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We can easily forgive a child who is afraid of the dark; the real tragedy of life is men who are afraid of the light.

 

Plato
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There was a storm brewing.

Black clouds hung heavy in the sky.

Brodie Bray hadn’t slept for nights. Now she could hardly breathe.

She knew what she had to do. She needed to remind herself what the struggle was all about. She needed to see the code.

The wooden trunk was on the centre of the table. She unlatched the lock and unbuckled the straps. Then she eased back the lid. The trunk was filled with shimmering gold. It must have been just as Voynich saw it exactly a century before when he hoped his find would change his life forever. It had. And it had changed Brodie’s life too. Made her part of a chain throughout history of people determined to break the secret it contained.

Slowly, she reached inside and lifted out the golden bundle. She turned it gently, unrolling the folds of fabric. Finally, freed from its wrapping, she held the tatty leather manuscript in her hands. The cord tying it shut was loose. She slipped her finger underneath it and the cover of the manuscript fell open. The pages fanned in the stifling air. Page after page, turning as she watched. Their story still, after five hundred years, untold. The secret of every single coded word of MS 408, unbroken.

Brodie searched for the folded section. The map of the unknown islands. She extended it out and the shadows formed by the light spewed across it. Then the shadows stilled and the unknown islands glowed.

Brodie took a breath and folded the map away. She rewrapped the manuscript and put it back in the trunk. It still mattered. She only had to see the islands.

She closed the lid and refastened the straps.

‘Are you ready?’ Tusia was standing by the door.

Brodie didn’t answer. Instead they walked together out into the dark.

Hunter and Sheldon were waiting for them. The sky pressed down but there was no rain. The four of them ran together towards the mansion.

The front door was open. Smithies stood in the porch. ‘It’s time to tell you everything,’ he said.

 

Kerrith Vernan had worked in the government Black Chamber, where codes are made and broken, for years. She enjoyed working on secrets. But recently she’d become involved in a secret inside a secret and she was loving every moment. She’d been promoted to Level Five of the Black Chamber. And Level Five had a mission. To stop anyone making sense of MS 408, the most mysterious manuscript in the world. Kerrith’s personal mission was to stop Jon Smithies. He’d worked at the Black Chamber up until a few months ago but now he was running some ridiculous scheme involving freakish children and MS 408. Smithies had become the enemy. Three thoughts banged together unpleasantly in Kerrith’s mind: a banned book, a banished man, and children. She felt slightly sick.

Kerrith’s new office was bigger than her last one. That was because she’d done well. She’d pleased the Director and he wasn’t an easy man to please.

The Director was happy because Kerrith had caught Robbie Friedman. Since Friedman had been thrown out of the Black Chamber he’d been on the run. Kerrith’s research had connected him to the outrageous scheme Smithies was operating from Bletchley Park Mansion. With the precision of an expert angler, Kerrith had reeled Friedman in. She could still remember the joy of watching him squirm in front of her. A fish without water.

She’d made those no-hopers at Station X think the authorities were going to charge Friedman for leaving Brodie’s mother dying at the side of the road in Belgium. They thought this was all about law and justice. They had no idea. Right now Friedman was supposed to be out on bail waiting to be charged with something like negligence. That made her laugh. Charging him with not caring. Those meddlers at Station X thought he was a free man again for a while. Kerrith wondered if they’d worked out why he hadn’t come back to them. Did they blame his shame? Perhaps, even better, they thought now the truth was out, he’d changed sides.

No wonder the Director was pleased with her. Her plan was working nicely!

Which was why she was here. Out of her new, airy office and seated in the dingy side-room of the detention centre.

‘Miss Vernan?’ The nurse’s voice broke through Kerrith’s reverie. ‘Are you ready to sign the papers?’

‘Excuse me?’

‘The transfer documents for Mr Friedman. I understand the place they’re sending him to will be able to deal in a more specialist way with his problems.’

Kerrith looked down at the pages in front of her. ‘It’ll be a totally secure unit?’ she said, trying hard to mask the delicious hint of pleasure playing on her lips.

‘Totally secure, ma’am.’

‘And he’ll have no chance of release?’

‘Absolutely none.’

Kerrith lifted the pen. ‘And contact with the outside world?’ she added, as the nib hovered in the air above the page.

‘They’ll still allow letters in and out,’ the nurse said, ‘although we can insist he’s denied that privilege now, if you prefer?’

A droplet of ink dripped from the pen on to the paper. ‘No. Let him think he’s writing to them,’ she said mockingly, ‘but monitor every word.’

 

‘They call this place Station X,’ Smithies said. ‘They’re wrong.’

Brodie was confused.

‘It’s not accurate to call the whole of Bletchley Park Mansion by that name. Station X really refers to a specific part of the building. “The Listening Post.” The place where enemy messages were overheard and intercepted during World War Two. The time has come to show you.’

Miss Tandari led them through the mansion to a small curling staircase. Not the main staircase they’d used before, but a hidden stairway that corkscrewed up through the building.

‘The Listening Post is in the turret of the mansion,’ Sicknote explained. ‘It had to be high up above everything so the radio messages from the enemy could be received clearly.’

‘And it’s because we want things to be clear to you that we’re taking you there,’ added Smithies. ‘It’s time to know exactly what you’re dealing with.’

Brodie was scared. It’s what she wanted. What she’d begged for. To have everything explained so all that had happened to them made sense. Now, as they reached the top of the stairs, she was suddenly unsure.

In front of them was a door. A notice tacked up with rusty pins. ‘STATION X. NO ADMITTANCE.’

‘Ready?’ said Smithies, and he turned the handle and stepped inside.

 

The room was small and square. Windows looked out on the gathering storm. Old-fashioned radio equipment lined the tables. Wooden steps stretched up into the eaves and water pumped into a huge overhead tank groaning through greened copper pipes. Brodie tried to take all this in. But it was hard to concentrate because of the walls.

Every vertical surface was covered in pieces of paper. Not patterns or colours. But words. Cuttings from newspapers, letters and articles. Pinned and stapled so there were no gaps. In places the writing overlapped. New sections tacked over old. Yellowed pieces faded and torn, partially covered by new crisp white.

‘This is our Listening Post,’ said Smithies. ‘Our Station X. Everything is here.’

For the second time that night, Brodie was confused. ‘What is it all? What does it say?’

‘The truth of what we’re really involved in.’

Brodie peered closer. Articles about book burnings and riots. Pictures of prisoners. Reports on missing persons.

‘But all this,’ Tusia said quietly. ‘How does any of this have anything to do with what we’re trying to do here?’

‘It has to do with Level Five,’ said Miss Tandari.

‘But this is worldwide stuff. Disasters. Huge news events.’ Tusia was staring at a report about an international space accident. ‘I thought Level Five was involved with codes.’

‘Level Five is concerned with truth,’ said Smithies. ‘Hiding truth and controlling truth. Sometimes they use codes to do that. And sometimes …’ he considered how best to go on, ‘they use other things.’

Brodie scanned the walls.

‘We’ve tried to warn you that you were involved in something far bigger than you knew. And this place is where we listen in. It’s where we monitor the work of the enemy. Because we are up against an enemy that’s very real. They’re watching us. We know that now. It’s important we watch them.’

‘But how d’you know all this is the work of Level Five?’ Brodie was pointing at an article about a train crash.

Smithies steered her towards a section nearest the window. ‘Years of listening. Years of knowing how they work.’

By the window frame, a news article flapped in the slow-moving air. It was about an explosion months before. Brodie’s house turned to rubble. She remembered the ornamental dragon that had been put on the doorstep moments before the blast. She remembered the code sprawled across the dragon’s stomach. She knew the explosion was a warning. And she knew Level Five had been responsible.

She lifted the edge of the article. Behind it was an older piece. The paper yellowed. It showed the carcass of a car, crushed beside a foreign roadside. And then another photograph, smaller, yellowed too. A funeral scene. People dressed in black. And a small child holding the hand of an older man. The child was crying.

Brodie’s throat tightened so she could hardly swallow. The photo was of her, gripping tight to her granddad’s hand on the day they buried her mum. The crushed car the one her mum had died in.

‘I didn’t bring you here to upset you, Brodie.’

She stared at the photograph.

‘But to remind you that Friedman may well have been there when Alex died. But Level Five were involved. You know that. Kerrith told you in Brighton when she followed us to the Royal Pavilion. And the accident. Your mother’s death. It was part of something bigger.’

Brodie looked away from the picture of the crying girl. But the next article made it worse. A recent photograph. A man walking from court, released on bail, awaiting trial.

‘All this,’ said Smithies, ‘is the work of the enemy and we can’t go on unless we understand that whatever Friedman did, he had to have a reason.’

Brodie choked back the anger that burnt in her throat. She jabbed at the picture of Friedman with her finger and then balled her hands into fists. ‘So where is he? They let him go. He’s out there somewhere. Why doesn’t he come and explain?’

‘Would you listen if he did?’

Her knuckles whitened.

‘I don’t know where he is,’ Smithies said slowly. ‘But there’s this.’ He held out a postcard. It was addressed to Brodie. A phone number printed across the back. ‘It’s a number you can reach him on. I’ve tried. A woman answered and took my name.’ He hesitated. ‘I guess it’s you he wants to speak to.’

Brodie didn’t move.

‘I’ll leave it here,’ Smithies said softly. ‘For when you’re ready to listen.’ He put the postcard on the table and then on the top he put a small round disc. The phoenix medallion that had been tucked inside the copy of Morte d’Arthur from the restricted section of the Guildhall Library. The book they’d struggled so hard to find because they were sure it would help them with the code. Hans of Aachen’s medallion.

There was a flash of lightning. In the glow, the phoenix on the medallion seemed to burn. There was silence. Brodie counted in her head. Then the thunder came. The storm was still miles away, but it was getting closer.

She looked back again at the image of the crying girl.

Outside the rain began to fall.

 

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, sir.’

The Director spun round on his chair.

‘This better be good, Wheeler.’

The man at the door hesitated a little. It was clear he was unsure. ‘It’s just you said if ever we received anything, you know, sent special delivery, then we were …’ He was struggling to make himself clear.

The Director didn’t have time for this. Indecision, hesitation, unpolished shoes. All these things were a source of great irritation to him. He snapped his fingers as if summoning a waiter. There was really no need to waste words in such situations.

‘I just felt you would be …’

Now the Director was more than cross. ‘Give it here, Wheeler!’

The visitor stretched out his hand. At first it was difficult to see what he held. A tiny paper tube, a container of some sorts? The Director squinted to see. And then his heart thudded near the base of his throat.

It was a scroll. Tied with a thin strand of black ribbon.

‘It’s just you said that if ever—’

The Director lurched forward. He grabbed at the scroll. ‘Yes, thank you, Wheeler. You did well.’

‘So I did right to—’

‘That will be all, Wheeler.’

The Director heard the door click. He didn’t see Wheeler leave the room. He was focusing on the scroll and the thin black ribbon.

He took a moment to lean back in the chair. To savour every second. But it was hard to keep waiting. He’d waited so long.

He took the scroll from the desk and let his finger move across the ribbon. Should he untie it? Should he slip the scroll free? He wasn’t sure. In all his imaginings he’d focused always on what was inside.

The untied ribbon moved like a snake across his hand and the scroll took a moment, an age, to lay flat on the table. He tried not to rush the reading. To allow his eyes to take in every detail.

The scroll was plain. Crisp white, not old or yellow. In each corner was an embossed design. Four of them of course, as he’d known there would be. He let his fingertip brush across each one. A small planet spinning on its axis: earth. A circular swirl: wind. A flame: fire. And finally a wave: water. The Director linked his fingers together and took a deep breath. Then he leant forward and read the words written across the scroll. There were few of them. But there were enough for him to know things had got serious.

 

You must watch them, for we are watching you.

 

The Director lowered his fingertip one final time to the scroll and this time he pressed not the signs in each corner, but the embossed letter at the base of the scroll.

The letter ‘T’.

 

‘You gonna ring the number, B?’

Brodie was staring at the postcard.

‘Wouldn’t it be better if you just let Friedman explain?’

Brodie pushed her hands into her pockets.

Hunter picked up the medallion and twisted it in the air. The feathers of the phoenix caught the light. ‘It’s your decision.’

‘He left my mum …’ She couldn’t finish the sentence.

‘I know, B.’

Brodie’s throat hurt. The words stuck in her mouth. ‘I thought he was my friend.’

Hunter looked at her a long while before he answered. ‘We don’t know he wasn’t. We can’t be sure.’

Brodie picked up the postcard. Then she tore it in half.

They stood for a moment with only the sound of the water sloshing in the storage tank above their heads breaking the silence.

‘I reckon we should keep this with us now,’ he said, slipping the phoenix medallion into his wallet. ‘It feels wrong it being in here.’

They’d talked about how the room made them feel and it wasn’t good. But the four of them had come to the Listening Post every day for the last three days. Brodie felt her mind was fit to burst. Smithies had promised them everything and here it all was. Stories of lives changed by the work of Level Five. Her own picture was still there. A tiny girl crying at her mother’s funeral. She tried not to look at it again.

‘Things are changing,’ said Tusia, peering out of the window.

‘Of course they’re changing, Toots. We’re a man down. We know more than we ever wanted to know. Things can’t be the same. You can’t squeeze the ketchup back in the bottle. Once it’s out, it’s out.’

Tusia scowled. ‘I mean, changing at the mansion.’

Brodie joined her by the window. They could see the sentry box by the back gate. The fencing had been raised. Barbed wire stretched along the top now.

‘Total lockdown,’ said Sheldon. ‘That’s what Smithies said. Museum closed. No one in or out.’

‘Odd that,’ mumbled Tusia.

‘What, odd that Smithies wants to keep us safer than ever?’

‘No. Odd that if no one’s allowed in or out that they’re letting that in.’

Brodie pushed her way to the window to have a closer look.

She decided odd was definitely the right word to use in the circumstances.
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Brodie skidded to a halt at the entrance to the mansion and peered to check she was really seeing things right.

Some sort of carriage was shrouded by the thick morning mist. Brodie shielded her eyes and squinted. There were no horses. It was being pulled by a team of zebras.

The carriage stopped and a tall man, in a long leather coat and sharp red leather boots, lowered the reins and bounded down from the driver’s seat. A golden tooth glinted in his smile.

‘Fabyan,’ beamed Mr Bray, stepping forward to shake his hand. ‘So great to see you again. I thought you were caught up with issues stateside.’

‘I was.’ There was a hint of sadness in his tone. ‘But I figured you needed me.’

Without Fabyan’s help the work at Station X would have ground to a halt long ago. Brodie’s grandfather had contacted him a few months earlier when the government tried to ban the team from Bletchley. Clever use of the law and a serious amount of cash from the American billionaire meant Mr Fabyan was now the main owner of the Bletchley Park estate, and the team had been using his money to survive. But billionaires are busy people and he’d made only the briefest of visits before returning to Illinois.

‘If I could have a hand in with a few of my things that’d be awesome,’ said Fabyan. ‘Some of the stuff I’ve brought is old and valuable, so a little bit of care would be greatly appreciated.’

 

It took nearly an hour to unload the carriage and make sure the zebras were safely stabled.

‘What is all this?’ asked Mr Bray almost nervously. ‘You didn’t bring your egg collection or the Egyptian mummy did you?’

The American rocked back his head in laughter. ‘No. I travelled light, my friend. But before I show you what I’ve brought, I need an update on my investment. A rundown of all Team Veritas has been up to. And I don’t want anything missed out. I need you to explain things from the very beginning so I’m totally up to speed. Presume I know nothing. That way you won’t miss out any important details.’ He scanned the room. ‘So come on then … who’s going to remind me what the work at Station X is all about?’

Brodie was aware everyone was looking at her. ‘Me?’ she said. ‘You want me to explain?’

‘Absolutely,’ said Fabyan. ‘I’m all ears. I need to know everything.’

Brodie took a deep breath. ‘OK. I’ll try.’

She began with Voynich. ‘This Polish book collector found an ancient manuscript in a trunk. It was hidden in Mondragone Castle, Italy.’

‘And it was a hundred years ago,’ cut in Hunter. ‘1912. Times and dates are important, B.’

‘It’s over two hundred pages long,’ she said, adding the page number to make sure Hunter was happy. ‘It’s totally in code and loads of clever code-crackers have had a go at working out what it says. But they’ve all failed. Worse than that, Level Five of the government Black Chamber made rules stopping people trying. Voynich’s manuscript has a code-name, by the way. I forgot that bit. They call it MS 408. And it’s banned.’

‘Which is why Smithies formed Team Veritas in secret,’ said Tusia. ‘And why we’re here. And without your money, Level Five could chuck us out. So we’re really grateful.’

Fabyan seemed to appreciate the thanks.

‘Smithies started all this because there was something new,’ continued Brodie. ‘A message called the “Firebird Code”.’

‘We called it that because the message came in an envelope sealed shut with the mark of the phoenix,’ said Tusia.

Brodie nodded and ploughed on. ‘The Firebird Code was written by this professor called Van der Essen. We thought he’d rescued a code-book for MS 408 during World War One, and that he’d hidden it. We thought that’s what we’d find if we broke the Firebird Code.’

‘Which is why we went to the Royal Pavilion in Brighton,’ explained Tusia. ‘But we didn’t find a code-book. We found a music box instead.’

‘That’s where I came in,’ said Sheldon. ‘I’m new.’

Fabyan smiled a broad welcome.

‘They got me involved because I know about music,’ said Sheldon. ‘The music box played a tune by the composer Elgar. And I knew Elgar had written all sorts of codes.’

‘And we connected these to MS 408,’ said Brodie. ‘We solved a coded message Elgar had written.’

‘It’s all to do with shapes on a map,’ blurted Tusia, keen to cover every detail.

‘And anyway, the answer to Elgar’s code gave us the name of someone called Hans of Aachen.’

‘He lived way back in the 1500s,’ said Hunter.

‘And all the writing in the history books about Hans, called him an Orphan of the Flames,’ said Brodie. ‘It’s because his dad died trying to keep a book from being burnt. We were sure this book must be the code-book to MS 408.’

‘And we tracked it down,’ said Tusia proudly. ‘We found it hidden in a library basement in London. The book’s called Morte d’Arthur.’

‘It’s all about King Arthur,’ said Brodie. ‘Thomas Malory wrote it.’ She paused for a moment, checking she’d mentioned all she needed to.

‘You have to say about the glyphs,’ hissed Tusia.

‘What about the glyphs?’

‘Well, there’s these strange shapes in between the letters all through that copy of Morte d’Arthur.’

‘They look like the writing in MS 408,’ caught on Brodie. ‘So that made us sure MS 408 and Morte d’Arthur were connected. But we haven’t really worked out how yet.’ She’d enjoyed telling all these parts of the story. Up until then, things had been going well. But she knew she’d got now to the part where things had gone seriously pear-shaped.

Hunter smiled at her. ‘Shall I take it from here, B?’
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Fabyan leant in closely to hear more clearly.

‘There was a chase. Underground in London. Workers from Level Five of the Black Chamber took Friedman away. It wasn’t good.’ Hunter hesitated but Brodie nodded for him to go on. ‘We all knew Friedman had been friends with Brodie’s mum when they were younger. We knew they’d both tried to work out what MS 408 said long before we all got together here. But we didn’t know he’d been there on the day she died. Or that he hadn’t done anything to help save her.’

Fabyan looked horrified. ‘But surely there was—’

‘Friedman didn’t deny it,’ Brodie said quietly. ‘He left my mum when she was dying.’

‘It’s been a bit difficult since then,’ said Tusia.

‘But we haven’t given up.’ Brodie’s voice faltered as she finished speaking.

The American tapped her gently on the arm. ‘And you all still believe it’s important you find a way to read the most mysterious manuscript in the world?’ he said gently.

‘Yes.’ Somehow Brodie felt that more than ever now. They’d been chosen. All of them charged with making sure that whatever MS 408 had to say it was kept safe. That the knowledge wasn’t destroyed, or corrupted or lost. That when the time was finally right, the secret was broken.

‘OK,’ said Fabyan. ‘So we carry on then. And I may have some things here that will be of help.’

 

Fabyan stepped his way between three large round hatboxes, an ornamental golden birdcage and a selection of patterned umbrellas, then made his way towards a large wooden trunk which had been near to the back of the carriage.

The trunk had caught Brodie’s eye from the start. It was made of a dark, warm-coloured wood. There was an intricate hinge system and a fancy black iron lock. The lid shone like polished glass. It looked just like the sort of trunk she’d read about in pirate stories.

She sat down beside the trunk and Sheldon came to sit beside her. ‘I feel I should play some sort of drum roll,’ he said.

Fabyan took a large iron key from his pocket and turned it in the lock. Then, in a fluid, arching movement, the lid swung open to reveal the contents.

It was packed with papers and magazines, pamphlets and books. A treasure-chest of words.

‘Great. Some more reading for us to do,’ said Hunter sarcastically. ‘I can’t wait.’

Fabyan showed no signs of having heard and began to unpack the trunk carefully in front of them. ‘It’s like a time capsule,’ he explained. ‘Things in here date back to my great-grandfather’s time.’

‘This stuff belonged to the original Colonel Fabyan?’ asked Granddad.

‘Was he a very rich guy too?’ asked Hunter.

‘Colonel Fabyan was more than a rich man. He was the godfather of cryptology. He gave code-cracking its first real American home. George was a collector. He collected animals. I get my love of zebras from him, but he even had time to build a miniature zoo at home. Kept bears and a troupe of monkeys in the house. He collected things: Egyptian mummies, Samurai armour, even ostrich eggs. But most importantly to our cause here, he collected mysteries.’

Brodie let the phrase circle in her head. Mystery Collector. The story possibilities thrilled her.

‘He was totally unable to walk away from a puzzle.’

‘And he worked on the puzzles alone?’ asked Brodie.

‘No,’ said Fabyan. ‘He employed others to work with him. The very best minds in the country. If Fabyan was the godfather of cryptology, then those he employed became the parents of the code. Three incredible code-crackers really. Elizabeth Wells Gallup and a young couple who met while they worked for him. They fell in love and eventually married. Elizebeth and William Friedman.’

Brodie felt a sudden uncomfortable tightening in her stomach.

Fabyan looked a little awkward. ‘I know things have not gone well here with Friedman’s grandson. But William Friedman was one of the best code-crackers America ever produced until he died in December 1969. His work on codes helped shorten World War Two. I think it may be important we think about him.’ He looked at Brodie as if asking permission to go on. She bit her lip and nodded slowly.

‘William Friedman worked at Riverbank with Colonel Fabyan. And this trunk of goodies contains some of the things he worked on.’

‘So it’s all to do with MS 408?’ said Hunter.

‘Ahh, well, that’s the good bit. I’ve broadened the net. I’ve brought to you a world of things to do with code-cracking and the quest for knowledge. There’s a chance the things I’ve brought may not entirely relate to Friedman’s work on MS 408. But I think that’s the beauty of the scheme.’ He clutched to his chest a large album of sepia photographs. ‘I’ve brought everything,’ he said with an obvious sense of relief. ‘Anything I could find to do with secret non-war-based code-cracking at Riverbank. Fabyan set up the first Study Group on MS 408 and Friedman the second so I hope there’ll be stuff about the original Veritas work in here. And there might be some other stuff too.’
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‘Other stuff ?’ asked Tusia.

‘On Shakespeare.’

Hunter’s sighs of exasperation sounded as if he were in extreme pain.

‘What’s Shakespeare got to do with MS 408?’ asked Tusia.

‘Absolutely nothing,’ admitted Fabyan. ‘But I couldn’t leave the stuff behind. That’s how Elizebeth and William first got together working for Fabyan. They thought there were all sorts of secrets hidden in Shakespeare’s work. Mrs Wells Gallup even thought there was a coded message on the front page of his collected works. She reckoned there was an anagram about a secret being hidden at a place called Chepstow. Never proved, of course. But anyway, the most exciting secret’s really who the writer of Shakespeare’s plays was.’

Tusia’s shoulders sagged. ‘Isn’t the clue in the name?’ she said. ‘Shakespeare wrote Shakespeare?’

‘My great-grandfather was sure he didn’t,’ said Fabyan. ‘He thought the real writer left a code about his identity for somebody to find. That’s the first puzzle Friedman Senior worked on with Fabyan. So I brought along some of his work on that too.’ He undid the buttons on his cuffs and rolled up his sleeves. ‘Besides, it was when I was packing all the stuff Friedman and my great-grandfather had on Shakespeare that I remembered.’

‘Remembered what?’ asked Granddad.

‘Remembered Riverbank Labs was in possession of an extraordinary thing. A truly awesome thing which for decades had been forgotten. And I knew if I could bring to the new Team Veritas the thing that’s been forgotten, there was a chance a breakthrough could be made.’ He turned dramatically towards a large plain wooden crate which had been unloaded last from the zebra-drawn carriage. ‘So, I bring you this.’
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The Director mulled the words of the scroll over again and again. He was being watched. The thought thrilled him. He’d waited so very, very long to be noticed. The Chairman would be happy. But he mustn’t rush things. Mustn’t tell the Chairman too soon. He would bide his time.

He opened the desk drawer and looked again at the flattened scroll. The four embossed emblems seemed to sparkle. But it was the letter ‘T’ that excited him most. It would excite the Chairman too. When he told him.

 

Fabyan wielded a shiny hammer in his hand. ‘Mind your backs. Coming through,’ he ventured, before ripping off the side of the packing-case with the claw of the hammer.

‘What the banana sandwich is in there?’ asked Hunter, as the team peered at the shaking packing-case. ‘And how the sherry trifle did you get that through customs?’

‘It’s not alive, is it?’ whispered Sicknote, clutching Miss Tandari’s arm.

Brodie wasn’t sure it was such a crazy question. The American had, after all, shipped a pair of zebras into the country.

‘Nothing alive,’ wheezed Fabyan, swinging the hammer again. ‘Just special.’

The side of the packing-case creaked free and clattered to the ground. There was a cloud of dust. Then the fog lifted and the contents of the case became visible.

‘What on earth is it?’ asked Smithies, wiping his glasses on his sleeve.

‘A cipher wheel,’ Fabyan said.

‘Looks like two wheels to me,’ quipped Hunter.

Tusia jabbed him forcefully in the ribs.

In front of them was a huge box-like contraption like an upended wardrobe or rather deep coffin. Inside were two huge wheels positioned side by side. Each was as big as a tractor tyre. Stretched across the two wheels was a thick linen fabric and sticking out from the centre of one was a stubby handle.

‘And this belonged to Friedman?’ asked Tusia, running her finger cautiously along the rim of the nearest wheel.

‘Sort of,’ said Fabyan. ‘Elizabeth Wells Gallup had more to do with the machine itself. It was invented by someone called Dr Orville Ward Owen. Lots of Friedman’s work centred round the secrets this wheel revealed.’

‘What secrets?’

‘Hidden identities. Stories of deceit. Betrayal.’

‘All that from something which looks like two snare drums without the skins?’ offered Sheldon. ‘How did it work?’

‘Like this. Books and pamphlets were cut up and their pages glued across the material stretched across the wheels.’

Brodie flinched at the idea of books being cut up but still leant in closer to hear more.

‘When the big wooden wheels were rolled backwards and forwards it was possible for lots of pages of the book to be seen at once.’

‘Why did they need that?’ whispered Hunter. ‘Suppose it gets the reading over with more quickly.’

It was Brodie’s turn to poke him in the ribs.

‘The advantage of spreading the pages like this,’ carried on Fabyan, ‘was that any codes and messages hidden in the writing on the page could be clearly seen. People at Riverbank used the cipher wheel to look for messages in things written in the fifteenth century. They worked on the idea that the real writer of Shakespeare’s plays and poems left coded messages in other writings of the time. That got me thinking.’

Tusia’s finger slowed to a stop. Her eyes widened as if she’d processed a really painful thought. ‘You think we should cut up MS 408 and spread the pages on the cipher wheel?’ she whispered.

‘Well, as you seem to have come to a bit of a dead-end, I just wondered if it might be worth a try,’ said Fabyan. ‘I know you were led to the copy of Morte d’Arthur, but you obviously haven’t managed to make it work as a code-book to help you read the manuscript yet, have you?’

It was true. None of their attempts to use Malory’s text as a code-book for MS 408 had left them with anything more than sore eyes and headaches.

‘It’s a bit extreme,’ mumbled Sicknote. ‘But I suppose we’re dealing with a copy of MS 408 after all. There’s no reason why we can’t try with the facsimile.’

‘I think we should give it a go,’ said Miss Tandari. ‘What d’you all think?’

‘Let’s do it,’ said Hunter.

The idea of trying something new was a good one. But Brodie just couldn’t shake the nagging feeling something was wrong.

‘You all right, BB?’ asked Hunter, later that evening.

‘Yep. Totally fine.’

‘You don’t look like we’re on the brink of discovery. I mean, don’t you see? We might be an onion slice away from a casserole. This might be all it needs. A magic machine from the past to help us read MS 408. Imagine!’

She’d done little else than imagine for the last few months. This was why she was here. It was everything she wanted. Everything her mum had wanted.

But something just wasn’t quite right.

 

‘You like it?’ The Director was leaning forward in his chair, his fingers steepled together.

Kerrith followed his gaze to the ornament on his desk. A bronze casting, of a rock, with a sword plunged in deeply so only the hilt was visible.

‘You know the story it represents?’ the Director continued. ‘Of Arthur. And the sword marking him out as king.’

‘The sword in the stone,’ Kerrith said, reaching forward and tracing along the grip. The bronze was cold.

‘No other man could draw the sword from the stone, Miss Vernan.’ This thought pleased him intensely. ‘It was a way of selecting those who’d be great and those who’d fail.’ He folded his arms and rested them on the desk. ‘So? What have you got to tell me?’
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In 1912, the collector Wilfred Voynich discovered 1 sclection
of ancient books hidden in 3 chest in Mondragone Castle. Taly.
Among the texts was 2 manuscript written entirely in code.
T became known as the Voynich Manuscript.

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

In 19443 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 2 second Study Group was

formed. Eventually Americans joined with British code-breakers
based at Bletchley Park Mansion. They failed.

In 1969 the manuscript was donated to Yale
University and registered simply as MS 408 It i kept hidden
from general view in the Beinecke Rare Book nd Manuscript
Library. Since that day. the sccret code hs remained unbroken.
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