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CHAPTER 1

THE GATHERING
 
THE OLD MAN TRUDGED ALONG THE DIRT PATH, pulling his worn coat tighter to ward off the cold wind moaning across the Salisbury Plain. Dusk was near, and the man was glad to see his destination, the village of Amesbury, come into view.

The man glanced toward the cluster of massive dark stones looming in the distance to his left. He had lived near Stonehenge his whole life, and until recently he had considered it an unremarkable feature of the landscape. But in the past few weeks—since the night of the strange lights in the sky—he found that his eyes were drawn to the stones.

The old man turned his head away, disgusted with himself. He was a sensible person; he was not one to believe the stories that had been swirling through the village since that night—stories of evil spirits roaming among the stones, of animals behaving oddly, of people experiencing strange sensations.…

“Rubbish,” the man muttered to himself as he quickened his pace.

CAW! CAW! CAW!

The bird’s cry startled the man. He looked up and saw a large raven swooping across the plain. The man stopped and watched as it passed low in front of him. He was watching the bird, not the ground, so he did not see its shadow pass across his.

But he felt it.

He didn’t know it was a shadow; he thought it was a chill. A shudder went through his body, and he drew his coat even tighter. He felt suddenly light-headed and staggered sideways. Catching himself, he started walking again—but not along the path. He veered to the right, toward a clump of trees. He didn’t know why he did this; he wasn’t thinking clearly.

He reached the trees and saw the strangest sight: animals, a dozen at least—a fox, a rabbit, two dogs, some squirrels, several birds, and a cat. They were lined up in a neat row, perfectly still, ignoring each other, watching the man approach.

The old man stopped about ten feet away; again, he had no idea why. For a moment he stood facing the animals. Then the fox trotted forward, but not directly to the man; it passed by him, such that its shadow crossed his. As it did, two things happened: the man felt another shuddering chill, and the fox looked at him as if suddenly aware of his presence, then ran off.

Next, one of the dogs came forward, and it repeated the fox’s actions—crossing shadows with the man, then running away. It was followed by the other dog and, one by one, the other animals.

Each time, the man felt the chill. But now he also felt something else—a new presence…a presence growing inside him. It was weak, but the man could feel it grow stronger as each animal scampered away, and he understood that whatever it was, it was coming from the animals into him. He understood this, but there was nothing he could do about it except watch, as if in a dream.

When the last animal was gone, the old man returned to the path and, still in his dreamlike state, resumed trudging toward Amesbury. He reached the village as the sun dipped below the hills. But instead of going to his house, where his wife would be cooking his dinner, the man went to the George Hotel, the oldest accommodation in the village.

The old man didn’t enter the hotel; he stopped in front of one of the windows. By the lamplight from inside, the man cast a shadow on the road in front of him. He had stood there for less than a minute when a woman walked past. The two knew each other, but neither spoke. The woman crossed in front of the man, her shadow touching his. The man felt the now-familiar chill. The woman let out a soft gasp, stumbled, then recovered and walked quickly away without looking at the man.

In a minute, another woman came by, then a man, then another woman, then a child, each crossing shadows with the man, then departing quickly into the darkness. Now the old man was acutely aware of the presence in him. It was still weak—wounded, the man realized—but it was also fiercely determined. And angry. Very, very angry.

In his dream state, the man understood somehow that he was not the target of the anger: whatever the presence was, it was only using him as a means to achieve its ultimate goal. The man did not know what that was. Nor did he want to know.

From down the road came the sound of hooves clopping and wheels creaking. The old man turned his head to see the London-bound coach pulling up to the hotel. The driver, a big, red-faced man in a heavy wool coat, reined in the horses, set the brake, and climbed down from his perch. He nodded to the old man, and getting no response, shrugged, then went into the hotel. He emerged two minutes later with a passenger, whom he helped into the coach. The driver was about to climb back up to his seat when the old man felt himself suddenly step forward and to the side, causing his shadow to cross the driver’s.

In that instant, the old man felt the presence rush from him. He staggered back and almost fell, catching himself against the wall of the hotel. He turned from the driver and stumbled away up the street toward his house. He did not look back. He had already decided that he would not tell his wife what had happened to him. He would never tell anyone.
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Five hours later, the coach reached the London waterfront. The passengers were confused and angry; this was not where the coach was supposed to take them—their stops had all been bypassed. They had been complaining increasingly loudly for some time now, shouting and pounding on the coach roof. The driver had not responded at all. It was as if he didn’t hear them.

The coach stopped on a street near St. Katherine’s dock. The driver climbed down and walked away, abandoning the coach and its shouting passengers. It was midnight and the docks were quiet, save for the creaking of lines and the slapping of water against the hulls of ships.

The coach driver walked purposefully along the dock to a ship called Le Fantome. He walked up the gangway and boarded the ship. A sailor on watch tried to block his path, but the coach driver, a much larger man, shoved him aside easily. The driver strode to a companionway, descended into the ship, and walked toward the stern along a passageway until he reached a door. With a massive fist, he pounded on it five times.

“What?” bellowed an angry voice from inside the cabin. “What is it?”

The door opened, and there stood the captain of Le Fantome, a man named Nerezza. There was a hole in the middle of his face where his nose should have been. Usually he wore a wooden nosepiece, but not when he was sleeping.

Nerezza stared at the coach driver, his face a mix of surprise and fury.

“Who the devil are you?” he said, his right hand reaching back for the knife he kept on his bedside table.

The coach driver opened his mouth, but no words came out. Something else did come out, however. It looked like a tendril of smoke—thin and wispy at first, but then thicker, darker.

Nerezza froze, his eyes on the man’s mouth. The smoke was billowing out now, forming a thick column, flowing downward toward the floor. Nerezza looked at the coach driver’s eyes and saw terror; the man clearly had no idea what was happening.

But Nerezza did. He stepped back into his cabin, away from the dark thing. In a few moments it had fully emerged from the driver’s mouth. The big man fell backward, hitting his head against the wall of the passageway. The dark thing was now a swirling black cloud on the floor of Nerezza’s cabin. Nerezza stepped carefully around it into the passageway, closing the door behind him. He yelled for his men, and in seconds, several sailors appeared.

Nerezza pointed at the driver.

“Get him off the ship,” he said.

The men obeyed, though it took four of them to carry the coach driver up the companionway. They carried him down the gangway and left him lying on the dock, unconscious. He would awaken the next day with no idea how he’d gotten there, remembering nothing but a vivid, hideous nightmare.

Belowdecks, Nerezza stood outside his cabin door. He dreaded going inside, but he had no choice. Taking a deep breath, he opened the door and stepped inside. His cabin was cold now. The dark swirling shape had moved to the corner. It was rising slowly, beginning to take the shape of…not a man, exactly, but a cloak with a man inside. Or something inside.

Nerezza watched the thing rise, watched it take shape, waited.

Finally the thing spoke. Its voice was weaker than Nerezza remembered, but there was no mistaking it—a low, inhuman moaning sound. Nerezza leaned close to make out the words.

“We sail tonight,” the thing said. “For Rundoon.”

“Yes, Lord Ombra,” said Nerezza. “For Rundoon.”
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CHAPTER 2

THE SCOUTING PARTY

THREE DUGOUT CANOES, EACH PADDLED by four hard-muscled men, slid through the rolling indigo sea, which was empty from horizon to horizon. The afternoon sun blazed in a radiant blue sky that was equally empty, save for a low white cloud to the east.

The paddlers wore only loincloths. Their skin, sun-baked to a deep bronze, glistened with sweat. Each man’s back was almost entirely covered with what appeared to be a large tattoo—a random pattern of dark swirling lines. Closer inspection, however, revealed that the “tattoos” were in fact scar tissue.

The scars had been caused by the tentacles of a particularly nasty type of jellyfish, the poison of which inflicted agonizing pain. Each of the warriors in the canoes had endured an excruciating initiation ritual: as he stood before the tribe, a large, living jellyfish was draped across his shoulders and back, its toxic tentacles searing his flesh like fire. Some men crumpled immediately to the ground, screaming; others passed out. Only those who stood still for a full minute, soundlessly enduring the agony, were allowed to become warriors in this tribe.

Poison played an important role in the tribe’s culture. In battle, the warriors sometimes hurled venomous snakes and spiders at the enemy; they also coated the tips of their arrows with a special mixture of toxins that caused horrific, paralyzing pain. It was this practice that gave the tribe its name, the most feared name in this part of the ocean: Scorpions. It was a name that meant misery and death.

The warriors in the canoes made up a scouting party. They had been at sea for three grueling days, searching for an island that, according to their tribal lore, was somewhere in these waters. Their leader, the only man not paddling, sat in the prow of the front canoe. He was a large man, a bit older and thicker than the others, but still very strong. His earlobes stretched nearly to his shoulders, indicating his rank. A braided, black beard hung from his chin like a rat’s tail. His dark eyes were fixed on the distant cloud.

He suddenly emitted a series of harsh sounds. Instantly, the warriors began paddling faster, and the canoes shot forward. They rose and fell with the rising and falling of the sea, aiming for the cloud, the men not yet seeing what had excited their leader. And then, a few minutes later, as an especially large wave lifted them high, they all saw it—a speck on the horizon under the cloud. Now all the warriors were whooping and shouting. The leader raised his arm to quiet them, then spoke. They would wait here an hour, then move to the island as the sun set behind them. Its glare would blind anyone on the island looking in their direction. The warriors nodded, grateful for the rest. They sat in the open water and stared at the distant speck—their prey.

An hour later, with the sun low, the men began paddling again. As they neared the island, the cloud gave them a gift—a small but intense rain squall, which further concealed the canoes from the land. Paddling through the rain, the warriors reached shore just as the squall ended. The showers left behind a damp and steamy island smelling of rotting vegetation.

They climbed out of the canoes, each man carrying a bow and a quiver of arrows. These weapons were to be used only as a last resort: the Scorpions did not intend to be seen. This was a scouting expedition. The attack would come later.

The men dragged the canoes up the narrow beach and hid them in the dense undergrowth. Using palm fronds, they carefully swept the sand clean of their footprints. Then, with the leader in front, they entered the jungle. Beneath the thick tree canopy, a cloak of near-darkness enveloped them, and the sound of songbirds gave way to the hum of insects and the rustle of lizards and snakes.

The men moved as if a single being, one after the other, in complete silence, yet with surprising speed. They dodged monkey-puzzle trees and bushes of ironwood, smelly swamp and patches of fireweed. In time they came to a footpath. The leader bent to inspect it, smiling at the sight of fresh footprints. He rose and signaled the men to follow him, staying in the jungle but now moving alongside the path, which was just to their right. The leader moved more slowly now, pausing every few yards to listen.

He raised his hand, and the line of men stopped. He touched his eyes, then pointed. Just ahead on the path were two boys. They didn’t look like islanders; they had light skin and hair. They were talking to each other in a language that sounded strange to the Scorpions.

Chattering away, the boys ambled along the path, oblivious to the men following them. The boys came to a clearing, in the middle of which was a tree stump. As the Scorpions watched with interest, the boys pulled on the stump, tipping it over. Underneath was a hole. The boys climbed into the hole, then pulled the stump back upright and were gone.

The Scorpions’ leader left two men to keep an eye on the stump. He led the rest silently forward, still following the footpath but remaining within the cover of the dark jungle. After a few hundred yards they stopped again. Ahead was a much larger clearing and a high wall of sharpened poles lashed together with vines.

Signaling to his men to stay hidden, the leader crept forward to the wall and put his eye to a crack between two logs. On the other side, he saw a bustling village of thirty or more grass huts, as well as pens holding goats and wild pigs. Dozens of men and women were gathered around cooking fires, eating and talking; children darted about, chasing each other, shouting, laughing.

The Scorpion leader focused on the men, studying the markings on their arms and chests. He tensed with excitement: these were the markings he had hoped to see—the markings that according to legend were used by the Mollusk tribe. The Scorpion leader smiled grimly. The legend was true. They had found Mollusk Island. And soon they would conquer it.

The leader turned and crept back to his men. The expression on his face told them that their scouting mission was a success. Eager now to get back to their canoes, they retraced their steps, traveling alongside the footpath.

By the time they reached the boys’ tree stump, night was descending, the sky lit by the last faint rays of the dwindling sun. The Scorpion leader was surprised to find that his two sentries, instead of staying concealed in the jungle, were standing in the middle of the clearing. Furious that they had taken such a risk, the leader ran toward them, only to stop when he saw the fearful expressions on their upturned faces.

Following their gaze, the leader looked up at the sky and saw what had so alarmed them.

A boy.

A flying boy.

The boy, his hair fiery red in the sun’s dying rays, was swooping among some trees about twenty-five yards away. He shot from tree to tree, knocking coconuts to the ground. Apparently, he had not seen the Scorpions. The Scorpion leader blinked, but there was no question: the boy was not swinging on a vine or jumping. He was flying.

For a moment, the leader could only stare, his mouth hanging open. He came to his senses just in time to see one of his men, panicked by the sight of the boy, fitting an arrow to his bow and drawing it back. With a quickness that belied his size, the leader lunged toward the man, reaching him and grabbing the arrow just as the man released it. It burned through his grip, sending splinters into the meat of his hand, but he did not let go.

Angrily, the leader broke the arrow across his knee. He grabbed the man by the neck and lifted him off the ground, holding his face only inches from his own. No words were spoken, but none were needed: this man understood that he had almost ruined everything by giving their presence away. With his feet back on the ground, the man hung his head shamefully.

Still angry, the leader waved his men back toward the canoes. He went last, constantly glancing backward at the flying boy, who was still darting from tree to tree, growing smaller and smaller until he was finally absorbed by the night. Turning to follow his men, the leader could feel his mind racing as he tried to comprehend what he had seen, and to figure out how much of a problem this boy would be.

These thoughts so occupied him that he forgot altogether about something that, ordinarily, he would have remembered: the broken arrow lying in the mud.
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CHAPTER 3

WORRYING QUESTIONS

COLD RAIN FELL IN SHEETS FROM THE DARK LONDON sky. The gusting wind spattered raindrops against the dining-room window of the grand Aster mansion on Kensington Palace Gardens. Inside, at a table large enough for dozens of people, sat just three: young Molly Aster and her parents, Leonard and Louise.

The room was warm and bright, but the mood of its occupants more closely matched the gloomy weather outside. Lord Aster had spent the afternoon in his study, meeting with four men, all of them members of the Starcatchers, a secret group to which the Aster family had belonged for many generations.

Leonard had emerged from the meeting with a somber, troubled look. Both Molly and Louise knew he had something to tell them; they also knew that it would have to wait until they were alone. Now, with their meal finally served and the household staff back in the kitchen, Molly and her mother looked at Leonard with questioning faces. He glanced at the doorway to make sure he would not be overheard, then spoke quietly.

“I must go to Paris,” he said. “There’s to be a meeting of the senior Starcatchers.”

“Is it about what happened at Stonehenge?” asked Molly. She shuddered, recalling the terrifying night among the massive stones—her father lying on the ground, grievously wounded; her mother a ghastly sleepwalking shell, unable to recognize her husband or her daughter, her life spirit stolen by the hideous shadow creature that called itself Ombra. That night Molly had very nearly lost both of her parents, and the Starcatchers a huge quantity of precious, powerful starstuff, which would have fallen into the hands of humanity’s most evil enemies. If Peter hadn’t been there…

“Yes,” said Leonard, his voice low. “It’s about what happened at Stonehenge. And some other troubling things, which I was a fool not to recognize earlier.”

“What troubling things?” said Molly.

Leonard hesitated before responding, and for a moment Molly thought she had pressed too hard. Until recently, her parents had revealed little to her about the inner workings of the Starcatchers. But since the awful night at Stonehenge, and the courage Molly had displayed there, Leonard had been more willing to answer his daughter’s questions. 

“Actually,” said Leonard, “what’s most troubling is something that didn’t happen. That was a very large batch of starstuff we had—the largest in centuries, at least. Yet we received no warning before it fell in Scotland. That’s why the Others got to it first. We were so concerned about getting it to the Return that we didn’t stop to ask ourselves why we weren’t warned about it in the first place.”

“What kind of warning?” asked Molly. “I thought the Starcatchers could sense when starstuff fell.”

“Yes, we do feel something when a large amount of starstuff falls,” said Leonard. “But the Others feel it, too. The reason we always manage to reach fallen starstuff before they do is that we always receive warnings before it falls.”

“Warnings from whom?” said Molly.

“We don’t know,” said Leonard. “The alerts come anonymously, by various methods. Long ago, it would be an unsigned letter slipped under a Starcatcher’s door. More recently—for the last century or so—the warnings have appeared in an Oxford newspaper, the Observer.”

“Warnings about starstuff…in a newspaper?” said Molly.

“They were coded,” said Leonard. “They took the form of personal notices to a ‘Mr. Starr.’ Every day for more than a hundred years, a Starcatcher stationed in Oxford has scoured the Observer for these notices. Sometimes decades would go by without one appearing. But then, one day, he’d find a notice that said something like ‘Mr. Starr: Expect your package Thursday.’We then knew that there would be a starstuff Fall on Thursday. We wouldn’t know where it would fall, but by knowing when we could have teams alerted all over the world, watching the skies for the Fall, ready to go collect the starstuff. That gave us a huge advantage over the Others. We almost always reached it first.”

“Until that big lot fell in Scotland,” said Molly.

“Yes,” said Leonard. “There was no warning for that. Last week we had our man check and recheck the Observer for the days leading up to that Fall; he found no notice for Mr. Starr. That’s troubling enough. What’s more troubling is how quickly the Others got to the starstuff in Scotland. It’s as if they were warned instead of us.”

“When was the last warning, then?” said Molly.

“It was twelve years ago,” said Leonard. “In fact, just a few days before you were born. That was the last notice for Mr. Starr that appeared in the Observer.”

“And you have no idea who’s been doing the warning?” asked Molly.

“None,” said Leonard. “Whoever they are, they’ve always kept their identities hidden. And for whatever reason, this time—even with such a dangerous amount of starstuff at stake—they didn’t warn us. We were very fortunate to get that starstuff back, thanks to you and Peter.”

“And George,” said Molly.

“Yes, of course, George, too,” said Leonard. “In any event, we’re quite worried that the next time there’s a starstuff Fall, we won’t be so fortunate. We need to find out why we weren’t warned and what we can do about it. That’s one reason for the meeting in Paris. The other is this…this Ombra creature.”

As he said those words, Lord Aster glanced at his wife; her face went pale at the name of the hideous thing that had held her captive.

“Do you think there’s a connection?” said Molly. “I mean, between Ombra and the fact that there was no warning?”

“I fear so,” said Leonard. “It’s difficult to believe it’s a coincidence. And whatever this Ombra thing is, or I should say was, it’s apparently not the only one. Our man Bakari, in Egypt, encountered something quite similar a few weeks ago; we lost five people there. We’re very concerned that the Others have allied themselves with some new power—a very dangerous power. That’s why the senior Starcatchers are meeting in Paris. We need to find out quickly why this is happening and what we can do about it—before the next starstuff Fall.”

“How long do you expect to be gone?” said Louise.

“Not more than two weeks, I hope,” said Leonard. Seeing the apprehension on their faces, he added: “The house will be guarded. And I promise we’ll do a better job than last time.” 

“It wasn’t your fault,” said Louise. “You didn’t know….”

She faltered, remembering how easily Ombra had taken over the three burly men guarding the Aster mansion when she had been kidnapped.

“It won’t happen again,” said Leonard. “We know what we’re up against now. And whatever that thing was, it was destroyed at Stonehenge.”

“Don’t worry about us, dear,” said Louise, smiling bravely. “We’ll be fine. Won’t we, Molly?”

“Yes,” said Molly. She was also smiling, although she could not help but glance, if only for a moment, at the dining-room window and the darkness beyond. Despite her faith in her father, disturbing questions filled her mind: How can we be sure that Ombra was destroyed! And do we really know what we’re up against?
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CHAPTER 4

“THEY WILL BE BACK”

PETER AWOKE, AS HE USUALLY DID, ahead of the other boys, not having slept well. from England, his slumber had been haunted by a strange and troubling dream.

The dream always began in the same place and at the same moment: that awful night at Stonehenge when—grievously wounded by a gunshot—he had somehow become connected with Ombra, the shadow thing. Their connection had been brief—but a few seconds—yet Peter could not put those seconds out of his mind.

By day, it was possible to turn his thoughts away from that memory. But by night, it came back to him and returned often. In his dream, he felt the coldness creeping into him as Ombra joined him and began to take control, like a snake swallowing him from within. He felt himself fighting to drive the invader out. Most vividly, he recalled the horrible sensation of becoming one with the shadow thing—feeling what it felt, thinking what it thought.

That was when he always woke up—sweating, disoriented, thrashing around in his hammock, much to the annoyance of Tinker Bell, who slept in his mass of red hair. Sometimes Peter would lie there trying to make sense of the dream, to recapture the thoughts that had seeped into his mind from Ombra’s; but the thoughts were always out of reach, drifting away like wisps of smoke.

The nightmare troubled Peter, but something else troubled him more. Since that night at Stonehenge, he had noticed something odd about himself—or, to be specific, about his shadow. Actually, it was Tink who had noticed it first. It had been on a bright, sunny day; Peter, having had a rollicking swim and a splash fight with the mermaids, was standing on the beach that curved around the mermaids’ lagoon. Tink had fluttered onto his shoulder and, making her bell sounds, said, He’s watching you.

“Who is?” asked Peter.

Tink pointed at Peter’s shadow. He is.

Peter looked down at his shadow. It appeared no different than usual. He studied Tink, thinking that perhaps she was joking, but her expression told him she was quite serious. He glanced again at his shadow, his thoughts flashing back to that encounter with Ombra.

“What should I do?” he asked Tink.

Nothing, Tink answered. He can’t hurt you. He’s just watching.

“Why?”

I don’t know.

And that was all she could tell him. Peter tried not to think about it, but it was not the kind of thing you could forget. It never really left his mind. He found himself glancing at his shadow more than usual. He welcomed the sunset, knowing that the coming of night would banish the shadow and bring him some relief from his thoughts of Ombra—that is, until the dream returned.

So Peter was a tired boy when he awoke this particular morning. But as he stuck his head out of the underground hideaway where he and the other boys spent most nights, his spirits were lifted, as always, by the dawn of another fine day on Mollusk Island. After a quick look around the clearing, Peter flew straight up out of the hole and ascended to treetop level, where he turned in a slow circle, eyes scanning the area, just in case there were pirates about. There weren’t any pirates, a fact that left Peter feeling relieved but also just the slightest bit disappointed: he loved taunting the pirates.

Peter felt a tickle on his bare legs as a pair of tiny wings fluttered past.

“Morning, Tink,” he said as Tinker Bell shinnied up to his eye level. 

No, it’s not, she answered in melodious tones that Peter, and few others, could understand. It’s the middle of the night.

Peter laughed. “Tink,” he said, “if you want to keep sleeping, be my guest.”

Tink crossed her arms and made a noise that could be loosely translated as “hmph.” As she and Peter both knew, she did not like to let him out of her sight.

“Morning, Peter,” said a voice from below.

Peter looked down and smiled. “Morning, James,” he said.

He dropped lightly to the ground as James, always the second to rise, climbed from the hole. The two close friends stood for a moment, enjoying the morning coolness. Peter’s enjoyment was tempered by his awareness of how much James had grown recently; he stood a good inch taller than Peter now, maybe two, and he was wider about the shoulders. Peter wondered if James, in addition to being taller, had also become stronger.

Peter’s thoughts were interrupted by the emergence from the hole of the two youngest boys, Prentiss and Thomas, who were followed, reluctantly, by Tubby Ted.

“What’s to eat?” said Ted, blinking at the dawn.

“There’s fresh coconuts,” said Peter. “I knocked them down last night.”

“Coconuts again?” complained Ted.

“It’s what grows on the trees,” said Peter. “If it was cakes on the trees, I’d knock those down for you. But it’s coconuts that’s up there.”

“Cakes,” sighed Tubby Ted. “I’d pay a hundred pounds for a piece of cake.”

“The only hundred pounds you have is around your waist,” said Prentiss.

Then Thomas complained, “Besides, there’s no cake on this stupid island.”

Peter glanced at Thomas, whose tone had grown more negative of late. Thomas was also getting taller, as were Prentiss and Tubby Ted; Peter realized that it was just a matter of time before he was the shortest boy in the group.

Tubby Ted sighed again. “Which way to the coconuts?” he said.

“Over there,” said Peter, pointing toward a clump of trees.

As Ted trudged off to collect his breakfast, Peter turned to James.

“I thought we might go see the mermaids today,” he said.

“Again?” said James.

“You don’t want to?” said Peter, surprised by James’s lack of enthusiasm.

James looked down. “You go ahead,” he said.

“Why don’t you want to?” persisted Peter.

“No reason, really,” said James. “I just think they like you better, is all. You’re more…I dunno.” 

“You’re more like them,” said Thomas, finishing James’s thought.

“Magical,” said Prentiss.

“I see,” said Peter. “Is there something else you want to do?”

“Besides get off this island?” said Thomas.

Peter studied Thomas for a moment, then the others, and in their faces he saw the discontent that he’d been sensing in them more and more since his return from England.

“If you don’t like it here,” he said to Thomas, “then we can…”

“We can what?” said Thomas, with a defiance he’d never before shown to Peter.

While Peter was trying to think of an answer, Tubby Ted came huffing out of the jungle.

“Look what I found!” he said, waving something in his hand. As he approached, the others saw that it was an arrow, broken in the middle, the two halves hanging together by a sliver of wood.

“It’s an arrow. So what?” said Thomas. “The Mollusks shot at something and missed for a change.”

“Let me see that,” said Peter, taking the arrow from Ted. As he did, Tink made a warning sound.

“I’ll be careful,” Peter said. He examined it for a moment, frowning.

“This isn’t a Mollusk arrow,” he said. “Look at the colors on it. Red as blood. The Mollusks don’t do that. And they make the arrowheads from shells. This one is stone.”

There was something smeared on the tip of the arrowhead—a dark brown substance. Peter sniffed it, then pulled his head quickly away, surprised by the vile and powerful odor.

“If it’s not the Mollusks’,” said James, “then whose is it?”

“I dunno,” Peter said thoughtfully. “But I think we should take it to Fighting Prawn.”

The others nodded, their sleepiness and boredom suddenly gone. Peter rose from the ground, about to zoom skyward and fly to the Mollusk village. But then, seeing the look of disappointment on James’s face, he dropped quickly back to the ground and began trotting toward the path.

“Come on,” he called over his shoulder—unnecessarily, as the others were already running behind, even the normally slow-moving Tubby Ted.

In a few minutes, they reached the Mollusk village. The Mollusks were gathered around their cooking fires, eating their morning meal; a few waved at the boys, who visited often. Peter hurried to the center of the village, where the largest group was gathered around the largest fire ring. Peter ran straight to Fighting Prawn, the Mollusk chief—a white-haired man with piercing dark eyes, older than the others, but still tall and powerfully built.

Fighting Prawn’s face brightened at the sight of the boys. He was especially fond of Peter, who had once saved his life. But his smile instantly disappeared when he saw the arrow in Peter’s hand.

“Where did you find that?” he said, in the impeccable English he had learned in his years as a slave aboard a British ship.

“Tubby Ted found it,” said Peter. He handed the broken arrow to Fighting Prawn, who took it, studied it for a moment, and then sniffed the brown substance on the tip.

“Found it where?” said Fighting Prawn. “Washed up on the beach?”

“No,” said Ted. “In the jungle, right by our hideout.”

The group fell silent. As Fighting Prawn stared at the arrow, an expression flickered across his face that Peter had never seen there before—fear.

“What is it?” asked Peter.

Instead of answering, Fighting Prawn raised his voice and shouted something in the Mollusk language, a mixture of grunts and clicks sounding quite odd to the English-speaker’s ear. Immediately, the Mollusk tribe’s warriors came running from all corners of the village to gather around their chief.

Fighting Prawn addressed them for several minutes, and although Peter understood none of it, he saw the deep concern on the warriors’ faces. When Fighting Prawn finished, the men ran to their huts, quickly emerging with spears, knives, and bows and arrows. They then hurried from the encampment, save for a half dozen who took up guard positions by the gate.

Fighting Prawn turned to the boys. “You will stay here in the village,” he said. “You are not to leave without my permission, do you understand?”

“Why?” said Peter. “What’s happening?”

“Something I had hoped would never happen,” said Fighting Prawn. “Something I have dreaded for a long time.”

“What is it?” said Peter.

“This arrow,” said Fighting Prawn, holding it up, “belongs to a very dangerous tribe. They are called”—here Fighting Prawn made a hissing sound—“which means Scorpions. This substance on the arrowhead is a deadly poison. The Scorpions are fond of poison.”

“Are they here?” asked Prentiss. “On the island?”

“I don’t know,” said Fighting Prawn. “I have sent men out to search the island; we will know soon enough if they are here. But I suspect they are not. I suspect this arrow was left, carelessly, by a scouting party. If it had been a war party, we would know by now. The Scorpions prefer to strike by surprise with massive force. Now that they’ve found this island, they will be back, I’m certain of that.”

“But now you’ll be ready for them,” said Peter.

Fighting Prawn hesitated, and again Peter saw the flicker of fear.

“We will post lookouts, yes,” Fighting Prawn said. “We will be as ready as we can be. But the Scorpions attack in great force; their war canoes will bring more attackers than we have defenders. They are vicious, brutal fighters. They have taken many islands, Peter. They rarely fail.”

“And what happens to the people on the island?” said Tubby Ted.

Fighting Prawn only shook his head.

“I wish I was back in England,” Thomas said softly.

“Maybe I can do something,” said Peter. “I could fly over their canoes and drop things. Fire, maybe. Or at least I could fly out to sea and watch for them, and…”

“No,” said Fighting Prawn. “You will stay here with the others. The Scorpions are expert marksmen. The slightest touch from this”—he held up the arrow again—“and you would fall from the sky like a stone. You must promise me you will not go out there.”

Reluctantly, Peter nodded.

“Good,” said Fighting Prawn. He put his hand on Peter’s shoulder and gave it a fatherly squeeze. “You have great courage, Peter,” he said. “I will need your help before this is over.”

Then he turned and walked toward the gate, somehow looking much older than he had fifteen minutes before.

Peter looked at the other boys and they at him.

“I wish I was back in England,” said Thomas again.
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CHAPTER 5

MOLLY’S PLAN

QUIETLY CLOSING HER BEDROOM DOOR, Molly tiptoed down the stairs past her mother’s room to the ground floor. Putting on her coat, she walked quietly to the front door—only to hear a familiar voice boom out behind her.

“And where do you think YOU’RE going, young lady?”

Molly turned to face the formidable shape of her governess, Mrs. Bumbrake, who, on hearing Molly’s footsteps, had huffed into the hallway.

“Just out for a walk,” said Molly.

“A walk to WHERE?”

“I thought I’d visit the Darlings,” answered Molly.

The stern expression on Mrs. Bumbrake’s face instantly changed to one of approval.

“Going to see young George, then?” she said.

Molly blushed. “Yes,” she said. “I’ll be back before dark, I promise.” 

“See that you are,” said Mrs. Bumbrake, trying to sound harsh, but unable to hide her pleasure. George Darling was exactly the sort of well-bred young man she thought Molly should be seeing. Not like that other boy, Peter, who (in Mrs. Bumbrake’s view) had gotten Molly into such trouble aboard that awful ship….

“Bye,” said Molly, ducking out the door before Mrs. Bumbrake could say any more. Pulling her coat front tight, she crossed the broad, mansion-lined street in front of her house and entered Kensington Gardens, the massive form of Kensington Palace looming through the fog. She took the path through Hyde Park, then crossed Kensington Road into a street lined with fine homes. Reaching the Darlings’, she climbed the steps, rang the doorbell, and told the servant who answered that she was there to see George.

In thirty seconds he was bounding down the stairs, gangling and awkward, but showing more and more indications of the handsome young man he was becoming.

“Hello, Molly,” he said.

“Hello, George.”

There was an awkward pause, which was not unusual; Molly and George spent a good deal of their time together pausing awkwardly. Finally Molly broke the silence.

“I wondered if we could talk,” she said.

“Of course!” said George. “What about?” 

“I meant talk, uh, quietly,” said Molly, glancing toward a servant dusting the mantel in the next room.

“Ah!” said George, feeling idiotic, which made him turn even redder than usual. “Of course. Father’s study is empty. He and Mother are traveling.” He rolled his eyes. “Again.”

They went into the study, and George closed the door.

“Is something wrong?” he said.

“Yes,” said Molly. “At least, I think so.”

“The Starcatchers,” said George.

A few months ago, Molly would never have discussed the Starcatchers with George, or even acknowledged their existence. But George had been with her and Peter that night at Stonehenge; in fact, without him, none of them would have gotten there at all. He had been very brave that night, and though he was not a Starcatcher, Molly trusted him absolutely.

“Yes,” said Molly. “The Starcatchers.”

Quickly she summarized what her father had said about the meeting in Paris and the Starcatchers’ concerns.

When she had finished, George said, “I don’t blame them for being worried—that Ombra thing was quite alarming. But it sounds to me as though, now that they’re aware of the situation, they’re taking steps to deal with it.”

“I don’t know,” said Molly. “Father seemed so worried—more so than I’ve ever seen him. I wish there was something I could do to help.” 

“Such as what?”

“I’ve been thinking,” Molly said. “About the starstuff warnings.”

“The ones they’re not getting anymore.”

“Yes,” said Molly. “Father said they appeared as personal notices in the Oxford Observer. For more than a hundred years, he said. That’s a long time, George.”

“It is a long time,” said George, not sure what she was getting at.

“So,” said Molly, “I was thinking that perhaps somebody in Oxford—somebody at the newspaper—might know who placed those notices.”

“Perhaps,” said George.

“So,” said Molly, “I was thinking that perhaps somebody could go up to Oxford and look into that.”

“Somebody?” said George.

“Me, actually,” said Molly.

“Do your parents know about this plan?”

“No,” confessed Molly. “They’d never allow me to go. But they needn’t know, George. It’s only an hour or so by train to Oxford. We could go there and be back in a day.”

“We?” said George.

Molly blushed. “I was hoping that…I mean, you’re the only person outside my family who understands the situation, and I know it’s a huge imposition after all you’ve done, but I…” 

George put his hand on Molly’s, stopping her and sending a current through them both.

“Of course I’ll go to Oxford with you,” he said.

“Thank you,” she said.

They self-consciously separated hands.

“I can get away easily, with my parents gone,” George said. “But how will you escape the clutches of the formidable Mrs. Bumbrake?”

Molly smiled. “I shall use you as an excuse. I shall tell her you’re taking me to the National Gallery tomorrow, and that we plan to spend the day there, as there are so many fine paintings to admire.”

“Indeed there are,” said George. “But will the formidable Mrs. B. entrust you to me?”

“She will,” said Molly. “The formidable Mrs. B. is quite fond of you.”

Molly was on the verge of saying something more, but settled instead for another awkward, blushing silence, this one broken by George.

“All right, then,” he said. “Shall I come ’round tomorrow at nine? For our visit to the National Gallery?”

“Nine it is,” said Molly. “Thank you, George.”

“It’s my pleasure,” he said.

He saw her to the door and they said good-bye. As Molly retraced her steps back to her house, she thought warm thoughts about George’s loyalty and his willingness to help. 

Then a different thought began to intrude: The last time George helped me, he wound up in great danger. Am I putting him in danger again?

Molly pondered that, and decided she was being silly. What harm can possibly come from a trip to Oxford?

Comforted somewhat by that thought, Molly hurried forward into the swiftly falling night.


[image: image]

CHAPTER 6

RUMOR SPREADS

LE FANTOME CHARGED THROUGH the roiling seas faster than she’d ever sailed before. Captain Nerezza pushed the vessel to her limits, putting up more sails even when it seemed the added cloth might tear the ship apart. Night and day, she surged forward, leaving a wake of bubbling white on the dark, open ocean.

The sailors were as eager as their captain to reach their destination and discharge their unwelcome passenger. Rumor had spread quickly through the crew that he was back—the hooded, shadowy shape living in the darkened cabin. At first, some dismissed the rumor, insisting that Ombra had died at Stonehenge—why, people had seen it.

But the rumor persisted. For one thing, there was the cold: the nearer one got to that dark, forbidden cabin, the colder the air grew, to where a man could see his breath.

Then there was the sound—a raspy, wheezing sound, like some kind of beast in pain. Sometimes late at night it could be heard on deck, moving from one end of the ship to the other, though the men on watch, when they dared to look, saw nothing but shadows.

With each new report of strange occurrences, the ship’s mood grew gloomier. What might have been a cheerful crew—for sailors loved a fast ship—became an ever less happy one. Captain Nerezza’s mood remained foul, with an almost frantic edge, as he stood for hours on deck brooding, always trying to eke another half knot out of a ship already shuddering under the stress of too much sail. The helmsman fought to hold the great wheel, never a song on his lips or a smile on his face. The cook produced uninspired gruel. There was no music to be heard, not a single laugh.

They all felt it—the thing in the dark cabin. Every man felt it. And then one night, as sailors lay in their hammocks trying to find sleep that wouldn’t come, a young boy spoke three words that carried through the lower decks like a bone-chilling wind. He spoke them just after prayers, when the only sounds were the swishing of water against the hull and the groan of the ship as it buckled and bent under the captain’s demands. Those three words rippled through the hearts of all those aboard, for everyone had been thinking the same thing: “It’s growing stronger.”
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CHAPTER 7

THE SECRET

THE SUN BLAZED HOT IN THE BRILLIANT BLUE SKY; the still, humid air hung heavy on Mollusk Island.

Peter and his mates sat in a bored clump in the middle of the Mollusk village. Normally, this was a lively place, where children’s laughter mingled with tribal gossip. But today there was almost no sound other than the muffled roar of waves crashing onto the beach several hundred yards away. Nobody felt like talking; everyone except the youngest children was waiting.

They were waiting for a sound nobody wanted to hear but everyone expected—the sound of a conch-shell horn, blown by one of the sharp-eyed Mollusk warriors posted high on the mountainside. The conch horn would mean that a lookout had sighted war canoes on the horizon.

It would mean the Scorpions were coming.

But for now, there was nothing to do but wait. And waiting was something Peter did very poorly. He glanced at his shadow; it was just the slightest bit longer than the last time he had looked at it. Would this day never end?

Peter looked at the others. Tubby Ted was sleeping, his chin sticky with juice from the coconut he’d been eating before he dozed off. Prentiss and Thomas were playing perhaps their hundredth game of tic-tac-toe, drawing the grid in the dirt with sticks. James sat nearby, trying to catch a bright green jungle fly as it darted around his head.

Peter shifted closer to James, moving carefully so as not to wake Tinker Bell, who was dozing in the bushy red mass of his hair. Keeping his voice low, he said, “The moon is full tonight, isn’t it?”

“I believe so,” said James, swatting unsuccessfully at the fly. “Why?”

“I’ll have a good view of the ocean, that’s why,” said Peter, grinning.

James, abandoning the fly, turned to Peter. “You wouldn’t,” he said.

“Yes, I would,” said Peter. “I’m tired of staying in the village.”

“We all are,” said James. “But you promised Fighting Prawn that…”

“I nodded,” interrupted Peter. “A nod isn’t a promise. Fighting Prawn doesn’t have to know I went out there—that is, unless I find the Scorpions. And then he’ll be glad I went out.”

“But what about the poison arrows?” said James. “Fighting Prawn said…”

“They can’t hit me if they can’t see me,” said Peter.

“When do you plan to go?” said James.

“Tonight,” said Peter. “Keep it a secret, all right?”

“All right,” said James reluctantly. “But I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“I’ll be careful,” said Peter, grinning. “Aren’t I always careful?”

“No,” said James.
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CHAPTER 8

THE FIRE GOES OUT

A QUARTER MILE INLAND FROM the western shore of Mollusk Island rose a ramshackle wall of palm-tree trunks, sharpened to knife points at the top and lashed together to form a respectable fort. At one corner, a live palm towered over the fort with a platform built atop it, creating a lookout. Upon that platform sat a deeply tanned man clothed in what would barely pass for rags, with few teeth in his mouth and hair down to his shoulders. Eagle Eye Potts—so called because he could spot a lizard scratching itself three-quarters of a mile away—spent a good deal of time in the lookout tree, watching for signs of trouble.

But right now he was troubled by something he didn’t see. He’d been thinking hard for the better part of a half hour, trying to figure out what it was. Suddenly it came to him.

“No smoke,” Eagle Eye muttered. Then he shouted it: “Smee! There’s no smoke!” 

Below, in the shade of the fort wall, a very round man with a very round, red face jerked awake from his catnap and wiped some drool from his stubbly chin. This was Smee, the captain’s first mate at sea and his lackey on land.

“What?” he shouted up to Eagle Eye.

“There’s no smoke!” repeated Eagle Eye.

“Smoke?” shouted Smee. “Where?”

“No! There’s NO smoke,” shouted Eagle Eye.

“Where is there no smoke?” shouted Smee, confused.

“Anywhere!” said Eagle Eye.

Smee thought about that for a moment, then suddenly understood. He rose and scurried to the captain’s hut, a makeshift affair of stick walls and a palm-frond roof.

“Cap’n!” he said, tapping tentatively on what passed for the door.

“Get in here, Smee!” answered a gruff voice.

Smee stepped into the hut, which was occupied by a tall, gaunt man with long, tangled, black hair and a sharp steel hook where his left hand had once been. He was called Captain Hook by his men, though he had once been known as Black Stache, the most feared pirate on the seven seas. A prodigious display of facial hair sprouted beneath his nose, greased and curved on the ends and stretching nearly ten inches in length when fully extended. His focus at the moment was his long feet, and in particular his thick, yellow toenails, which curved around his toes like claws. He was rubbing the nail on his big toe with a piece of lava rock, attempting to grind it down.

“Cap’n, sir,” Smee said. “Eagle Eye…”

“It ain’t no good, Smee,” interrupted Hook, not looking up. “Either the nail is too hard or the rock too soft, but it don’t answer. Get down on your knees there, and give us a bite.”

“A bite?”

“My toenail, you idjit.”

“But, Cap’n…”

“Now!”

Smee shuddered, edged forward, and went down on one knee. He stared at the grotesque yellowed fang that protruded from the captain’s dirty big toe.

“But, Cap’n…”

“Just give it a nip there on the side. I can tear it off after that.”

Smee closed his eyes, held his breath, and did as he was told. He had five teeth and only two that met. He pressed these together, bit down hard, and heard a click. His mouth tasted like…he couldn’t think about it.

“Splendid!” said Hook, examining and then peeling the excess nail away from his toe. “Fine job, Smee.”

Smee spat onto the sand floor and said, “Cap’n, Eagle Eye says there’s no smoke comin’ from the native side.”

“What?” said Hook, looking up from his toenail. 

“The natives has put out their fires.”

“But they never put out their fires,” said Hook.

“That’s the point, I believe, sir.”

“Shut up, Smee!” snarled Hook. “I know that’s the point.” He pondered for a moment, then said, “Send out a scouting party. I want six men who can work the jungle quiet as snakes. They’re to cross the mountain to the other side—”

“But—”

“Don’t ‘but’me, Smee. To the other side. Get as close as they can and find out what them savages is up to. No good, is what I’m guessing. Planning some kind of trap, some raid on yours truly.”

“But—”

“Shut up, idjit.”

“Aye, Cap’n,” said Smee, turning to leave.

“And before you go, Smee…”

Smee turned around to see the captain wiggling his toe talons in the air.

“Nine to go,” said Hook.
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CHAPTER 9

A MYSTERIOUS GENTLEMAN

ENVELOPED IN THE bumpity-bump and clickity-clack of the train car they’d boarded in Paddington Station, Molly and George made the hour’s journey to Oxford, looking at the scenery and sipping tea. It was a beautiful, sunlit day with only the occasional puff of cloud dotting the rich blue sky.

They passed thatch-roofed farmhouses, green fields surrounded by stone walls, horses and cows, dogs and ducks. Occasionally one of them would attempt conversation, but it was awkward; both were nervous about being away from home on their own, and all too aware of being together, boy and girl.

As they neared Oxford, George, after a long gaze out the window, turned to Molly and said, “I don’t want to be negative, but I don’t see how we’ll ever find out who placed these personal notices. There are far too many for anyone to remember a particular one, especially given that the last one your father mentioned ran in the paper more than twelve years ago.”

“There was a name in the ad: a Mr. Starr.”

“But even so…” George complained.

Molly lowered her voice. “And we have a date. Father said the last notice for Mr. Starr was placed twelve years ago, just before I was born. So we can start looking at the newspapers right around then.”

George nodded. “I suppose that’s a start,” he said.

“Yes,” said Molly. “It’s better than nothing.” She hesitated, blushed, then added, “I’m ever so grateful you’ve come along.”

It was George’s turn to blush. “I wouldn’t miss it,” he said.

After that they spoke little until they arrived in Oxford, where they took a cab to the Oxford Observer, which occupied a massive stone building on High Street. The lobby, smelling of ink and glue, was busy with people bustling this way and that.

A receptionist directed Molly and George to the Archives Department, on the third floor. They climbed the stairs and found themselves in a large, musty room that looked like a sort of library, with bank after bank of racks filled with newspapers hanging from wooden rods. Molly filled out a request slip and gave it to a clerk, who disappeared among the racks and returned ten minutes later with several weeks’ worth of newspapers. The clerk passed these across the counter to Molly and George, who took them to one of the long wooden tables where several other people sat poring over old editions of the Observer.

Molly and George began paging through the twelve-year-old newspapers, starting with the one published on Molly’s birthday, then working back. It was slow going—scanning page after page, reading dozens upon dozens of notices printed in small, cramped type. At the end of an hour they had gone through three issues and found nothing, and Molly was beginning to worry that their trip had been a waste of time.

And then, on the thirteenth page of the issue printed four days before her birthday, she saw it.

“There!” she whispered, gripping George’s arm with one hand and pointing with the other at a two-line notice on the bottom of the page:



Mr. Starr: Expect your package Friday the 18th.

(DS5G3—10/2)





“Capital!” exclaimed George. “But what are those letters and numbers?”

They put this question to the Archives Department clerk, who explained that the letters and numbers were a billing reference used by the Accounts Department. The date that followed represented the first day the notice had been posted; it had run for over two weeks before the current issue. Molly wrote down the billing reference and the date of the notice, and, following the clerk’s directions, she and George went down to the Accounts Department, which was on the floor below ground level.

They found themselves in a dimly lit hallway, which they followed to a door marked ACCOUNTS. George knocked, and they were called inside by an ancient-looking man wearing thick glasses and seated behind a cluttered desk piled high with ledger books. A plaque on the desk read: MR. RINGWOOD.

“May I help you?” His voice sounded dry and fragile, like the paper in his old ledger books.

“Yes,” said George. “We’re interested in…that is to say, we’re trying to find out…That is, we’d like to know…”

Molly, rolling her eyes, interrupted. “Someone placed a personal notice some years ago in your newspaper. It mentioned a package and a man’s name—Mr. Starr. That’s my, ah, father, and…well…”

Molly ran out of steam. Ringwood sat patiently, waiting.

“Her father has taken ill, I’m sorry to say,” said George. “This person who placed the ad, he…he…”

George looked at Molly for help.

“I believe he may be my father’s brother,” she said. “A long-lost brother, that is. My uncle. I’m hoping you might have his address, as it’s quite important we locate him. Our business with him involves my family’s estate.”

Ringwood sighed, then carefully placed his pen in its holder and slipped a wooden disk over his inkwell. He gestured at the shelves behind him, which were filled with hundreds of fat ledger books like the ones on his desk.

“Young lady,” he said, speaking slowly and carefully, as though afraid his words would break. “The Observer has printed a great many personal notices. Could you be a bit more specific as to when your uncle…”

“Yes, of course,” said Molly, hastily pulling out a piece of paper. “I have the date of the notice and the billing reference.”

“Well,” said Ringwood. “That’s another thing altogether.” He took the piece of paper in shaking hands and peered at it through his thick lenses. Then he slowly stood and turned to consult his ledger-lined shelves. He dragged a ladder that moved on rollers to a certain spot, and with some difficulty, climbed up several steps. He withdrew a leather binder, climbed down, and returned to his desk. There he began to turn the pages far too slowly for the impatient Molly, who was intensely aware of the need to get back to London before nightfall.

Finally, Ringwood found the page he wanted. He ran a bony finger down a column of writing.

“Ah, yes,” he said. “Here it is.” 

George and Molly waited. Ringwood read the ledger entry, then looked up at Molly and frowned.

“Interesting,” he said.

“What?” said Molly. “Do you know him?”

“As it happens, I did,” said Ringwood. “I wasn’t a personal friend of the gentleman, but he was a customer here for a number of years. Put in a notice only every few years, but it always ran several weeks. And he had a…memorable way about him.”

“You speak of him in the past tense,” Molly said softly.

“Yes, miss. Sadly, I do.”

“What happened?” said George.

“Bit of a mystery, actually,” said Ringwood, eyeing Molly. “The gentleman and his wife went missing under…odd circumstances. They simply disappeared. Vanished. The police searched for weeks on end, but they were never seen again, at least not here in Oxfordshire. It was on the front page of this very newspaper for days. Weeks.”

“What kind of odd circumstances?” George asked.

“You can read the articles,” Ringwood told him. “We’ll have copies upstairs in Archives. But as I recall there was a child—a son, just a baby, left behind. Terrible thing.”

“A boy,” said Molly, suddenly feeling a strange chill. “Do you know what happened to him?”

“As I recall,” said Ringwood, “he was not claimed by family, so he was placed in an orphanage.” 

Molly felt light-headed. “What orphanage?” she said.

Ringwood frowned and rubbed his chin. “Saint Somebody’s, I believe. St. Nigel’s? No, that’s not it…”

“St. Norbert’s?” Molly whispered.

“St. Norbert’s! That’s the one,” proclaimed Ringwood.

Molly, her face pale, grabbed Ringwood’s desk for support.

“Are you all right?” said Ringwood.

“Yes,” said Molly, though she was obviously shaken.

“Well, in any event,” said Ringwood, “this man could not have been your father’s brother.”

“Why not?” said Molly, looking up.

“You said your father’s name is Starr,” said Ringwood.

“I…uh, yes. Starr,” said Molly.

“This man’s name was not Starr,” said Ringwood. He looked down at the ledger. “Quite a mysterious gentleman,” he muttered.

“What was his name?” said Molly.

Ringwood looked up; his eyes met Molly’s.

“The gentleman’s name,” he said, “was Mr. Pan.”
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