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For Arlo Lark—may this be only the first of many shared adventures
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Epigraph

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

—SHERLOCK HOLMES
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All Aboard

ARTHUR CONAN DOYLE WAS NOT A BOY WHO missed much, even amid the morning bustle of Edinburgh’s brand-new Waverly train station. Not the headlines on the newspaper pinned beneath the arm of a passing businessman and not the flash of a nearby thief’s hand into the pocketbook of a lady about to climb into a first-class car.

And he certainly did not miss the thin man with the sallow, solemn face who was currently staring at him through the crowded station.

He had seen that face several times over the Christmas holiday gazing coldly at his shabby home from across the street. And now here was the man again, very clearly following Arthur and his family.

What did it mean?

“Arthur’s going to miss his train if we don’t hurry,” called Mrs. Doyle from several paces ahead. “Do keep up, Mary!”

Arthur glanced ahead at Mam for just an instant. But that was all the time it took for the man to melt back into the crowd. He disappeared, just as he’d done when Arthur had tried to confront him outside his home.

Arthur hadn’t time to go after the man now. Of all things, he was certainly not going to miss this train, which would take him back to Baskerville Hall!

Arthur turned to take his younger sister Mary’s hand. A moment before, Mary had been following him through the station, nipping at his heels.

But now she was gone.

Arthur’s eyes searched the platform. There were only three things that might have happened to Mary.

First, she could have gotten lost in the crowd. Arthur thought this unlikely, since she had been so close behind him only a moment ago.

Second, she might have been taken. By an accomplice of the sallow-faced man? This also seemed improbable, given how crowded the station was. Someone would have noticed and raised the alarm.

Third, she might have gone off by herself somewhere. In which case, where would his adventure-loving sister go?

His eyes shot to the nearest train.

“Mary, no!”

He ran toward it and lunged, reaching for his little sister’s waist just as she was about to sneak onto one of the cars. With a sigh, he pulled her from the train.

“It’s not fair!” Mary cried out as Arthur planted her feet back on the station floor. “You get to go on a train. Why can’t I?”

“Because you’re needed at home,” said their mam shortly, gripping Mary’s hand and tugging her along. “Which you might never have seen again if you’d managed to board a train headed to Timbuktu.”

A mournful whistle rang out ahead as they scurried alongside Mrs. Doyle.

“Here we are,” she called presently, her voice booming above the noise of the moving crowds and idling trains. She stopped under a sign that said Third Class Passengers, pulled Arthur into an embrace, then released him to his four sisters—five if you counted baby Constance—who batted him back and forth to say their goodbyes.

“Write to us often,” said Ann.

“And keep out of trouble,” added Catherine, shooting him a warning glance.

If they only knew, Arthur thought.

He hadn’t told his family half of what had happened in his first term at Baskerville Hall. They didn’t know that Dinah Grey, one of his professors, had been hiding an immortality machine at the school. And they certainly didn’t know about the baby pterodactyl Arthur had accidentally brought back to life, who even now was probably fluttering through the grounds of Baskerville Hall. Arthur felt a flurry of excitement. He couldn’t wait to return.

Baby Constance burbled her goodbye from Mrs. Doyle’s arms. Little Caroline was eyeing Arthur’s legs hungrily, looking for the best place to bite—her preferred way of showing affection. Mary was refusing to speak to Arthur, as he’d spoiled her escape plan.

“I’ll put in a good word for you at school,” he murmured in her ear. “So that when you’re old enough, maybe you can come, too.”

At this, Mary threw her arms around Arthur’s midsection and burst into tears.

“Arthur, dear, you really must go,” said his mam, prying Mary away and giving him a reluctant push toward the stairs. “But first—”

She produced a scarf from inside her coat, each of its squares knit in a different color of wool. Some of the squares were lumpier than others.

“We all worked together on it,” Mrs. Doyle said, looping it around his neck. “A late Christmas present.”

“So you don’t forget us!” Mary added.

“So you stay warm and don’t catch cold,” corrected Catherine.

“It’s wonderful,” Arthur said, grinning at his family. “Thank you.”

“All aboard!” cried a nearby voice.

Arthur scrambled up the steps and onto the train, waving to his mother and sisters as he found a seat on one of the hardbacked benches. The Doyles stood on the platform, waving at him. Mrs. Doyle’s eyes were shining with tears, and Arthur felt a tug of longing to share one more embrace with her—with all of them.

Then his heart gave a lurch. The train startled forward, leaving the other Doyles behind.

A new adventure had begun.

As the train moved through the station, Arthur scanned the crowds one last time, seeing no sign of the man who had been following them. That was a relief. But there was another face, too, he realized he had been looking for. A small part of him had hoped that his father might have changed his mind at the last minute and come to see him off.

Mr. Doyle had spent most of the holiday shut up in his study, claiming to have indigestion. But Arthur could smell the drink on him when they passed on the stairs.

His father would be no use at all in protecting the family from the sallow-faced man should he return. Arthur’s only comfort was that the man only ever seemed to be interested in spying on him, not his sisters or parents. But who was the man . . . and what did he want?

Maybe he’s working for the Green Knight.

Arthur still had more questions than answers about the mysterious figure who had appeared at Baskerville Hall last term. He didn’t know the Knight’s true identity, only that the man had wanted to steal Professor Grey’s immortality machine. Arthur, along with his friends, had just barely managed to stop him.

Sunlight flooded through the windows as they left the station and picked up steam. Arthur watched as the rows of worn cottages with their plumes of chimney smoke slowly turned to rolling farms and crystal sky. Two small children sitting across from him gasped as the sea unfurled to their east, sparkling under the sun. Arthur gazed through the cold glass, watching the waves crash and drain, crash and drain. The train rocked pleasantly. He decided that, while his first trip to Baskerville Hall in Headmaster Challenger’s airship had been a great adventure, the train was a much more relaxing way to travel—even if his share of the bench seemed to be getting smaller, while the mustachioed man sitting beside him seemed to be growing larger.

As the train sped along, he allowed his mind to wander once more to Baskerville Hall. He wondered how his wealthier friends, Jimmie Moriarty and Irene Eagle, would be traveling back to school. In fine coaches, perhaps? Grover Kumar and Mary Morstan—who went simply by Pocket—would likely be riding in third-class coaches or railway cars like he was.

It didn’t much matter how they got there, really. Just that they would all be together again soon.

As his thoughts drifted from the crooked tower where he and Jimmie shared their cozy room to the vaulted buttery where everyone ate their meals, Arthur’s eyelids began to feel heavy. The gentle lull of the train was delightfully soothing—like riding a very calm horse.

But the thought of a horse sent his mind speeding from the tower to the wood that hemmed the school grounds, where he had seen the Green Knight for the first time. He had squinted through the muddy dawn light to see a man in a green cloak sitting atop a black steed.

“We’ll meet again, Arthur,” the Knight had said from beneath his hood. “Sooner than you think.”

Someone grabbed Arthur’s shoulder. His eyes shot open and he gasped, making the two children sitting across from him giggle. The man beside him pointed to a smartly dressed conductor, who looked rather annoyed.

“Your ticket?” he asked Arthur, in a tone that suggested this was not the first time he had asked.

“Oh yes, of course.” Arthur pulled out the one-way ticket. The conductor punched a hole in it, leaving Arthur to settle back into his seat, feeling embarrassed. He felt uneasy, too, and he didn’t think it was only because of his dream. A prickle crept down the back of his neck. Is the whole train car staring at me?

But when he chanced a glance over his shoulder, there was no one watching. The next row back was occupied by a dozing old lady—who handed her ticket to the conductor without opening her eyes—a red-cheeked woman with a heaping basket of vegetables, a young man smoking a pipe, and another man reading a newspaper. Arthur scanned the headlines.

Odd.

The top article was about delays in the opening of Waverly Station. But Edinburgh’s new train station had been open for months now. Why would anyone bother reading a paper so out of date?

“Ticket,” barked the conductor. As the man handed the conductor his ticket, he lowered his newspaper just a bit.

Arthur drew in a sharp breath.

It was the sallow-faced man from the station.

The man caught Arthur’s eye over his paper and grimaced.

He stood abruptly, snatching his ticket back from the conductor, who glared at the man as he made for the aisle.

He was coming for Arthur.

Arthur bolted from his seat, lunging past the other passengers, ignoring their muttered complaints and looks of surprise.

He sprinted down the aisle. Feet pounded behind him.

If he could just make it to the door at the end of the car, perhaps he could lock it so no one could follow.

Arthur reached the door and pulled with all his might. It gave way and he spilled out onto a small platform with a low guardrail. Sharp winter wind slapped his cheeks, stunning him for a moment. He blinked.

There was nothing but a narrow iron beam connecting this platform to the next one. No way to get from this car to the one behind . . . unless he wanted to take a very dangerous leap. He was trapped.

Remembering himself, Arthur tried to shut the door, but the man burst through it. Something clamped around Arthur’s neck. His hands were pinned behind his back, his body pressed against the platform’s flimsy rail just as the ground beneath the tracks disappeared, and a narrow bridge rose up in its place. Far below, a river churned.

“I’ve got you now, me boy,” growled a voice in his ear. “Nowhere left to run, I’m afraid.”
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Where There’s a Will, There’s a Wiggins

THE RIVER BELOW LOOKED ICY AND UNFORGIVING. Arthur gulped, trying to remember something useful from his boxing lessons with Professor Stone. Something that would keep him from being tossed over the guardrail in short order.

“Now that it’s just you and me . . . ,” began his attacker.

He didn’t have time to finish. Arthur took a full breath, then reared his head up and back. The hardest part of his skull cracked against the man’s nose. There was a cry of pain, then the grip on Arthur’s wrists loosened just enough for him to wriggle one arm free and jam his elbow into the man’s stomach.

The man doubled over in pain. Arthur twisted around, ready to fight his way back into the train car. His eyes scanned the small platform, looking for something he could use to defend himself. Instead, his gaze landed on a slip of paper that had fallen to the ground, next to his groaning attacker. It was a ticket.

Arthur’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the ticket, then returned to the sallow-faced man. He was tall, wiry, and younger than he’d looked from a distance. From the rough wool of the man’s ill-fitting coat, Arthur plucked a single silver hair, about the length of a darning needle. Arthur nodded decisively to himself. They had left the river behind now, and with it, his panic.

“Someone sent you from Baskerville Hall, didn’t they?” he asked as they chugged across a patchwork of pasture and field.

“Too right they did,” the man spat. He scowled at Arthur as he returned to standing and wiped blood from his nose. “I only wish you’d put that together before you tried to break me nose.”

The attacker glared at him over a scattering of pox scars along his left cheek. Arthur produced a handkerchief and handed it to the man, still wary.

“How’d you figure it out, anyhow?” he asked, taking the handkerchief and holding it to his nose. “You weren’t meant to know.”

“Well, first off, I realized if you wanted me dead, you’d have taken your chance when we were going over the river.”

“I didn’t then,” the man grumbled. “Might’ve changed me mind now.”

“Second, your ticket fell from your pocket.” Arthur pointed to the paper on the ground. “It’s a return ticket from Little Bigsby, the closest town to the school.”

“And what makes you so sure no one sent me from there to kidnap you or break your legs? Mr. Popular, are you?”

Arthur nearly laughed. He thought of Sebastian Moran, a posh boy in his class who’d had it out for Arthur since their first meeting. This was a feeling shared by the other members of the Clover, the powerful secret society who had been working with the Green Knight. Arthur had enemies at Baskerville Hall, all right.

He held up the silver hair he had plucked from the man’s coat. It was too long to belong to a dog or cat, too thick to have come from a human. “Third, this is a wolf hair,” he said. “You’ve got them all over your coat. The only wolf I know is the one who protects Baskerville Hall, and no criminal would risk trying to get close enough to give him a belly rub. Now, I’ve answered your questions. It’s your turn. Who are you, and who sent you?”

The man raised his eyebrows, either impressed or irritated.

“Holmes was right about you,” he said. “You’re a sharp lad, all right. I’m Bill. Bill Wiggins.”

He held out a hand to Arthur, who blinked in surprise at the mention of Sherlock Holmes before taking it.

“Then you must already know I’m Arthur Doyle,” he replied. “You’re a friend of Professor Holmes?”

Wiggins raised his eyebrows in a wry expression. “A friend of sorts,” he said. “Old Shirley helped me out of a tight scrape a few years back, so now I try to be of assistance whenever I can.”

“And how exactly are you assisting?” Arthur asked. “Why did Holmes send you to tail me?”

“To protect you, of course,” said Wiggins. “I’ve been popping up to Edinburgh now and again to make sure nothing’s amiss. Came back last night so I could see you safely to school today. I didn’t realize I was the one needed protecting.”

Arthur was about to ask what Wiggins was protecting him from, then stopped short.

“This is about the Green Knight, isn’t it?” Arthur asked. “What does Professor Holmes know? Why is he worried enough to send you?”

Wiggins put up his hands as if in surrender. “That’s above me pay grade, I’m afraid. Though I will be asking for a bonus. Hazard pay.” He gestured grimly to his bloody nose, scowling at Arthur again.

“Well, you did corner me on this platform and grab me by the back of the neck,” Arthur said, feeling a flush rise to his cheeks despite the cold.

“You’re the one who ran out here and was staring over the rail like you meant to jump,” Wiggins grumbled. “Never mind now. Let’s get back in there. I’m halfway to frozen.”

He opened the train car door and gestured for Arthur to enter, then followed behind. Their fellow passengers stared curiously—some disapprovingly—as they passed. The mustachioed man who had been sitting next to Arthur had now fully claimed the space next to the window for his own, so Arthur squeezed in beside Wiggins. They spent the rest of the ride in silence. Wiggins returned to his out-of-date paper, leaving Arthur to his thoughts. The train quickened and slowed, stopping often as it chugged southwest.

After Arthur and the Green Knight had met in the forest, Professor Holmes had warned Arthur that the knight wasn’t finished with his plans to achieve immortality. He was only just beginning. For the rest of the term, Arthur had pressed Holmes for more information, but the professor would only say that he would tell Arthur when the time was right.

Well, if Holmes had been worried enough to have Arthur followed, then the time had most definitely come. One way or another, he was going to find out everything there was to know about the man called the Green Knight.





[image: image]

Three

[image: image]

Prelude to a Funeral

ARTHUR AND WIGGINS DISEMBARKED AT THE Little Bigsby station—just two rickety platforms separated by the tracks, with a ticket office no bigger than a broom closet. Arthur was about to ask whether Wiggins was going to follow him all the way back to the school when he bumped into a passenger stepping down from the car beside him.

His adventure on the train had made him jittery, and his fists curled into balls. But he instantly relaxed when he got a better look at who he’d bumped into. A beanpole of a boy, with blinking, owlish eyes and tawny skin that peeked out between his black coat and hat.

“Grover!” Arthur exclaimed.

Grover Kumar returned the greeting with a serene smile. “Arthur,” he replied warmly. “I had a dream we would be meeting today, and now here you are. I think my psychic abilities have really improved since last term.”

Arthur shook Grover’s hand, not bothering to point out that the odds of them seeing one another on the first day of term at the school they both attended were really quite high.

“I’ve secured a ride from the station back to school, if you would like to join?” Grover asked. His eyes flicked up over Arthur’s shoulder. “Don’t look now, but there’s a ghoulish man looming behind you.”

“Oh, that’s just . . . someone I met on the train,” said Arthur. “But I’d be happy to go with you.”

He wouldn’t mind swapping Wiggins’s company for Grover’s, and besides, now he was so close to school, he couldn’t wait to arrive.

“Splendid,” said Grover.

“I’ll be fine from here,” Arthur muttered to Wiggins as he passed. “But thank you . . . I think.”

“Look out for yourself, me boy,” said Wiggins. “Old Shirley’s been telling me strange tales about that school of yours. Be sure you mind him.”

“Old Shirley” and I will be having a conversation very soon, thought Arthur.

Wiggins tipped his hat, and Arthur picked up his pace to catch Grover.

“So, how exactly are we getting to school?” he asked as they took the stairs down to the empty coach park.

“I’m sure he’s coming any moment now.”

Arthur was going to ask who was coming, but in the blink of an eye, Grover had whipped out a book and his serious face had disappeared behind it. The title on the book’s spine read, Tales of the Grotesque and Arabesque.

“A collection of stories by Edgar Allan Poe,” said Grover without even glancing at Arthur. “He’s my favorite author.”

The name rang a bell. “Isn’t he the American writer whose stories are all about people meeting terrible ends?” Arthur asked. “Being buried alive and all that?”

“The very one,” Grover agreed. “Ah, here we are.”

They both looked up at the steady clomp-clomp of hoofbeats. Two horses trundled into view. They pulled a coach driven by a small pasty man with jolly red cheeks. He waved at Grover. Arthur cocked his head. There was something odd about the shape of the coach. Behind the driver’s seat, its body was long and squat, lacquered black with a large rectangular window where the door should be. And inside the window, Arthur could make out . . . a coffin.

“Grover,” he said, “are we riding in a hearse?”

“Wonderful, isn’t it?” Grover asked. “The undertaker just had it repainted.”

“How do you know the undertaker?”

“Oh, I started writing Mr. Grimmer letters last term. I had some questions about a technique for preserving bodies called embalming. He was good enough to answer them, and we struck up a bit of a friendship. I wrote to him from home with my train details and he volunteered to pick me up.”

The hearse came barreling up to them before skidding to an abrupt halt as the undertaker called, “Ho, ho there!” to his horses. He hopped down and shook Grover’s hand.

“Good to see you, lad! And who’s this?”

“I’m Arthur. Arthur Doyle. I go to school with Grover.”

“Might Arthur ride with us, Mr. Grimmer?” Grover asked.

“Certainly, certainly. Though it will be a squeeze with the three of us sitting on the driver’s seat. I would say you’re welcome to ride in the back, but as you can see, it’s already occupied. Funeral starts in an hour. Won’t be well attended. No one could stand the old man. Probably why no one found the body for three days. It was quite decomposed.”

Arthur shivered. Grover stared with interest through the hearse window.

“We can squeeze,” Arthur said.

“Right then, let’s have your things.”

Arthur and Grover passed their small suitcases over to Mr. Grimmer, who stowed them in the appropriately named skeleton boot beneath the driver’s bench. Grover climbed up after the undertaker, then stretched out a hand to help Arthur. Before Arthur could sit down, Mr. Grimmer flicked the reins, and they jolted forward. Arthur gulped, having accidentally become part of a most peculiar prelude to a funeral.

He glanced back toward the station once before it disappeared from sight. Bill Wiggins stood there, his gaze still fixed firmly on the carriage.

The drive to Baskerville Hall took them through Little Bigsby, a small but proud collection of dappled brick houses and shops arranged along a steep hill. The sloped road funneled down into a bright valley dotted with ponies, sheep, and the shadows of passing clouds. They drove by a public house called The Flying Pig, where several villagers were quick to glance away from the carriage when they realized what it carried.

Arthur half listened to Grover and Mr. Grimmer as they discussed ideas for a coffin design that could deter grave robbers and body snatchers. Pocket, who had a knack for inventions, would have jumped straight into the conversation, but Arthur found his eyes sweeping the road ahead, wondering if the Green Knight was lying in wait somewhere close to Baskerville Hall.

The winter-blond grasses of the valley ended abruptly at the feet of a rambling wood. Yew, alder, and oak trees stretched into the sky, each as ancient and grand as a castle. The road narrowed as it slithered its way into the trees. A sign had been posted at the wood’s edge that read PRIVATE ROAD: RESIDENTS AND AUTHORIZED GUESTS OF BASKERVILLE HALL ONLY. ALL OTHERS WILL BE PROMPTLY AND PAINFULLY DISPATCHED.

To emphasize the point, an arrow had been shot into the other side of the tree’s trunk. It was meant as a threat, Arthur knew, but it only made him want to laugh with glee. He was within arrow-shooting distance of his school, which also happened to be his favorite place in the world. It was a place of explosions and experiments, all manner of strange plants and animals, and untold adventure.

Still, as they wound deeper into the shadows of the forest, Arthur kept a sharp eye out for anything amiss . . . someone watching him through gnarled branches, perhaps. Was it his imagination, or could he just make out the blurry flashes of something dark and sprawling behind the rows of trees?

“What’s that?” he asked, pointing to the dubious shape.

Grover and Mr. Grimmer turned to look.

“I don’t see anything,” Grover said.

“Ah, you mean the thing back there that looks like a hedge?” Mr. Grimmer asked.

“Is that what it is?” Arthur replied.

“Well, I can’t say for certain, as I’ve never explored these woods for myself,” said the undertaker. “But old Lord Baker planted an enormous hedge maze somewhere out here. It was supposed to have been the most difficult to solve in all of Britain.”

“I’ve never heard of it,” Arthur said doubtfully.

“Well, it would have been ages and ages ago. I’m sure it’s grown wild by now. Ah, here we are.”

They barreled around a bend in the road, and suddenly the school gates came into view. Arthur’s heart beat against his chest like the clapper of a bell ringing out the arrival of Christmas morning.

The manor hall, where students took their classes and ate their meals, rose up beyond the open gates. Its soaring gables and crumbling chimneys were etched in pink against the afternoon sky. A gnarled tree shot up from the conservatory, its canopy looming above the remaining shards of the glass dome ceiling its branches had shattered. A warm, apricot light shone like a welcome from the manor’s many glinting windows.

Arthur smiled.

He was finally back at Baskerville Hall.
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Mrs. Eagle Avoids Catastrophe

ARTHUR’S LEGS WERE ITCHING TO LEAP FROM the carriage before it even started to slow. A few other coaches were already pulled up in front of the manor hall, and well-dressed guests were climbing up the stairs. Arthur had nearly forgotten that the school was hosting a reception for the first years’ parents. Of course, his own parents couldn’t have afforded the tickets to accompany Arthur, even if his father had wanted to come.

At least he wasn’t the only one. Grover was on his own, too.

The guests stared as the hearse approached the school. Arthur thanked Mr. Grimmer and hurried out as fast as he could, pulling his suitcase behind him. Grover took his time saying goodbye to Mr. Grimmer and promising to write.

“Must dash,” said the undertaker. “My passenger has a meeting with his maker, and he mustn’t be late.” He gave a hearty laugh at his own joke. “Hope to meet you again soon, Arthur!”

Then the hearse shot off, weaving higgledy-piggledy around the parked carriages. Arthur waved, but as he watched it go, he secretly hoped very much that he would have no cause to meet their local undertaker again.

He and Grover started up the stone stairs. Arthur peered at the school crest engraved above the doors: a shield with an ivy-covered chalice and a golden key crossed with a sword. Below it were the Latin words: Scienta per Explorationem.

Through exploration, knowledge.

“Kumar! Doyle! You’re late to the party.”

Brigadier Etienne Gerard stood by the open doors to the manor. A florid Frenchman who taught equestrian science, the brigadier’s broad chest gleamed with well-polished medals he’d earned while fighting in the Crimean War. He held out a hand to Grover, then to Arthur. The rough callouses of his palm chafed against Arthur’s own cold hand as they shook.

“Straight through to the buttery,” said the brigadier. “Leave your bags here.”

He ushered them into the front hall, which was lit by the wall sconce lamps and a blazing chandelier. Someone must have given the place a good clean over the break, for it smelled of beeswax and turpentine, and only the most stubborn cobwebs still clung to the corners. As the pair made their way down the west wing corridor, other more enticing smells wafted toward them: rosemary, plums, buttery pastry. His stomach growling, Arthur walked faster.

“Arthur!” called a familiar voice behind him. “Grover!”

He turned to see Irene Eagle coming out of the library. The grin that had been glued to his face since their arrival widened. To his infinite fortune, Irene was the first friend he’d ever made at Baskerville Hall. She had been with him for every hair-raising adventure of their first term.

Irene’s smile reached all the way up to her wide, deep brown eyes. She was dressed in a rather astonishingly turquoise dress, her father’s gold pocket watch pinned neatly to her chest and her boots peeking out from under her skirt.

Behind her stood a man and a woman, both dressed as color-fully as Irene. The man was in a coral waistcoat that gave his chestnut skin a copper glow, and the woman wore crimson and amethyst feathers fixed in her hair.

“My parents,” said Irene, though she needn’t have bothered. Mrs. Eagle shared Irene’s sharp gaze, softened by her same round cheeks, and Mr. Eagle had clearly blessed Irene with his height and straight-backed posture.

“So this is Arthur, is it?” Mr. Eagle asked, raising an eyebrow. Arthur was taken aback by his broad vowels and deep voice, until he remembered that Irene’s father was Welsh—and an opera singer to boot. “The boy who’s been getting my daughter into so much trouble?”

Arthur flushed. “I—”

“He’s only joking, dear,” said Irene’s mother. Her accent was clipped and American, like Irene’s. She, too, was an opera singer, though much more soft-spoken than her husband.

“It’s true,” Mr. Eagle said with a chuckle. “I know Irene needs no help finding trouble.”

He held out his hand and shook Arthur’s.

Strange, Arthur mused, as the Eagles turned their attention to Grover. He might not have thought much of the patches of rough skin on Mr. Eagle’s palm except that he’d just noticed a similar coarseness while shaking the brigadier’s hand. It made sense that the brigadier would have callouses. He’d spent his career gripping horse reins, aiming muskets, and wielding sabers. But as a performer, Mr. Eagle didn’t work with his hands. So how had he gotten those callouses?

Irene fell into step between Arthur and Grover as they continued toward the buttery.

“Did you all have a good break?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Arthur at the same time as Grover said, “I wouldn’t really call it a break.”

“Oh?” Irene prompted.

“I was working the whole time,” Grover explained. “First, I had to rearrange my grave rubbing collection, as it had gotten completely out of chronological order. Then I researched the known methods of automatic writing and tried practicing a few times myself. Then—”

“Automatic writing?” Arthur asked.

Grover fixed Arthur with a reproving look. “Yes, Arthur. It’s the practice of letting a spirit possess your body while you write so that they can send you messages.”

He gave his explanation in the tone of someone who had been asked what it meant to tie a shoe.

“And did it work?” asked Irene.

Grover lifted his chin with a little sniff. “It takes years of practice to become a medium. That’s why I couldn’t waste any time. Not if I wanted to be accepted into the Circle of Spirit, anyway.”

Arthur and Irene shared a small smile. They knew how committed Grover was to learning all things supernatural.

There were five Circles at Baskerville Hall: Iron, Dawn, Lightning, Spirit, and the Citadel. Each Circle concentrated on a specific area of study, and each had its own lodgings. By their second year, they would all become members of one of the Circles, though Arthur didn’t know when or how this would happen. That was fine by him. They all sounded interesting to Arthur, though perhaps he lacked quite the same passion as Grover for the Circle of Spirit.

“What about you, Irene?” asked Arthur. “Good Christmas?”

“Oh, it was fine,” she said with a shrug. She glanced back to make sure her parents weren’t listening too closely. “Nice to see Mom and Dad, but it was a bit boring, actually. Lots of stuffy dinner parties and carols with too many sopranos.”

“Oh, I didn’t know you sang, too,” Grover said.

“I don’t,” Irene said flatly. “Which is why I really just wanted to get back—”

She cut herself short as two figures approached from the opposite direction of the shadowy corridor. One was tall and stooping, the other short with a brisk stride. They shared a laugh, which they, too, cut short as they locked eyes with Arthur.

“Oh, hello, Thomas. Good break, Ollie?” Grover said politely. “I was just telling Arthur and Irene here about my attempts at automatic writing over the holiday. . . .”

He trailed off when the taller figure, Thomas, stepped close enough to Arthur that the two were nose-to-nose.

Thomas Hood was the leader of the Clover, and Ollie Griffin was his right-hand girl. Like Grover, they were both deeply interested in psychical studies and the occult, which perhaps explained why they had decided to help the Green Knight try to steal the immortality machine. And while their shared interests might make Grover attempt to get back into their good graces, Arthur had no such wish. He remembered how angry they were that their plans had been thwarted and knew they would be eager for revenge. He stood up taller, trying to match Thomas’s height.

The older boy’s lip curled. Ollie stared at him with cold eyes. No one would guess that she had been laughing just a moment ago.

“Is there a problem here, chaps?” Mr. Eagle asked, the edge of a warning detectable through his easy voice.

“Certainly not,” Thomas replied. He winked at Arthur. “See you around, Doyle.”

Arthur stayed planted on the spot until Thomas and Ollie had brushed past.

“Come on,” Irene muttered, steering Arthur into the buttery. “Let’s not worry about them. Not yet at least.”

Arthur nodded as they headed for the table at the front, where a vast buffet of food had been laid out. He tried to take his friend’s advice but . . . what had Thomas and Ollie been so happy about?

The cavernous room was filled with groups of people talking and laughing. A piano had been wheeled in, and someone was playing it rather clumsily. A closer look revealed the musician to be Mrs. Hudson, the deputy headmistress of Baskerville Hall, dressed in her customary shade of daffodil. Beside the piano bench sat a great silver animal, its ears perked in attention, its round eyes sweeping the room in a watchful, golden gaze. This was Toby, Mrs. Hudson’s faithful wolf companion, and owner of the hair Arthur had plucked from Bill Wiggins’s jacket on the train that morning.

Arthur spotted many other familiar faces as he and the others weaved their way to the buffet table. There was Ahmad, who hailed from Afghanistan and was always the first to make a joke, standing with a slender, smiling man in a turban and long emerald robes. They were laughing together with Dr. Watson, who taught Anatomy and Physiology and also happened to be Arthur’s favorite professor. Harriet Russell and Sophia De Leon, who were roommates, stood in a tight circle with their parents. Sophia’s mother was fanning herself quite frantically, batting waves of heavy perfume in their direction.

At the buffet table, helping herself to a serving of wobbling fruit jelly, stood a pale, freckled girl with birdlike proportions. Her dress looked to be in tatters, but upon closer inspection proved to be carefully stitched with pockets of all sizes and colors.

“Pocket!” Arthur and Irene cried together.

But it was Grover who stepped in first to greet Pocket, the fourth member of their group. He stooped down and enveloped her in a stiff hug that swept her feet off the floor. She dangled there a moment, lips parted in an expression of pleasant surprise.

“I was wondering when you three would show up,” she said, grinning over Grover’s shoulder. “All right, Grover, put me down before I—”

But as he leaned to return her to the ground, the plate of jelly bumped against his shoulder and slipped out of Pocket’s hands.

Arthur winced, awaiting the mortifying clatter of the plate crashing to the floor. But someone lunged between him and Irene, and an arm shot out to catch the plate just before it was smashed.

Mrs. Eagle stood on the toes of her left foot, holding the plate on the very tips of her right fingers. She straightened and handed the plate back to Pocket.

“Here you are,” she said lightly.

Arthur gaped at her. “Where did your mum learn to do that?” he muttered to Irene.

“She did ballet as part of her training,” Irene said, taking a plate from the buffet table. “She’s very . . . coordinated.”

And has very fast reflexes. Arthur certainly hadn’t registered the plate falling with enough time to catch it. And he didn’t know much about ballet dancers, but he was pretty sure they weren’t trained to observe and react like that. He thought again about the strange callouses on Mr. Eagle’s hands.

Arthur had harbored his suspicions about the Eagles during the previous term after he had discovered that they were corresponding with the Secretary for War in London. And while Irene had assured him that they were simply responding to a devoted opera fan, something about her explanation hadn’t felt right.

Now he wondered if his suspicions had been correct all along. What if the Eagles weren’t opera singers, or at least not only opera singers? But who would need to cover up their real profession? Who would be trained to react instantly at the first sign of trouble, have callouses from carrying weapons, and be in regular contact with the War Office?

Who else but . . . spies?
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Five
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Mr. Moriarty

ARTHUR TUCKED AWAY HIS HUNCH ABOUT the Eagles. He would decide later whether to talk to Irene about it or not. For now, he wanted to bask in the feeling of being back at school with his friends. And as he loaded a plate high with savory tarts, roast potatoes, and chocolate mousse, he spotted the last member of their fivesome.

His roommate, Jimmie Moriarty, sat at the end of the first years’ table, dragging a spoon through his soup. His dark hair was smooth and neatly parted, but his eyes were cast in shadows and his skin looked a bit wan. The festive cheer of the day seemed to have missed him, though when he looked up and saw Arthur and the others coming, he brightened.

“Come and sit,” he said, waving them over. He clapped his arms around Arthur’s back and gave him a squeeze, then greeted the others.

“Mr. and Mrs. Eagle, I presume?” he said, turning to Irene’s parents. “I’m Jimmie Moriarty.”

“Ah yes,” said Mr. Eagle warmly. “Irene has told us a lot about you.”

“All good things, I hope?” he said with a little laugh, though he sounded a bit nervous to Arthur.

“Of course,” Mrs. Eagle said. “She’s told us wonderful things about all of you.” Her curious gaze landed on Pocket, who had begun rummaging through her pockets for something, dumping their contents out on the table as she did: two smooth stones, an orange peel, a tiny
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“At the top of the most intriguing school list, with Hogwarts and the School for Good and Evil.”
—KATHRYN LASKY, Newbery Honor author
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