him. Only one, a sleepy-looking man with thick, bushy hair and a bedraggled suit, glanced at Nicholas for longer than a second. This man gazed at him, in fact, for several seconds, with a look of mild curiosity, and Nicholas was glad to leave him behind. He passed through a dining car, where the smell of food being cooked made his mouth water and his empty stomach growl. But a man was working behind the counter, and there was no chance of sneaking anything to eat. Nicholas moved on, searching for places to hide, in case hiding should prove necessary.

At last he came to a dark, empty car near the front of the train. This seemed to be a good bet, and Nicholas was looking it over when he heard a familiar voice discussing a familiar problem.

“I’m going to have to build a fence!” the stationmaster was saying. “That’s all there is to it!”

“Big place you have out there, though,” said another voice. “A fence will cost you a pretty penny.”

The stationmaster was speaking with the train conductor on the station platform, just outside the windows. Nicholas peered out. He didn’t recognize this conductor. The stationmaster must talk about his stolen eggs to anyone who would listen.

“I know it’s going to cost me a pretty penny! But what else am I supposed to do? Go the rest of my life without eating another egg?”

“Well, let me know how it turns out,” said the conductor, yawning. He turned to mount the steps of the very train car Nicholas was standing in.

Nicholas dropped to his belly and crawled under a row of seats. There he lay, still and quiet, until the conductor had walked past him and the train had pulled away from the station. He had won the race with Mr. Collum. Now he had only to avoid the conductor.

Avoiding the conductor did not prove to be easy, however. After a few more stops, the train began to fill up. There were passengers in every car now, and Nicholas could no longer hide beneath the seats when the conductor passed through collecting tickets. After the next stop he would be in a real pickle, so he worked his way through the train, studying all the passengers and formulating a plan. It was a good thing he did, too, for it wasn’t long before he found himself caught between passengers crowding the aisle behind him and the conductor approaching him from the front.

The conductor, sweating and harried, nonetheless noticed Nicholas trying to brush past him, and he put out his arm. Nicholas was ready for this, though. Looking up with his most winning smile, he explained that he was part of a large family whose tickets had already been collected. He described the family, seated at the back of the train, in great detail, and claimed that he had boarded with them and been seated with them and that the conductor had taken his own ticket, as well. Didn’t the conductor remember?

He spoke so earnestly and with such accurate detail that he almost convinced himself, and the conductor, for his part, was entirely persuaded. He trusted Nicholas’s account better than his own memory. “Of course, of course, young man,” he said, and patting Nicholas on the head, he moved on.

Nicholas was safe.

Or rather, he believed he was safe.

After speaking with the conductor, Nicholas quickly took the nearest available seat in the crowded car, sitting with his arms folded protectively over his suitcase, not making eye contact with anyone around him. And so he sat for the next few minutes, weary and uncomfortable but extremely relieved—until he felt a tap on his shoulder, and everything changed forever.
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Nicholas looked up. It was the man in the bedraggled suit, the one with bushy hair who had looked at him right after he’d hopped the train.

“Come with me to the dining car,” the man said quietly. “Let’s get a bite to eat and have a little talk.” His brown eyes, rimmed with red, did not express suspicion or displeasure. Nor was his voice unkind, but it was quite firm, and Nicholas sensed that trying to argue would only make matters worse. For the moment, anyway, it was best to play the part of the obedient boy, respectful of adults who wished to speak with him.

“Sure,” Nicholas said lightly, and bringing his suitcase, he followed the man out of the car, his heart beating triple-time. Was the man some sort of railway official? Did he keep track of the tickets? Had he heard Nicholas lying to the conductor? Were they really going to the dining car, or had that just been an excuse to keep Nicholas from trying to get away?

They really were going to the dining car. The man told Nicholas to order whatever he liked, and ordered coffee for himself, and paid for it all. They sat at a small, round table in the corner. All around them dishes clinked, and people ate and talked as if this were a regular day, a regular train journey. But Nicholas had a feeling he was sitting down to the most fateful meal of his life.

“You look hungry,” the man said. He gestured at the eggs and biscuits and gravy Nicholas had ordered. “Please, tuck in.”

Nicholas didn’t have to be told twice. Whatever was going to happen next, he might as well meet it with a full stomach. The eggs didn’t taste as good as Mr. Griese’s, but he hardly cared. He shoveled them into his mouth and washed them down with great gulps of lukewarm milk.

The man sipped his coffee and looked casually about the car, giving Nicholas time to eat. He looked even more tired up close. He needed a shave, and his bushy brown hair, though carefully combed, bore the imprint of a hat worn at a strange angle. Down and forward, Nicholas thought, and instantly knew that the man had slept with his hat on, tilted down to cover his eyes.

The man seemed to read his thoughts, or perhaps he had followed Nicholas’s gaze. He reached up and felt his hair, then looked about beneath his chair. “Now, where did I leave my hat?” he muttered. “Tell me, was I wearing it when you boarded at Pebbleton?” His eyes met Nicholas’s. They were not accusatory, nor even challenging, but they conveyed absolute certainty. They made it clear to Nicholas that there was no point lying to him.

“No,” Nicholas said. “Maybe you took it off in your sleep.”

“Maybe I did,” the man acknowledged. “Or maybe it fell off. I’ll need to check under my seat. I’m so tired I can hardly keep track of my own feet, much less hats and bags.” He sipped his coffee thoughtfully. After a pause he said, “How did you know I slept with my hat on?”

“The mark in your hair,” Nicholas said through a mouthful of biscuit. He swallowed. “The angle.”

The man looked at him, then shook his head wonderingly. “I thought perhaps I’d been wrong about Pebbleton. I thought you might have boarded much earlier and passed by me while I was asleep. Instead, it simply turns out that you are even more clever than I suspected.”

“What makes you think I’m clever?” Nicholas asked. He was genuinely curious, for this man had struck him as being very clever himself.

“First of all, the story you told the conductor was most impressive,” the man said with a smile. “If I hadn’t known better, I might have believed you myself. But I saw that family board—the family you claimed to be with—and they didn’t get on the train when you did. And yet you described them perfectly, as if you’d spent your whole life with them. Do you want something else to eat?”

Nicholas had cleaned his plate. “No, thank you. I’m quite full.” This happened to be the truth, but it was also true that his stomach was clenching and unclenching like a fist. He was caught in his lie. He had suspected as much, but now he knew it for sure.

“You’re welcome,” the man said. He extended his hand. “My name’s Harinton, by the way. Sam Harinton. Pleased to meet you….” He lifted his eyebrows inquiringly.

“Matthews,” Nicholas replied, giving the man’s hand a firm shake. “James Matthews. Pleased to meet you, too.”

Mr. Harinton nodded and sat back in his chair. “To continue, James—or shall I call you Jim? Yes? To continue, Jim, another reason I know you’re clever is that you remembered whether or not I was wearing my hat when you first saw me. And then, just now, you deduced that I’d slept with it on, merely by looking at my hair. Now, if I hadn’t been traveling for three days without benefit of a shower, you wouldn’t have been able to tell that, I promise. When my hair is clean, it’s actually quite springy and healthy-looking.”

Mr. Harinton winked, and Nicholas smiled. He saw that the man was trying to be jovial and friendly. But why? What did he want?

“Finally, Jim,” said Mr. Harinton, “you are clever enough not to give your real name to a stranger whose purposes are unclear to you. Yes, I know that Jim is not your real name. We needn’t argue about it. Jim will do fine for now. More important, Jim, is that you are clever enough to see that I can tell when a person’s lying. I have a feeling that you can tell when someone is lying, too. Am I right?”

“Usually,” Nicholas said. “At least, I think so.”

Mr. Harinton nodded. “Some people just have a gift. As for me, I’ve had lots of training. I’m an attorney for the government. I’ve spent my career figuring out when people are lying and when they aren’t, and I’ve gotten pretty good at it, if I do say so myself.”

“For the government?” Nicholas asked. “That sounds like an important job.”

Mr. Harinton arched an eyebrow. He finished his coffee with a gulp. “Another thing I’ve gotten pretty good at, Jim, is knowing when people are trying to change the subject. Also when they’re trying to flatter you, to get you on their side. But listen, I’m already on your side, all right?”

Nicholas shrugged. He did not know what to say.

“All right,” said Mr. Harinton, as if answering himself. “Yes, I work for the government. I was stationed overseas during the war, but now my station is wherever I am—I mean, wherever they send me. I’ve been down in Chesterton for the last month. Now I’m heading overseas again. Am I telling the truth?”

Nicholas regarded him warily. He nodded.

“Swell, now we’re getting somewhere.” Mr. Harinton asked for more coffee, and when he had a fresh cup, he said, “My question to you, Jim, is what are you running from?”

Nicholas made no reply.

Mr. Harinton waited a minute, then resumed talking about himself. “It’s true, I haven’t had a proper home in years. My life feels awfully wearisome sometimes, but I like what I do. It’s important work, good work. I do hope someday to have a wife and family, though. Family is important, too, right?”

Nicholas could tell that Mr. Harinton was trying to put him at ease by talking about himself. At the same time, he was gauging Nicholas’s reactions to what he was saying. Nicholas kept his face entirely blank.

After a long, expectant pause, Mr. Harinton sighed. He leaned over the table, lacing his fingers together, and speaking very softly, he said, “Look, let me make you a deal. If you’re coming out of some bad situation, I won’t force you to go back. I’ll just try to help you. You have to understand my position, Jim. I can’t see a kid like you, a kid all on his own, and go on about my business and pretend that I didn’t. It wouldn’t be decent. You can see that, right? But you have to trust me with the truth. How else can I know what your situation is? How else can I help you?”

Nicholas carefully considered Mr. Harinton’s words. He was reminded of when he first met John, of how he had been forced to tell the truth, to take a chance on John’s decency. In fact, he suddenly realized that Mr. Harinton reminded him very much of John himself, if only John had been a grownup. The moment he realized this, his resistance began to soften.

He met Mr. Harinton’s gaze. “What will you do if I don’t tell you anything? Turn me in?”

Mr. Harinton’s brow wrinkled. “Well, I’ll have to do something, son. I’m to leave the country in a couple of days, and where I’m going, I can’t take you with me. It wouldn’t be safe, and anyway, it’s against policy. So, yes, I’ll probably have to tell someone.”

“Who? The police?”

Mr. Harinton scratched his head. “I’m wondering why this matters to you. Let me think. No, I don’t suppose I would call the police, at least not right away. You aren’t a notorious criminal, are you?” He narrowed his eyes in mock suspicion.

“Would I tell you if I were?” Nicholas said.

“No, I suppose not. You aren’t making this easy for me, are you?” Mr. Harinton shifted in his chair. After a considering pause, and in a tone of great seriousness, he said, “Jim, I promise that I’m not going to let anything bad happen to you. No matter what you tell me, I’m going to help you. I give you my word.”

Nicholas felt his cheeks flush, and he looked down at the table in an agony of confusion. He was still weighing what to say—what to do—when he felt the heavy shawl of sleep falling over him. Oh no, he thought. Oh no, oh no. All of a sudden his decision was made for him.

“I have a sleeping problem,” he said quickly. “I have to take a nap. If I can trust you, Mr. Harinton, if I really can trust you…”

Nicholas couldn’t finish. Blackness overtook him. He slumped forward, knocking his plate off the table, and was asleep before it struck the floor.

The train rattled along its tracks. There was the murmur of conversation, the clink of dishes. Nicholas was still in the dining car. But he was lying down on a hard surface. The floor. And he was covered with something—a blanket, perhaps. Or no, it smelled like aftershave and perspiration. A man’s suit coat. He opened his eyes. He was wedged into the corner, beneath the table. He saw Mr. Harinton’s legs, crossed at the knee, and heard the telltale crinkle and snap of newspaper pages being turned and folded. He lay there for several minutes, assessing the situation.

He was safe.

He could feel it in his bones—a lightening, as if an enormous weight had been taken from him. He would not have to fend for himself in the city. He would not have to live in the woods like a wild animal. This man, Mr. Harinton, could be trusted. He was perhaps the first truly trustworthy man Nicholas had ever known—trustworthy and decent, as John had been.

When Nicholas got up from under the table, Mr. Harinton smiled and folded the newspaper he’d been reading. “So it really was just a nap,” he said, with evident relief. “I’m very glad. I thought I understood you, but you were mumbling. I worried I might be making a mistake not calling for a doctor.”

Nicholas handed him the suit coat. “Thank you.”

“That’s fine,” said Mr. Harinton, slipping the suit coat on again. “I thought you might get cold on the floor.”

“I don’t mean just for covering me up,” Nicholas said. “I mean for everything.”

“You are entirely welcome,” Mr. Harinton said. “Would you like a lemonade? I know I’m always thirsty after a nap.” Nicholas said that he would, and when he had drunk the lemonade down, Mr. Harinton ordered him another and set it on the table before him.

Nicholas took a deep breath. “I’ll tell you everything, Mr. Harinton. I’ll tell you the truth.”

Mr. Harinton looked even more relieved than before. Nicholas saw his shoulders relax. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear that, son.”

Nicholas extended his hand. “It’s Nicholas, Mr. Harinton—Nicholas Benedict.”

Mr. Harinton took his hand and shook it warmly. “That’s a fine name, Nicholas. And I am honored to know it.”

For the next hour Nicholas told Mr. Harinton the truth—the truth about his narcolepsy, about the many orphanages he had known, about the Spiders, about his locked room at Rothschild’s End, about losing his only friend there and the cruel way Mr. Collum had arranged it, about his final humiliation before all the other children, about running away. He left out only the parts about Violet and the treasure.

Through it all, Mr. Harinton listened intently, with alternating looks of surprise and sympathy. Occasionally he asked a question, but for the most part questions were unnecessary. Nicholas was an excellent storyteller, and Mr. Harinton could tell that he was speaking truthfully.

Nicholas was nearing the end of his tale when the conductor passed through the dining car, announcing that Stonetown station was the next stop. He had passed through a few times before, each time with a disapproving glance in their direction. Nicholas had assumed the conductor thought he should be sitting with his family, not pestering a stranger in the dining car. Now the man was approaching their table. He cleared his throat, and Nicholas stopped talking.

Mr. Harinton looked up. “Yes?”

“Maybe it’s none of my business,” the conductor said. “But it seems to me the boy ought to be made to apologize. Kids don’t learn right from wrong otherwise.”

Mr. Harinton said, “I see your point, although I don’t quite agree that making someone apologize accomplishes much.” He turned to Nicholas. “What do you think? Do you believe you should apologize for lying?”

The conductor frowned. “And not just for lying—for hopping the train!”

Nicholas was taken aback. Clearly, the conductor and Mr. Harinton had spoken while he was asleep. “I’m very sorry,” he said to the conductor, without missing a beat. “It wasn’t right of me, and I do beg your pardon.”

“Well, now,” the conductor said, only slightly satisfied. “I hope you’ve learned your lesson.” With a polite nod at Mr. Harinton, he left the car.

Mr. Harinton was studying Nicholas’s face with some amusement. “Why, Nicholas. I don’t believe your apology was entirely sincere.”

Nicholas grinned. “I guess you really are good at telling these things,” he admitted. “What happened while I was asleep? I take it he saw me and spoke to you.”

“He grew suspicious. He didn’t know what connection you had to me, or why you were sleeping beneath my table. I was compelled to tell him a white lie. I said that you were my nephew from Chesterton, that you had begged me to take you with me to Stonetown, and that when I refused, you must have hopped the train. I told him that I would take full responsibility for you.”

“And he believed all that?”

“Not everyone shares our gift for sniffing out falsehoods,” said Mr. Harinton. “And at any rate, I believe he was more concerned about your ticket.”

“Oh no! Did you have to buy one for me?”

Mr. Harinton pretended to look distressed. “And from Chesterton, no less! Even though you didn’t board until Pebbleton!” He winked. “The price we pay for deceit, I suppose. Never worry, Nicholas. Consider it a loan, if you like. One day you can pay me back. Now let’s return to more important matters. Namely, what to do next.”

Nicholas sat up straighter in his chair.

“I have a cousin who lives in Stonetown,” Mr. Harinton said. “A kind, trustworthy woman. We’ve been friends since childhood. I’d like for you to meet her. She’s one of the very few people I would trust with your well-being. When she hears what you’ve been through, she’s going to want to take you under her wing—she’s that kind of person. I know that she can help find a home for you. A good home, son.”

Nicholas hesitated. It seemed a big decision, though he saw no better alternatives.

“Before you answer,” Mr. Harinton hastened to say, “I want to promise you something. I’ll be returning in a month for another brief stay in Stonetown, and I’ll check on you as soon as I’m back. I don’t expect there to be any problems, but if there are, you won’t be left to deal with them on your own. I’m not just abandoning you to the wind. What do you say?”

All hesitation had flown. Nicholas nodded emphatically. He could scarcely believe his good fortune.

Immediately upon their arrival at the station in Stonetown, Mr. Harinton telephoned the sheriff in Pebbleton to inform him that young Nicholas Benedict was safe. He asked the sheriff to pass the news to Rothschild’s End and to tell Mr. Collum that he would be phoning that evening to discuss Nicholas’s return.

“I said to discuss it,” he assured Nicholas, hanging up the telephone. “Not to arrange it.”

Nicholas needed no reassurance. He had no more doubts about Mr. Harinton. Not one. He trusted the man completely, and doing so gave him a tremendous feeling of lightness and relief. He had never experienced anything like it.

The next few hours were a whirl of activity. Mr. Harinton had his own matters to attend to, as well as dealing with the arrangements for Nicholas, and they left the station at a gallop, lugging their baggage with them. They made several stops around Stonetown, at a variety of government offices, before finally, late that afternoon, settling into a hotel room near the station. Nicholas, his belly full of soup and French bread, rested drowsily on the sofa as Mr. Harinton made one telephone call after another.

Despite his curiosity, Nicholas could not keep from closing his eyes. Now Mr. Harinton was speaking to his cousin for the second time; they had already agreed to meet the following morning, but then the cousin had called back, wanting to know if Nicholas liked waffles.

“I believe he’s asleep now,” Mr. Harinton said in a low voice, “but I imagine waffles are a safe bet.”

Nicholas smiled to himself and tumbled off to sleep. When he awoke half an hour later, Mr. Harinton was still on the telephone, though now he seemed to be speaking with an associate. Nicholas listened without opening his eyes.

“Yes,” Mr. Harinton said wearily, “I’m fully aware of when I’m expected to arrive. What can I tell you? Something important has come up. Yes, believe it or not, something as important as the job. Listen, I can take the overnight tomorrow and still be there in plenty of time. Yes, I understand perfectly well that I’ll have to make the arrangements myself. And pay for the ticket changes myself—yes, I know. Don’t do me any favors, Weber.” He sighed, listened to the person on the line, and said, “Calm down, Weber. I figured as much. I know it isn’t your fault. Yes, policy is policy. Tell them I’ll be there when they expect me, all right? I won’t be fresh as a daisy, but I’ll be there. Yes, good night to you, too.”

Nicholas cracked open one eye. He saw Mr. Harinton hang up the telephone and rub his face. He was leaning against the wall in obvious exhaustion, his eyelids drooping heavily. He seemed to be lost in thought. Then he seemed to be going to sleep. Then he started, shook his head, and shuffled into the bathroom. Nicholas heard bathwater running.

He rose and went to the window. The room was on the fourth floor, overlooking an alley. Far below, two cats were yowling at each other, and street sounds drifted up through the alley to his window. The rush of traffic and honking of horns. To Nicholas it all sounded as pleasant as the ebb and flow of ocean waves, of seabirds and laughter. He had been happy before, at least briefly so, on several occasions, and what he was feeling now was rather like that, only deeper and stranger. It was happiness amplified by hope—not just for himself, but for people in general—and anchored by something else, something he had yet to put his finger on.

Mr. Harinton was real. There were adults in the world who would actually make sacrifices for the sake of others—not just for their own families but for anyone who needed help. Nicholas had always had the impression that families looked after one another, and he had come to understand that, on rare occasions, children would do the same. Had not John made a sacrifice for his sake? But this was different. What Mr. Harinton was doing certainly helped Nicholas—but it also simply felt right to Nicholas. It made him want to be exactly like Mr. Harinton himself.

No sooner had he thought this than he realized what was anchoring his happiness. It was purpose. He knew what he wanted to do. He knew the way he thought things should be, and Mr. Harinton was proving that other people—even adults—could feel the same way. Nicholas had something to aim for now. He might not know what he wanted to be when he grew up, but he knew with absolute certainty how he wanted to be.

He felt so excited, he found himself wishing he could get started right away.

And then he sat down, shaken by the thought.

For having thought this, Nicholas suddenly saw with horrible clarity something that he should have seen long ago. It was awful to see it all—and even worse to realize what he was going to have to do. In his mind’s eye, he saw his dream of a new life drifting away like a lost balloon. And for some time he sat there, hating to see it go.

But then it was gone, and he began to invent a new dream, and he began to feel better.

By the time Mr. Harinton had finished his bath, Nicholas knew everything that he wanted to do—and almost everything that he needed to do. At the very least, he knew where to begin.

Mr. Harinton opened the bathroom door. He was freshly scrubbed and shaved, and he was wearing clean clothes, but he still looked exhausted. Seeing Nicholas awake, he smiled wearily and said, “What do you say to some dinner, Nicholas?”

“That would be very nice, thank you, Mr. Harinton,” Nicholas said, standing. “And perhaps over dinner we could discuss a few things. I’ve made a decision, you see.”

Mr. Harinton looked perplexed. “Is that right? A decision about what?”

“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate what you’ve done, Mr. Harinton. But I hope to show you. And with your help, I think I can do it.”

“Do what, Nicholas? What are you talking about?”

Nicholas braced himself. He knew that once he said it, he would do it.

And then he said it.

“I want to go back, Mr. Harinton. Back to ’Child’s End.”
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Once again Nicholas watched Pebbleton station approach from the window of a train. This time, however, he was the only passenger to disembark, and he did not see the Studebaker anywhere. He waited, nervously, on the empty platform. The late-summer evening was soft with twilight, the air warm and dry. The pungent odors of coal smoke and creosote that usually hung about the train tracks were carried off by a mild breeze, replaced by the more pleasant, earthy scents carried in from the town’s surrounding farm fields. Nicholas’s keen nose detected these traveling fragrances as if they were visible flotsam and jetsam borne along a stream. And in the distance he heard the agreeable sound of cowbells clanking, all the area cows ambling home from their day in the pastures.

Nicholas was far too nervous to give much thought to the loveliness of the evening, however. He was only glad it was not raining.

The stationmaster was saying goodbye to the train conductor, who was wishing him luck with his egg dilemma. Then the train whistle was blowing, and then Nicholas was alone. He sat down on his suitcase to wait.

Immediately he stood up again and began to pace.

So much depended on what he accomplished in the coming hours; so many lives would be affected by his success or failure; and Nicholas felt more nervous than he ever had. (He also knew that he faced a harsh scolding and punishment, which was enough on its own to make any child antsy and fretful.) But there was nothing to be done except wait, and so Nicholas waited. Nervously.

He had been pacing almost an hour when the Studebaker appeared, coming along the main street. He squinted to get a better look at it and was disappointed to see Mr. Collum in the passenger seat. His terrible scolding would begin right away, then. He had rather hoped it would wait until he’d arrived at the Manor.

Nicholas picked up his suitcase, squared his shoulders, and marched reluctantly but resolutely to the street curb.

The hour-long ride to Rothschild’s End passed just as he would have predicted, with Mr. Collum constantly, endlessly, angrily reprimanding him for his irresponsible, inconsiderate, and mischievous behavior. “I say mischievous, Nicholas, for did I not, on your very first night at the Manor, point out that unsupervised children could be much tempted to mischief? And did you not assure me that you were never so inclined? Yet you appear to have gone to great lengths—great lengths!—to prove exactly the opposite!”

At the deserted crossroads, where Mr. Pileus got out of the Studebaker to scout for traffic, Mr. Collum mopped his brow and muttered, “And I hope you’re aware of what you’ve done to that poor man. So racked with worry he almost suffered a breakdown. Miss Candace could do nothing for him. Indeed, I fear she made things worse. I understand he spent all of last night in the bathroom.”

It was true that Mr. Pileus looked sorely exhausted, and Nicholas began to worry that he would fall asleep behind the wheel. But by pinching his ears and slapping his cheeks, Mr. Pileus kept himself awake until they had arrived safely, at which point he mumbled something about bed and staggered away.

Mr. Collum let Nicholas into his room. Mr. Pileus had diligently filled in the hole in the wall. This time he’d used the proper amount of water, and the mortar had had sufficient time to dry. Nicholas looked with resignation at the place where his window had been. So much for that. He took his pajamas from his suitcase, along with his toothbrush and toothpaste, and slid the suitcase back under the cot. How familiar the routine felt, yet how strange. Having been away from it, even for one night, made Nicholas feel anew the harshness of his nightly imprisonment.

He got ready for bed as quickly as possible. Then he took a deep breath, gazed into the bathroom mirror, and steeled himself for the next difficult task. Mr. Collum had already made clear what his punishments would be—weeks of extra chores, no time in the library, early bedtimes each night. All that remained was for Nicholas to make his apology.

He went back to his room, where Mr. Collum stood in the doorway, yawning and waiting expectantly. Clasping his hands together, Nicholas looked the director in the eye. “I’m truly sorry for the worry I’ve caused, Mr. Collum, and for all the trouble, too. I won’t offer any excuses. In fact, I’d like to speak with you tomorrow to discuss other ways of making amends. I don’t mean instead of my punishments,” he said quickly, seeing Mr. Collum’s color rising, “but in addition to them. For instance, I would like to deliver my Rothschild report, after all.”

Mr. Collum’s expression changed. He straightened, cleared his throat, and said, “As for that, young man, perhaps you should do as I originally requested and give me a brief overview.”

“I will if you like, Mr. Collum, although there isn’t—” Nicholas blinked heavily. He shook his head. “Oh, I’m very sorry, Mr. Collum, but I… I…” He stumbled over to his cot.

“You don’t mean it!” Mr. Collum cried. “For heaven’s sake, Nicholas! Now? Again?”

“Tomorrow… tomorrow…” Nicholas was mumbling now, sinking onto his side. He closed his eyes.

Mr. Collum cursed under his breath, stomped his foot, and closed the door. He locked it and stomped away.

Nicholas sat up. He listened. Then he leaped from his cot and began unpacking his suitcase in the dark, not even taking time to light a candle. He had a lot of work to do, and to have any hope of success, he needed to get started right away.

Fully dressed, with his suitcase in one hand and his key in the other, Nicholas let himself out of his room. Silently he slipped down the servants’ stairs and listened at Mr. Pileus’s door. Sounds of heavy breathing issued from within. Through the keyhole he saw that the room was dark. Satisfied, he tiptoed across the passage, unlocked the basement door, and disappeared down the steps.

A short while later Nicholas sneaked out the Manor’s side door, staggering under the weight of his burdens. By the light of a newly risen moon, he made his way to the back of the garden shed—the nearest decent hiding spot. There he deposited his heavy suitcase, his heavy flour-sack backpack, and a heavy bag he had fashioned from his tarpaulin rain cloak. Wheezing from his efforts, he looked up at the round yellow moon, hanging low over the trees. Had it really been only a month since he’d sat alone on that bluff, gazing up at the full moon? That night seemed like ages ago. It might almost have happened to someone else. Almost.

Nicholas lit a match and knelt to study the ground. Sure enough, he detected the last faint traces of a minuscule ash pile, the remains of John’s letter. It couldn’t have been much to begin with, and now it was scarcely more than a gray smudge, most of the ashes having been blown away by wind or blended into the earth by rain. He looked mournfully at the spot until he felt the match starting to burn his fingers. Good luck, John, he thought. He shook out the match.

As soon as his wheezing had subsided, he went back inside the Manor for his lantern and an extra supply of candles. He also paid a visit to the pantry. Then, leaving the heavy bags where he had hidden them, he hurried across the park, through the hickories, and over to the orphanage farm.

The farmhouse windows were dark, the barnyard still and quiet. Nicholas set his shoulders. He squared his jaw. He took a deep breath. Now was the time for patience and courage. He had to move with infinite stealth. He had to remain calm.

With almost agonizing slowness, Nicholas unlatched the barn door. He handled the latch as if it were explosive. He moved as slowly as a sloth on a vine. Never had he been so silent, so stealthy. Minutes passed as he opened the door just wide enough to slip through. Slowly he retreated a safe distance from the barn to light a small candle, which he carefully shaded with his hand. Then he tiptoed back to the door, slipped through the narrow crack, and began stalking toward the rear of the barn.

He moved now like a heron on the prowl for fish. One slow step, freeze. Wait. Another slow step, freeze. Wait. Always with his eyes searching, searching the ground before him.

And then he saw it. The half-finished carrot. It lay between the large, dangerous front hooves of Rabbit. The mule was asleep on his feet, yet even in his sleep he radiated hostility, or so it seemed to Nicholas. Sweat trickled down his face. If he made the least noise or misstep…

Now came the decisive moment. He could not risk Rabbit’s seeing him do what he had to do next. And so, memorizing the exact position of the half-eaten carrot, Nicholas blew out his candle. The little flame made a very faint, very soft flicking sound as it was extinguished. In the sudden darkness that followed, Nicholas held his breath.

Nothing happened. All the animals remained asleep. Still holding his breath, Nicholas inched forward. Quietly. Carefully. Steadily. If he gauged wrong, he might very well touch a hoof instead of a carrot.

Don’t gauge wrong, he told himself.

In one smooth motion Nicholas stooped, reached out a hand—and took hold of the carrot. He slipped it into his pocket. Still stooping, he backed away, took out his matchbox, and struck a match. There is no way to strike a match silently, and even as it flared to life, Nicholas heard the mule’s breathing change, heard a shifting of hooves. With trembling fingers, he lit his candle, and in its stronger light he suddenly saw Rabbit’s glossy black eyes fixed upon him. Nicholas stood rooted in place.

The mule looked down at the spot where the carrot stub had been. He put his nose to the ground, his nostrils flaring and contracting as he snuffled around in the dust and straw. Then he looked up at Nicholas with murderous eyes. His ears drew back flat against his head. His rubbery lips curled up to reveal two rows of hard yellow teeth. He brayed a horrible mule curse, so loud and frightening that Nicholas almost dropped his candle, and every powerful muscle in the creature’s body tensed as he prepared to charge.

“Oh, please!” Nicholas whispered, digging frantically in his pocket. “Please, just one second! Look what I have for you!” His fingers closed around what he was digging for—the fresh carrot, the largest carrot he’d been able to find in the pantry—and he whipped it from his pocket and held it up for Rabbit to see.

Instantly the mule’s ears straightened and rotated forward. He made a pleasant grumbling sound, and stepping closer, he pressed his head against Nicholas, almost knocking him down. His huge nostrils flared and flared as he sniffed, but Nicholas had already tucked the carrot back into his pocket.

“Not yet, old fellow,” he said, scratching Rabbit gratefully between the ears. “First we have a job to do. Now come on, we have to hurry!”

Rabbit, as docile as a lamb, followed Nicholas out into the night.
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In the hour before dawn, a boy crept wearily and stealthily onto the Hopefield farm. He was the same boy rendered in Violet Hopefield’s drawing—the boy on the bluff—yet in the month since that drawing had been made, he had learned so much, had come to feel and think so differently than before, that Nicholas Benedict looked upon that boy in his memory as something like a friendly stranger. He almost expected Violet not to recognize him.

She did, of course, and at the sight of him her face lit up. Nicholas saw the familiar radiance of her expression even in the darkness of her room—her relief and delight as brilliant as a sunrise. Indeed, no sooner had her eyes opened than she was leaping from her bed to embrace him, lifting him right off his feet and swinging him back and forth so vigorously that his boots almost fell off.

In her grogginess Violet was somewhat confused, however, and when at last she released Nicholas, she looked around wonderingly, perhaps searching for John, perhaps puzzled by how he had gotten in.

Nicholas drew her over to the open window and showed her the tall stepladder he had taken from her barn. I need to show you something, he signed. Come with me. I’ll explain everything soon. Hurry, please. We don’t have much time.

Violet quickly pulled on her boots and buttoned a jacket over her nightgown. What about John?

Nicholas shook his head. Not tonight, he signed, not wanting to tell her the sad news just yet. Sad for the two of them, anyway, if not for John. He turned away before she could ask more questions.

Only when they had descended the stepladder and stood in the moonlit farmyard did Violet notice Nicholas’s rough appearance. His clothes were filthy, his face streaked with grime, his hands scraped and bloodied to the last knuckle. She stepped back, shocked. What happened to you?

Nicholas grinned. I know, I look like I’ve been fighting a bear all night. I feel like it, too. Come on, I’ll explain as we go, but we really need to hurry. If I don’t get back before sunrise, I’ll be in huge trouble.

When they had reached the hill path and were under the cover of trees, Nicholas lit the lantern that he’d left there and led the way up. Now that he was no longer worried about Violet’s parents overhearing him, he let loose a great torrent of words, his head turned toward Violet so that she might read his lips, interrupting himself every few seconds to look where he was going.

“Something’s happened to me, Violet—a lot of things, actually—but the most important thing is that I’ve realized how selfish I’ve been. No, don’t argue, it’s true! I don’t mean I’ve been wicked, exactly, but I’ve always been worried about myself more than anyone else. I suppose it’s natural enough—you have to learn how to take care of yourself in orphanages, especially when the grownups aren’t looking out for you—but it’s simply no way to live! There’s no joy in it!

“Can you believe that yesterday it occurred to me, for the first time, that I should try to help protect the other kids from the Spiders? For the first time, Violet! It amazes me to think of it. Sure I’m only nine, but I’m supposed to be smarter than all of them put together, am I not? And yet I’ve just gone about my business, resenting the way everyone treats me and dealing with the Spiders whenever I have to. But everyone is scared! No one knows what to do! And who’s going to show them if not me? Why, over and over again in my mind, I’ve been seeing poor little Vern, frightened out of his wits, sneaking up to me to give me a note saying he’s sorry. And Oliver taking a risk to tell me something important, simply to be decent. Sure, I said thanks, but I hardly even looked at him! And I left without once considering how scared he might have been, how much courage it might have taken just to speak to me. I was too preoccupied with my own problems!”

Nicholas stumbled over a rock, regained his footing, and kept going. Violet followed him up the path, trying to watch his lips and her step at the same time. He never slowed down.

“And this treasure! This ridiculous treasure!” Nicholas rolled his eyes. “I’ve put all this thought into finding the treasure and having it solve all my problems. But what about your problems, Violet? What about John’s? What about all the other kids? Do you know what happened the other morning, just before I left for Stonetown? John was about to suggest that we tell Mr. Collum what we’ve learned. I’m sure of it. And I’m also sure I know why. John wasn’t just thinking about himself, see. He was thinking about all the other orphans. What happens to them if the Manor gets closed down? Sure, maybe they’ll get sent to a better place. But maybe it will be worse. Who can say? And what about the staff? What happens to old Mrs. Brindle if the Manor closes? What are the chances anyone else will hire her? What will she do?

“Do you see, Violet? John was thinking we should share information with Mr. Collum, even if we got in trouble, because maybe Mr. Collum knew something we didn’t, and if we all worked together, we might find a solution. But do you know what I did? I cut him off. I didn’t want to hear it! The last thing I wanted to do was share anything with Mr. Collum—and probably get punished in the bargain. No, thanks!”

Violet tried to catch Nicholas’s arm. She wanted to stop him, wanted to say something, but Nicholas shook his head. “Please let me finish, Violet. I promise I’ll answer all your questions and tell you whatever you want to know soon. And I’ll listen to whatever you have to say, too. Is that all right?”

Violet put her hands on her hips and regarded him. She must have seen that he felt ready to burst with emotion. Perhaps she understood that if he tried to hold it in now, he’d simply collapse. She nodded. All right. Go on.

Nicholas smiled with relief and gratitude. “Thank you, Violet. Really, I mean it.” He started on up the path. “And really, I want to thank you for a lot of other things besides. That drawing of yours—well, I won’t get into that now—but that drawing, and all the picnics, and your friendship most of all. I’m ashamed when I think of the sacrifices you’ve made, like telling your parents you don’t really want to go to art school anymore, even though it’s killing you not to go—you do these things because you care about them. Well, I care about you, but until recently it never occurred to me to make a sacrifice for you.”

He gave Violet a rueful look. “I didn’t want you to go, see. Something in me—well, I wouldn’t even let myself think about what I could do for you. Not if it meant losing you. And isn’t that what art school would mean? You would leave!”

Violet couldn’t help herself. Sorry, I’m confused. If we found the treasure—

“But what if we never did?” Nicholas interrupted. “If we didn’t find the treasure, I wouldn’t want you to go to art school any more than I’d want John to be adopted. Sure, I wanted you both to be happy—but not if it meant losing you! Oh, it’s very mixed up, Violet. I never thought about any of this, really, not the way I’m telling you about it. I avoided any thoughts of the kind. I didn’t want to see the truth, I guess.

“But I see it now. I see that some things are hard to do but that you can’t live with yourself if you don’t do them. I see that the best way to help myself is to help the people I care about. The rest will sort itself out—it has to, right?” Nicholas stopped and looked at Violet searchingly, as if he doubted his own words and only needed her agreement to believe them. She nodded and squeezed his arm.

I think so, Violet signed. I hope so. She offered him a slight smile. I still want to think we have a chance of finding the treasure, though. Am I wrong? Have you learned something? Is that what this is about?

“The treasure?” said Nicholas, as if he’d forgotten it. “Oh! Sorry, I’ve just been so focused on this other thing—” He laughed and shook his head. “No, I don’t know. I do have something new I’m going to try, but I haven’t had a chance yet. This other business had to come first, and it took longer than I expected. You see—well, come on, a few more steps and you will see.”

Nicholas took Violet’s hand, and together they hurried on up the path. So intently focused had Violet been on reading Nicholas’s lips—it was extremely hard to do as they stumbled up the path, with the lantern moving, and so often having to check her footing—that she had not paid attention to where they were heading until now. But here they were, coming out of the trees and into the boulder field, the site of the collapsed mine, of her collapsed dreams.

And there, gleaming in the moonlight, was the drill.
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Violet’s hands flew to her mouth, her eyes grew wide, and she burst into tears. She threw her arms around Nicholas, squeezing him tightly. Nicholas squeezed back, trying hard not to be overly affected by her emotion. He had expected her to be thrilled, but her rush of tears had caught him off guard. He took deep breaths and imagined an infinite field of green plaid. Given his current state of exhaustion, if he fell asleep now, he might not wake for hours.

Violet drew back from him, her face shining with tears. She ran over to the drill, walking around and around it, inspecting it. Shaking her head, she looked at Nicholas. How did you do this? she signed. It’s perfect. It’s just as it always was, only—she glanced in the direction of the collapsed mine, the too-narrow tunnel, then back at Nicholas in amazement—only now it’s out here! How is this possible?

“We did it together, Violet,” Nicholas said, grinning. “If you hadn’t mummified it so well, greasing the parts and wrapping it all up the way you did, I doubt I could have taken it apart.”

Violet stared. You… took it apart? And put it back together again the way it was?

Nicholas shrugged. “You told me that the engineer and his assistant used to have to dismantle it sometimes. It should have occurred to me right then that I could do the same thing.”

But they had blueprints! And tools!

“Oh, I had plenty of tools myself!” Nicholas said, and he gestured up toward the ridge. Violet looked and saw a powerful mule tethered to a tree, asleep on its feet. Strapped to its back was a set of makeshift saddlebags, including a battered suitcase. “Rabbit carried them up here for me. As for the blueprints, well, once I had taken the drill apart, I knew where everything was supposed to go, didn’t I? It’s actually a pretty simple machine. The hardest thing was getting the parts out through the tunnel. I had to take the larger pieces out one at a time, and the rest in small bundles. It made for a lot of crawling. Good thing I’m still so small, right?”

I can’t believe it, Violet signed. I don’t know what to say.

Nicholas drew an envelope from beneath his shirt. “I know the contract expires today—but not before the mining company has to officially cease its operations. That drill is in perfect condition and perfectly retrievable. A friend of mine has assured me the company will have to honor its agreement and pay your family what it owes.” He handed the envelope to Violet. “Here are the names and telephone numbers of a few high officials, as well as a powerful attorney—all friends of my friend, all of them aware of the situation now. He contacted them this morning—or, I suppose I should say, yesterday morning.”

Violet was turning the envelope over and over in her hands. She seemed to be in a state of shock.

Nicholas glanced at the moon, now disconcertingly low in the sky. He waved to get her attention. “I really need to hurry, Violet. I can’t stay much longer.”

Violet nodded slowly, as if it were taking some time for his words to sink in. Then she slipped the envelope into her jacket pocket and signed, How do we explain to the company what you’ve done without getting you in trouble at the orphanage?

“You don’t owe them any explanations,” Nicholas replied. “Let it be a miracle. The drill is worth a lot of money—it only makes sense for them to take it back and pay you. Anyway, my friend’s friends will make sure that they do.”

But who is this friend?

“A very fine person. You’d like him, Violet. But I’ll have to tell you more about him tomorrow, or whenever we can meet next.” Again Nicholas glanced anxiously at the sky. “I wish we could talk more, but this took me longer than I hoped it would.”

Violet nodded, understanding the need for haste, but her face expressed her frustration. I’m sorry, I just have so many questions! Surely I can tell my parents what you’ve done, right? They’ll be so grateful! They’ll—

Nicholas shook his head, interrupting, “You know me, Violet. I prefer to remain mysterious.” He grinned. “Honestly, you’re the only one who needs to know. That’s more than enough for me.”

Violet frowned. We can argue about this later. But of course we will tell John, right? He needs to see what you’ve done here. He’ll be amazed! And he’ll be so proud of you, Nicholas. I know he will!

There was no longer any avoiding it. Nicholas had to explain what had happened with John. He didn’t even want to think about it himself, but of course he had to, and so fighting back the tears that had suddenly started to fill his eyes, Nicholas told Violet he had something difficult to say and begged her not to interrupt him. Then, speaking quickly (both to get it over with and because he was in such a hurry), he began to explain. As he did, he saw, through the watery haze in his eyes, Violet’s worried look turn to one of astonishment, then confusion, and then, finally, sympathy.

That must have been so terrible for you, Violet signed when Nicholas had finished, and she hugged him, gently patting his back as she might have done with a much smaller child.

Nicholas thought of Violet’s little sisters. No doubt she’d had practice comforting them many a time. She was quite good at it; he could feel her sympathy through and through. Somehow, though, it made him want to cry even harder, to let all his feelings come pouring out—a dangerous impulse under the circumstances. He bit his lip, fighting back the urge.

“I know it’s hard for you, too, Violet,” Nicholas said finally, stepping away and wiping the tears from his eyes. “I know you’ve lost a friend, too. I’m really sorry.”

Violet smiled. She, too, wiped away tears, and she started to sign something, but Nicholas grabbed her hands.

“We’ll talk more tonight! I promise! Tonight I’ll listen to everything you have to say! I know we have lots to talk about. For now let me just give you something before I go.” He reached into his pockets and took out several nuts and bolts, as well as two or three small, unidentifiable mechanical parts, and dumped them into Violet’s open hands. “You should keep these as souvenirs. I’m pretty sure the drill will run more efficiently without them.”

Violet’s eyebrows shot up. Quickly she set the pieces down so that she could sign, You mean you improved the drill?

Nicholas winked. “Don’t tell anyone,” he said.

Violet was still trying to sign to Nicholas as he hurried away, but he dared not pay her any more attention. Both her sympathy and her tearful expressions of gratitude had already come close to undoing him. He was in a race against the sunrise, and he still had more work ahead of him. He couldn’t risk falling asleep. Not yet. Not now. Not when he was so close.

Up the trail, over the ridge, and down again Nicholas led Rabbit. So long as he had the promise of a carrot before him, the old mule was remarkably tolerant, and Nicholas felt guilty knowing he would not get his fresh carrot. Giving it to him now would throw the morning schedule into chaos, though, and make life harder for Mr. Furrow. “I’ll make it up to you soon,” Nicholas murmured, patting Rabbit’s side. “I promise. Pretty soon there will be no more hard days for you.”

Nicholas had had an extraordinarily hard day himself—days, actually, and nights, too—and was fairly amazed he had not collapsed. True, he had fallen asleep twice during his night’s labor, both times while crawling through that spooky, narrow tunnel, but both times his alarm clock had awakened him. (And both times, unfortunately, he had sat up in a panic, knocking his skull painfully against the tunnel ceiling. Now he had two knots on his head, both throbbing, and with his long nose and these new, knobby horns, he suspected he looked like a giraffe.) Now he had one last thing to do before returning the tools to the basement and Rabbit to the barn. He was pressing his luck, he knew. But he thought he had just enough time.

Tethering the mule to a tree at the edge of the clearing, Nicholas took a hammer and chisel from one of the saddlebags and trotted toward Giant’s Head with a curious mixture of satisfaction, bafflement, and dread.

On the one hand, he was pleased that it had finally occurred to him that he could simply break into the walls. But on the other, why hadn’t he thought of it sooner? He had tools enough. A few well-placed holes should be all it took to show him if there were any special, secret gears at work in the observatory. Was it because some stubborn part of him had wanted to solve the mystery with his wits rather than a chisel? Or had he been too afraid that he would find nothing behind the wall? He had to admit, he was afraid of that possibility even now.

Nicholas shuffled through the high grass, wondering at himself. The biggest mystery of all had to be the contradictory workings of his own mind. Why, he’d even been tempted to reject this idea when it occurred to him yesterday! He’d told himself he might damage some hidden mechanism by accident. But if he damaged something, could he not repair it? Could he not repair anything under the sun? And why would he not wish to know the truth?

There could be no more shying away from truth, he told himself. Never again, no matter what. He must always seek it out.

Inside the observatory, Nicholas carried his lantern over to the cranks. For a long minute he stood there, considering the best place to start chiseling. Then he shook himself with a laugh. You’ve got a lot of work to do, he thought, for even now he was delaying the moment of truth. Putting down his lantern, Nicholas positioned the chisel between two stones, took a deep breath, and set to hammering.

Five minutes later the wall had several small holes in it. All of them revealed the same thing: nothing. Nothing more than the gears and chains that moved the viewing panels and the turntable. There were no hidden mechanisms. There was no entrance to any treasure chamber in the observatory.

Nicholas sighed and rubbed the tender bumps on his head. He was both surprised and not surprised. That is, he was surprised by the fact that he was not surprised to find nothing. For only now that he had forced himself to look inside the walls did he realize that he hadn’t really expected to find anything there. Had some part of him always known this would be the case? If so, it was amazing how long he had put off the inevitable.

Nicholas gathered his tools, took up his lantern, and hurried out. He could marvel at his own thickheadedness later. Right now he was still in a race against the dawn. And he still had to figure out what to do next.

The fact was, Nicholas’s mind had been in a whirl since yesterday, and he had yet to think everything through. Part of his plan had involved the treasure, or at least some knowledge of its whereabouts. But that was as far as he’d gotten, and now even that much was lost to him. Time was short, and he was no closer to finding the treasure than he ever had been. Had he been foolish to believe it even existed?

No, he reminded himself as he ran back over to Rabbit. He might have been overly optimistic, but he had not been utterly foolish. There was the matter of the missing inheritance, after all. There was Mr. Rothschild’s diary and its mentions of treasure. And there was Mr. Collum, who clearly believed that the treasure existed, that it was hidden somewhere on the Rothschild estate.

So what had he missed? Nicholas put his things back into the saddlebags, awakened Rabbit again, and set off on the final leg of his long night’s journey. The moon had sunk beyond a distant hill, birds were beginning to rustle and chirp in the trees, and Nicholas’s thoughts were dashing hither and thither. Was there some evidence hidden in plain sight that he had overlooked, like that purloined letter in the story Violet had mentioned? If so, what?

Think, Nicholas commanded himself. He tried to marshal his scattered notions.

The first thing that occurred to him was that he had been aware of certain evidence all along but that his experience had led him to be suspicious of it. Namely, the truth about Mrs. Rothschild’s character. Both Mr. Rothschild and Mr. Furrow seemed to believe that she really had been kind, generous, and selfless, and now that Nicholas had met Mr. Harinton—now that he’d finally met a living example of such a person—he was prepared to believe it. But then how to make sense of Diana Rothschild reveling in her treasure like a greedy dragon? And how to make sense of that missing inheritance?

Nicholas wished he could visit a different library, one older than the library in Stonetown, and read all the newspapers from that very important year. It was remarkable, really, the significance of that single year in this mystery: Mrs. Rothschild’s rich father, Mr. Rexal, had died, after which she had presumably received the inheritance, after which the Rothschilds had made that unusual trip into Stonetown… to do what? In all those business meetings and appointments with various kinds of agents, what had they been up to if not securing the treasure? Had they not been making secretive arrangements at all? Had Nicholas imagined everything?

Something told him otherwise. They did go to Stonetown, after all, despite Mrs. Rothschild’s reluctance to appear in high society. Nicholas recalled the photograph of Mrs. Rothschild at that literary luncheon, her arms full of books; that luncheon had been the only invitation she had accepted. Next, for some reason not immediately clear to him, Nicholas imagined Mrs. Rothschild visiting the Stonetown Library. He pictured her wandering around the lobby. Why was that? Was it because she had loved books so much?

But it was impossible for Mrs. Rothschild to have visited the Stonetown Library. Construction on the library would not begin until later that year. Wasn’t that right? Nicholas’s mind summoned the image of the plaque set into the floor of that beautiful lobby:

Construction of this Free and Public Library of Stonetown, designed by the eminent architects Mason & Mason, funded by the Alexandria Foundation, and open to all citizens of our great republic…

For the first time it occurred to him how appropriate those names were—a mason was a builder, after all, and Alexandria had been the site of the greatest library in the ancient world. Nicholas found himself smiling with relief, for ever since he had looked at that plaque, there had been a sort of itch in his brain, and now at last he seemed to have scratched it. No wonder he’d kept seeing those words in his mind.

Nicholas took a few more paces down the trail, then stopped so abruptly that Rabbit’s nose bumped him between the shoulder blades and nearly sent him tumbling. He had just realized that the itch was not entirely gone. In fact, all of a sudden it seemed stronger than ever. Why was that?

He took another look at the plaque in his mind. Then he gasped. He staggered sideways, laying a hand against Rabbit to steady himself. It was as if every thought in his mind had suddenly gone luminescent—as if his head were the observatory on the hill, and Nicholas had cranked open the roof, and the moonlight had flooded in.

He had solved the mystery.
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“You see? I can’t wake him,” a sleepy, half-stupefied Nicholas heard Mrs. Brindle saying. He kept his eyes closed. He was in his cot. “He’s been this way all morning.”

“Let him sleep, then,” said Mr. Collum, his voice testy but resigned. “I’ll have Mr. Pileus check on him again in an hour.”

“But what do you suppose happened to him? Why, look at those bumps! Do you think those boys knocked him about?”

“It’s impossible. I was in the dormitory all night and did not sleep a wink. No, perhaps he fell out of bed during one of his nightmares. I understand he often flails about quite violently.”

“Must’ve fallen out multiple times if that’s true,” Mrs. Brindle murmured. “Shall I fetch Miss Pretty Pills?”

“No name-calling, please, Mrs. Brindle. And no, let us leave Miss Candace out of this. He seems to be resting peacefully. No doubt his ridiculous escapades have simply left him overtired. Come, let’s return to our duties.”

The adults returned to their duties, and Nicholas returned to dreaming. As sometimes happened in his dreams, he relived recent events as if for the first time. With an extraordinary sense of reality, his dream self staggered out of the woods with Rabbit, successfully returned the tools to the basement, put the mule safely away in the barn. He caught a fleeting glimpse of the Old Hag on the trail through the hickory trees, but luck smiled upon him, and she passed without seeing him. Shivering from the awful sight of her, Nicholas made his way back to the Manor, washed up, changed into his pajamas, hid his filthy clothes, and collapsed into the cot.

Now the Old Hag was back. He couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. She had passed through the solid stone wall and floated hideously over his bed. Then she was standing on his chest. Nicholas screamed, and the fearsome creature disappeared in a puff of smoke. Suddenly standing over the cot where the Old Hag had been was Mr. Pileus, looking most fretful.

Nicholas, panting and trembling, broke into a grin. “How do you do, Mr. Pileus? I trust you slept well.” He sat up in the cot and stretched. “Do you by any chance know what time it is?”

Mr. Pileus showed Nicholas his pocket watch.

It was after lunchtime. He had slept through the morning. Mr. Pileus had brought up a plate of food—freshly picked beans and tomatoes, a rough chunk of brown bread, a glass of cool milk. Nicholas wolfed it all down with tremendous satisfaction as Mr. Pileus inspected his wall, casting increasingly nervous glances at Nicholas.

At last Mr. Pileus frowned and said, “Slow down or you might choke.”

Nicholas saluted and slowed down, but only a little. The exertions of last night had left him ravenous, and indeed he was still hungry when he’d finished. He hoped his extra chores would include pantry and kitchen work. Perhaps he could sneak an extra bite or two. First, however—and far more important than food—he needed to meet with Mr. Collum.

“Is everyone over at the school, Mr. Pileus? And is Mr. Collum expecting me?”

Mr. Pileus nodded. Paused. Nodded again. So yes on both counts.

“I’ll be ready in no time, then!” Nicholas cried, and dashed to the bathroom with his things.

Mr. Collum was in his office. He looked to be in a sad state of exhaustion. Dark circles beneath his eyes, his face drawn, his tie loosened. He sat staring bemusedly at the ledger on his desk. The ledger was closed. The jeweler’s loupe rested upon it. He was only thinking. Or trying not to think. When he became aware of Nicholas standing in his doorway, he straightened, cleared his throat, and absently tightened his tie as if preparing to go out. He was reviving himself, gathering his wits.

“Come in, Nicholas!” Mr. Collum said. “Please close the door behind you. Have a seat. Let us waste no time.”

Nicholas did not sit, however, but launched at once into his speech. “I agree entirely, Mr. Collum. And in the interest of not wasting time, allow me to tell you right off that I have not been entirely forthcoming with you. The fact is, I know about the treasure you’re looking for. Mrs. Rothschild’s treasure. You know how quickly I read, Mr. Collum, so you’ll believe me when I tell you that I’ve read Mr. Rothschild’s diary. I sneaked a glance at it once, in an unguarded moment. And I have solved the mystery, and I am prepared to share with you what I know.”

Mr. Collum, who had started from his chair at the mention of the treasure, slowly sank down into it again. He laid his palms flat on his desk, his eyes swiveling left and right in confused agitation. He seemed to be having trouble absorbing Nicholas’s words. His eyes came to rest again on Nicholas’s face. “You… you know? About… everything?”

“I do. And as I say, I will reveal it all to you.” Only now did Nicholas take a seat. He drew his legs up so that he was sitting cross-legged in the chair, and lacing his fingers together and leaning forward, he said earnestly, “I do have a few conditions, however. Things you must agree to first.”

Mr. Collum’s face, which had begun to show excitement, colored. His hands trembled on the desk. “Conditions,” he said flatly. “You have conditions?”

Nicholas smiled. “Yes, but I think you’ll find them acceptable. If you’ll just agree to them, I’ll take you to the treasure. You have only to give me your word.”

Mr. Collum’s nostrils flared. He stared at Nicholas, obviously trying to master his anger. He seemed unable to speak.

“Shall I list them for you?” Nicholas prompted. “Or is now not a good time? Would you prefer that I write them down and bring you the list later?”

Mr. Collum opened his mouth as if to speak, but no sound came out. A glass of water stood on his desk, and with a sudden movement he grabbed it and drank all the water in a gulp. Then he banged the glass down and stared at Nicholas again. He looked as though he were bracing himself for a blow.

In a conciliatory tone, Nicholas suggested that perhaps he could quickly rattle off the conditions now—in the interest of saving time. Mr. Collum only stared, his lips drawn together in a tight line. And so Nicholas listed the conditions.

Mr. Hopefield, he said, the owner of the farm just to the north of the Manor, was soon to acquire a tractor. Nicholas wanted Mr. Collum to approach Mr. Hopefield and suggest a cooperative arrangement. The orphanage farm could borrow Mr. Hopefield’s tractor, and in exchange Mr. Hopefield, during the busy harvest season, would receive help in his fields from a rotating group of older children.

“I’m confident we can arrange it so that everyone benefits, and no one is overworked—especially not any of the children. We’ll be able to produce more crops and sell the excess in town.”

Mr. Collum blinked, confused. “This—this is your condition?” he asked, finding his voice.

“The first one,” Nicholas said, and hurried on.

Mr. Collum must also purchase additional chickens for the orphanage farm. The surplus eggs could likewise be sold in Pebbleton, where there happened to be a great demand for them, and yet a scarce supply. Cream, too, for that matter. Nicholas was certain that a daily trip into Pebbleton with eggs, cream, and vegetables to sell would be most profitable.

“We won’t get rich, mind you,” Nicholas said, “but you know how to manage money wisely, Mr. Collum, and I’m positive that with a few adjustments, we can keep the orphanage running.”

Mr. Collum was leaning forward now, turning his head first to one side and then to the other, as if he were not hearing Nicholas properly.

“Of course,” Nicholas continued, still speaking rapidly, “we won’t be needing our old mule anymore, but I happen to know of a man who is in urgent need of a watchdog for his barn, only he can’t have a watchdog—his wife is afraid of dogs, you see—and I feel quite certain that he’d be willing to pay good money for a watch mule.” He allowed himself a quick, nickering laugh, and Mr. Collum’s eyebrows rose in surprise. He had never heard Nicholas laugh before.

“We can explain to the man,” Nicholas went on, “that all he needs to do is put Rabbit in his barn with a carrot each night. Rabbit will take care of the rest. And we can use the proceeds from the sale to buy the extra chickens. Do you see how neatly that works?”

Mr. Collum’s eyes darted left and right as he weighed these suggestions. “But where do you come in?” he muttered. His eyes settled on Nicholas’s face again. “What about you?”

“Oh, I’m glad you asked!” Nicholas cried. “What I would like to do, you see, is repair all that extra equipment in the basement so that we can sell it—or, even better, rent it out, which would provide a small but steady income for the Manor. None of that stuff is being used, anyway, and I’m quite handy with tools.”

“But… but… but these are all excellent ideas!” Mr. Collum cried, suddenly animated. He leaped to his feet, thumping his fists on his desk and almost upsetting the empty glass. He wasn’t looking at Nicholas—his eyes were fixed on some point above Nicholas’s head. “Why, they really might work! We don’t need much! Only a little bit more, and I’m sure we can make a go of it! No humiliations! My reputation—” Mr. Collum caught himself. He closed his mouth and looked about the office, plainly disconcerted. He was still avoiding Nicholas’s eye.

Nicholas raised a finger. “To be clear on one thing, though, we must keep the bicycle-powered phonograph and records, to be used for socials and rainy-day activities. We can take turns on the bicycle, which is excellent exercise, and the others can dance, which is also excellent exercise. I’m sure you’ll agree, Mr. Collum, that exercise promotes good health. True, it can be noisy, which I believe was your reason for prohibiting the use of the phonograph. But my conditions provide for that, too. We’ll clean up Mr. Rothschild’s old study upstairs, which you may then use as a second study, or even as your main one—whichever you like. When you’re up there, you’ll be protected from any noise down here. It’s the same principle that has you locking me into my room each night, isn’t it? So that my screams won’t disturb anyone on the other floor? But unlike me, Mr. Collum, you will have a choice.”

This was the only part in Nicholas’s speech in which his tone grew icy and accusing. He quickly shook it off, however, and went on cheerfully to explain his last few conditions. The girls’ dormitory would be relocated to the schoolhouse, which was mild, quiet, and pleasant at night and would offer the girls better sleep. School would be held in the ballroom, which during the daytime was more comfortable than the hot and stuffy schoolhouse. Nicholas named one or two other ways in which the Manor could be made to run more efficiently, then drew to a close.

“I believe that’s all for now, Mr. Collum,” he said. “Though I hope you’ll allow me to consult with you in the future about other possible improvements. I’m sure more will occur to me as we move forward with these changes.”

By this time the director had retaken his seat and was listening intently to every word. When at last Nicholas lapsed into a waiting silence, Mr. Collum was plainly baffled. Cocking his head to the side, he said, “But I repeat, Nicholas, what about you? Don’t you wish to be released from your punishments? Or to be moved into a different room? Or to receive some reward? What is it that you want for yourself?”

“Oh, as for that,” Nicholas said, waving off the question, “all of this is for me—for me as much as anyone. As you’ve said yourself, the Manor is going to be my home for a while. Why wouldn’t I want it to be as pleasant a home as possible?” His face took on a sly expression, and with a subtle shrug, he added, “Naturally, I also wish to partake of the treasure.”

Mr. Collum suddenly looked extremely serious. “Ah,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “So now we come to the truth at last.”

“No,” Nicholas said, and he looked Mr. Collum directly in the eye. “We arrived at the truth the moment I walked into this room. You’ve already admitted that with the changes I’m suggesting, we can probably save the orphanage. There is no reason for you to keep all the treasure for yourself, Mr. Collum. None whatsoever.”

Mr. Collum pursed his lips, obviously weighing his response.

“However,” said Nicholas in a much lighter tone, “we can negotiate those details later.” He jumped up. “If you’ll just agree to these conditions, I’ll take you to the treasure right away.”

Mr. Collum likewise jumped up—in surprise. “You can’t be serious!”

Nicholas frowned in mock confusion. “I can’t?” He knew Mr. Collum had no idea how to handle him. Mr. Collum could not understand why Nicholas would take him to the treasure without arriving at some agreement first. Why would the boy throw away his only bargaining chip?

Mr. Collum quickly recovered, and seizing the opportunity, he cried, “But of course I’ll agree to the conditions! They’re very fine recommendations, Nicholas, and I’ll be delighted to implement the changes you suggest. I give you my word.”

And with that, Mr. Collum extended his hand to Nicholas for the first time. And Nicholas shook it.

“I take you at your word, then,” Nicholas said with a smile. “And now you had better prepare yourself.”

Mr. Collum swallowed, took a sharp breath, nodded. “Lead the way, young man.”

Nicholas did. With Mr. Collum at his heels, he marched out of the office, across the entranceway, and into the library, where, with a delighted look, he threw out his arms and turned in a slow circle. “Welcome,” he exclaimed triumphantly, “to the treasure chamber!”
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I don’t understand,” Mr. Collum said, glancing about the library. “You don’t mean the library itself, surely. Do you mean there is a secret panel that leads to the chamber? Where is it?”

Nicholas gestured at the shelves. “The books are the treasure, Mr. Collum. The books! Mrs. Rothschild spent hour upon hour luxuriating in books. She loved them so much she often looked in on them even when she didn’t intend to read. She’d go out of her way to do so. And why shouldn’t she? They’re beautiful, aren’t they?”

Mr. Collum was bewildered. Slowly he sat down in one of the chairs. “But he called it her treasure. He specifically called it… called it…”

“But it is a treasure, Mr. Collum,” insisted Nicholas. “Think of the wealth of knowledge in this room! Think of the riches! It’s easy to see why Mr. Rothschild would call the books her treasure. They were a treasure even before he had them re-covered so beautifully.”

Mr. Collum stiffened. His eyes gained focus as he looked at Nicholas. “Re-covered? But I thought…” His voice trailed off as understanding dawned on him.

“You thought that the treasure had gone missing? Or been stolen?” Nicholas chuckled and shook his head. “I was misled by that, too. But of course he was only referring to the new covers on all the books—those lovely leather covers with the golden lettering. That was his big surprise for Diana. I can’t believe I didn’t see it! He had nicknames for almost everybody, didn’t he? So when he referred to ‘Mr. Booker,’ why didn’t I realize that the man had something to do with books? But it’s clear enough now, isn’t it? Mr. Rothschild hired him to ‘recover’ this entire library while he and Diana were out of the country!”

“It’s possible,” Mr. Collum muttered dejectedly. He rubbed his face. “It’s possible, yes. But it isn’t certain. I’m sure it isn’t certain.”

“I’m afraid it is,” Nicholas said gently. “All the clues point to it. Just think, Mr. Rothschild referred to the ‘discomfiting cold,’ didn’t he? Well, look around, Mr. Collum. There’s no fireplace in this library. It’s one of the very few rooms in the Manor not to have one. Neither of us has been in here during the winter, you know. You arrived in the spring, and I came in the summer. I’ll bet in the winter, we’ll find out that this room gets awfully chilly.”

Mr. Collum was not listening. Something had occurred to him. He’d risen to his feet again and gone to a window to look out, deep in thought. Suddenly snapping his fingers, he whirled to face Nicholas. “You’re forgetting something, Nicholas! The missing inheritance! If these books are the treasure, then where did those millions go? Hmm? Tell me that!”

“I hate to disappoint you, Mr. Collum,” said Nicholas (though this was not entirely true), “but those missing millions went to the construction of the Stonetown Library, the first free and public library in the entire region. Mrs. Rothschild donated the money anonymously, of course, because she wouldn’t have wanted all the attention. But neither did she need that money, and it was just like her to give it away. I know that now, though I didn’t used to. I didn’t believe people like Mrs. Rothschild existed. But some do. Not many, maybe, but some.”

“But how…” Mr. Collum’s voice faltered. And once again he sat down, this time on the window seat behind him, and he sat more heavily than before. He put his head into his hands. At long last, he had come to accept that Nicholas possessed a most extraordinary mind, which was an unnerving fact on its own, but one made still worse by his understanding that if Nicholas truly was a genius, then he was probably right about the missing inheritance.

“I… I don’t understand yet, Nicholas,” Mr. Collum said quietly, from behind his hands. “Please explain to me how you know all this.”

Nicholas came to sit beside Mr. Collum on the window seat. He looked out across the library at all the beautiful books, and speaking softly, he said, “Construction on the Stonetown Library began the same year Mrs. Rothschild received her inheritance, not long after she and Mr. Rothschild went into Stonetown to have a lot of meetings. I’m certain she was making arrangements for the library to be built. She formed a charitable foundation as a cover, so that she might remain anonymous. She called it the Alexandria Foundation, which seems a perfect choice, when you think about it. Alexandria was the site of the greatest library in the ancient world. Awfully clever of her, don’t you think?”

Mr. Collum shrugged. “I wouldn’t know,” he muttered. “It appears that I’m no fair judge of cleverness.”

“Well, you can take my word for it,” Nicholas said. “It was awfully clever of her, and I’ll tell you why. The reason behind the name ‘Alexandria’ seemed so obvious that nobody ever wondered if there were other reasons, too. Sly reasons. In all these years, no one appears ever to have considered that ‘Alexandria’ might also be an anagram for the anonymous donor—the person behind the foundation. Do you remember Mrs. Rothschild’s maiden name, Mr. Collum?”

“Rexal, wasn’t it?”

“Exactly. Her maiden name was Diana Rexal. Rearrange the letters, Mr. Collum, and you have Alexandria.” Nicholas grinned. “Diana was smart. I’ll bet she already knew about that anagram when she was my age—and I’ll bet she loved it. When the time came to name the foundation, I’m sure the choice was plain to her.”

“And you have proof of all this?” Mr. Collum asked, lowering his hands.

“Why, do you still have your doubts?”

Mr. Collum considered, then shook his head. “I only wondered.”

Nicholas shrugged. “So far it’s all circumstantial evidence, but everything seems to fit, doesn’t it? We might never be able to get actual proof. You know Mrs. Rothschild would have arranged it so that no one could ever find out for sure. Otherwise someone would have figured it out, and she would have been in all the newspapers, which is the last thing she would have wanted. Her privacy was so important to her. And Mr. Rothschild was careful to protect it, too—he never mentions the inheritance anywhere in his diary. He wouldn’t have wanted anyone to come across it accidentally and discover the truth.”

The two former treasure hunters sat for some time in silence.

“I can’t believe it,” Mr. Collum said at last. “All this time, and the answer was right here in plain sight.”

“Isn’t that the way?” Nicholas agreed. “Those Rothschilds really had us going. But as for me, I’m glad it turned out this way. It seems more decent, somehow. I think I feel richer than any amount of money could have made me feel.”

Mr. Collum looked at him askance. “Are you joking, son?”

Nicholas shook his head. “Of course, I might be wrong about that. I’ve been wrong about a lot of things.”

Mr. Collum smiled at him then. It seemed a rather grudging smile, but it was a smile, nonetheless. “Well, you did solve a mystery. A mystery that has thwarted curious minds for decades. I suppose that would make anyone feel rich.”

Again the two of them sat in silence for some time.

Then, as if by unspoken agreement, they stood up and shook hands. They went their separate ways, each to his duties.
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Giant’s Head was vacant when Nicholas arrived that night—a windy, starry night, with strips of clouds racing across the face of the moon. He had arrived earlier than usual, and he had brought a broom. Putting down his lantern, he set about sweeping the observatory floor, clearing away the dust and bits of rubble left behind by his chiseling. The whole time he thought of John. He wondered what his friend was doing now, whether he was happy with his new family. Now that Nicholas was on somewhat better terms with Mr. Collum, he intended to get the family’s address and write John a letter. He would explain everything that had happened. He would say that he planned to keep Giant’s Head clean in John’s honor. And he would wish John all the happiness in the world. And mean it.

Even so, and despite his general state of excitement, by the time Violet arrived, Nicholas had grown rather melancholy, and the sight of her in the doorway lifted his spirits. Her hair was flying all about her head—the wind was really howling around the observatory now—and Nicholas even laughed and told her she looked like a witch.

“A good witch, though,” he said as she came in. “My favorite, in fact.”

Violet smiled affectionately at him and rubbed his head. (Nicholas cringed, but by some miracle she missed both of his painful knots.) You will need another haircut soon, she signed. Your hair has gotten so long I can actually see it.

They sat down to talk. Violet, to Nicholas’s delight, had brought an entire blackberry pie and an entire bottle of milk, and she cut big slices for each of them. As Nicholas ate, Violet told him about her day. Everything had gone wonderfully well, she said. Everyone was amazed and excited. After a brief telephone conversation, the mining-company officials had sent a representative to confirm that the drill was indeed retrievable. Shocked though they were, they understood their position and agreed to fulfill their obligations at once. And no sooner had this been arranged than Mr. Collum had telephoned her father to discuss ways they might cooperate to help each other.

Mr. Collum had somehow gotten the impression that my father intended to purchase a tractor, Violet signed, which surprised my father very much, as he hadn’t actually decided that yet but was considering it.

Nicholas grinned and wiped milk from his mouth. “Well, it only makes sense, doesn’t it? Now that you’re getting the money from the mining company, those savings can be spent on a tractor, and you can still go to art school next year.”

We’ll see about that, Violet signed. There are a lot of things to consider.

Nicholas was amazed. “Like what? You aren’t serious, are you? It’s your dream!”

Violet did not seem concerned. We can discuss this later. Don’t worry, I’m fine. We’re all happier than we have been in ages. No matter what, everything is going to be all right. Now, I know you have things to tell me, too. So tell me, please. There is plenty of pie. You don’t have to eat it all at once.

Nicholas told Violet about everything—about his first disappointing trip to Stonetown, about running away after he found out about John, about meeting Mr. Harinton. She knew about the drill, of course, so he passed over this to tell her about the night before, about the realizations that had come to him.

“You can see I paid a visit on my way back to the Manor,” Nicholas said, indicating the holes in the wall.

Yes, I noticed those. I figured you must have found nothing or you would have told me immediately.

“I don’t want to get your hopes up,” Nicholas said, “so let me tell you right off—there isn’t going to be any money coming from the treasure.”

Violet nodded. She did not seem particularly disappointed. On the contrary, she seemed excited, perhaps because it was clear that Nicholas had solved the mystery and was about to tell her. She had yet to even touch her pie, and her hands kept going to her mouth as if to cover a smile. She actually seemed almost giddy.

Nicholas wrinkled his brow. “Are you okay, Violet? You’re behaving kind of oddly.”

Violet rolled her eyes. Quit stalling and tell me what you figured out. Please hurry. You must know the anticipation is killing me.

And so Nicholas told her. He explained about the two libraries, one of them Mrs. Rothschild’s treasure, the other her secret gift to the public at large. Violet, awed, slowly shook her head as Nicholas spoke. He went on to tell her about his conversation with Mr. Collum and how they had seemed to come to an understanding.

What about those missing pages? Violet wanted to know. The ones from the diary. Did Mr. Collum not tear them out, after all?

“He never mentioned them,” Nicholas said, “and I didn’t bring them up. I’m glad that you did, though, because I think I have an answer for that, too. I think the last orphanage director, Mr. Bottoms, is the one who tore them out. I think they were all pages that referred to the observatory.”

Please explain, and please hurry, Violet signed. She still seemed oddly eager, even though Nicholas had explained the most exciting parts.

“It’s just a guess,” Nicholas admitted, “but I think it makes sense. Mr. Rothschild wouldn’t have torn the pages out so carelessly, and it seems strange that he never mentions the observatory anywhere in the diary. No, I think Mr. Bottoms found the diary, and I think he searched for the treasure, too, and he kept the diary hidden in that secret bureau drawer, where he could consult it whenever he wished. He kept searching until right before he was arrested, and he tore out those pages in case anyone found the diary.”

Why? Violet signed with evident impatience.

“Because Mr. Bottoms stole the telescope and sold it! He needed the money, see, because he had managed things so badly. He probably hoped no one would find out that the observatory even existed.”

Nicholas paused, reflecting. Violet was about to start signing, when he said, “Do you know what else? I’ll bet Mr. Bottoms discovered the diary right after he became director, and he actually convinced himself that he could find the treasure. That’s what made him so careless and irresponsible with the orphanage funds. He thought he was going to discover riches any day, and the riches would take care of all the problems. But one thing led to another, the situation got worse and worse, he didn’t solve the mystery, and he turned desperate. It’s just like something John said to me on my very first morning at the Manor. He said Mr. Bottoms started out foolish and lazy and ended up foolish and crooked.”

Thinking of John again, Nicholas lapsed into silence. He had at last become one of those orphans with someone to miss. He had a great deal more sympathy for them now.

You miss him, Violet signed, reading his mind. She reached forward to fiddle with the lantern, turning the flame low and then up again.

Nicholas sighed. “Of course I miss him. I sure wish I had that letter he wrote me. But I’m going to write to him soon. I guess you’ll want to write to him, too, won’t you? After I find out his address, I’ll give it to you.”

Violet didn’t answer. Nicholas wasn’t even sure she had been watching his lips. She seemed fixated on the lantern, once again turning the flame down and then up again. He gestured to get her attention. “What are you doing, Violet? Do you see something wrong with it?”

Violet shook her head. Finally it’s my turn to be mysterious, she signed.

Nicholas frowned. “You’re up to something.”

Yes. I have a surprise for you.

Nicholas looked at the lantern, and the answer came to him. “You were signaling someone! But who—?” He turned to the doorway in time to see a figure stepping in from the windy darkness.

“Who do you think, Nick? She was signaling me!”

It was John.

Nicholas cried out in astonishment.

And then he fell asleep.
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When Nicholas opened his eyes, John was still there. It hadn’t been a hallucination, then. He hadn’t been dreaming this whole time. There sat John, eating a slice of blackberry pie, his eyes twinkling in the lantern light. There sat Violet, beaming, tossing her head toward Nicholas to alert John that he’d awakened. Nicholas sat up, and John put down his pie, and the friends embraced.

“I can’t believe it!” Nicholas said. “How is this possible, John? How are you here?”

John laughed. “You’re the genius, Nick. You tell me.”

Frowning, Nicholas considered. John and Violet looked at each other, clearly amused. And suddenly he knew. Wide-eyed, he turned to Violet. “You! You… you asked your parents to adopt John? You’re the family that adopted him?”

At exactly the same time, John and Violet tapped their noses with their fingers, then pointed them at Nicholas. They were grinning, immensely pleased with themselves. It was obvious that they had planned this response ahead of time.

Nicholas was so excited he leaped to his feet. “But how did you do that, Violet? How did you convince them? How did you explain how you even knew about John? Surely you didn’t… wait a minute. You did, didn’t you? You had to! You told them about our secret meetings!”

Yes, Violet signed. I had to. I knew they’d be upset that I’d been sneaking out. But I also knew they’d understand. I told them everything, and they agreed with me that we should adopt John. He needed a family, and he was already my good friend. Why not a brother, too?

Nicholas laughed with pleasure. “Of course! It’s perfect!” He clapped his hands.

“That’s what Mr. Collum was being so odd about, Nick.” John grinned and began helping himself to more pie. “Remember our last conversation, when I told you he’d asked me to do some filing, but then when I got to his office, he was on the telephone and sent me away? Remember how I thought they had changed the day of your trip to Stonetown? They were secretly arranging for the Hopefields to visit. Mr. Collum didn’t want you to know about it.”

“I know he didn’t!” Nicholas cried, bridling at the memory.

“And he didn’t want me to know about it, either,” John said, “because he knew I’d tell you. He sure is dense when it comes to these things. I couldn’t believe it when Violet told me he’d arranged it that way on purpose. At the time I thought it was just a bad coincidence. I hated not being able to tell you goodbye. I knew I was going to see you again soon, but still, I hated leaving you alone at the Manor.”

“You wrote me that letter,” Nicholas said. “I appreciated that, even though I didn’t get it.”

“I know,” John said, shaking his head. “We realized you must not have gotten it after you told Violet that I was gone. From what you told her, you clearly didn’t know what had happened.”

I kept trying to tell you, Violet signed with a look of exasperation. But you wouldn’t listen!

Nicholas slapped his forehead. “Back in your bedroom, when you said, ‘What about John?’—I thought you were asking where he was! But you were asking if you should go get him!”

Violet nodded. He was sleeping just down the hallway. And I thought you knew it.

“So, what happened to my letter, Nick? Did the Spiders get their hands on it?” John asked. When Nicholas confirmed this, he groaned and said, “I wish Mr. Collum had been more careful with it. If it’s any consolation, you didn’t miss much. I thought he’d tell you who had adopted me, so I just wrote, ‘See you soon, Giant Head.’ I knew you’d understand.”

“I would have, if only I’d had a chance to read it,” Nicholas said. “For that matter, if Mr. Collum had told me it was the Hopefields who’d adopted you, I’d have known I would see you again, anyway.” He looked wonderingly at Violet. “Obviously, he doesn’t know that we’re friends, and he doesn’t know about our meetings. So you must have convinced your parents to keep all of this a secret. How did you manage that?”

I begged them, Violet signed. I told them how Mr. Collum has been locking you in a room at night, and about the dunce caps and so on, and they agreed to keep quiet until they learned more. They thought you might not be telling the truth, but for the time being, they trusted my opinion that you were honest and that Mr. Collum is not a very wise man. They understood that you might be punished horribly if he learned about your sneaking out.

“I’ve backed up everything Violet told them, of course,” John said. “They’re pretty shocked about how things are at the Manor. They’re wondering what they can do about it.”

“As for that,” Nicholas said, “things are already starting to improve. It’s true Mr. Collum isn’t a wise man, but I’m beginning to think there’s hope for him.” He quickly moved on to his next question—he had so many, he’d have asked them all at the same time if he could. “But Violet, do your parents know that you came here tonight? Did they actually give you permission?”

Violet shrugged. It really isn’t dangerous, you know. We just had to promise to stick together, to be careful, and to be back before midnight.

“And we can’t come every night, Nick,” said John with an apologetic look. “Only two or three times a week.”

But it only has to be this way for a while, Violet signed. Because we’re also going to try to adopt you.

Nicholas started. “What?”

We have to straighten out the finances, but we want to do it. The trouble is just that they won’t let an orphan be adopted unless the family has a certain amount of money. It’s a silly rule, but the lawmakers in Stonetown seem to think you can’t be properly cared for otherwise. My parents have some savings, as you know—that’s how they were able to adopt John—but it isn’t enough money to adopt two children, not on its own. If I don’t go to art school, though—

“Wait, wait, wait,” Nicholas interrupted, waving his hands. “That’s what you were talking about earlier? No, no, that’s not an option. I appreciate it, Violet, but it simply isn’t an option. Art school is your dream! I didn’t crawl through that filthy, scary tunnel a dozen times so I could come live on the farm with you. I did it so you could go to art school next year.”

But you can’t stay in that awful place. I asked my parents to adopt John as soon as they could because he was so miserable—you told me that yourself—but once we’ve figured out—

Nicholas interrupted her again. “Please don’t feel bad, Violet. You did exactly what you should have done. And now you absolutely have to go to art school. It’s what I want! Sure, I’d love to be in your family, but Rothschild’s End is where I belong right now. I have a lot of work to do there, work that I want to do. Honestly! I don’t have to live with you to see you, right? The fact that we can all still meet up here makes everything perfect.”

“What did I tell you, Violet?” John said.

You said he would insist that I go, Violet signed with a rueful look.

Nicholas made a bow to John. “I see some of my powers rubbed off on you.”

But are you sure? Violet signed. Are you absolutely sure?

“Absolutely, positively,” said Nicholas, and he said it with such conviction and such a reassuring smile that Violet relented.

It was the most convincing lie he’d ever told. The thought of being in an actual family with Violet and John, with parents who sounded like the best parents imaginable, with silly little sisters to make him laugh—it was almost irresistible. But Nicholas had thought of Violet, how for her parents’ sake she’d insisted that she had a new dream, and her own example shored up his resolve.

He knew he could be happy at Rothschild’s End if he worked hard enough. He knew many things now that he had not known only a short time earlier. He knew that despite all the good things happening now, John would still miss his parents, and Violet and her family would still miss her brother, and Nicholas would miss having John at the Manor, and when Violet went away to art school, he would miss her, too. And in a year or two, when he had finished all the books in the library and gone away to a university (for this was his plan), Nicholas suspected that he would miss not only John and Violet but some of the other children as well.

Nothing’s easy, Nicholas thought, sneaking glances at his friends, who were serving themselves more pie. But some things help.

Grinning with blackberry-stained teeth, John said, “Well, come on, Nick! Aren’t you going to fill me in on the treasure hunt? I see you knocked some holes in the walls. So what’s next?”

Nicholas and Violet exchanged glances.

“Treasure?” Nicholas asked with a blank expression. “Oh, yes—the treasure!”

Don’t toy with him, Violet signed, giving Nicholas a stern look. Tell him.

“She says to tell you,” Nicholas said. He saluted Violet and sat down. He did not begin right away, however, but savored this last moment before the mystery of the treasure was finally put to rest for all of them. Here they were once again, the three of them sharing secrets in the night, and once again Nicholas felt as if he were on the edge of everything. He knew that he would never forget this moment—that he wouldn’t have forgotten it even if his memory had been less than perfect—and he wished he could stretch it out forever.

“Well?” John said, and laughed. “Are you going to tell me or not? What are those looks about? Wait, don’t tell me you’ve found it! Have you, Nick? Have you actually found it?”

Nicholas looked at John. He looked at Violet. And then he grinned, tapped his nose, and pointed.
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Nicholas stepped back from the radio cabinet to look it over. Streaked with grime and draped with cobwebs, it would still need a good cleaning, but it should work—he felt sure he’d fixed the problem. Setting down his tools, he plugged the radio into his bicycle-powered generator, then climbed onto the bicycle and began to pedal furiously. Soon music was streaming out of the cabinet speakers, and Nicholas, satisfied and pleased, whistled along until he was out of breath.

He would need help moving the cabinet into his “repaired items” corner of the basement (which was already becoming crowded), so for now he left it where it stood and turned his attention to a couple of smaller, portable radios in need of repair. He was in the middle of disassembling the first one when Vern appeared at the top of the stairs. The poor boy looked frightened, as always.

“Hello there, Vern,” Nicholas called up. When Vern didn’t reply, he sighed and put down his screwdriver. “I assume you have a message for me?”

Vern cast an anxious glance down the passageway.

Nicholas could tell that something was afoot. “You’re allowed to speak to me if one of the staff tells you to, remember? The Spiders won’t punish you for that.”

Vern nodded. In a squeaky voice he said, “Mr. Collum wants you to go and help Mr. Furrow with the… the… I can’t remember what you call it. Your seesaw with the two butter churns.”

“My teeter-totter butter churner? What, is there a problem with the chain?”

“I don’t know. It just stopped working right before me and Caroline were about to get our turn on it. I didn’t get a turn on it yesterday, either. And now it’s getting late, and—”

“Sure, I’ll be right over,” Nicholas said. “Just let me grab some tools. Don’t worry, you’ll get your churn turn, Vern!”

Vern started to smile but caught himself. He nodded anxiously and turned as if to go.

“Oh, say, Vern!” Nicholas called up as he began gathering tools. “Have you given any thought to my suggestion?”

Vern gulped and shook his head. “I don’t think I can do that, Nicholas.”

“Well, think about it, will you? Tonight’s the perfect night! Mr. Griese is on duty in the dormitory, and you know how he snores. It’ll be easy for you to sneak out.”

Vern shook his head more vigorously.

“All right, suit yourself. But if you change your mind, come on up. I’ll be leaving my room around midnight.”

Vern nodded. Then shook his head. Then ran off.

Nicholas smiled to himself. He had been setting up tonight’s project ever since he’d come back from Stonetown two weeks earlier. Two weeks! It was hard to believe so much time had passed. He had been extremely busy helping Mr. Collum put his suggested changes into effect, not to mention serving out his punishments. Luckily, Mr. Collum had seen that the most efficient course was to make Nicholas’s “extra duties” be this repair work in the basement, which he enjoyed tremendously. At any rate, the Spiders had all been doing double duties for their own violations, so there were scarcely any extra chores to be done.

But Nicholas had not been content with repair work alone. He had cooked up several other projects, too, including the bicycle-powered generator and the teeter-totter butter churner (which had doubled butter production and which everyone enjoyed using), and almost all of them had been a success. He had even managed to help Miss Candace discover “on her own” that she needed spectacles. (She was delighted, though she did find it ironic that although she could see remarkably better now, she couldn’t find her medicine drops anywhere. Her entire supply seemed to have gone missing on the very day she made her trip to the optometrist.)

The one tricky thing—the only project on which Nicholas had made no noticeable progress—had been the situation with Mrs. Brindle and Mr. Griese. Though he felt quite sure that Mrs. Brindle would be a better supervisor if only she and Mr. Griese could overcome their confusion, the mechanics of love seemed far more complex than any engine, and Nicholas hesitated to intervene for fear of breaking something. Perhaps in this case the solution was time, and time alone. Anyway, if all went according to plan tonight, spotty supervision might be less of a problem.

Having filled his flour-sack backpack with the necessary tools, Nicholas came up from the basement and knocked on Mr. Pileus’s door. “I’m heading over to work on the butter churners,” he said as Mr. Pileus locked the basement door. “Want to come along? I know you’re on break, but if you’re interested…”

Mr. Pileus nodded. Nothing interested him more than these projects of Nicholas’s. He was learning all sorts of things. He cleared his throat. “I need to replace the alternator in the Studebaker later,” he said as they went out the side door, “if you’d like to join me. I’ve already asked Mr. Collum.”

“I’d love to,” said Nicholas, thinking alternator later, Studebaker later—he was pleased by how the words’ sounds mimicked that of an engine being cranked—before quickly shifting his own mental gears. “But say, are you sure the alternator is the problem? I’ve been thinking…”

They headed off for the farm. Neither of them appeared to have glimpsed the two boys ducking behind the gardening shed to avoid being seen. Or rather, one of the boys ducked, and the other boy was yanked. The yanked one, Vern, was now quaking with fear as the yanker, Moray, towered threateningly over him.

“I’m going to ask you one more time,” Moray said, tapping his belt buckle, “and then I start swinging the belt.”

“But that’s it, I promise!” Vern squeaked. “That’s exactly what he said. He’ll be leaving his room at midnight.”

Moray spat into the grass. “Yes, but how, exactly? You never told me that.”

Vern gulped. “He said Mr. Collum has started leaving his door unlocked at night, in case he needs to use the bathroom or something.”

“Is that so? He and old Collum sure are acting like old buddies now. Still, that’s pretty interesting, what you say about the door being unlocked. Why would he tell you that?”

“Because he wants to be my friend. That’s what he said yesterday. I told him no way, I don’t want any trouble with the Spiders! And he said he was working on a special secret project that’s awfully fascinating, and he’d let me in on it if I’d just be his friend and talk to him sometimes when no one’s looking. He said he gets lonely.”

Moray guffawed. “Sure he gets lonely! That’s the whole point, isn’t it?”

“Sure,” Vern said, laughing feebly. “Anyhow, that’s what he was talking about just now. He said tonight would be perfect for me to sneak out, because Mr. Griese is on duty and he snores a lot.”

“Mr. Griese does snore a lot,” Moray said, frowning. “I wonder where little Dumb Nose heard about that?”

Vern retreated a step. “Not me! Maybe it was John Cole! I mean, I’m sure it was, right? It had to be! It sure wasn’t me, Moray!”

But Moray, lost in thought, was no longer interested in Vern. Without a word, he walked away, in search of the other Spiders. Vern, mopping his brow with his shirt, sank back against the shed in relief. Then, when he was sure Moray had gone, he ran off to the farm. He meant to have his turn on that teeter-totter. After a day like today, he felt that he deserved it.

A few minutes before midnight, the Spiders made their way up the Manor stairs in almost perfect blackness. There was no moon that night, and it was overcast as well, with not even a hint of starlight through uncurtained windows to help guide the way. Clinging to one another, following the walls, the boys crept in the general direction of Nicholas Benedict’s room. They were soon disoriented, however, for this time there was no candle lit at the candle corner, and they were caught up in a hushed argument about which direction to turn when they suddenly spied a candle flame in the distance. It drifted into view at the far northern end of the passage, near the rear of the Manor. Then it vanished, but they had seen the direction it was moving.

“He’s already out of his room,” Iggy whispered.

“Shut up, Iggy,” Moray whispered, and Breaker elbowed Iggy to emphasize the point, and then the three of them hurried down the long passage, moving as silently as they could. They were, in fact, quite silent, for with this hunt in mind they had all gone to bed in their stocking feet.

When they reached the end of the passage, they spotted the candle flame again, and once again it drifted out of view.

“He’s moving fast,” Breaker whispered. “What’s his big hurry?”

“Maybe he heard us,” Moray whispered. “Come on!”

The boys rushed through the darkness, arms outstretched, until they reached the end of the passage. Once again the distant candle flame floated out of sight; once again they pursued it. They were panting now, and growing heated from exertion, and when, after rounding the next corner, they saw no candle flame at all, they were exasperated. But then, after a moment’s jostling, they all realized that they were not entirely immersed in darkness. The door to one of the rooms stood partly ajar, and from within the room issued the faintest glow.

They stalked to the doorway and looked in. It was a windowless room with a few odd pieces of furniture in it. A bureau, a trunk, a chifforobe—all just visible. The boys’ straining eyes soon detected the source of light. A candle flickered from behind the bureau, its light so dim that it seemed obvious someone was trying to conceal its flame. Someone hiding behind the bureau. Moray nudged the others, and together they stepped into the room, no longer bothering to be quiet.

“Close the door, Iggy,” Moray said.

Iggy closed the door. Instantly they heard the telltale hiss of a candle being extinguished, and everything went dark.

“It’s too late for that, Dumb Nose,” Moray called into the darkness. “You should’ve put it out sooner. Breaker, you and Iggy track him down while I guard the door.”

There followed a good deal of shuffling and muttering, the knock of someone’s head against the bureau, an odd splashing sound, and cursing.

“Moray,” Breaker said. “I think we have a problem.”

“A big problem,” Iggy said. “Plus my socks are wet.”

Both of them had found the candle at the same time. It was floating in a large bowl of water, and a string had been tied to it. Breaker explained this to Moray, who, realizing that something fishy was afoot, fumbled for the doorknob behind him. His hand came upon the string, and suddenly he understood. The candle had been tied to the doorknob. When Iggy closed the door, the candle had been pulled over into the water and its flame extinguished.

Moray tried to open the door. It was locked.

The Spiders spent the next several minutes arguing furiously with one another. When at last they had grown quiet, trying to think their way out of the predicament, a voice sounded in the darkness. It was Nicholas Benedict’s voice.

“Hello there, fellows,” Nicholas said. “What are you doing in there in the dark? Why don’t you light the candle?”

“Because we don’t have any matches!” Iggy said.

“Shut up, Iggy,” Moray said. He had followed the sound of Nicholas’s voice and come up against the door.

“Can you hear me all right?” Nicholas asked. “Perhaps you should all gather around the keyhole.”

“I don’t know how you did this, Dumb Nose,” said Moray, “but if you don’t let us out of here—”

“If I don’t let you out of there,” Nicholas interrupted calmly, “then you will spend the night in complete darkness, in a room without windows. You could be in there even longer than that, actually. You’re going to have to scream really loudly for anyone to hear you. Of course, Mr. Collum’s going to assume that you stole his key again, and that you locked yourselves in there for some reason, and that you either lost his key or else you’re trying to keep it hidden from him. Either way you’re going to be in huge trouble. Again.”

“He must have Mr. Collum’s key!” Iggy cried.

“You’re a genius,” Breaker muttered. “Of course he does. How else could he lock us in here?”

“We’ll tell him you did it, Benedict!” Moray growled.

“And I’ll tell him that I didn’t,” Nicholas said. “It’ll be your word against mine. You know how that works, don’t you? Anyway, it’s going to be hard to explain how I managed to drag all three of you up here, isn’t it?”

The Spiders were silent.

“Tell me,” Nicholas said, “how have you enjoyed all your extra chores? Are you looking forward to more of them?”

Again, silence.

“I think it should be clear by now,” Nicholas said, “that you’re never going to win. Sure, maybe every now and then you’ll manage to hurt me somehow, like you did with John’s letter—which, by the way, I know that you didn’t read—but I am always, always going to make life harder for you when you do. Can you understand that? Is it really worth it? Wouldn’t it be easier to call a truce?”

“What do you want?” Moray said gruffly, after another long silence.

“That’s an excellent question, Moray,” said Nicholas. “What do I want? I’ll tell you. I want you to stop bullying everyone. Not just me. Everyone. You leave the other kids alone. If they want to talk to me, they can talk to me. And you don’t stuff people in trash cans. You don’t hurt them. You don’t make fun of them. If you do any of those things, I will make you pay for it. It’s as simple as that. If you leave people alone, nothing happens to you. Who knows? You might even make new friends. It’s actually a pretty good deal.”

Moray muttered something.

“What’s that?” Nicholas said. “I couldn’t hear you. Do you need more time to consider? I’ll be glad to come back in an hour, if you like. If I don’t fall asleep, that is.”

“We’ll do it,” Moray said.

“Do I have your word?” Nicholas asked. “Your word of honor? You’ll stick to your code?”

“Yes.”

“Wait a minute, please. I need all three of you to say it. I have witnesses here, as well.” Nicholas struck a match and relit his candle. Then he lit the candles carried by Gertrude, Buford, Oliver, and Vern. Their faces glowed, and not just from the candlelight. Nicholas returned their smiles with one of his own. He could have lured the Spiders into his trap without them, but he had thought it important to give them an opportunity to participate. All four had leaped at the chance.

“All right,” Nicholas said. “We’re ready.”

One by one, the Spiders approached the keyhole, peeked out incredulously at the children gathered in the passageway, and promised to be good.

Nicholas unlocked the door, quickly pocketing his key, and the Spiders filed out into the passageway. Moray looked furious, and the other two looked confused. None of them spoke. Everyone seemed at a loss for what to do next. Everyone but Nicholas.

“Well,” he said cheerfully, “I sure am glad that’s settled. By the way, Moray, let me know if you’d like some help with your arithmetic. I’ve noticed you’re having a hard time with it.”

Moray glowered at him. “I don’t want your stupid help.”

“Suit yourself,” Nicholas said with a shrug. “But if you change your mind, the offer stands.”

Iggy coughed. He raised his hand. “Uh, do you think you could help me with my spelling?”

“Don’t tell him to shut up,” Nicholas said when Moray opened his mouth, and Moray, startled, quickly closed it. “I’ll be glad to help you with anything, Iggy. The same goes for you, Breaker. Just think about it and let me know. There’s no hurry. Only I suppose you really should hurry back to your beds. All of you should,” he added, looking around at the younger children.

Nicholas started down the passage, beckoning for the others to join him. “Let’s go down as a group. All of the boys should sneak back into the dormitory at the same time, so you don’t have to risk opening the door more than once. Remember to keep quiet, everyone.”

By candlelight the group shuffled along the passageway. No one spoke, although many a perplexed look passed from neighbor to neighbor. For the first time ever, the Spiders and the other children were in something together—they were on the same side—and everyone felt the strangeness of the situation. Some of them even enjoyed it.

When they reached the gallery, all but Nicholas blew out their candles, which Nicholas put inside his flour-sack backpack. Then, shading his own candle to minimize the glow, he led them all downstairs.

At the door to the dormitory, Nicholas gave the boys a goodbye salute. The younger ones waved at him. So did Iggy. Breaker offered Nicholas a slight upward jerk of his chin, which might or might not be interpreted as a farewell gesture. Moray made a face. Nicholas winked at him and turned away. The boys waited for Nicholas and Gertrude to leave so that there would be no light, and then they all slipped into the dormitory together.

Nicholas walked Gertrude to the door of the ballroom. It would be her last night to sleep in there—or not sleep in there, as had been so often the case. Tomorrow, the girls’ cots were finally to be relocated into the more comfortable, renovated stable building, and the school desks would be moved into the ballroom, according to Nicholas’s plan. Every girl in the orphanage was excited, and Nicholas, for his part, looked forward to seeing what they were like when they’d had a good night’s sleep.

He patted Gertrude’s arm and turned to go, but before he could take a step, Gertrude flung her arms about him and hugged him tightly. He had to lift the candle high to keep her hair from catching fire. He grinned as she released him, and blew out the candle, and waited for her to slip safely into the ballroom before tiptoeing away in darkness.

Alone again, Nicholas made his slow, silent way upstairs. For the first time all night, his shoulders relaxed. He couldn’t quite believe he’d pulled it off. He knew that the Spiders were not going to change overnight, of course. There would still be problems. It would often be a struggle. Indeed, he thought it likely that he would continue to face one difficult challenge after another. But when had that not been the case?

Nicholas crept across the dark gallery, reflecting on the turns his life had taken since his arrival at ’Child’s End. Had it really been only six weeks? He had started out friendless, and now he had two of the best friends imaginable. He had started out as a prisoner in his own room, the very room he was now unlocking with his own secret key, and now he had the run of the Manor, not to mention his beloved Giant’s Head.

Inside the room, Nicholas relit his candle and settled onto his cot.

You also couldn’t see past your own nose when you got here, he told himself. Though to be fair, it’s an awfully long nose.

He giggled sleepily. Then yawned. Then shook his head, trying to clear it.

If Nicholas Benedict truly had been able to see the future, his own would have startled him to sleep at once, for he would have seen that he was destined to do things far greater than he ever could have imagined—that wonderful and amazing people would one day be drawn to him like metal to a magnet; that together with Nicholas they would form a most unusual kind of family; and that together, during one of the world’s darkest, most dangerous hours, they would change the course of history.

But Nicholas Benedict saw none of this. For now he was simply a little boy on a cot, trying to fight off sleep as he had done countless times before—although this time he resisted not out of fear but for a different reason entirely.

Gazing at his blanket, Nicholas tried to focus his mind. He began to contemplate the different ways the Spiders might try to wriggle out of their agreement. He imagined the cat-and-mouse games he would have to play to keep one step ahead of them. He would need to prepare for every possibility.

He shifted his candle so that it cast better light on his blanket. With one finger he began tracing rectangles in the plaid pattern, once again imagining them as doors and thinking his way through them. His eyes grew heavier and heavier, but still he resisted sleep.

Changing direction, Nicholas began to consider the various projects he was cooking up, and to speculate about those that had not even occurred to him yet but that were sure to do so eventually. He yawned again, and again he shook his head.

He was terribly sleepy, so much so that he would soon be forced to give in and lie down. But he did not want to go to sleep. At the moment he did not even want to rest. After all he had accomplished, and considering how much he had learned and how far he had come, it is a curious fact—indeed, a remarkable one—that what Nicholas wanted now, more than anything, was to get started.
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In a city called Stonetown, near a port called Stonetown Harbor, a boy named Reynie Muldoon was preparing to take an important test. It was the second test of the day—the first had been in an office across town. After that one he was told to come here, to the Monk Building on Third Street, and to bring nothing but a single pencil and a single rubber eraser, and to arrive no later than one o’clock. If he happened to be late, or bring two pencils, or forget his eraser, or in any other way deviate from the instructions, he would not be allowed to take the test, and that would be that. Reynie, who very much wanted to take it, was careful to follow the instructions. Curiously enough, these were the only ones given. He was not told how to get to the Monk Building, for example, and had found it necessary to ask directions to the nearest bus stop, acquire a schedule from a dishonest bus driver who tried to trick him into paying for it, and walk several blocks to catch the Third Street bus. Not that any of this was difficult for Reynie Muldoon. Although he was only eleven years old, he was quite used to figuring things out for himself.

From somewhere across the city, a church bell struck the half hour. Twelve-thirty. He still had a while to wait. When he’d checked the doors of the Monk Building at noon, they were locked. So Reynie had bought a sandwich at a deli stand and sat down on this park bench to eat. A tall building in Stonetown’s busiest district must surely have many offices inside, he thought. Locked doors at noon seemed a little peculiar. But then, what hadn’t been peculiar about this whole affair?

To begin with, there was the advertisement. A few days before, Reynie had been reading the newspaper over breakfast at the Stonetown Orphanage, sharing sections with his tutor, Miss Perumal. (As Reynie had already completed all the textbooks on his own, even those for high school students, the orphanage director had assigned him a special tutor while the other children went to class. Miss Perumal didn’t quite know what to do with Reynie, either, but she was intelligent and kind, and in their time together they had grown fond of sharing the morning newspaper over breakfast and tea.)

The newspaper that morning had been filled with the usual headlines, several of them devoted to what was commonly called the Emergency: Things had gotten desperately out of control, the headlines reported; the school systems, the budget, the pollution, the crime, the weather… why, everything, in fact, was a complete mess, and citizens everywhere were clamoring for a major—no, a dramatic—improvement in government. “Things must change NOW!” was the slogan plastered on billboards all over the city (it was a very old slogan), and although Reynie rarely watched television, he knew the Emergency was the main subject of the news programs every day, as it had been for years. Naturally, when Reynie and Miss Perumal first met, they had discussed the Emergency at great length. Finding themselves quite in agreement about politics, however, they soon found such conversation boring and decided to drop the subject. In general, then, they talked about the other news stories, those that varied day to day, and afterward they amused themselves by reading the advertisements. Such was the case on that particular morning when Reynie’s life had so suddenly taken a turn.

“Do you care for more honey with your tea?” Miss Perumal had asked—speaking in Tamil, a language she was teaching him—but before Reynie could answer that of course he wanted more honey, the advertisement caught Miss Perumal’s eye, and she exclaimed, “Reynie! Look at this! Would you be interested?”

Miss Perumal sat across the table from him, but Reynie, who had no trouble reading upside down, quickly scanned the advertisement’s bold-printed words: “ARE YOU A GIFTED CHILD LOOKING FOR SPECIAL OPPORTUNITIES?” How odd, he thought. The question was addressed directly to children, not to their parents. Reynie had never known his parents, who died when he was an infant, and it pleased him to read a notice that seemed to take this possibility into account. But still, how odd. How many children read the newspaper, after all? Reynie did, but he had always been alone in this, had always been considered an oddball. If not for Miss Perumal he might even have given it up by now, to avoid some of the teasing.

“I suppose I might be interested,” he said to Miss Perumal, “if you think I would qualify.”

Miss Perumal gave him a wry look. “Don’t you play games with me, Reynie Muldoon. If you aren’t the most talented child I’ve ever known, then I’ve never known a child at all.”

There were to be several sessions of the test administered over the weekend; they made plans for Reynie to attend the very first session. Unfortunately, on Saturday Miss Perumal’s mother fell ill and Miss Perumal couldn’t take him. This was a real disappointment to Reynie, and not just because of the delay. He always looked forward to Miss Perumal’s company—her laughter, her wry expressions, the stories she told (often in Tamil) of her childhood in India, even the occasional sighs she made when she didn’t think he was aware. They were gentle and lilting, these sighs, and despite their melancholy Reynie loved to hear them. Miss Perumal sighed when she was feeling sad for him, he knew—sad to see him teased by the other children, sad the poor boy had lost his parents—and Reynie wished he hadn’t worried her, but he did like knowing she cared. She was the only one who did (not counting Seymore, the orphanage cat, with whom Reynie spent the day in the reading room—and he only wanted to be petted). Quite apart from his eagerness to take the special test, Reynie simply missed Miss Perumal.

He was hopeful, then, when Mr. Rutger, the orphanage director, informed him late that evening that Miss Perumal’s mother was considerably improved. Reynie was in the reading room again, the only place in the orphanage where he could be assured of solitude (no one else ever ventured into it) and freedom from persecution. At dinner, an older boy named Vic Morgeroff had tormented Reynie for using the word “enjoyable” to describe the book he was reading. Vic thought it too fancy a word to be proper, and soon had gotten the entire table laughing and saying “enjoyable” in mocking tones until Reynie had finally excused himself without dessert and retreated here.

“Yes, she’s much better, much better,” said Mr. Rutger, through a mouthful of cheesecake. He was a thin man with a thin face, and his cheeks positively bulged as he chewed. “Miss Perumal just telephoned with the news. She asked for you, but as you were not to be found in the dining hall, and I was in the middle of dinner, I took the message for you.”

“Thank you,” said Reynie with a mixture of relief and disappointment. Cheesecake was his favorite dessert. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“Indeed, nothing like health. Absolutely nothing like it. Best thing for anyone,” said Mr. Rutger, but here he paused in his chewing, with an unpleasant worried expression upon his face, as if he thought perhaps there had been an insect in his food. Finally he swallowed, brushed the crumbs from his waistcoat, and said, “But see here, Reynie, Miss Perumal mentioned a test of some sort. ‘Special opportunities,’ she said. What is this all about? This isn’t about attending an advanced school, is it?”

They had been through this before. Reynie had repeatedly asked permission to apply elsewhere, but Mr. Rutger had insisted Reynie would fare better here, with a tutor, than at an advanced school. “Here you are comfortable,” Mr. Rutger had told him more than once. And more than once Reynie had thought, Here I’m alone. But in the end Mr. Rutger had his way, and Miss Perumal was hired. It had proved a blessing—Reynie would never complain about Miss Perumal. Still, he had often wondered what life might have been like at a school where the other students didn’t find him so odd.

“I don’t know, sir,” Reynie said, his hopefulness slipping into dejection. He wished Miss Perumal hadn’t mentioned the test, though of course she must have felt obliged to. “We just wanted to see what it was about.”

Mr. Rutger considered this. “Well, no harm in seeing what things are about, I suppose. I should like to know what it’s about myself. In fact, why don’t you prepare a report for me when you return? Say, ten pages? No hurry, you can turn it in tomorrow evening.”

“Tomorrow evening?” said Reynie. “Does that mean I’m taking the test?”

“I thought I told you,” said Mr. Rutger with a frown. “Miss Perumal will come for you first thing in the morning.” He took out an embroidered handkerchief and blew his nose with great ferocity. “And now, Reynie, I believe I’ll leave you to your reading. This dusty room is a hardship on my sinuses. Be a good man and run a feather duster over the shelves before you leave, will you?”

After hearing this news, Reynie could hardly return to his reading. He flailed about with the feather duster and went straight to bed, as if doing so would hasten the morning’s arrival. Instead it lengthened his night, for he was far too eager and anxious to sleep. Special opportunities, he kept thinking, over and over again. He would have been thrilled to get a crack at plain old regular opportunities, much less special ones.

Just before dawn he rose quietly, got ready with the lights off so as not to disturb his roommates (they often snarled at him for reading in bed at night, even when he used a tiny penlight under the covers), and hurried down to the kitchen. Miss Perumal was already waiting for him—she had been too excited to sleep, as well, and had arrived early. The kettle was just beginning to whistle on the stove, and Miss Perumal, with her back to him, was setting out cups and saucers.

“Good morning, Miss Perumal,” he said froggily. He cleared his throat. “I was glad to hear your mother’s doing better.”

“Thank you, Reynie. Would you—” Miss Perumal turned then, took one look at him, and said, “You’ll not make a good impression dressed like that, I’m afraid. One mustn’t wear striped pants with a checkered shirt, Reynie. In fact, I believe those must belong to a roommate—they’re at least a size too big. Also, it appears that one of your socks is blue and the other purple.”

Reynie looked down at his outfit in surprise. Usually he was the least noticeable of boys: He was of average size, of an average pale complexion, his brown hair was of average length, and he wore average clothes. This morning, though, he would stand out in a crowd—unless it happened to be a crowd of clowns. He grinned at Miss Perumal and said, “I dressed this way for luck.”

“Luckily you won’t need luck,” said Miss Perumal, taking the kettle from the stove. “Now please go change, and this time turn on your light—never mind how your roommates grumble—so that you may have better luck choosing your clothes.”

When Reynie returned Miss Perumal told him that she had a long errand to run. Her mother had been prescribed new medicine and a special diet, and Miss Perumal must go shopping for her. So it was agreed that she would take him to the test and pick him up when it was over. After a light breakfast (neither of them wanted more than toast), yet well before anyone else in the orphanage had risen, Miss Perumal drove him across the sleepy city to an office building near Stonetown Bay. A line of children already stood at the door, all of them accompanied by their parents, all fidgeting nervously.

When Miss Perumal moved to get out of the car, Reynie said, “I thought you were dropping me off.”

“You don’t think I would just leave you here without investigating first, do you?” replied Miss Perumal. “The notice didn’t even list a telephone number for questions. It’s a bit out of the ordinary, don’t you think?”

So Reynie took his place at the end of the line while Miss Perumal went inside the building to speak with someone. It was a long line, and Reynie wondered how many special opportunities were available. Perhaps only a very few—perhaps they would all be given out before he even reached the door. He was growing anxious at this idea when a friendly man ahead of him turned and said, “Don’t worry, son, you haven’t long to wait. All the children are to go inside together in a few minutes. They made the announcement just before you arrived.”

Reynie thanked him gratefully, noticing as he did so that a number of parents were casting grumpy looks at the man, apparently disliking the notion of being friendly to competitors. The man, embarrassed, turned away from Reynie and said nothing else.

“Very well,” said Miss Perumal when she returned, “everything is set. You may call me on their telephone when you’ve finished the test. Here is the number. If I’m not back by then, simply call a taxi and Mr. Rutger will pay the fare. You can tell me all about it this afternoon.”

“Thanks so much for everything, Miss Perumal,” said Reynie, earnestly taking her hand.

“Oh, Reynie, you silly child, don’t look so grateful,” said Miss Perumal. To Reynie’s surprise, there were tears on her cheeks. “It’s nothing at all. Now give your poor tutor a hug. I imagine my services won’t be needed after this.”

“I haven’t passed it yet, Miss Perumal!”

“Oh, stop being silly,” she said, and after squeezing him tightly, Miss Perumal dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief, walked determinedly to her car, and drove away just as the children were ushered into the building.

It was a curious test. The first section was rather what Reynie would have expected—one or two questions regarding octagons and hexagons, another devoted to bushels of this and kilograms of that, and another that required calculating how much time must pass before two speeding trains collided. (This last question Reynie answered with a thoughtful frown, noting in the margin that since the two trains were approaching each other on an empty stretch of track, it was likely the engineers would recognize the impending disaster and apply their brakes, thus avoiding the collision altogether.) Reynie raced through these questions and many like them, then came to the second section, whose first question was: “Do you like to watch television?”

This certainly was not the sort of question Reynie had expected. It was only a question of preference. Anyway, of course he liked to watch television—everybody liked to watch television. As he started to mark down the answer, however, Reynie hesitated. Well, did he really? The more he thought about it, the more he realized that he didn’t, in fact, like to watch television at all. I really am an oddball, he thought, with a feeling of disappointment. Nonetheless, he answered the question truthfully: NO.

The next question read: “Do you like to listen to the radio?” And again, Reynie realized that he did not, although he was sure everyone else did. With a growing sense of isolation, he answered the question: NO.

The third question, thankfully, was less emotional. It read: “What is wrong with this statement?” How funny, Reynie thought, and marking down his answer he felt somewhat cheered. “It isn’t a statement at all,” he wrote. “It’s a question.”

The next page showed a picture of a chessboard, upon which all the pieces and pawns rested in their starting positions, except for a black pawn, which had advanced two spaces. The question read: “According to the rules of chess, is this position possible?” Reynie studied the board a moment, scratched his head, and wrote down his answer: YES.

After a few more pages of questions, all of which Reynie felt confident he had answered correctly, he arrived at the test’s final question: “Are you brave?” Just reading the words quickened Reynie’s heart. Was he brave? Bravery had never been required of him, so how could he tell? Miss Perumal would say he was: She would point out how cheerful he tried to be despite feeling lonely, how patiently he withstood the teasing of other children, and how he was always eager for a challenge. But these things only showed that he was good-natured, polite, and very often bored. Did they really show that he was brave? He didn’t think so. Finally he gave up trying to decide and simply wrote, “I hope so.”

He laid down his pencil and looked around. Most of the other children were also finishing the test. At the front of the room, munching rather loudly on an apple, the test administrator was keeping a close eye on them to ensure they didn’t cheat. She was a thin woman in a mustard-yellow suit, with a yellowish complexion, short-cropped, rusty-red hair, and a stiff posture. She reminded Reynie of a giant walking pencil.

“Pencils!” the woman suddenly called out, as if she’d read his thoughts.

The children jumped in their seats.

“Please lay down your pencils now,” the pencil woman said. “The test is over.”

“But I’m not finished!” one child cried. “That’s not fair!”

“I want more time!” cried another.

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry you haven’t finished, children, but the test is over. Please pass your papers to the front of the room, and remain seated while the tests are graded. Don’t worry, it won’t take long.”

As the papers were passed forward, Reynie heard the boy behind him snicker and say to his neighbor, “If they couldn’t finish that test, they shouldn’t even have come. Like that chess question—who could have missed it?”

The neighbor, sounding every bit as smug, replied, “They were trying to trick us. Pawns can only move one space at a time, so of course the position wasn’t possible. I’ll bet some stupid kids didn’t know that.”

“Ha! You’re just lucky you didn’t miss it yourself! Pawns can move two spaces—on their very first move, they can. But whether it moved one space or two is beside the point. Don’t you know that white always moves first? The black pawn couldn’t have moved yet at all! It’s so simple. This test was for babies.”

“Are you calling me a baby?” growled the other.

“You boys there!” snapped the pencil woman. “Stop talking!”

Reynie was suddenly anxious. Could he possibly have answered that question wrong? And what about the other questions? Except for the odd ones about television and bravery, they had seemed easy, but perhaps he was such a strange bird that he had misunderstood everything. He shook his head and tried not to care. If he wanted to prove himself brave, after all, he had better just stop worrying. If he must return to his old routine at the orphanage, at least he had Miss Perumal. What did it matter if he was different from other children? Everyone got teased from time to time—he was no different in that respect.

Reynie told himself this, but his anxious feeling didn’t fade.

After all the tests had been turned in, the pencil woman stepped out of the room, leaving the children to bite their nails and watch the clock. Only a few minutes passed, however, before she returned and announced, “I shall now read the names of children admitted into the second phase of the test.”

The children began to murmur. A second phase? The advertisement hadn’t mentioned a second phase.

The woman continued, “If your name is called, you are to report to the Monk Building on Third Street no later than one o’clock, where you will join children from other sessions who also passed the test.” She went on to lay out the rules about pencils, erasers, and disqualification. Then she popped a handful of peanuts into her mouth and chewed ferociously, as if she were starving.

Reynie raised his hand.

“Mm-yes?” the woman said, swallowing.

“Excuse me, you say to bring only one pencil, but what if the pencil lead breaks? Will there be a pencil sharpener?”

Again the boy behind Reynie snickered, this time muttering: “What makes him so sure he’ll be taking that test? She hasn’t even called the names yet!”

It was true—he should have waited until she’d called the names. He must have seemed very arrogant. Cheeks burning, Reynie ducked his head.

The pencil woman answered, “Yes, if a sharpener should become necessary, one will be provided. Children are not to bring their own, understood?” There was a general nodding of heads, after which the woman clapped the peanut grit from her hands, took out a sheet of paper, and continued, “Very well, if there are no other questions, I shall read the list.”

The room became very quiet.

“Reynard Muldoon!” the woman called. Reynie’s heart leaped.

There was a grumble of discontent from the seat behind him, but as soon as it passed, the room again grew quiet, and the children waited with bated breath for the other names to be called. The woman glanced up from the sheet.

“That is all,” she said matter-of-factly, folding the paper and tucking it away. “The rest of you are dismissed.”

The room erupted in outcries of anger and dismay. “Dismissed?” said the boy behind Reynie. “Dismissed?”

As the children filed out the door—some weeping bitterly, some stunned, some whining in complaint—Reynie approached the woman. For some reason, she was hurrying around the room checking the window locks. “Excuse me. Miss? May I please use your telephone? My tutor said—”

“I’m sorry, Reynard,” the woman interrupted, tugging unsuccessfully on a closed window. “I’m afraid there isn’t a telephone.”

“But Miss Perumal—”

“Reynard,” the woman said with a smile, “I’m sure you can make do without one, can’t you? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must sneak out the back door. These windows appear to have been painted shut.”

“Sneak out? But why?”

“I’ve learned from experience. Any moment now, some of these children’s parents will come storming in to demand explanations. Unfortunately, I have none to give them. Therefore, off I go. I’ll see you this afternoon. Don’t be late!”

And with that, away she went.

It had been a strange business indeed, and Reynie had a suspicion it was to grow stranger still. When the distant church bell struck the quarter hour, Reynie finished his sandwich and rose from the park bench. If the doors to the Monk Building weren’t open by now, he would try to find another way in. At this point, it would hardly surprise him to discover he must enter the building through a basement window.

As he mounted the steps to the Monk Building’s broad front plaza, Reynie saw two girls well ahead of him, walking together toward the front doors. Other test-takers, he guessed. One girl, who seemed to have green hair—though perhaps this was a trick of the light; the sun shone blindingly bright today—was carelessly flinging her pencil up into the air and catching it again. Not the best idea, Reynie thought. And sure enough, even as he thought it, the girl missed the pencil and watched it fall through a grate at her feet.

For a moment the other girl hesitated, as if she might try to help. Then she checked her watch. In only a few minutes it would be one o’clock. “Sorry about your pencil—it’s a shame,” she said, but already her sympathetic expression was fading. Clearly it had occurred to her that with the green-haired girl unable to take the test, there would be less competition. With a spreading smile, she hurried across the plaza and through the front doors of the Monk Building, which had finally been unlocked.

The metal grate covered a storm drain that ran beneath the plaza, and the unfortunate girl was staring through it, down into darkness, when Reynie reached her. Her appearance was striking—indeed, even startling. She had coal-black skin; hair so long she could have tied it around her waist (and yes, it truly was green); and an extraordinarily puffy white dress that gave you the impression she was standing in a cloud.

“That’s rotten luck,” Reynie said. “To drop your pencil here, of all places.”

The girl looked up at him with hopeful eyes. “You don’t happen to have an extra one, do you?”

“I’m sorry. I was told to bring—”

“I know, I know,” she interrupted. “Only one pencil. Well, that was my only pencil, and a fat lot of good it will do me down in that drain.” She stared wistfully through the grate a moment, then looked up at Reynie as if surprised to see him still standing there. “What are you waiting for? The test starts any minute.”

“I’m not going to leave you here without a pencil,” Reynie said. “I was surprised your friend did.”

“Friend? Oh, that other girl. She’s not my friend—we just met at the bottom of the steps. I didn’t even know her name. For that matter, I don’t know yours, either.”

“Reynard Muldoon. You can call me Reynie.”

“Okay, Reynie, nice to meet you. I’m Rhonda Kazembe. So now that we’re friends and all that, how do you intend to get my pencil back? We’d better hurry, you know. One minute late and we’re disqualified.”

Reynie took out his own pencil, a new yellow #2 that he’d sharpened to a fine point that morning. “Actually,” he said, “we’ll just share this one.” He snapped the pencil in two and handed her the sharpened end. “I’ll sharpen my half and we’ll both be set. Do you have your eraser?”

Rhonda Kazembe was staring at her half of the pencil with a mixture of gratitude and surprise. “That would never have occurred to me,” she said, “breaking it like that. Now, what did you say? Oh, yes, I have my eraser.”

“Then let’s get going, we only have a minute,” Reynie urged.

Rhonda held back. “Hold on, Reynie. I haven’t properly thanked you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said impatiently. “Now let’s go!”

Still she resisted. “No, I really want to thank you. If it weren’t for you, I couldn’t have taken this test, and do you want to know something?” Glancing around to be sure they were alone, Rhonda whispered, “I have the answers. I’m going to make a perfect score!”

“What? How?”

“No time to explain. But if you sit right behind me, you can look over my shoulder. I’ll hold up my test a bit to make it easier.”

Reynie was stunned. How in the world could this girl have gotten her hands on the answers? And now she was offering to help him cheat! He was briefly tempted—he wanted desperately to learn about those special opportunities. But when he imagined returning to tell Miss Perumal of his success, hiding the fact that he’d cheated, he knew he could never do it.

“No, thank you,” he said. “I’d rather not.”

Rhonda Kazembe looked amazed, and Reynie once again felt the weight of loneliness upon him. If it was unpleasant to feel so different from the other children at Stonetown Orphanage, how much worse was it to be seen as an oddball by a green-haired girl wearing her own personal fog bank?

“Okay, suit yourself,” Rhonda said as the two of them started for the front doors. “I hope you know what you’re in for.”

Reynie was in too much of a hurry to respond. He had no idea what he was in for, of course, but he certainly wanted to find out.
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That summer morning in the Lower Downs began as usual for Reuben Pedley. He rose early to have breakfast with his mom before she left for work, a quiet breakfast because they were both still sleepy. Afterward, also as usual, he cleaned up their tiny kitchen while his mom moved faster and faster in her race against the clock (whose numerals she seemed quite unable to read before she’d had coffee and a shower). Then his mom was hugging him goodbye at the apartment door, where Reuben told her he loved her, which was true—and that she had no reason to worry about him, which was not.

His mom had not even reached the bus stop before Reuben had brushed his teeth, yanked on his sneakers (a fitting term, he thought, being a sneaker himself), and climbed onto the kitchen counter to retrieve his wallet. He kept it among the mousetraps on top of the cupboard. The traps were never sprung; Reuben never baited them, and so far no thieves had reached up there to see what they might find. Not that the wallet contained much, but for Reuben “not much” was still everything he had.

Next he went into his bedroom and removed the putty from the little hole in the wall behind his bed. He took his key from the hole and smooshed the putty back into place. Then, locking the apartment door behind him, he headed out in search of new places to hide.

Reuben lived in the city of New Umbra, a metropolis that was nonetheless as gloomy and run-down as a city could be. Though it had once enjoyed infinitely hopeful prospects (people used to say that it was born under a promising star), New Umbra had long since ceased to be prosperous, and was not generally well kept. Some might have said the same of Reuben Pedley, who used to have two fine and loving parents, but only briefly, when he was a baby, and who in elementary school had been considered an excellent student, but in middle school had faded into the walls.

Eleven years had passed since the factory accident that left Reuben without a father and his mother a young widow scrambling for work—eleven years, in other words, since his own promising star had begun to fall. And though in reality he was as loved and cared for as any child could hope to be, anyone who followed him through his days might well have believed otherwise. Especially on a day like today.

Reuben exited his shabby high-rise apartment building in the usual manner: he bypassed the elevator and stole down the rarely used stairwell, descending unseen all the way past the lobby to the basement, where he slipped out a storage-room window. The young building manager kept that window slightly ajar to accommodate the comings and goings of a certain alley cat she hoped to tame, enticing it with bowls of food and water. She wasn’t supposed to be doing that, but no one knew about it except Reuben, and he certainly wasn’t going to tell anyone. He wasn’t supposed to be in the storage room in the first place. Besides, he liked the building manager and wished her luck with the cat, though only in his mind, for she didn’t know that he knew about it. She barely even knew he existed.

From his hidden vantage point in the window well, which was slightly below street level and encircled by an iron railing, Reuben confirmed that the alley behind the building was empty. With practiced ease, he climbed out of the window well, monkeyed up the railing, grabbed the lower rungs of the building’s rusty fire escape, and swung out over empty space. He hit the ground at a trot. Today he wanted to strike out into new territory, and there was no time to waste. When they’d lived in the northern part of the Lower Downs, Reuben had known the surrounding blocks as well as his own bedroom, but then they’d had to move south, and despite having lived here a year, his mental map remained incomplete.

Of all the city’s depressed and depressing neighborhoods, the Lower Downs was considered the worst. Many of its old buildings were abandoned; others seemed permanently under repair. Its backstreets and alleys were marked by missing shutters, tilted light poles, broken gates and railings, fences with gaps in them. The Lower Downs, in other words, was perfect for any boy who wanted to explore and to hide.

Reuben was just such a boy. In fact, exploring and hiding were almost all he ever did. He shinned up the tilted light poles and dropped behind fences; he slipped behind the busted shutters and through the broken windows; he found his way into cramped spaces and high places, into spots where no one would ever think to look. This was how he spent his solitary days.

It never occurred to him to be afraid. Even here in the Lower Downs, there was very little crime on the streets of New Umbra, at least not the sort you could easily see. Vandals and pickpockets were rare, muggers and car thieves unheard of. Everyone knew that. The Directions took care of all that business. Nobody crossed the Directions, not even the police.

Because the Directions worked for The Smoke.

Reuben headed south, moving from alley to alley, keeping close to the buildings and ducking beneath windows. He paused at every corner, first listening, then peering around. He was only a few blocks off the neighborhood’s main thoroughfare and could hear some early-morning traffic there, but the alleys and backstreets were dead.

About ten blocks south, Reuben ventured into new territory. He was already well beyond his bounds: his mom had given him permission to walk to the community center and the branch library—both within a few blocks of their apartment—but that was all. And so he kept these wanderings of his a secret.

Despite her excessive caution, his mom was something else, and Reuben knew it. He wouldn’t have traded her for half a dozen moms with better jobs and more money, and in fact had told her exactly that just the week before.

“Oh my goodness, Reuben, that is so sweet,” she’d said, pretending to wipe tears from her eyes. “I hope you know that I probably wouldn’t trade you, either. Not for half a dozen boys, or even a whole dozen.”

“Probably?”

“Almost certainly,” she’d said, squeezing his hand as if to reassure him.

That was what his mom was like. Their conversations were usually the best part of his day.

Crossing an empty street, Reuben made his habitual, rapid inventory of potential hiding places: a shady corner between a building’s front steps and street-facing wall; a pile of broken furniture that someone had hauled to the curb; a window well with no protective railing. But none of these places was within easy reach when, just as he attained the far curb, a door opened in a building down the block.
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Reuben abruptly sat on the curb and watched the door. He held perfectly still while an old man in pajamas stepped outside and checked the sky, sniffing with evident satisfaction and glancing up and down the street before going back in. The old man never saw the small brown-haired boy watching him from the curb.

Reuben rose and moved on, quietly triumphant. He preferred bona fide hiding places when he could find them, but there was nothing quite like hiding in plain sight. Sometimes people saw you and then instantly forgot you, because you were just a random kid, doing nothing. As long as you didn’t look lost, anxious, or interesting, you might as well be a trash can or a stunted tree, part of the city landscape. Reuben considered such encounters successes, too. But to go completely unnoticed on an otherwise empty street was almost impossible, and therefore superior. He was reliving the moment in his mind, exulting in the memory of the old man’s eyes passing right over him without registering his presence—not once but twice!—when he came upon the narrowest alley he’d ever seen, and made his big mistake.

It was the narrowness that tempted him. The brick walls of the abandoned buildings were so close to each other that Reuben saw at once how he might scale them. By leaning forward and pressing his palms against one, then lifting his feet behind him and pressing them against the other, he could hold himself up, suspended above the alley floor. Then by moving one hand higher, then the other, and then doing the same with his feet, he could work his way upward. It would be like walking backward into the sky.

No sooner had he imagined it than Reuben knew he had to try it. Glancing around to ensure that he was unobserved, he moved deeper into the alley. He could see a ledge high above him—probably too high to reach, but it gave him something to shoot for, at any rate.

He started out slowly, then gained momentum as he found his rhythm. Hand over hand, foot over foot, smoothly and steadily. Now he was fifteen feet up, now twenty, and still he climbed. Craning his head around, Reuben saw the ledge not too far above him. Unfortunately, he also saw how difficult it would be to climb onto it—his position was all wrong. He frowned. What had he been thinking? He didn’t dare try such a risky maneuver, not at that height. He’d be a fool to chance it.

That was when Reuben felt his arms begin to tremble and realized, with horror, that he had made a terrible mistake.

He hadn’t anticipated how drastically his arms would tire, nor how abruptly. It seemed to happen all at once, without warning. Now, looking at the alley floor far below him, Reuben became sickeningly aware of how high he had actually climbed. At least thirty feet, maybe more. The way his arms felt, there was no way he’d make it back to the ground safely. He probably couldn’t even get back down to twenty feet.

Thus the action he’d just rejected as being foolishly dangerous suddenly became the only choice left to him, the only hope he had. He had to make the ledge, and by some miracle he had to get himself onto it.

With a whimper of panic, Reuben resumed his climbing. The trembling in his arms grew worse. He could no longer see the grimy, broken pavement of the alley floor below. His vision was blurred by sweat, which had trickled into his eyes and couldn’t be wiped away. He was burning up on the inside but weirdly cold on the outside, like a furnace encased in ice; the alley’s quirky cross breezes were cooling his sweat-slick skin. Beads of perspiration dripped from his nose.

In desperate silence he pressed upward. He heard the wind fluttering in his ears, the scrape of his shoe soles against brick, his own labored breath, and that was all. He was so high up, and so quietly intent on climbing, that had any passersby glanced down that narrow alley, they’d have noticed nothing unusual. Certainly none would have guessed that an eleven-year-old boy was stretched out high above them, fearing for his life.

As it happened, there were no passersby to see Reuben finally come to the ledge, or to note the terrible moment when he made his fateful lunge, or to watch him struggle for an agonizingly long time to heave himself up, his shoes slipping and scraping, his face purple with strain. No one was around to hear Reuben’s gasps of exhaustion and relief when at last he lay on that narrow ledge—heedless, for the moment, of his bruised arms and raw fingertips. If any passersby had been near enough to hear anything, it would have been only the clatter of startled pigeons rising away above the rooftops. But in the city this was no unusual sound, and without a thought they would have gone on with their lives, reflecting upon their own problems and wondering what to do.
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Reuben lay with his face pressed against the concrete ledge as if kissing it, which indeed he felt like doing. He had such immense gratitude for its existence, for its solidity beneath him. After his pulse settled and his breath returned, he rose very cautiously to a sitting position, his back against brick, his legs dangling at the knees. With his shirt, he dried his eyes as best he could, wincing a little from the smarting of his scraped fingertips. His every movement was calculated and slow. He was still in a dangerous predicament.

The ledge was keeping Reuben safe for the time being, but it was only a ledge, spattered here and there with pigeon droppings.

When he tried to look up, the wind whipped his hair into his eyes; to keep them clear, he had to cup his hands like pretend binoculars. The rooftop seemed miles above him, and might as well have been. Beyond it the early-morning sky was blue as a robin’s egg. A perfect summer morning to have gotten stuck on a ledge in a deserted alley.

“Well done, Reuben,” he muttered. “Brilliant.”

He knew he couldn’t get back down the same way he’d come up. He would have to edge around to the back of the building and hope for a fire escape. Otherwise his only option was to follow the ledge around to the street side, try to get in through one of the windows there. If he was lucky, perhaps no one would spot him. But if he couldn’t get in, he would have to shout for help. Reuben imagined the fire truck’s siren, the fierce disapproval on the firefighters’ faces, the gathering crowd—all of it terrible to contemplate, and none of it even half as bad as facing his mom would be.

His mom, who thought he was safe at home in their apartment, reading a book or watching TV or maybe even back in bed. His mom, who even now was on her way to slice and weigh fish at the market, her first and least favorite work shift of the day. His mom, who had never remarried, who had no family, no boyfriend, no time to make friends—meaning Reuben was all she had, Reuben the reason she worked two jobs, Reuben the person for whom she did everything in her life.

His mom, who would not be pleased.

“Oh, let there be a fire escape,” Reuben breathed. “Oh, please.” Swiveling his eyes to his left, he studied the precious, narrow strip of concrete keeping him aloft and alive. It appeared sound enough; there was no obvious deterioration. A brown crust of bread lay nearby (probably some pigeon’s breakfast that he’d rudely interrupted), but that was all—no broken glass or other hazards. His path looked clear.

Reuben began shifting himself sideways, moving left, toward the back of the building. He kept his shoulder blades pressed against the brick wall behind him, his eyes fixed straight ahead on the featureless wall of the building opposite him, just a couple of yards away. He tried very hard not to imagine the dizzying drop below him.

He had progressed a few feet when his hand came down on the crust of bread. Without thinking, he attempted to brush it away. It seemed to be stuck. Glancing down now, Reuben discovered that the bread crust was actually a scrap of leather and that in fact it was not resting on the ledge but poking out of the bricks just above it. What in the world? Why would this scrap of leather have been mortared into the wall where no one would ever see it? Was it some kind of secret sign?

Reuben pinched the scrap awkwardly between two knuckles and tugged. It yielded slightly, revealing more leather, and through his fingers he felt an unseen shifting of stubborn dirt or debris, like when he pulled weeds from sidewalk cracks. He tugged again, and a few loose bits of broken brick fell onto the ledge, revealing a small hole in the wall. The brick pieces appeared to have been packed into it.

Reuben took a firmer grip on the leather and gave another tug. More bits of brick came loose. The scrap of leather turned out to be the end of a short strap, which in turn was connected to a dusty leather pouch. Carefully he drew the pouch from the hole and up into his lap.

Not a secret sign. A secret thing.

He should wait to open it, he knew. It would be far easier, far wiser to do it after he was safely on the ground.


[image: ]


Reuben stared at the pouch in his lap. “Or you could just be extra careful,” he whispered.

With slow, deliberate movements, Reuben brushed away some of the brick dust. The pouch was obviously old, its leather worn and scarred. It was fastened with a rusted buckle that came right off in his hand, along with a rotted bit of strap. He set these aside and opened the pouch. Inside was a small, surprisingly heavy object wrapped in a plastic bread sack. It was bundled up in yet another wrapping, this one of stiff canvas. Whatever it was, its owner had taken great pains to keep it safe and dry.

Reuben unbundled the wrappings to reveal a handsome wooden case, dark brown with streaks of black. Its hinged lid was held closed by a gray metal clasp, the sort that could be secured with a little padlock. There was no lock, though; all Reuben had to do was turn it. He hesitated, wondering what he was about to find. Then he turned the clasp and felt something give. The lid opened with a squeak.

Inside the case were two velvet-lined compartments, both shaped to fit exactly the objects they contained. One of the objects was a small, delicate key with an ornate bow; the other appeared to be a simple metal sphere. Both had the dark coppery color of an old penny and yet, at the same time, the bright sheen of a brand-new one. They were made of a metal Reuben had never seen before. Something like copper or brass, but not exactly either.

Reuben very carefully lifted the sphere from its velvet compartment. It felt as heavy as a billiard ball, though it was not quite as large as one. He turned it in his hands, gazing at it in wonder. What was it? He’d expected that the key would be needed to open it, but there was no keyhole. Looking more closely, he noticed a seam, scarcely wider than a thread, circling the middle of the sphere like the equator on a globe, dividing it into two hemispheres.

“So you can open it,” he murmured.

Holding the sphere in his left hand, Reuben tried, gently, to open it with the other. He used the same gesture he had seen in countless silly old movies he’d watched with his mom, in which hopeful men drop to a knee and open tiny velvet-covered boxes, proposing marriage with a ring. He imagined he felt every bit as hopeful and excited as those men were supposed to be.

The two hemispheres parted easily, smoothly, without a sound, as if their hidden hinge had been carefully oiled not a minute before. The interior of one hemisphere was hollow, like an empty bowl. It served as the cover for the other hemisphere, which contained the face of a clock. What Reuben had found, evidently, was a pocket watch.

And yet it was a pocket watch of a kind he’d never seen, to say nothing of its quality. Its face was made of a lustrous white material, perhaps ivory, and the hour hand and the Roman numerals around the dial gleamed black. It was missing a minute hand, but otherwise the parts were all in such fine condition the watch might have been constructed that very morning, though Reuben felt sure it was an antique.

A wild fluttering started up in his belly. His pulse boomed in his ears. How much, Reuben wondered, might such an exquisite device be worth? Indeed, the watch seemed so perfect—so perfect, so unusual, so beautiful—that he almost expected it to show the correct time. But the hour hand was frozen at just before twelve, and when he held the watch to his ear, he heard no telltale ticking.

The key! he thought. Reuben’s mom had a music box that his father had given her before Reuben was born. You had to wind it up with a key. It must be the same with this watch. A closer inspection revealed a tiny, star-shaped hole in the center of the watch face. Could that be a keyhole?

A glance confirmed his suspicion. The key lacked the large rectangular teeth of normal old keys, but rather tapered to a narrow, star-shaped end, small enough to insert into the hole. This was the watch’s winding key, no question.

Reuben was tempted. He even laid a finger on the key in its snug compartment. But once again a warning voice was sounding in his head, and this time he listened to it. He might fumble the key, drop it, lose it. Better to wait until he was in a safe place. Better, for once, to resist his impulses. This was far too important.

Reluctantly he closed the watch cover and put the watch back inside the case. He was about to close the lid when he noticed an inscription on its interior: Property of P. Wm. Light.

“P. William Light,” Reuben muttered, gazing at the name. “So this once belonged to you, whoever you were.” He closed the lid, fastened the clasp. “Whenever you were.” For whoever P. William Light was, Reuben felt sure he’d stopped walking the earth long ago.

Reuben rebundled the case and tucked it back inside the pouch, then stuffed the pouch into the waist of his shorts—no small feat in such an awkward, precarious position. Now he was ready to move.

He took a last look at the hole in the wall, wondering how long the watch had been in there. It had been put there by someone like him, someone who found places that were secret to others. It could only have been found by someone like him, as well, which made its discovery feel very much like fate.

Just don’t blow it by falling, Reuben thought. Boy finds treasure, plummets to his death. Great story.

It was with exceeding caution, therefore, that he began to inch sideways along the ledge. A wearisome half hour later he reached the back of the building, only to find that there was no fire escape. No windows, either, and no more ledge.

“Seriously?” Reuben muttered. He felt like banging his head against the brick.

His bottom and the backs of his thighs were aching and tingling. Another hour on this ledge and he’d be in agony. Yet it would take at least that long, and possibly longer, to reach the front of the building.

There was, however, a rusty old drainpipe plunging down along the building’s corner. Reuben eyed it, then grabbed it with his left hand and tried to shake it. The pipe seemed firmly secured to the wall, and there was enough room between metal and brick for him to get his hands behind it. He peered down the length of the pipe; it seemed to be intact. He had climbed drainpipes before. Never at anywhere near this height, but if he didn’t think about the height…

It was as if someone else made the decision for him. Suddenly gathering himself, Reuben reached across his body with his right hand, grabbed the pipe, and swung off the ledge. His stomach wanted to stay behind; he felt it climbing up inside him. Now that he’d acted, the fear was back in full force.

Clenching his jaws, breathing fiercely through his nose, Reuben ignored the lurching sensation and got his feet set. Then, hand under hand, step after step, he began his descent. He went as quickly as he could, knowing he would soon tire. The pipe uttered an initial groan of protest against his weight, then fell silent.

Flakes of rust broke off beneath his fingers and scattered in the wind. Sweat trickled into his eyes again, then into his mouth. He blew it from his nose. Every single part of him seemed to hurt. He didn’t dare look down. He concentrated on his hands and his feet and nothing else.

And then the heel of his right foot struck something beneath him, and Reuben looked down to discover that it was the ground. Slowly, almost disbelieving, he set his other foot down. He let go of the pipe. His fingers automatically curled up like claws. He flexed them painfully, wiped his face with his shirt, and looked up at the ledge, so high above him. Had he actually climbed all the way up there? He felt dazed, as if in a dream.

Reuben withdrew the pouch from the waistband of his shorts and gazed at it. This was no dream. He began to walk stiffly along the narrow alley, heading for the street. One step, three steps, a dozen—and then he felt the thrill begin to surge through him. He’d made it! He was alive! He’d taken a terrible risk, but he’d come back with treasure. It seemed like the end of an adventure, and yet somehow Reuben knew—he just knew—it was only the beginning.
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In the alley behind his apartment building, Reuben once more stuffed the pouch into his waistband. He climbed up and over the iron railing around the storage-room window and peeked in through the grimy glass. All clear. He scrambled down into the window well, stuck his legs through the slightly raised window, and worked his way forward, arching his torso as if doing the limbo. His toes found the floor just as his head cleared the window. It was all routine.

After stealing up the empty stairs to his apartment, a small two bedroom on the fifth floor, Reuben emerged minutes later wearing clean shorts and carrying his school backpack. This time he left the building by way of the lobby, where three people stood in line at the desk, waiting for their turn to complain to the nervous young building manager. She kept saying, “Sorry, I know. I know. Sorry.” Evidently, there was a problem with the hot water again. Or possibly just the water, period.

Reuben passed through the lobby unseen. He didn’t even have to make an effort.

He spent the entire time at the laundromat sitting in a corner, gazing into his backpack. If anyone noticed him, the way he sat with his hands plunged into the open pack, staring fixedly at something hidden inside it, they probably thought he was reading a book he wasn’t supposed to be reading. When the buzzer sounded on his washing machine, Reuben carefully closed the pretty wooden box, rewrapped it, put it back inside its pouch, and zipped up the backpack, which he carried with him to the washer. He had never been so careful about anything in his life.

When his clothes were dry, he stuffed them into his backpack and went out into the late-morning sunshine. He was only a few blocks from the community center. Along the way Reuben passed few stores open for business, and even fewer people. There weren’t a lot of employment opportunities in the Lower Downs; most people who had jobs or were looking for them spent their days in other neighborhoods. The market where Reuben’s mom worked, for instance, was situated near the Southport ferry dock in Riverside, and her part-time evening job took her to a neighborhood called Ashton.

“It’s all part of my master plan,” she’d told him once, with a scheming look. “After I’ve memorized every single bus route in the city, I can get a job as a substitute driver. They’d be fools to turn me down! Ha-ha!” And she had raised her fists triumphantly, as if becoming a substitute bus driver were the surest path to riches.

“Have you ever driven a bus?” Reuben had asked.

She’d waved him off. “Don’t get bogged down in the details, kid.”

The community center was a two-story brown-brick building that housed a dingy basketball court with perpetually bent rims, a few warped Ping-Pong tables, a reading room with out-of-date magazines, and other similarly depressing features. Reuben usually spent his time there gliding along the walls and hanging about in quiet corners, observing without being observed. But sometimes, like today, if he determined that the staff office was empty and all the staff members scattered throughout the center, he slipped into the office, snatched a key from a nail behind the door, and snuck up onto the roof.

Nobody ever disturbed him up here. They couldn’t. The door locked automatically behind him, and he had the key.

A featureless plain of asphalt and sun-bleached gravel, with a bank of air-conditioning apparatuses that roared continuously, the roof, Reuben thought, was an ideal place to do some serious thinking. Though he often peeked down over its low perimeter wall in search of anything or anyone of interest to watch, today what he wanted to think about was right here with him, hidden inside his backpack.

Still, for a moment he stood gazing over the main thoroughfare in the direction of Riverside, where his mom worked, where the buildings were somewhat taller and less decrepit than those in the Lower Downs and where occasionally, on very clear days, he would spot the huge Southport ferry gliding eerily along the river. From this distance it looked like a building that had come unmoored and was drifting among the other buildings. Which, in a way, it was, Reuben supposed. A sort of floating parking deck. His mom had told him that from the market she could hear its horn blast at full volume, twice every hour, all day long. That never got old, she’d said.

“Not even a little?” Reuben had asked, and to clear things up, she’d followed him around the apartment like a demented goose, imitating the horn while he covered his ears, fleeing in circles and giggling. “You’re right!” he’d cried. “How could that ever get old?”

“That’s what I’m telling you!” his mom said, honking again. Then their neighbor had banged on the wall, and they’d had to quiet down.

Standing on the roof, Reuben could hear that faraway horn now, its sound rendered soft and spooky by distance, like the lowest note on an organ. He settled down with his back to the perimeter wall and the backpack between his knees.

With laborious care, Reuben removed the wooden box from its pouch and its wrapping, then took the watch from the wooden box. The sunlight on the coppery metal was absurdly brilliant, making him squint. He opened the cover. The black numerals on the watch face glistened like freshly applied ink. He wondered what had happened to the minute hand, for in all other respects the watch was perfect, unblemished, gorgeous. He loved the weight and solidity of it in his palm, where it fit snugly, as if custom-made for his small hands.

Reuben felt another shudder of excitement. He couldn’t stop wondering how much he might sell the watch for. It was surely worth a great deal of money, he thought—maybe even enough to turn things around for him and his mom. Why not? There was no harm in dreaming. Yet the thought of parting with his secret treasure already gave him a pang of regret, so he let himself daydream about vast sums of money without dwelling on the part about handing the watch over.

What was it his mom had said? Don’t get bogged down in the details.

Twice Reuben took the key from its velvet compartment and examined its elegant bow, somewhat clover-shaped, its metal finely twisted like wrought iron. Both times he held the other end just over the star-shaped hole in the center of the watch face, then shook his head and put the key away. He felt nervous about winding the watch. He worried he would break something.

When at length the muted sound of the ferry horn broke in on his thoughts, Reuben blinked, stretched his neck, and noticed how much warmer it had gotten on the roof. He had a vague realization that he’d heard the horn a little while ago, too, perhaps more than once, without consciously registering the fact. His bottom was sore, his legs were stiff, and his stomach growled insistently. Could it be lunchtime already? He put everything away and stood up. The first thing he noticed was a group of four men walking along the main thoroughfare. He crouched down again, clutching his backpack. The Directions.

Now Reuben knew what time it was. Today was Wednesday, so it must be noon. That’s when the Directions visited the businesses along this stretch. He had observed them any number of times. Always nervously, though. It was tricky to spy on Directions.

For this was how the Directions had come by their nickname: in every group of four, each man was always looking a different way. One looked ahead, one looked left, one looked right, and one kept an eye out behind them. They chatted as they walked along and would glance at one another as they spoke, but always their gazes drifted back to their appointed directions. They were like sets of wandering eyes, seeing everything there was to see.

They had other nicknames, too. Even though you weren’t really supposed to talk about them, at one time or another Reuben had heard them referred to as Wanderers, Rounders, Gatherers, Compass Men, Knockers, and Boots. Every now and then, someone dared to call them simply “the Counselor’s men,” since it was to the Counselor that they reported. This was considered unwise, however, and was especially frowned upon by superstitious types, who feared that even whispered conversations would draw unwanted attention. Certainly no one wished to receive a summons to the Counselor’s mansion. A meeting with the Counselor almost guaranteed that he would mention you to the man he worked for—the very last man on earth you would want to be thinking about you, for any reason, ever in your life. The Smoke.

If indeed The Smoke was a man at all. A lot of kids believed that he was something else. Exactly what, no one knew. Something bad, though. Something terrible. Because it was forbidden to talk about it, naturally when children were alone there was a great deal of discussion on the subject, and Reuben had overheard countless conflicting rumors and speculations. One story that everybody seemed to agree on, however, was that once, years before Reuben was born, a madman had run screaming through the streets of the Lower Downs. He had been, by all accounts, terrified, and it was widely accepted that his terror—and perhaps even his madness—had had something to do with The Smoke.

This was all Reuben knew about that particular story, but it was more than enough to give him the shivers. As a general rule, he tried not to think about The Smoke. He was generally successful, too, except at times like these, when he saw the Directions making their rounds.

Every neighborhood had its own set of Directions; some of the larger ones had two or even three sets. The Counselor’s decrepit mansion in Westmont had a crew all to itself, or so Reuben had heard. In the Lower Downs there was only one. Reuben didn’t know their names, even though supposedly they all lived somewhere in the neighborhood, but he’d given them nicknames. Lefty and Righty were brothers, both of them short and blond and fidgety. Frontman, tall and lanky, set the group’s pace at a saunter and wore a sardonic smile. Lookback, bringing up the rear, had a fleshy, bored face that contradicted the way he checked over his shoulder every few seconds. If you never saw his expression, you’d think he was paranoid. But keeping an eye out behind him was simply his job (and no doubt also a long-ingrained habit, as he’d been doing it for years). He never looked as if he actually expected to see anything of interest. Perhaps he never did.

Supposedly they had families. Supposedly they were just regular men. Still, to Reuben that seemed hard to fathom. Once, in a grocery store with his mom, he thought he saw Frontman picking through the wilted produce. Seeing Frontman alone there, without his three associates, was like coming across a disembodied head living a life of its own. And what was it doing in a grocery store, anyway? Reuben had doubted his eyes, and his mom had abruptly turned down a different aisle, preventing a closer look.

(Only much later did he recall how crowded most of the store’s aisles had been, yet how utterly empty the produce section was. His mom hadn’t been the only one whipping her cart around, pretending to have missed some item on her list.)

A lot of kids his age probably didn’t know what the Directions really did, didn’t know how it all really worked. But Reuben had known since the previous summer, before the rent had gone up and he and his mom had been forced to move.

Their old building had been just around the corner from a little bakery, which they’d liked to visit on Saturday mornings. Reuben would have a doughnut, and his mom would drink coffee with extra cream. They always took their time, nibbling and sipping at a tiny table in the corner. They loved the bustle of the place, which did a brisk business, and even more so the smell, which was indescribably wonderful.

(“Like being tucked into a warm bed by an angel,” his mom had ventured, and Reuben had suggested it was like sipping from a pool of honey at the end of a rainbow. But they had to admit that their descriptions fell short.)

The baker was a friendly man, always winking at his customers and loudly teasing the nieces and nephews who worked for him. He even remembered Reuben’s favorite doughnut (Bavarian cream), and whenever Reuben approached the counter, the baker would raise his wiry eyebrows and say, “The usual for you today, young man?”—which saved Reuben from having to speak up in front of a lot of people. For a time, because of this man and his heavenly shop, Reuben had wanted to become a baker himself.

One day when his mom was at work, Reuben was sneaking along the alley behind the bakery and its neighboring businesses. Alleys are not generally the best-smelling places on earth, but thanks to the bakery this one always had a pleasant aroma, and Reuben spent more time there than he did in others. He liked to creep up to the screened back doors and listen to the murmur of voices inside, trying to make out what was being said, darting off to hide behind trash cans whenever he sensed someone coming out. On this day, though, he discovered a rusty, industrial-sized metal sink lying upside down behind the bakery. Milk crates had been arranged around it like stools, and on top of it rested a deck of cards, a portable radio, and three hands of cards lying facedown. He had come upon an interrupted game.

His eyes were drawn at once to a big, rusted-out hole in the side of the sink. Or not big, exactly, but big enough. He didn’t hesitate. He dropped to the ground and wormed his way through the hole.

Almost at once he was rewarded by the sound of the back door opening, laughing voices, and footsteps approaching the makeshift card table. The players sat on the milk crates again. Huddled in the darkness under the sink, Reuben could hear them talking (by their voices he recognized the baker and two of his nieces) and the cards being shuffled and tapped against the metal above him. Someone switched the radio on, and polka music resonated all around him. Soon the card game was back in full swing.

Reuben felt ridiculously pleased with himself. He’d found a perfect hiding place. He pretended he was a spy listening to a coded conversation among criminals, memorizing every word so that later he could decipher the code. Although the villains seemed to be talking about nothing more interesting than the older niece’s upcoming wedding, Reuben the spy knew that they were hatching a plot of incomparable wickedness. Once he got his hands on their secret codebook…

Just then a new voice entered the conversation—a man’s voice, full of false friendliness. A screen door creaked open and banged closed. Hurriedly the radio was switched off, and milk crates scraped against the pavement as the players quickly got to their feet. Reuben felt prickles rise on the back of his neck.

“Sorry to interrupt you,” said the stranger’s voice. “But you weren’t in the shop. The boy offered to come fetch you, but that would have left your counter unattended, and of course we hate to interfere with the proper running of your business. So we came back here to see what you were up to. We do like to know things.”

Reuben, shifting to his left, peeked out through the rusted hole and saw several pairs of men’s shoes. The baker’s and four others. Reuben felt his heart quicken. He had never been so close to the Directions before.

“And now you know,” the baker said, his own voice just as empty of real friendliness as the first man’s had been. “We were taking a break.”

“Must be nice,” said the Direction who had spoken. “Ourselves, we can’t take breaks whenever we please. Ourselves, we have the Counselor to answer to. We have to keep a tight schedule. Which is why we’re wondering why you’re back here when you knew we were coming. Why you’d want to make us wait.”

“I’m sorry,” said the baker in a choked voice. “My watch seems to have stopped. I didn’t realize it was so late.”

“You haven’t lost track of anything besides the time, now, have you?” said the same Direction. “You weren’t hoping we’d just move along and come back next week? Is that what we’re going to have to tell the Counselor?”

“No, no, of course not! I’m not such a fool as that, and you know it. I have your envelope right here, with the full percentage, as always.”

“And no report of anything unusual?”

“I would tell you if I’d seen anything. Come, I’ll show you the ledger, and you can be on your way. I know you have your schedule to keep.”

Five pairs of shoes stepped to the back door of the bakery. The door opened and closed, and Reuben was left alone with the nieces, who sat down again in dead silence. After a minute the younger niece began to speak, but the older one hushed her. The silence stretched on. Then the back door opened, and Reuben heard a single pair of shoes approaching. The baker sat heavily on his milk crate again.

Reuben crouched beneath the overturned sink, absently listening to the baker and his nieces pretend to enjoy their game, although the happy mood had clearly been destroyed. He felt the same about his own game, and no longer pretended to be a spy. He was only a boy, impolitely eavesdropping on a family conversation. The instant the card players withdrew, he wriggled through the rusted hole and walked stiffly out of the alley. For the rest of that afternoon he lay in his bed in the empty apartment, flipping through a comic book he didn’t much like, wishing he didn’t know what he knew.

Reuben never wandered through that alley again, and after he and his mom moved, he never returned to the bakery at all. She had once suggested that they go back, but he had said he didn’t feel like walking so far, much less taking a bus. The truth was that the place made him sad now. He couldn’t stand the thought of someone like the baker being forced to answer to those men, to hand his money over to them and pretend that everything was fine. Even the delicious smell of baked goods troubled Reuben now. He had come to think of it as the smell of fear.
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After Reuben watched the Directions make their rounds and move on to a different street, he went back inside, drinking in the cool air with relief, for it had grown quite hot on the roof. He scurried into the office with the key, scurried out empty-handed. On his way to the water fountain he changed directions twice to avoid bumping into kids from school. There were days when it was unavoidable, when someone would nod at him, and Reuben would nod back, averting his eyes. That was about as close as he had come to making friends.

Partly the problem was that he’d switched schools. At his new school everyone already knew each other, had known each other since the days of snacks and nap times. No one had made any real effort to get to know him. The friendly kids already had friends, and the shy kids kept to themselves.

Anyway, he knew he couldn’t blame everything on the new school. Even at his old one, the closer he’d come to middle school, the more things had changed. His friends had stopped wanting to play hide-and-seek with him, and not just because he always won. The boys he’d known had become more interested in sports, and the girls, even more mysteriously, had begun to cluster in impenetrable groups, engaging in coded conversations. Somewhere along the way Reuben realized that he was still playing hide-and-seek, was in fact playing it all the time, but by himself, without a seeker. No one was seeking him.

Reuben gulped so much water from the fountain that he could hear it sloshing in his empty belly as he walked home. There was little shade on the street, only a few dilapidated awnings. He squinted in the fierce brightness and kept his head down, listening to his belly. He was caught off guard when someone spoke to him from the doorway of a hardware store.

“Young Pedley! What are you so mad about?”

Reuben started and turned toward the voice, which he instantly recognized as belonging to Officer Warren, one of the Lower Downs’ beat cops—the only one who didn’t make Reuben nervous. There he stood in the dusky doorway, his blue police uniform faded but carefully pressed, his boots polished, his smile as friendly as ever. Officer Warren was a tall man with walnut-brown skin, close cropped hair just visible beneath his police cap, and eyes that always seemed to be studying Reuben, as if trying to figure out something about him. Yet he was so kind that in his case—a very rare case—Reuben didn’t shrink from the attention.

“I’m not mad,” Reuben said, returning the smile. He raised a hand to shield his eyes from the sun.

“That so?” Officer Warren cocked his head to the side. “Why were you frowning, then? Looked like you were furious at that sidewalk.” He gestured toward the ground at Reuben’s feet.

Reuben chuckled. He jerked his thumb up at the sun. “It’s just bright.”

“That it is,” said the policeman, stepping out from beneath the store awning. He took a pair of sunglasses from his shirt pocket and put them on. “We need to get you a pair of these, young man. Then you don’t have to go around looking like you hate the world. What do you think?”

Reuben nodded and said it was a good idea.

Officer Warren was studying him, as usual. “Tell you what. I need to get a new pair soon. When I do, I’ll let you borrow these. Sound like a plan? Yeah? All right, then, it’s a plan.”

The sun glinted painfully off the policeman’s well-polished badge, but Reuben kept looking at him. He liked Officer Warren immensely. Every time they spoke, Reuben wanted to become a police officer.

“Well,” said Officer Warren with a sigh, “I suppose I’d better move along. I need to check in on some people.” He laid a hand on Reuben’s shoulder. “You say hi to your mom for me, okay? She doing fine? That’s good, that’s good. All right, now, take care, young Pedley.” He moved off in the direction of the community center, whistling for the first few steps, then falling silent.

Reuben imagined the cheerful look fading from Officer Warren’s face. No matter how friendly he was with everyone, the policeman generally looked very serious, even sad, when he was alone. Reuben had watched him often enough to know. It was for this reason that, after they parted, he always had second thoughts about becoming a policeman. For if you really wanted to be a good one, how could you ever be happy in New Umbra?

The fact that the police in New Umbra had to look the other way whenever the Directions came around, that they could do their jobs only up to a point, beyond which they dared not go (for “Police officers have families to worry about, too,” Reuben had once heard someone say), was surely enough to depress even the liveliest spirit. A few rare types like Officer Warren managed to be especially kind and helpful, but that didn’t mean they were happy, and for every friendly officer in New Umbra, there was another who was bitter and defensive. Most just seemed beaten down, however, as if their job involved going outside every day to be kicked.

Reuben took one last look at Officer Warren, then turned and continued on his way home. Despite what he knew, his encounters with the young policeman always left him in a good mood, and this time was no exception. This time, in fact, he’d been in a brilliant mood to begin with. Indeed, he was perhaps the only person for blocks in every direction who at that moment was feeling hopeful.

At home Reuben had two bowls of cereal, eating sloppily, his eyes fixed on the lustrous contents of the wooden box, which he had opened and set before him on the kitchen table. He was in a terrific mood. He hardly knew what to do with his excitement, or for that matter the watch and key. He spent the entire afternoon doing little more than gazing at them. For variety he carried them with him into his bedroom, then into the bathroom, where he looked at them in the mirror, and then back out to the living room couch. He pondered, more or less continuously, what they might be worth. Hundreds of dollars? Thousands of dollars? More?

Reuben wondered, too, about P. William Light. Had he been a collector? Was he rich? He’d had this case custom-made for the watch and key, so he must have valued them greatly. But it wasn’t P. William Light who’d hidden the box in the wall above the ledge, was it? Reuben didn’t think so. The man who’d had his name engraved in this beautiful box would not be the one who had wrapped that bundle up in a plastic bread sack. No, that had been someone else, someone from a more recent time. P. William Light was from further back.

In any case, the bundle had been inside that hole in the wall for a long time. No one had come to claim it. To Reuben the laws of ownership were therefore perfectly clear: finders keepers. He had his doubts about whether his mom would agree with him, though, and there was also the sticky business of explaining how these things had come into his possession. And so, though part of him was bursting to share his discovery with her, a far greater part counseled secrecy. He knew, at the very least, that he would not be telling her the truth anytime soon. He needed time to think. Time to plan. Time to dream.

[image: ]

That night was one of his mom’s evenings off from her cashier job in Ashton. As usual on such evenings, she came home from the market with a package of fish, even though she was sick to death of fish. Reuben still liked it, and she got an employee discount.

Reuben carried the package into the kitchen as his mom wearily dumped her handbag onto the floor and kicked off her shoes. She beckoned him back over. “Come and hug your mother, child,” she said in a husky, pretending-to-be-formal tone, and Reuben laughed. Her clothes smelled of fish, but Reuben was used to it. He gave her a long hug. She was just tall enough, and he was just small enough, for her to rest her chin on the top of his head.

She scratched his back affectionately. “Your day okay?”

“Sure,” Reuben murmured, closing his eyes. He loved having his back scratched.

“Anything exciting happen?”

Reuben shrugged. Having stared all afternoon at the watch and key, he was seeing them even now, burned in his mind’s eye. He’d hidden everything in his closet mere minutes ago, behind a cardboard box of old toys.

His mom kissed his head and released him. Only then did she notice his bruises and scrapes. Reuben saw the anxiety blossom on her face, a rare sight. His mom had elfish features with, typically, an elfish look of mischief and confidence about them—except when she was worried about her son.

“Reuben,” she gasped, “what on earth happened to you?”

“Oh! I’m fine,” he said, trying to sound casual. As a matter of fact, his arms did ache and sting, but he wanted to put out this fire as quickly as possible. “I tripped down the steps at the library. I looked like an idiot, but I’m okay. They don’t hurt that much.”

His mom bent over to make a closer inspection. “We should put ointment on these scrapes.” She searched his face, her hazel eyes narrowed with concern. “Were you embarrassed?”

“What? Oh. No. Actually, I don’t think anyone saw me.” Reuben wished he hadn’t said that about looking like an idiot. She was already worried about his lack of friends.

“People fall sometimes, Reuben. It doesn’t make them idiots.”

“I know,” he said, nodding. But he was thinking, If you only knew.

When his mom was satisfied that he truly was all right, she went to take a shower and change her clothes. Reuben darted to his closet, wanting to take another long look at the watch. But no sooner had he unbundled it than he heard his mom launch into a loud and elaborate complaint—evidently, the hot water was still out. The pipes in the wall fell silent. Reuben put the watch away with a sigh.

After he’d set the table, Reuben sat with his legs tucked under his chair to avoid tripping his mom as she moved about the tiny kitchen. Her hair, still pulled back in its workday ponytail, had gone frizzy in the heat. Now she stood over the stove with a spatula, reminiscing aloud about their old place.

“I mean, it wasn’t the be-all and pinball,” she said, flipping the fish in the pan, “but at least it had hot water. Plus the stove had decent burners.”

“‘The be-all and pinball’?”

She looked over her shoulder at him, feigning annoyance. “Yes, the be-all and pinball. It’s an expression.”

Reuben rolled his eyes. “Mom. No, it isn’t.”

“I’m pretty sure it is. What do you know? You’re just a kid.” She twisted her torso one way and then the other, stretching her back.

Reuben shook his head. His mom cracked him up. Other people called her spunky, a term she despised. Spunky, she said, was what you called people who acted like they were bigger and better than they were. “I don’t think you should judge people by their size,” she’d told him. “Or their quality, either, for that matter.”

Reuben had asked how you were supposed to judge people if not by their quality.

“By their hair,” his mom had replied. “Their hair or their clothes. And that’s it.”

Over dinner Reuben endured the usual questions about how he’d spent his day, answering with the usual stories—comic books at the library, a few games of P-I-G with the community center’s underinflated basketballs, a conversation or two with kids he knew from school. As usual, his mom seemed slightly suspicious about the “talking with other kids” part. She didn’t challenge it anymore—she’d figured out that it only made him feel bad, as if not having friends was somehow his fault, a flaw in his personality—but he could still see the doubt and concern in her eyes. It was a relief when dinner was over and the daily catch-up conversation officially ended.

“Well,” his mom said when the dishes were all washed and put away. She swatted Reuben’s shoulder with the drying cloth. “Dream house?”

“Absolutely,” he said. “I’ll get the graph paper.”

“I’ll grab the pencils.”

Reuben went into his mom’s bedroom and reached under her bed, pulling out a stack of papers. He glanced over two or three pages and called out, “Old one or new one?”

“Up to you!” his mom called back. She always did. Reuben always asked, and his mom always deferred to him. After the first few times, the exchange had become a sort of unacknowledged joke. Then, over the weeks and months, it had taken on an almost ceremonial quality. Strange as it might seem, it made Reuben feel closer to his mom, and he was sure she felt the same way, though they’d never discussed it. Talking about it might ruin the effect.

“New one,” Reuben said to himself with satisfaction. “Definitely a new one today.” He took a couple of blank sheets from the bottom of the stack and returned to the kitchen table. His mom sat sharpening pencils with a little plastic sharpener. She nodded approvingly when she saw the blank graph paper. That was part of the ritual, too: Reuben always made the right choice.

“I want this one to have a climbing wall,” he said, settling into his chair.

“Nice.” His mom handed him a pencil. “Will there be a safety harness?”

“No need. I’ll have the wall come up out of the swimming pool.”

“Clever,” his mom said. She pursed her lips. “However… have you ever experienced a belly flop, Reuben?”

Reuben shook his head. He’d never actually been in a swimming pool.

“Well, I have. It feels like getting slapped by the world.”

He snickered and bent over the graph paper. “I’ll try to avoid belly flops, then. And you can use the safety harness. I’ll put one in.”

“Thank you.” She tapped her pencil against her teeth, thinking. “I’ll bet we could use it to move heavy things around, too.”

Designing and modifying dream homes was their favorite thing to do together. It had started at their old place, when the rent went up and his mom began looking for a cheaper apartment. When Reuben had asked if in the new apartment he would still have his own room, his mom had made a big theatrical fuss about how spoiled he was, wanting his own room of all things, and didn’t he realize that if he got his way, he would never stop wanting more? First two rooms, then a whole apartment, then a whole house? Somewhere in the midst of their pretend argument, Reuben had declared that he did want a whole house—a mansion, in fact—and he expected her to have it built for him.

“Fine!” she’d said, throwing her hands up in exasperated defeat. “Just show me what you want, Your Majesty!”

And so it had begun. The idea was that the mansion couldn’t be built until Reuben had made up his mind, which was proving to be an exceedingly difficult task, given all the possibilities. It might take years, he’d admitted. In the meantime, it wasn’t lost on him that his mom had spent weeks scouring the newspaper and making phone calls, trying to find a two-bedroom apartment they could afford.

Reuben worked awhile in silence. He usually did most of the drawing, with his mom offering input and colorful commentary. They had dozens of designs. The homes always had secret passages, doors hidden behind bookcases, trapdoors beneath rugs, fireman’s poles between floors. When situated in warmer climates, the houses typically had swimming pools with underwater entrances, high dives, and tunnel slides that descended from Reuben’s upstairs bedroom. The designers’ guiding principle was never to say no to any suggestion but rather to figure out how to make it work.

“There’s always another way,” his mom would say when Reuben got frustrated with some complication in his design. She also insisted on making even his most whimsical ideas practical in some way. His tunnel slide, for instance, might double as a laundry chute. The clothes hamper would be a sealed plastic container with handles that could be snagged with a shepherd’s hook kept poolside—a brilliant touch, in Reuben’s opinion, as it transformed a chore into a game.

They both liked to think they made a good team.

“Here’s a question for you,” Reuben said, after having worked quietly for a minute.

His mom gave a slight start. She’d begun to doze off. She blinked exaggeratedly and contorted her face, as if a bug had landed on her cheek. “What’s that?” she asked, trying to focus. She cleared her throat. “What’s the question?”

“I’ll ask you later. You should go to bed, Mom.”

She frowned and drew herself up straighter in her chair. “No way. I’m awake.” She pointed at her ponytail. “Look, I haven’t even let my hair out yet. What’s your question?”

Reuben shrugged. “I was just going to ask what you would do if you got a lot of money.”

“You mean other than build the mansion?”

“I mean really, if it really happened. Like, I don’t know, if a mysterious stranger sent you a box full of cash. To thank you for a long-forgotten kindness or something.”

“‘A long-forgotten kindness,’” his mom repeated, the corners of her lips twitching. “That’s a new one. Okay,” she said, crossing her arms to indicate seriousness, “a box full of cash. What would I do? Well, I would probably quit one or both jobs, depending on how much money it was, and take classes at the city college.”

Reuben looked at her askance. “Really?”

“Yes, really. That used to be the plan,” she said. “When you were a baby, that was the plan.”

Reuben knew what this meant, and he knew that it usually made his mom sad to think of that time when his father was still alive. But she wasn’t showing it, and he knew she wouldn’t.

Once, when he was much younger, he’d caught her crying and had gotten very upset himself. He’d pressed her to tell him what was wrong. Eventually she’d admitted that she missed his father, was sad that Reuben had never known him and even sadder that he hadn’t been given the chance to know Reuben. “He would have loved you so much,” she’d said, crying harder.

It had all been rather mysterious to Reuben, having been so young at the time, with no memory of his father. But he was distraught nonetheless, and his mom had struggled to pull herself together in order to comfort him. The next morning she was bright and smiling, offering no trace of the disconsolate person he’d glimpsed the night before. Studying his face, she told him that he didn’t need to worry about her, that she’d simply been overtired.

Not once since then had she complained to Reuben about anything truly serious. Not once. But he’d never forgotten that night.

“Classes,” he said, shaking his head. He flipped his pencil around to use the eraser. “If you got all that money, you would take classes.”

His mom raised her chin defiantly. “That’s right.”

“You can’t think of a more boring answer?” He bent over the paper and blew off the eraser rubble.

His mom covered a yawn. She shrugged. “After the classes I could get a better job. We’d have more money. I wouldn’t ever fall behind on the rent.”

“We’re behind on the rent?” Reuben looked up.

His mom’s expression grew suddenly alert. “No, I’m only saying that if I received this miraculous money, it would never happen. That’s all. The bigger thing, the main thing, is that I could be home with you more.”

Behind on the rent. So they were doing even worse than he’d thought. Pretending to let it go, Reuben pointed his pencil at her. “Okay, I grant you it’s a good answer. It’s still boring, but it’s a good answer.”

“Thank you. Of course, I’d also get a motorcycle.”

He chuckled. “Is that right?”

“I’d let you ride in the sidecar. We could paint flames on the side.”

“This motorcycle of yours has a sidecar?”

“Can you imagine not having one?”

“A sidecar,” Reuben murmured, nodding thoughtfully. He bent over his drawing again. “Now you’re talking sense.”

Soon they had to call it a night. His mom could scarcely keep her eyes open, and Reuben wasn’t doing much better. He was excited, though, and more than a little nervous. It had occurred to him what his next step with the watch would be, where he needed to take it and how to go about it, and as he got ready for bed, every yawn was followed by an involuntary tremor of anxious anticipation.

Today was a big day, he thought. But tomorrow would be bigger.
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