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				We shall not cease from exploration

				And the end of all our exploring

				Will be to arrive where we started

				And know the place for the first time.

				. . . And all shall be well and

				All manner of thing shall be well

				When the tongues of flame are infolded

				Into the crowned knot of fire

				And the fire and the rose are one.

				T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets
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				The Director of Level Five of the British Black Chamber could still smell fire. This made him happy. He could still hear the blades of the windmill as they whipped the air with flame. The memory made the room spin.

				He reached for his drink. The bar seemed far away and it took a while to grip the glass. And the room went on spinning. Odd that.

				He loosened his tie and undid his top button. His neck throbbed and when he took his hand away the tips of his fingers were wet with sweat. Yet he felt cold. In fact he was shivering.

				‘You all right, mate?’ The bartender was wiping the counter and the sound was excruciatingly loud. The Director looked up. He could see the bartender through the prism of the glass. There seemed to be lots of him, swirling and dancing, and the noise was getting louder. And the smell of the smoke was overwhelming now.

				The Director leant forward. His drink slipped from his grasp.

				‘Mate, seriously? You don’t look right.’

				But the Director was always right. It was his job to be right. And he tried hard to concentrate on this thought as he fell from the bar stool and hit the ground. Shards of broken glass cut into his face and the last thing he saw before he closed his eyes was his own blood pooling with his spilt drink on the floor.

				Kitty McCloud paid the cab driver then he waved her towards the entrance of a shabby hotel across the road.

				The receptionist looked up from her paperwork. She wore a practised smile and pushed the chewing gum into the side of her mouth. ‘Can I help you?’

				‘A room for the night, please. And I need it to have a phone.’

				The receptionist pulled a face, registering Kitty’s accent. ‘No international calls from the room. There’s a pay-phone there.’

				Kitty signed the check-in details and took the key she was offered. Once inside the small telephone booth beside the desk she emptied all the coins she had into the change tray. Then she took a folded card from her wallet. She didn’t really need to check the number – she’d dialled it so many times before. But things were different now.

				The phone rang six times. There was a click as if the call was being transferred to another line. A male voice answered. Not the voice she expected. ‘Summerfield here. You have a report?’

				Kitty clenched the receiver. She’d no idea what to say.

				‘McCloud? Is that you?’

				Kitty’s throat was so tight she could barely speak. ‘They know,’ she blurted.

				There was a shuffle of papers and Summerfield spoke again. ‘OK, if you’ve blown your cover I’m going to explain what we do now. You need to listen very carefully. The team from Station X might have worked out what you’ve been doing. But you can still be of use to us. We’ll bring you home to London.’

				It was the use of the word ‘team’ which made Kitty start to cry.

				Brodie Bray was scared.

				She held a small, very old book, filled with pictures and writing. But she couldn’t read it.

				Brodie Bray was good at reading. Most would say she was exceptional. She read all the time. But she couldn’t read this, because the book was in code.

				For over two years now, Brodie had been part of a team of children and adults trying to work out how to read MS 408, a book which Level Five of the government’s Black Chamber had banned people from even looking at. They’d failed. And now things were getting really serious.

				Someone had died.

				Tandi Tandari had been Brodie’s friend. More than that really, she’d been like an older sister. Brodie didn’t have any brothers or sisters. She didn’t have a mum and, up until several months ago, she hadn’t even known her dad. Now her whole world had got mixed up. And she was scared.

				When she’d been very young, her granddad, who’d raised her, had taken her to the local leisure centre. There were two pools. One was called the ‘Fun Pool’ and it was always full of toddlers thrashing about in armbands, teenagers hitting each other with floats and loud tinny music crackling through the sound system. Next door was the ‘Diving Pool’. It was silent. Balanced above the unmoving water was a long, narrow blue board. It went nowhere, just stretched out into the cold, thin air. The board was five metres above the surface of the water. There were silver metal steps to the top. There was no handrail.

				Brodie wanted to dive from the board. She wanted to plunge into the deep, dark water and curl her back like a mermaid and then burst through the surface and gasp for air.

				But she was scared.

				Her granddad stood beside the edge of the water. He reached out, as if he could almost catch her. And he talked to her. All the time, he kept talking. She could even remember what he said. Words of a poem she didn’t quite understand. Words about being brave. ‘Trust your heart if the seas catch fire; live by love though the stars walk backward.’

				Her toes curled around the lip of the board. Her skin looked so white and the water so far below was almost black with depth. If she could turn back from the end of the board she would. But turning would make her fall, she was sure. She wanted to lower herself down on to the board. Press her body flat against the support and cling to the edge, until someone came. But no one could. When you’d gone that far, there was only one way down. Diving. And her granddad’s story said she should trust her heart.

				So in that moment of fear, she moved herself forward through the air. The tipping point came. There was no changing her mind. And as she fell towards the water, any air she had inside her left her mouth in a scream.

				The water wrapped around her. She wasn’t sure where the surface was. It was dark. So cold it burned. But even in that moment, when the danger was more real than it had ever been on the top of the diving board, she was no longer afraid.

				It wasn’t the water which was the source of fear. It was making the commitment to dive. It was being alone, launching off and letting go.

				Now she was in the secret-breaking Team Veritas, Brodie was no longer alone. She had friends: Hunter and Tusia and Sheldon. And adults like Mr and Mrs Smithies and Ingham and Fabyan to help them. And now she had her dad. Friedman.

				But they’d lost Tandi.

				And that made Brodie feel like she’d done all those years ago on top of the diving board waiting to dive.

				Tandi died in a fire which raged through the grounds of Riverbank Labs and the most terrible thing was, she’d died because they’d been betrayed. They thought Kitty was on their side, but she’d let Suppressors working for the British government know where Team Veritas was. The Suppressors started a fire. Flames took Tandi and destroyed the estate. Only ash remained.

				They buried Miss Tandari beside a tree in the grounds. A small wooden cross marked the place. Brodie wanted them to build a large stone monument like the ones they’d seen in Westminster Abbey. This would take time, Fabyan said. Time to do things properly. So for the moment, two pieces of wood tacked together with a rusty nail were all that marked the place where Tandi fell.

				Brodie came to the grave each morning and sat with the book and she tried to make sense of the pictures and words and all that had happened.

				And she couldn’t.

				Today though, Brodie wasn’t alone at the side of the grave.

				‘You want some chocolate?’ Hunter Jenkins stood above her, shielding his eyes from the sun.

				‘It’s seven thirty in the morning.’

				‘What? And you think that’s too early?’ Hunter tried to hide the incredulity from his voice and bit off another square of Hershey bar. ‘Never too early for chocolate, BB.’ Food was one of Hunter’s obsessions. Food and maths. What Hunter could do with numbers was incredible. No less incredible was the amount of food he could eat. Why he wasn’t the size of a house was a puzzle she’d been unable to solve! Odd, though, how much taller he’d grown since she’d first met him. How strong he looked now. He was growing into himself was how her granddad explained it.

				Hunter sat down beside her and continued to munch. ‘You OK?’

				‘No.’ There was no point lying.

				‘Thinking about Kitty, right?’

				Brodie shrugged. ‘Trying not to. She let us down. What more’s there to say?’

				‘People do that, B. Sometimes they have reasons.’

				‘Reasons?’

				‘I’m not saying that’s an excuse.’ He raised his hands defensively. ‘I’m just saying.’

				‘Well, don’t. Nothing can excuse what she did.’ Brodie pulled up a blade of grass. The silver bangle felt warm on her wrist. The bracelet had been Tandi’s. It was engraved with glyphs from MS 408, letters she’d never been able to read. ‘I wasn’t really thinking about Kitty,’ Brodie said. ‘I was thinking about Tandi. And this.’ She gestured to the book in her lap. ‘And how much she wanted to read it.’

				‘Yeah, well. Don’t we all?’

				‘But she gave up so much. A job in the government and time with her family. And it was Tandi who persuaded us to let Kitty join. Remember?’

				‘I thought you didn’t want to talk about her. And if we’ve learnt nothing else from all of this, it’s that people let other people down. Look at the “Cambridge Five”. Some of the best code-crackers in the country. Members of the Cambridge Apostles.’

				Brodie remembered all their work on the Cambridge Apostles. Finding out about them had been part of cracking some of the codes they’d worked on. Some of the Apostles were part of a secret society trying to keep the knowledge of MS 408 safe. But she wasn’t sure why Hunter was talking numbers again – apart from that’s what Hunter did, when he wasn’t eating. ‘Cambridge Five?’ she said.

				‘Spies. Working for the other side. Some of the most clever men in the country and they betrayed those they knew and loved.’ He smiled sheepishly. ‘But I won’t let you down, B. You can be sure of that.’

				She twisted the blade of grass and let it fall.

				Across in the sooty ruins of the estate, a little boy with the blondest hair and the bluest eyes Brodie had ever seen was playing. Tandi’s brother had flown in with the family for the funeral. She watched as he dragged a charred stick across the ground. It made shapes as it moved and dust lifted in clouds. In his other hand he held a wooden statue of an elephant. The Jumbo Rush Elephant had belonged to Tandi. Her little brother was making it fly.

				‘Why d’you think Miss Tandari didn’t tell us?’ Brodie said.

				‘About Adam, you mean?’ said Hunter, finishing the last square of chocolate and looking across at the boy who played in the ruins.

				‘She just never said, did she?’

				‘What? About him being white, you mean? Or about him having Down’s syndrome?’

				‘Either,’ said Brodie.

				‘What did you expect her to say? I’m black but my adopted brother isn’t? Or, by the way, my brother has special needs. We all have special needs, B.’

				‘It’s just, I was surprised.’

				‘I guess to her those things weren’t worth mentioning. Adam was just Adam.’

				‘But I don’t understand.’

				‘Why she wouldn’t say?’

				Brodie was embarrassed. ‘No. About Down’s syndrome and how it works.’

				Hunter leant back on the grass. ‘It’s a maths thing,’ he said confidently. ‘All down to numbers. We’ve got twenty-three pairs of chromosomes in our DNA which makes forty-six, right? Well, Down’s syndrome is when a person has an extra chromosome. Number twenty-one sort of doubles up.’

				‘And that’s why Adam is the way he is?’

				‘There’s lots of reasons for why someone is the way they are, B. How he’s been brought up, the things he’s done.’

				‘So d’you think he understands what’s happened to Tandi?’ she said.

				‘Do you understand it?’

				Brodie shook her head.

				‘I know one thing,’ said Hunter.

				‘Go on.’

				‘He loves this book.’ He called over and the boy lifted his head and dropped the stick he held. ‘Want to come and chat, Adam?’

				The little boy came and sat between them. He gave Brodie the Jumbo Rush Elephant to hold. It was dusted with ash.

				‘So, mate,’ Hunter said. ‘You want to look at Tandi’s book with us?’

				‘Tandi’s book?’

				‘Shall we look at the flowers? There are weird flowers, right?’

				Adam laughed. ‘Look at the islands,’ he said.

				Brodie knew which page he was talking about. It was her favourite page.

				Some of the pages in the manuscript were so large and complicated they folded out of the copy. The page with the islands was one of these.

				Brodie spread the page on her knees.
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				There were nine islands and they were linked with a sort of causeway. Each island was patterned with blue and lilac ink. Intricate, twisting, repeated patterns like the folds of underwater coral. On one island was a picture of a castle. Tall and elegant, standing proud on the edge of the island.

				‘Tandi’s castle,’ said Adam, quietly pressing his little fingers on the page.

				‘Tandi’s castle,’ Brodie repeated. The castle of Avalon belonged to all of them. And they wanted so much to find it.

				When she’d first joined Team Veritas, her granddad had given Brodie a beautiful locket which used to belong to her mother. Pressed inside was a hand-drawn sketch of the castle. Her mother had spent years trying to make sense of MS 408, and finding the castle was all she’d wanted. Now, all their searching and their puzzle solving had taught them only that the castle was in Avalon. All their research made them believe that the place from stories and legends was actually real. That people had been there. Somehow, since Tandi’s death, the belief they’d ever find the castle for themselves had drifted away on the wind like the ash from the fire.

				Adam turned the page, folding it awkwardly back into place, and he pointed to the encoded glyphs and patterns scrawled across the manuscript. ‘Read it,’ he said.

				‘I can’t,’ Brodie said.

				Adam frowned. His eyes looked paler blue. ‘Where’s Tandi’s castle?’ he said.

				‘We’ll find it,’ she said.

				The way Adam looked at her made Brodie think he really believed her.

				‘I’m just saying we need to get on with it.’ Brodie wasn’t in the mood for arguments. The team met in the charred remains of the windmill in the centre of the grounds. It was where Tandi had been working just before she died.

				‘We should wait a while. Show some respect,’ hissed Tusia, who was normally so good at picking up on people’s moods and feelings.

				Brodie looked around. In the skeletal remains of the windmill it seemed totally clear Tusia might be right. Sheldon was quiet. It was odd for him not to be playing some musical instrument or humming. Brodie hadn’t been sure at first he was even there. Friedman was in the corner standing with Sicknote Ingham who was rubbing his chest dramatically, suggesting the ash and soot were troubling his breathing more than anyone else’s. Fabyan stood in the shadows, next to Hunter. They looked embarrassed, as if they shouldn’t be there. Even Brodie’s granddad wasn’t meeting her gaze.

				‘It’s just too soon,’ said Tusia.

				Brodie looked away through the broken ribs of the windmill. In the silence, she almost believed she could still hear the sound of the fire. Even so, she knew they were wrong. The way to keep a memory alive was to strive on. Smithies had said that. ‘I don’t think it is,’ she whispered.

				Mrs Smithies stepped forward. Her face was lined. She was concentrating hard, searching for the right words to say. ‘Brodie’s right,’ she said.

				Mrs Smithies was the last person Brodie thought would understand. She’d been trapped by the pain of the death of her daughter for years, and yet when Tandi died it was true Mrs Smithies had been the only one who seemed to know what to say. Something Brodie didn’t quite understand had happened to her. She’d been set free somehow.

				‘If we don’t find Avalon now,’ said Mrs Smithies, ‘it makes it all a waste.’

				Brodie stepped a little closer. She wanted to show her she knew how brave she was being. How brave they’d all have to be. Mrs Smithies’ face flickered into a fragile smile.

				‘OK,’ said Smithies. He looked proud, like he’d been waiting for this moment. As if he’d wanted Brodie and his wife to take the lead. ‘If we can agree it’s time, then that’s what we do.’

				Friedman pointed to the blackened husk of the building. ‘But all our notes. All the things we’d worked out. It was all here. Along with all the things Tandi had worked out about the Suppressors and just never had the time to tell us.’

				Fabyan looked down at the ground. He’d been with Tandi, while the others had been hunting in the Blue Ridge Mountains for the map, but Tandi had never had the time to tell even him the final things she’d discovered about the Suppressors. She’d been excited, he knew. She’d uncovered something big about the people the Suppressors had taken away and held captive. But everything she knew had died with her.

				‘I have our logbooks,’ Brodie said. ‘Tandi said we should always be collectors. We can’t know what she wanted to tell us, but everything we’ve talked about I’ve written down.’

				‘Everything?’ said Hunter. ‘Because that conversation about nose hair wasn’t really something I wanted recorded for ever.’

				Brodie grimaced. ‘Everything which was important.’

				‘And we’ve got the map,’ said Tusia. Searching for a map to Avalon was the thing which had brought them to the United States in the first place and it was while they were returning from their treasure hunt that the fire at Riverbank began.

				‘So we’re all on board then?’ Smithies asked.

				When only a muffled cough from Sicknote’s direction broke the silence, Brodie guessed that was a yes.

				‘OK,’ Smithies said, balancing his glasses on his forehead. ‘Let’s recap everything we know.’

				In the house, minutes later, in one of the undamaged rooms where they kept their things, Tusia cleared a space on a rickety table. Then she took the logbook and flicked through the pages. ‘MS 408’s the centre of everything. All the codes we’ve solved help us make sense of Voynich’s coded manuscript.’
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‘H. L. Dennis definitely knows how
to build up suspense.” Carmen, O

‘I feel as if I'm in the book ... I can’t
WALIT to read more. It's AWESOME!
Stella, 10

‘I love mystery and this book is full of it
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the edge of your seats.” TBK Magazine
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Bchmd the Story

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

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

In 1944 a group of code-breakers working for the US
government formed a Study Group to try and decipher the text.
They failed. Between 1962 and 1963 a second Study troup 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 is kept hidden
. from general view in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript
Library. Since that day, the secret code has remained unbroken.
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