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For Neil, my partner in all of life’s mysteries













PROLOGUE

Saturday, June 10th

On a typical day in the town of Northbrook there were no mysteries to speak of, but on the tenth of June there were three:

In the first place, June 10th marked the start of summer vacation for Northbrook public school students, yet the streets and parks—which should have been filled with laughter and celebratory shrieks, the skittering of sprinklers, the beat of jump ropes on pavement, and the occasional pop and splatter of water balloons—were instead empty and eerily silent. The few children who ventured outdoors looked up and around with grave curiosity before retreating. Even the birds were songless and subdued, hidden away in the summer foliage.

In the second place, on the morning of June 10th a solar eclipse passed over the town. The citizens of Northbrook, stoic New Englanders, were not generally given to superstition. Still, it was hard to shake the feeling that some dark sign or omen could be read in the alignment of sun, moon, and Earth. This second, celestial mystery may well have explained the strange summer silence of the first. Total darkness lasted for only a few minutes; the uncanny dimness and nervous hush that descended upon Northbrook lingered all day.

In the third place, and more to the point, the tenth of June was the day that Dr. Alistair Fairfleet went missing.

The disappearance of Dr. Fairfleet was the biggest scandal to hit Northbrook in decades. He had been scheduled to give a report to the Waverly College board of trustees on the progress and initiatives of the celebrated museums of the Fairfleet Institute. When he failed to show up to his own presentation, the board immediately knew something was amiss. In the nearly thirty years that he had served as chairman of the Institute, Dr. Alistair Fairfleet had never been late to an appointment.

When the police searched his mansion, they found no sign of forced entry. His car—a black sedan, strangely sensible for a millionaire—was still in the garage. A bowl of Frosted Mini-Wheats sat half-eaten on the breakfast bar. Wherever he may have gone, whatever may have happened to him, he left behind his beloved cat with only a day’s worth of food and water. As Alistair Fairfleet had never missed an appointment, so Captain Nemo had never missed a meal.

Both the town and the college threw considerable resources at the case. The Fairfleet family was one of the oldest, and unquestionably the richest, in Northbrook. The museums of the Fairfleet Institute were the crown jewels of Waverly College. Unfortunately, the police had little to go on. No canny kidnapper had contacted the authorities with ransom demands. Dr. Fairfleet himself had left behind no note, no clue as to his whereabouts. Or so everyone thought.

Exactly three weeks after Dr. Alistair Fairfleet’s disappearance, four identical letters were delivered to four unsuspecting recipients. The morning of July 1st was sunny and mild—not an eclipse in sight. The twittering of birds heralded a day of fine weather and unwelcome surprises.

Dr. Prudence Ito, director of the Fairfleet Museum of Art, read her letter while sitting in her solarium and drinking her morning coffee, black. She frowned as she scanned the note, drumming her fingers on the ceramic tiles that covered the table. The tiles, imported from Turkey, were exquisite replicas of sixteenth-century Iznik pottery pieces. Dr. Prudence Ito tapped her fingers so hard that she chipped one of her neatly manicured nails without registering that she had done so. She had more important things to worry about.

Minnie Mayflower, principal archivist of the Fairfleet Historical Archives, perused her letter from the comfort of her favorite armchair. She sipped her English breakfast tea with one spoon of sugar and a dash of milk. Her hands shook a little as she stroked the black-and-white cat curled up in her lap. When she finished reading, she set the letter on the coffee table and wrapped herself more tightly in her cardigan. Although the day promised to be warm and Minnie was a young woman in good health, she felt cold. The cat, disturbed by her movements, gave a disdainful mrowl and leapt down from her lap to find a more agreeable place to nap.

Quentin Carlisle, artistic director of the Fairfleet Center for the Performing Arts, slept late on the morning of the first. The FCPA’s production of Arsenic and Old Lace had closed the previous evening, and the strain of answering the press’s questions about Alistair Fairfleet combined with the excitement of closing night had left him worn-out. Squinting against the late-morning light, he poured himself a glass of orange juice and added just a splash of something stronger from a silver flask. As he read his letter, what little color was left in his cheeks drained entirely. He thought for a moment, then poured several more glugs from the flask into his juice.

Dr. John Wright, executive curator of the Fairfleet Museum of Natural History, had not slept at all. He had spent the night in his office with only the looming dinosaur fossils outside his door for company. Dr. Wright was a man of many firsts: the first Oxford-educated anthropologist at Waverly College, the first Black director of a Fairfleet museum, and the first non-Fairfleet to run the Museum of Natural History specifically. He was also the first to assume many of Dr. Fairfleet’s responsibilities in the chairman’s absence—hence his sleepless night in the museum.

When Dr. Wright finally noticed the letter on the corner of his desk, he could not say how or when it had arrived. He took a sip from the thermos that his wife, Martha, had made up for him the night before. Its contents, once hot and home-brewed, were now tepid and tasteless. Dr. Wright slit the creamy envelope with a nineteenth-century letter opener. Upon reading the message, he let out a derisive snort. He crumpled the letter into a ball and threw it at the trash can in the corner, missing by a wide margin. For two full minutes he glowered and grumbled in his chair; then he retrieved the crumpled ball of paper and smoothed it out on his desk. He read the message over several more times while the dinosaurs kept their watch.

By noon on July 1st all four recipients had read their four identical letters. All four recipients now had more information about Alistair Fairfleet’s disappearance than the entire Northbrook police force had gathered in three weeks, and none of them had any intention of sharing what they had learned. This is what the letter said:


Dear Sir or Madam,

If you are receiving this letter, it is because I, Dr. Alistair Fairfleet, chairman of the Fairfleet Institute, have disappeared under suspicious circumstances. You are the director of one of the official branches of the Fairfleet Institute. Your counterparts have received this letter as well. You have served the Institute admirably in your role. Now I require assistance of a different sort. I am afraid that I am in no position to communicate with you directly. Nevertheless, I have critical information to share with you all. The truth, as they say, will out.

Two of you share a secret that has been kept in the shadows for too long. One of you will succeed me as chair of the Fairfleet Institute. And one of you, alas, is responsible for my sudden disappearance. To find out who is who and which is which, you will have to follow the trail I’ve left. Your first clue is enclosed in your envelope.

Perhaps you are not inclined to participate in the hunt. Perhaps you feel that it would be safer or easier or wiser to leave the earth undisturbed and let these secrets remain buried. I am not unsympathetic to your view. Like it or not, however, we are all players in this game and have been for quite some time. Participation is not optional.

It is imperative that you find the solution and come to my aid on July 15th. By design, you cannot arrive early, but I beg you, for my sake, not to be late. Do not contact the police. Their involvement would be neither in your best interest nor in mine.

Thank you for your time and attention. I advise you to consider your enclosed clue with due urgency.

Regards,

Dr. Alistair Fairfleet



With this letter safely in the hands of its intended readers, a fifth almost-but-not-quite-identical message was delivered. Alex Foster and Asha Singh of the A&A Detective Agency received it at noon on the dot. While most of the letter had been copied word for word from the original, there were three notable differences.

In the first place, Dr. Fairfleet had slipped a small prefix into the first paragraph to reflect the A&A Detective Agency’s status as an unofficial branch of the Fairfleet Institute. Alistair Fairfleet was the detectives’ primary investor, but this pet project was neither known to nor recognized by the Waverly College board.

In the second place, the letter was not hand-delivered but was instead sent to the agency’s email address. Alex and Asha took the professionalism of their agency very seriously, but they were also twelve years old. They were obliged, for the time being, to operate out of Alex’s tree house.

In the third place, Alistair Fairfleet had been unable to resist showing a bit of favoritism in the closing of his otherwise formal message:


Thank you for your time and attention. I advise you to consider your enclosed clue with due urgency.

Good luck!

Dr. Alistair Fairfleet













CHAPTER 1

THE ARCHIVIST

Saturday, July 1st

As an office space for a detective agency, Alex Foster’s tree house was not, perhaps, perfectly practical. As a tree house, however, it was practically perfect. It was built in a giant oak in the Fosters’ backyard, a grandfatherly tree with a thick trunk and sprawling branches made for climbing. The tree house had everything a tree house ought to have: a rope ladder and a trapdoor, wide floor planks that smelled of cedar, a periscope that peeked out through the leaves for spying on passersby—as well as a number of unique amenities: a wall lined with bookshelves, a cozy hammock strung up in the corner, and a single solar panel that powered a heat lamp in the winter and a fan in the summer.

Alex was fiercely protective of the tree house. He had a strict “no strangers allowed” policy that he had broken only once in a calculated effort to befriend the unflappable new girl with the long black braid.

Asha, for her part, had known she liked the tree house before she knew she liked Alex. When she had moved to the neighborhood back in third grade, it was one of the first things that made her feel at home. She liked Alex’s family too. His mother was a history professor at Waverly College, and his father ran the local newspaper, The Northbrook Nail. He had a baby brother named Ollie and an old, blind border collie named Don Quixote—Donkey for short. Asha envied the warmth and bustle of the Foster household. Things were pretty quiet at her house. She was an only child, and her father was allergic to most pets.

When Alex first met Asha, he found her easy to talk to and hard to impress—perfect best-friend material. When Asha first met Alex, she wished he were a little harder to impress so that maybe he would stop talking to her so much, but she decided that no one with such a wonderful tree house could be that bad. And she had been right. Alex had a knack for adventure and a borderline dangerous imagination. As it turned out, being friends with Alex Foster was well worth the occasional exasperation.

After lunch on the afternoon of July 1st, the agents of the A&A Detective Agency sat across from each other in the tree house on oversized beanbag chairs. They had printed the mysterious email from Dr. Fairfleet, and it now lay on the floor between them. It had been sent not from Dr. Fairfleet’s email address but from one of those pesky “no reply” addresses with the domain @ALB.org. The URL led nowhere, and ALB didn’t ring any bells. Asha had a little notebook and a pencil for jotting down notes and ideas. Alex didn’t believe in taking notes, and if he did, he would never choose to write them on paper like some sort of troglodyte.

“Should we tell our parents?” Alex asked reluctantly.

Asha frowned. “I don’t think so. Telling our parents is as good as telling the police, and Dr. Fairfleet specifically said we shouldn’t talk to the police.”

“Right. That’s what I thought.” Alex scratched his elbow and fidgeted in his beanbag chair. “But if he’s in trouble, don’t you think we should let an adult know?”

“Since when do you trust adults?”

“Since when do you not?”

It was a fair question. Alex’s family had known Dr. Fairfleet for years. Asha’s mother was a well-connected attorney in Northbrook. Showing any of their parents the letter would have been the responsible option. The easy option.

“Look,” Asha conceded with a shrug, “I know this is a bit beyond our pay grade.” That was the understatement of the year, and they both knew it. They didn’t have a pay grade. The only person ever to pay them for their detective work was Dr. Fairfleet, who once gave them ten dollars apiece for finding an heirloom watch that he had hidden just so Asha and Alex might have a case to solve. “At least we have a list of adults that we can consult.”

“What we have,” Alex argued, “is a list of suspects.”

Attached to the email from Dr. Fairfleet was a file: “EnclosedClue.pdf.” Asha had copied the information into her notebook with meticulous care. Their clue was a list of four names:


Quentin Carlisle

Prudence Ito

Minnie Mayflower

John Wright



“It’s a starting place. We also have a deadline: July 15th. That gives us exactly two weeks to figure everything out.” Asha didn’t know what Dr. Fairfleet meant when he said that “by design” they couldn’t arrive early, but she understood the chilling implications of “I beg you, for my sake, not to be late.”

“Are we taking the case?” A small light flickered in Alex’s eyes, the sort of light that is kindled when someone with a general suspicion of rules finds a compelling reason to break one.

“I think we have to.” Asha, unlike Alex, had a healthy respect for rules, but she had a healthier respect for Dr. Fairfleet. The chairman had welcomed the children of Northbrook to his museums for decades. He was one of those rare adults who never made Alex and Asha feel underestimated or overlooked. Now he was asking for their help in the form of a secret email—a cry for help, a call to action. They wouldn’t let him down.

Alex stood up and stretched, reaching for the ceiling. He was small for his age and took every opportunity to maximize his height. Asha suspected that was why he kept his sandy curls on the long side: for the extra inch. “Where do you want to start?” he asked. “With the most suspicious or the least suspicious?”

Asha folded her arms without budging from her beanbag chair. “I don’t think we have enough information to make those sorts of judgments yet.”

“C’mon. I mean, we know it’s not Minnie.”

“Do we?” Asha asked, more to irritate Alex than anything else. Minnie Mayflower had been Alex’s babysitter for years, starting when she was an undergraduate at Waverly College. Minnie was pretty and sweet, and Alex was loyal to those he admired. Asha knew that overcoming Alex’s bias where Minnie was concerned was going to be one of their first obstacles. “Sometimes it’s the suspects who seem most innocent who have the most to hide.”

“In books and movies, maybe. Not in real life. Not Minnie.”

Asha’s gaze flickered toward the ceiling, but she stopped just short of rolling her eyes. “That’s fine. Starting with Minnie is probably our best bet anyway. Since she knows us, she’s more likely to talk to us. We’re going to have to work our way up to Dr. Ito and Dr. Wright.”

“Work up the courage, you mean.” Alex smirked. “Because you’re scared of them.”

“I am not scared of them.”

“You are. A little,” Alex needled, searching for a weak point in Asha’s armor. He didn’t press too hard. Truth be told, he was intimidated by Dr. Ito and Dr. Wright himself.

Ignoring the hand that Alex offered, Asha crossed her legs, shifted her weight, and stood up in one smooth motion. She climbed down the rope ladder without looking back up at him, her braid swinging behind her like the tail of a cat.

[image: ]

Because it was Saturday, Alex and Asha didn’t know if Minnie would be at home or at work. Fortunately, it didn’t much matter. Minnie lived in a small apartment above the Waverly College Library, where the Fairfleet Historical Archives were housed. They rode their bicycles to the library in the hot afternoon sun. The door to the archives was locked, so Asha and Alex went up a back staircase to knock on the door of Minnie’s apartment. The door swung open to reveal a surprised archivist.

“Alex? Goodness! What are you doing here?” Minnie’s blue eyes were wide behind gold-framed glasses. Her strawberry blond hair was tied back in a sleek knot, and she wore a lilac cardigan over a sundress with a dragonfly print.

“Hi, Minnie. You remember Asha Singh? Do you mind if we come in?”

Minnie took note of Alex’s red, sweaty face and the glaring sun. “Yes, of course. Come in where it’s cool, and I’ll get you some lemonade. Do your parents know you’re here?”

“They don’t expect me home until dinner,” Alex replied evasively.

Alex and Asha made themselves at home on Minnie’s couch. Or rather, Alex made himself at home. Asha sat on the edge of the cushion, back straight, aware that they had not really been invited over.

Minnie’s apartment looked like what might happen if someone’s grandmother’s house were made over by woodland fairies. Crocheted pillows and quilts covered most available seating. Vases and mason jars filled with wildflowers adorned the coffee table and any free spaces on the crowded bookshelf. The apartment smelled faintly of lavender and strongly of old paper.

Minnie returned from the kitchen carrying a tray with two glasses of lemonade and a ham sandwich cut into quarters. Ham and Swiss with mustard was Alex’s favorite, as Minnie must have remembered. Asha didn’t eat meat, but she gratefully accepted the lemonade, which was oversweet but still cold and refreshing.

“Now then,” Minnie said, sitting down in the velvet armchair across from them. “What brings you two to my door on this sunny summer day?”

Asha sipped her lemonade while Alex took the lead. “We know about Dr. Fairfleet’s letter.”

Minnie turned pale, and her wide eyes grew even wider. To her credit, however, she did not try to deny anything. Instead she replied, “How on earth could you know about that?”

Asha held out the printed email for Minnie to inspect. “Because we got one too.”

“We’re with the A&A Detective Agency. Maybe you’ve heard of us?” Alex asked.

“Oh.” Minnie blinked as she glanced from the letter to the expectant look on Alex’s face. “I’m quite sure I have, but why don’t you . . . remind me.”

“We started the agency last year during the Fairfleet Summer Program,” Asha said. “We got the idea when Dr. Fairfleet said that Northbrook didn’t have a private detective agency. He’s our principal investor, you know. He gave us lots of books to read—Agatha Christie, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, that sort of thing. And he bought us some business cards and printed an ad for us in The Northbrook Nail.”

Alex shuffled around in his pocket and pulled out a crumpled business card, which he handed to Minnie. The business card featured their contact information and a graphic of a private eye in a trench coat and fedora that Alex had designed himself.

Minnie took a moment to read the card before graciously placing it in her purse. “That’s very enterprising of you. What drew you to detective work, if I may ask?”

There were many answers to this question. Asha could have said that she aspired to be in the FBI one day. She wanted to be tough and honest and prove her male colleagues wrong. Alex could have said that he believed robots would one day render most jobs obsolete and that consulting detective work seemed as good a way as any to pass the time in a fully automated future.

Asha offered a simpler explanation. “We needed something to do. School is pretty easy.”

“And pretty boring,” Alex added. Whereas most teachers found Asha’s bookishness endearing, Alex’s rebellious intelligence tended to make adults nervous. There was only so much amusement to be had in provoking frazzled Mrs. Doncaster.

“Dr. Fairfleet thought that detective work might provide a nice challenge for us,” Asha continued. “But to be honest, we haven’t had many cases yet. Nothing real.”

“Until now,” Alex said.

“Until now,” Minnie echoed. “I see.”

“So, will you let us help?” Asha asked.

Minnie took off her glasses and held the heel of her hand to her forehead as though warding off a headache. Alex hoped she wouldn’t cry. He wasn’t sure he could handle a tearful Minnie.

“I really don’t know what to say.” Minnie put her glasses back on and tucked a stray strand of copper hair behind her ear. “I think it’s admirable that you want to help Dr. Fairfleet, but we don’t know what sort of trouble he might be in. I’ve considered going to the police despite his warning. It’s just . . .” She paused. “Well, I remembered that Dr. Fairfleet squabbled with the chief of police last summer over the Fourth of July concert on the Green.”

Alex sat bolt upright. “You think the police could be in on it? Like a conspiracy?” Alex adored a good conspiracy.

“I don’t know. It sounds so silly when you say it out loud,” Minnie replied, wringing the hem of her cardigan.

At that moment, a black-and-white ball of fur hopped up on Asha’s lap. The furball stretched and settled into the form of a snoozing cat. Cats had always liked Asha, and Asha had always liked cats. Alex was more of a dog person—or maybe a lizard person.

“Who’s this?” Asha cooed, stroking the cat’s silky head.

“That’s Captain Nemo, Dr. Fairfleet’s cat,” Minnie said. “I often cat-sit for Dr. Fairfleet, so after he went missing, I decided to bring Captain Nemo back here. I’m afraid he’s quite out of sorts. Every time I open the door, he tries to run home. I’ve had to retrieve him from Dr. Fairfleet’s mansion three times this week.”

Asha made a mental note: Minnie has a key to Dr. Fairfleet’s house.

Alex made a mental note: Everybody likes cats except for me.

“Minnie,” Alex began, “Dr. Fairfleet must’ve sent the letter to us for a reason, but we won’t know what that reason is if you don’t let us help.”

“Maybe you could show us your clue?” Asha suggested. “Just a peek?”

Minnie hesitated. “I suppose there’s no harm in that. Dr. Fairfleet has always worked in mysterious ways.”

She stood up and left the living room, returning a minute later with her letter. Unlike Alex and Asha’s email, Minnie’s letter was printed on heavy, cream-colored stationery stamped with Alistair Fairfleet’s personal seal. Minnie placed a second piece of the same stationery on the coffee table. Asha and Alex both leaned forward to get a better look, and a disgruntled Captain Nemo dislodged himself from Asha’s lap. On the piece of creamy paper there was a short quotation written in deep blue ink:


“Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave
 my heart into my mouth.” W. S.



At the bottom of the page there was a postscript:


*Gather all the pieces and put them
 in order, but don’t ignore your
 initial observations.



Asha read over the clue, mouthing the words. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but it had a nice ring to it. “W. S.,” she said. “Minnie, is this William Shakespeare?”

“It is indeed.”

“Shakespeare?” Alex groaned. After watching a particularly dull community theater production of The Tempest, Alex had a poor opinion of the Bard.

Minnie gave him a pursed-lip smile. “Shakespeare’s not so bad. This quotation is from King Lear, one of my favorite plays.”

“Why is your clue a Shakespeare quotation?” Asha asked.

“Maybe she’s supposed to look inside a copy of the play,” Alex suggested.

“If that’s the case, I don’t know what copy Dr. Fairfleet had in mind. Both of mine seem to be dead ends.” Minnie gestured toward two books on the coffee table: a large hardcover edition of The Riverside Shakespeare and a paperback copy of King Lear. Alex picked up the smaller of the two and flipped through the worn pages. The margins were packed with penciled-in notes and questions.

“The annotations are my own,” Minnie assured him. “I spent all morning combing through them to be sure. And there’s nothing at all in the Riverside.”

“The note at the bottom says to ‘gather all the pieces.’ I guess you’ve got to get more pieces somehow—more clues. We should find out what Dr. Fairfleet left for the other directors.”

Asha had been silently rehearsing the line, committing it to memory. “What does it mean, though?” she asked.

“The quotation?” Minnie folded her hands in her lap. “Well, in the play, King Lear is the aging king of Britain who is trying to decide how to divide his kingdom. His ego gets the best of him, and he hands over his land and power to his two cruel daughters, who flatter him, instead of his honest daughter, who loves him. In this quotation, the good daughter, Cordelia, is explaining that she is unable to use empty words to express what she feels in her heart.”

“If that’s what Shakespeare meant, why didn’t he just say it like a normal person?” Alex complained.

“In a way,” Asha mused, “Dr. Fairfleet is sort of like the aging king of the Fairfleet Institute.”

Alex saw where her train of thought was headed and jumped aboard. “Sure! And he said in his letter that one of the recipients would take over as head of the Institute. Was Dr. Fairfleet thinking of retiring?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Minnie admitted as she absently traced the seal on her letter. “Professionally speaking, I wouldn’t have access to that information. I’m not exactly next in line for the throne. And personally . . . what I mean to say is . . . Dr. Fairfleet and I don’t have the sort of relationship where he might confide such things to me. We don’t have much of a personal relationship at all.”

“You take care of his cat,” Asha reminded her.

Alex did not see how the cat was relevant. “Who would be most likely to take over after Dr. Fairfleet? Or who would want to the most?”

“I suppose the answer to both of those questions would be John Wright. He’s extremely qualified, and he’s never been shy about his ambitions within the Institute. Of course, Prudence Ito has also done tremendous work for the art museum. She’s very popular with the Waverly College board.”

“The letter almost makes it sound like a competition. What if whoever solves the mystery and saves Dr. Fairfleet gets to be his successor?”

“I’m afraid it couldn’t possibly be that simple,” Minnie said, crushing Asha’s spun-glass theory. “The logistics of Dr. Fairfleet’s retirement are . . . thorny, to say the least.”

“What do you mean, ‘thorny’?”

“It’s all to do with the Fairfleet Charter. Complicated legal business. I wouldn’t want to bore you with it. Are you two still hungry? Would you like some Oreos?”

“No thank you,” Asha said, at the same moment that Alex said, “Yes, please!”

Smoothing the skirt of her sundress, Minnie stood up and took the empty plate to the kitchen.

“She seems nervous,” Asha observed.

“She seems anxious,” Alex replied. “You know, because her boss disappeared and left her a mysterious letter that implies she has something to hide.”

“Maybe she does have something to hide.”

Minnie’s return cut short their conversation. Asha accepted an Oreo—mostly to be polite—and nibbled at it unenthusiastically. Alex began twisting his cookies apart, eating the chocolate rounds and saving the stack of cream centers for later.

“Would you please tell us about the Fairfleet Charter?” Asha asked.

“It won’t bore us,” Alex assured her.

“If you insist,” Minnie said, taking an Oreo for herself. “As you may know, the first branch of the Fairfleet Institute was the Museum of Natural History, which was founded by Wadsworth Fairfleet in 1830. The Fairfleets had been prosperous farmers since the colonial period, but it was Wadsworth’s textile mill that made them one of the wealthiest families in America. The museum was his true legacy, however. When Wadsworth wrote and signed the charter, he set up the terms of inheritance so that only a Fairfleet could take over as chair of the Institute.”

“That sounds downright feudal,” Alex noted. “Not very American, anyway.”

“Wadsworth Fairfleet was both a dreamer and a realist,” Minnie said with a weak smile, “not unlike another Fairfleet we all know. I believe he wanted to keep much of the family fortune tied up in the museum. Furthermore, he wanted to ensure that his children and grandchildren would have a sense of purpose and responsibility even though they were born into great privilege.”

“But our Dr. Fairfleet isn’t married. He doesn’t have any children,” Asha said.

“Hence the thorny problem of his retirement. It’s never been an issue until now because there’s always been a Fairfleet waiting in the wings. Of course, there was the matter of Dr. Fairfleet’s great-grandmother, I believe.” Minnie quickly tallied the generations on her fingers. “Maude Fairfleet caused quite a scandal in Northbrook by taking over after her husband’s death when their son was still a baby, but she was also a visionary chairwoman. She founded the Fairfleet Museum of Art in 1902, and—”

“Minnie,” Alex cut her off, sensing that the archivist had taken a side path that she could follow endlessly through the twisted groves of Northbrook’s history. “What does all of this mean for Dr. Fairfleet?”

“It means that we’re in uncharted—or unchartered—territory.” Minnie adjusted her glasses. “The charter is a document like any other. It can be revised or taken to court if necessary. However, Wadsworth Fairfleet was very thorough when he laid out his stipulations. There’s complicated language about what should happen in the absence of a Fairfleet heir.”

“Like what?” Asha asked.

“Goodness. I’m sure I don’t remember. The charter is kept in the archives, though. We could go take a look at it if you want.” Minnie’s expression was cautiously hopeful, as if she couldn’t quite believe that two twelve-year-old children would be interested in her archival passion.

“Of course we want to!” Alex stood up too quickly, scattering cookie crumbs all over the floor.

“How exciting!” Minnie flushed and clasped her hands together. “I can’t believe I didn’t think to look sooner. Follow me, please!”

Minnie led the pair of amateur sleuths through her small apartment and down a private staircase to the archives. Alex and Asha had been to the archives once before on a school tour. There was a long central hallway, narrow and dimly lit. To Asha, the archives were mysterious and inviting, as though the boxes would whisper secrets to someone with better hearing. To Alex, the archives were unsettling, as though he had stumbled into the basement of a well-organized hoarder—which, in a sense, he had.

“Welcome to the Wadsworth Stacks,” Minnie said. “Named after the great Wadsworth Fairfleet himself.”

Branching off from the corridor were the stacks in question—enormous shelves that could be moved with large hand cranks to allow for more compact storage. The shelves were lined with archival boxes, and the air was cool and dry. In the central aisle, the trio had to navigate around several glass cases containing old documents and photographs related to the history of Northbrook and the Fairfleet family. The displays were a bit dusty and poorly lit.

Alex examined some of the items on display: Hand-drawn maps of Northbrook from when it was just a colonial village. A list of Northbrook men and boys who had fought in the Civil War. He stopped in front of a graying sheet of numerical code from World War II. Alex’s interest in computer coding was rooted in a much deeper love of codes and code-breaking; he could spend hours talking about the history of military ciphers.

Asha was more interested in a different set of numbers. She had noticed that the stacks were labeled with dates—a different decade for every set of shelves.

Minnie caught her examining the placards and explained, “Our catalog system was created specifically for the Wadsworth Stacks. Items are organized into files, and every file is assigned a number that begins with the date of acquisition. Even the charter has a number. Of course, we don’t keep the charter in a file anymore.”

They had reached the end of the long hallway. Ahead of them, framed by a halo of low light, was an oil painting of a man with a top hat and impressive sideburns.

“And here’s Wadsworth Fairfleet!” With a knowing wink, Minnie swung the portrait away from the wall to reveal an old-fashioned safe. “If I could have a moment of privacy.”

The detectives turned their backs while Minnie worked the combination lock. When Alex attempted a furtive look over his shoulder, he received a sharp elbow in the ribs from Asha.

After a moment, the lock gave way with a metallic click, and the safe door creaked open.

“Oh,” Minnie said. “Oh dear.”

Asha and Alex spun around. Minnie’s shoulders sagged. Disappointment and panic were battling it out on her face, but panic seemed to be winning.

The safe was empty.

The Fairfleet Charter was gone.
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