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Prologue: The Stone of Bright Ideas
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Three years before the morning the children opened the globe, on a rainy afternoon when the manor's chimneys moaned in the wind and the hall clocks ticked louder than anyone wanted to admit, their mother gathered them in the second-floor sitting room and told them about the Sunstone.

She had drawn the curtains halfway, so that the light came through the gaps in long white bars across the rug. Finn was five. He sat on the floor with his knees folded under him, holding a wooden horse whose tail he had been chewing absentmindedly. Clara, seven, had a scrap of charcoal already smudged on her thumb. Leo, eight, leaned against the side of the chesterfield with his arms crossed and a careful expression he had been practicing in mirrors that month.

"There is a story," their mother said, "that has been in this family for a very long time. It is not in any of the books."

"Is it scary?" Finn asked.

"No, my love. Not scary. Strange, perhaps. The way a quiet room is strange when you know someone has just left it."

"Is it real?"

She considered him for a long moment. The wind pushed against the window as if trying to lean in and listen. "I don't know. That is part of what makes it a good story."

Leo did not move from his chesterfield. He was watching her, the way he watched the gardener fix a clock, with the small frown that meant he was looking for the trick. "Tell us anyway," he said.

She did.

It went like this. Long ago, before the family had this house, before there were trains or steam engines or even the lamps that hung in the corridors, a man called Atherton had built a tower on the highest hill in his land. He was not a king or a soldier. He had no army and no claim to any title beyond the one he had bought. He was a thinker, was what he was, and the thing he wanted more than anything else in the world was to understand how the parts of the world fit together.

He read every book he could find. He paid scholars to come and argue with him. He set up tables in his fields and watched the way the morning frost crept across the grass. And one summer, working late by the light of three candles in the upper room of his tower, he found something. Or made something. Or, depending on which great-aunt told the story, both.

It was a stone.

It was small, no bigger than a hen's egg, smooth, a little warm in the hand the way a stone left in the sun is warm even after dusk. From a distance it looked plain. Nothing at all. The kind of stone you might pass over a hundred times in a riverbed.

But if you held it, the story said, you began to see things.

Not visions. Not magic in the wand-and-cape sense. Something much quieter than that. Connections. The way one idea bumped against another and made a third. The way a problem you had been turning over for weeks, like a knot you could not untie, loosened in your hands almost without your noticing. The Sunstone did not give brilliance. It revealed the brilliance you already had and could not see for yourself, the way a still pond shows you your own face when the wind dies down.

Atherton did not write down what he learned with it. He did not tell his rivals or even his friends. He hid the stone in a place he had built carefully, and he hid the directions to that place in another place, and he hid the directions to that place in a third place, and so on, in a chain that went on for a long time, because he believed, or so the story went, that the stone could only do its work for someone who had earned the journey to find it.

"Where is it now?" Clara asked, very quiet, the way she asked things when she was already drawing them in her head.

Mama smiled. "Somewhere," she said.

"Here?" Finn asked.

"Perhaps."

"On our land?"

"Perhaps," she said again. The light through the curtain had moved without anyone noticing. The bars on the rug were narrower now and slanted differently. "Or perhaps it is only a story. Stories are useful even when they are only stories. They tell us what we wish were true, which is sometimes more important than what is."

Finn frowned. He did not like this part. "But if it's real," he said, "and we found it, then we'd have it."

"You would," she agreed.

"And it would help us think of things."

"It would, the story says, help you see the things you are already thinking but cannot quite catch."

"That sounds the same."

"It is not the same, my love. It is different in a way you will understand when you are older."

Finn looked at his wooden horse. He turned it over in his hand and considered, very gravely, whether to put the tail back in his mouth. He decided against it. "All right," he said.

Leo had not asked anything. He was still watching his mother. After a moment he said, "Why are you telling us this now?"

She did not answer at once. The candles she had not bothered to light were still cold on the mantel. The clock in the hall struck four.

"Because I told myself," she said, "that I would tell you when you were old enough to keep a secret. And because every other child in this family has been told it by the time they were your age. And because, sometimes, I think your father and I have been too careful with you. We have made the world here very calm. Very ordered. Children need stories that are not calm. They need stories that ask something of them."

"What does this story ask of us?" Leo said.

"Nothing you have to answer today."

After supper, Finn forgot. Or seemed to. He chased a beetle across the gravel until dark and then asked to be carried to bed. Clara remembered. She drew the stone, over and over, in the back of her sketchbook, in different shapes, and she liked best the version where it was smooth as a river-stone and the size of a small heart. Leo did not draw. He went up to the library, alone, and ran his finger along the shelves of the family histories, and he asked himself what he would have done in Atherton's place. He thought he would have written the directions down. He thought he would not have trusted anyone to find them by going.

Years passed. Their mother stopped telling stories in the second-floor sitting room because she was often away, and then because she was often unwell, and then because the curtains in that room were drawn and stayed drawn for a long time. By the time Leo was eleven, he could not have repeated her story word for word if you had asked him to. He could only repeat the shape of it, and the shape was this. Somewhere on this land, perhaps, there was something that had been waiting for them, and they had not yet thought to look.

This is the story of the morning they began.
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Chapter 1: The Whispering Globe
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The morning the children opened the globe, the household was already strange.

It was not strange in any way a stranger would have noticed. Breakfast had been laid in the green room as usual, three places of porcelain on a long mahogany table that could have seated twenty. The toast was warm under a silver dome. The marmalade was the bitter kind that only Leo liked. A hothouse pear had been quartered for Finn, and Mrs. Penberthy, the housekeeper, had pinned a small arrangement of greenhouse violets next to Clara's plate because she was the only one of the children who could be trusted not to eat them.

The strangeness was more in the quiet. Their father had left for London on the early train, as he often did now, and their mother had not come down. The two empty chairs at the head of the table looked larger than usual, like furniture that did not know what to do with itself.

"She isn't coming," Finn said, around a piece of pear.

"Don't say it like that," Clara said.

"Like what?"

"Like she'll never come."

"I didn't mean that. I meant for breakfast."

"Then say breakfast."

Leo did not look up from his book, which was a thick volume on Phoenician maritime trade he had taken from his father's study without strictly being given permission. He turned a page very neatly, the way one turns a page when one is listening to something one would rather not hear discussed. "She is reading," he said. "Mrs. Penberthy said so an hour ago."

"How did you know to ask Mrs. Penberthy an hour ago?"

"I asked her the night before."

Clara set down her toast. "You asked her at night?"

"It saves time in the morning."

Finn considered this. Finn considered most things while in motion, but on the rare occasions he sat still, he could be observed actually thinking, his small face going still in a way that was unsettling because it was not at all his usual face. "Is she sad?" he asked.

Leo did not answer at once.

The two empty chairs at the head of the table seemed to draw all the air in the room toward them. Outside, somewhere on the south lawn, a peacock made the loud, hollow, almost human cry the peacocks made when they were bored. The grandfather clock in the hall chimed nine.

"She is tired," Leo said, finally. "There is a difference."

Clara did not believe this and Leo knew it and Clara knew Leo knew it, but no one said anything else. Finn finished his pear. They got up, all three of them, in roughly the same minute, as if there were a string between them, and they walked out into the long corridor and turned, all three of them, toward the library, because that was where they went on mornings when they did not know what else to do.

This was the morning, although they did not know it yet, when everything began.

Their tutor, Mr. Halloran, had given them the morning off. He had given them the morning off, in fact, every day for the past week, with a small embarrassed look that suggested he had been instructed to give them mornings off without being told why. Leo found this interesting. He had begun a private list of small changes in the household, which he kept in a pocket notebook in pencil so he could erase entries if he proved himself wrong. The list had eleven entries on it. None of them were alarming on their own. Together they made a shape he could not yet name.

Mrs. Penberthy, who saw the list when Leo left it on the dining table beside his half-eaten egg one morning, had read all eleven entries while pretending to gather plates, and had returned the notebook to exactly the angle she had found it. She had not mentioned this to anyone. She had not, in particular, mentioned it to Leo. She did not need to. Some shapes belong to the children working them out. A good housekeeper, in Mrs. Penberthy's view, was a sort of weather. One was present without being commented on.

Clara did not keep a list. Clara felt the changes as a quality of the light. The dining room light, in particular, had shifted in some way she could not put words to. There was a reluctance to it.

Finn felt the changes the way an animal feels weather. He was, at eight, mostly unable to articulate why he had taken to climbing trees again, or why he had begun, after a year of not doing it, to wake up at night and slip down the corridor to listen at his parents' door. He simply did. The doing of it was its own logic.

So when, that afternoon, the three of them found themselves in the library without having spoken about going there, it was because they had been drifting toward the library for several days. The library was a place where the shape Leo could not name was easier to bear, because the room itself was older than any of their problems and was not impressed by them.

The library was on the south side of the manor.

"Eight thousand books," Clara said, the way she sometimes said it when she was looking at the shelves.

"Eight thousand and seven," Leo said.

"That is a particular number."

"I counted."

"When."

"When I was nine."

"Why."

"Because the housekeeper said it was eight thousand and I wanted to know if it was actually eight thousand."

"And it was eight thousand and seven."

"Approximately."

The room had been built, originally, as the manor's banqueting hall. Then a music room for a generation. Then, when their great-grandfather had retired from a public life he had not much cared for, he had had the floor relaid and eight thousand books fitted to the walls. He had not lived to see the final shelf finished. The last shelf had been built by their grandfather, who had not, by family account, ever read a single book in it.

Their father read in the library. He read there in the evenings, in the corner armchair by the western window, and the children had grown up tiptoeing past the door. Their mother had read in the library when she had been well. The chair she had used was a smaller chair on the eastern side, by the window that faced the lawn, and the chair had not been moved or used in two years.

The chair was still empty.

Leo glanced at it as they came in. He always did. He had never decided whether he glanced at it because he wished it were not empty, or because he wished to be reminded that he had not yet stopped wishing it were not empty. The two were not the same. He thought, walking past it that morning, that he might one day be old enough to know the difference, and that he was not yet that old.

Clara walked past the chair without looking at it. She had a different way of dealing with the chair. She had begun, the previous spring, to sit in it herself, very briefly, on Sunday afternoons when she could be sure no one would interrupt her. She had not told anyone. She did not draw in the chair. She simply sat there, with her hands folded in her lap, for five minutes at a time, the way one sat with a friend who could not currently speak.

Finn did not sit in the chair. Finn did not glance at the chair. Finn walked past the chair as if there were no chair in the library at all. This was, Leo had begun to understand, Finn's particular way of carrying it. Finn's grief, like Finn himself, was not where one expected to find it. It was always somewhere a little above or to the side, and if one looked for it directly, one missed it.

The three of them came into the library, that morning, in the particular configuration they had been coming into the library for two years. Leo to the long oak table. Clara to the window seat. Finn to whatever space remained.

The library let them in, the way the library had always let them in.

Leo went to the long oak table where his book on Phoenician maritime trade lay open at the right page, and bent over the atlas spread beside it.

Clara, on the window seat, had her sketchbook out within a moment.

"Are you drawing the griffin again," Finn asked.

"The one with the chipped beak."

"You have drawn it before."

"I have drawn it many times."

"Why."

"Because the beak is interesting."

"It is chipped."

"That is the interesting part."

Finn considered this. He had not yet found the activity that would occupy him. He stacked three oversized dictionaries on his head and attempted to walk in a straight line to the eastern bookcase.

The first dictionary fell after four steps.

"Ow," Finn said.

"You all right," Clara said, without looking up.

"My foot."

"Will you live."

"I will live."

He stacked them again.

Leo turned a page. The library was quiet for a long minute.

"What are you reading?" Clara asked from the window seat.

"Phoenician trade routes."

"Are they exciting?"

"They are routes. Some go to Tyre."

"Tyre," Finn said, from under the dictionaries. "That sounds like a wheel."

"It is a city, Finn."

"Then they should not have called it that."

Leo did not answer. His eye had drifted to a corner of the library that was seldom disturbed. Behind a heavy velvet curtain, partly obscured by a grandfather clock that had long since ceased to tick, stood the old globe. It had been there longer than any of them had been alive.

"Clara," he said.

"What."

"The globe."

She turned. "What about it."

"Have we ever moved it."

"No."

"Has anyone else."

Clara considered. "Mrs. Penberthy dusts it. Or used to. The dust is back."

"Yes."

Finn, who was now lying on his back on the rug with the dictionaries beside him, said, "You sound like you have noticed something."

"I have not yet."

"You have. You always sound like that when you have."

Leo did not answer.

The globe was in shadow. The grandfather clock in front of it had grown a small dust beard along its top edge that no one had wiped away in months. The velvet curtain behind the globe had been drawn at one corner where the curtain rod, decades ago, had given out. The afternoon light from the southern window fell only as far as the edge of the rug. The globe itself was outside the light. A thin pale stripe of cold winter sun had crept through a high transom and was lying, only that morning, on the curve of one painted ocean.

Leo did not see anything that struck him at once. He simply looked. The looking, when one does not yet know what one is looking for, is sometimes how one looks for the first time.

The antique globe stood in its corner the way it had always stood. It was nearly as tall as Finn, on a carved stand of sea serpents and constellations. The continents had been painted in deep blue and earthy green a long time ago, with krakens and mermaids in the seas. For most of the children's lives, the globe had simply been the globe.

"How old is it," Clara said, from the window seat.

"Three hundred years," Leo said, without looking up.

"You know that."

"Father told me."

"Mama said it was older."

"Mama exaggerates."

"Mama exaggerates by about ten percent. She said four hundred. So it is probably three hundred sixty."

Leo looked up. "That is a useful kind of exaggeration."

"Yes."

Today, something about it caught Clara's eye.

She shifted on the window seat. Her gaze, more by habit than by intention, swept across the surface of the globe.

"Leo," she said.

"Mmm."

"There is a line on the globe."

"There are many lines on the globe."

"Not those."

"Then which."

"A line that is not a longitude or a latitude."

"How sure are you."

"Sure."

She had been sketching the details of a forgotten explorer's ship, its sails tattered and its hull weathered. Her eyes had idly scanned the globe for geographical inspiration. They had stopped on a line that had nothing to do with geography.

"Show me," Leo said, getting up.

She did not raise her voice. She did not need to. Clara had always called Leo over the way one calls a person across a quiet room, by tone rather than volume.

Leo set down his book and went to her.

"This line," Clara said, pointing with the tip of her charcoal. "Between the Dragon's Teeth shoals and the Isle of Whispers. It is wrong."

"How wrong."

"Too straight. Too deliberate."

"Show me."

She traced it. "There."

Leo bent close. He followed the line with his finger. Clara was right. It was not a crack and it was not an old varnish line. It was too straight to be either. It enclosed, when one followed it the whole way around, a roughly circular patch of painted ocean.

"It might be a repair," he said.

"It is not a repair."

"How are you sure."

"A repair would be sloppier. This is too clean."

"All right."

Finn slid the dictionaries off his head. They thudded into the rug. He came over.

"What."

"A line on the globe."

"What kind."

"Not the kind that is supposed to be there."

"A door."

"It is not a door, Finn."

"It could be a door."

Leo went around the globe slowly. He tapped at the wood. He listened. He pressed at the area Clara had pointed out, and then at the area beside it, and then at the area below it. The globe held.

Clara had been looking at the painted creatures around the line. She crouched.

"Leo."

"Yes."

"The kraken."

"What about it."

"Its eye is on the line."

Leo looked. The kraken had eight tentacles and one beady eye, and the eye, when one looked properly, was fixed exactly at the point Clara had first noticed.

"That is not a coincidence," he said.

"No."

Finn, impatient with their slow, careful investigation, decided to try his own way.

"Move," he said.

"Finn."

"Move. Both of you."

"Why."

"I want to try."

"Try what."

"Spinning it."

"You cannot spin a globe to find a panel."

"You can spin a part of a globe."

"Finn, that is not how panels work."

"Move, Leo."

Leo and Clara, after a glance, moved.

Finn was not looking for subtle seams. He was looking for something that moved. His fingers, nimble and strong from years of climbing trees and wrestling with his siblings, explored the surface. He found a particularly elaborate depiction of a whirlpool, and with a surge of childish ingenuity, he decided to try and spin it. He gripped the painted water and gave a firm twist.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then, with a soft, almost inaudible click, the section of the globe that Clara had pointed out, the very area delineated by the strange line, shifted. It didn't fall off; it recessed slightly, revealing a thin, dark opening, no wider than a sliver of moonlight.

Leo and Clara gasped. Finn, startled by his own success, jumped back, a wide grin spreading across his face.

For a moment, none of them said anything.

This was unusual. Among the three of them, silence was the rarest substance.

"Did that just happen," Finn said.

"Yes," Clara said.

"The wall moved."

"It was not a wall."

"The globe moved."

"Part of it."

"Part of it moved."

Leo, who was the most analytical of the three of them and who had not yet spoken, said, "All right."

"That is all you have."

"For the moment."

Clara realized that her hand was pressed against her own mouth and lowered it. She felt that if she did not lower it deliberately, it would stay there.

Finn, alone among them, was not quiet inside. Finn was a bell that had been struck. He felt the ringing in his teeth.

"All right," Leo said, after what may have been ten seconds and may have been a minute. "All right. Let us be careful."

"I am being careful."

"You jumped backward, Finn."

"I jumped backward into the rug. The rug is fine."

"All right."

Clara crouched down beside the globe. She did not yet touch the opening. She put her face very close to it, until she could feel the small movement of cool air from inside, the air that had been shut up in there for who knew how long, escaping at last. It smelled of dust and something else, faint and dry, like an herb a long way from being a herb anymore.

"Whatever is in there," she said, "is old."

"How old?"

"Older than anyone in this house."

Leo looked at her, then at the globe. He thought of his mother in the second-floor sitting room and the curtains that had been drawn for so long, and he thought of the story she had told them when Finn was five and could not yet sit still, the story she had said was strange the way a quiet room is strange when someone has just left it.

He had not thought of that story in a long time.

He thought of it now.

"I did it," Finn said. "Look at this. I found a door. There is a door in the side."

The opening was small. It was, as far as Clara could tell, a perfectly fitted panel that had been cut to follow the line of a sea creature.

"It opened by the kraken's eye," she said.

"Yes," Leo said.

"That cannot be a coincidence."

"It cannot."

"Someone made this on purpose."

"Yes."

"A long time ago."

"A long time ago."

Leo knelt beside her and put his face close to the opening.

"It is too small to see in."

"Yes."

"And too small to fit a hand."

"Yes."

"What is in there."

"Something dark."

"Something dark and metallic."

"Yes."

He sat back on his heels.

"Whoever made this," Leo said, "did not want it found by accident."

"No."

"They did not want it found by anyone who was not looking very carefully."

"You were looking carefully."

"I was."

"That is why we found it."

"It is like a puzzle," Leo said. "Everything fits. The line. The kraken. Even the whirlpool Finn spun."

Finn put his hand toward the opening.

"Finn."

"What."

"Slowly."

"I am being slow."

"You are not."

"All right."

Leo took out the small folding penknife he kept, mostly for show, in his pocket.

The globe was no longer furniture. None of them said so. Clara was kneeling. Leo was kneeling. Finn had managed not to interrupt for nearly a minute, which was the longest he had managed all morning. They looked at the small dark slot the panel had revealed, and then at one another, and then back at the slot. The library, which had been the same library all their lives, was suddenly a different one.

The air that came out of the globe smelled of old paper.

"Smell that," Finn said.

"I am."

"Old paper."

"And dried herbs."

"Herbs."

"Maybe."

Leo, with the tip of his penknife, pried the panel further open. Clara reached in.

"Slow," Leo said.

"I am being slow."

She drew out a tightly rolled cylinder. Parchment, brittle with age, cool and dry against her skin. She unrolled it with utmost care.

"Look at the color," she said.

"Like aged vellum."

"Like a thing that has been waiting."

"For what."

Clara did not answer. She was already studying the marks on the surface.

On its surface, lines of ink traced what appeared to be a map.

"That is not a map of anywhere," Finn said, immediately.

"Wait."

"It is not."

"How do you know."

"The coastlines are wrong."

"All right."

"They are too curly."

"They are stylized."

"They are wrong."

Leo did not, in fact, dispute this. The coastlines flowed and eddied like liquid. Mountains rose in jagged peaks drawn with delicate curving lines. Forests were rendered as clusters of stylized trees, their leaves like tiny inked confetti. Rivers snaked in elegant meanders.

"There are creatures," Clara said.

"What kind."

"A multi-limbed thing on a rock. A cluster of glowing orbs above a dark opening. Something that looks like a sundial with too many rings."

"Are these on Earth."

"Probably not on this Earth."

Leo bent over the symbols.

"Are they letters," Clara said.

"I do not know."

"From what."

"From nothing I have seen. They are not Greek. They are not Latin. They are not the Egyptian symbols Father has in his study."

"What are they then."

"I do not know," Leo said again. He took out his notebook and began to copy them. He drew the coiled serpent with its extra loops, and the nine-pointed starburst, and the triangle of dots that looked like a constellation he could not place. He drew them quickly, in case the light changed.

Clara was looking at the parchment as a whole, in the way Clara looked at things.

"Leo."

"Yes."

"It is one drawing."

"It is a map."

"It is one drawing made to look like a map. The lines are too careful. Look how the rivers are shaded. Look how the trees are not all the same kind of tree."

Leo looked.

"All right."

"Whoever drew this was not making a map. They were making a picture of a place."

"A real place."

"I do not know yet."

Finn jabbed at a cluster of swirling lines.

"That is our oak."

"Finn."

"The big one. By the east garden."

"That is a stylized tree."

"It is gnarled the same way."

"Finn, all gnarled trees look gnarled the same way."

"They do not. Look at it."

Leo looked. Clara looked. Finn was right that the gnarl in the drawing curled the same way the gnarl in the east-garden oak curled, which was a thing Finn knew because he had climbed the east-garden oak more times than either of them had counted. The drawing was not a tree in general. It was that tree.

"That is our maze," Finn said, finger moving on. "It is just wobbly."

"All right."

"And that bumpy bit. That is the south roof. From the upper window. It bumps in the same places."

Leo and Clara looked at one another.

"All right," Leo said. "You are onto something."

Finn beamed.

"It is not a map of where things are. It is a picture of where we live."

"Yes."

"A picture made by someone who knew the grounds well enough to draw the curl in the gnarl."

Clara, meanwhile, had her finger near a small clean circle on the edge of the parchment.

"Leo."

"Yes."

"This is too clean to be ink."

"It is a circle."

"It is a hole, almost. A place a thing fits into."

"All right."

Finn, who had been quiet for almost a minute, said, "That looks like the old well."

"Where."

He pointed. The drawing was a spiral descending into shadow. The old well in the abandoned stable yard was overgrown now, but the stone shaft of it went down and down in the same particular curve.

"All right," Leo said again.

Leo ran his finger across the parchment again. He did not say anything for a moment.

"Well?" Clara said.

"It is not a map."

"It is shaped like a map."

"It is not only a map."

Finn, who had been silent for nearly a minute, leaned in. "Is the oak tree really our oak tree."

"I do not know."

"It looks like our oak tree."

"I know."

"Then why are you not certain."

Leo looked up at the two of them. "Because someone made this carefully. They put it inside a globe. Whoever they were, they were not telling us where things are. They were telling us how to look."

Clara said, "That is more interesting than a map."

"Yes."

Leo's eye caught a smaller piece of script near a dense cluster of stylized trees, almost hidden among them.

"There is writing."

"Where."

"Here. Inside the trees."

Clara moved her sketchbook aside. Finn squeezed between them.

Leo read it twice before he spoke.

"It says Sunstone."

"What."

"Sunstone. The word is here."

"Read it out."

"Here lies the path to the Sunstone story, where brilliance ignites and inspiration takes flight."

He looked up.

"Mama," Clara said.

"Yes."

"Mama told us about it."

"She did."

"The Stone of Bright Ideas. That was what she called it the first time."

"I remember."

"And she said," Clara was looking at the inscription now, not at Leo, "that it did not give you ideas. It made you see the ones you already had."

"That is what she said."

Finn, who had been about to bounce, did not bounce.

"The story," he said. "The horse afternoon. The candles she did not bother to light."

"Yes."

"That story is on the paper."

"Yes."

Leo did not say anything for a moment.

"Mama said it was a story," he said.

"She did."

"Stories are not usually inside globes."

"No."

"And the people in stories do not usually go to the trouble of building panels."

"No."

"But Leo," Clara said. "Someone hid this. Someone took the trouble of building a panel into a globe. People do not do that for fairy tales."

"They might."

"They might. They mostly do not."

"All right."

"And the Sunstone is in here, Leo. Mama said it was a story. The story is in here, on the paper."

"That does not mean the stone is real."

"It means the story is older than Mama."

Leo did not answer that immediately. Clara had her hands flat on the table. They had gone, she registered, slightly cold. She did not always know what her hands meant when they did that. They had been right before.

"A kernel of truth can be very small, Clara."

"It is still a kernel."

"A great deal of effort can be expended on maintaining a myth."

"And on hiding one. Inside a globe."

Leo smiled, despite himself. "You are not going to let me have this, are you."

"No."

Finn, who was not finished with the question of what the stone looked like, said, "Mama said it was warm."

"Yes."

"Warm is not a color."

"No."

"It could be brown."

"It could."

"Or the color of toast."

"Possibly."

"Or fire."

"Finn, you are listing warm things. That is not the same as a description."

"It is a start."

"It is, in fact, a start."

Leo, who had been only half-listening, looked up.

"Finn."

"Yes."

"That was useful."

Finn looked startled. He was not, generally, told that things he said were useful. He decided to enjoy this and not investigate it further.

Clara had her sketchbook open. She had drawn the Sunstone three times in three different shapes. She had not settled on one.

"It mentions a path," Leo said, finger on the inscription.

"Where does the path begin."

"Here. The drawing is a picture of where we live. The path begins where we live."

"All right."

Finn was already running his finger across the parchment, picking out shapes. The oak. The maze. The south roof. The well. He stopped at a cluster of dots near the center.

"What are these."

"I cannot tell."

"They look like fire."

"Fire flowers," Clara said, drily.

"Yes. Fire flowers."

Leo did not laugh, but he did not entirely manage not to. "All right."

"What is the next thing."

"The next thing is that we look on the grounds."

"When."

"Tomorrow morning."

"Why not today."

"Because today we have to roll this paper back up and put it where Mrs. Penberthy will not find it."

"All right."

"And we are not telling Mother."

Clara looked at him.

"Not yet," Leo said. "Not until we have something true to tell her. She has had enough things told her this year that turned out not to be true."

Clara did not argue. Finn, who had opened his mouth to argue, closed it.

"All right," Finn said.

"All right," Clara said.

"Sunstone," Clara said.

"Yes."

"Mama used to say it."

"I remember."

"In the second-floor sitting room."

"With the curtains."

"With the curtains."

Finn looked between them. "What did Mama say."

"That there was a stone. That it gave you ideas."

"What kind."

"All of them. Or none. We never quite worked it out."

Leo picked up the parchment and read the inscription again.

"Where brilliance ignites and inspiration takes flight."

"That is the kind of sentence Mama would say," Clara said.

"It is."

It was not, Leo would have insisted, anything dramatic. It was simply that the three of them were in the library differently than they had been an hour ago.

None of them spoke for a long moment after Leo finished reading the inscription. The library was very quiet. The grandfather clock in the hall, two rooms over, ticked the way it had been ticking all their lives. But the room around them had changed in some small particular way. They had a thing to do now. They were not yet sure what the thing was. They were sure it was theirs.

“We have to find it,” Finn said, his voice barely above a whisper, as if the very act of speaking too loudly might break something he could not see. His eyes, usually darting around the room with restless energy, were now fixed with unwavering intensity on the parchment spread before them. The dappled sunlight filtering through the stained-glass windows cast an almost thin and pale glow upon the lines and curious symbols, transforming the library into the starting point of an epic adventure. The thought of a stone that could spark brilliant ideas, that could unlock secrets and fuel imagination, was an irresistible siren song to his young mind. He pictured himself, not just building the best treehouse, but designing entire castles, orchestrating grand adventures, and perhaps even inventing a new kind of flying machine. The Sunstone represented an immediate shortcut to all his wildest dreams.

Clara, her sketchpad clutched to her chest, nodded in agreement. The inscription, "where brilliance ignites and inspiration takes flight," echoed the very essence of what her drawings had always tried to capture, the moment a thing she imagined first appeared on paper.

Leo adjusted his spectacles and surveyed the parchment with a critical eye. While the romantic notion of the Sunstone appealed to his interest, his mind was already cataloging the practical challenges. “A quest,” he said, his voice a low rumble, “implies a journey. And this map, as intriguing as it is, doesn’t exactly come with a compass or a detailed itinerary. We need to be systematic about this.” He tapped a finger against the parchment, indicating a series of swirling lines that seemed to represent a dense forest. “These symbols, they’re unlike anything I’ve seen in any cartographic records. We need to cross-reference them, to see if they correspond to anything we know.” His skepticism was a well-worn cloak, but beneath it, a spark of genuine excitement had been kindled. The sheer complexity of the map, the layers of hidden meaning, presented a puzzle that he found incredibly compelling. The Sunstone, if it existed, was just one piece of a much larger, far more enigma.

But before any deciphering could truly begin, the practicalities of their undertaking dawned on them. An adventure of this magnitude, even one starting within the confines of their sprawling estate, required preparation. “We’ll need supplies,” Leo announced, his gaze sweeping across the room, as if assessing the library’s inventory for potential expedition gear. “Notebooks, of course, for recording observations and potential translations. Clara, your sketchpad will be invaluable for documenting the symbols and any, unique flora or fauna we encounter. Magnifying glasses will be essential for deciphering the finer details of the map. And we’ll need sturdy shoes. This is not going to be a stroll through the rose garden.” He envisioned them navigating overgrown paths, perhaps even a hidden grotto, and the need for practical footwear was paramount. The thrill of the unknown was sharp, but a grounded approach was necessary to ensure their safety.

Finn, practically vibrating with anticipation, was already on his feet, his eyes scanning the bookshelves. “I’ll get the big magnifying glass from Father’s desk!” he said, already picturing himself as a seasoned explorer, peering through his trusty lens at ancient ruins and cryptic clues. He imagined the weight of a rucksack on his shoulders, filled with provisions and essential tools, a true adventurer ready to face any challenge. His mind was already conjuring images of dense foliage, winding trails, and perhaps even a hidden waterfall, all waiting to be discovered within the familiar grounds of Atherton Manor. The prospect of embarking on such a secret mission, a real-life treasure hunt, was the ultimate childhood fantasy come to life.

Clara, meanwhile, was already gathering her art supplies, her movements precise and deliberate. “And charcoal pencils,” she added, her voice thoughtful. “And maybe some watercolors, in case we find a particularly vibrant patch of moss or an unusual flower.” She envisioned them as a team of intrepid naturalists and cartographers, meticulously documenting every aspect of their expedition. The idea of capturing the essence of this unknown landscape, of bringing its wonders to life through her art, was as exciting as the prospect of finding the Sunstone itself. She saw her sketchbook as a careful record, a testament to their courage and discovery.

Leo placed the brittle parchment back into its protective sleeve. "It is somewhere on the grounds," he said. "It would not have been hidden in our globe if it were not. We start here."

"We do not tell Father yet," Leo said.

Clara looked up sharply. "Yet?"

"Until we know what we have."

Finn pressed both hands flat on the table. "And Mother?"

Leo did not answer quickly enough.

Clara closed the parchment. "Not Mother either. Not until we can bring her something true."

Finn looked at her. "Why not Mother first."

"Because Mother does not need to be told a thing that turns out to be nothing."

"It is not nothing."

"We do not know that yet."

Finn considered this. He was not, by nature, a child who liked secrets. He was, by nature, a child who liked telling people things at the volume of telling people things. He sat with this objection for a moment.

"All right," he said, finally. "But if we find anything real, we tell her first. Not Father. Mother."

Clara nodded. "Mother first."

Leo, who had not yet decided about that, said nothing.

Clara nodded, her eyes gleaming with a mixture of excitement and a touch of apprehension. “It’s too important. We need to figure it out for ourselves first. If we tell them, they might just dismiss it as another one of Mama’s stories, or they might try to take over.” She imagined her parents, with their sensible, adult concerns, interfering with the magic of their discovery, perhaps even taking the map away altogether. This was their chance to prove their own capabilities, to embark on a journey of discovery that was entirely their own.

Leo, though he valued open communication, understood the need for discretion in this unique situation. “Finn is right,” he conceded, his voice firm. “For now, this remains between us. It will allow us to approach this with a clear mind, uninfluenced by external opinions. We can gather information, formulate theories, and make our own judgments. Once we have a more concrete understanding, we can decide how best to present our findings.” He felt a surge of pride in his younger siblings, seeing their shared commitment to this endeavor, their willingness to embrace the unknown with a mixture of excitement and caution. The Sunstone had already begun to foster a sense of unity and purpose that was new.

That night, none of them slept.

This was not for any dramatic reason. It was simply that, when each of them lay down in their own room and pulled their own blanket up to their own chin, they each found that the act of closing their eyes felt like an act of stopping, and they did not want to stop.

Clara pulled out her sketchbook and drew, by the small light of the candle she had been told twice that month not to keep at her bedside. She drew the globe, the way it had been when she first noticed the line. She drew the line. She drew the kraken's eye, which had been pointing all along. She drew the parchment, which she had not had the courage, in the library, to look at as long as she had wanted. She drew the symbol that looked like a sun, until her hand began to ache and the paper had taken on, in the candlelight, a faint warm color that she liked very much.

Leo did not draw. Leo wrote. He wrote a list of every fact he had collected in the library that afternoon, in the order he had collected them, with arrows where one fact had implied another. He wrote a list of questions, twenty-three of them, in three columns. He wrote a list of resources he would need.

"Magnifying glasses," he said, ticking it off. "Notebooks. Pencils. Twine."

He added, after some thought, an abacus, because he was not sure what would be required of them and he wanted to be ready for the unlikely.

He looked at his lists for a long time. Then he wrote, at the bottom of the page, one line.

"We must not tell Father," he said, half aloud, watching the words form.

He looked at the line for some time. Then he wrote, beneath it, We must not tell Mother either, until we are sure. He underlined this twice. He was uneasy with it. He left it.

Finn did neither.

Finn went to the window. He pushed it open as quietly as he could, which was not very quietly.

"Finn," came Clara's voice from down the corridor.

He froze.

"Go to sleep," she called.

"I am."

"You are climbing out the window."

"I am not."

"Finn."

"I am only opening it."

"Then close it."

He waited until Clara's footsteps had receded. Then he climbed out onto the roof of the conservatory below, which was, technically, a thing he had been forbidden to do since he was six.

He sat on the lead-flashed slope of the roof. The moon was a cold thin thing, like a coin held edge-on. The air smelled of cut grass and stone and the faint ammonia of the chickens in their distant coop. He breathed all of it in until his small chest could not hold any more.

Then, because he was Finn, he said the thing out loud.

"We're going to find it," he told the moon.

The moon, having not been spoken to in a long time, did not answer. But Finn was satisfied. He climbed back through his window and got into bed and was asleep, almost at once, with his shoes still on.

When morning came, all three of them came down to breakfast having had no sleep, and looking, between them, more awake than any of them had looked in weeks.

That morning at breakfast, Mrs. Penberthy noticed three things and decided to mention none of them.

The first thing she noticed was that all three of the children had eaten their toast, which they had not done together since some long-ago Sunday she could not now date. The second was that Finn's left shoe had a fresh streak of garden moss along the side, which suggested he had been on the south lawn before breakfast in his slippers. The third was that Master Leo was wearing the brown waistcoat his father had given him for his last birthday, and that the brown waistcoat had two pockets, and that the right pocket was sagging slightly with the weight of something it had not contained the day before.

She poured the second pot.

"Mrs. Penberthy," Leo said.

"Yes, Master Leo."

"We will be out today. After breakfast."

"Yes."

"All three of us."

"Yes."

"For some hours."

"Yes."

"You do not have to set lunch. We will not be in for it."

"All right."

"And we will probably be back at tea."

"All right."

"Probably."

"Probably is fine, Master Leo."

Finn looked up from his pear.

"Mrs. Penberthy."

"Yes, Master Finn."

"Could we have sandwiches."

"Yes."

"The kind that will survive a satchel."

She looked at him for a moment over the rim of her teacup.

"Yes."

"Not the soft kind."

"No."

"Apricot ones would be best."

"You will have what Cook gives you."

"All right."

Clara, who had been watching this exchange while spreading marmalade in a thin even layer over her toast, said, "Mrs. Penberthy."

"Yes, Miss Clara."

"Could the sandwiches be wrapped in paper rather than the cloth."

"Yes."

"It is for my sketchbook. The cloth marks the page."

"I will speak to Cook."

She did not ask. She poured the second pot. She set out the marmalade. She made a small mental note to mention to Cook, later, that the children might want sandwiches for the day, and to make them the kind that would survive a satchel.

She left the dining room, in the particular sideways way she had of leaving the dining room when she had decided that whatever was unfolding in it was best left to unfold without her, and she went down the corridor whistling under her breath. The children, behind her, did not hear the whistling. The children were busy.

That was, on the whole, as it should be.

"Notebooks," Leo said.

"Notebooks," Finn agreed.

"Pencils."

"How many pencils."

"Six."

"Six is too many."

"Six is the right number. Three of us. Two each. In case one breaks."

"All right."

"Clara's sketchpad."

"It is in there. I put it in there an hour ago."

"Magnifying glass."

"Magnifying glass."

"Twine."

"Why twine."

"In case we need to tie something."

"In case we need to tie what."

"In case."

"That is not a reason."

"It is the reason."

Clara, sitting in their father's empty chair, did not look up from her sketchbook. "Apricots."

Leo paused. "Apricots."

"Dried ones. The arctic-expedition kind."

"Right."

He pulled the flap closed and buckled it. He set the satchel on the table beside the parchment in its sleeve. They went to bed. The library, behind them, settled in the way the library always settled at evening, and the old globe in its corner waited.

After they had gone to bed, the library was quiet for a long time. The fire in the grate had burned down to embers. The marmalade jar Mrs. Penberthy had not yet cleared had crystallized at its rim. The clock in the hall struck eleven, and then twelve, and then one, and somewhere between the chimes Father came home from London in the carriage. The wheels on the gravel of the drive woke nothing in the house except the dog. The dog did not bark. The dog had been told, by Mrs. Penberthy, a long time ago, what the carriage sounded like.

Father went up the back stairs in his stockinged feet, with his shoes in one hand. He paused at the door of the second-floor sitting room. He listened. He went on.

In the morning, Leo was up before the breakfast bell.

Clara was up before Leo.

They met in the library, in their dressing gowns, on the rug they had been kneeling on the previous afternoon. The parchment in its sleeve was where Leo had left it. The satchel was where Leo had buckled it. Nothing had moved. Nothing had been disturbed.

"You are up early," Leo said.

"So are you."

"I did not sleep much."

"Neither did I."

"Did you draw it again."

"Once. Then I stopped."

"Why."

"Because I did not want to wear out the looking."

Leo did not entirely understand this and decided not to ask Clara to explain. Clara had a way of saying things that were more useful if one let them settle for a day.

Finn slid down the banister at half past seven. He did not slide down the banister most mornings. Most mornings he came down the way one was supposed to come down stairs. The banister was a sign that today was not most mornings.

"Are we going to the conservatory," Finn said, in the corridor outside the breakfast
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