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Prelude

THE DISCOVERY OF A SECRET



JULY 18

Megan raced across her backyard to the tree fort. The wind snapped her pajamas, and the stiff grass pricked her bare feet. At the tree trunk, she grabbed the ladder and peered up. She could faintly see the wooden planks of the fort and, beyond them, the moon and stars. Somewhere up there, she’d left her glasses—at least, she hoped she had.

She climbed the long ladder and crawled into the fort. A glint of moonlight pulled her attention to a near corner, where she discovered her glasses lying like a big crumpled insect. She scooped them up and put them on.


“Oh! Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!” she gasped.

A sudden noise broke through the trees. It was a faint crackling sound like a piece of dry wood splintering, and it came from nearby—two or three houses down, maybe. Megan stood still and listened. A minute later, she heard the noise again, but this time it was louder—crrraaackkk! Then she heard a grunt, as if someone had been hurt. She ran to the wall of the fort and looked up and down the neighbors’ lawns. Nothing. The dark landscape was creepy. She whistled and called her next-door neighbor’s dog.

“Patches? Is that you? Are you—?”

She heard the noise again. Crrraaackkk! Then a thump, a thud, and another grunt.

Megan and her friends kept binoculars in the fort. She found them and balanced the lenses on her nose. Magnified, her neighborhood looked even darker than before, and the houses seemed to be trembling—until she realized that her hands were shaking.

“The zoo,” she whispered.

She ran to the opposite side of the fort. The only thing separating her neighborhood from the Clarksville City Zoo was a long, winding concrete wall. From Fort Scout, she had a clear view over this wall. In daylight, she could watch the giraffes, bears, seals, and hippos as they ran, swam, and lazed about. She steadied the binoculars and stared into the zoo. Lampposts illumined the paths, but the exhibits were too dark to see.

She heard the crushing sound again and realized that it wasn’t coming from the zoo. She dashed back to the opposite window and scanned the neighbors’ yards once more. Nothing. Nothing but grassy lawns, trees, and rooftops.

The grunting echoed between the houses. Megan pushed up the binoculars so suddenly that they clinked against her glasses. Now she was more than creeped out; she was downright scared!

“C’mon, Meg,” she said. “Nothing’s out there. Quit freaking yourself—”

She gasped. Something was there! Some kind of creature was walking on a gable rooftop, three houses down.

“What is that?” she whispered.

She focused the binoculars and discovered five creatures creeping across the roof. A sixth was climbing the branches of the oak tree beside the house, making the limbs break. That was the sound she’d heard—branches breaking. Suddenly the creature leaped from the shaking tree, flew through the air, and landed on the house with the others. It stomped up to the roof peak and bounded onto the chimney.


The other five creatures were small and hunched over. Their long arms dangled at their sides, and as they walked, their shoulders rocked like a seesaw. Megan continued to watch them until she realized what they were. Monkeys! It seemed impossible. Monkeys had escaped the zoo and were climbing over a house in her neighborhood.

One monkey leaped from the edge of the rooftop. Megan had a clear view of its silhouette in front of the moon. Its feet hit the gutter of the adjacent rooftop with a clang, and the other monkeys followed, effortlessly jumping the distance between the houses.

“No,” she said as she stared in disbelief. “Nunh-unh.”

The monkeys jumped to the next house, and the next, and then disappeared into the shadows. Silence and stillness descended over the neighborhood.

“Noah…”

Megan hurried down the ladder and rushed into the house. Her older brother would know what to do. She flung open his bedroom door, startling him out of his sleep.

“Wha—?” Noah gasped. His hair stood out in all directions, reminding Megan of sunrays in a cartoon.

“Noah—outside!” she blurted out. “Quick!”

“What?”

“Now!”


She ran back through the house. Noah chased her outside. They dashed across the yard and climbed up to Fort Scout.

“What are you—?”

Megan snatched the binoculars and shoved them at her brother. “Here!”

“Here, what?”

“Look through them!” She pointed toward the rooftops. “Over there—I saw monkeys!”

“Megan!”

“I saw monkeys! On the rooftops!”

Her older brother looked her up and down. “You’re nuts.”

“Just see for yourself!”

Noah peered through the binoculars. He searched the landscape for more than a minute without saying a word. Then he handed the binoculars back to his sister and said, “Yep! You’re nuts.”

“Noah! I saw them. I’m telling you—”

He climbed down the ladder, saying, “What are you doing out here so late, anyway? You’ll be sooo dead if Mom catches you out here.” He reached the ground and turned to run toward the house, calling, “Come inside!”

Megan watched him run back into the house and close the door on the night. She turned her attention back to the rooftops and her neighbors’ yards. She studied the shadowy landscape for nearly an hour, but nothing unusual happened.

“I know I saw them,” she said, trying to convince herself.

She climbed down from the fort, returned to the house, dropped into bed, and stared at the ceiling.

She couldn’t sleep. At two o’clock in the morning, she rolled out of bed and sat at her desk. Nervous, she drummed her fingers on the desktop and shifted her eyes. Her gaze stopped on a single book standing on its edge. A diary. A recent gift from her mother, the diary lacked its first entry. Megan snatched it up and opened to the first page. The binding was so stiff that she had to press the cover down before it would lie flat. She stared at the page. It was ridiculously colorful—red paper with purple lines and blue stars in the corners.

In class, she’d learned about brainstorming—scribbling down ideas as quickly as possible. Her teacher had said it was a way to make sense of something that was difficult to figure out. Megan grabbed a pencil, chewed on the eraser for a moment, and started to write.

 

Date: July 18

Time: 11:00 P.M.

I went outside because I forgot my stupid glasses in Fort Scout again. When I climbed up…

 


She wrote for an hour. Then she closed the diary, set it aside, turned off the light, and climbed back into bed. An hour later, she fell asleep without knowing that she’d just completed the first pages of a journal that would eventually alter the course of the world.

AFTER THE DISCOVERY OCTOBER 2

Fourteen red-eyed leaf frogs hopped down the long zoo corridor, jumping and tumbling over one another as they scrambled forward. Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! The sticky pads of their feet slapped the floor and sounded like exploding miniature firecrackers. A hundred aquariums lined the walls. Occasionally a frog leaped sideways and stuck to the glass for a few seconds.

The fourteen red-eyed leaf frogs hopped into a small exhibit at the end of the corridor—the special exhibit that a young girl had sneaked into just minutes earlier. They found exactly what they feared—nothing! The girl was gone. Three sheets of notebook paper lay on the ground—colorful red pages with purple lines and blue stars in the corners. Torn and crinkled, the pages were still fluttering as they settled on the floor.

The fourteen red-eyed leaf frogs didn’t know the pages were from the diary of a girl named Megan Nowicki, who months earlier had spotted monkeys escaping from the zoo. They stared at the pages. Then, whipping the sheets with their long, sticky tongues, three leaf frogs picked them up.

And so the story began.








CHAPTER 1

THE BEGINNING



OCTOBER 23

Missing! Noah scooped up the paper and read the word a second time. He walked the rest of his street with his eyes fixed on the grainy black-and-white photograph of his sister and the word that had haunted him for three weeks: missing! Until recently, he’d associated the word with minor misplaced things like his keys or his baseball glove. But now it described his sister. On her way to a piano lesson three weeks earlier, Megan had stepped off the porch, walked down the street, and never been seen again. She’d simply disappeared.

In the first days after her disappearance, she was all anyone could think about. Her picture was posted on every storefront window and telephone pole within a hundred miles. County residents had united to search for her. They’d walked hand in hand across open fields, scoured deep woods, and walked door-to-door in distant communities, hoping someone had seen her. Their search spanned days, weeks. But after three weeks, there was still no sign of Megan. And though no one said the words, people clearly had given up.

Determined to find his sister, Noah began his own search and called upon his two best friends, Ella and Richie, to help him. For most of their lives, Ella, Richie, Megan, and Noah had been members of a club called the Action Scouts. Their club was like most others. They had a fort, a name, secret passwords, and private meetings. What made the Action Scouts special was that it was their club, based on their unique friendship. So powerful was the scouts’ friendship that they believed they were inseparable…and Noah, Ella, and Richie hoped this would bring Megan home.

It didn’t.

Now, three weeks after Megan’s disappearance, Noah found himself gazing at her picture as he walked across his backyard. Minutes ago, he’d found the flyer in the street; it had probably blown off a telephone pole.

“Meg, where are you?” he whispered.


The wind snapped the edges of the flyer. Noah gave it a final look and stuffed it into his pocket. He stopped in front of the big oak tree in his backyard. Nailed to it was a weather-beaten sign with fading paint. He’d made it years ago with Megan, Ella, and Richie. The sign read, YOU ARE NOW ENTERING FORT SCOUT! DO NOT ENTER! It might as well have read, WELCOME! NOW GO AWAY!

He stared high into the tree. Twenty feet above was Fort Scout, set in a tangle of tree limbs. It was the most elaborate tree fort he had ever seen. It had a roof, two doors, and four windows. It had three points of entry: a ladder, a rope, and a spiral staircase that circled the trunk and ended at a hole in the floor. Long rope bridges connected the fort to far-off trees.

Noah climbed the stairs and stepped into the fort. His footsteps thumped on the wooden planks. The fort was filled with stuff—tables and chairs and games and jackets. A pile of equipment lay on one of the tables: tools, batteries, and strange electrical objects that looked like metal bugs. These belonged to Richie. A whiz with gadgets, he was always working on what he claimed was high-tech spy equipment.

Noah stared out the window at the empty gray sky and heard nothing but the sound of the wind. He headed across one of the rope bridges toward a lookout platform. The bridge creaked and swayed. On the platform, he looked toward the Clarksville City Zoo. Two elephants, a giraffe, and a tiger were in his view, sleeping in their compounds. But mostly the zoo looked empty—empty and sad.

Looking down on the zoo from the height of the platform made Noah think of the night Megan had insisted she’d spotted monkeys on the rooftops. He remembered standing beside her, scanning the darkness for a sign of anything unusual. He’d seen nothing—certainly no runaway zoo animals.

From that night until the day she’d disappeared, Megan had acted differently. She’d been distant and preoccupied—like a person with a secret. Sometimes Noah had weird thoughts. Sometimes he wondered if the zoo had something to do with her disappearance. Megan, after all, had claimed she’d spotted animals escaping. Maybe she had; worse, maybe she wasn’t supposed to. Perhaps she’d put herself in some kind of danger just by seeing them. Could the animals have come for her—kidnapped her—because something bad was going on at the zoo?

These were ridiculous ideas, and Noah knew it. He was stressed, and the stress was making him think crazy things. Still, if these ideas were so crazy, why did they keep coming back?

Noah looked away from the zoo. He wondered where Megan was, if she was okay, and whether she’d ever make it home. He bumped his toe on the short flagpole that lay on the platform. The flag was red with large white letters: A and S. He picked it up and held it in the air. “The Action Scouts’ distress flag,” he muttered.

Two years earlier, Richie’s grandfather, an army veteran, had given the kids the idea of making distress flags. He’d said that if the scouts became separated, they’d need a way to communicate trouble, and the distress flags had been his answer. He talked Richie’s grandmother into making one for each of the children and one for Fort Scout.

Noah fitted the pole into a spot in the tree. The flag waved, and the A and S rippled in the breeze. He looked across his yard and into the street. A part of him hoped Ella or Richie would see the flag and come running. If not Ella or Richie, then someone—anyone—who could help him get back his sister and his old life.

Noah waited almost a half hour. No one came. Finally the cold got the best of him.

He climbed down from Fort Scout, entered the house, and went to bed early. As he lay beneath the covers, he imagined Megan, her warm smile and her sisterly love. Eventually he drifted to sleep.

Shortly before midnight, he woke to a Tap! Tap! Tap! on his bedroom window.








CHAPTER 2

A  CRYPTIC MESSAGE



Tap! Tap! Tap!

Noah sat up, glanced around the dimly lit room, and listened. Had he imagined it? Tap! Tap! Tap! The sound came again.

He jumped out of bed. “Who’s there?” he called.

Tap! Tap! the window answered.

He crept across the floor, not knowing what he might find. Was a branch rapping his window? Could a loose shutter be rattling?

Tap! Tap! Tap!

He stood at the window and peered out. He saw nothing but the black, starlit sky. No branch, no loose shutter—nothing.

Tap! Tap!

He strained his eyes to see better, but all he saw was the night.

Tap! Tap! Tap! Tap!

He swung open the window. The cool air brushed his skin, and goose bumps rose along his arms. A bird had perched on the window ledge. Barely the size of his thumb, it had shiny blue feathers and a bright red bill. As it looked at Noah, it tipped its head from side to side inquisitively.

Relief washed over the boy from head to toe. “You scared me half to—”

The bird sprang off the ledge, flew into his room, and circled near the ceiling.

“Hey!” Noah shouted. “Get outta here!”

The bird fluttered around for several seconds before it perched on a lampshade near the bed. It snapped its head back and forth, staring at Noah as if it expected something.

“Out!” Noah ordered. “Get out!”

Then, as suddenly as the bird had flown into the room, it lifted off the lampshade, dived through the window, and flew out—all in the blink of an eye.

“Good!”


Noah brushed his hands together, happy to be done with the bird. But as he walked toward the window to close it, the winged creature darted back in.

“Get out, I said!”

The bird continuously circled near the ceiling. Each time it veered overhead, Noah jumped up and tried to snag it out of the air. After his fifth or sixth jump, he noticed that the bird was clutching something in its tiny talons—a piece of paper. A moment later, the bird dropped the paper into the hollow of Noah’s pillow, headed for the window, and perched on the sill.

Puzzled, Noah stared at the bird. He watched its beady eyes dart from his face to the paper, reminding him of the way his grandmother would restlessly wait for someone to unwrap a present. Its expression said, Well? This was given to you for a reason!

The paper on his pillow was wrinkled and torn, and it looked as though it had spent a week in a puddle. He picked it up and flattened the creases to reveal a funny-looking monkey with bushy eyebrows, a tuft of hair growing on its chin, and a long tail. The heading above the photo read, “Come to the Clarksville City Zoo and See Our New Friend, Mr. Tall Tail!”

Noah had seen Mr. Tall Tail at the zoo many times. He certainly wasn’t a new arrival. This was an old flyer.


“What’s going on?” Noah turned toward the bird. “What’s—?”

The bird was gone.

Noah looked back at the paper. Mr. Tall Tail stared at him with wide, worried eyes. Noah read it again: “Come to the Clarksville City Zoo and See Our New Friend, Mr. Tall Tail!”

This is nothing. It’s trash that a bird picked up, Noah told himself.

But he had read about birds acting as messengers and delivering notes to people.

“Don’t be dumb,” Noah muttered. “We have e-mail these days. Besides, this paper doesn’t have a message. There’s not a—”

He peered at the heading. A few of the words had holes in them—tiny holes that looked as if someone had punched them out with the tip of a pencil. Or maybe with the tip of a tiny beak.

“No way…”

He read out loud only the words with holes: “To the Clarksville City Zoo and Our New Friend.” It made no sense.

“Wait a minute!” He scanned the words without holes in them. “Come…See…Mr…. Tall…Tail.”

Was this a message?

“No,” he mumbled. “It can’t be.” He read the new sentence again, without pausing between the words. “Come see Mr. Tall Tail.”

The sentence was complete, structured—even instructional.

Noah raised his eyes to the window. The sill was empty. The wind blew gentle ripples through his ivory-colored drapes. He shivered. The drapes looked like ghosts.








CHAPTER 3

A  TALE OF WONDER



The school bell rang and Noah raced for the door, not bothering to slow down when Mrs. Bluss called, “Kids! Walk!” Noah didn’t have time for walking. He only had three hours before his parents would be home, so he needed to move fast.

Since Megan’s disappearance, Noah’s parents had been working late, leading a search campaign out of a friend’s office in downtown Clarksville. Considering all that his parents had been through with Megan, they’d originally had concerns about Noah’s walking home from school and being by himself at the house. They’d finally decided to allow it, as long as Noah promised to walk home with his friends. And rather than being home by himself, Noah almost always stayed at Richie’s until his parents picked him up after leaving the search headquarters for the day.

Today, however, Noah needed to break the rules. In the hallway, he tossed his books into his locker, scanned the crowd to make sure Ella and Richie couldn’t see him, and then squirmed his way to the main exit. Outside, he ran across the schoolyard, kicking up gravel and dust.

He hadn’t slept since the bird’s strange visit the previous night. He still couldn’t make sense of what had happened. Did it mean something, or had a bird simply flown through his window and dropped a piece of trash in his room? Whatever it might be, there would be no harm in paying Mr. Tall Tail a visit.

He walked down the drive, turned onto Jenkins Street, and walked alongside the concrete wall of the zoo. After rounding the corner onto Walkers Boulevard, he reached the zoo and bolted for the entrance, where he flashed his membership card to a startled attendant and crashed through the turnstile.

Because the day was so cold, the zoo was nearly empty. Noah stormed across the pavement, weaving in and out of the exhibits. He’d been to the zoo so many times that he knew the shortest path to the langur house without thinking about it. When he reached the small, ivy-draped building, he pushed through the entrance, turned a corner, and nearly crashed into a small group of people.

The exhibit had no traditional bars or concrete walls. An enormous dome-shaped net kept the langurs inside, where they relaxed on trees, looking bored. Their tails were so long that Noah wondered how the animals managed to keep them from becoming knotted in the branches. Mr. Tall Tail had the longest tail of all. As the monkey rested on a high branch, his tail dangled below his rear end like a furry snake.

Now that Noah was inside the exhibit, he felt a bit foolish. What did he expect to see?

The visitors gradually wandered off, and the building fell silent. The langurs turned their eyes toward Noah occasionally, but they showed little interest in him.

“Psssttt!” Noah said. “Mr. Tall Tail!”

The monkey ignored him. He was more interested in a large leaf that was trapped in the ceiling of the net.

“Mr. Tall Tail! Can you hear me?”

The monkey picked a closer leaf, popped it in his mouth, and chewed casually.

“Um…okay,” Noah muttered, scratching his head. “Why am I talking to a monkey?”

The entrance door swung open, and a security guard stepped inside. He had a thatch of fire engine red hair and plump lips, and his face and arms were covered in freckles.

“Hello,” Noah said, feeling stupid and embarrassed. After all, this man had nearly caught him talking to a monkey.

The guard didn’t answer, and an awkward silence filled the air. He strolled past Noah, observing him skeptically. Noah stared at the langurs, pretending that he was enjoying himself. The sound of the guard’s footsteps softened as he rounded the exhibit. Finally Noah heard the exit door open and close. He was alone again with the langurs.

“Talk about creepy,” Noah mumbled.

He glanced at Mr. Tall Tail once more and said, “Nothing to show me, huh?”

Mr. Tall Tail stared into space and idly chewed his leaf, working his jaw from side to side.

Feeling like an idiot, Noah decided to leave and turned toward the exit. At that moment, something fell on his shoulder, and in a reflex reaction, Noah swatted his back. He swung around and yelped. A long, black, furry thing slithered across his forearm. It jumped off and floated in the air. Then Noah realized what it was—Mr. Tall Tail’s tail!

Seeing Noah turn to leave, the langur had leaped to the front of the net, deliberately poked out his tail, and brushed it over Noah’s shoulder. What’s more, a slip of paper was wrapped in the tip. Noah knew it was crazy, but Mr. Tall Tail was handing him the paper.

The monkey waved his tail as if to say, Are you gonna take this, or what?

Noah crept forward. He reached out his trembling arm and snatched the paper.

“What is this?” he said.

Mr. Tall Tail leaped back up to the trees and relaxed in his previous spot in the branches. He picked another leaf and chewed. His dark eyes gazed blankly into the distance, as if nothing had happened.

For a second, Noah thought he’d imagined the whole incident, but the paper was in his hand—crumpled, ripped, and spotted. A few langur hairs even clung to it. Noah opened it carefully. The moment he saw the message inside, he thought he’d faint.

The front door creaked open again, and he thrust the paper into his pocket. For the second time, the redheaded security guard walked in. He eyed Noah suspiciously, and as he approached, his heels angrily smacked the floor. What Noah had read on the paper was making his stomach roll and his head ache.

“You okay, kid? You ain’t lookin’ too hot,” the guard said.

“Yeah…fine.” Noah was anything but fine. He could barely breathe. “I gotta go,” he managed to say.


He hurried for the door, slammed through it, and burst into the cool air.

“Have a nice day,” the guard called out.

The door crashed as it closed. Gasping, Noah leaned against a wall. He pulled out the paper and looked at it again. It was red with purple lines and blue stars in the corners. He’d seen it before.

“Deep breaths,” he told himself. “It’s okay…it’s okay…it’s okay….”

But even as he repeated the words, he didn’t believe them for a second.








CHAPTER 4

A  MYSTERIOUS CLUE TO A MYSTERIOUS ZOO



Noah sat on a bench in a quiet part of the zoo. He glanced over both shoulders to make sure nobody was around and pulled Mr. Tall Tail’s paper out of his pocket. Neat cursive handwriting covered every inch. All the letters were joined by smooth arcs, and the dots on the i’s were carefully placed. Though the ink was faded and smeared, he knew the penmanship. It was Megan’s. There was no mistaking it.

Noah glanced around again; still, no one was nearby. A wind swept across the zoo. Noah took a breath, gathered his courage, and read the page. It started in the middle of a sentence.



keep seeing birds in the Forest of Flight exhibit that aren’t supposed to be there. A bird chart near the entrance has a “complete list” of birds, but a few that I see aren’t even on it. Then, every few days, some of those birds aren’t around anymore. On top of that, an old lady who works there keeps following me around, asking me what I’m doing. She’s creepy.


The bottom of the page was missing. Noah flipped it over. The writing at the top was too smeared to read. The words he could decipher began in the middle of a sentence and the middle of a new thought.


can’t write it down without feeling stupid—but I know what I saw!

There’s a wall with holes in it. I think the holes are supposed to give the birds a private place to build their nests. They’re supposed to be like cracks and crannies in rocks and mountains and stuff. I got curious. I found a bench near the wall and sat there awhile, pretending to read a pamphlet. After an hour or so, I saw something! There was a bunch




The page was torn. Noah flipped the paper over repeatedly, hoping to find something in the margins.

He dropped against the back of the bench and stared into space. What was going on? What did all this mean? Why had Megan been making trips to the zoo without informing the family? And how had a langur got hold of a page from her diary?

Noah’s first instinct was to tell somebody. An adult at the zoo. But Megan had been suspicious of the zoo worker—and hadn’t he just had a strange encounter with a security guard? What did all this mean?

The leaves fell around him like colorful snowflakes. He was stunned and confused.

“I don’t get it,” he muttered. “I don’t get it at all.”

But one thing Noah did understand was that he had to act—and he had to act quickly. In two hours, the zoo would close. That would be more than enough time to take a tour of the Forest of Flight and perhaps to examine the wall with the unusual crannies and holes.








CHAPTER 5

INVESTIGATING THE FOREST OF FLIGHT



The Forest of Flight exhibit was in a building that stood forty feet high. Because of its enormous dome roof, the building always made Noah think of a giant igloo. The walls and roof were made of the same tinted glass that was used on the windows of fancy cars. The exhibit was open; people could walk among freely flying birds.

The moment Noah strolled through the entrance, the earthy smell of soil and tree bark invaded him. Trees and flowery plants filled the dome with fragrance and rich oxygen. Small waterfalls cascaded down rocks and threw mist into the air. The Forest of Flight looked and felt like a miniature jungle. Birds soared overhead, and a variety of sounds echoed off the walls—water splashing, children laughing, streams rumbling, and birds chirping and squawking.

A poster with a chart was pinned to the wall near the entrance, displaying pictures of fifty different birds, just as Megan had described. Noah stopped for a minute to search the chart. Halfway down, he recognized one of the birds and gasped. It had a blue body, a bright red bill, and an orange belly. Without doubt, this was the tiny bird that had flown into his room. The chart said it was a malachite kingfisher named Marlo.

“Marlo,” Noah said aloud. He looked to the treetops. “Marlo, are you in here?”

He headed down a misty path, where enormous umbrella leaves draped above him like a live green ceiling. Droplets of water plopped
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