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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—?7?” 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—Ilike 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.



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.”

I
g gt

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.



REAL and

i

TIRS

o
e

L ]
Gl g -

OFFICIAL MAT

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 s0?” 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—Dby 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—Ilike 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.



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 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, [—”

“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’1l 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
—Miilligan 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—Ileft 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!”



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—Ilike 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’1l 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 exis-
tence 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
—1I 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.”



€€ . .
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,” 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—TI’1l 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!”

I
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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 as 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.



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
Mpyrtle.

“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, [ 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—abh, 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—Ilet’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.



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
—1I 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—Ilibrarians 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.QQ. 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.”

I
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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’1l 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.”



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—Ied 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 fliptop. 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, 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
shockwatches 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 shockwatches—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 [—”

“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’1]l 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.



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? [ 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 beseech