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The Code
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She was doing it again—tempting fate. No sane kid would go back in there. No sane kid would blindly follow Matt, who dared cars to crash into him and plunged into reckless adventures without a nibble of doubt or fear. Was that it? Had she lost her mind?  

Sarah shivered and paused at the threshold to Matt’s old house. Her teeth sank into her lip as she pushed the door a crack wider. She had to keep going. Matt would notice if she lagged too far behind. She winced as the door rasped on rusty hinges, then crept into the foyer, her powder blue sneakers treading lightly on the hardwood floor. Not lightly enough, though, as a creak leaped off the floor, ricocheted in the hall and up the massive, winding staircase, mocking her like a witch’s cackle. No matter what Matt said, this house truly was haunted. A chilly breeze swept through the corridor, lifting ringlets of hair off the back of her neck and rustling past her to flutter over Matt’s bristly head. He didn’t turn around or even seem to notice. He was making for the stairs, his Nikes leaving definite tread marks on the oak floor like an animal’s footprints in mud.

“Matt. Take your shoes off,” Sarah whispered.

“Why?” he asked in a rather loud voice.

“Because,” she said, pointing to the tracks he was leaving. “What if Nadine’s around?”

“Nadine’s long gone,” said Matt. “The cops are still searching for her. She’s probably in China by now.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure. All of her belongings are still here. At some point she’s going to come back to get them. Now that the police aren’t watching the house anymore, this is her chance. What if she catches us snooping around?”

“I don’t see what she could do to us. She’s just one scrawny woman.”

“She’s already caused quite a bit of damage for one scrawny woman.”

Sarah shuddered. That evil woman had ice chips for eyes and a bony face that, if it weren’t coated with make-up all the time, would have made her look like a hag. Nadine had been Matt’s guardian for the past twelve years since his father had disappeared, but she had cared little for him, doing the bare minimum to keep him clothed and fed. All she’d cared about was gaining control of the multiverse time machine—Matt’s father’s creation—and making those who stood in her way disappear into the past.

“She’s gone now,” said Matt, gazing at Sarah calmly. “So we don’t have to worry.”

“I can’t help it,” she said, still whispering.

“This is my house. We don’t have to whisper. And we don’t have to sneak around like a couple of thieves.”

“Then why are you hunched over and why are you walking on tiptoe?”

“Oh,” said Matt, straightening up and placing his feet squarely on the floor. “Got me there. But hey, I kind of like being a detective.”

Sarah smiled. “Admit it. You’d do anything for a thrill.”

“And you always come with,” he said.

Sarah’s eyes narrowed. She couldn’t deny it. Why did she always have to come with? Was it because they were best friends? Or was it that she couldn’t resist the aura of mystery or the sense of adventure that always seemed to accompany him? Her heart pattered as she surveyed the gigantic hallway of the dilapidated mansion.

“Right,” she said, looking away to conceal her frown. Well, at least there was a good reason for her to consent to this little “break and enter.” Matt still maintained hope that he could crack the code that Nadine had incorporated into Dr. Barnes’s—Matt’s father’s—computer. She’d trapped Dr. Barnes in the past, using his own creation—the time machine —against him. Sarah and Matt had been searching for this code for the past year, ever since Matt had come to live with her and her father, with no luck. The scientists selected to assist Matt, no matter how hard they battered at the wall Nadine had erected in the computer, couldn’t break it down. But maybe, just maybe, they could find clues the police might have missed in Nadine’s personal paraphernalia.

The stairs groaned as they mounted the spiral staircase. “It sounds like a banshee,” said Sarah, giggling. Matt rolled his eyes and kept climbing. It looked like he was trying his best to climb casually, but soon he’d hunched over again and his toes barely touched the steps. He turned back and winked.

“You really get into this, don’t you?” said Sarah.

“And you don’t? I seem to remember you breaking into the lab last year.”

Sarah ground her teeth into her lower lip. Yes, she, the girl who always abided by the rules, had become somewhat of a delinquent since she’d met Matt. “Let’s not talk about it. Let’s just find Nadine’s code and get the heck out of here.” She’d forgotten to whisper. Her words bounced off the vaulted ceiling and rained down on her.

“Shh!” Matt put a finger to his lips.

“‘Nothing to worry about,’ he says,” she muttered, tiptoeing into the hallway close behind him.

They stopped beside the elaborate French doors leading into Nadine’s old bedroom. Matt pushed them open hesitantly. A gush of stale air rushed out of the room, stirring up cobwebs and driving several insects scuttling under the furniture.

“I swear this place is haunted,” said Sarah. “How did you ever live here?”

Matt shrugged. “You survive, I guess, with what you have. The house never bothered me. Just Nadine.”

He walked purposefully into the bedroom, dust clouds swirling after him.

Sarah hung back for a second. Crossing this threshold seemed like crossing into another time period. Nadine had state-of-the-art organizers, computers, and video recorders on her desk. There wasn’t a paper to be seen. Everything was filed, even her make-up and perfume. Not a wrinkle deformed her bedspread; not a mislaid item of clothing spoiled the creamy carpet. Sarah finally swallowed her reluctance, entered the room, and walked over to the dark mahogany dresser.

“What are you doing?” asked Matt. “You’re not going to go through her underwear, are you?” He crinkled his nose.

“The police have already looked in this room. If she left anything, it would have to be hidden someplace they missed or didn’t want to look through.”

“Okay,” he said, “you can do it. I’ll look through her desk.” He opened the top drawer of the matching mahogany desk. 

Sarah sorted through a drawer, lifting and shaking underwear, examining pantyhose. She ran her hand along the bottom and back panel, but found nothing unusual. She slammed the drawer shut.

“Anything?” Matt asked.

“Nothing but skimpy silk undies.”

Matt shuddered.

“You?”

“No luck,” he said. “Maybe we should try somewhere else.” He pulled the next drawer open. Click. At the same time, a slightly louder click came from downstairs.

“Matt. Did you hear that?”

“What?”

“There was a noise downstairs. I think it was the front door.”

“That’s impossible,” whispered Matt. “I locked it after we came in.”

“And who else has a key?” asked Sarah, raising her eyebrows.

“Oh no,” said Matt, shaking his head vigorously. “Not good.”

“We’ve got to hide.” Sarah looked frantically around the room. She dove for the closet door at the same time as Matt. They scrambled inside and yanked the door towards them just as a floorboard creaked on the second floor of the house.

Sarah and Matt peeked through the crack they had left between the door and the jamb. A thin scarecrow of a woman thrust her high forehead and narrow nose through the French doors into the room.

“Bloody kids,” she muttered, her greasy blond hair hanging in tangled clumps around her face. Devoid of make-up and creased with frown lines, her face looked like a goblin mask. This was nothing like the Nadine that Sarah remembered. Life as a fugitive had, apparently, wreaked havoc on the formerly immaculate woman.

Nadine wobbled on the chipped heels of her pumps towards her dresser. She wrenched open a drawer and withdrew underwear and knee-highs. “Bloody miserable kids,” she muttered.

Matt made a motion with his finger circling his ear. Crazy. Sarah nodded.

Nadine turned abruptly and headed for the closet. Sarah and Matt backed up—it seemed forever—in the enormous walk-in until they hit a wall. Long evening gowns hung beside them in the corner. They snuggled in behind the silk layers and puffy taffeta, trying not to rustle the material. Sarah held her breath as Nadine teetered into the closet and thrust aside dresses and suits. She shrank towards Matt as the woman came dangerously close to their corner. Finally Nadine withdrew some items of clothing and stumbled back into the room. The door to the closet remained ajar.

Matt and Sarah sighed silently and rested their heads against each other, but Sarah sensed something in Matt that was more than just fear. His neck and shoulders appeared tight, his eyes narrowed with intensity. Sarah tried to snare Matt’s arm as he sneaked out from behind the gowns and crept towards the opening, but he shook her hand off. It seemed like he’d come to a decision and she probably wasn’t going to like it. He pantomimed attacking Nadine, making punching motions.

Sarah shook her head. Was he crazy? That woman was evil. There was no telling what she would do.

Matt clenched his fist.

Sarah grabbed his arm again, pleading silently for him to reconsider. Matt looked at Nadine, now hunched over her make-up table trying to repair her face, then back at Sarah. She shook her head again. Why couldn’t he see that this was madness?

Matt ground his fist into his hand. With his chin thrust out, he crept up to the door. Sarah stepped in behind him and peered over his shoulder.

Nadine rose from the table, her icy blue eyes now enhanced with black eyeliner. She crossed over to a mirror beside her bed. Strange. She’d just spent five minutes gazing at her reflection in front of her make-up table. Why was she looking in another mirror? Sarah puckered her brow as the woman reached out and caressed the smooth surface. She must see more in that ghastly face than Sarah did. 

With a jerk Nadine slid the mirror aside, revealing a square steel door with a dial on the right-hand side. A safe! She spun the dial right, then left, then right. Click. It opened. She reached inside and clamped her spindly fingers on a dark object with a bluish sheen.

Matt coiled back, ready to spring on her, but he froze at the last second. Sarah peered over his shoulder and sucked in a gasp.

The object was a gun.

Sarah yanked Matt back into the closet, clamping a hand over his mouth.

Nadine moved as a distant shadow through the room, the gun extended from her hand like an extra appendage. Any thought Matt might have had about jumping Nadine seemed to have sped from his mind. His chest was heaving silently, his eyes flicking from Nadine in the other room to Sarah whose hand was still clamped over his mouth. They heard a click as Nadine released the clip to check if the gun was loaded. She slammed the magazine back into the pistol. The snap echoed throughout the room and drummed into Sarah’s head. It was getting harder and harder to breathe. She couldn’t believe it when Nadine lowered her arm and aimed at the closet.

“I’ll stop you kids,” she snarled. “One of these days . . .” She laughed—an eerie high-pitched laugh that sent chills down Sarah’s spine.

Nadine tucked the gun into her purse and walked out the door, leaving the safe wide open. Her sneer was still vividly imprinted in Sarah’s mind as the front door slammed shut.

Matt sighed loudly. Sarah couldn’t seem to catch her breath. She was gasping, hyperventilating.

“I . . . don’t . . . feel . . . so good.”

“Look at me,” said Matt, grasping her arms and making her face him. “Calm down. She’s gone. We’re okay.”

“I . . . thought she . . . was going . . . to shoot us.”

“So did I,” said Matt, “but she didn’t really see us. She only pictured us in her mind. We’re safe for now.”

“For now.”

“Besides, what kind of detective are you if you can’t face the wrong end of a gun barrel once in a while?”

“Matt. I just decided. I don’t want to be a detective anymore.”

Matt released her arms and walked into the room.

“Matt. I’m waiting for you to say the same thing.”

Matt didn’t answer. Sarah reluctantly left the shelter of the closet.

“What are you doing?”

He was heading for the safe.

“Have you flipped out? Let’s get out of here.”

“I think she left something behind.”

Sarah shuffled after him and peered into the murky black hole. “I don’t see anything.” 

“Voilà!” Matt held up a spool of film the size of a large button.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I think it’s microfilm. This might be our code.”

“Why would she use microfilm? It’s way outdated.”

“I know it’s kind of strange, but then again, she’s kind of strange. I don’t really care as long as I’ve got something to go on now.” Matt’s face was radiant as he clasped the film to his chest. He peered into the safe again and removed another small object with a rounded tip and blunt bottom.

“A bullet,” Sarah gasped. She backed up a step.

“It’s not going to bite,” said Matt, “unless it’s in a gun.”

“I hate guns.”

“I don’t think we have to worry about guns or Nadine anymore,” he said, “because, with this . . .” he threw the microfilm up in the air and caught it, “. . . I’m going to set my dad free.”
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Microfilm
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Sarah’s house was located a block away from Matt’s mansion, at the edge of a newly burgeoning subdivision in Ottawa. Matt knew that it would take a minute or two to return there, except, as he slammed the heavy wooden door shut, a crack split the sky open. Lightning blinded him. The clouds ruptured. A rain like Niagara Falls poured down and left him sodden and shivering.

He tucked the microfilm into his pocket, still clutching it with his hand. “The last thing I need is to get this wet. We should go back inside until the storm blows over.”

The wind howled and swirled around the house, setting off several creaks and groans within.

“I’m not going back in there,” said Sarah. “Especially during a storm. Let’s make a run for it.”

Sarah didn’t wait for Matt to answer. She dashed through the rapidly forming puddles, leaving him standing on the doorstep. He shook his head, flipped up the hood of his windbreaker, which was immediately plastered to his head by the downpour, and followed.

They covered the length of the block in record time. Another brilliant flash illuminated the red brick of Sarah’s house, like a splash of blood on a white canvas. The lightning also revealed a silver Saturn in the driveway. Sarah skittered to a stop.

“Wh-what is it?” asked Matt as he caught up to her, gasping.

“Dad’s home.”

“So? He won’t suspect anything. We were just at the park and got caught in the rain. There’s no way he’ll figure out where we were.”

Sarah nodded, but he could tell she was nervous. Probably because her father had forbidden them to return to Matt’s house until the police had caught Nadine.

Matt touched her arm tentatively, to bolster her courage. “Trust me.”

“Okay,” she said. “I always do.”

They walked through the doorway together and stood dripping on the tiles in the front hall. Sarah shed her sopping jacket and hung it in the closet. Matt tossed his on the floor. She frowned at him, as was customary when he didn’t follow her example of obsessive neatness, so he bent down, smoothed the windbreaker with his hand, and hung it beside hers. Sarah slipped off her runners and placed them precisely under her coat. Matt kicked his off and left them strewn upside down on either side of Sarah’s. She scowled at him, but this time he shrugged. How far did she expect him to go?

“Sarah?”

It was Donald Sachs, Sarah’s dad.

“Would you come here, please?”

He sounded a little sterner than usual, but no need to panic, yet.

Sarah trudged forward, dragging her feet on the tiles. Matt entered behind her, trying to keep a cheery smile on his face.

“Hi, Dad,” she said. “We got caught in the rain.”

Donald Sachs, a tall muscular man with wavy chestnut hair, was lounging on their beige leather couch, one eyebrow raised over his very high forehead. “I can see that,” he said. His voice had a slight tremor, as if he were holding in laughter. “You couldn’t have carried an umbrella with you?”

Matt nearly sighed in relief. He must have imagined the edge to Mr. Sachs’s voice.

“It came up suddenly,” she said. “We didn’t think we’d need an umbrella.”

Sarah’s dad’s warm, slightly amused face darkened suspiciously. “The clouds have been rolling in for a good hour. You would have seen them, if you were at the park. That is where you said were going today, right?”

“We—we—” said Sarah.

“—stopped by the store,” said Matt, stepping forward. “We just wanted to get some treats.”

Mr. Sachs’s bushy eyebrows crushed together. “Let’s see your treats, then.”

“Um,” said Sarah. “Ah.”

“We ate them,” said Matt, but he felt instant shame. Why was it that he could lie to everyone else without a quiver of conscience, but when he lied to Sarah’s father, he felt like a heel? But he had to do it. His fist was curled around the very reason.

“Something in your hand, Matt?”

“N-no.”

“Come on, now. If you have candy left, I wouldn’t mind some.” Mr. Sachs’s crusty voice grated against Matt’s ears—demanding, not asking.

He got off the couch, crossed the distance between them, and leaned down, matching his nearly two-metre frame to Matt’s much shorter height. “Open your hand.”

Matt clenched, glowered.

“I’m very hungry,” said Sarah’s dad. “If you don’t open it, I may have to ground you for a month.”

Matt gritted his teeth. A month? He might have the solution to retrieving his father in his hand, but he wouldn’t have the chance to use it for a month? Slowly he opened his fist.

Mr. Sachs’s forehead creased, now making him look more intrigued than angry. He bent down and scrutinized the miniature film in Matt’s palm. “Looks like microfilm.”

“I think it is,” said Matt. He flushed as he felt the excitement swell within him. “It might contain the code that Nadine used to lock my dad in the past. If we could figure it out . . . ”

“That would be wonderful,” said Sarah’s father. “But where did you find it?” His gaze hit Matt like an intense beam of light.

Matt shifted uncomfortably. There was no way out of this one. “We sneaked into my old house.”

For some reason Mr. Sachs didn’t look the least bit surprised, but a reddish shade of anger crossed his face. “Didn’t I say that would be too dangerous? Or was I talking to the wind?”

“Dad,” said Sarah. “You’ve had half a dozen experts trying to crack the code for months. How far have they gotten? Nowhere. We might have found the answer in one hour of investigation.”

“In a house that Nadine might have returned to at any moment. That woman is dangerous. Did you ever think of what might happen to you if she found you there?”

Matt met Sarah’s eyes.

Her father frowned. “Am I missing something?”

“No, Dad,” Sarah said quickly. “We’re sorry. We won’t go back there again.”

“Darn right,” he said. “Now, about the microfilm. Shall I take it to the experts for them to examine?”

Matt shook his head. “I want to look at it myself. Only . . . I don’t know how to read it.”

“Oh,” said Sarah’s dad, “the curse of the computer age. I can tell you exactly how to read it.”

Sarah and Matt regarded her father expectantly.

“If you promise to let me know what you find.”

“Of course, Mr. Sachs. We’re going to need your help to get Dad home. We’re through with sneaking around.” Matt tried to emulate Sarah’s totally innocent expression.

“All right,” said her father. “First, you go to the library.”

“Library? What’s a library?”

Sarah kicked his ankle.

“Ow! Just because you live there doesn’t mean that everyone likes to tiptoe around a stack of books.”

“Well, this time, if you want to read that film, you’ll have to,” Mr. Sachs said.

“Is there a book that tells us how?” asked Matt.

“No, there’s a microreader at the library. It’s for reading books on microfiche, but it’ll work for microfilm, too. Check it out. Then report back to me. Capiche?”

“Gotcha,” said Matt.

“Now you’d better get out of those soaked clothes so we can have dinner.”

“But . . .” said Matt. “. . . the library?”

“Tomorrow will be soon enough. You need to be grounded for at least a week, possibly a month, for disobeying me, but I’ll let you go to the library for one day.”

“Thanks,” said Matt, not feeling at all grateful. Didn’t Sarah’s father realize how important this could be to him? He had no family to speak of, no happy home, nothing. Ever since he was a baby, all he’d had were nannies and Nadine. If Mr. Sachs knew that his father existed, that he just needed to be rescued, wouldn’t he have done anything to get him home?

Sarah’s father swung back towards him, mid-stride, on his way to the kitchen. “I hope this will be the answer you’ve been searching for, Matt. I really do.”

Matt took a deep breath, firmed his jaw to keep it from trembling, and nodded.

“Thanks,” he whispered. “So do I.”
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