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PROLOGUE





30 Days Until Halloween


On the night of the first frost, which glazed over Northbrook unusually early that autumn, the head investigators of the A&A Detective Agency held an emergency meeting. They often conducted business in Alex Foster’s tree house, but the evening was crisp and cool—just right for a fire—so instead, the detectives struck up a lively blaze in the Fosters’ firepit, a safe distance from the russet oak tree, which was just starting to drop its leaves.


The matter of the meeting was a very serious question indeed: Given the demands of middle school and their current lack of satisfying cases, should the A&A Detective Agency take a temporary break?


It wasn’t that school was hard, exactly, but there was a lot more homework—enough that even an efficient detective couldn’t finish it all on the morning bus ride. And then they each had their extracurricular commitments.


Alex Foster worked on his digital art projects several afternoons a week at the Fairfleet Museum of Art, and he had just been named captain of the robotics team at Northbrook Middle School. He was beginning to suspect—much to his chagrin—that the earnest nerds who had voted for him might, in fact, be fellow nerds.


Asha Singh, meanwhile, volunteered at the Fairfleet Museum of Natural History. She had also discovered a new passion for running cross-country. It felt, at first, a little bit like dying, and then, after a while, a little bit like flying. She loved every lung-aching moment of it.


In comparison, helping the old ladies of Northbrook figure out why their grandchildren hadn’t texted them back just didn’t have the same appeal. Their caseload was as stagnant as the greenish water in the kiddie pool that Alex still hadn’t cleaned out from summer vacation.


Alex and Asha stared into the fire as blossoms of orange and gold licked over the logs. Agatha Christie, their basset hound puppy—Aggie for short—was curled up on the ground by Asha’s feet, her oversized ears spread out wide like fuzzy wings. The crackling of the fire momentarily roused her, and she let out a deep dog-sigh that captured the weight of the decision the young sleuths now faced. They cared deeply about the A&A Detective Agency, but it seemed that there were no more mysteries of merit in Northbrook.


They could hardly have been more wrong.
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That same evening, President Geoffrey Addison of Waverly College was fuming in his office. It was a stately, handsome room. The books that lined the walls were uniform and leather bound, and the dark wooden desk was polished to a mirror gleam. A stern portrait of Reverend Ignatius Waverly hung above the door. The lead-paned windows were as old and distinguished as Waverly Hall itself—or they had been, at any rate. The window to the left of the president’s desk had been smashed by a rock, a chunk of gray slate, which now lay on the carpet surrounded by shards of rippled glass.


Attached to the offending rock was a message. President Addison didn’t need to read it to know what it said. It was the third such note that had been anonymously dropped off at his office, though it was the first to drop in through a centuries-old window. He read the message anyway:


Repent ye, cowards, and beware!


Hannah Grimthorpe rests not at


peace in her grave. All lies must be


exposed and all wrongs set right ere


All Hallows’ Eve!


— The Witch of Waverly College


President Addison glared at the lines of looping script. Then he sat down at his desk and began to type a strongly worded email to Dr. John Wright, the new chairman of the Fairfleet Institute. If someone was sniffing around the history of Hannah Grimthorpe, the Fairfleet Institute was bound to be involved somehow. While Waverly College generally afforded the world-famous museums a certain degree of independence, President Addison was more than willing to pull rank when he needed the Institute directors to fall in line. He had the sneaking suspicion that these sorts of shenanigans would never have made it to his desk—or through his window—under the experienced leadership of Dr. Alistair Fairfleet.


President Addison had no patience at all for shenanigans. He liked to think that he ran a tight ship, and he had helped Waverly College weather a storm or two in his time. These Grimthorpe notes added just another wrinkle to a brow already deeply creased with years of administrative annoyances. It never occurred to the president that he ought to be more than annoyed—that there might, perhaps, be a serious threat afoot. Surely the note-writing stone thrower was just a misguided undergraduate hoping to shake things up before the Fairfleet Institute’s famous annual Halloween Gala.


He could hardly have been more wrong.
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While the detectives were deliberating and the president was fuming, a shadow was creeping through Northbrook’s historic Willow Grove Cemetery. The half-moon cast a dim glow over the headstones. An owl, perched in the branches of a twisted old willow tree, watched everything that happened below with her enormous, orange-rimmed eyes.


The shadowy figure moved past the oldest gravestones in the cemetery—those worn with age and covered in gray-green moss—and stopped in front of the largest of the marble bone houses: the Fairfleet Mausoleum. The mausoleum’s iron door was framed by twin pillars, and a carved raven sat just at the peak of the sloping roof. The owl in the willow tree didn’t think much of this stone bird. She didn’t know that the tomb belonged to the Fairfleets, or who the Fairfleets were for that matter. But even the owl thought that it must mean something to be dead inside of the marble vault instead of dead and buried underground like all the rest.


The figure below began fiddling with the padlock on the door of the mausoleum. When the lock yielded, the shadow slipped into the vault, and the owl was alone once more. Still, she waited and watched. A rustling of leaves made her think of the tasty voles who lived under the cemetery hedges. She was hungry, but she was patient.


A fox crossed the graveyard and the willow tree dropped five of its leaves before the shadow emerged. Deciding that it was time for voles, the owl let out a low, trilling hoot. The sound startled the interloper, who dropped the padlock in the long grass before they could secure the door once more. As they bent down to search for the lock, a gate clanged somewhere across the lot, and the intruder thought better of it, stopping their search and melting into the darkness between the tombs.


Before departing, however, the shadow slid past one of the timeworn graves at the far edge of the cemetery—a low, flat stone that read, faintly, GRIMTHORPE. The figure laid a single white lily on the gravestone and slipped out between the willows, as silent as the clouds that passed in front of the moon.


The owl followed the shadow’s retreat with quiet disdain, then ruffled her feathers and took to the sky. The chill autumn wind bore her aloft. Her hearing was very sharp; she could hear the voles skittering beneath the hedges, a lone rabbit thumping in its warren, earthworms breaking down the fallen leaves. The natural cycles of life and death were humming along in the cemetery, and the owl understood the order of things. By contrast, she found the habits of humans inconsistent and hard to interpret, especially when it came to the treatment of their dead.


The owl, at least, was not wrong.















CHAPTER 1

THE NORTHBROOK WITCH TRIALS






29 Days Until Halloween


Alex never expected school lunch to be exciting, but on Monday, the second of October, it was downright disappointing. He had decided years ago that “HOT” lunch was an acronym for “Hostile Or Toxic.” Unfortunately, he had woken up too late that morning to pack his own lunch, so he was stuck with a slab of cardboard-crust pizza and a limp-looking salad. Asha never woke up too late to pack lunch. Sometimes she brought leftovers from home that were highly prized on the trading floors of the A&A Lunch Exchange. Today, though, she was content with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, a bag of cheddar popcorn, and an apple.


Alex picked up his pizza and let it fall back onto his tray with a thud. Edible pizza did not thud. He was in a foul mood to begin with, and the rubbery cheese on his slice wasn’t helping matters.


“How is it even possible that she got the highest grade in the class on that test?”


Asha raised an eyebrow, prepared to give her best friend the tough honesty that he needed. “You can’t be sure that Lainey got the highest grade in the class. You just know she got a higher grade than you.”


They both snuck a glance across the cafeteria to where Lainey Addison—petite, blond, and fashionably dressed—was sitting with her usual clique. The other girls all laughed loudly at something Lainey said. At this distance, there was no way of knowing if it had actually been funny. Asha didn’t have direct cause to dislike Lainey and her followers, but she was wary of them nonetheless.


“Elaine Addison.” Alex scowled.


“You know she hates it when people use her full name,” Asha replied, punctuating the point with a crisp bite of apple.


Alex ignored the correction. Of course he knew. “I bet she cheats. Her grandfather is the president of Waverly College. Maybe she paid off Ms. Nelson.”


Asha did not dignify this last remark with a response. Lainey Addison did not need to pay off anyone to give Alex and Asha a run for their money at the top of the class.


“Can you come with me to the Museum of Natural History after practice today?” Asha asked, firmly changing the subject. Dr. Wright had asked to see both of them that afternoon, and she was anxious to know why.


“Yes!” Alex’s expression brightened. “Do you think he found another artifact that needs to be repatriated?” He was referring, of course, to the Nabataean Zodiac. The ancient stone wheel had been sent back to Jordan at the end of the summer after Asha and Alex discovered that it had been stolen by a corrupt Fairfleet archaeologist in the 1920s.


“I could have told you about something like that without dragging you to the museum.” What Asha was too nervous to fully consider, let alone say aloud, was that Dr. Wright might have a new case for the A&A Detective Agency. “Let’s meet up at my house first so that we can pick up Aggie.”


“Sounds like a plan.”


Asha nodded as she polished off her popcorn. “Hurry up and eat. I don’t want to be late for history.”


Asha and Alex were in the same history and social studies section, and it was their favorite class by a wide margin. To be sure, they were both interested in the material. “World Civilizations,” the focus of the year, was a broad enough topic to encompass all the ancient battles, famous artwork, and cultural practices that made curious young scholars tick. But there was no denying another important factor in their love of the course: their teacher, Mr. Callum Munro.


Mr. Munro was young, but not too young—about the same age as Minnie Mayflower, who set the standard for what a respectable adult in their thirties ought to be, at least in Alex and Asha’s opinion. He was from Scotland and had spent almost a decade traveling the globe before landing, somehow, in Northbrook. Mr. Munro was a natural storyteller. Every class was sure to have at least one completely fascinating and totally irrelevant tangent about sled dogs in the Yukon or chili pepper eating contests in China. Asha vehemently denied that she was swayed by Mr. Munro’s roguish accent or the way that he could pull off a sweater vest.


As chance would have it, Alex and Asha arrived at their classroom at the exact same moment as Lainey Addison. Alex and Lainey came to an awkward halt facing each other in the doorway.


“No, please, after you,” Alex said with as much contempt as he could muster.


Lainey gave Alex a cursory once-over. “You have a piece of lettuce on your shirt.” She didn’t say it in a particularly mean way, which somehow made it even more embarrassing. Then she waltzed past Alex into the classroom as though he were the bellhop at the entrance to her own private apartment.


Alex glared bitterly after his golden-haired nemesis. He thought about leaving the sad, wilting piece of lettuce right where it was just to spite her. Reading her partner’s thoughts, Asha plucked it off his shirt for him, and they both took their usual seats.


“All right then, class? How is everyone today?” Mr. Munro entered the classroom in high spirits. He was carrying a hefty armful of library books that he let drop on his desk with a satisfying flump. “Today we are beginning a new project!”


Lainey’s hand shot into the air.


“Yes, Lainey.” Mr. Munro had tried calling Lainey “Elaine” once, and only once, at the start of the year.


“How much of our grade will it be worth?”


“A hundred and twenty percent,” Mr. Munro replied without missing a beat.


Asha craned her neck to get a better look at the books on the desk. The one on top featured a picture of King Tutankhamun’s famous gold death mask. “Are we learning about ancient Egypt?”


Mr. Munro laughed. “If you would just give me half a moment to explain …”


Asha pressed her lips together and waited expectantly.


“Right, then.” The Scotsman clapped his hands together. “We’ve been studying the religious traditions and mythologies of ancient civilizations. So, with Halloween right around the corner, I thought we might turn our attention to everyone’s favorite topic: death.”


Mr. Munro paused for dramatic effect. “Each of you will choose a different world culture, research their funeral rites, and present back to the class at the end of the week.”


Now it was Alex’s hand that shot into the air. “Can we pick any culture past or present? Do we need a visual aid? And will we get in trouble if our visual aid is really gory?”


Lainey frowned. “This all sounds very morbid to me.”


“You’re not wrong, Lainey. Thank you for the astute observation.”


Alex let out a brief snort. Mr. Munro turned a stern eye his way.


“As for your question, Alexander—I understand that this topic invites a certain macabre fascination, but I want you to give it the respect it deserves. How we face death reveals a great deal about what we value while we are living. People thought the Neanderthals were thick-skulled brutes until archaeologists discovered ancient flowers in a Neanderthal grave and began to wonder about how and why they laid their dead to rest as they did. The Iliad by Homer—one of the foundational texts of Western literature—concludes not with the end of the Trojan war but with funeral rites for the great hero Hector. Mortality and mourning and all that goes along with them are central to our very humanity.”


Asha watched Alex to see if he was chastened, which he was. Alex met her eye to see if Asha was inspired, which she was. They dove into their research for the day with a healthy balance of gravity and gusto.
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While Asha was at cross-country practice that afternoon, Hindu funeral pyres burned along the banks of the Ganges in her mind’s eye. Meanwhile, Mr. Munro, who happened to be the robotics coach, had to call out Alex three times for being off task on his computer researching different kinds of mummies. The project was all the detectives could talk about when they met up at Asha’s house later that afternoon to walk to the Fairfleet Museum of Natural History.


Normally, they would have ridden their bikes, but they wanted to bring Aggie, who was on a strict training regimen. Despite their best efforts, however, Aggie slowed them down by pausing every block or so to sniff an informative fence post or flop in a bed of clover for a good roll-around. Eventually, the potbellied puppy decided that she didn’t want to walk at all, and Alex scooped her up in his arms to carry her the rest of the way.


The sentries of the Museum of Natural History were the skeletal dinosaurs who stood watch in the Hall of Fossils. Asha was a familiar visitor, and they let the detectives pass without incident. Although the museum was closed to the public in the early evening, Asha and Alex heard muffled, angry voices coming from behind the door of Dr. Wright’s office. The door opened, and a sour-faced man with gray hair and a neat mustache strode out. He swept right past Alex, Asha, and Aggie without seeing or acknowledging them.


The detectives peered into the office. Dr. Wright sat behind his desk, glowering. That wasn’t unusual. They did not recognize the person sitting across from him. The woman’s posture was stiff and rigid. Her dark hair was pulled back into a severe bun, and when she turned to look behind her, they were struck by her angular features and sharp eyes.


“Ah, excellent,” said Dr. Wright when he caught sight of Asha and Alex in the doorway, though he sounded more disgruntled than pleased. “Miss Singh, Mr. Foster—this is Dr. Dolores Ortolan, one of the finalists for the directorship at the Museum of Natural History.”


The detectives surveyed the angular woman with even greater interest. Dr. Wright had been appointed chairman of the Fairfleet Institute that summer, but he had not yet hired someone to take his place as executive curator of the Museum of Natural History. Asha loved the museum almost as much as she loved Dr. Wright, so she had high expectations for whoever would lead it next.


Dr. Wright continued with his introductions. “Asha Singh and Alex Foster are the sort of bright young people that the Fairfleet Institute endeavors to serve, and they’ve done some important work for the Institute in return,” he explained to Dr. Ortolan.


The dour candidate folded her hands in her lap. “I didn’t realize how important youth programs are to the Institute.” Her tone was neutral, but her voice had an edge that made Alex squirm. She reminded Asha of the adults in novels by Charles Dickens or Roald Dahl who, for some reason, chose to work in schools despite hating children.


“Yes,” Dr. Wright replied curtly. “Education has been a central value of the Fairfleet Institute since it was founded.”


“And do you frequently educate young canines?” Dr. Ortolan asked with a pointed glance at Aggie. Alex hugged the little dog closer to his chest to protect her from the woman’s barbs.


“Agatha Christie is very well-behaved. We make certain exceptions after hours,” Dr. Wright replied with less conviction.


“I see.” If her unblinking stare was any indication, she saw more than Dr. Wright would have liked. “Well, I’ve enjoyed our conversation. I look forward to hearing about the next steps in the selection process.”


Asha didn’t know a lot about interviews, but it seemed to her this was a very presumptuous way to end things. A muscle in Dr. Wright’s jaw twitched as he stood up to shake the candidate’s hand. Dr. Wright was not a small man, but Dr. Ortolan was several inches taller. Asha thought that her bony grip was probably stronger than it looked.


When the specter of Dr. Ortolan was out of earshot, Alex confronted Dr. Wright. “You cannot hire her,” he said.


Dr. Wright straightened a few papers that were out of order on his desk. “Dr. Ortolan is a very talented anthropologist. She is highly respected in her field.”


“But you don’t like her.”


“According to whom? Besides, I’m hiring a colleague, not a tennis partner.” Dr. Wright couldn’t quite stop himself from adding, “I’ll admit I’ve been … surprised … by how involved President Addison has been in her application so far. They are old friends, apparently.”


“Typical Addison behavior,” Alex said, making the connection between the gray-haired man in the hallway and his haughty rival at school. Alex sat down with a forceful huff in the leather chair that Dr. Ortolan had vacated. “Well, I don’t like her anyway.”


A faint flicker of amusement broke through the clouds in Dr. Wright’s eyes. “Noted, Mr. Foster. Noted.”


Asha stepped behind Dr. Wright’s desk, opened the top drawer, and took a ginger candy from a small tin. Because she spent so many afternoons at the museum, she, like Aggie, was allowed certain liberties. “Did you ask us to meet with you this afternoon because of Dr. Ortolan?” Asha asked, moving the sweet-and-spicy morsel into the pocket of her cheek.


“No, in fact.” Dr. Wright sat back down and rubbed a hand across his forehead as though to clear space in his brain for a different conversation. “I need to know when you two last spoke to Alistair or Ms. Mayflower. And I need to know if you can contact them now.”


A current of mild alarm flickered between Asha and Alex. “We video-chatted with Minnie and Dr. Fairfleet when they were in Croatia last month,” Alex said. “But now they’re hiking in the Carnation Mountains, and they won’t have internet access for a while.”


“The Carpathian Mountains,” Asha corrected.


“That’s what I said.”


“Why do you need to talk to them?” Asha asked. Dr. Fairfleet’s disappearance several months earlier may have been self-orchestrated, but the tense worry that she felt in her shoulders was all too familiar. “Are they in trouble?”


“I’m afraid that it is I who may be in trouble,” replied Dr. Wright.


When Dr. Wright did not elaborate, Alex probed, “What sort of trouble? Maybe we can help. The A&A Detective Agency has a perfect solve record, you know.”


Asha thought it best not to mention that this perfect solve record was in the single digits and that the official status of the A&A Detective Agency was currently up in the air.


The chairman of the Fairfleet Institute opened his mouth to object, then paused to reconsider. He tapped a finger on his desk as he weighed Alex’s proposition. Finally, he asked, “How much do you know about the history of Hannah Grimthorpe?”


“The Witch of Northbrook?” Alex set Aggie down to snooze on the rug so that he could give Dr. Wright—and this new development—his undivided attention. Asha took out her official case notebook.


“The young woman accused of witchcraft, yes.”


Every child in Northbrook knew at least a little bit about Hannah Grimthorpe. Having a famous witch in their town’s history was a dubious sort of honor, but not one that Alex and Asha were likely to forget.


“Hannah Grimthorpe cast a spell; Iggy threw her in a well. On Monday when the witch flew free, grimly she cursed Waverly,” Alex chanted, easily conjuring up the singsong lyrics from childhood games on the playground. Dr. Wright didn’t look amused.


“Northbrook held its very own witch trials in 1690, two years before the Salem witch trials,” Asha promptly offered to save Alex from embarrassment, which he did not feel. “Ten men and women were tried, but only one—Hannah Grimthorpe—was sentenced to death.”


“Death by hanging,” Alex added, with more enthusiasm than he intended. “She wasn’t actually thrown into a well. People always think about witches being burned at the stake, but in America most witches were hanged. And you say ‘hanged’ when you’re talking about the execution of a person—as opposed to a painting or something which is ‘hung.’”


Alex thought that Dr. Wright looked impressed. Asha thought that “concerned” might be more accurate.


“There’s more to the story, of course. There’s always more to the story.” Dr. Wright sighed. “Hannah Grimthorpe was a twenty-year-old girl from a poor family who found herself at the mercy of some of the most powerful men in the colony. Reverend Ignatius Waverly presided over her trial and sentenced her to death.”


“Waverly as in Waverly College?” Asha’s brow furrowed.


“The very same. I presume he is also the ‘Iggy’ of nursery-rhyme fame.”


“Why didn’t we learn about Reverend Waverly when we studied the Northbrook witch trials at school?” Asha directed her question toward Alex with a healthy dose of accusation, as though the gaps in the curriculum were his fault. Alex merely shrugged.


“Reverend Waverly was known for his scholarship and philanthropy,” Dr. Wright explained. “The money he donated at the time of his death allowed for the establishment of Waverly College, but during his lifetime he also supported several grammar schools throughout the colony, and he even encouraged girls to be educated. His connection to the Northbrook witch trials is not one that the college likes to dwell on.”


Dr. Wright reached into his leather briefcase and took out a flat gray stone. A note was attached to it with a piece of twine. He laid the stone on his desk, staring at it with a somber expression that suggested it was a capital-P Problem. “Evidently, someone wishes that we would dwell on it a little more. This note was hand-delivered to President Addison’s office—right through his window.”


Alex and Asha both leaned forward to read the note:


Repent ye, cowards, and beware!


Hannah Grimthorpe rests not at


peace in her grave. All lies must be


exposed and all wrongs set right ere


All Hallows’ Eve!


—The Witch of Waverly College


“Cool,” said Alex. His fingers twitched at the possibility of a supernatural mystery to solve. “Who’s the Witch of Waverly College? It almost sounds like Hannah Grimthorpe has returned from beyond the grave …”


“I doubt a ghost would be interested in threats and petty vandalism,” said Dr. Wright.


Alex disagreed; threats and petty vandalism were what ghosts did best. But he said nothing and allowed the chairman to continue.


“President Addison has charged me with figuring out who sent the note and handling any unpleasant fallout before the Fairfleet Institute’s annual Halloween Gala. This has the potential to be very embarrassing for Waverly College and very bad for my career as chairman of the Institute.” Dr. Wright put the stone away and shut his eyes for a moment. Asha realized that he was much more worried than he was angry.


“Is that why you want to talk to Dr. Fairfleet?”


“In truth, the note reminds me of Alistair.” Dr. Wright saw Asha’s incredulous expression and quickly added, “Not that I think he’s behind it in any way. To my knowledge, Alistair has never had a special interest in Hannah Grimthorpe, and throwing rocks through historic windows would be supremely distasteful to him. But I suspect that he would understand the writer and their motives far better than I do. I also wish that I could consult with Ms. Mayflower. The materials that we have in the archives from the 1600s are sparse at best, but if anyone could point me in the right direction, she could.”


Alex and Asha looked at each other and held an entire silent conversation in the span of three seconds.


Alex’s hazel eyes said, This is the sort of case that we’ve been waiting for! and Practice, schmactice … and Witches, Asha!


Asha’s level gaze replied, We need to help Dr. Wright, and I’m not worried about practice as long as we don’t fall behind in school, and Yes, okay.


With this unspoken confirmation from his partner, Alex declared, “Dr. Wright, we’ll figure out who sent that note!”


“And we’ll try to get in touch with Minnie and Dr. Fairfleet,” added Asha, who believed that ambitious goals began with achievable steps.


Alex leapt to his feet and thrust out his hand right in front of Dr. Wright’s nose. When the chairman stared at it instead of shaking it, Alex recovered by curling his fingers into a fist and pounding the desk for emphasis. “The A&A Detective Agency is on the case!”















CHAPTER 2

SOURCES AND SUSPECTS






28 Days Until Halloween


At school the next day, Alex and Asha decided to start the Grimthorpe investigation by tapping into one of the greatest resources in Northbrook: the middle school rumor mill. It was truly astounding how much other kids picked up at the dinner table or on the way to soccer practice. And the A&A Detective Agency knew that the best place to start when digging for information was not with one of the popular chatterboxes, like Lainey’s minion Sophia Hudson, but rather with the unassuming, eternally underestimated Felix Behrman.


With his green glasses and dusting of freckles, Felix may not have looked the part, but he was a first-rate informant. He had an excellent memory that had allowed him to skip the second grade. As the youngest person in their class by more than a year, he had not fully mastered the middle school social scene; he usually kept to himself, which ironically meant that he was exposed to more gossip. People tended to talk in Felix’s presence as though he weren’t there at all. Finally, his uncle was Mr. Behrman of Behrman’s Delicatessen, the leading lunch spot in Northbrook. Felix spent a lot of time behind the counter there, so he heard a fair amount of the buzz around town.


There were only three places to look for Felix during the school day when he wasn’t in class. He wasn’t at his locker or at the lunch table where he generally ate alone. That left a particular corner of the library where he liked to study or read biographies, also alone. It was in this third location that Asha and Alex found Felix with a book by astronaut Chris Hadfield open on his lap.


“Hi, Alex,” Felix said when he saw them. Alex and Felix knew each other from the robotics team. This subdued greeting might as well have been a secret handshake as far as Felix was concerned.


“Hey, Felix,” Alex replied. “How’s your book?”


“It’s interesting. I’ve read it before. Eight out of ten, I’d say.” Felix took careful note of the page he was on and then gently closed the book and set it aside. “So, how are you doing today?”


Asha had the feeling this exchange of pleasantries may have been something Felix was practicing. “Our detective agency is working a new case, and we were wondering if you’ve heard anything unusual around school,” she said as she sat down next to him on the musty library carpet.


Felix blinked. He clearly had been expecting to continue the conversation with Alex, whom he knew better than Asha. “Oh, okay,” he recovered quickly. “You’re Asha, right?”


“Sorry about that,” Alex cut in. “Felix, Asha Singh. Asha, Felix Behrman.”


“I think it’s really cool that you have your own detective agency,” Felix said. He directed this praise at Asha, though he didn’t quite make eye contact with her. “Do you know about Allan Pinkerton? He founded the Pinkerton National Detective Agency and worked for Abraham Lincoln. I read a biography about him last year.”


Asha was always interested in a good book recommendation. “I’ve heard of Pinkerton. Was the biography any good?”


“The material was worthwhile, but the writing was only okay. Six and a half out of ten. You can borrow it if you want.”


“That’d be great. Thank you!” Asha smiled, and Felix blinked again.


“Felix,” Alex cut in, sitting down as well. “What about the case? Do you have anything that could help us?”


Felix thought for a moment. “Northbrook High School is getting a new science wing. Construction starts next month.”


“Good to know, but not quite what we’re looking for.”


“Hmm.” Felix tried again: “Lainey Addison auditioned for the Holmsford Youth Symphony, but she didn’t make it.”


A fiendish light sparked in Alex’s eyes. “Interesting. Tell me more …”


He received a sharp elbow in the ribs from Asha.


“Never mind.” He winced. “What else do you have?”


Felix scrunched his nose, compressing his freckles. “Winston, the cemetery caretaker, told my uncle Joel that there have been robberies at Willow Grove Cemetery.”


Alex and Asha both gaped at him.


“Felix, c’mon!” Alex shook his head in disbelief. “How do you not lead with grave robberies?”


“Well, I don’t think anyone has dug up any graves. They’ve mostly been breaking into the mausoleums.”


Alex was starting to get twitchy with excitement. “Do you think your uncle would talk to us after practice today?”


“Robotics practice ends at four p.m., and the deli closes at three p.m. on weekdays,” Felix said matter-of-factly.


“But if you were with us, I mean. Maybe he’d talk to us after hours?”


“The deli closes at three p.m. on weekdays,” Felix repeated.


Alex cast a hopeful side-eye Asha’s way, but he knew without having to ask what her response would be. There might come a time when Asha Singh would choose to miss practice for the good of the investigation, but she wasn’t going to set that precedent on the very first day of the case.


“Do you want to talk to Winston?” Felix offered. “He usually comes in for lunch around noon on Saturdays.”


“That’s a great idea, Felix.” Asha took her notebook out of her backpack to write down the date and time. “We’ll be there. Could you meet us beforehand in case we have questions for your uncle as well?”


“Sure, I always help out at the deli on the weekends.”


Alex was impatient, and Saturday felt very far away, but he supposed that it would have to suffice. “Great. It’s a date.” When he saw Felix’s startled expression, Alex added, “A metaphorical detective date.”


Felix seemed content with this clarification. “October seventh. A metaphorical detective date.” And with that, he picked up his biography and began to read again, which Asha thought was an efficient way of signaling that their conversation was over.
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The detectives discussed the grave robberies on their way to history class.


“We don’t really have any evidence that the robberies are related to the threats about Hannah Grimthorpe,” Asha reasoned.


“But remember what the note said: Hannah Grimthorpe rests not at peace in her grave—there has to be a connection!”


Connection or not, they needed more information, and Asha had an idea. In class, while Mr. Munro was reviewing the requirements for their project of the week, Asha calmly but deliberately raised her hand.


Mr. Munro paused mid-sentence, his whiteboard marker frozen in the air. It was not like Asha to interrupt instructions. “Yes, Asha? Do you have a question?”


“It’s not about the project. I want to know why we never learned about Reverend Waverly in school. He’s the one who sentenced Hannah Grimthorpe to death in the Northbrook witch trials.”


There was a collective intake of breath from the class—not quite a gasp, but certainly more than a sniff. Everyone expected the occasional provocative distraction from Alex, but coming from Asha, the accusation seemed a lot more serious.


Mr. Munro capped his marker, closed his laptop, and turned to face the class. “Am I to understand that you studied the Northbrook witch trials in primary school and feel that elements of the history were deliberately left out?”


“I’m not sure if it was deliberate,” Asha said. “I guess it could have been ignorant or negligent.”


Lainey let out a bitter bubble of laughter. “That’s the patriarchy for you.”


Alex swiveled in his chair to stare at her. He had never thought of Lainey Addison as anything but a product of privilege and authority. It unnerved Alex to realize that he had more in common with “the man” in this case. Literally.


Mr. Munro rolled up his shirtsleeves and leaned against his desk, weighing the concerns of his students. He thought for a long time, and when he finally spoke, he did not attempt to minimize or make excuses. “Most of you have lived in Northbrook for a lot longer than I have. Why don’t you start by telling me what you already know about Hannah Grimthorpe.”


Everyone in the room had something to contribute, and about twelve hands shot into the air at once. The class quickly exhausted the basic facts of the witch trials … and then things got interesting.


“I don’t think that Hannah Grimthorpe was a real witch, but I heard that she did poison her husband,” said Cameron Bronsky. “He was rich, and she was going to take his money and leave Northbrook forever, but when he died, everyone believed that she cursed him, so her plan didn’t work out.”


Will Cornwall jumped in next. “In Salem, there was some fungus in the wheat that made people get sick and hallucinate. Do you think the same thing could have happened in Northbrook?”


“Everyone assumes that witches aren’t real, but what if they are real?” Lily Squire asked anxiously. “My brother told me if you say Hannah Grimthorpe’s name three times, she’ll come back from the dead to haunt you, and we’ve said her name so many times today! But I think you have to say it in front of a mirror or in the dark or something …”


“No, the legend is that you have to be standing at her grave when you say it,” corrected Lainey Addison with her usual condescending confidence.


Lainey’s comment was interesting enough that Alex’s curiosity outweighed his desire to argue with her. “Do you know where Hannah Grimthorpe’s grave is?” he asked.


Before Lainey could answer, Mr. Munro held out a steady hand, and the room fell silent. “I think that’s enough conjecture.” He turned his attention to Asha. “I’ll conduct some research to find resources or information that might serve our class discussion on this topic. Sometimes the narrative is oversimplified in our study of history, which is why it is always valuable to return to the things we think we’ve learned with a critical perspective.”


Asha had no intention of letting Reverend Waverly off the hook, but she was satisfied with Mr. Munro’s answer. For the time being.


“I think we’ll end class there for today,” said Mr. Munro, to unanimous approval.
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The next day, Wednesday, there were no practices after school. Asha and Alex had plans to meet at the tree house to work on the Grimthorpe case, but the case had other plans for them. A silver Mercedes was parked in front of the school near the bus lane. As they walked by, the driver’s-side door opened, and a familiar, impeccably dressed woman stepped out.


The sleuths came to an abrupt halt. “Dr. Ito!” Alex quickly adjusted his backpack, which had been hanging sloppily off one shoulder. “What are you doing here?” Seeing the director of the Fairfleet Museum of Art at school was as strange as seeing a teacher out in the real world.


“You’ve been summoned to the president’s office at Waverly College,” Dr. Ito replied brusquely. If her stiff posture was any indication, Dr. Ito was as uncomfortable being in the parking lot of Northbrook Middle School as they were seeing her there.


When Asha and Alex hesitated, Dr. Ito tapped her stilettoed toe. “Don’t worry—your parents know I’m picking you up. Everyone seems to think that being the director of a world-famous museum also qualifies me to be a chauffeur for children.”


It was Dr. Ito’s cool sarcasm more than the permission from their parents that reassured the sleuths. They got into the back seat of the car, which was very clean and smelled like expensive leather. Asha wondered if they were in trouble. Alex hoped that they were about to be handed a new lead. Neither of them was entirely wrong.


Dr. Ito parked near the Museum of Art, and they walked to Waverly Hall on the original green at the heart of campus. The entrance to the quad was marked by an enormous brick archway with a wrought iron gate. At the peak of the arch was a limestone tablet engraved with Waverly College’s crest, a flaming torch, and the school’s motto: Veritas vincit.


Dr. Ito noticed Asha looking up at the carving and explained, “Founder’s Gate is one of the oldest structures on campus, built the same year the college was founded. The torch represents the flame of knowledge. Veritas vincit—truth prevails.”


“Sure it does,” Asha muttered as they passed beneath the crest. She wasn’t sure if Dr. Ito heard her or not.


President Addison’s office had all the dignity of Dr. Wright’s office but none of its warmth. The gray-templed president was seated behind his enormous desk, his hands folded neatly in front of him. Much to Alex’s displeasure, Dr. Dolores Ortolan was also seated in the far corner of the room, lurking like an overgrown spider and casting angular shadows on the wall.


“Good afternoon, Prudence.” President Addison greeted Dr. Ito with the crisp precision of a military official.


“I didn’t realize you had company.” Dr. Ito cast a disapproving glance at Dr. Ortolan. “We can come back later.”


“Nonsense,” the president replied. “Dolores is an old friend of mine. I’ve asked her to be here.” He focused his attention on Alex and Asha. “I understand that the two of you are in school with my granddaughter Elaine.”
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