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DOWN THE ALLEYWAY


In a rough-and-tumble, not-altogether-respectable neigh borhood south of Hammersmith Cross Station, wedged between darkened taverns and foggy dock-lands, sits a rambling bookshop with cheery red shutters.


For most of the year a tiny old lady minds the shop, frowning in concentration as she knits stocking caps for no one. But should you pass this shop and find the dusty windows scrubbed clean, or the door decorated with a sign advertising deliveries, you would find someone else behind the counter of Alabaster & Sons, Purveyors of Rare Books Since 1782—to all appearances, just an ordinary teenage boy, bent intently over a detective story. But appearances can be deceiving.


* * *


In the pale gloom of the unusually cold January afternoon when our story starts, the roads are desolate, but their emptiness is not due entirely to the dreadful weather.


As you have probably heard or read or suspected without quite knowing why, sinister things indeed were happening up north, and in those dark days, fearful rumors were more common than holiday cheer.


But where there is suspicion there is also doubt, and some people still pretended that nothing was the matter. After all, appearances have to be maintained, especially by those looked to as an example. “Let the superstitious servants worry!” the aristocracy scoffed from the comfort of their elegant town houses.


After all, it wasn’t as though there were proof to any rumor.


“Wot’s in the boxes, then?” The tall dangerous-looking boy sneered, taking a step forward.


“Jus’ deliveries.” The boy called Alex whimpered, feeling the cold, slimy wall of the alleyway against his back, blocking his escape. “Please. I ain’t got money, an’ I need this job.”


The dangerous-looking boy’s eyes narrowed, and his two hulking friends laughed, their fists already raised. “Will yeh be needin’ both yer arms fer that job o’ yours?”


Alex paled.


“Or,” the sneering boy continued, hoping that no one could hear his stomach rolling with hunger as he withdrew a knife from his tattered jacket, “both yer ears?”


Henry Grim shook his head in mock disgust as his best friend demolished a strawberry tart in two enormous mouthfuls.


“Oh, very polite,” Henry said. “Be glad that Rohan isn’t here. He’d perish from the shame.”


Adam swallowed thickly and wiped his mouth with his coat sleeve. “What? They’re good.”


“Well, of course they’re good,” Henry said in exasperation. “Sucray’s is the best bakery this side of the river. Come on. I wasn’t really supposed to leave the shop unattended …”


“Right, because someone might be having an emergency that only a rare encyclopedia can cure.”


“It’s the Code of Chivalry, Adam.” Henry sighed. “I gave my word to Mrs. Alabaster that I’d mind the shop.”


“It’s boring in there,” Adam complained. “I can’t wait for term to start.”


“Next week,” Henry said, reaching into his jacket pocket for his keys. “And at least save me one of the tarts.”


Adam opened his mouth, frowned, and stood absolutely still.


Henry shot his friend a confused look, and then realized that Adam was on to something. The road on which they were walking was too empty, and altogether too quiet.


Adam cocked his head in the direction of an alleyway up ahead. Faintly they could hear scuffling and muffled whimpers.


Henry nodded and put a finger to his lips, trying to move silently over the icy cobblestones. He knew that it wasn’t Sir Frederick—that it couldn’t be—not with their former professor’s face plastered on hundreds of faded posters advertising a handsome reward for any information that led to his capture.


But even though he knew it was impossible, for a moment Henry hoped for the chance to confront Sir Frederick. For the chance to, somehow, fix everything that had happened last school term.


His heart hammering nervously, Henry peered around the corner.


It wasn’t Sir Frederick. But then, he’d known it wouldn’t be.


Down the dingy alleyway, past a pile of wooden crates, stood three huge boys, their clothes in tatters. They formed a menacing circle around Mr. Sucray’s delivery boy, Alex, who was curled into a ball on the ground.


Less than a year ago it would have been Henry at the center of that circle, resigned to enduring whatever bullying or punishment his tormentors had planned.


But so much had changed since then.


“You there!” Henry called with false confidence, blocking the alley’s only exit. “What do you think you’re doing?”


The largest of the boys froze, a battered Sucray’s cake box in his hands. Alex, still on the ground, coughed and moaned. “Wot d’you want?” the hulking boy growled.


“I want you to give Alex back his packages and get out of here,” Henry said calmly, even though he was unprepared and terrified and knew that if it came to a fight he’d lose.


“You ain’t no police knight,” the boy sneered, nodding at the braid and crest on Henry’s jacket.


“Not yet,” Henry allowed, lifting his chin and performing an impression of Rohan’s posh accent. “But my father is, and he’s waiting in our automobile just outside the shop.” Behind him Henry heard Adam snort.


The bullies in the alley looked at one another in defeat. Grumbling, they abandoned their perilous game and stomped toward Henry and Adam with murder in their eyes. Henry held his ground as the leader edged past.


Wordlessly Henry took the box of tarts from Adam and thrust it into the boy’s chest.


With a sneer the boy grabbed the parcel and slammed his fist into Henry’s mouth. Henry didn’t flinch, even though he tasted blood.


Adam gulped nervously and flattened himself against the wall as though he rather hoped he could disappear.


“I ain’t afraid o’ no rich brats,” the boy jeered, and then took off running, his cronies following suit.


Letting out a breath he didn’t know he’d been holding, Henry wiped a smear of blood from his lip.


“Let’s go down the creepy alleyway,” Adam muttered. “Oh, yes, what a wonderful idea. Then we can confront a trio of murderous bandits and get ourselves punched in the face.”


Henry chuckled at Adam’s reaction, and then winced, touching his fingers to the fresh split in his lip.


“You okay, mate?” Adam asked.


“No,” Henry said, and then because he couldn’t resist, “I really wanted that last tart.”


Down the alleyway Alex coughed and stirred.


“You all right?” Henry called. “Yeah, you’re not dead, are you?” Adam asked. Henry sighed. Just once it would be nice if Adam didn’t say the first thing that popped into his head.


“What hurts?” Henry asked, kneeling next to Alex and checking the boy for injuries. At Knightley they’d learned a semester of medicine for situations precisely like this one.


“My head,” Alex mumbled. “An’ my foot.”


Henry and Adam helped Alex hobble to the bookshop, where they took a closer look at the boy’s injuries. One eye was entirely black and nearly swollen shut. There was a lump on his head that hopefully wouldn’t cause a concussion, and his right ankle was sprained.


“Have those lot given you trouble before?” Adam asked, perching on the counter while Henry held a cold compress to the boy’s ankle.


“Not me,” Alex said, shaking his head. “But I seen them about, an’ I know wot they’re up to. Supportin’ the Nordlands an’ goin’ to rallies down at the docks instead o’ workin’ honest jobs.”


Henry and Adam exchanged a look. And at that moment a crowded omnibus rattled past the storefront.


Adam glanced at the clock, swore, and scrambled for his coat. “How’d it get so late?” he asked.


Henry shrugged. “Guess we lost track of time, what with the bookshop being so boring and all.”


“Oi, you know I have to be home in time for supper or I’ll never hear the end of it,” Adam said, edging toward the door.


“See you later,” Henry called. The jingle of bells answered him as the shop door shut behind Adam, and Henry sighed.


It was wonderful that Adam could visit over the holiday, that they were only a half hour’s ride apart, while the rest of their school friends were spread out all over the country. Even so, every time Adam left, scrambling tardily after the departing omnibus, Henry was still sad to see his friend go.


At school they were roommates—Henry, Adam, and proper, perceptive Rohan. And while an afternoon playing cards in the bookshop was nice, it wasn’t the same as their late-night exploits or illicit fencing bouts with Frankie, the headmaster’s rebellious daughter.


“What are you doing?” Henry asked, turning around as Alex tried to wedge his swollen ankle back into his boot.


“I’ve got a delivery,” Alex said helplessly. “It has t’ be tonight. Some posh party up the Regent’s Hill.”


Henry closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He’d just had to go down that alleyway, hadn’t he?


“Put your boot down, Alex,” he said. “I’ll make the delivery.”


That was how Henry found himself hurrying along the frost-covered cobblestones, carrying a stack of parcels tied with twine. He wore his old falling-apart boots, since he was trying to save his good pair for school. The cold had seeped in through the soles, and he kept slipping over icy patches and having to pinwheel his arms to stay upright.


This was not, Henry thought wryly, one of his finest moments.


Regent’s Hill was one of the city’s wealthier neighborhoods, and Henry caught glimpses inside the town houses as he passed by. No doubt many of his classmates were spending their holiday on these very streets, in town for the city season, expected to make polite chaperoned conversation with giggling schoolgirls and to endure five-course dinners that involved at least five different forks.


For once he was glad to be different.


Henry shivered and tucked his chin deeper into the layers of his school scarf, longing for the crackling fire that warmed the parlor above the bookshop, and for the mystery novel propped on the edge of his favorite armchair, two chapters remaining. He wondered if he’d get back to their flat before Professor Stratford returned from his tutoring job, and he wondered if the professor would worry if he didn’t, and he wished he’d remembered to leave a note.


Well, he hadn’t. And anyway, it wasn’t as though Professor Stratford were his guardian. Henry had never been adopted. He had simply left the orphanage the moment he was old enough, and had looked after himself as best he could. And as much as he enjoyed sharing the flat above the bookshop with his former tutor, a little voice in the back of his head wouldn’t let him forget that all of his school friends were spending their holiday with their families—adopted or otherwise.


Somehow, without Henry’s noticing, it had begun to snow. Thick flakes landed on his coat and hair.


Finally Henry reached the address Alex had given him. He stared up at the town house, briefly watching the shadows of partygoers pass behind the lighted windows before he descended the shabby out-of-the-way stairs to the basement.


He knocked, and a maid took her time opening the door.


Her eyes narrowed. “Whatchoo want?”


Henry held out the parcels. “Delivery from Sucray’s,” he said.


“’Bout time,” the girl said, and sniffed. “Cook’s been askin’ after them pettyfours fer an hour.” The way the girl spoke reminded Henry of his days working at the Midsummer School, where he’d been piled with extra chores by other members of the serving staff. But enough time had passed since then that Henry was no longer afraid to speak up.


“I’m sorry for the inconvenience,” he said, “but would you mind showing me where to put these?”


“All righ’, come inside, then,” the girl grumbled.


Henry eagerly brushed snow from his coat and hair and followed the girl down the warm hallway, pulling off his wet scarf along the way.


“Cook!” the girl shrilled. “The cakes’re here.” She pushed open the door to a cinnamon-scented kitchen and spun around to grumble at Henry some more.


“Don’ touch nothin’,” she warned, and then her eyes widened as she took in the braid and crest on Henry’s school coat. “Yer not a delivery boy.”


“Never said I was,” Henry replied, placing his parcels on a table and holding out his chilled hands to the warmth of the nearby stove.


The girl glared, but then thought better of it and flounced away, grumbling to herself.


Cook, a gray-haired old woman who was all chins, opened the parcels with a dangerously glittering butcher’s knife and peered inside. “Everythin’ looks in order,” she said, presumably to Henry, although she hadn’t thrown so much as a glance in his direction. “Warm yerself fer a minute more an’ then be off.”


“Yes, ma’am,” Henry said reluctantly, thinking of the long trudge back in the snow. It was moments like these when he wished he hadn’t signed his name to the Code of Chivalry after all, when he wished he didn’t go looking for trouble in all the worst places.


“Maureen!” A haughty voice shrilled, and Cook stiffened.


“’S the mistress,” Cook hissed in warning.


Henry edged around the curve of the stove, trying to be inconspicuous.


“Honestly, Maureen,” the lady continued, descending a staircase in the far corner, all emerald skirts and disdain. “I have been ringing for the desserts for ages, and clearly there is a very good reason as to why I have had to disengage myself from my guests to inquire after them personally.”


“Yes, mum,” Cook said with a curtsy. “They’ve only just arrived.”


“Only just?” the lady carried on in disapproval, having reached the bottom of the stairs.


Henry grimaced, because suddenly he knew whose house this was.


Frankie’s dreadful grandmother Lady Augusta Winter stood, hands on her hips, daring her serving staff to account for the late delivery.


“I’m sorry, madam,” Henry said, stepping out from the nook behind the stove. “But the roads are slicked with ice, and it’s snowing again—” Henry broke off with a sigh.


Grandmother Winter squinted at him and frowned. “Mr. Grim,” she began, “might I ask what you’re doing in my kitchen?”


“Delivering cakes, ma’am,” Henry said, feeling his cheeks color with embarrassment.


“And why are you delivering cakes, Mr. Grim?”


“A street gang accosted the delivery boy. I ran them off, but he was injured, and I—er, I volunteered to come in his place.” Henry looked up, cringing still.


Grandmother Winter had always made him feel as though everything he said were entirely wrong, and no matter what he did, there was no redeeming himself for the fact that he had grown up in an orphanage.


“How heroic of you,” she said coldly.


“Yes, ma’am.” Henry bit his lip and then winced as the split began to bleed again.


“Perhaps, since you have saved the day, you would like to join the party.”


Henry tried not to let horror show on his face as the kitchen staff gawked in his direction. He was certain that the only reason Grandmother Winter wanted him to attend the party was so that he’d embarrass himself or so that she might do it for him.


“Actually, I should be going.”


“Nonsense. I insist,” Grandmother Winter said, extending her arm. “You shall escort me back upstairs.”


It wasn’t a question. Henry gave a small bow and, with a sinking feeling, did as he was told.
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LORD HAVELOCK’S WARNING


I’m ever so glad you came to my grandmother’s soiree,” Frankie murmured, staring up from beneath her fluttering eyelashes at the object of her torment. “Yes, well,” the boy said gruffly, desperately looking for someone—anyone—who might come to his rescue. “My uncle brought me. I didn’t have a choice.”


“And did he choose those darling spectacles for you as well?” Frankie asked, trying to hide her enormous grin behind the delicate china pattern of her teacup. “I couldn’t help but notice how very nicely they disguise the squintiness of your naturally beady eyes.”


“And I can’t help but imagine spilling my cider all over that silk dress of yours.” Fergus Valmont’s glare was murderous from behind his new spectacles.


“Please do,” Frankie said, giving Valmont a wide smile. “I detest this dress. It’s a perfectly horrid shade of pink, don’t you agree? ‘Puce.’ The word alone sounds like cat sick.”


“I can think of other things that remind me of cat sick,” Valmont muttered.


“How could you say such a thing?” Frankie fake gasped, her blue eyes mocking. “Really, Mr. Valmont, there’s no need to bring up your personal hygiene.”


Valmont made a strangled noise and gripped his cider so hard that his knuckles turned white.


It was too easy, having a go at Valmont at her grandmother’s party, where the rigid constraints of society forced him to simper and play chivalrous. Because as much as Valmont pretended to have changed toward the end of last term, as much as he had lain off tormenting Frankie and her friends, she didn’t believe for one moment that he actually had changed.


Valmont’s uncle had made him promise to be nice, and although he wasn’t quite as horrible as he’d been in those first few weeks at the academy, Valmont had insulted Frankie and her friends one too many times for her to forgive and forget now. Henry could spend a hundred more evenings playing chess against Valmont in the first-year common room. It didn’t mean that Frankie had to like the smarmy little arse-toad. Unfortunately, it wasn’t nearly as fun as she’d hoped, tormenting Valmont at this wretched formal party.


Frankie glanced around the second-floor parlor, a converted ballroom festooned with lavish holiday decorations. Dozens of impeccably dressed gentlemen and demure ladies were engaged in polite conversation. It was even more miserable than the Maiden Manor School for Young Ladies—well, until she’d decided to get kicked out. That part, at least, had been gratifying.


Frankie wasn’t used to attending her grandmother’s holiday soirees. Before her father had become headmaster of Knightley Academy, they had avoided the city during the social season, preferring instead the shabby comfort of their dilapidated old manor house. But now, for the school’s sake, Lord Winter had to keep up appearances. Frankie spotted her father in the corner by a potted fern, deep in discussion with Lord Havelock, Valmont’s strict uncle, who taught military history at Knightley.


“You’ve got to be joking,” Valmont muttered as a hush fell over the room and everyone tried very hard not to look at all interested in who had just arrived at the party.


Frankie turned, not bothering to appear disinterested. Grandmother Winter stood imperiously in the doorway, and at her side, looking as though he desperately wished to be anywhere else, was Henry Grim. He wore his formal school jacket soaked from the snow, a wrinkled shirt spattered with blood, and a pair of old boots. His brown hair, just long enough to be impertinent, stuck damply to his forehead, shading his eyes.


“How perfectly dashing,” Frankie overheard the mindless Miss Swann whisper to her giggly friend from a nearby settee. “Perhaps he has just saved the life of a poor street urchin in peril!”


Frankie snorted, certain that Henry had done no such thing. And just because Henry was sort of dashing these days didn’t mean that Miss Swann had to giggle over him with her friend. They didn’t know the first thing about him!


“Excuse me,” Frankie said, abandoning a relieved Valmont.


Henry was still standing uncertainly at Grandmother Winter’s side when Frankie reached them.


“Hello, Mr. Grim,” Frankie said, bobbing a demure curtsy for her grandmother’s sake.


Henry bowed and, with the faintest hint of a smirk, ventured that he hoped Miss Winter was having a pleasant holiday.


Frankie wondered how much more of this ridiculously stilted behavior she would have to endure.


Finally, after an excruciatingly drawn-out silence, Grandmother Winter cleared her throat and announced that she had best return to her respected guests.


After Grandmother Winter had gone, Frankie grinned. “You used the wrong bow,” she said. “I hate to break it to you, but I’m not a foreign prince.”


“Did I really?” Henry asked, his forehead wrinkling in anguish.


“No,” Frankie said, snorting. “I was joking. Come on.” Henry followed Frankie across the room, acutely aware of judgmental glances and conversations that went hastily silent as he passed. “By the way,” Frankie began as she led Henry to a window seat, “did you know that your lip is bleeding?”


“Er, right,” Henry said. “I got punched in the face.”


Frankie burst out laughing and then quickly glanced toward the partygoers, afraid of their reaction. But no one seemed to have noticed. “Sorry,” she said. “Go on. You were punched in the face, and then you arrived at my grandmother’s formal party—I’m assuming uninvited—to tell me about it?”


“You’ve guessed it,” Henry said with mock disappointment. “And now that my quest is fulfilled, I’ll be going.”


Frankie shot him a look.


Henry sighed, suddenly serious. “I was playing cards with Adam in the bookshop—,” he began.


“And he punched you in the face? I wouldn’t think he could reach,” Frankie interrupted.


It was true. Henry had fast become the tallest boy in his year, much to his horror. He was having to scrape to afford a new uniform for next term. “Do you want to hear what happened or don’t you?” he asked.


“No, I do,” Frankie said contritely.


And so Henry hastily explained about the boys down the alleyway, and Alex’s being injured, and how Grandmother Winter had discovered him half frozen, huddled against her kitchen stove. Frankie was shaking with laughter by the end of it.


“It isn’t funny,” Henry said. And then he raked his fingers through his hair and admitted, “No, it is. You’re right.”


“Why on earth did you go down that alleyway in the first place?” Frankie asked, still teasing.


“The Code of Chivalry. Helping those in need and all that.”


Frankie raised an eyebrow, not believing for one moment that Henry would be so quick to rush into unknown danger just because of the Code of Chivalry—the same code that Henry, Adam, and Rohan had broken countless times over the last school term.


“Shall I remind you of the time we plastered Valmont’s textbooks shut?” Frankie asked. “Or, how about that time we snuck into the armory so Adam and I could fence? Or pretty much every time you left the window cracked so I could climb—”


“All right,” Henry said. “It wasn’t just because I felt obligated to help. Satisfied?”


“Sir Frederick?” Frankie guessed.


Henry nodded. “I keep thinking he—No, it’s ridiculous.”


“Keep thinking what?” Frankie asked.


“That he’s out there, waiting for us. Wanting revenge. Brooding over what we—what I—cost him.”


“So you went down that alleyway because you thought it could have been Sir Frederick waiting to jump out and get you?” Frankie asked, surprised at Henry’s stupidity. “For someone supposed to be so clever—”


“Forget it,” Henry said angrily. “I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s not as though I’m meaning to track him down.”


“I know that. But you shouldn’t …”


“Shouldn’t what? Worry? Never mind that there’s a war coming and no one will listen to us, that Adam and I were nearly expelled, that Rohan actually was expelled? Or never mind that there’s a madman who tormented us for half a school term who’s out there somewhere, probably wanting revenge? Or never mind that I took an oath to serve and protect, and just because I’m a first year, I should walk right past trouble I can stop and go memorize a textbook instead?”


When Henry had finished, Frankie stared at him, wondering when her sweet, eager-to-please friend had become so frustrated. Of course she’d been caught up with quite enough of her own dramatics last term, what with Grandmother Winter suddenly and unexpectedly coming to stay, putting an end to Frankie’s freedom. And then she’d nearly been sent off to a foreign reformatory….


“That’s not what I meant,” Frankie snapped. “You shouldn’t have to feel so responsible for everything all the time, is all.”


Henry laughed hollowly. “I have to be responsible,” he admitted, more honestly than he had intended. “There’s no one else to do it for me.”


“Am I interrupting?”


A shadow fell over the window seat, and Henry looked up.


Fergus Valmont glared down at them. His evening wear was expensive and elegant, his blond hair slicked back with obvious care, and his shoes polished to a glossy shine. Perched on his nose was a pair of thin spectacles, their oval lenses catching the light.


“Nice glasses.” Henry smirked.


“Shut up, Grim.” Valmont meant it as a threat, but it came out sounding like a whine.


But then, at least Valmont was calling him Grim now, a vast improvement from the beginning of last term, when Valmont had called Henry and his roommates servant boy, Jewish boy, and Indian boy.


“If you don’t want me to talk, then why did you come over here?” Henry asked.


“To commend you on your stylish formal wear.” Valmont’s lip curled.


“Look,” Henry said, “I didn’t mean to come here. I didn’t even know there was a party.”


“Then what are you doing here?” Valmont asked.


“What happened to playing nice?” Henry returned.


“Uncle gave the condition that I had to be nice to you and your friends only at school.”


“That personality of yours is a real winner,” Frankie noted under her breath, but Henry overheard and tried not to laugh.


“If you don’t feel like being nice, then I don’t feel like telling you why I’m here,” Henry said.


“Oh, come on. It’s pathetic,” Valmont snarled. “We all know you’ve got some demeaning little job as a dishwasher, and Lady Winter brought you up here during your break so everyone could have a laugh.”


“That’s not true, Valmont,” Henry said icily.


“What’s not true?” Valmont challenged, his blue eyes boring into Henry’s brown ones. “That everyone’s having a laugh at your expense? Because they are.”


Henry took Valmont’s challenge, rising to his feet and glaring down at his long-standing nemesis. Back at the Midsummer School they’d been the same height, but these days Valmont’s forehead barely reached Henry’s chin.


“Is that why you failed the Knightley Exam, Valmont?” Henry asked. “Because you were too proud to admit that you needed glasses?”


Valmont paled.


Henry realized with sudden regret that he’d struck a nerve, that Valmont truly had needed glasses—the way he’d always sat in the front row of military history, as though it were a prized, rather than a dreaded, seat.


“I’m sorry,” Henry mumbled, but the damage was done.


With a sneer Valmont emptied his mug of cider down the front of Henry’s shirt. “Oops,” Valmont said, his voice filled with venom rather than apology. “How terribly clumsy of me. I seem to have ruined your best shirt.”


Henry looked down at his dripping blood-spattered shirt. “Hallway. Now,” he spat, daring Valmont to refuse.


With a reassuring smile in Frankie’s direction, Henry—with Valmont—marched past the throng of partygoers, past the curious stares and accusing whispers.


“What is your problem?” Henry demanded as they filed through the doorway and onto the lavishly wallpapered landing. “I said I was sorry.”


“You take everything,” Valmont accused. “Miss Swann hasn’t shut up about you ever since you arrived at the party. She thinks you’re so brave and handsome, upholding justice like a real police knight.”


“That’s what I was doing, Valmont,” Henry snarled, and then gestured toward his shirt. “This isn’t my blood.”


Valmont’s eyes widened in surprise, but then he shook his head, as though trying to dislodge Henry’s explanation. “Whatever, Grim. I just thought you should know that you’re out of your league.”


“With what?” Henry asked in exasperation. “Fighting you? Because the boys this afternoon were a lot bigger than you are. Or are you talking about Miss Swann?”


Valmont’s cheeks reddened. “I’ll thank you not to talk about Miss Swann.”


“I don’t even know who she is! This is absurd.” Henry shook his head, baffled. What good did it do them to chase after girls when they weren’t yet fifteen, when they were stuck at Knightley and restricted from female visitors, with Frankie as the only girl around?


“You take everything I want,” Valmont accused.


It was the old grudge again, back to their days at the Midsummer School, when Henry had been the first boy in five years to pass the Knightley Exam. Of course, the reaction to that hadn’t exactly been the honor and glory that was supposed to come with breaking the so-called Midsummer Curse. Especially because Henry had been a serving boy at the time, and no one even knew that he could read, much less that Professor Stratford, the school’s English master, had been secretly tutoring Henry at night.


“I don’t do it on purpose,” Henry returned. The two boys glared at each other, hands balled into fists, each daring the other to make the first move.


Suddenly, without warning, Valmont’s hands shot out and shoved Henry squarely on the chest.


Startled, Henry stumbled backward. The soles of his old boots were worn down, and he slipped on the polished floorboards. Henry desperately grabbed hold of the banister, his heart hammering. Less than a step behind him, the stairs angled sharply downward.


“Trying to kill me?” Henry asked casually, fighting to stay calm.


“I—er, I—,” Valmont stuttered, terrified at how far it had almost gone.


“Forget it,” Henry said, throwing up his hands in disgust. “This ends now. I’m not going to threaten you with the horrors my friends and I could plan for you back at school, and I’m not going to warn you again. The next time you pick a fight with me over anything less than life or death, I’ll—”


“Ah, Mr. Grim,” someone said icily from the doorway.


Henry gulped. “Sir?”


Lord Havelock glowered at Henry, somehow even more intimidating with the absence of his master’s gown and tweeds. “Perhaps you are not aware of how to behave in such polite company, so let me enlighten you.” Lord Havelock glared at Henry with his signature Havelook of Doom. “Come with me.”


Henry stared at his head of year in horror. It was just his luck to get into trouble with a teacher during the winter holiday.


“Yes, sir,” Henry whispered.


Lord Havelock pushed past Henry, disappearing down the dark thin staircase. Henry, with a backward glance at the broadly grinning Valmont, followed.


Lord Havelock whirled on Henry at the bottom of the stairs, his dark eyes hard and glittering. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that was?”


Henry flinched at Lord Havelock’s closeness—at the graying stubble on Lord Havelock’s sunken cheeks, the stench of moldering tobacco that seemed to come from his pores.


“I wasn’t the one pushing people down staircases,” Henry said, his voice cracking nervously.


“In here,” Lord Havelock said, grabbing a fistful of Henry’s shirtfront and dragging him into an alcove that led to the servants’ quarters below stairs. “Now explain yourself.”


“Explain what?” Henry asked, puzzled. “Am I wrong in supposing that you wish to attend Knightley Academy, Mr. Grim?”


“No, sir.”


“And am I wrong in supposing that you are aware that not everyone wishes to have students such as yourself at the academy?”


“I’m aware, sir.”


Lord Havelock gave Henry a significant look. “Must I remind you that many such people are upstairs, and have just witnessed your behavior?”


Henry stared at Lord Havelock in surprise. “Well, no. I—I mean—,” Henry stuttered.


“You mean what, exactly, Mr. Grim?” Lord Havelock asked silkily. “To jeopardize your hard-won place at Knightley? To make Lord Winter and myself look bad in front of our peers? Or to pursue a schoolboy grudge I have tried my hardest to put to an end?”


Henry sighed. He just couldn’t win. “Valmont dumped his cider down my shirt, sir.”


“It was provoked, I’m sure,” Lord Havelock returned.


“Is that all, sir?” Henry asked.


“So eager to return to the company of your improper little lady friend, Mr. Grim?”


“No, sir,” Henry said, staring at his shoes.


“Look at me when I’m talking to you,” Lord Havelock commanded.


Henry caught his breath and stared up at his head of year.


“I don’t know what you were doing this afternoon, and I don’t care to,” Lord Havelock continued, “but before you return to school, let me make one thing clear: You are not, under any condition, to do anything foolish with regard to the events of last semester. Do you understand me?”


“Not fully,” Henry admitted.


“Looking for Sir Frederick would be a severe violation of the Code of Chivalry,” Lord Havelock clarified.


Henry blanched. “I wasn’t looking for Sir Frederick,” he muttered.


“You were looking for trouble. It’s the same thing,” Lord Havelock snapped. “You forget that I vouched for you and your friends at the hearing last term. That I took the blame for your foolishness.”


“And you forget about the Midsummer Curse,” Henry said, trying to keep his voice calm and even. “I know what you tried to do, rigging the exam.”


Lord Havelock’s eyes narrowed. “You are quick to accuse, Mr. Grim, but slow to produce proof to back up your claims.” Lord Havelock paused, letting the barb dig in before resuming his lecture. “A lesson for you, Mr. Grim: Intending an action and doing it are far from the same thing. Until you are right there, with the choice in front of you, you can only guess what you might do, and what your character might be. Are you hero or coward? Often you will guess wrongly.”


Henry frowned. Was Lord Havelock talking about Sir Frederick or the fight with Valmont or the Knightley Exam the previous May? Henry puzzled over this for a moment in that cool dark annex, with the merriment of the party clattering above him.


“They haven’t chosen a new chief examiner for the coming year,” Henry said, carefully watching Lord Havelock’s face to confirm his suspicion. He’d guessed correctly. Emboldened, Henry asked, “I don’t suppose you’d be wanting your old position back, sir?”


“It is to everyone’s advantage, not just my own, that troublemakers are watched carefully,” Lord Havelock returned. “And you, Mr. Grim, are trouble.”


It was rather starting to seem that way, Henry thought dejectedly, whether he meant to be or not.
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KNIGHT AT THE STATION


Henry straightened his uniform as he stepped off the clanging omnibus outside of Hammersmith Cross Station. All the way to the station, he’d felt the other passengers staring at his pressed gray trousers with the first-year yellow piping down the sides, his yellow-and-white-striped tie, and his dark blue formal jacket, a bit worse for wear, done in a military cut with brass buttons, white braid, and the school crest over the right breast pocket, bearing the silhouette of an old-fashioned knight with a lance, seated upon a prancing horse.


It hadn’t mattered that he’d kept his boxy stiff-brimmed ceremonial school cap hidden in his lap, or that he’d nearly blocked the aisle with the corner of his largest suitcase, which had stubbornly refused to fit anywhere else. Everyone still treated him with respect. Old men still doffed their caps as they passed. Little children still pointed excitedly. He didn’t think he’d ever get used to it.


Henry waited until the omnibus had gone before putting on his cap and checking Rohan’s old pocket watch. There was plenty of time before the ten o’clock train to Knightley Academy, Avel-on-t’Hems, departed from platform three. With a sigh he picked up his suitcases, wondering for the fifth time that morning if he really did need quite so many books.


It was old Mrs. Alabaster’s fault, really. She’d given him a massive parcel of dusty old mystery novels at Christmas, an unnecessary present that had made Henry feel guilty for getting her nothing in return. He couldn’t just leave the books behind in the flat for her to find, abandoned and unappreciated. And so Henry gritted his teeth against the weight of his suitcases as he staggered into the station.


Hammersmith Cross Station, the main railway in the city, was a tremendous, arched thing that rather resembled an overfrosted wedding cake. Grandiose moldings clung to the soaring ceiling, and the marble floor echoed horribly, turning the whole place into an overwhelmingly loud, crowded tunnel.


Along the walls rows of brightly colored carts sold everything you could imagine, from tiny mechanical toys to garish souvenirs to newspaper cones of fresh-roasted chestnuts. Henry bought a cone of nuts and ate them absently, watching the crowd surge past. Despite the ache in his shoulders from his heavy suitcases, and despite the more than occasional curious glance in his direction, Henry couldn’t help but smile. In just a few hours he’d be back at Knightley Academy, sharing a triple room with his best friends, spending his evenings playing chess in the common room, and trying not to laugh over Professor Lingua’s abysmal Latin pronunciation in languages.


Finally he was going home. Or at least the closest thing he had to one.


Henry crumpled the newspaper cone into a ball, and his heart hammering excitedly. And then he caught sight of the headline crushed in his fist. FFLING AFFLIC IN NORDL MENTAL LUM.


Henry smoothed out the page so that he could properly see the article, even though he already knew what it said. The story had haunted him for two days, ever since he’d come across it over breakfast: During a routine inspection of a Nordlandic mental asylum, more than a dozen inmates were found to have had their tongues split down the middle, which had rendered them incapable of speech. There was no explanation for this procedure, and no record of it in the patients’ files. It was simply a mystery, and yet another troubling occurrence done under the terrifying leadership of Chancellor Mors.


His throat suddenly dry, Henry tossed the newspaper page into the nearest rubbish bin. Just six months before, he’d dismissed all of these rumors as preposterous gossip from reporters desperate for a story. Six months ago he wouldn’t have believed it. But now, with what he knew of the Nordlands, with what he had seen during the Inter-School Tournament at the Partisan School, stories such as this one worried him deeply.


“Not the wisest place to stand, son,” a man’s voice said kindly.


Henry looked up, startled. A police knight winked at him before giving a salute, which Henry quickly returned.


“No, sir. I don’t imagine it is,” Henry said.


The police knight furrowed his brow, and with a sinking feeling Henry realized why. “I know you,” the police knight said. “You gave that guardian of yours quite a scare on Saturday night.” Henry’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment.


When he’d returned home after Grandmother Winter’s party, it had been much later than he’d anticipated. And of course he’d forgotten to leave a note. He’d hoped that Professor Stratford wouldn’t worry, but Henry had found the professor frantically accosting a police knight outside the flat, insisting that his ward was missing, and demanding that a search party be formed. His ward. Right.


By the time everything had been straightened out and Professor Stratford had stopped shooting Henry troubled, searching looks when he’d thought Henry wouldn’t notice, it had been past midnight. Professor Stratford had left the following morning to get settled into his old rooms in the headmaster’s house at Knightley Academy, and to prepare his lessons as Frankie’s tutor.


Henry had spent the last two days moping around the flat, mortified that his good deed of delivering Alex’s parcel had caused such a fuss.


“Yes, sir. I know,” Henry replied a moment too late. “And I’m awfully sorry if you were put to any trouble. Everything’s sorted now.”


The police knight gave Henry a friendly pat on the shoulder. “No harm. I remember being your age. I was always bunking off to play cricket.”


“Right, cricket,” Henry said, forcing a smile.


The police knight dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Or at least that was the excuse I gave my family. Her name was Caroline, she worked in a hat shop in Baker’s Green, and she had eyes like emeralds.”


Henry’s smile tightened uncomfortably.


“It’s been such a long time,” the police knight continued. “And then she went and married some banker. Had four kids …” The police knight’s expression turned to one of sadness, and his eyes glazed over as though he were no longer staring at Henry, as though his mind were very far away indeed.


“Ah,” Henry said politely. “I see.”


The police knight didn’t respond.


“I’d, er, better be going, sir. I have a train to catch.” With a hasty salute Henry picked up his bags and wound his way through the crowded station, noticing a few other boys dressed in their Knightley uniforms as he neared platform three.


When Henry reached the platform, the conductor was already clanging his handbell. “All aboard! Ten o’clock express to Knightley Academy, Avel-on-t’Hems.”


Henry walked to the end of the platform, remembering from last term that yellows were in the last two cars. It was strange how so many of the faces on the platform were familiar to him now. But even stranger was how, among the blandly supervising butlers and awestruck little brothers, there were at least a dozen young ladies, their lovely faces crumpled with despair as they clung desperately to the arms of their departing suitors.


Henry nearly laughed aloud at the uncomfortable expression on one of the older boys’ faces as he extracted himself from the arms of a very determined young woman in a preposterously plumed hat. For pity’s sake, Henry thought. It’s not as though we’re going off to war!


And yet the girls persisted, remaining on the platform to wave their handkerchiefs at the departing train.


Henry heaved his bags into the last car as the whistle shrilled.


“Oi, where have you been?” a familiar voice demanded indignantly.


Henry grinned. “I had to say good-bye to my lady friend. Tell me, do I still smell of her imported perfumes?”


“No. You reek of something else,” Adam replied merrily. “Come on. Rohan’s meeting us at school, and Edmund’s saving a compartment.”


Henry gladly followed Adam down the cramped corridor as the train lurched out of the station.


“Do you like it?” Adam asked, patting the back of his head, where he always pinned his yarmulke. This one was bright yellow.


“Very, er, yellow,” Henry said diplomatically.


“That,” Adam said, throwing open the door to a compartment, “is exactly what I was going for.”


It was afternoon when the train pulled into Avel-ont’Hems station, and the sun was casting long shadows from the bare branches as the boys climbed the hill to the school.


Knightley Academy was just as rambling as Henry remembered. It sprawled awkwardly over its two dozen acres, featuring a nonsensical array of styles—innocent wooden cottages topped with turrets; a tiny castle with what looked suspiciously like a thatched roof; flying buttresses; trailing ivy; and a staggering amount of chimneys, which Henry suspected were more decorative than actually useful. Thankfully, the hedge maze had been abandoned after it had refused to grow more than waist high. Not so thankfully, it had been replaced by a massive rock garden complete with brightly colored boulders.


Henry and Adam were still laughing over the rock garden when they reached their room. The door was open, although this took a moment to register, as it was not a very noticeable sort of door. Barricading the doorway, however, was a very noticeable and rather precarious pile of luggage.


“Henry? Adam? Is that you?” a voice called from inside the room.


“Rohan?” Adam asked.


“Naturally,” Rohan replied briskly. “It seems we’ve gotten our bags, but as you can see, they’ve been unceremoniously and inconveniently dumped in our doorway.”


Henry frowned at the suitcase tower. “What if I pushed that bag on the top? Could you catch it?”


“I doubt you can reach—,” Rohan protested.


There was a muffled thwack! that didn’t bode well.


“You alive in there, mate?” Adam called.


“Barely,” Rohan groaned. “Next time you’re about to toss a valise at my head, I could do with some warning.”


“Warning,” Adam said helpfully, giving Henry’s book-filled suitcase a shove.


By the time the three boys had managed to maneuver their luggage out of the doorway, Adam’s tie hung wildly askew, and Henry’s school hat had been trodden on.


As the boys unpacked their things, they traded stories of their holiday. Rohan had been in the city for a few days, but his parents had returned to their manor in Holchester when his mother caught a cold. Adam had been stuck at home with his sisters when he wasn’t hanging around the bookshop.


“They’ve taken up knitting,” Adam wailed, shoving a dozen rainbow-hued yarmulkes into his desk drawer.


“You might want to save that drawer for school supplies,” Rohan suggested.


Adam shrugged, and then piled last term’s notebooks on top.


Henry laughed. He’d missed his friends terribly.


And with the troubling newspaper article forgotten, Henry hung his formal jacket in the shared wardrobe and told Rohan what had happened at Grandmother Winter’s holiday party.
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HEADMASTER WINTER’S SPEECH


Even before the bells sounded, signaling half an hour until supper, Henry’s stomach was grumbling with hunger. But, then, it was his own fault; he’d forgotten to buy a sandwich to eat on the train. Edmund had offered to share his, but Henry had declined out of politeness, an act that he was sorely regretting.


Henry, Adam, and Rohan joined Edmund at the first-year table, on the end closest to the High Table. All across the Great Hall, boys were waving to one another, yelling out greetings, and inquiring after one another’s holidays.


“All right, Grim?” James St. Fitzroy asked, sliding into the seat on Henry’s left.


Adam and Rohan exchanged a look.


“What?” James asked, frowning. “Is the seat taken?”


“Henry’s left-handed,” Adam said patiently.


James sighed and turned to Henry for confirmation.


“Sorry,” Henry said. “I could swap with Edmund, though, if you’d prefer.”


Edmund, who was on the end, shook his head. “Absolutely not. I like this seat.” A telltale corner of Edmund’s mouth twitched.


“Oh, very funny,” Henry said.


“I don’t mind,” James put in quickly, passing the salad bowl. Henry gratefully forked a pile of salad onto his plate, marveling at how different everything felt from last term, when the other first years had gone to great lengths to avoid him and his roommates. But, then, what had Henry expected, when Theobold, the resident bully of their year, had disapproved of him so thoroughly? Toward the end of last term, though, the other boys had seemed to tire of Theobold’s imperious orders. And even Valmont had begun to resent his position as Theobold’s second-in-command, since, back at the Midsummer School, he’d had cronies of his own to order about.


“Hey, wasn’t that bloke at our hearing?” Adam said, nodding toward the High Table and tucking his napkin into the neck of his shirt in the way that irritated Lord Havelock no end.


Everyone turned.


There were a few new additions to the staff, but Henry quickly realized whom Adam meant. One of the trustees from their expulsion hearing sat next to Professor Stratford at the High Table. He was youngish and nervous-looking, with a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles that had slipped down his nose. He and Professor Stratford were deep in conversation.


“Do you think he’s the replacement head of second year?” Rohan wondered.


“I hope!” Edmund said. “It’s either him or Lord Muttonchops over there.” An old man who rather resembled a basset hound with alarmingly bushy whiskers glowered down at them from the seat next to Professor Lingua.


At that moment a door hidden in the wooden paneling swung open, and Headmaster Winter hurried into the dining hall, late and out of breath. He fumbled hastily with his cravat as he took his place behind the lectern. Above his head, carved into the mantel of the vast fireplace, was the school motto: A true knight is fuller of bravery in the midst, than in the beginning, of danger.
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ALADDIN
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NIGHTLEY ACADEMY
is back in session, and Henry Grim
is confident that nothing else
can prevent him from earning
his knighthood.
News from the Nordlands
has grown more disturbing,
yet school life offers plenty of distractions in
the form of a new medicine master with a
penchant for disguise, Frankie’s schemes to
chase off her chaperone, and an old classroom
filled with forgotten weapons.

It is the discovery of this classroom that
prompts Henry and Valmont to become the
unlikely leaders of a secret battle society.
And when Henry and his friends have the
opportunity to join an envoy to the Nordlands
disguised as servants, they scize the chance
to find proof of a gathering invasion before
it is too late.

But when Henry is discovered by a secret
society of outlaws with a sinister purpose, he
must come to terms with a great sacrifice
that will take him away from everything he
has ever known and wanted.

The stakes get higher and the tension
mounts in the second installment of Violet
Haberdasher’s fresh, fast-paced, and always
surprising Knightley Academy books.
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