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Are you out there?”


The voice came from inside the old trunk.


A frantic pounding accompanied it.


“Ev! Ev, are you there? I can’t hear you counting.”


It was Everett Drake’s little sister, Bea. He had locked her in the trunk, daring her to escape in less than a minute.


“Ev! Answer me!”


He didn’t even hear her.


The soggy London sky seeped rain like water from a sponge, spilling dreariness down the windowpanes and giving Everett an excuse to stay inside the vicarage, reading.


Vicarages are built to house ministers and their families. This one was especially drab, save for the turret some builder added as an afterthought. It was a bit like dressing up an ugly dog in a colorful sweater, and the effect was not entirely convincing.


Still, the room at the top of the turret was just castle-like enough for all Everett and Bea’s imagined escapades, and just enough removed from the rest of the residence to discourage the housekeeper, Mrs. Crimp, from monitoring their activities. Avoiding her attention was always preferable.


This particular day, Everett sprawled out on the floor upstairs, chin resting in his hands, engrossed in one of his favorite comic books, Max Courageous: Into Tomorrow. The daring adventurer Maximillian Courageous (or MC, as Everett liked to call him) was piloting his ship through the galaxy to escape—


The trunk lid flew open, and Bea burst forth, hands above her head, cheeks flushed with exertion, and hair a defiant mess. “Was that a record?” She lowered her arms and eyed her brother with suspicion. “You weren’t even counting, were you?”


Ever since finding a biography of Harry Houdini at the library, Bea had been determined to learn the skills of an escape artist. Ambitious as that may be for an eight year old, she kept asking Everett to tie her shoes together or trap her in her room or lock her in the old trunk. (There was a nice way to cheat when breaking out of the trunk, because she was too smart to purposely trap herself anywhere. But her brother didn’t need to know how she did it.) She had developed her very own Rules of Escape, number one of which was to make your brother play his part.


Despite her glowering, Everett didn’t look up. “Sorry. You didn’t give me enough time.” He tried to sound apologetic. “I’m pretty sure that was your fastest yet.”


All in all, it had begun as a typical day in the vicarage.


Some people might imagine growing up next door to a church would be a dreadful bore, that having a vicar for a father sounds like the opposite of fun. But Everett and Bea’s father was the Reverend Marcus Drake, and he was anything but dull.


Marcus was the creator of the Max Courageous comics. His lifelike illustrations brought the stories vividly to life.


It’s fair to say comic books are an unlikely hobby for a clergyman. Yet Marcus saw it as a calling. He hoped his stories would inspire young people, especially his own children.


“You can have greater influence than you know,” he would often tell Everett and Bea. “Doing the right thing takes real bravery and integrity. Your actions matter more than any superhero’s.”


Everett found that hard to believe. He didn’t feel very strong, let alone brave. He couldn’t picture himself making any difference in the world, the way his father had, fighting Nazis during the war and doing church work ever since.


“I wish I could show you what I see,” Marcus told him, “because you’re a remarkable boy, Everett. You’re interested in the world. And it’s far more meaningful to be interestED than to try to be interestING.”


Everett wasn’t quite sure what he meant by that. He longed to be clever like MC, to do important things and live out great stories. Which is why he often retreated to the turret to lose himself in his comic books.


This afternoon, however, Bea had her own plans for her brother, and reading was not on the agenda. She stood in the trunk preparing to give him a scolding even MC would fear, but just as she opened her mouth, their father’s voice boomed up the stairs. “Everett! Bea! Come down and say goodbye.”


Bea hopped out of the trunk, slammed the lid shut, and raced toward the stairs. “Beat you to the bottom!”


Everett followed more slowly, sensing that familiar, hollow churning in his stomach. It happened whenever their father took a trip.


He hated feeling like such a baby. He was eleven. A boy his age should be able to go to bed without being tucked in by his father.


Perhaps he’d feel differently if he had a mother at home, but he didn’t. She had died giving birth to Bea. A long time ago. Everett barely remembered her. All he could picture of her was a yellow dress and her warm, smiling eyes.


Eyes completely unlike the housekeeper’s, who would be scrutinizing his every move for an entire week.


The Drake family shared the vicarage with Isadora Crimp. Not by choice—the spiteful woman came with the house. Mrs. Crimp (or, The Cramps, as the children referred to her behind her back) looked as unfortunate as her name, with a pinched hook of a nose and gray-streaked hair swept up into the most severe knot atop her head.


“You, boy,” she screeched each time she spoke to Everett. It was always “You, boy—step aside!” Or “You, boy—stop that incessant noise!” Everett was convinced she didn’t even know his real name.


Isadora’s husband, Reginald Crimp, had been a previous vicar of St. Francis. Not the holiest of men, Reginald ran off with a great deal of the church’s money, leaving Isadora and the congregation in a quandary.


After much deliberation, the church elders voted three to two to keep her on as caretaker for the vicarage. Without any prospects of her own, she had no choice but to accept their charity, and she resented it mightily.


She made that very clear the day the Drake family moved in. “I am not here to supervise your offspring, Reverend,” she stated flatly.


Everett decided she must have a different understanding of “not supervising,” because the old buzzard circled them constantly, watching for any sign of weakness. One day, he tracked mud into the living room and she rapped him across the shins with a broom handle. “You, boy—scrub that mess clean or I will tell the vicar.”


Everett preempted her report and told his father himself.


Marcus frowned as he listened. “I’m sorry, son.”


Everett bent down and gingerly touched his lower legs. “Why does she have to be so mean?”


“She’s had a rough go of things.”


“That’s no excuse.”


“And I promise I’ll speak with her,” said Marcus. “But she’s not your enemy, all right?”


While that may have been true, sharing a common adversary with Bea made Everett fiercely protective of his little sister. The turret became their safe haven since The Cramps had bad knees and disliked negotiating the stairs.


But at present, Marcus stood in the entryway, looking very official in his black suit and white clerical collar, with the same straight posture as his army days. The silver rims of his glasses accentuated the flecks of silver sprinkled through his dark hair.


His face lit up when he saw his daughter scrambling down the stairs. Placing his briefcase on the floor, he opened his arms wide just as Bea launched herself at him from the third step.


Bea squeezed him with all her might. “Why do you have to go clear to Scotland?”


Marcus set her down, kissing the top of her head. “If I could stay with you forever, I would. But every once in a while, I have to conduct a secret mission.”


“Does it have to do with MC?”


Marcus raised his finger to his lips. “Shh. You didn’t hear it from me.” He gave her a knowing wink, then turned, searching for Everett. “There you are! Come on down, son.” Marcus checked his watch. “I don’t want to miss my train.”


Everett shuffled his way to the bottom of the stairs. “Can’t we stay with someone else?”


Marcus placed both hands on his shoulders. “Listen, Ev. You’re the man of the house while I’m gone. I’m counting on you to look after your sister, all right? Now let’s join hands for the blessing.”


After saying a brief prayer, he drew Everett and Bea close for one last hug.


Everett didn’t lift his arms to return the embrace. The thought of a whole week in the care of The Cramps filled him with resentment. He shook himself free.


Marcus picked up his briefcase and travel bag. “I love you two,” he said. “See you soon.” With that, he stepped outside and into the waiting cab.


Bea followed him to the porch and waved madly until the car was out of sight.


Everett chose to remain inside—a choice that haunted him for a very long time.
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One week later, the Night Scotsman Express streaked across the sleeping English countryside, playing an endless drum roll as it thundered back down the tracks toward London.


Marcus sat in the dining car. Grateful as he was for the end of tea rationing, his cup sat untouched on the table. He glanced from the window back to his wristwatch for the hundredth time. Five thirty-two. He could hardly wait to be home with his children.


The train left Aberdeen hours ago, with no hint of a threat, but the uneasiness would not let him sleep.


Seasoned ministers tend to be good judges of character, and no one rang any alarm bells for Marcus on this trip. The train was full of weary business travelers, families, and haggard soldiers (including a handful of rambunctious American servicemen)—all paying attention to everything except the middle-aged clergyman. One amusing benefit of being a vicar was that whenever he wore his collar, strangers avoided eye contact.


This far into the journey, everyone was settled in and trying to catch whatever sleep possible. Yes, Marcus was sure it would be safe. And since he couldn’t sleep, he might as well get some work done.


He grabbed his briefcase and made his way back toward the rear of the train, where he could be guaranteed a measure of privacy in his sleeping berth.


The last compartment before the sleeper car had no passengers, only a conductor standing in front of him, his large girth wedged between seats like a cork in a bottle. “Turning in, Reverend?”


The man’s mouth was entirely hidden by an enormous red-and-silver mustache, but his eyes made it clear there was a smile under there somewhere.


“For a bit,” Marcus said, rubbing the back of his neck. “It’s been a long day. And night.”


The conductor nodded knowingly and tipped his hat, revealing a mop of unruly red-and-gray curls. “Indeed it has. Rest assured I’ll do what I can to prevent any disturbances for the remainder of our trip.”


Marcus thanked him, and the conductor slid open the door at the end of the aisle. The sleeper car was dim and hushed. Individual berths lined both sides of the aisle, swathed in curtains that swayed with the motion of the train. Marcus was grateful he wasn’t hoping to sleep, because some rather dramatic snores reverberated from the bunk below his. He clambered into his spot and pulled the curtain tightly closed.


Finally. No one would find him here. Switching on the light above his bunk, he unlocked his briefcase, pulling out rolled-up papers. Closing the case again, he unfurled the documents across it.


They were storyboards—frames for the next Max Courageous comic book. The images were so lifelike, and those colors! Unbelievably vivid. He knew pride was a sin, yet Marcus couldn’t help but be impressed. Hard to believe these words and illustrations emerged from his pen.


He retrieved it from his jacket pocket. Marcus bit his lip, hesitating. He had been warned about the risks of using it in unsecured public spaces—places where others might take notice. But surely there was no harm here, hidden in a private compartment of a moving train.


He unscrewed the cap and started to write. It only produced a dry, scratching sound. The pen needed refilling.


Reaching back into the briefcase, he carefully withdrew a glass container as big as a milk bottle, filled with a bluish black ink. Marcus held it up. Like a liquid kaleidoscope, the appearance of this Ink changed as you rotated it. Maybe the vibration of the train was playing tricks on him, but the bottle itself seemed to pulsate. Marcus thought of the people who had entrusted it to him and their fears of being caught. He hoped they were safe.


Removing the stopper, he dipped the fountain pen in to refill it. Just as the tip reached the bottle, the train lurched around a bend, knocking the Ink over and spilling some of the mysterious liquid.


Muttering a few rather unvicarlike curses, Marcus whisked out his handkerchief to absorb as much as possible. What a waste. He wished he had not been in such a rush to start working.


Searching for somewhere to stow the soaked handkerchief, he removed his glasses case from his pocket and tucked the wet rag inside. The case was waterproof and airtight, so at least it wouldn’t stain his jacket.


With a fresh sheet of paper atop the briefcase, he soon became absorbed in his drawing and forgot the spill entirely.


Two things happened as he worked—one beautiful and one inevitable.


The beautiful was obvious: Lines streamed at a furious rate from the tip of the pen, propelling themselves outward in all directions. Images practically drew themselves across the page as fast as Marcus could move his hand.


Every color flowed at once from the same source—delicious reds and brilliant aquas and rich purples. Each hue knew exactly where to land on the page. It was magical, except the ideas all came from his own mind. Whenever he held the pen, Marcus practically became Max Courageous, each scene as clear as if he were living it himself.


The pen called forth all the best in Marcus’s imagination and made it even better. No, it was as if the Ink made the story what it was meant to be all along, as if it released some Creative Something deep inside of him that had been locked away for a very long time. It was Marcus in print—gloriously, wonderfully in print. That was the beautiful part.


The inevitable part was the aroma released when the bottle was opened. To be sure, the average nose would never detect even the slightest of odors. But the fresh Ink emitted a powerful identifying scent that floated far and wide. And certain individuals, such as the tall military officer sitting in the first-class coach with his eyes closed, could smell it as clearly as a hound picks up the scent of a fox.


When the tiniest atoms of Ink wafted their way toward the front of the train, he breathed them in. His eyes flew open, scanning the car for what caused the offensive stench. With one gloved hand, he suppressed a cough.


Rising to his full height in the aisle, the man cut an imposing figure in his uniform. His dark hair formed an oil slick above his colorless face.


And then there were his eyes. Upon smelling the Ink, his irises and pupils turned to liquid. They melted from symmetrical circles into shapeless black puddles swirling freely around his eyeballs.


He stood for a moment between the seats, cracking his neck from side to side.


Then he went hunting for the source of the Stink.


Moving deliberately with the trace of a limp, he gained speed as he went. All his senses confirmed he was close. His breathing grew shallow and labored. His eyes stung. His throat grew tight. But his instincts had been right to catch this train. The Stink was on board.


He entered the last car before the sleeping compartment. Empty. Barreling down the aisle, he reached to open the door at the far end.


A massive electrical shock crackled through the air, causing his hand to recoil involuntarily and tingeing the air with a sharp, burning odor. The man shook out his fingers. He had not anticipated that, and the pools in his eyes boiled with rage as the sensation brought back distant memories.


Bending closer, he examined the door. Lodged in the handle, almost invisible to the naked eye, was a small copper-colored filament, no thicker than a human hair.


“Your ticket cannae get you into that car, laddie.”


The man spun about to find himself face-to-face with the conductor standing like a barricade in the aisle behind him. Both men’s eyes registered surprise.


“You!” seethed the officer. He tilted his chin down, puffed out his cheeks, then like an aerosol can, blew a cloud of steam directly in the conductor’s face.


“Save your nasty breath. You of all people should know the Mind Murk doesn’t affect me,” said the conductor, waving away the steam and stepping closer. “Or has it been so long, you’ve forgotten?”


Furious, the officer swung a fist with superhuman force that undoubtedly would have caved in the conductor’s jaw.


But with remarkable speed for his size, the conductor stepped to one side, grabbed the man’s arm, and used the forward motion of the punch to propel him to the far end of the car.


“Still posing as a soldier boy?”


“It’s Commander.”


“That’s a new rank. Your own invention?”


The man snarled. “You can’t stand between me and that Stink! I have legions at my disposal now!”


“Maybe. But not on my train.”


The conductor removed a fountain pen from the chest pocket of his jacket and drew with it in the air as if he were waving a wand. “Remember this?”


The pen arced through the empty space and a giant glowing shield of blue light that spanned the width of the aisle took shape. The conductor moved the length of the empty car, pushing the shield toward the other man.


Rather than fight, the Commander abruptly turned and vanished into the next coach. He knew what he needed to do. The possibility of revenge against an old enemy only strengthened his resolve.


The conductor clicked his pen, and the blue shield evaporated in a puff of smoke. He retrieved the strand of copper from the door handle and made his way to Marcus’s berth. Jotting a quick note as he went, he slipped it silently under the curtain.


Marcus read and reread the chilling words: “Blotter on board! Make preparations.”


He shoved the drawings in the briefcase, his hands shaking. Clearly, he had underestimated the danger of using this Ink in public.


Meanwhile, the Commander—whom the conductor referred to as a blotter—made his way through car after car, his left foot dragging ever so slightly as he headed toward the front of the train.


Normally, he relied on Mind Murk to conceal his true identity. This time he didn’t care. Anything blocking his path was promptly crushed or kicked aside. An elderly man made the mistake of taking too long to find his seat, and the blotter roughly heaved him out of his way without losing stride, leaving him unconscious on the floor.


When he reached the front end of the lead passenger car, the door was locked. The blotter forced it open to a blast of cold morning air. Sleepy travelers blinked in irritation, then stunned disbelief.


Ahead was the coal tender, with a ladder up the face of it. The blotter jumped, climbing up over the side. He walked across the top of the coal, ignoring the sooty smoke billowing at him from the steam engine.


The Night Scotsman was clacking steadily nearer to London’s Harrow & Wealdstone station. The engineer studied the signal lights along the track to ensure he approached at the appropriate speed.


Engrossed in his duties, he didn’t notice the Commander’s hand until it gripped his neck, rendering him unconscious. The blotter rolled the engineer’s body to the floor and took his seat. He shoved the throttle all the way forward.


The train accelerated, screaming at top speed. With no more effort than it takes to bend a pipe cleaner, the Commander twisted the handle out of shape to such a degree that no one would be able to reverse what he had done.


The locomotive was now hurtling out of control toward the busy station at the beginning of a workday.


And two other passenger trains were still boarding at the platform.


Satisfied, the blotter turned to leave. A pair of batlike wings stretched out from where they had been concealed between his shoulder blades. He flapped them once, stepped out of the engine, and shot into the air to watch from above as the train hurtled onward.


It would be the worst railroad crash Britain had ever seen.
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Can you hear me, sir?”


The voice sounded distant and muffled. Marcus opened his eyes to see the concerned face of an American Air Force nurse.


She looked slightly blurry, and he realized his glasses were filthy. What was going on? Why was his head throbbing? And why was he on a gurney?


“There’s been an accident. Do you know where you are?”


Marcus tried to shake the haze from his brain. “I would have said London, but you’re American.”


She laughed, relieved to get a response. “London’s right. I’m stationed at the American Air Force hospital. We’re the nearest medical facility.”


She held his face still, looking into first one eye, then the other. “Can you tell me what day it is?”


Marcus scanned his memory. “Tuesday. No, Wednesday, October 8, 1952.”


The nurse took a tube of lipstick and used it to draw a large X on his forehead. “Sorry, it’s all I have to write with. This will tell doctors which patients have been seen. Don’t wipe it off. I’ll be back to check on you soon.”


And with that she was gone.


Lying on the stretcher, Marcus suddenly found the entire day rushing back—the train, the horrific jolt sending him airborne, the unbearable screech of metal scraping against metal.


His briefcase! He felt around on the gurney, but there was nothing. He pulled himself up to a sitting position, only to nearly pass out with the effort. He collapsed back down. Catching his breath, he rolled to the side and looked toward the train.


What he saw was a heap of twisted black metal, piled up behind an engine, which was perched on its nose and leaning precariously over a sideways passenger car of another train. The platform looked like a war zone, with dozens of wounded and dazed passengers in makeshift triage. Wreckage was everywhere.


Luggage and belongings were piled near the ticketing office. And there, among the debris, he saw it. One side was slightly dented, but the briefcase appeared intact. He had to get to it.


Mustering every ounce of strength, Marcus rolled himself off the gurney and onto the wooden platform. He might be too dizzy to walk the fifty feet to his briefcase, but he could crawl.


Which he did—one agonizing board at a time. It must have made for a bizarre sight—a vicar in tattered clothes, inching his way on hands and knees. Yet with the chaos all around, once again Marcus found himself invisible.


When he reached the briefcase, he held his breath as he opened it up. Good: The bottle was still there. But not the pen!


Sick with worry, he rifled back and forth through everything before remembering he had put it in his pocket. He patted his jacket and, to his great relief, felt the pen tucked inside.


Pushing the briefcase in front of him, Marcus crawled back toward his stretcher. With his eyes down, he ran into a man’s legs standing squarely in his way. Dreading who it might be, he looked up to see the ample form of the conductor, hands on his hips.


“Not much of a nap for you on the train, was it?” Reaching down, the conductor gently helped him to his feet. Keeping an arm around him for support, he moved the vicar toward the gurney.


“Is all of this my fault?” Marcus missed a step and stumbled.


“Save your energy.” The conductor spoke in an intense whisper. “The only one to blame for this is the blotter. He derailed the train. We’ve got to get you out of here.”


A cry pierced the air, coming from an upended train car that was about to topple to the ground. People were still trapped inside.


Concern clouded the conductor’s face as he looked from Marcus to the train. “I have to go help them. Hide the Ink before he finds you.”


“But how could he—”


“You’re marked. He can smell it on your hands!”


With that, the train conductor darted away, and Marcus lay back down. He reached his hand into his pocket and pulled out the pen, trying to force his clouded brain to imagine a way of hiding it on the platform. There were no obvious choices. What if someone discovered the hiding spot before he could return for it?


Just then a woman’s voice loudly exclaimed, “Oh, no! No, no, no!”


Craning to the left, Marcus saw the nurse from earlier, standing beside an injured passenger and looking in exasperation at her empty tube of lipstick.


She noticed the pen in Marcus’s hand. “I’m going to need that.” She walked over and snatched it from his grasp. “Wow. This looks expensive.”


Marcus clutched her arm to beg for it back when over her shoulder he spotted the intimidating form of the blotter, now disguised as a medic. It had to be him—those eyes were inhuman. And the strange way he was sniffing at injured passengers was not normal behavior. The conductor wasn’t going to be able to help. The nurse was now the only hope Marcus had.


“I don’t think I’ll make it.” Beads of sweat formed on his skin.


“Sure you will, Reverend.”


“No! Listen to me. I need you to promise me something.”


He willed himself to remain conscious and pulled the nurse close, so the blotter couldn’t hear. “Promise me! Deliver that pen to my children.”


With trembling fingers, he spun the combination lock on his briefcase and pushed it toward her. “Lock it in here. Only my children—no one else. Especially not the housekeeper. The address is on the tag.”


Sensing his urgency, the nurse nodded. “I promise. But you’re going to be fine.”


“Tell my children—” Marcus blacked out and slumped back on the gurney.


The nurse checked for his pulse, which was still there. She picked up the briefcase, put the pen behind her ear, and headed back to work.


Moments later, the Commander-turned-medic came alongside the unconscious clergyman. He made a show of checking for a pulse himself, which brought Marcus’s stained fingers close to his face. The blotter’s pupils became stormy with recognition, and the Stink burned his nasal passages. Having found his target, he turned his head and retched.


It was the most potent stench he had ever encountered, driving him nearly mad. With a gloved hand, he searched the man’s pockets but found no pen—just a glasses case with a rag soaked in the detestable liquid. And a photograph of the man with what were presumably his children. The blotter returned the glasses case but slipped the picture in his own pocket for future reference.


How had a clergyman come into possession of such a lethal concentration of Stink? Who in Aberdeen was his source? And where was the infernal writing instrument he had used?


Answers were needed, but not here. There would be a thorough interrogation when this man regained consciousness. Stealing a bedsheet from a nearby patient, the blotter draped it over the vicar as if he were dead.


The nurse looked up and noticed the medic with the distinctive gait wheeling the gurney quickly down the platform. She recognized the torn jacket sleeve of the vicar’s uncovered arm hanging down at the side of the gurney. A wave of disbelief and deep sadness for the reverend’s family swept over her.


She consoled herself with the thought that at least she would be able to tell his children their father had helped save lives in the simple act of sharing his pen. Her eyes teared up as she looked at it in her hand. With renewed determination, she removed the pen’s cap and looked for the next forehead in need of a miracle.
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Everett and Bea were upstairs when the doorbell rang. Living in a vicarage, you begin to know by instinct when someone arrives with bad news. And both children had that sinking feeling that this particular chime meant trouble. They scrambled to the top of the stairs to see who was there.


Mrs. Crimp answered the door. Two somber-faced policemen stood on the porch. One cleared his throat, as if what he had to share was stuck there. “Excuse me, ma’am. I’m Officer Stanley. Are you Mrs. Drake?”


“Certainly not. I oversee the premises.”


The officer became flustered. “I see. I see.” He looked at his partner for rescue, which never came.


Mrs. Crimp crossed her arms, drumming her bony fingers on her elbow. “I am a busy woman, sir. Please state your business.”


“It’s just that there’s news about Reverend Drake. May we come in?”


“No need to intrude further,” Mrs. Crimp barked. “Anything you have to say can be said right here.”


At that point Bea went tearing down the stairs into the entryway, with Everett close behind. If this concerned their father, they were not going to hear it secondhand from her.


“What about my daddy?” Bea demanded, pushing past Mrs. Crimp through the front door.


Officer Stanley got down on one knee, removing his hat. His voice cracked as he spoke. “I’m afraid there’s bad news, dear.”


He hesitated, concern in his eyes. “Your father was in a terrible railway accident early this morning.”


Everett joined them outside, his heart pounding. “Is he hurt?”


The officer lowered his gaze. “There’s a chance he could still be alive somewhere in the wreckage, but…” His voice trailed off.


The world stopped revolving in that moment. The police officer’s pained expression would be forever etched in the children’s memories, the shadows on the porch frozen in time. Everett felt as if his strength had seeped out of every pore in his body. He could hardly breathe.


For a long moment, no one spoke.


“Are you here to remove the children?”


They all turned, not quite able to grasp what Mrs. Crimp was suggesting.


There was the faintest hint of a cruel smile on her thin lips. “I’m not their mother. With their father presumed dead, these urchins are now the responsibility of the state.”


If there hadn’t been two policemen standing in front of him, Everett would have rushed to push her off the porch. Instead, he just spat, “You mean old cow!” and stomped into the yard, his cheeks a bright shade of red. His worst nightmare was coming true. He walked in a tight, furious circle around the small patch of grass between the vicarage and the church.


Officer Stanley kept his tightly balled hands at his sides. “We are here to deliver condolences to the family,” he said through clenched teeth. “Anything else is a matter for the courts.”


Mrs. Crimp turned to go back inside. “Then your work here is done.” With that, she closed the door behind her and retreated into the recesses of the house.


The policemen stood in stunned silence for a moment. Their radio squawked in the car, summoning them to the scene of a crime across town. Officer Stanley returned his cap, giving Bea a last sympathetic look. “I’m so sorry.”


Everett walked over and grabbed Bea’s hand, gripping it tightly as the officers drove away. His father’s words rang in his ears. I’m counting on you to look after your sister.


“It’s okay,” Bea whispered, squeezing his hand. “You’ll see. Daddy’s not really dead.”
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Everett squirmed in the pew, unable to concentrate on the endless eulogy. The bishop droned on in his most preacherly voice about the “valley of the shadoooooow,” as if drawing out the word made it more impressive.


How do you have a funeral without a body? Something felt wrong. But the investigation had concluded that Marcus Drake was almost certainly dead, and arrangements had been made.


Bea sat beside Everett on the wooden bench, swinging her short legs back and forth madly while drawing a maze on the funeral program.


Her acting normal was irritating. She hadn’t cried once, insisting everyone was wrong and that their father was alive. Everett grabbed the program away from her. Bea scowled and tried to poke him discreetly with her pencil, but he reached down and broke the lead. It’s hard to have a proper fight when you’re in front of a bunch of unhappy grown-ups in a church.


Their future had been in question for a few days. Vicars may be skilled at helping others manage the ups and downs of life, but sometimes their own affairs are in disarray, and, truth be told, Marcus Drake had never gotten around to drawing up a last will and testament.


No contingency plans had been made for the care of his children in the event of a tragedy. There were no longer any grandparents living, no aunts and uncles in the picture.


Some distant relatives in America might be able to take them, but Everett and Bea could not remember their names, and it would take time to track them down.


So the elders of St. Francis Church met again and voted unanimously that until such time as a replacement vicar could be hired or the Drake relatives found, the children would continue to live in the vicarage under the watchful care of Isadora Crimp.


Once again, the housekeeper found herself without recourse since she, too, had nowhere to go. And once again, she resented it bitterly, funneling all her angry energy toward the children.


Everett was no longer intimidated. With his father gone, the whole world felt flat. Now, as he sat through the torturously long funeral, he knew he should listen respectfully. But he kept envisioning his dad doing a spot-on impression of the dumpy bishop presiding with his grating, arrogant tone.


As Everett studied the clergyman’s face now, he could see the man bore more than a passing resemblance to one of MC’s enemies. The flapping jowls, the ice-cream scoop for a nose—it was all there. His father had drawn a thinly disguised (and most unflattering) caricature of the bishop into his comic! Everett almost laughed out loud.


The reception after the funeral was equally excruciating. The Drake children politely listened as a long line of parishioners offered condolences. Condescending men thumped their backs, and powdery grandmothers patted their hair. No one knew quite the right way to comfort grieving children, especially when Bea would inform them that they were mistaken about her father being dead.


When they ran out of words, well-wishers milled about in the garden, nibbling on miniature sandwiches and stale chocolate biscuits. Teary unmarried women dabbed at their eyes, dreams of snagging an eligible vicar now gone forever.


As the crowd dispersed, a young, dark-skinned woman approached the children. She wore a United States Air Force uniform and carried a briefcase.


“I’m so sorry for your loss,” she began. “Could I speak with you privately? It’s important.”


Having never met an American before, Bea would have followed her anywhere. The three of them found a quiet corner on the lawn. In a hushed tone, the woman said, “My name is Abbie. I was a nurse at the site of the train accident.”


She glanced around, then lowered her voice. “I know you’ve been told they never found your father’s body, but that’s not true. I tended to him on the platform after the crash.”


Everett swallowed hard. “Did you see him die?”


The nurse shook her head. “That’s what’s strange. I don’t know how he died. His injuries didn’t appear life-threatening. The next thing I knew, a medic was wheeling him away. Now his body has disappeared.”


Bea’s eyes widened. “I knew it! He’s still alive!”


Abbie pressed her finger to her lips. “I’m not saying that. He may have sustained internal injuries I couldn’t detect.”


She handed the dented briefcase to Everett. “I promised your father I would bring his belongings to you. He was adamant that he didn’t even want your housekeeper to accept them. I thought the funeral would be my best chance to catch you alone.”


Everett held the briefcase in front of him and a faint tingling sensation surged up his arms. He could picture all the times his father came bounding into the house with it. He thought of that painful last goodbye. How he wished he had returned his father’s hug! How he wished he had gone out on the porch to wave. Staring at the battered leather case, he tried not to imagine how it had become so scraped up.


The nurse started to leave, then turned back, nodding at the case. “Sure is a strange pen he loaned me,” she said. “I don’t know if it was blessed because he was a preacher or what, but that pen seems to have powers. All the patients I marked with it recovered miraculously. Can you believe that? Every single one. Your father saved lives even while losing his own.”


She bent down and pulled the children into a tight hug. “But you already knew he was a hero.”


“Is,” corrected Bea.


Abbie smiled sadly. Giving Everett a small card, she said, “You can reach me at the air force base. If you need anything, let me know.”


As Everett watched her walk away, he caught sight of The Cramps eyeing them suspiciously through the kitchen window. He gripped the briefcase tighter and shoved the card deep in his pocket. If he and Bea had to live with that woman much longer, they would need all the friends they could find.
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The unmarked lorry rattled northward. In the back of the truck, the Commander leaned over the unconscious vicar, who was still strapped to the gurney. The blotter pondered the family photograph in his hands, his wings twitching.


Two more blotters flanked him: a short, swarthy character named Dud and his lanky, dim-witted friend, Oafie. They were doing their best to stay standing as the vehicle shook and lumbered down the road.


“When will he wake up?” Oafie yelled above the engine noise.


“I’m keeping him sedated until we’re back in Aberdeen,” said the Commander, tapping the IV bag attached to Marcus. “By the time he wakes, there will be such high levels of Mind Murk in his system, he should be ready to cooperate.”


Oafie scratched his misshapen head. “Won’t the Murks make him forget what he knows about Stink?”


Dud shot an alarmed look at his partner. “It’s not right to question the Commander!” Then he turned to his boss. “We would never dream of second-guessing you, sir.”


The Commander ignored Dud and answered Oafie. “Mind Murk has different effects when delivered straight to the bloodstream. It proves quite useful in certain conversations.”


“If anyone can get him to talk, it’s you, sir,” said Dud, continuing his flattery. “Where do you think he found that Stink?”


“Oh! I bet I know, Commander,” Oafie chimed in. “What with him being on the train and all, it was probably that conductor you always—”


Without warning, the Commander extended a wing and shoved the top edge of it in Oafie’s mouth. The slimy texture and bristles made Oafie gag.


“Never speak of that conductor. Do you understand?”


Oafie nodded, wide-eyed.


“Moron!” croaked a voice. It came from a raven perched atop a stack of crates, its beady eyes mocking the inept underlings. A black collar with needle-sharp spikes encircled the raven’s neck. “Moron!” it repeated, as if to ensure the insult landed. The Commander made a toc-toc noise and the raven flew to his shoulder.


Oafie glared at the bird as if he wanted to bake it into a pie.


The Commander sat down and smoothed the raven’s feathers. “There, there, Grip,” he said. “I have something for you.” He removed a paper clip from his pocket. “Go and play.” The bird took the shiny object and flew back to his corner.


Now that the Commander was seated, his boots were more visible. Dud caught Oafie staring at their leader’s left foot and cleared his throat. It was hard not to be curious about the famed appendage made of stone. But everyone knew that topic was even more taboo than the conductor. Oafie caught Dud’s concern and shifted his gaze.


The Commander was busy scribbling out an order. “I’m sending you to search this vicar’s home. Find me all there is to know about him”—he tapped the photograph—“and his offspring.”


He stopped writing and looked from Dud to Oafie. “Most of all, destroy any stockpiles of this Stink you find on the premises. Then report to McLarch for rapid transport to Newcastle upon Tyne. I will take the prisoner back to headquarters and then meet you in Newcastle.”


He held out his orders to Dud, who froze, staring anxiously at the page.


“What are you waiting for?”


Dud searched for a tactful way to raise his question. “It’s just that, well, begging your pardon, sir, but to clarify, are you asking us to enter a… a… house of worship?”


The Commander rose to his feet again. “Not asking. Ordering. I do not want to see either of you again until you’ve demolished any remains of that unspeakable fluid. Is that clear?”


Dud’s voice barely rose above a whisper. “Perfectly.”
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