
      
         [image: Cover image: The Improbable Tales of Baskerville Hall Book 3: The Valley of Lies by Ali Standish.]

      
   
      
         [image: Title page: The Improbable Tales of Baskerville Hall Book 3: The Valley of Lies by Ali Standish. Published by HarperCollins.]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For the moms who tell stories

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            “Once you have eliminated the impossible, all that remains—however improbable—must be the truth.”

            —Sherlock Holmes
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            One
A New Game

         
         Arthur Conan Doyle was a boy with a murder to solve.

         
         Preferably before lunch.

         
         His stomach gave a growl that rumbled through the dusty, forgotten chamber. Professor Sherlock Holmes arched an eyebrow. “Focus,
            Arthur. We’ve very little time left. What do we know?”
         

         
         “The . . . the victim was in her bed,” Arthur replied, gesturing in the direction of the four-poster bed. It was bedecked
            with dark wool curtains that reached from nearly ceiling to floor, and the remains of a moth-eaten quilt. “Her room was locked.”
         

         
         “Points of entry?” Holmes asked.

         
         “The windows were shuttered and barred,” Arthur recited, “and the door was locked from the inside, leaving no obvious way
            into the room.”
         

         
         “And yet—a young woman was murdered,” Holmes retorted. “In the prime of her life and recently engaged! About to inherit her late parents’ fortune and start her own household. How did it happen?” 

         
         Arthur tried to recall the facts of the strange case of Theodora Parks. According to Holmes, she had been killed in this very
            room a hundred years before. The chamber had been preserved as a crime scene, but the murder had gone unsolved. Until, that
            is, Holmes had stumbled upon this room as a student, poking around the disused attics and cellars of the various buildings
            of the school that would one day become Baskerville Hall.
         

         
         Since then, he’d decided to use the case to test the deductive skills of select students. Attempting to solve the crime was
            Arthur’s first assignment as a member of Holmes’s Inner Circle.
         

         
         Technically, there were only five Circles of study at Baskerville Hall, and each of Arthur’s friends had been accepted into
            a different one. Arthur had been delighted when Holmes had invited him into what he called the “Inner Circle,” where he would
            focus on not just one area of study but learn from each discipline. “After all,” Holmes had told him, “a truly great detective
            is an expert in science, engineering, politics, biology, and yes—even an apprentice of the vast unknown. Every case is different,
            my boy, and so you must be prepared for anything.”
         

         
         But much had changed in the two days that passed after Holmes issued his invitation. (Had it really only been two days?) And
            now, while his friends would be in their orientation groups in airy classrooms or out on the sunny grounds, Arthur was in
            this dismal room with Holmes.
         

         
         His fingers moved to his pocket. He was itching to read the letter that hid there, though he had already read it so many times he probably could have recited it word for word. 

         
         
            Dear Arthur,

            I do hope you haven’t forgotten your old friend Dinah. How thrilled I was to bump into your mother the other week—

         

         “Doyle!” Holmes barked, making Arthur jump. “What else do you know about the case?”

         
         Arthur tried to clear his mind. He didn’t want Holmes to rethink his invitation.

         
         “First,” Arthur started, “the victim heard strange noises on consecutive nights before her death, like birdcalls. But the
            only birds active in this area at night are owls, and this call was described as whistling.”
         

         
         “Go on,” Holmes prompted.

         
         “Second,” Arthur continued, “there were no obvious signs of injury on her body, leaving the cause of death a mystery.”

         
         He glanced at the painting above the bed. It depicted a bowl of fruit sitting on a wooden table . . . next to a skull with
            dark, gaping holes for eyes. The blackness of those holes made him feel even more uneasy.
         

         
         “And third,” he said, “before she died, she cried out something strange. ‘The speckled—’”

         
         “Spotted!” Holmes corrected him.

         
         “‘The spotted . . . ring,’” Arthur recovered. “It might have been a reference to the traveling three-ring circus that Theodora’s guardian had invited to camp on their land. But there is no known motive for a circus performer to have killed her, and besides, there was no way for anyone to get into the room while she slept.” 

         
         “And so?”

         
         Holmes joined the painted skeleton in staring at Arthur. Waiting.

         
         Arthur tried to put the pieces together in his mind. He was in what Holmes had called a “concentrated atmosphere,” surrounded
            by clues, but he couldn’t concentrate on the case. The letter in his pocket was featherlight, but its words weighed him down
            like an anchor.
         

         
         
            I have taken an instant liking to your sister Mary. I am, indeed, so attached to her that I cannot bear the thought of anything
               tragic happening to her.
            

         

         “So what is it? What’s the solution?”

         
         “I—I don’t know, sir,” Arthur finally admitted.

         
         I don’t know what to do, he thought grimly. He wished he could say it aloud, wished he could ask Holmes for the solution to his problem. But that was out of the question. On this point, the letter had been quite clear.
         

         
         “You surprise me, Doyle,” Holmes said. “You won’t even hazard a guess? Are you quite all right?”

         
         “I’m sorry, Professor. I suppose I am a bit tired.”

         
         Arthur didn’t meet Holmes’s gaze as he spoke. He worried the man would detect the lie in his eyes.

         
         “I see,” Holmes said. He hesitated. Arthur held his breath. “It’s only natural, I suppose. You’ve had quite the adventure. Of course, having slept through the whole thing, I am myself quite rested.” 

         
         Adventure was one word for how Arthur had narrowly foiled Holmes’s old friend and Headmaster Challenger’s younger brother, William.
            William—otherwise known as the Green Knight—had poisoned both Holmes and Challenger, putting them in a coma until he could
            lure Arthur and his friends into a trap that involved electrocution, resurrection, and the ghastly proposition of body switching.
         

         
         But Arthur couldn’t help thinking that “adventure” didn’t quite capture the scope of the thing.

         
         “Very well,” Holmes said, dipping his long, narrow nose in Arthur’s direction and softening his steely gaze. “Take some more
            time to come to your conclusion. Let me know when you have it. I must see to my other students now.”
         

         
         With that, he swept from the dark chamber, leaving Arthur with his thoughts.

         
         They were poor company.

         
         At least he would have a few moments of privacy. He shared his small dormitory room with his friend Jimmie Moriarty, and the
            rest of the hours of his day with their other friends and classmates. This made it hard to find time to stare at the letter,
            searching for anything he might have missed in his previous readings.
         

         
         He flopped onto the ancient bed, sending up plumes of dust all around that made him cough.

         
         When the dust had cleared, he pulled out the letter.

         
         He’d been so happy before his mother had given it to him. William Challenger, the Green Knight, had been vanquished and Arthur had mended the damage William had done to his friendship with Jimmie. Holmes had paid for his mother’s ticket to visit Baskerville Hall, and she had just been saying farewell to Arthur when she remembered the letter from her new lodger. 

         
         “She’s an orphan looking to work for room and board,” Mrs. Doyle explained. “The girl has been an enormous help to me. Not
            much older than you, I shouldn’t think, but she is quite an old soul, if you know what I mean. Quite striking, too, with all
            that red hair. Actually, she mentioned that she knew you. You must have met her back in Edinburgh. Which reminds me, she asked
            me to deliver a letter!”
         

         
         Arthur did not know any red-haired girls from his hometown. But he had guessed exactly who the letter was from even before
            his mother had told him her name.
         

         
         Miss Dinah Grey.

         
         Arthur knew the “lodger” not as a young orphan looking for a helping hand but as Professor Dinah Grey, a power-hungry scientist
            and former teacher at Baskerville Hall, who had invented an immortality machine that could restore youth to the old. She had,
            by Arthur’s count, lived three lives already, masquerading as her own daughter and then granddaughter. Each time, she’d returned
            as a professor to Baskerville Hall, where she had disguised her immortality machine inside a grandfather clock.
         

         
         Arthur and his friends had destroyed the machine—but not before Grey had used it one last time, emerging as a girl their own age with striking red hair. She had very nearly been entombed with the machine in the small earthquake its destruction had caused but had escaped at the last moment. 

         
         So he had known that she was still alive and in the wind somewhere, likely plotting her next move. He just hadn’t expected
            it to involve his own family.
         

         
         Now he stared down at Grey’s familiar scrawl.

         
         
            Dear Arthur,

            I do hope you haven’t forgotten your old friend Dinah. How thrilled I was to bump into your mother the other week. She was
               good enough to invite me into your home, where I have made myself quite comfortable.
            

            I have taken an instant liking to your sister Mary. I am, indeed, so attached to her that I cannot bear the thought of anything
               tragic happening to her. That is why I have promised your mother to take very good care of her when she and I leave for a
               little country sabbatical next week. Your mother and I have agreed that it is of the utmost importance for her health to have
               a break from the sooty city air. I intend to keep my promise to your dear mam, Arthur. I only ask that you do me a small favor
               in return. Then the score between us will be settled once and for all.
            

            Soon, you will be called on a journey of your own. Holmes, who shall accompany you, will be presented with a case by an old friend. See to it that he accepts the case and that he follows it all the way to its conclusion. Be there at the final moment, and remember, to the victor go the spoils. You must be the victor, Arthur, or I regret to say that your sister will be the loser in this game. 

            I will send further instructions in due course.

            Your faithful friend,

            Dinah Grey

            P.S. Be forewarned, should you tell anyone of this correspondence, little Mary will soon meet the fate you once abandoned
               me to face. I am watching.
            

         

         Arthur’s head swam as he finished the letter. Each time he read it, he felt as though he were wobbling on the verge of a steep
            precipice. One wrong move and he would fall. Except it wasn’t his own neck on the line. It was his beloved sister Mary’s.
         

         
         The thought of Mary usually brought a smile to his face. She was an imp of a girl who couldn’t wait to set out on her own
            adventures. She would be giddy at the idea of escaping Edinburgh for a holiday in the country. She was fearless enough, he
            suspected, to jump at the chance to put herself in harm’s way.
         

         
         A prickle went up his spine, and he felt as though someone was staring at him. But when he glanced around, there was no one
            else in the room. Only the skeleton watched him. He was truly alone, in more ways than one.
         

         
         He thought again of Theodora Parks, this victim of long ago. She would have believed herself safe here, locked in her own bedroom, when all along, she was just a pawn in her murderer’s wicked game. 

         
         Now Arthur had become a pawn, too. A new game was afoot, and this time, he would be forced to play for the enemy.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two
Secrets Upon Secrets

         
         “Over here, Arthur! Come join the game!”

         
         Mary “Pocket” Morstan’s voice rang out above the excited hum of chatter in the buttery. From a distance, she looked the very
            picture of the Irish farm girl she was. She beamed at him, her freckled cheeks bobbing, and waved a hand above her curls of
            rusty red hair. It was only when Arthur came closer that the details of her plum-colored uniform dress—which had been embellished
            with dozens of pockets, each stuffed with an ever-changing assortment of food scraps, cogs, screws and wires, and small living
            creatures—hinted at her talent for invention and preference for mischief.
         

         
         She was sitting beside Grover Kumar, a boy built like a crane but with the round, inquisitive eyes of an owl. In front of
            him, five cards were laid out.
         

         
         “It’s no game,” Arthur heard Grover say with a sniff. “It’s the answer to every question you’ve never asked. It is your very fate writ in ancient symbols that have commanded the respect of generations upon generations. It’s—” 

         
         “Cards, Grover,” replied Jimmie Moriarty, seated across from Pocket. He had a sallow face with slightly sunken features that
            might have made him look perpetually cross if it weren’t for the amused light that danced in his eyes. “They’re only cards.
            And Pocket’s just dripped turnip stew on the one with the funny-looking dog.”
         

         
         “It’s not a dog,” Grover snapped as he reached for his napkin to wipe the card clean. “It’s a lion. And they aren’t just cards,
            they’re tarot cards. From Professor Fox’s personal collection, so please watch your spoon, Pocket.”
         

         
         “Come join us, Arthur,” said Irene Eagle with a warm grin. She sat across from Grover, her smooth, dark hair and impeccable
            posture giving her an air of nobility. In reality, she was the American daughter of two opera singers who also happened to
            be undercover detectives with the Pinkerton Agency. “Grover was just telling us about his orientation into the Circle of Spirit.”
         

         
         The Circle of Spirit, one of the five Circles of study at Baskerville, was dedicated to the study of all things supernatural
            and occult, which happened to be Grover’s main passions in life. It was headed by Professor Agatha Fox, who—along with Holmes
            and Headmaster Challenger—had been poisoned earlier in the term and spent most of the past weeks in a coma.
         

         
         “Professor Fox introduced us to the study of prophecy,” Grover explained, “and asked us each to pick a means of fortune-telling
            to try.”
         

         
         “How many are there?” Irene asked with real interest.

         
         “Oh, dozens. I chose tarot cards, and Sophia chose pyromancy. That’s seeing the future through fire. Then there’s nephomancy—that’s using the shape of clouds—and augury—the way birds fly—and haruspicy, of course, but that requires using the liver of a sacrificed animal.” 

         
         “Well, thank goodness you didn’t pick that one,” Jimmie said.
         

         
         “How could I?” Grover asked. “Liver isn’t on the menu until Thursday.”

         
         “He just got done reading my future,” Pocket said. “Or trying to, anyway. Apparently, I’m doomed to get a head cold by the
            end of the month.”
         

         
         Arthur had once been skeptical of Professor Fox’s teachings, and of Grover’s fanatical belief in them. But that was before
            he had seen proof of the spirit world with his own eyes. Indeed, without the help of the school ghost and the spirit board
            Grover had invented to speak with her, he and his friends might not have arrived in time to save Jimmie from being sacrificed
            by William Challenger, who’d hoped to extend his own life by transplanting his soul into Jimmie’s body.
         

         
         “I’m happy to do a reading for you, Arthur,” Grover said, picking up the rest of the cards and folding them back into the
            deck. “Is there a specific question you would like to ask?”
         

         
         There were many, actually.

         
         What was this journey he and Holmes were supposedly going to be taking? And what was Dinah Grey after?

         
         Most important, would he be able to save Mary in time? After all, he couldn’t ask his friends—or the school ghost—for help this time. He couldn’t tell anyone, not even Holmes, what was going on or he would be risking Mary’s life. Grey had said she was watching him, and Arthur didn’t doubt it. How else would she have known that he and Holmes had grown close enough for Holmes to trust him to help on an important case? 

         
         Maybe the cards could answer my questions, thought Arthur. Or maybe they’ll reveal my secret to everyone. Besides that, what if the answers were too terrible to face?
         

         
         “No thanks,” he replied, trying to sound lighthearted. “Jimmie was here first. Unless you’d rather wait for a liver reading,
            Jimmie?”
         

         
         Jimmie rolled his eyes at Arthur, but he was smiling conspiratorially.

         
         To Arthur, Jimmie’s smile was no small thing. He had nearly lost Jimmie’s friendship when he hadn’t trusted his loyalty. He’d
            as good as accused Jimmie and his father, James Moriarty Senior, of being behind the plot to poison Holmes, Challenger, and
            Fox. And while Arthur was still sure that the shady businessman was up to no good, it turned out that Jimmie’s father had
            nothing to do with the poisonings. Arthur had been wrong.
         

         
         In the end, Jimmie’s loyalty to Arthur had never wavered. And now it was Arthur keeping things from the others. He felt sick
            with guilt.
         

         
         “Are you going to tell us about your orientation?” Irene asked, fixing Arthur with her inquisitive gaze. “Or is it a secret?”

         
         “No secret,” Arthur said hastily. “Holmes wanted me to solve an old case. I hope it wasn’t some kind of test, though, because
            if it was, I failed. The mystery remains unsolved.”
         

         
         “Ah, so that’s where he disappeared to,” said Jimmie, who had been initiated into the Circle of Lightning, which Holmes was responsible for leading. “He left us with a list of philosophical principles to memorize. Not the most exciting way to start things off.” 

         
         “Sounds better than my orientation,” Pocket put in, her face pinched with disapproval. “They still haven’t found a professor
            to replace that woman, so the Circle of Iron has joined up with the Circle of Dawn for now, all the botanists and zoologists. It’s nonsense, if
            you ask me. They’ve put Professor Loring in charge, and he doesn’t know the first thing about chemistry or engineering. It’s
            almost enough to make me miss Grey.”
         

         
         Arthur’s stomach twisted.

         
         “Do you ever wonder where she is now?” Irene asked Pocket. “Grey, I mean?”

         
         “She’ll be out there somewhere,” Grover said, “waiting for her chance to rise up once more.”

         
         “There’s a cheerful thought,” Jimmie replied.

         
         Grover shrugged as he reached for a small tin in the pocket of his jacket. “You don’t have to be dead to become a restless
            spirit. Lemon drop, anyone?”
         

         
         “Oh, let’s change the subject,” Pocket said. “I shouldn’t have even brought her up.” Before Grey had revealed herself to be
            a power-hungry liar who would stop at nothing—including murder—to protect her secret, she had been Pocket’s hero. Pocket still
            hadn’t gotten over her betrayal.
         

         
         Arthur was all too happy to move the conversation along.

         
         “What about you, Irene?” he asked. “How is the Circle of the Citadel?”

         
         That was the last, and largest, circle at Baskerville Hall. It was for students interested in enterprise, government, and
            society.
         

         
         “It was wonderful,” Irene said, “unless you count the fact that I’ll be spending every day sitting beside Sebastian Moran.”

         
         She cast a dark look down the long first years table, to where the blond, square-chinned boy sat with his best friend, Roland.

         
         Sebastian was a member of the Clover, a secret society to which Arthur, Irene, and Jimmie had been invited—before declining
            their invitations. The Clover had been enlisted by William Challenger, first to try to steal Grey’s immortality machine, and,
            when that failed, to help Challenger in his body-snatching plan. Sebastian had been in the folly castle on that stormy night
            a few weeks back when William had tried to take Jimmie’s body for his own. He had been cloaked and hooded, but Arthur knew
            it had been him. Ever since, Sebastian had gone out of his way to avoid Jimmie, and no wonder. It was awkward to make small
            talk with someone after helping pave the way for their particularly unpleasant demise.
         

         
         “I vote for another change in subject,” Jimmie said, a weary edge to his voice. “Let’s talk about something normal for once,
            shall we? Like this ball everyone’s going on about.”
         

         
         He gestured around the room, which was in the middle of being decorated by some of the older students. Sprays of early tulips
            and daffodils had been arranged at the head table, and at the back of the room, two tables had been shoved together to make
            way for a shining grand piano. At any other time, Arthur would have noticed these details right away, but his thoughts were
            all with his sister Mary.
         

         
         “Why talk about a party we aren’t invited to?” said Pocket.

         
         The ball was to take place the following evening. It was not for students, but for bigwigs with deep pockets, and for the alumni and parents who had traveled to Baskerville Hall for the Invention Convention, which had happened two days before. The convention had been a chance for the first years to show off their skills, and, based on their creations, to be assigned to one of the school’s Circles. 

         
         “I’ve always wanted to attend a ball,” Grover said with the smallest glance at Pocket. “I think it would be most romantic.”

         
         “We may not be invited to stay for the dancing,” Irene said, “but we’ll get to come to the dinner. My parents are giving a
            performance.”
         

         
         “Ooh, how exciting!” Pocket replied. “I’ve never seen an opera before.”

         
         “Well, it won’t be an opera exactly,” Irene said. “Just a song or two.”

         
         “Did your father stay for the ball?” Arthur asked Jimmie.

         
         Jimmie hesitated, and Arthur wished he’d remained quiet. It was still an awkward subject between them.

         
         “I expect so,” Jimmie said. “He hasn’t spoken to me since I told him I was going to study in the Circle of Lightning instead
            of the Citadel. I’m sure he can’t stand the thought of me working with Holmes.”
         

         
         Arthur nodded. He knew Holmes and Moriarty Senior were old enemies, though he didn’t completely understand why.

         
         “If he does come, he’ll be far too busy buttering up anyone of the slightest importance to even notice I’m there,” Jimmie
            continued.
         

         
         Suddenly, a mournful howl sounded from the buttery’s entrance. Mrs. Hudson, the deputy headmistress, stood there with her
            faithful wolf companion, Toby.
         

         
         “Seems like he’s recovered well,” Jimmie muttered as everyone got to their feet. The howl was their signal that the meal was over. 

         
         Toby had been the last of William Challenger’s poisoning victims. He had spent weeks cowering in dark corners rather than
            nosing students along to their classes, which was his preferred way to spend time.
         

         
         The others were all headed back to their Circle orientations. Arthur was supposed to return to the musty murder room but found
            he couldn’t force himself back under the gaze of the painted skull. Instead, he bid his friends farewell and slipped outside.
            The pale sunshine was a balm against his skin. In the brightness of the afternoon, he could almost forget the letter he carried.
         

         
         But not quite, of course.

         
         He found himself walking into the woods, toward the clearing where Kipper, Baskerville Hall’s resident pterodactyl, had taken
            up residence. Kipper was a secret Arthur didn’t mind keeping and the one good thing that had come of his tangle with Dinah
            Grey. Her immortality machine had allowed Kipper to hatch from a previously fossilized egg.
         

         
         When he reached a familiar fallen tree, he let out a low whistle.

         
         Presently, there came a rustling from a hickory tree across the clearing, and from its branches swooped a scaly, bluish-purple-beaked
            creature.
         

         
         To someone else, Kipper might have appeared homely, or even frightening. But Arthur found her to be quite sweet, despite the
            fact that she seemed to be growing at an exponential rate. She gave a loud screech when she saw Arthur and cut through the
            air—straight toward him.
         

         
         “Whoa there, girl—!” Arthur started.

         
         But before he could get another word out, the dinosaur had crashed into him, enveloping his body with her wings and sending them both crashing to the damp forest floor. Arthur tried to loosen her grip on him as she nibbled affectionately at his earlobes and hair. 

         
         “Thank you, Kipper, that will do,” he said, finally righting himself and sitting her down on the log beside him. She inched
            closer, her wing rustling against his arm. If he didn’t know better, he might think that she could sense his unease and was
            trying to comfort him.
         

         
         “You’re the only one I don’t have to keep secrets from,” he murmured.

         
         He had lost count of all the secrets. Secrets upon secrets.

         
         She stared at him with round eyes.

         
         He stayed there, rubbing her head and throwing sticks for her to fetch, until he heard the bustle from the manor that meant
            everyone else had been dismissed from their orientations. As he left, she tried to follow him away from the clearing.
         

         
         “No, Kipper,” he said firmly. “You stay here. It’s not safe for you to go flying about the school.”

         
         She cocked her head, then lunged to nip his fingers. You stay here, he thought she was trying to say. “I wish I could,” he said. “I’d even switch places. I’d rather be walking in your talons
            than in my own shoes right about now.”
         

         
         Finally, he threw a stick as far into the woods as he could. While Kipper was occupied trying to find it, he ran off without
            her.
         

         
         As he emerged onto the school lawn, the brief comfort that Kipper’s presence had given him seemed to evaporate. He was walking
            toward his best friends in the world, yet not since setting foot in Baskerville Hall for the first time had he felt so alone.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three
The Baskerville Ball

         
         Even the arrival of the Baskerville Ball couldn’t raise Arthur from the depths of his doldrums. If anything, he felt even
            worse in the crowd of people who were packed into the buttery for the festivities, crammed in between Jimmie and Irene at
            a table that was usually reserved for the older students in the Circle of Lightning. Tonight, all the attendees sat wherever
            they could find a spare chair or sliver of space on a bench between visiting alumni, family, and guests.
         

         
         Everyone in the room was enraptured by Irene’s parents as they gave their performances. Arthur could almost hear the sound of hundreds of people holding their breath as Mrs. Eagle launched into her final cadenza. Her voice was rich and powerful enough to fill the entire hall, yet at the same time as soft and delicate as the petals of the tulips that dotted the tables. Arthur closed his eyes for a moment, allowing her voice to push every other thought from his mind. 

         
         When she finished, the audience erupted in applause. Mr. Eagle, who had already sung his aria, took his wife’s hand as she
            curtsied to them. Irene beamed up at her mother and father.
         

         
         “They’re amazing!” Pocket shouted over the cheers. “No wonder they’ve traveled all over the world! I wish I could be so lucky.”

         
         Arthur had to agree. Now that he’d heard them sing, he understood why they had been recruited by the Pinkerton Agency. As
            renowned opera singers, they had the perfect cover to go wherever they were needed, rubbing elbows with the rich and powerful
            along the way. Not that Arthur was supposed to know any of this, of course.
         

         
         “Luck has nothing to do with it,” the man sitting next to Jimmie insisted, through a distinct French accent. “When I was your
            age, I had already stowed away on a ship bound for the Indies. It’s all about grit, my girl. Grit and taking risks.” He took
            a gulp from his crystal goblet.
         

         
         Arthur perked up at this mention of adventure on the high seas. Most of his favorite stories started with a boy stowing away
            on a ship bound for foreign lands.
         

         
         “You wanted to see the world?” Pocket asked.

         
         A grin appeared between the man’s snowy beard and his impressive mustache. “I wanted to impress a girl.”

         
         “And did you succeed in your quest?” Grover asked.

         
         “If you must know, I did not. I was caught and hauled off the ship by my father. But now I have a ship of my own. Which is
            how I reached this . . . strange place.”
         

         
         “You aren’t enjoying your stay?” Jimmie asked politely.

         
         “To the contrary, it has inspired me! I was suffering terribly from writer’s block before I arrived. Now I think I’ve cracked my next book—and I’ve even got a name for it. It is—how should I say in English—One Thousand Leagues Beneath the Sea. What do you think?”
         

         
         “Sounds interesting,” Pocket replied. “But why stop at one thousand? Why not five or ten thousand? Why not twenty!”

         
         “Hmm . . . ,” the man mused, stroking his beard. “Why not indeed? You see, I told you this place inspires me!”

         
         He pulled a small notebook from his pocket and began to scribble in it.

         
         Arthur had always imagined writers to be solitary creatures who watched the world pass by through their windows. He liked
            the idea that a writer could have real adventures, not just imaginary ones.
         

         
         As Pocket continued quizzing her new companion—a man by the name of Bern or Verne, Arthur didn’t quite catch it—Jimmie stared
            across the room to where Mr. Moriarty was seated at a table with half a dozen other men and women. Two of the men were dressed
            in military uniforms. One of the women wore a gold monocle and a glittering ring on each of her spindly fingers. Arthur remembered
            what Jimmie had said about his father’s plans to rub elbows with anyone important. It seemed he’d been correct. Arthur glanced
            at his friend, trying to read the expression in his eyes. It was troubled, perhaps even angry. But there was something else
            there, too—something like longing.
         

         
         Arthur knew from experience that it was possible to both disapprove of a father and yearn for his acceptance.

         
         At another table, Professor Holmes sat with Dr. Watson, who taught anatomy and physiology, and Headmaster Challenger. If Holmes was taking any notice of his enemy, he was doing a good job of hiding it. He and Challenger raised their glasses in a toast to something. Dr. Watson, who was looking rather flushed, let out a high-pitched laugh and then covered his mouth in embarrassment. He needn’t have worried. No one but Arthur had noticed. All around him, conversations swam through the air. People were getting up and mingling by the dessert table, and someone began to play a jaunty tune on the piano, which was quickly surrounded by merrymakers. Mrs. Hudson enlisted some of their fellow first years to start pushing back tables to make room for the dancing. 

         
         When Arthur’s gaze flickered back to Moriarty’s table, he and one of the military men had gone, lost somewhere in the swirl
            of people.
         

         
         “Let’s get dessert before they kick us out,” Jimmie said, nodding toward the doors. Several waiters had just come bustling
            in carrying silver platters.
         

         
         “Pineapple tarts again, no doubt,” Grover muttered. “Too sweet for my taste. If you’ll excuse me, I have some other friends
            to see.”
         

         
         Arthur followed Jimmie to stand in line for dessert. In his own opinion, Cook’s pineapple tarts were one of the only things
            that had a chance at lifting his low spirits.
         

         
         Before he and Jimmie reached the table, however, he felt a hand on his shoulder.

         
         “A word, Arthur?” said a smooth voice behind him. Arthur turned to see Mr. Eagle standing there.

         
         “Oh! Yes, of course,” he said, failing to hide his surprise. He glanced at Irene, who was still sitting at their table, talking with Pocket and the French writer. “Let me just tell—” 

         
         He gestured to Jimmie, in line ahead of him, who had struck up a conversation with Ahmad, a fellow first year and enthusiastic
            geologist.
         

         
         “Better if you don’t,” Mr. Eagle murmured. He gently steered Arthur from the line, with Jimmie none the wiser. “It’s stifling
            in here, isn’t it? How about we get some fresh air?”
         

         
         Arthur didn’t believe for a second that the close air had anything to do with why Mr. Eagle wanted to leave the crowded hall.
            No, he was quite sure that Mr. Eagle was anxious that their conversation might be overheard.
         

         
         They passed through the corridors unobserved. Mr. Eagle held the manor door open for Arthur, and they stepped out into the
            cold night. The light from the starry sky was enough to illuminate the curiosity in Mr. Eagle’s brown eyes.
         

         
         “Well now,” he said in his broad Welsh accent, “Irene tells me you’ve had quite the term so far.”
         

         
         “You could say that, sir,” Arthur agreed. He didn’t know exactly what Irene had told her father, so he said nothing more.

         
         “I understand that Irene confided in you,” Mr. Eagle said, taking care to keep his voice low, “about the nature of our work.”

         
         “She told me that you . . . play many roles,” Arthur replied vaguely. If Mr. Eagle was wary of being overheard, then Arthur,
            too, would choose his words carefully.
         

         
         Mr. Eagle laughed. “Indeed, Arthur, well put. I wanted to ask for your utmost discretion in this matter. It’s important that
            our, erm, audience doesn’t catch on to the tricks of our trade, if you understand me.”
         

         
         “I do. I would never do anything to put her—to put any of you—in danger,” Arthur said, barely whispering the last two words.

         
         “Good,” the man said with an approving smile. “Irene told me we could count on you. But that means you can’t speak a word
            of this to your friend Jimmie. I realize that puts you in rather an awkward position.”
         

         
         Arthur glanced around, ensuring they were still alone. “Because you’re still investigating his father?”

         
         “Indeed,” said Mr. Eagle.

         
         Arthur knew he should leave it at that. He was already keeping enough secrets. He didn’t need more to add to his collection.
            And yet, his curiosity was too big to contain. Holmes had told him that Moriarty had gathered a vast network of contacts in
            high places—and low ones, come to that—and knew how to put pressure on them to get what he wanted. But what did he want?
         

         
         “What exactly are you investigating him for? I mean . . . what’s he trying to do?”

         
         Now it was Mr. Eagle’s turn to cast a furtive glance around. He blew out an icy cloud of breath.

         
         “Well, that’s the tricky part,” he admitted. “We don’t know exactly. We know he started out as a brilliant mathematician,
            with a very bright academic future. At some point, he seems to have convinced himself that his talent for calculation and
            analysis could be used in service of larger ambitions. He began offering his services to the government and the military at
            the same time he was doing deals with the criminal underworld.”
         

         
         Arthur thought of the two men in military dress he had seen sitting with Moriarty earlier that evening.

         
         “We were asked to follow his movements,” Mr. Eagle went on, “after rumblings made it across the Atlantic that he was trying to insert his people at the highest levels of American government. But his network seems to be impenetrable. Every time we close in on a contact, they disappear or die mysteriously.” 

         
         “Or not so mysteriously,” Arthur said.

         
         “Quite so. Our trail went cold. That’s why we asked Irene to keep an eye on Jimmie.”

         
         “Whatever Mr. Moriarty is doing, Jimmie isn’t a part of it,” Arthur said firmly.

         
         “We agree,” Mr. Eagle replied. “And again, I apologize for putting you in such a position. Lies can be destructive but, in
            my line of work, you come to understand that they can be necessary, too.”
         

         
         Arthur wanted to tell Mr. Eagle that he already understood this—all too well. The man was studying him with concern. Would
            his spy training allow him to read into Arthur’s discomfort?
         

         
         “So you’re no closer to figuring out what he’s up to,” Arthur said before Mr. Eagle could speak again.

         
         “At the moment, it appears he isn’t up to anything.” Creases appeared between the man’s brows. “On the contrary, he has recently
            been performing his role of upstanding citizen quite convincingly. Too convincingly, some might say.”
         

         
         “You think he’s planning something?”

         
         “I know it,” Mr. Eagle replied, sounding worried. “During my time in America, I was caught in several hurricanes, and this
            feeling reminds me of those times. It is the calm at the center of the storm—”
         

         
         Before Mr. Eagle could finish, both he and Arthur saw two shadowy figures break through the tree line. They were headed toward the manor’s circular driveway, where several carriages were waiting to take party guests back to the village of Little Bigsby, or on to wherever they were staying the night. 

         
         As they reached the gravel drive, the two men were illuminated by the carriage lamps. One wore a coat adorned with military
            medals that glinted in the starlight. The other—recognizable by his stooped shoulders and sunken features—was Mr. Moriarty.
         

         
         “Speak of the devil,” Mr. Eagle murmured.

         
         The men didn’t seem to notice that they were being watched, so Arthur and Mr. Eagle stayed quite still until the pair had
            each climbed into their own carriage and the vehicles began to clatter down the drive.
         

         
         Mr. Eagle opened his mouth to speak, but once again, he was interrupted by the sight of another figure stepping out of the
            woods, followed by the sound of two low whistles.
         

         
         “Seems like there’s another party going on,” Arthur said.

         
         To his surprise, Mr. Eagle replied with two whistles of his own. The figure drew nearer, and Mr. Eagle set off toward it,
            leaving Arthur alone at the manor threshold. He hesitated only a moment before following Mr. Eagle down the stairs and around
            the side of the balustrade, where the figure waited in shadow.
         

         
         “Hattie?” Mr. Eagle whispered.

         
         “It’s me,” the figure said. “Oh, and hello, Arthur.”

         
         She looked up, and Arthur saw it was Mrs. Eagle. She was no longer wearing her elaborate opera costume. Instead, she was in
            a simple brown dress that made her difficult to see in the darkness.
         

         
         “H-hello, Mrs. Eagle.”

         
         “Arthur and I were just discussing matters,” Mr. Eagle explained. “He understands the need for secrecy. I’m confident Irene will be safe with him.” 

         
         “Good,” Mrs. Eagle replied. “Because we must be off to London at once.”

         
         Belatedly, Arthur understood three things: First, Mrs. Eagle had followed Moriarty and the other man into the woods. Second,
            camouflaged in her brown dress, she had eavesdropped on them as they spoke. And third, whatever she heard them say had convinced
            her that Moriarty’s next move was taking him to London . . . where the Eagles would soon follow.
         

         
         It was on the tip of Arthur
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