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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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Bchmd the Story

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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