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				Ignorance, the root and the stem of every evil.

				Plato

				I cannot live without books.

				Thomas Jefferson
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				Brodie Bray was about to die.

				She was aware of every fibre of her body, every pulse of her heart, every tightening of her muscles. Her senses were heightened. Time slowed down. She knew she’d never have the answers she’d been looking for.

				She didn’t call out or struggle. Hunter Jenkins wasn’t going to be able to save her this time. Hunter and the rest of her friends in Team Veritas were about to die as well.

				The noise warning of approaching death began as a low rumble. A gentle thunder murmuring through the dark.

				The ground trembled. Then a light, round and brilliant, rose to engulf the room. A whining scream pierced the air. Brodie pulled her arms up to her head. But the light burned through her fingers and the noise sliced at her ears.

				A huge black shape rose in the sky outside the windows of Bletchley Park Mansion, stretching on darkened wings. And the panes shuddered in the casings. Then they shattered. Shards of glass exploded across the room. The wooden supports shook for a moment then collapsed. A blast of icy air surged into the room, lifting pages and papers in a swirling churn of destruction. And the sound of the mechanical screeching throbbed in Brodie’s ears as her nostrils filled with the stench of burning rubber and petrol.

				Brodie waited for the darkness.

				It didn’t come.

				Instead, light blazed across the ceiling above her as the screeching faltered, spluttered and then died.

				Brodie opened her eyes. A circle of light slid down the wall and pooled across the floor.

				Lying on its side, with its wheels still spinning in the air and its headlight burning, was a motorbike, and staggering to stand beside it, dressed head to toe in leather, was its rider.

				It was odd how an angel of death transforming into a leather-clad biker didn’t at once make Brodie feel safer. The biker brought destruction. He’d broken into the team’s home and he reached now for a long, thin black box and held it up in the air.

				He was reaching for a gun. He’d broken into Bletchley to kill them. Sent by Level Five to stop them breaking the code of the ancient manuscript they’d worked so hard to understand. Brodie knew she should kneel down and surrender but she stood perfectly still.

				If he took her away, she wouldn’t give up the battle to read what the government had banned them from trying to read. She’d find a way to reach the others – re-form the team. They’d tried too hard for too long to give up easily. The leather-clad biker could take away her freedom but he’d never take away her desire to find the truth.

				The biker clutched the box against him, but didn’t open it. Instead, he shook the shards of glass from his shoulders and put the box on the ground. Then he reached up and removed his helmet.

				Brodie tried, then, to make sense of what she saw.

				The biker was a woman. Long wavy hair tumbled untidily across her shoulders. She was twenty at the oldest, her face freckled and blushing. She staggered awkwardly then steadied herself before speaking. ‘Really sorry about that, everyone. I’m new to this biking game and I can’t begin to apologise enough for the mess I’ve made.’

				‘Kitty? Kitty McCloud?’

				Sheldon was speaking. He’d got up from his sprawling position on the floor and was moving across the room, through the debris and the chaos, his hair dusted with brick dust, his forehead furrowed like he was peering through fog trying to see the road ahead.

				The woman smiled.

				‘You know her?’ Brodie exclaimed, her voice several octaves higher than usual.

				‘Yep, from The Plough.’ The Plough was the pub Sheldon had lived in with his mother before Team Veritas had made a visit and decided with his musical skills and knowledge he’d make a great addition to the group. ‘Kitty was a barmaid there. One of the few people who stood up to my mum.’ He made his way across the room and opened his arms to give the biker an enthusiastic hug. Kitty McCloud responded eagerly. ‘How on earth did you find us?’ Sheldon asked her. ‘No one knew we were here.’

				‘The Christmas turkey,’ explained Kitty, shaking a new rain of glass fragments from her shoulders. ‘Your mum had it sent to PO Box London 111. I did some digging and found that in the Second World War, PO Box 111 was here. So I put two and two together and here I am.’

				‘Here you are indeed,’ said Mr Smithies, the leader of the team. He wiped a cloud of dust from his jacket as he spoke. ‘But I presume the gates to the mansion were locked. This was, we believed, a fairly secure environment.’

				Kitty’s cheeks coloured. ‘Yep, that’s where it started to go wrong really. With the bike, I mean. Like I say, I haven’t been riding long, but messing about at home across the hills, I learnt to jump the thing.’

				‘Oh, please.’ Sicknote Ingham had been cowering in the corner, but the mention of jumping a motorbike caused him to swoon into a nearby chair and dab at his face with a large spotted handkerchief.

				‘I managed to jump the gate no problem,’ Kitty rushed on, ‘but I think I’ve jammed the throttle. I lost control on the driveway trying to avoid that crazy water feature on the edge of the lake and, well . . .’ Her voice tailed away. ‘Nice place you’ve got here, though,’ she said more cheerfully. ‘Sort of retro.’

				‘It was,’ moaned Sicknote.

				‘Don’t worry,’ said Tusia. ‘Bikes tend to cause trouble round here.’

				Brodie thought back to the first time she’d met Hunter outside the doors to the mansion and how she’d crashed into him while he’d been riding a unicycle. The unicycle hadn’t come off well. It had taken Friedman ages working on it in secret to mend. Brodie’s stomach tightened a little at the thought of Friedman. He used to be one of the adult members of the team, perhaps the one she’d worked most closely with. He’d turned out to be a traitor and a deceiver and towards the end of the summer she’d discovered he was with her mother when she died. No one had known that before.

				Friedman wasn’t part of the team any more. Brodie was pretty sure he’d changed sides and was working for Level Five now the truth about her mum was out.

				‘It was the bike that did it,’ Kitty was saying. ‘Not my bike. But Elgar’s.’

				It was Sheldon’s turn to look awkward now. After meeting Sheldon at a museum, the team had originally set off back to Bletchley Park Mansion without him. But Sheldon had caught them up. On a stolen bike. One which had once belonged to the composer Elgar. Complicated research helped the team find out the famous composer was linked to the unreadable manuscript and Sheldon, knowing lots about Elgar, helped them discover more.

				‘The Elgar Museum noticed the bike was missing, then?’ said Sheldon uncomfortably.

				‘Course they did,’ said Kitty. ‘It was all over the local news and the papers. Brought lots of other visitors to the museum, which was good for a while.’

				‘A while?’

				Kitty’s face darkened. ‘A woman arrived, just before Christmas. Wanted to know if anything else had been taken from the museum.’

				It wasn’t only Elgar’s bike the team had added to their collection at Bletchley. There was a map book and a letter written to Elgar from his musical publisher Jaeger. ‘People know we’ve taken the map and letter?’ Brodie asked nervously.

				‘Evie knew.’

				Evie was a guide at the museum.

				Kitty’s face formed a troubled frown. ‘Once Evie realised the bike was gone, she carried out a total inventory of the place.’

				‘And she told the visitor what we took?’ pressed Smithies.

				Kitty nodded.

				‘So why’d that bring you here?’ Sheldon steered Kitty towards an undamaged chair so she could answer. She was looking a little peaky.

				‘Evie’s gone missing.’

				Now Sheldon looked in need of a chair. Evie was a great fan of Sheldon’s and encouraged him to play the piano in the museum even though his mother thought his love of music was a waste of time. ‘What do you mean, gone missing?’

				‘She’s vanished,’ said Kitty. ‘Stopped coming into the Plough for her medium sherry each night after the museum closed. So I did some asking around. Found she wasn’t turning up at the museum at all. She wasn’t at home. People rang and she just didn’t return their calls.’

				‘What did her family say?’ asked Tusia.

				‘Evie’s got none. The Elgar Museum was everything. That’s why she was so keen to explain to the visitor what was taken. And then, after that, she disappeared.’ An uncomfortable silence hung across the room. ‘I guessed that somehow you leaving and Evie vanishing must be connected and so eventually I asked your mum where you’d gone. She said you’d been chosen to be part of this special team and she wasn’t sure really where it was.’

				‘Wasn’t like she was going to pay a visit anytime, was it?’ said Sheldon, trying to sound less hurt than he obviously was.

				‘So I decided I had to find you,’ Kitty continued. ‘Try and work out what happened.’

				‘I know exactly what’s happened,’ moaned Smithies. ‘Kerrith.’ He spat the word as if it burnt in his mouth.

				‘This isn’t good,’ mumbled Sicknote. ‘What about the others we’ve spoken to when we’ve been investigating the code? There’s that woman from the Highgate Literary and Scientific Institution in London? Mr Willer in Chepstow?’

				‘D’you think Kerrith and her team have got on to them as well?’ asked Tandi, whose face had the same look of anger she always wore if one of the team she helped look after seemed to be in danger.

				Smithies surveyed the devastation of the room. ‘This could be really bad.’

				Kitty shuffled her feet, scraping against the broken glass. ‘Look, I didn’t mean to do all this,’ she said, gesturing once more to the chaos she’d made. ‘I’ve no idea what you’re up to here. I just guessed it was important. And I guessed, if you needed a letter from Jaeger to Elgar to help you do whatever you were doing, well then – you might need this.’

				She reached down and lifted the long, thin black box Brodie had been so sure held a gun and rested it on her knees before clicking the lid open.

				‘My flute,’ yelped Sheldon, lurching forward. ‘Oh, you total star,’ he added, reaching for the instrument as she took it from its bed of soft blue velvet.

				‘And these . . .’ said Kitty, drawing out a roll of papers from inside the first section of the silver instrument. ‘More letters written between Elgar and Jaeger. Evie told me they were important. She was kind of nervy after that visitor came and she wanted to make sure everything was in order. The letters weren’t on show in the museum, or even in Elgar’s desk where the one you found was kept.’

				Brodie squirmed a little at the memory of how they’d searched the desk while Sheldon played the piano in the room next door to distract the other visitors.

				‘When the woman came asking Evie questions, Evie told me about this secret supply of letters. She said loads of the letters between Elgar and Jaeger were burnt in a house fire in World War One, but these survived. She wanted me to keep them in the safe at the Plough so there was no chance of them being stolen. After she went missing, I began to worry about whether I should tell anyone I had them.’ She looked across the room at Sheldon. ‘Evie thought the world of you. The grandson she never had. Family, really. That’s why I came.’

				Brodie took the letters and they passed them round. There were no obvious codes to see. No cipher wheels or lumps and bumps to decipher. No letters written darker than any others. Brodie guessed they were just like the other letters they’d rejected from the desk back at the museum. Not everything contained a code.

				Kitty smiled awkwardly as she took them back.

				‘You did a good thing,’ Smithies said, and even amid the cold and the chaos, Brodie was almost sure he was right.

				‘I say we have to trust her.’ Tandi Tandari sounded very sure.

				Tandi had once worked as Smithies’ secretary before the old man had set up Team Veritas and Tandi had insisted she came with him. She’d explained to Brodie she’d been obsessed with the unreadable manuscript MS 408 for years and would stop at nothing to help Smithies build a team to solve it. She was a determined woman and she seemed determined now, her expression set hard, her black eyes blazing.

				The team had allowed Kitty to spend the night at Bletchley in one of the rooms in the mansion, and while a gang of contractors came to repair the damage to the windows of the ballroom, the team met in Hut 11 to decide what they should do with her.

				‘I’m not sure,’ said Smithies. ‘She’s an outsider.’

				‘We were all outsiders once,’ said Sheldon awkwardly.

				‘Yes, but you were all invited. Because of the skills you had. Your musical skills. Brodie’s story skills, Tusia’s shape and space awareness and Hunter’s maths. Anything this Kitty knows about Elgar can’t be as good as what you already know.’

				Sheldon puffed out his chest a little.

				‘Well, maybe we need her sense of adventure,’ said Tandi. ‘You’ve got to admit she’s a risk taker.’

				‘She’s a health and safety disaster,’ snapped Sicknote. ‘I think this team’s taken enough risks letting two senior citizens like me and Mr Bray be involved.’

				It was true, with Granddad’s dodgy leg and Sicknote’s many ailments the team certainly had enough health issues to contend with without adding the risk of dangerous driving.

				‘But she’s brought us a lead,’ went on Tandi. ‘She’s worked out we may be on to something important and she’s taken a risk to bring it here. Don’t we owe it to her to explain?’

				Fabyan, the American billionaire who’d made sure they had the money needed to work on cracking the code of MS 408, coughed gently into his fist. ‘Isn’t the question really whether we want to add anyone else to the team?’

				‘Well, yes. There’s that too. And so,’ Tandi scanned the room looking for encouragement to go on, ‘I’ve been thinking.’

				‘Go on,’ said Smithies.

				‘Kitty told us Evie’s missing. That got me wondering if other people we’ve asked about the code were safe. I rang the Highgate Institution this morning.’

				‘And?’

				‘They told me Miss Longman hadn’t been in to volunteer there for a while.’

				There was a thickening of the air.

				‘The man on the phone said it was odd because they knew how much Miss Longman loved what she did there. He hadn’t seen her for ages though.’

				‘This isn’t good,’ blurted Tusia. ‘There’s no way the old dear would have left.’

				‘And he told me,’ continued Tandi, ‘some woman had been in to pick up a printout of a letter we asked for and never collected.’

				‘The death-bed letter written by Sir Francis Bacon!’ groaned Hunter. ‘We never went back for the printout. Miss Longman gave us a copy of the real thing.’ His face was lined with concern. ‘Kerrith must have collected the printout. Now she knows what kind of thing we’re looking at.’

				‘I don’t like the sound of all this,’ said Smithies again.

				‘So, I was thinking,’ said Tandi. ‘Someone needs to look into what’s happened to Evie and Miss Longman. And check on Mr Willer in Chepstow. Try and track them down, I mean.’

				‘Who?’ asked Brodie. She hated the thought of the team splitting up.

				‘Me,’ said Tandi quietly.

				‘Hold on a minute,’ insisted Hunter. ‘Go off on your own . . . ?’

				‘I wouldn’t be on my own. Fabyan says he’ll come with me.’ Tandi looked across the room at the American billionaire who was staring intently at a speck of dust on his boots. She was aware her suggestion wasn’t receiving the most supportive response from the others. ‘Look, my skill on the team was really to take care of everyone. You can see that.’

				‘What, and we don’t need caring for now?’ asked Tusia.

				‘People have gone missing! Maybe because of us. Is it very caring to ignore that and do nothing about it?’

				‘But it might be dangerous,’ urged Hunter.

				‘We’d be careful. Never out of touch with the team.’

				‘And what about Kitty?’ said Brodie. ‘How does she fit in?’

				‘She can take my place here,’ said Tandi. ‘She may not have any special skills we know about yet. And she might even fail any tests on code-cracking we choose to give her. But you’ve got to admit she’s brave. Besides, another woman on board has to be a good idea.’

				‘What, even a woman who smashed the place up?’ asked Hunter.

				‘She was keen to make an impression,’ defended Sheldon.

				‘She certainly did that. You really think we should give Chaos a go?’

				‘If you’ve given her one of your nicknames then she’s part of the team already,’ smiled Brodie.

				‘It’ll be great,’ said Sheldon.

				Brodie hoped, more than anything, he was right.

				‘OK,’ said Tandi purposefully. ‘We need to make sure she knows everything we do about the code before I leave you and go back to London.’

				‘I don’t know how we’ll manage without you,’ said Smithies.

				‘Oh, you won’t,’ joked Tandi. ‘I mean, not properly. But the time has come,’ she said. ‘You know I’m right.’
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				‘Once we’ve explained everything, there’ll be no going back,’ said Smithies, fiddling nervously with his tie. ‘You’re absolutely sure you want to be part of what we’re doing here?’

				Kitty McCloud rubbed her hands together. ‘I’m totally sure,’ she said. ‘Whatever you’re up to’s got to be better than working in a pub, and if you think you want me in on the deal, then excellent. Especially after, you know, the damage to the windows and everything.’

				Brodie had hoped Kitty wouldn’t mention that again.

				‘Brodie’s best at explaining things,’ said Smithies. ‘She’ll tell you all about what’s happened here at Station X so far.’

				Brodie made her way to the front of the room where various notes and charts had been hidden with covers. Sheldon helped her remove them, then took his seat again.

				‘It started with a five-hundred-year-old book no one could read,’ she said. ‘This man called Voynich found it, hidden in a castle in 1912. A letter was sent here to Bletchley Park Mansion and it had a code in it. We thought that might help us read these weird shapes from the book. So we called the letter “the Firebird Code” and we worked together to solve it. And that took us to a place called Brighton and a royal palace and a silver box filled with ash. Except the box had another secret. It was actually a music box which played a tune. Granddad recognised the tune. He knew Elgar had written it. So we guessed the great composer must be linked with the unreadable book.’

				‘So that’s why you came to the Elgar Museum and took the letters and the map?’ said Kitty.

				‘Yes. And we solved more clues hidden by Elgar in a secret message he wrote to his friend Dorabella. This message led us to another book which was saved from a fire centuries before and we thought that book was the key to solving the unreadable writing in MS 408.’

				‘But it wasn’t?’ Kitty eyes were narrowed in concentration.
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				Brodie shook her head. ‘The book was called Morte D’Arthur. It had a hidden message too and when we worked out what that said we ended up with the name of one of the greatest writers of all time.’

				‘Shakespeare?’ guessed Kitty.

				‘No. Not him,’ interrupted Hunter, ‘but he was important on the way.’

				‘The writer was a man called Sir Francis Bacon,’ carried on Brodie. ‘He wrote about an island where amazing things happened. Sir Francis had hidden a ring in the River Wye and we sort of took the ring apart and found another code. And we think this linked back to MS 408.’

				‘And?’ said Kitty, her eagerness mirroring the sense of urgency Brodie had felt as they’d tried to fit the many pieces of the puzzle together.

				‘The code from Sir Francis’s ring made us think MS 408 was the story of a real island. Avalon.’

				‘I thought Avalon was made up. Part of the story about King Arthur and his knights,’ said Kitty.

				‘So did we,’ continued Brodie. ‘But everything we’ve found makes us think Avalon’s a real place. There’s a special group of people descended from Sir Bedivere who was one of Arthur’s Knights of the Round Table. He formed a secret society of people to try and keep the real Avalon a secret. They only told a few people about it.’

				‘And who are the few?’

				Brodie pointed again at the display behind her, jabbing her finger at three columns of names recorded underneath the symbols of a Phoenix, a Griffin and a Branch.

				‘They’re called the Knights of Neustria. We think they’ve left other coded messages for us to find.’

				‘And if you find these messages? And you break the codes?’ asked Kitty softly.

				‘Then we read the full story in the unreadable book. And then,’ Brodie looked around the room at her friends who, like Kitty, hung on her every word, ‘maybe we find Avalon.’
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				‘What’s all that?’

				Smithies was cutting across the hallway and making for the ballroom. ‘A little light reading,’ he called over his shoulder.

				Sicknote raised his eyebrows.

				‘Stuff on Avalon.’

				Sicknote hurried to hold the ballroom door open and followed Smithies inside.

				‘Want to check things.’ Smithies put the books down on the table.

				‘You don’t think all the clues we’ve followed point to Avalon?’

				‘Come on, Oscar. You know as well as I do, there’s nothing certain about any of this. But of course I think everything leads to Avalon. I just want to be sure about what Avalon is.’

				‘Ah. The “magic” idea we talked about when we first broke the code on the Knights of Neustria ring.’

				‘I’m not sure the kids really get it yet. About the magic protecting ideas. I hope the magic’s not a distraction.’

				‘It’s an addition to the stories,’ said Sicknote. ‘To explain what’s really there. That’s how stories work, isn’t it? Take what exists then try and explain it to us in a way we’ll understand.’

				‘I want to get my head round what might really be at Avalon. So I can help them understand.’

				‘And what d’you hope all these will help you find?’ Sicknote pointed to the pile of books on the table.

				‘A different kind of magic.’

				‘We did the right thing to tell her.’ Fabyan was leaning against the open door of the stables, petting the neck of one of the zebras.

				Brodie offered some grass in the flat of her hand. Another zebra nuzzled her palm and scoffed the treat down quickly.

				‘The more time we spend on the problem the more complicated I realise it is,’ added Fabyan, stamping his red leather boots. ‘I’ve got a good feeling about this girl Kitty. After all, we need as much help as we can get tracking down other Knights of Neustria.’

				‘But we have found out new things,’ said Brodie.

				The American nodded half-heartedly. ‘But it looks like our progress hasn’t gone unnoticed.’

				Brodie rubbed the smear of grass juice from her hands. ‘Do you think Level Five will try to stop us again?’ she asked.

				‘To be honest, Brodie, I’m not sure why they haven’t tracked us more closely. The manuscript’s banned. It’s obvious we’re not supposed to touch it. There was the explosion at your house but then they sort of cooled things down, didn’t they? But maybe there’s a plan behind letting us find out all we can. I thought they tracked us so carefully at the beginning just to get Friedman out of the picture. But I think I’m wrong.’ He hesitated for a moment.

				‘It’s OK,’ Brodie said. ‘You can talk about him, you know.’

				‘Betrayal takes a long time to get over,’ he said. ‘If you ever can.’

				Brodie wondered if he was really talking about her and Friedman or whether he was actually talking about the wife she knew had left him one night years ago. Smithies had told them all about it. Fabyan never mentioned it himself.

				He stroked the neck of the zebra. ‘Don’t be like me, Brodie,’ he said. ‘Don’t leave it so late the damage is irreversible. Things aren’t usually as simple as they seem.’

				She scuffed the ground with the toe of her shoe and the zebra jabbed her shoulder with his muzzle. She reached up and ruffled the black and white coat. There was something so unbelievably fascinating about these strange animals. She wondered if they were really white horses with dark markings or black animals with flashes of white. And then she wondered if it mattered. If being one or another would make a difference to how she felt about them or to what they were.

				She realised Fabyan was watching her. ‘I tried to contact Friedman this morning,’ she said. ‘The number he sent weeks ago. He never answers it.’

				‘So you keep trying.’

				‘What if he’s joined them, though? Maybe now I know about what he did to my mum, he’s changed sides. Or gone back to the side he was really on in the first place?’

				‘Perhaps Tandi and I can find out what’s happened to him,’ he said softly, ‘while we’re working on the outside. But will you want to know whatever we find out? Even if it’s bad news?’

				Brodie didn’t know how to answer.

				He waited for a while before he broke the silence. ‘Will you do something, Brodie? Look after a few things for me?’

				‘Your zebras?’ she said.

				‘I’m not sure how long we’ll be gone. When things or people go missing there’s no rules about how long they take to find. We’ll come back now and then to check on things your granddad adds to the Listening Post. And I’ve asked Gordon at the railway station to check in when he can, on the animals, in case you need to leave Station X to follow any leads. But I want you to watch the team while I’m gone,’ he mumbled.

				‘Me?’ Brodie said nervously.

				A golden tooth glinted in the American’s grin. But his eyes were serious, as if he had no doubt in her at all, even if she did.

				‘And you’re totally sure they weren’t suspicious?’ Kerrith Vernan, as one of the most senior employees in the Government Black Chamber Level Five, had been set the task of ‘following things up’ at Bletchley. She was determined to make sure everything had gone to plan. Her plan.

				The workman shook his head. ‘They didn’t have a clue,’ he grinned.

				Kerrith winced a little. The man’s smile was irregular. His teeth slightly yellowed. It unsettled her to see such disfigurement so closely. She swallowed and turned her head.

				‘And what range will the devices have?’ she asked tartly.

				‘Oh, the device on the bike will work for miles,’ he said. ‘And the monitoring device we attached to the repaired window will pick up everything they say in that room.’

				‘Good,’ said Kerrith without turning.

				The man waited, clearly expecting a little more praise for his actions.

				Kerrith swatted her hand towards him as if she were driving away an irritating wasp from a picnic. ‘That’ll do,’ she said. ‘Now things can begin to get interesting.’

				‘Who are all those people?’ The team met in Hut 11 and Kitty was pointing at a line of photographs and sketches tacked to a display board on the wall.

				No one was in a hurry to answer her.

				Fabyan and Tandi had left Station X together that morning and the mood of the rest of the team wasn’t good. Tandi had tried hard to make them feel it was no big deal, and Fabyan had sung some strange American battle hymn which made them laugh. Now things no longer seemed funny.

				‘Look, you lot need to try and focus on the job in hand,’ said Kitty loudly. ‘I know you’re going to find it hard with those two gone, but won’t it make their efforts kind of pointless if we don’t get on with things here?’

				‘What’s with the new kid?’ hissed Hunter. ‘She needs to know her place.’

				‘She’s got a point though,’ said Brodie. ‘I mean, we can’t sit here moping all the time.’

				Hunter shrugged and munched on the stack of toast he’d brought with him from breakfast.

				‘So these people,’ said Kitty, trying again. ‘Who are they?’

				‘Anyone we think’s connected to the Knights of Neustria,’ Tusia explained. ‘People who’ve left behind some sort of code. Or those we think might’ve done, if we could find it.’

				‘They look kind of ancient.’

				‘Some of them are,’ mumbled Hunter.

				‘But that’s Elgar, right?’ Kitty said, pointing at a picture of a man with a rather fine moustache. ‘Know him from the museum back home.’

				‘So you remember this is Jaegar, then,’ said Sheldon, gesturing to another photo. ‘His music publisher. The man who sent the letters. Elgar wrote one of the Enigma Variations about him.’

				Kitty moved further along the line.

				‘If these people were all Knights of Neustria,’ went on Brodie, ‘and they promised to keep the secrets about Avalon, then we’re thinking they may have more information stored somewhere – about what they knew. That’s what we need to find next.’

				‘You mean in some sort of secret record?’ Kitty asked.

				‘Maybe,’ agreed Tusia. ‘I mean, the Knights weren’t all alive at the same time. So they must have had ways of passing on information to new members. We’ve found some of them: coded rings; musical boxes; letters to friends; but we’ve only got half the story.’

				‘We still can’t read MS 408 and we still don’t know where Avalon is.’ Brodie didn’t feel good saying this out loud. ‘So we’re trying to fill in the gaps in what we know.’

				‘I get it,’ said Kitty. ‘But why d’you choose this place to hang out? Not that it isn’t great to be working in a stately home and doing research in a garden shed and everything. It’s just, it’s not sort of cutting edge, is it? Not very modern.’

				‘You tell her, Smithies,’ urged Tusia.

				‘Station X is the home of codes,’ he explained. ‘It was a code-cracking centre in World War Two. Then years later another Team Veritas met here in secret to try and make sense of MS 408. My parents were here. I lived with them while they worked on the code.’

				‘I was here too,’ cut in Mr Bray, ‘with my wife and Brodie’s mum. And there were others.’ He fiddled with the cuff of his shirt. ‘Back then it wasn’t seen as such a good idea to get kids involved in solving codes.’

				‘But we’ve moved on since then,’ said Smithies. ‘Code-crackers used to be chosen from the best minds at university. We have a different system now.’

				Kitty traced the edge of the photograph board with her finger. ‘But I bet you’ve got to be mega clever to be able to crack codes, haven’t you?’ she said nervously. ‘Cos I’m not brainy. And these Knights of Neustria – they were clever, right?’

				‘Cracking codes is really about making connections,’ said Tusia slowly. ‘But yes, some of them were really clever.’ She stood up and walked in front of the photos. ‘You know, you might be on to something there, Kitty. Bletchley’s midway between Oxford and Cambridge universities, isn’t it, Smithies?’

				‘It’s one of the reasons the mansion was chosen.’

				‘So I wonder how many of the Knights of Neustria had links there. With Oxford and Cambridge, I mean. If we’re looking for a place where the Knights of Neustria met years ago to pass on ideas, maybe it was at one of them.’

				Hunter looked excited suddenly. ‘Bacon went to Cambridge University, remember? Got in when he was only twelve . . .’

				‘And what about Coleridge?’ said Sheldon, moving down the line of Knights tacked behind them.

				‘Cambridge too,’ smiled Sicknote. ‘Sort of detail I like to know about a person.’

				‘So,’ said Brodie, ‘Coleridge and Bacon. The two Knights who wore the special rings were both students at Cambridge University. Do you think that’s important?’

				‘Maybe other Knights of Neustria studied there?’ added Hunter. ‘Passed on information to each other through a secret club?’

				‘They’re called societies,’ said Granddad enthusiastically. ‘Universities have lots of them. I remember reading about something called the Society of Dilettanti that started at Cambridge. Someone called Thomas Anson set it up. They studied other cultures. They liked ancient Greek art.’

				‘And was it secret?’ asked Brodie.

				‘Not really. Just hard to join. But I guess there were secret societies as well.’

				‘So maybe there was one which passed on stories and codes from the Knights of Neustria. But it must have had a different name, that’s why we can’t find out about it in any of the history books.’ Brodie mulled the thought over. ‘What d’you think? If you were going to leave more clues about something as important as finding Avalon, then surely an ancient university’s the place to do it.’

				‘Let’s look into it,’ said Tusia excitedly. ‘We need another code to follow. Another secret message to decipher to help add to the clues about Avalon. And if some of our Knights went to Cambridge University, then that seems like a great place to start!’

				‘So we’re going to Cambridge?’ said Kitty, her eyes wide in anticipation.

				Sicknote looked like he was going to burst. ‘No we are not!’

				‘We’ve been to Cambridge before. It didn’t go well,’ explained Hunter.

				‘Oh, I don’t know,’ cut in Sheldon. ‘We got our answers, didn’t we? That Miss Jarratt knew her stuff.’

				‘That Miss Jarratt led us into a whole load of danger,’ grumbled Sicknote.

				‘But surely it’s worth asking her. We’d be careful. Extra careful. Come on. We’ve got a link with someone in Cambridge who might know what we need.’

				Brodie looked from Sicknote to Granddad. Then she fixed her gaze determinedly on Smithies.

				‘OK,’ he said at last, holding up his hands. ‘Let’s get in touch with Miss Jarratt. But I’m not altogether sure we should be dealing with someone who sends us wooden spoons.’

				There were no wooden spoons. This time Miss Jarratt sent them a metal fork and a watch.

				‘She’s totally bonkers,’ groaned Tusia, picking up the watch and looking carefully. ‘It’s not even working,’ she added. ‘Look, the time’s stuck on 3.00 p.m. The date on February 10th.’ She shook the watch beside her ear but there was obviously no ticking.

				‘This is a present?’ mused Kitty, pulling a rather odd face.

				‘No. It’s a code,’ explained Sheldon. ‘That’s how Miss Jarratt works.’

				‘What does she want us to do?’ grinned Hunter. ‘Eat the watch with the fork? Because even I would struggle with that.’

				Tusia’s eyes widened. ‘Eat time!’ she yelped. ‘That’s it. I know what this means. I know exactly where we have to go and when.’
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Bchmd the Story

In 1912, the collector Wilfred Voynich discovered a selection
of ancient books hidden in a chestin Mondragone Castle, Italy.
Among the texts was 2 manuscript written entirely in code.
It became known as the Voynich Manuscript.

For a century, academics tried to break the code. Butnota
single word or phrase in the 245 pages of the
Voynich Manuscript has been read.

In 1944 a group of code-breakers working for the US
government formed a Study Group to try and decipher the text.
They failed. Between 1962 and 1963 a second Study /Croup was
formed. Eventually Americans joined with British code-breakers
based at Bletchley Park Mansion. They failed.

101969 the manuscript was donated to Yale
University and registered simply as ‘MS 408'. It is kept hidden
from general view in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript
Library. Since that day, the secret code has remained unbroken.
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