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The old and sprawling mansion stood at the foothills of the mountains.

Its turrets, arches, windows, and corridors still looked magnificent. Although the mansion was quite old, it was in fairly good condition. It had several entrances, but the main gate opened onto a narrow dirt road. On both sides of this road there must once have been lush gardens, but now there was nothing except wild shrubs and trees. A short distance away, a stream flowed, winding its way down from the mountains and plunging like a waterfall. Standing proudly at the base of the mountain range, the mansion looked as if it ruled over the surrounding peaks themselves.

Who lived in this mansion? An old man and two or three servants—and those servants were elderly too. It seemed as though they had been born in this very mansion and would die there one day. Apart from them, no one had ever seen anyone come or go. So when a horse-drawn carriage passed through Moonveil and turned onto the road leading to the mansion, the villagers were astonished. What surprised them even more was that four children were riding in the carriage. Other than the driver, there was no adult with them.

People wondered who these children were and why they were going to the mansion, because the professor who lived there did not meet or socialize with anyone.

The carriage stopped in front of the mansion. All four children stood there, partly amazed and partly anxious, staring at the huge building. Evening shadows were beginning to fall. The carriage driver collected his fare and hurriedly whipped the horse and left. Even he had come to the mansion for the first time that day. No passengers ever traveled beyond Moonveil, and the villagers themselves were afraid to come this way. If, by chance, someone did wander here and caught sight of the professor or one of his servants, they would flee in terror—even though neither the professor nor his servants had ever harmed anyone.

A short distance from Moonveil was a small railway station through which a passenger train passed once a week. There was a station master who also worked as the booking clerk and was responsible for operating the signals. Besides him, there was only a watchman. Moonveil itself was a tiny settlement—about forty or fifty mud houses with barely two to two hundred and fifty people living in them. In such a backward village, in such a remote area, no one knew whose mansion this was, who had built it, or when and why it had been built.

These children had been living in Calcutta with their parents when Japan attacked Singapore, Malaya, and then Burma. One or two bombs even fell on Calcutta. Panic spread, and the city began to empty as people rushed to take shelter in hilly and rural areas. So the children’s father, Jordan, decided to send them to a safe place. He had a friend who was a nobleman by family, and that friend had a mansion near Moonveil where his uncle, Jonas, lived with his servants. The friend advised Jordan to send the children to the Moonveil mansion and assured him that they would be completely safe and comfortable there. And so Jordan sent his children to Moonveil.

At that moment, all four children were standing in front of the tall gate of the mansion. The eldest was a boy named Calvin. He had a younger sister named Sylvia. Then came Shane, and the youngest was Faye. Now all four were wondering how to announce their arrival. They tried pushing the gate once or twice, but it did not budge. Then Calvin noticed a long rope hanging beside the gate. He pulled it, and somewhere deep inside the mansion the sound of a bell rang.

Darkness was spreading. After a short while, there was a creaking sound, and a small window in the gate opened. An elderly man with a white beard stood before them, holding a lantern in one hand. He had wrapped a thick shawl around himself. Calvin greeted him and took a note out of his pocket and handed it to him. The old man read the letter in the dim lantern light and then motioned for them to follow him.

Holding each other’s hands, the children followed him. Although Professor Jonas was quite old, he walked like a young man. His back was perfectly straight, and his stride was brisk. Passing through a long corridor, he stopped in front of a room. Pointing toward it, he said softly:

“Arrangements have been made for you to stay here. I have told Raymond—he will bring your meal shortly.”

Without waiting for a response, he walked away. The four children quietly opened the door and entered the room.

It was a very large room with a big carpet spread across the floor. Mounted on the walls were the heads of stags and lions. On the front wall hung the skin of a leopard. On the left wall, two swords were displayed with a shield mounted between them.

At the far end of the room, two cots were placed along the right wall, and two more along the left wall. Nearby were a sitting room and a dining room. Later, the children learned that their father’s friend had already informed his uncle about their arrival, which was why all the arrangements had been made in advance.

The children had barely begun to take in their surroundings when an old servant entered. He was carrying a large tray covered with a cloth. It was Raymond. First, he spread a white tablecloth on the table, then carefully arranged several dishes on it. Calvin thought that even in these times, the professor’s lifestyle and hospitality were exactly as they used to be. The food was delicious, and everyone ate heartily. Throughout the meal, Raymond stood silently, watching them. He did not speak a single word. When they finished eating, he cleared the dishes and left.

“Wow! That was really tasty!” Shane said, smacking his lips.

“I’m feeling sleepy now. That long journey really wore me out,” Sylvia said, yawning.

“The professor’s behavior is so mysterious,” Calvin said thoughtfully. “He didn’t even ask how we were. He just said one thing and disappeared.”

“I’m scared of that old man,” Faye said nervously.

“And look at his servant Raymond,” Shane added. “He didn’t say a word either.”

“Still,” Calvin said, “whatever you say, this place is grand—and mysterious. Tomorrow we’ll explore every corner of this mansion. It’s really something worth seeing.”

“I think there must be lots of wild animals in this area too,” Shane said again.

“Enough talking now. Everyone lie down quietly,” Sylvia ordered. “I’m extremely sleepy.”

Although Sylvia was younger than Calvin, she behaved like the eldest among them. Everyone obeyed her, and before long, the room echoed with the gentle sound of the children’s snoring.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Mysterious Wardrobe

[image: ]




The next morning, they woke up to the sound of heavy rain pouring down. It was a fierce downpour. Calvin, Sylvia, Shane, and Faye all stood wide-eyed, staring outside. When they looked through the window, they could see nothing but sheets of rain. The mountains, trees, and fields seemed to have vanished into a smoky haze. Strong winds were blowing, and a sharp wave of cold ran through their bodies. They could not even see the main gate of the mansion.

After a while, Raymond entered the room and said flatly,

“The Professor is waiting for you. He will have breakfast with you.”

The children quickly got ready and followed Raymond. At the end of the corridor was a large hall, with a wide staircase leading upstairs. The Professor lived on the upper floor. Raymond took the children upstairs and into the Professor’s room. It was his study. Bookshelves filled with books lined the walls on all sides. The Professor was sitting in the middle of the room, holding a thick book in his hands. When he saw the children enter, he set the book aside.

Despite his age, he was in good health and had a commanding presence. Calvin noticed that the Professor was reading without glasses. The room was carpeted and furnished with old-style furniture. At the Professor’s gesture, the children sat on chairs near him. Soon Raymond came in to announce that breakfast had been served. The Professor stood up, motioned for the children to follow him, and led them to the dining room. During breakfast, he only asked the children their names. After breakfast, the children went back downstairs.

Having lived alone for so long, the Professor had grown used to silence. He followed a strict routine and rules he never broke. The children were done with breakfast, but the rain was still pouring outside, making it impossible to go out. Now what should they do? Everyone was thinking when Sylvia said,

“Let’s wait for a while. Maybe the rain will stop, and then we can go outside.”
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