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For Neil, my partner in all of life’s mysteries











PROLOGUE

Saturday, June 10th

On a typical day in the town of Northbrook there were no mysteries to speak of, but on the tenth of June there were three:

In the first place, June 10th marked the start of summer vacation for Northbrook public school students, yet the streets and parks—which should have been filled with laughter and celebratory shrieks, the skittering of sprinklers, the beat of jump ropes on pavement, and the occasional pop and splatter of water balloons—were instead empty and eerily silent. The few children who ventured outdoors looked up and around with grave curiosity before retreating. Even the birds were songless and subdued, hidden away in the summer foliage.

In the second place, on the morning of June 10th a solar eclipse passed over the town. The citizens of Northbrook, stoic New Englanders, were not generally given to superstition. Still, it was hard to shake the feeling that some dark sign or omen could be read in the alignment of sun, moon, and Earth. This second, celestial mystery may well have explained the strange summer silence of the first. Total darkness lasted for only a few minutes; the uncanny dimness and nervous hush that descended upon Northbrook lingered all day.

In the third place, and more to the point, the tenth of June was the day that Dr. Alistair Fairfleet went missing.

The disappearance of Dr. Fairfleet was the biggest scandal to hit Northbrook in decades. He had been scheduled to give a report to the Waverly College board of trustees on the progress and initiatives of the celebrated museums of the Fairfleet Institute. When he failed to show up to his own presentation, the board immediately knew something was amiss. In the nearly thirty years that he had served as chairman of the Institute, Dr. Alistair Fairfleet had never been late to an appointment.

When the police searched his mansion, they found no sign of forced entry. His car—a black sedan, strangely sensible for a millionaire—was still in the garage. A bowl of Frosted Mini-Wheats sat half-eaten on the breakfast bar. Wherever he may have gone, whatever may have happened to him, he left behind his beloved cat with only a day’s worth of food and water. As Alistair Fairfleet had never missed an appointment, so Captain Nemo had never missed a meal.

Both the town and the college threw considerable resources at the case. The Fairfleet family was one of the oldest, and unquestionably the richest, in Northbrook. The museums of the Fairfleet Institute were the crown jewels of Waverly College. Unfortunately, the police had little to go on. No canny kidnapper had contacted the authorities with ransom demands. Dr. Fairfleet himself had left behind no note, no clue as to his whereabouts. Or so everyone thought.

Exactly three weeks after Dr. Alistair Fairfleet’s disappearance, four identical letters were delivered to four unsuspecting recipients. The morning of July 1st was sunny and mild—not an eclipse in sight. The twittering of birds heralded a day of fine weather and unwelcome surprises.

Dr. Prudence Ito, director of the Fairfleet Museum of Art, read her letter while sitting in her solarium and drinking her morning coffee, black. She frowned as she scanned the note, drumming her fingers on the ceramic tiles that covered the table. The tiles, imported from Turkey, were exquisite replicas of sixteenth-century Iznik pottery pieces. Dr. Prudence Ito tapped her fingers so hard that she chipped one of her neatly manicured nails without registering that she had done so. She had more important things to worry about.

Minnie Mayflower, principal archivist of the Fairfleet Historical Archives, perused her letter from the comfort of her favorite armchair. She sipped her English breakfast tea with one spoon of sugar and a dash of milk. Her hands shook a little as she stroked the black-and-white cat curled up in her lap. When she finished reading, she set the letter on the coffee table and wrapped herself more tightly in her cardigan. Although the day promised to be warm and Minnie was a young woman in good health, she felt cold. The cat, disturbed by her movements, gave a disdainful mrowl and leapt down from her lap to find a more agreeable place to nap.

Quentin Carlisle, artistic director of the Fairfleet Center for the Performing Arts, slept late on the morning of the first. The FCPA’s production of Arsenic and Old Lace had closed the previous evening, and the strain of answering the press’s questions about Alistair Fairfleet combined with the excitement of closing night had left him worn-out. Squinting against the late-morning light, he poured himself a glass of orange juice and added just a splash of something stronger from a silver flask. As he read his letter, what little color was left in his cheeks drained entirely. He thought for a moment, then poured several more glugs from the flask into his juice.

Dr. John Wright, executive curator of the Fairfleet Museum of Natural History, had not slept at all. He had spent the night in his office with only the looming dinosaur fossils outside his door for company. Dr. Wright was a man of many firsts: the first Oxford-educated anthropologist at Waverly College, the first Black director of a Fairfleet museum, and the first non-Fairfleet to run the Museum of Natural History specifically. He was also the first to assume many of Dr. Fairfleet’s responsibilities in the chairman’s absence—hence his sleepless night in the museum.

When Dr. Wright finally noticed the letter on the corner of his desk, he could not say how or when it had arrived. He took a sip from the thermos that his wife, Martha, had made up for him the night before. Its contents, once hot and home-brewed, were now tepid and tasteless. Dr. Wright slit the creamy envelope with a nineteenth-century letter opener. Upon reading the message, he let out a derisive snort. He crumpled the letter into a ball and threw it at the trash can in the corner, missing by a wide margin. For two full minutes he glowered and grumbled in his chair; then he retrieved the crumpled ball of paper and smoothed it out on his desk. He read the message over several more times while the dinosaurs kept their watch.

By noon on July 1st all four recipients had read their four identical letters. All four recipients now had more information about Alistair Fairfleet’s disappearance than the entire Northbrook police force had gathered in three weeks, and none of them had any intention of sharing what they had learned. This is what the letter said:


Dear Sir or Madam,

If you are receiving this letter, it is because I, Dr. Alistair Fairfleet, chairman of the Fairfleet Institute, have disappeared under suspicious circumstances. You are the director of one of the official branches of the Fairfleet Institute. Your counterparts have received this letter as well. You have served the Institute admirably in your role. Now I require assistance of a different sort. I am afraid that I am in no position to communicate with you directly. Nevertheless, I have critical information to share with you all. The truth, as they say, will out.

Two of you share a secret that has been kept in the shadows for too long. One of you will succeed me as chair of the Fairfleet Institute. And one of you, alas, is responsible for my sudden disappearance. To find out who is who and which is which, you will have to follow the trail I’ve left. Your first clue is enclosed in your envelope.

Perhaps you are not inclined to participate in the hunt. Perhaps you feel that it would be safer or easier or wiser to leave the earth undisturbed and let these secrets remain buried. I am not unsympathetic to your view. Like it or not, however, we are all players in this game and have been for quite some time. Participation is not optional.

It is imperative that you find the solution and come to my aid on July 15th. By design, you cannot arrive early, but I beg you, for my sake, not to be late. Do not contact the police. Their involvement would be neither in your best interest nor in mine.

Thank you for your time and attention. I advise you to consider your enclosed clue with due urgency.

Regards,

Dr. Alistair Fairfleet



With this letter safely in the hands of its intended readers, a fifth almost-but-not-quite-identical message was delivered. Alex Foster and Asha Singh of the A&A Detective Agency received it at noon on the dot. While most of the letter had been copied word for word from the original, there were three notable differences.

In the first place, Dr. Fairfleet had slipped a small prefix into the first paragraph to reflect the A&A Detective Agency’s status as an unofficial branch of the Fairfleet Institute. Alistair Fairfleet was the detectives’ primary investor, but this pet project was neither known to nor recognized by the Waverly College board.

In the second place, the letter was not hand-delivered but was instead sent to the agency’s email address. Alex and Asha took the professionalism of their agency very seriously, but they were also twelve years old. They were obliged, for the time being, to operate out of Alex’s tree house.

In the third place, Alistair Fairfleet had been unable to resist showing a bit of favoritism in the closing of his otherwise formal message:


Thank you for your time and attention. I advise you to consider your enclosed clue with due urgency.

Good luck!

Dr. Alistair Fairfleet
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