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Two years later
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A carriage drawn by a single horse sped down a forest road. The driver, Edward Bancroft, snapped his whip and yelled, “Yah!” as he raced deeper into the woods. The darkness enveloped him.

Suddenly Bancroft pulled hard on the reins. The horse reared and kicked, snorted and whinnied.

Four men on horseback, pistols drawn, blocked the road before him.

“Highwaymen!” exclaimed Bancroft. “I carry no money with me. The carriage is empty. See for yourself.”

The highwaymen parted, allowing a fifth rider to join the blockade. He was a large man in a black cloak, his face hidden by a strange, birdlike mask.

“Edward Bancroft?” said the man in the mask.

“Yes, I am Bancroft.”

“Edward Bancroft, secretary to ambassador Benjamin Franklin?”

“Yes,” said Bancroft.

“Edward Bancroft . . . the English spy?”

Bancroft said nothing.
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“You will give me that letter you carry, Monsieur Bancroft. Or else,” said the masked man.

Two highwaymen took aim.

Bancroft reached into his cloak and slowly removed an envelope.

“Wise choice, Monsieur Bancroft. I thank you for keeping this exchange pleasant. Return to Monsieur Franklin’s house and continue to gather information. But from this night forward, you are not spying for England. You work for me.”

The masked man approached. He reached for the letter.

What can only be described as a fast-moving shadow soared between them, snatching the letter from a startled Bancroft.

“Bête Noire!” screamed a highwayman.

“Get that letter!” bellowed the masked man.

Pistols fired. But the shadow was small and agile. It flipped and zipped across the road.

A highwayman drew his sword. With a flash of steel, the shadow knocked the weapon from his hand.

When the dust from the road settled, the shadow had vanished. With the letter.

“Bête Noire,” muttered the masked man. “We shall meet again. Very soon.”
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At midnight the village was completely still, not a sound to be heard nor movement to be seen.

Except for a small shadow. It slipped swiftly from the wall to the well to the side of the barn. The moon emerged from behind a cloud, revealing the shadow was a rooster. The rooster wore a black satin mask and kept a sword in a sash at its waist. He held the letter.

The rooster hopped through the barn window and landed silently on the dirt-and-straw-covered floor.

The rooster glanced around. The coast was clear. He drew his sword and pressed the point against a knot of wood on the barn wall.

A trapdoor in the floor cranked open, and soft light spilled up into the barn. The rooster slipped down the hatch, which closed behind him.

“About time,” said the duck.

“An artist cannot be rushed, my dear Jean-Luc,” said the rooster.

“Was it him, Pierre?” A sheep turned from studying a large map on the wall. The map showed various notes, lines, and circles. “Was it Cagliostro?” asked the sheep.

“Most certainly, Bernadette,” said the rooster. “He is still wearing that ridiculous mask. As if he could have a beak.”

“Pierre, be a fine fellow and read the letter,” said the duck, Jean-Luc.

Pierre, the rooster, broke the wax seal with a flourish. He cleared his throat and began to read:
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My dearest darling honey loaf,

The days are simply unbearable without the sweet nectar of your laugh, the rich wine of your eyes, and the fine cheese of your company! How dost I miss thee? Let me now carefully count the ways . . .

Pierre looked up. “There are a lot of ways. Should I go on?”

“Yes,” said Jean-Luc, hopping from his stool to grab a candle. He brought it close to the back of the letter. “But now, please.”

The candlelight illuminated more writing, hidden between the lines of the love letter.

“Oh ho! Invisible ink. Most clever!” said Pierre. “Yes, here we are. It seems that Benjamin Franklin is developing some new plans for hot air balloons. And they are not pleasant.”

Bernadette, the sheep, slammed her hoof on the worktable. “Humans,” she muttered.

The sheep turned and examined her wall. Besides the map, it was covered with diagrams: beautiful watercolor designs for balloons of all sizes and shapes, navigational aids, new methods of propulsion, ingenious baskets with clever storage compartments, and more.
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“Such a lovely thing, the lighter-than-air balloon. Why can it not remain so?” she asked.

“Sadly, it is not the way of human beings to leave well enough alone,” said Jean-Luc. The duck took the letter, read it silently, then set it alight with the candle. “That is why we will stop them.”

“With style and finesse,” added Pierre, swishing his sword through the air and extinguishing the flame.

A look of steely determination grew in Bernadette’s eyes.

“Step one: we need our own spy in the house of Benjamin Franklin.”
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Benjamin Franklin, inventor, diplomat, and many other things, sat at his desk in his sun-dappled study. Years ago he had been sent to France to seek assistance for the American colonies in their struggle against England. In France, hating England was a national pastime, so Franklin’s mission was a great success. Now the War of Independence was over, the Treaty of Paris signed. Benjamin Franklin’s time in France was drawing to a close. There were fewer meetings at court these days, fewer salons to attend, and fewer visitors to entertain.

Benjamin Franklin’s great mind was free to wander.

The details of the household operated without his attention, thanks to the skill and dedication of the château’s caretaker and sole servant. Although only ten years of age, Emile excelled at his job. Orphaned after the death of his father, the previous caretaker, Emile found great purpose and satisfaction in his duties, and he devoted his life to his work.

At this moment, Emile was placing the freshly polished silver candlestick holders in their places. He examined them. He moved one a fraction of an inch to the left. Another, a bit to the right.

Satisfied at last, Emile retrieved his broom from the cupboard (right side, in front of the neatly stacked buckets and the ironed and folded rags).

Emile carried the broom up the stairs and gently knocked on the study door.

“Monsieur Franklin?”

“Come in, Emile.”

Emile slipped in without a sound, a skill he had perfected.

“Ah yes!” said Franklin. “Sweeping time is upon us again. I know I said I would be away from my desk at this hour, but I had a few more ideas to get down on paper.”

[image: image]

“I can come back.”

“No, I know how you enjoy your schedule, my boy. Please go ahead while I finish here.”

“Yes, Monsieur.” Emile began to sweep, starting in the northwest corner as usual.
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Franklin continued his work, carefully sketching in his private journal. He glanced over at Emile.

“Emile, I require your expertise.”

“Something dusted, Monsieur Franklin?”

“No.”

“Your desk polished?”

“No.”

“Laundry?”

“No. Your expertise, Emile. I have noticed your sketches about the house. Drawings of the stables and animals.”

“I am sorry if they were left in view. I shall—”

“You are missing the point.” Franklin chuckled. “They are quite good drawings. Now, this”—he lifted up his journal—“this is somewhat off. You have talent and an eye. Pray tell, where have I gone wrong?”

Emile examined the drawing of a hot air balloon.

“The bottom of the balloon should taper more. You have made it too round.”

“Ah! So I have. It is as round as my own belly. I do love France, but the delicious cuisine is expanding my circumference to an alarming degree. Thank you for your astute observation. Do you like balloons?”

“I have heard of them, but I have not yet seen one.”

“Oh, they are splendid! Such potential.”

Franklin paused. He turned the page of his journal and showed Emile another sketch: a fleet of hot air balloons gliding over a battlefield. Notes about air currents and lightweight weaponry filled the margins.

“I am ashamed to say that my mind could not leave it a simple wonder. I had to imagine more destructive uses. A habit developed from years of revolution.”

He turned the page. Emile caught a glimpse of another design with the words Heat Ray written above it. Franklin closed the notebook.
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“What is your ambition, Emile?”

“Monsieur?”

“What do you want to do with your life?”

“Well . . . I would like to improve on my housekeeping skills. Perhaps branch out into basic repair work.”

“Is that all?”

Emile thought.

“Maybe one day I’d work in a large mansion, with a staff. But I am extremely happy here, Monsieur!”

“Would you run the staff or—”

“Oh no. I would just be a member of the staff,” said Emile.

“Hmm.” Franklin studied Emile for a moment.

“Help yourself to as much paper as you need for your drawings, Emile.”

“Thank you, Monsieur. You are very kind.”

Franklin rose and walked to the door of the study.

“Monsieur Franklin, your notebook. Shouldn’t you lock it in your desk drawer?”

Franklin sighed. “I suppose so. Some places have a problem with mice; France seems to have a problem with spies.”

He locked the notebook in the right-side drawer and closed the desktop.

A sharp knock sounded at the study door.

“Bancroft! My dedicated secretary. What perfect timing,” said Franklin, opening the door.

“Mr. Franklin, your presence is required at the Palace of Versailles.”
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