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The Labyrinthians


Chapter one

 

I watched the world go by as we drove past endless fields and trees, a stark contrast to the city life we were leaving behind. The few belongings we had were in a huge moving truck in front of us. I looked over at my younger brother, Elliott, who was sitting in the middle between Nate and me. He was quite content to have the worst seat in the car because “he was right in the middle of things and could talk to everybody.”  This was typical of Elliott, who, at the age of ten, enthralled everyone around him with his playful spirit and huge blue eyes, a trait he shared with both our adoptive parents, unlike me with my long auburn hair and light brown eyes. I was content to let Elliott jabber on about how excited he was about the move as long as I didn’t have to join in the conversation. I didn’t particularly feel like talking and Nate, on the other side of Elliott, had barely said three words to me since he moved in with us a couple of months ago, the beginning of the end, as I liked to call it. Everything had gone wrong since he moved in although I couldn’t really blame him. It’s just that his arrival marked the start of a series of events that would lead to me having to leave all my friends behind and move to the middle of nowhere.

I still don’t know why Laura and Tom had taken him in, as they had already fostered and eventually adopted myself and Elliott. First, they adopted me at the grand old age of four when my alcoholic mother couldn’t cope, and then three years later, they got blonde-haired, blue-eyed baby Elliott. Our family was complete, and it’s still a mystery to me as to why, ten years after they adopted Elliott, they would take in Nate. I mean, he was seventeen, the same age as me, practically an adult. There had been no family conference and no warning. Just Laura telling us that we were going to have another person in our house. She wouldn’t go into details, and when Nate arrived and promptly shut himself in his room, I couldn’t ask him either. It’s not that he wasn’t polite; it’s just he didn’t talk much. I often found him reading on the couch when I wanted to watch TV. He didn’t seem to mind me turning the TV on, but I always felt uncomfortable, as if I was disturbing him somehow. Any conversation started with him would usually follow with him giving a clipped answer and then making an excuse to leave, more often than not to his room. 

Two weeks after Nate’s mysterious arrival, Tom was made redundant at his job, and suddenly, we couldn’t afford the rent on our home anymore. I remember asking Laura if Nate could leave to make things a little easier, but she wouldn’t entertain the idea. For a miserable couple of weeks, Tom had spent every second job-hunting, while Laura had fretted and scoured the internet looking for cheaper accommodations for us all. When it had all seemed hopeless, Laura received a strange phone call out of the blue. Unlike when Nate arrived, she called us all into one of our family conferences. I thought back to when we had all sat around the table, and she had told us the news.

“I have some wonderful news, a godsend really. I’ve just received a call from a legal firm. Apparently, I had a great-great-uncle, twice removed or something, named Ezra Harland.” She had blown an errant hair out of her face at this point, a long-standing habit, with her long, golden hair often escaping the messy bun she wore. “I never knew of him, but it seems that I was his closest living relative. He died and left his fortune to me. I’m not sure of the details, but I have an appointment with the attorney tomorrow. I got the impression that he was very wealthy. All I know is that we have been given a house. Can you believe it? We will finally own our own house, and a big one, a mansion, no less. It’s like a dream come true!” 

The problem with things being too good to be true is that they usually are, and Laura being left a fortune in a will from someone she’d never heard of, just as we were about to lose our own house seemed highly improbable. I don’t like coincidences at the best of times, and something about what she was telling us seemed off somehow. I remember looking at her face, full of smiles and without the look of worry she’d been wearing like a mask for the last few weeks, and decided to keep my opinions to myself. If anyone deserved a little good fortune, it was Laura and Tom.

Once I’d gotten over my misgivings, I began to relish the prospect of being rich until Tom and Laura came back from that appointment with the solicitors and informed us that the old man’s mansion was two hundred miles away, and we would have to leave our friends and school behind.

“So the attorney, Mr. Millen, told me that we get the house,” Laura began when she arrived back from her appointment.” We’d descended on her as soon as she’d walked through the front door, eager for information about our new-found riches. Well, Elliott and I had; Nate had stayed in his room. Laura laughed at us as she took her jacket off and ushered us into the kitchen. “He said there had been other people who had inherited it before me, but they had all disappeared.” She put on a mock-spooky voice for the benefit of Elliott, who was lapping it up. “They probably just didn’t like the country life and went home. There isn’t much money to go with it, but I got the impression that the house was full of riches. Perhaps, there are old paintings we can sell until Tom finds work. To be honest, the lawyer was pretty vague on a lot of details, but hey, we are homeowners now.”

Despite Laura’s giddiness over becoming a homeowner, a lot of what she said that day seemed off to me. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was not quite right. There was the timing, the fact that she wasn’t the first to inherit and that the others before her had “disappeared” Just what did that mean? They left? Who would just leave a mansion, surely, if anything, they’d sell it if they didn’t like it? Also, now she was being told that very little money came with it; whereas, before, I’d gotten the impression that Ezra Whatsisname had been rich. If he was rich, where was his money? Laura had been so excited at the thought of becoming a homeowner for the first time in her life that the fact we had no money seemed not to bother her at all. I asked her how much it cost to heat a mansion, but she brushed me off, saying that we’d find a way. I only hoped we found a way before winter crept in. 

That had been just over a month ago, and now, here we were, heading to a town I’d never heard of.

“Tell me about the house again Mama!” Elliott could barely contain his excitement about moving, although at ten years of age, what did he care about leaving the coolest city in the world to live in Hicksville?

“Well,” Laura began, taking her head out of the map, (She didn’t trust satnavs.) “I don’t know exactly what it is like. Mr. Millen wasn’t very forthcoming, but I was given the impression that my great-great-uncle was very, very, rich. I know that there is a lot of land and some surrounding woodland, so you’ll have plenty of trees to climb.”

“But does it look like a castle?”

Laura laughed. “I don’t know sweetheart. We’ll just have to wait and see.”

“If he was very rich, why didn’t he leave us with enough money to maintain a large house and, you know, eat?” There, I’d said it. I’d been trying so hard not to put a damper on everyone else’s spirits, so I had kept quiet, but after four weeks of hearing about this amazing majestic castle/mansion, I felt that I really should inject some reality into the situation. 

Laura looked at me and dropped her smile, making me feel bad. Laura had been more than a mother to me and was always on my side. Why did I have to spoil her moment of joy? I just didn’t want her to be disappointed, and the vagueness of the attorney worried me. I have to admit to still being upset at being uprooted from the only stable home I’d ever known. Luckily, Laura didn’t take my outburst to heart although she did ignore it. She put her head back in her map and then exclaimed that we were nearly there, in her singsong voice. 

We followed the truck up a long, dusty, track with huge pine trees on either side at the edge of thick woodland.

“Look,” Elliott pointed out a cute little cabin just off the main road. Smoke wafted from its chimney like something out of a fairytale. “Will they be our new neighbors?”

“I guess so, Buddy,” Tom replied. “We can’t be far off now. Any second now, there will be a driveway with huge gates, and we’ll know we’ve arrived. How far, Laura?”

Laura turned the map slightly. “I’m not sure. I think we are pretty close. The truck driver has the address, though, so just keep following him.”

As she said it, the truck came to a stop outside a rickety old farmhouse. Tom pulled up behind him. The driver got out and came over to our car. Laura wound her window down.

“Is everything alright? Have you stopped to ask for directions because I’m afraid I lost where we were on the map half an hour ago?”

“No ma’am, we’re here.”

Laura looked around. We all looked around. 

“Are you sure? This isn’t quite what I was expecting.” That was the understatement of the century. Far from the regal castle we had been led to believe we would be living in, this was a shack. It was a large shack, admittedly, but a shack all the same. 

My misgivings had been right all along. No wonder all those other people disappeared. They probably took one look at the house and split. The reason behind the solicitor’s vagueness became all too clear. No one in their right mind would want to live here. I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to buy it either. It was a dump.

“Yes, Ma’am. This is the address we were given. We’ll start to unload if that’s ok with you?” He tipped his cap and opened up the back of the truck.

“Well, it looks like this is our new home. I’ll go open up.” She pulled some keys from her pocket and got out of the car.

“Awesome!” yelled Elliott and followed her like a little puppy.

I followed a little more slowly, not eager in any way to go into the ramshackle house. There was not another house in sight, just trees in every direction and what looked to be a huge meadow at the back. Tom walked past me, arms filled with suitcases.

“It’s not that bad Kim,” said Tom. I’d not even said anything. He knew me well enough to know what I was thinking. My facial expression probably gave me away. Nate also passed me without a word,book in hand. I followed him in. 

If I was hoping the inside of the house would look any better, I was to be sorely disappointed. The wooden kitchen looked like it had been fitted out in 1800, the stairs creaked, and every window had pink gingham curtains.

“Well, this is quaint.” Laura was the first to speak. I think the rest of us were in shock except Elliott, who genuinely seemed to love the place. Trust Laura to put a positive spin on things. I’ve never once, in thirteen years, seen her really upset. She sees the good in everything.

“It’s horrible. I thought your great-great-uncle whatever he was, was really rich. I thought this was going to be a mansion.” Of course, I was not to be trusted to do the same. I saw things how they were. I was the half-empty girl to Laura’s half-full.

“Well, Kimberly, It’s not really what I was expecting either, but it really is rather lovely. A coat of paint and we can get it looking as good as new. It’s bigger than any home I’ve ever lived in. I’ve been told it has five bedrooms and just look at that view out back.” I looked out of the kitchen window to see a huge meadow surrounded by woodland on each side.

“We could get a horse or a goat. It will be wonderful, you’ll see.”

I tried to muster up some enthusiasm for the place; but when I saw the room that would be my bedroom, I struggled. It was so ridiculously old fashioned with pink flowery wallpaper peeling off the walls.

There was a huge bed, but it looked like Old Ezra Whatsisname had died in it. I tentatively sat on it, and it gave out a great creaking sound, followed by a billowing of dust. Great!

Of course, Elliott thought the whole place was wonderful. He was in and out of rooms all afternoon, exclaiming “Brilliant” in each one as if it were a five-star hotel. At lunchtime, he asked Laura if he could explore outside.

“Of course, just be careful, don’t go too far, and come back for dinner time. Kimberly, Nate, would you like to go exploring with him?”

Not especially. I knew by the tone of her voice that it was more of a request to make sure Elliott was ok than asking if I actually wanted to go out. “Yes, sure, I’ll come with you Squidger.”

‘Squidger’ or ‘Squidge’ was my nickname for him, and I was the only one allowed to call him that. It came from when he was a toddler and called cuddles ‘squidges.’

“Sorry, I want to unpack my books,” was Nate’s typical response. Not that I cared. I didn’t particularly want to be around him anyway.

Elliott loved the outdoors. He ran all the way across the meadow, while I followed at a much more sedate rate, picking the occasional wildflower from the long grass as I went, with the vague idea in my head of presenting them to Laura when we got back. Butterflies fluttered among the flowers as the bees collected pollen. One of the butterflies, a beautiful blue one, landed on my hand. I stopped to show Elliott, but he was way ahead of me, and as soon as I called him, the butterfly flew off, scared by my loud voice. By the time I reached the woodland, Elliott had already climbed the first tree he had come to. I walked along the ground beneath him as he jumped and swung through the branches. He didn’t know his birth parents, but I harbored a secret suspicion that he was closely related to chimpanzees. I shouted as much up to him to receive a stuck-out tongue as a reply.

I did have to admit that the woodlands were pretty beautiful and as the sun grew lower in the sky, it filtered through the trees in such a way that made them seem almost magical. The wildflowers grew here too, although in little clumps where the trees were thinner and let the sun through. For the first time since arriving, I thought I might actually be ok here. I loved the outdoors, the feel of the sun on my skin and the fresh air. 

I let Elliott have his fun and then practically dragged him back to the house to help Laura with dinner. I think he’d have stayed out all night if I’d have let him.

I went to bed that night feeling torn. I wanted to be happy here, mainly for Laura and Tom’s sake, but something still didn’t add up in my head, and I couldn’t quite figure out what it was that was bugging me. I fell asleep sure that something was wrong, resulting in a fitful sleep and nightmares I’d not experienced since being a young child. 

The next morning I was awakened by Laura shaking my shoulders.

“Kim, wake up. Elliott’s missing!”

 

 

 


Chapter two

 

“What?” I couldn’t process what she was trying to tell me in my half-awake state. I’d been dreaming about being abandoned by my mother, a nightmare I’d had regularly when I first came to live with Laura and Tom, mainly because it had actually happened. I rubbed my eyes. “What do you mean he’s missing?”

 “He’s not in his room. He’s not anywhere in the house. Your room is the last room I’ve checked.” She looked panicked.

“He’s probably gone outside to play in all the excitement of a new house. He didn’t want to come in last night.” I pulled my dressing gown over my pajamas as I got out of bed. Although Elliott had never gone missing ever before, I was pretty sure there was a simple reason for him not being in his bed.

“That’s just it. I locked all the doors and windows myself before I went to bed. I checked in on him before bed, and he was there, asleep. I don’t know what on earth has happened to him. It’s like Mr. Millen said. He’s just vanished. At the time, I thought he was joking about all those people disappearing, but now Elliott’s gone too.”

“He can’t have just disappeared. He’s probably just playing hide and seek.” I didn’t like this Mr. Millen right now. Why couldn’t he have just told us the full story?

I followed Laura out of my room. I could hear Tom shouting for Elliott outside. Another man’s voice joined Tom’s. It was Nate’s. 

“Elliott!” Laura shouted.

“Is there an attic or a cellar here?” I was still of the hide and seek theory. 

“No, at least, none that I’ve found.”

I followed Laura downstairs to the kitchen just as Tom and Nate came through the door.

“We didn’t find him,” said Tom. “Did you have any luck?”

“No, I’ve checked all the rooms and shouted for him. He’s definitely not hiding anywhere in the house. How far did you two check?”

“Not far,” Tom answered. It was then that I noticed that both Tom and Nate were still in their pajamas. Both had their coats thrown over the top. 

“Right, I’m going to get changed, Tom, you too,” Laura commanded. “We can go out and search properly. He could be anywhere in that meadow; the grass is so high. He could have fallen and hurt himself.”

“I want to come, too,” I said.

“No, I think it’s best if you and Nate wait here. I’m sure he’ll be back soon. He’s probably got himself stuck in a tree or something. I’d hate for him to come back and find no one here.”

“Ok.” I put the kettle on. Laura was probably right. He’d been so excited to be out the day before. I wasn’t overly worried about him. “Nate, cuppa?” 

“Yes please,” he took his coat off, pulled his dressing gown on, and sat at the rickety kitchen table.

It only took the time for the kettle to boil for Tom and Laura to get dressed. They both rushed out of the house without a word.

I poured water into both of our cups and joined Nate at the table.

“Thanks,” He rarely spoke, but when he did, it was usually in monosyllables.

“Where do you think he could be?” I asked Nate, but he didn’t answer. Then...

“I think he’s still in the house.”

“Sorry?” I’d heard him the first time; I was just shocked that he’d spoken—a whole sentence.

“I think he’s still in the house somewhere,” he repeated.

“What makes you think that?”

“All the doors and windows were locked. He was here last night when Tom and Laura went to bed; ergo, he’s still in the house.”

“Yeah, Laura told me that, but he isn’t, is he? She must have been mistaken about having locked the door.”

“She wasn’t mistaken. She said that she double-checked it.”

“But she’s searched the whole house. He’s not here.”

“Logic dictates he is.” He sipped his coffee.

Logic, what now? Who talks like that? I wished he’d not started speaking now. 

“If he is in the house, let’s go find him,” I said it more to prove him wrong than anything else. I doubted Laura would miss anywhere. It was a large house, but it wasn’t massive. It had four big bedrooms and a tiny storage room upstairs and a lounge and open-plan kitchen/dining room downstairs. There weren’t really many places to look, and despite us having a huge van to bring our belongings here, the grand sum of everything we owned, barely filled half of it. 

We tried upstairs first. Because we’d only arrived the night before, we hadn’t even unpacked yet. It meant that there was very little to hide behind or under. I checked all the bedrooms and the storage room with Nate. For a second, I thought he might have been hiding in one of the numerous cardboard boxes full of junk we’d brought from our old house, but they were still taped up. There were a couple of built-in cupboards. We checked those, too, to no avail. Once Nate was sure that Elliott hadn’t found a brilliant hiding place upstairs, we checked the downstairs, living room, first.

“What do you make of the other people living here disappearing?” Nate asked, looking behind our old sofa.

“You don’t think that has anything to do with Elliott do you?” I asked, but didn’t believe it did. I expected Tom to be marching Elliott through the door any second, after finding him up a tree somewhere.

We moved on to the kitchen, the last room in the house. 

“I don’t know. It’s weird that everyone who has lived in this house has disappeared, though.”

“Not everyone, just some people. This place was grossly overstated. Didn’t the lawyer call it a mansion? They probably took one look at it and turned right back around. He was probably overstating how many people had gone missing, too, to think of it. He’s not here! We’ve checked everywhere. I told you.”

“He is; we just haven’t found him yet. Check the laundry room.”

I opened the door. There on the floor was Ted, Elliott’s teddy bear. He’d had it since he was a baby. 

“This is Elliott’s. He sleeps with it.”

“So Elliott must be in here, or at least, have been in here.”

Why would Elliott come into the utility room? The room was only about four feet by ten feet. There wasn’t much space for him to hide in. I picked up Ted and hugged him close.

“He’s not here. Ted must have been dropped when we moved in yesterday.” I always look for the simplest solution.

“Did he always sleep with the bear?” enquired Nate.

“Yes.” 

“Why would he go to bed without it on the first night in a new place?”

“I don’t know. It’s unusual. Perhaps he couldn’t find it. Maybe he thought he was too old for it. He is, really. He’s ten.”

“What about that old bookcase?”

I looked to where he was pointing. There was an old set of shelves at the far end of the room. They had dried mud on them as if they had been used to store shoes instead of books. Nate squeezed past me to take a closer look.

“Kim, come here. Have you seen this?”

“What?” I looked to where he was pointing but couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

“There is a gap between the bookcase and the wall.” 

I looked to where he was pointing. The gap must have been two millimeters at most.

“You’re not trying to tell me you think Elliott went through there are you? I know he’s small, but that’s ridiculous.”

“Very funny, help me with this.” He grabbed the bookcase and started to pull. I grabbed above him and pulled with him. At first, nothing moved, but then slowly it began to pull back.

“This is a lot heavier than it looks,” I panted as the bookcase came back. It swung back, on hinges as if it were a door.

“But there is something behind it, look,” Nate began. Behind the bookcase was a set of steps leading down. “I told you he was still in the house!” 

“How could he have moved this bookcase? It took both of us to budge it.”

“I don’t know how, but I’m sure he did. I’d bet a fortune that he’s down there.”       

I could see another door at the bottom, lit up with a strip light. Neither Nate nor I had flicked a switch, so it must have come on automatically when we pulled the bookcase back. I ran down the worn stone stairs, Nate following behind me. The stone was cold on my feet, and I wished I’d thought to put some slippers on. I heard a bang behind us, and when I looked back, I saw that the bookcase had closed. Nate ran back up. 

“It’s closed, I can’t budge it.”

We were trapped.

 

[image: ]

 


Chapter three

 

The bottom of the stairway ended in a door. The door was incongruous with the rest of the farmhouse. For a start, this was the first door I’d seen that hung on both hinges and fit the frame without a half-inch gap around the edges. It reminded me of a hotel room door. 

“Go on then, what are you waiting for? He has to be down here,” Nate urged. I still found it strange to hear his voice at all, so little had he ever spoken to me.

I pushed down the handle with a sense of trepidation. It pushed down easily, but the door itself was heavy to open. The sight that greeted me was not anything like I had expected. I had thought that perhaps, the door would lead to some kind of cellar, a damp, dark, room with nothing in it except for long-forgotten junk and a few dozen spider webs. What I didn’t expect was to be walking into a study, the type you’d expect an old man to be seated in on those Christmas specials on TV where they start the story by reading a book. Wooden paneling clad the walls around the entirety of the base of the room with a deep red wallpaper above it. Light was provided by an old fashioned green lamp sitting on a sideboard and a couple of spotlights in the ceiling. 

“What the...?” Why have a cellar decorated better than the rest of your house? It was old fashioned and not to my taste, but at least, there weren’t cracks in the walls with paint peeling off every surface. It didn’t make sense at all.

I heard the door click softly behind us and as if on cue, a roaring fire appeared in the ornate fireplace. There were two deep red leather wing backed chairs facing the fire. Beyond that and the sideboard, all I could see was a huge flatscreen TV on the wall. Two doors, one at either side of the room, showed that this was not the only room under the farmhouse.

“Good day!” An image of a man appeared on the screen although neither of us had touched any remote. It had switched on of its own accord, just as the fire had.

The whole thing was surreal and unexpected. 

“What is this place?” asked Nate, walking towards the screen.

“Who cares,” I answered. I didn’t like it down here. I found the whole thing odd. Let’s just find Elliott and get him back upstairs. Laura will be so relieved we’ve found him.” He wasn’t in this room, but it made sense he was down here, in one of the rooms to either side, He must have gotten stuck in here when the bookcase upstairs somehow closed behind him. I ran to the door on the left and pushed the lever down. The door wouldn’t budge. “This door is locked. He must have gone that way.” I watched as Nate tried the opposite door. 

“Locked, too. Maybe Elliott didn’t come this way after all.” Nate shrugged his shoulders.

“Sit down, please. Let’s not stand on ceremony,” the old man said. “I must apologize, I only have two chairs, but as you can see, I have no way of knowing if there is just one person or a whole symphony of people. If there are more than two, then I’m afraid you’ll have to stand.”

There was a pause on the video. I looked over at Nate. He looked as confused as I did.

“Good, you’ve sat down. You’d better get yourself comfortable.” The old man spoke again. This wasn’t a live feed. Neither Nate nor I had sat in the seats. “Now I’ll bet you’ve guessed who I am, but if you haven’t, I’ll tell you. My name is Ezra Harland, and this is my house. If you are watching this, then you must be related to me somehow; either that, or all my relatives are now as dead as I am, and you are a treasure hunter. No matter, welcome, welcome.”

I took a good look at Ezra. So this was Laura’s great-great-uncle. He wasn’t what I expected at all when she’d described him to me. For a start, he wasn’t as old as I thought he’d be. I’d had an image in my mind of a wizened old man with wispy white hair and knotted knuckles. An eccentric old man named Ezra was how he’d been described. I’d been expecting Dumbledore. 

This man must have only been in his early sixties. He was bald but in a way that it seemed as though he shaved his head rather than let it fall out naturally. The little stubble that did peek through his scalp was a light gray color. He was fit, very fit. I could see defined muscle under his t-shirt. This looked like a man who was just leaving his prime, still good-looking. Laura had mentioned to me that he had been sick for a long time, but this man looked to be the peak of physical fitness. Just then, he coughed. It was a rasping cough, a clue, perhaps, that he wasn’t quite as healthy as he looked.

“Excuse me, this cough is so very tiresome, but it does bring me to the point of why we are both here. I’m sure, by now, that you have been told that I have a sizeable fortune. This is true. I’m a rich man, a very rich man.”

I looked once again at Nate. At the mention of riches, Ezra had a rapt follower. I turned back to the screen, wondering where all this was leading and what, if anything, it had to do with the disappearance of Elliott. 

“I suppose, when I found out I had a little more than two years left to live, I could have spent it on cruises and luxuries. I could even have kept it all in a bank and just passed it straight down to you in my will. The thing is, though, I don’t like travel; I like games, games and puzzles, intriguing, perplexing, mystifying puzzles. I’m doing for you what I wish someone had done for me. I’ve built you a treasure hunt,” he coughed again, a great big hacking cough that probably involved a great deal of phlegm as he wiped his mouth with a handkerchief afterwards.

“Under the field behind my farmhouse is a maze, a labyrinth that you are now standing in. This is the first room. Somewhere in this maze is my fortune or what is left of it after the enormous cost of building the maze. Here it is.” He held up a huge gem in his hand. “This is one of the most precious gems in the world, and I’ve named it after you. This is the Labyrinthian Diamond, worth three hundred and fifty million dollars at last valuation, and you are my Labyrinthian or maybe even Labyrinthians. Somewhere in my maze, I’ll hide my treasure for you to find or not. Of course, once you find it, you’ve still got to get out.”

The screen went blank.

“Holy crap on a cracker, is this guy for real? Did you see that? There is a three hundred and fifty million dollar diamond down here somewhere.” Nate was almost beside himself with excitement. I’d only ever seen one emotion on him before, and that was boredom. This was quite a surprise.

I felt uneasy. There was something weird about the whole thing. I just wanted to run back upstairs and find Laura and Tom and get out of this strange place. 

“What about Elliott?” It seemed as though in all the excitement, Nate had temporarily forgotten about my brother.

“Well, he’s got to be down here, doesn’t he? He probably came down here, saw the same recording as we did, and decided to find the diamond.”

“Doesn’t this whole thing strike you as odd?”

“Of course, the old guy, Ezra Whatsisname, is coo coo for cocoa pops, but didn’t Laura say he was eccentric? I think building a treasure hunt is a cool way to spend your billions.”

“Hmm.” I didn’t find this cool. I found the whole thing creepy. “If Elliott was here, where did he go? Both doors are locked, remember?”

The screen came to life once again. Ezra sat staring out at us intently. I gave an involuntary shudder. 

“I hope you’ve had time to digest what I’ve told you. I don’t want you thinking this is going to be easy, though. It’s not. It’s going to be the toughest challenge you will ever face. I’m not going to give my diamond away that easily. I’m going to make you work for it. You will see a door on either side of you. It’s up to you which path you take, so choose well. Oh, and just to make things interesting, the door behind you is now locked. Good look on your quest. I’m sure we’ll meet again.” He laughed, which quickly turned into a cough and then the screen went blank once more.

I ran to the door we had come in through. He wasn’t joking. It was now locked.

“Nate, come and help me open this door.” Nate ran over and pulled at the handle. The door didn’t budge.

“It’s not going to open. We are trapped.”

A feeling of dread descended upon me. 

“This is what Laura told us about—all those people who went missing. They found this room. Elliott is down here somewhere. We have to find him!” I could feel my voice getting shrill.

“Kim, calm down. If Elliott is down here, he must only be a few hours ahead of us, if that. We follow this crazy maze, find Elliott, get the diamond, and be home in time for tea.”

“Nate, aren’t you listening to me? We are trapped in a room with no way out. Goodness knows how many people have been here before us.”

“Look at this logically. If Elliott did come down here, he must have found a way out because he’s not here now.”

“Right... so how did he get out? All the doors are locked.”

Just then, a click sounded in the room.

“What was that?” I asked pointlessly.

“It sounded like a door being unlocked.” Nate tried the door on the left and turned the handle. This time, it opened. I ran to the door we had first come through and tried it. 

“It’s still locked.”

“Try the other one,” ordered Nate.

As with the door on the right of the room, this one also opened easily. I looked in the next room. It had the same dimensions as the room in which we were standing, roughly twelve feet square, but it was empty. There were only gray walls, gray carpet, and three more doors, four including the one I was peering through.

“It’s an empty room. There are three more doors leading off it, one on each wall.” I shouted across to Nate.

“Same here. Which way do you want to go?”

“I don’t know; does it really matter?” I was too eager to find Elliot and get out of here. I had no time for the games of crazy old men.

“Come here, we’ll go this way,” Nate called over.

“Why?”

“Because in mazes, you should pick a direction and stick to it. If we keep turning right, eventually we will find a way out.”

“But what if Elliott turned left?”

Nate looked thoughtful for a second. “If Nate turned left, that’s fine. We stick to the plan, find a way out of this maze as quickly as possible and then come back down the passage behind the pantry with the police and a police dog. A trained dog would know which way Elliott went just by following his scent.”

It made a lot of sense. I closed the door and ran across to Nate. 

“I hope you’re right.”

“Of course, I’m right. I’m always right.” He grinned in a way I found totally unacceptable in our current circumstances.

The room Nate was in was an identical copy of the one I had peeked into through the door on the opposite wall. It contained four doors, nothing else. Light was provided by recessed spotlights in the ceiling.

“Ok, we have four doors. By your logic, we should take this one?” I indicated the door to the right. It, like the others, was made out of a dark wood and looked heavy.

“It’s not my logic. It’s maze logic. Everyone knows it.”

“Ok smarty pants, come on then.” I moved towards the door on the right, but the door behind me, which I’d been holding open, began to shut. I ran back and grabbed the door.

“What are you doing?” Nate asked.

“This door is closing by itself. I’m afraid that if I let it close, it will lock itself.”

Nate walked over and held the door long enough for me to step away. He let it go. Sure enough, it began to close. He grabbed it again just before it shut entirely.

“It’s got a spring that’s pulling it back. There’s nothing we can do. We either stand here all day holding it or let it close and keep going.”

“Can’t we put something here to hold it open?” Even as I said it, I knew I sounded lame. The room was devoid of any furniture, of anything. 

“What do you suggest? This room is empty.”

“I don’t know...an item of clothing maybe?”

“We are both in pajamas and a robe. That’s just six items of clothing between us. Six rooms in and we will both be naked. That being said, how about you go first?” I think I liked him better when he was silent.

He looked at me with an expression of amusement, which irritated me further. I think he could tell I was annoyed as he closed the door and spoke.

“Before we start stripping, why don’t we test your theory? Let’s see if the door does, in fact, lock behind us.”

“He pushed the handle down and pulled. The door didn’t open.”

“I told you!” I folded my arms, and, at least, he had the good sense to look sheepish.

“Ok, so it’s locked. That’s actually a good thing. It means that we can’t go backwards. Our situation now is no worse than it was two minutes ago. We were still stuck in here then.”

He had a point, annoyingly. I pulled the handle to the door on the right and opened it. Behind it was nothing but a brick wall. Painted in lurid green spray paint were the words “Turning right all the time will not help you Labyrinthian.”

“What were you saying?” I turned to find Nate right behind me. “Maze logic?”

“My logic still stands despite what the sign says. If we can’t go this way, we go to the next door.”

“Ok! But let’s hurry. I want to find Elliott.” I tried the next door along, opposite the one we had originally come through. It opened easily. Inside was another empty room. The only difference was that this one had a clock on the wall. I walked through and held the door for Nate. He took a step towards me and then stopped.

“What’s up?” I asked impatiently. We’d only been in two rooms, and the clock was reminding me just how much was at stake.

Nate walked to the only door in the room we hadn’t checked out and opened it. 

“This room is the same. It has a clock on the wall.”

“This one, too,” I shouted back at him.

He closed the door and came over to me. 

“I just didn’t want to miss something. Yeah. This room looks the same as the other one.” We both passed through the door and let it close behind us. A faint click told me that it, too, had locked. 

A thrill of fear ran through me. I’d never really had an issue with claustrophobia, but the thought of being trapped in a room underground suddenly hit me. It was true that there were four exits from the room, well, at least, four doors, but who was to say if any would open? The one behind us was locked. I carried on with Nate’s ‘Maze logic’ and ran to the door on the right wall. It was locked. The next one and the next were also locked. By now, I was beginning to panic. The only possible way out was the door we had come through, but I’d already heard the click of the lock as we closed it. I tried it anyway.

“It’s locked. They are all locked.” I tried to control my breathing, but the thought of being trapped down here was overwhelming. 

Nate came over to me and put his hand on my back. It was a strangely comforting gesture. 

“We’ll find him, Kim,” It was the first time I’d ever heard him say my name. It almost sounded strange coming from his mouth. He’d mistaken my fear of being trapped with a fear of losing Elliott, making me feel selfish for worrying about myself when Elliott was down here all alone.

I breathed deeply, and Nate took his hand from my back. Without it there, it suddenly felt cold

“Thanks. Sorry about that.”

“No problem. Better?”

 “Yeah, I think so. We are still trapped, though.” I tried not to think about Elliott, who could be behind any one of the locked doors, feeling that same fear I was.

“Are you sure all the doors are locked?”

“Yes. They are locked—all of them. There is no way out.”

“Ok, let’s look at this logically. There is no way this Ezra guy would make that video, just to bring us into a room and trap us here.”

“Why not? You said it yourself; he’s completely off his rocker. I’ll bet that the whole thing was just made up and, really, there are only four or five rooms down here. The diamond was probably a fake, too.” I sat on the floor in the middle of the room. 

“No. What would be the point? There must be a way out of this room. It’s a puzzle. Luckily, I like puzzles.”

“I don’t see a puzzle. The room is empty, and the doors are locked,” I said, ever the pessimist.

“The room isn’t empty, though, is it? There is a clock on the wall...a clock with only a second hand. That must be a clue of some kind.”

I looked up at the clock on the wall. I’d not noticed the first time I’d seen it, but he was right. It did only have a second hand. I couldn’t figure out how it would help us, though.

“Maybe the second hand means that only the second door will open. No, that can’t be right; all the doors are locked,” He was mumbling to himself. He paced around me, apparently deep in thought. His hand on his chin in a gesture I was beginning to recognize. “Which would Ezra count as the second door anyway? Would he count the door we came through as the first door?”

His pacing around me was beginning to make me feel dizzy, and his mumbling to himself was not helping either. I put my head in my hands and tried to drown him out to think. It was then that I heard it. It was very faint and barely noticeable over Nate’s talking, but I was sure I heard a click. I shot up and tried one of the doors. It was still locked. Nate hadn’t even noticed I’d moved. I glanced at the clock. The second hand was just ticking its way past the number two. I watched as it made a complete revolution around the clock, and as it hit twelve, I heard the click again, a little louder this time. It clicked a second time as the hand passed one.

“Nate!”

“Hmm?” He stopped walking and looked up at me.

“I can hear something when the second hand hits twelve. Listen.”

Sure enough, when the second hand passed over the number twelve the click came again, this time, more noticeably as we were both listening for it. The second click came again just seconds later.

“The doors unlock on twelve and lock on one! Quick! Stand by that door, I’ll take this one.” We watched as the second hand moved. It seemed to have slowed down now that we were waiting for it. Nate stood by the door to the right of the one we had come through, and I was at the next door along, poised to take action as soon as I heard the click. In my head, I counted the seconds down. Four...three...two...one...click. I pushed down the handle and pulled open the door quickly.

“It’s open!”

“This one, too. It’s an empty wall again and another of Ezra’s wonderful motivational sayings.” He closed his door and ran to me. 

The room we were now in was identical to the first room. The same wingback chairs, the same fireplace and the same TV.

The fire erupted as it had before and the TV once again came to life.  

“We are back in the first room!” I exclaimed

“We can’t be. That’s impossible.”

“Good day!” Ezra spoke out to us from the screen. “Sit down, please. Let’s not stand on ceremony. I must apologize, I only have two chairs, but as you can see, I have no way of knowing if there is one person or a whole symphony of people. If there are more than two, then I’m afraid you’ll have to stand.”

“It’s the same video!” I exclaimed. “He’ll be introducing himself next. I don’t know how, maybe the rooms move, but we are back in the first room.”

 “How can we be back in the original room? We’ve followed a straight line.” It did look identical to the room we had left only two doors earlier. It made me feel as though I was going crazy!

“Haha. My little joke. Don’t worry. You are not where you started. Didn’t I tell you that you’d see me again? I’ll bet you didn’t think so soon, eh? “Did you like the last room? It was an appetizer of things to come. A wee little puzzle to get you started. I do hope you enjoyed it. Now I don’t want you thinking that all my rooms will be that easy. Take this room, for instance.” 

He gestured to the room he himself stood in as he was being filmed. The camera panned around a room with similar dimensions to the others. There were key holes all over the walls and little hooks dotted around with keys hung on them. The camera came to rest 360 degrees later back on Ezra’s face. He had a look of glee about him as though he was presenting a box of chocolates to a starving child at Christmas, not playing a sinister game. 

“So, my little Labyrinthian, how are you feeling? Good? Good! I forgot to mention earlier. This maze of mine is quite large, and for obvious reasons, I can’t provide you with any food. However, to make things a little more comfortable for you, I have provided water fountains in some of the rooms. If you open the door behind you...”

I looked to where he was indicating. It looked like the door to the farmhouse. For a brief second, I harbored a hope that it would take us back to the pantry and out of this nightmare.

“Go on, then, open it.” Ezra cackled then coughed.

Nate opened the door.

“It’s a toilet!” Ezra cheered. “See how thoughtful I am. I suggest you use them when you can. They are dotted throughout the maze, and I make you a promise that the toilets are just that. I’m going to mess with your minds in many ways, but the toilets and the water fountains will only ever just be that. Use them when you can. You’ll be down here a while! Oh and just to let you know. The keys are the key!”

The TV went blank.

“Just how long does he expect us to be down here that he is providing water and toilets?” I wondered aloud.

“I don’t know, you should do what he said and use it, though.”

As I sat on the toilet, I tried to calculate just how big this place was. We had passed through three rooms so far, each one being approximately twelve feet square. We knew there was, at least, one more room if we had turned left when we started and as there was only one possible way to get out of the room where Nate was waiting for me, then this maze had to be at the very least seventy-two feet across. I tried to remember just how big the field behind the farmhouse was. I wished I’d paid more attention. If I had, I might have seen the chimneys. The smoke from the fires must go somewhere. Suddenly I felt excited. I finished up and ran out to Nate.

“The fireplaces! There must be a way of letting out the smoke. Someone will find us.”

“I’ve been thinking about that too. This whole underground maze must have ventilation somehow. Breathe the air in here; it’s not exactly fresh, but you can tell that air is somehow being pumped in. While you were on the toilet, I checked out the room. I found a small grill in the wall over there, and if you get close, you can feel a slight breeze coming through.”

“So we will be saved then.”

“Unfortunately not, take a look at this. I found it on one of the chairs. It has been left here on purpose for someone to find.” He handed me a notebook. It was of the type you might take to school or write a shopping list in, nothing special. It looked like it had been read quite a few times, the front cover was grubby and folded back. Inside, only the first few pages had been written on. The first page read ‘Welcome Labyrinthian(s).’ A simple sketch followed. Drawn over a double page, it showed the farmhouse in a two-dimensional childlike drawing. Beneath the farm house and filling up the entire bottom half of both the pages were a series of boxes, which I assumed were rooms. It was too simple to be any kind of map, but it showed just how large it was compared to the tiny picture of the farmhouse above it. I guessed that the drawing was not to an accurate scale, but Ezra must have drawn it to show just how large the Labyrinth actually was. It was massive. Laura had told me that we now owned the surrounding forest and judging by the little trees at both sides of the page, Ezra’s maze covered far more expanse than just the field.

I turned the page to find some notes written in strong handwriting. I heard the toilet flush as I read down the page, each word, filling me with more dread.

“Have you read this?” I asked Nate when he came over to me.

“Yeah, doesn’t make for good reading, does it?”

“Nate, it says that there are over two hundred rooms.” I looked at my watch. “We’ve only been in three, and we’ve been at it over half an hour already. At this rate, we won’t be out until...”

I tried to do the math in my head.

“If we say there are two hundred rooms and each room takes us ten minutes to solve, we’ll be out in approximately thirty-three hours.”

“Thirty-three hours?” My voice was getting shrill again. I took a deep breath and tried to regain some composure. I tried again, this time, a little more calmly. “Thirty-three hours!”

“But Ezra has written that there are over two hundred and you saw his video. I think we can assume that some rooms will take us longer than ten minutes, making thirty-three hours, the shortest time to go through all the rooms.”

I began to feel faint. More than thirty-three hours! 

“But,” he continued, “it isn’t likely that we will pass through all the rooms to get to the exit. We may only need to pass through five, say, or ten. We do, however, have to factor in sleep.”

The thought had not occurred to me before now. We would have to sleep down here.

“I’m not sleeping anywhere until I’ve found Elliott. Some of the rooms will take longer than ten minutes; surely, some will take less. The last few rooms, we could have done a lot quicker.” 

I ran over to the only door left and opened it. It was yet another gray, empty room, this time, with only one other door to the left.

“See, most of these rooms are just empty rooms. We can run through them.”

“Wait. Come back here.”

I didn’t want to close the door, afraid that it would lock itself, but I went back to Nate.

“What?” I asked impatiently. 

“First of all, take these. Put them in your robe pockets. We will probably need them.” He handed me two bottles of water. “I found the empty bottles in the bathroom and filled them from the sink. I’ll get two more for me to carry while you read the rest.”

I wasn’t sure that I wanted to turn the page of the book, but I did. It showed diagrams and notes on the construction of the maze. They were very simple drawings and didn’t help us know how to get out, but they did show that the chimney system was much more elaborate than having the smoke just rise up through a hole in the field. It seemed that the smoke was blown by a series of fans along long tubes out into the forest somewhere. Judging by the drawings, there was a small dwelling of some kind, where the smoke was being pumped to. I suppose anyone walking through the woods would assume that any smoke coming from the dwelling’s chimney was from a fire in the fireplace there and not hundreds of feet away, underground, in a crazy old man’s fortress. Drawings showed that Nate was also right about the air being pumped in, too. So we had air, water, and toilets. I wasn’t sure if I was pleased about this or not. I flicked through the rest of the book. It was empty. No use whatsoever.

“Take it with us.” Nate emerged from the toilet with his pockets bulging with bottles of water. He picked up the discarded notebook and squeezed it into his pocket beside one of the bottles.

“Come on. We need to run if we want to get out of here today.” I opened the door and ran through.

It was then that the floor fell beneath my feet.
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Chapter four

 

Like an elevator traveling downward too quickly, the floor beneath me stopped with a loud bang. My body followed, and I crashed to the ground, banging my head as I fell.

I briefly slipped out of consciousness. When I opened my eyes, everything was black. 

“Nate?” I whispered, afraid. Ever since I’d been a child, I’d been scared of the dark. It stemmed from my alcoholic mother leaving me in a room without light, sometimes for days on end. The first thing Laura bought me when I came to live with her was a flower-shaped night light. I’d used it every night since, for thirteen years.

“Nate?” I shouted this time. At first, I heard nothing, but then came a faint “Kimberly? Are you ok?”

It sounded as though he was shouting albeit from a great distance. His voice was muffled. It also sounded as though he was shouting from above.

“Nate,” I shouted again, this time as loudly as I could, making my head hurt. “I’m down here. I can’t see anything.”

The thought that I’d blinded myself in the fall occurred to me, but then a light somewhere in the room flickered, temporarily lighting up the whole room. I caught the briefest of glimpses of the walls. What I saw there made me wish I hadn’t. Blindness would have been a welcome problem if seeing what I did see was the alternative. Bodies of mutilated corpses hung from each wall in chains. I screamed.

“What is it?” I heard Nate from above, but I was too petrified to answer him. The flash came again. I could see dead people hanging on every wall. 

“Are you ok, Kim? Answer me.” He must have heard my scream. He sounded as frantic as I felt.

“Get me out! Get me out! Getmeout!” I screamed for all I was worth. The light flashed again. I closed my eyes, unable to bear seeing the grotesque bodies again. Pain flashed through my head where I had banged it in the fall.

Then I heard a noise that chilled me to my core.

Something was moving. Something was moving closer to me. I screamed again. This was beyond my own worst nightmare. I could hear rapid breathing, heavy, almost rasping. It took me a second to realize it was my own. I was hyperventilating. The thing, whatever it was, was getting closer. Blood rushed through my veins, I could feel my heart pumping, faster than I thought possible. 

Then, there it was. It touched me. I screamed again and then passed out.

“Kim…Kimberly…”

“Hmm?” My head hurt. I suddenly remembered where I was. My eyes shot open. Nate was standing above me, looking down. As I tried to get my bearings, I realized I was lying on the ground, and he was kneeling down beside me, a look of concern in his eyes. Panic streamed through me as I remembered the bodies.

“There are dead people here! Hanging on the walls! One crawled toward me and touched me.” I tried to sit up, but my head began to spin.

“Dead people?” Nate looked confused. “You mean the dummies?” 

I tried to sit up again, this time, more slowly. Lining the walls were a collection of shop mannequins. They looked pretty creepy, lined up around the walls of the room, but nothing compared to what my imagination and the flashing lights had done to them. Someone had dressed them up in Halloween costumes, which accounted for me thinking they were real dead people. In the light, the costumes were lame and, in any other circumstance, wouldn’t have scared me in the slightest. I felt really silly, looking at them now.

“Oh!” I gave a sheepish grin.

“I think what you heard was the floor lowering again. It was me that touched you. You were just standing there with your eyes closed, screaming. If you had opened them, you’d have seen it was me. I’m sorry I scared you.”

“So what happened?” I looked up. Half the ceiling was now on the floor. The light was coming from the room above. 

“You ran into the room up there, but half the floor is an elevator. Something tripped it as you stood on it, and it crashed down at a high speed. I think you must have fallen over as it hit the floor here and rolled off because when it came back up, you weren’t on it. When I ran into the room, I couldn’t find a way to activate the elevator again. Then I heard you screaming. I had to figure a puzzle out to get down here to you, and, when I did, you were standing here with your eyes closed. I touched your shoulder, but you fainted. You’ve been out for about two minutes. How is your head?”

I felt like a prize fool, mistaking Nate for a dead person coming to get me. My rational mind had obviously left me. It was this place, messing with my mind. My head hurt. I brought my hand to the back of my head. I could feel no blood or swelling, but there was a bruise where I had banged it. 

“It’s fine,” I replied with a wince.

“Here, let me see.”

He swiveled me around to get a better look. I could feel his fingers parting my hair at the back to see if I was bleeding.

“I don’t see a bump. Do you feel dizzy? Sick?”

“No, I think I’m fine.”

“Ok. We have to be careful to watch you for signs of a concussion. You were knocked out, which could be dangerous. Tell me immediately if you feel sick or sleepy, or if you have vision problems, ok?”  

“I’m fine, honestly.” It was sweet that he was so attentive. I wasn’t sure what to make of it given that he’d barely noticed my existence before today. I looked around the room again. There were no doors.

So how do we get out of this one?” I asked Nate.

“There were a couple of doors leading out of the room above. We must have to get back up there somehow in order to get out. I don’t know how to make the elevator go back up again. I suppose it’s another puzzle.”

“Forget puzzles. Can’t we somehow pile these mannequins up and just climb up them?”

I can’t see a pile of mannequins being very stable. I think we need to start looking for some kind of puzzle. A button or something to make the floor move back up.”

“How about if I stand on your shoulders and pull myself up. Then I could dangle off the edge and pull you up.”

“A great plan!” I could sense he was mocking me. “The only flaw I see is that I am about double the weight of you. How exactly are you going to pull me up?”

“Ok, how about you help me up, and I do the opposite of what you did up there to make the elevator lift? Then you just have to stand on the elevator and be brought up.”

“That’s not going to work. The puzzle was a one-time-only solve.”

“Are you saying I’m not smart enough to figure it out by myself?” I felt affronted. He might be a bookworm, but I wasn’t altogether useless.

“No, I’m saying that I had to put discs in a slot in a specific way to make it go down, and there are no discs left.”

“Oh, right.” Yet again, I felt embarrassed for thinking he was making fun of me. “Let’s get to figuring out what to do in here then.” I walked towards the first mannequin. It was nothing special; it didn’t even have a face, just a flat expanse of smooth cream-colored plastic. It was wearing a black witch’s outfit and held a broom. The next mannequin had a mask that made it look like some kind of zombie with fake blood. Its clothes were gray, ripped, and also covered in the same fake blood. Chains surrounded it. It was this one that had scared me when it was dark. In the light, it was no scarier than any other cheap shop-bought costume, which is probably what it was. 

I checked the chains to make sure that they weren’t somehow anchored to the wall in a pulley system. They weren’t, and upon closer inspection, they were also made out of thin plastic. 

Each mannequin was dressed in a different costume, some witches, some ghosts, some zombies, and a couple of skeletons. None of them were particularly impressive. 

“I don’t see a way out. All these mannequins are just mannequins,” I stated the obvious.

“Check the witch’s broom at your side, will you? See if it’s the same as this one.” Nate stood next to another witch, this one, dressed in red. I moved back to the first mannequin I’d seen and checked its broom. 

It looked strange. It had holes spread equidistantly down its side. 

“There are holes in it.”

“This one, too. Why?”

I don’t know why he was asking me. How was I supposed to know why? I picked up the broom anyway and handed it to him. He compared the two brooms. They were identical with the holes on each side.

“There must be a reason for these holes,” he said to himself. He pulled the broom head off both. One broom handle had a hole in the bottom; the other had a cylindrical piece of wood sticking out. He slotted the brooms together. 

“There!”

“So now we have a big broom!” I wasn’t quite sure where he was going with this. I couldn’t see how a big stick would help us any.

“Get all the brooms. There are two over there with those mannequins, and there’s one in the corner.”

I did as he asked and picked up all the brooms I could find, bringing them back to the middle of the room. 

Nate set about dismantling them, then rearranging the handles and putting them together. He ended up with two very long sticks.

“Now, what?”

“They both reach up to the floor above.  I think that they are a ladder.”

“Sorry to sound thick, but aren’t they missing something important, you know, like rungs?”

He pulled a face at me. 

“Yes, of course, they need rungs. There are holes for them. Just look around the room until you find anything that looks like a rung.”

I hadn’t seen anything that looked remotely like a rung, the first time I’d searched the room, but I looked around again. I even lifted up the costumes of some of the mannequins to see if anything was hidden under them, to no avail. 

“There are no rungs here.” I pointed out the obvious after five minutes of looking up witches skirts.

“We just need something about a foot wide and thin. They may be flat or cylindrical.”

“About the length of this bone?” I picked up one of the prop bones lying on the floor next to a mannequin dressed as a skeleton.

“You are a genius!” Nate ran over to me and took the bone from my hand. He grabbed hold of one of the knobby ends and pulled. It came off, revealing a small cylindrical extrusion that would fit neatly into the holes on the side of the brooms. He repeated the action on the other side of the bone. “Find more bones. I think we’ll need about ten.”

The problem was, there weren’t ten bones. The skeleton costumes had bones painted on rather than fake bones. Between us, we only came up with two more that had been left lying around. 

Nate fitted them into the first three sets of holes on each side of the broom handle ladder. They fit perfectly. 

“I just don’t get it. Why would Ezra leave us the means to build only a part of a ladder? It’s clearly nowhere near enough for us to reach the room above,” he mused.

I didn’t know what to say. How was I supposed to know why Ezra did it? I had no idea why anyone would want to build a maze in the first place.

“He’s a wacko, he prob…” 

Nate cut me off. “Just be quiet while I think.” He placed his head in his hands and began to pace the room. I got out of his way, miffed at being asked a question then told to shut up when I answered. I sat in one of the corners and watched as he walked around and around, a look of stern concentration on his face. 

He must have circled the room thirty times before he spoke, and even then, it was only to utter the words ‘I don’t get it.’

I had to watch him begin the cycle again. I was beginning to tire of waiting for him to come up with a solution, so, instead, I studied his features as he walked past me for the umpteenth time. It’s funny, but this was the first opportunity I’d had to really look at him. Before now, if you’d asked me to describe him, I’d have said something along the lines of: ‘Tall, dark hair, a bit pudgy, doesn’t talk much, and is a bit of a geek. Looking at him now, though, I’d gotten him all wrong. His hair was dark. It was that color that isn’t quite black, isn’t quite brown, but somewhere in between. It had a natural wave to it and covered the tips of his ears. He could probably do with a haircut, but, looking at him now, having his hair just that little bit too long suited him. His eyes were the deepest of browns and even screwed up in concentration, exuded a certain warmth and were framed with the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen on a boy. He was slightly overweight but held it well. He was very tall, so he could carry it off. He was a lot cuter than I’d originally thought him to be. I still stood by my assumption of geekiness, though.

“I don’t get it!” he repeated to himself, making me jump with his raised voice. He kicked the nearest mannequin, causing it to fall and come apart on the floor. 

I stood up, ready to tell him to calm down when I saw a grin appear on his face.

“He didn’t! He can’t have! Oh my goodness me, how could I have missed it? It’s so simple.”

I had no idea what he was talking about

“What now? Who did what?” I asked, confused.

“Watch this.” He picked up the hand of the fallen mannequin. It had the same cylindrical prong on it that the bones had. He pulled two of the bone rungs out of the ‘ladder’ and slotted the hand in above the bottom rung. It only slotted in one side

“The bones are only to hold the ladder together. We climb up the mannequin parts. I thought we could use the arms or legs right at the beginning, but they were too long. It never occurred to me that we could also use hands and feet. It doesn’t matter that they don’t stretch all the way across the ladder. The bones will hold it together at the bottom, top, and middle. Look for other body parts.”

You could have trapped me in that room for a million years, and it would never have occurred to me to make a ladder out of brooms, bones, hands, and feet. I quite enjoyed ripping the body parts off the mannequins, pretending that each one belonged to Ezra Harland.

The completed ladder looked ridiculous, but I couldn’t deny it looked climbable.

“I told you right at the start we should climb up on the mannequins,” I smiled sweetly as I had the first go on the ladder. The ‘rungs’ were painful to stand on because of their strange shape and my bare feet; however, it only took thirty seconds to scramble to the top. When Nate didn’t follow, I put my head over the edge. 

“What’s up?”

“I’m not sure if it will hold my weight. I’m a lot heavier than you. These hands and feet are only held on at one point. Too much weight and they’ll snap.”

“There’s only one way to find out.” I encouraged.

I watched as he placed his foot on the first rung. It held. He climbed up to the second. It creaked ominously but held. He slowly made his way up, one step at a time. I could see that his knuckles were white; he was gripping the broom handles so tightly. On the seventh step, I heard a snap, followed by the sound of a mannequin hand crashing to the floor. Nate’s head that had been peeking over the top disappeared. I ran back to the edge to see him holding on for dear life. A few seconds later and I was helping him climb over the edge. 

Relief showed on his face. 

“Thanks.”

“No problem.” I’d not done much to help. “You know, I never thought I’d ever have to climb up a ladder made up of human body parts to escape from a room.”

“Not real humans, but yeah, it’s a strange one.” 

I burst out laughing. Nate followed suit. 

I looked at the two doors we had to choose from. Both had skulls painted on the door. I had a feeling that there was no good way to choose. Either way, we were going to end up deeper into the labyrinth, and, despite our few seconds of mirth, we were only moving closer to the heart of the beast.  
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Chapter five

 

It was the room we’d seen Ezra in on the screen earlier, the one with the keys and the keyholes. It would have looked like a normal living room if not for the holes in the walls. It reminded me of my grandmother’s room, way back before she died. It had a comfortable sofa, the kind you might find at a furniture thrift store, with a toy stuffed cat perched on the side. The walls were papered in pink, patterned wallpaper, and there was an empty fireplace with a mantelpiece. The mantelpiece held the seemingly obligatory clock, this time, a small carriage clock. A framed picture on the wall held the message of ‘Home Sweet Home.” Another, on the wall on the other side of the fireplace, read, “A man’s home is his castle.” Nice sentiment for a man who had us locked in the dungeons! I dropped onto the sofa and picked up the stuffed cat. It mewed, causing me to almost drop it in shock before I realized it was just some kind of mechanism inside it making the noise. I turned it upside down and brought it the right way round. It mewed again.

“Can you put the toy cat down and help me, please?”

Nate was busy examining every keyhole as if he thought he might discover something exciting behind one.

I walked over to the only other door in the room and looked at the keys hanging nearby. There were so many hooks with so many keys, each different in size, shape, and color. I picked the nearest and pulled it from its hook. I could already tell by its size that it was too small, but I put it in the keyhole of the door anyway. Unsurprisingly it didn’t turn. I tried the door handle anyway. It wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if, as a joke, Ezra had left the door unlocked. I was almost shocked when it didn’t open.

“I don’t think that’s going to work. There wouldn’t be all these keys here if it wasn’t locked.”

“Thanks, Sherlock. What do you suggest then? Should we try every key until we find one that fits the door?” I plopped myself back onto the sofa and stroked the toy cat

“There are hundreds of keys and we have no way of knowing if it is actually the door that opens. Knowing Ezra, it could be a bit of the wall we have to unlock. It could take us years to try every key in every lock.”

“That’s if any of the keys actually fit any of the locks in the first place.” Miss Pessimist was once again showing her true colors. I was tired, hungry, and fed up with playing games. I just wanted to be back home with my family, with Laura and Tom and Elliott. I’d even let Nate stay if he stopped bugging me and if we ever got out of this hell hole alive.

“We need to look at this puzzle logically.”

“There’s that word again! There is nothing logical about any of this. You know what? I bet this whole thing is a joke and there is no way out. We should have just waited in the first room until someone found us. They would have opened the door from the outside, and we could have left the way we came in.”

“Possibly, but it’s unlikely. We would never have found the way in if it wasn’t for Elliott dropping his teddy bear. We left no clues behind us. Besides, I’ll bet Laura and Tom are still out looking for Elliott.”

“Maybe” I conceded. I pulled Ted out of my robe pocket and hugged him tight. I didn’t want to say it, but there was no way Elliott would have managed to find a way out of this room. I didn’t have a clue, and even Brainiac was struggling. 

“Could it be the clock again, do you think?” I stood up and picked it up off the mantelpiece. It looked like any other carriage clock. I turned it over. An engraved plaque on the back read, “Presented to Ezra Harland for his thoughtful and continued contribution in our fight to find a cure.” The emblem of the charity, A Cure for Cancer, was embossed beneath.

“Huh. He gave money to charity. Who would have thought it?”

I passed the clock to Nate for him to have a look.

“Do you think it’s a clue?” I asked.

“No. It’s just a clock. The time is wrong, and it has long since stopped working.”

“Probably Old Ezra forgot to change the batteries,” I mused.

“It’s not run on batteries. It’s clockwork. See?” He wound up the clock and almost immediately, it began to tick. I watched with bated breath for something amazing to happen, for it to transform into a key or give us some kind of clue. After a few seconds, it became apparent that it was not going to do that. Nate rested it back on the mantle.

“I’m flummoxed!”

“The great Nate is flummoxed, well there is a first!” In any other situation, I would have been glad to have caught him out. All this meant, however, was that we were once again trapped in a room that we couldn’t get out of.

Neither of us spoke for a few minutes. Nate stroked his chin in concentration while I looked around the room properly. There really were too many keyholes to count, and there must have been hundreds of keys. The only one not on a hook was the one I’d taken off the wall earlier. It was still in my hand.

I looked at it. It was a pretty small key. I don’t know why I’d picked it up, as it was obviously not even a door key. It looked like it might open a cabinet of some kind. I’d probably picked it up because it was so close to the door, and it was so pretty. Silver in color and with the end shaped like a fleur-de-lis.

It certainly was ornate. As I looked closer, I noticed a letter engraved on it, the letter B. I picked another key from the wall, this time, a large old brass one. It was similarly engraved, this time with the letter Q.

“Nate, these keys are all engraved. They have letters on them, look.”

I passed him the two keys. 

“This must be a clue of some kind, but what? There are hundreds of keys here.”

I picked up a few more keys and examined them. Every one of them had a letter engraved on it.

“It must spell out a clue somehow,” I said, but even I, who was useless at puzzles, could guess the sheer amount of words that could be made up with all the letters. Even a computer would struggle to make sense of it.

“There has to be something else!” Nate got that look in his eyes again, a glint. He really was enjoying all this despite what he had told me earlier. “Look around the room. See if you can spot anything else.”

He started to move around the room slowly, examining the walls in minute detail. Heaven knows exactly what he was looking for. I took the opposite wall, to the right of the fireplace and copied him. I tried to look at it in the same way Nate would. It was a wall. It was pink. It had a framed picture with an inane saying on it. A thought occurred.

“Could these words be some kind of cipher?” I only asked because I’d seen something on ciphers in a movie, just days before. I didn’t really know what I was talking about.

“I thought something similar, but it’s no cipher I know. The frames don’t come away from the wall either. I’d hoped that there might be a clue behind them.”

Well, that killed my theory! I wouldn’t have thought to try to look behind them. I looked at the picture more closely. Even that had hooks and keys on it; they were everywhere. I put my hand up to pull one of the small keys off to examine it more closely, but when I put my hand to the canvas, the key wasn’t there. I could see it but not hold it. When I looked closer, I saw that the key was painted on. It had been painted with such detail that I had thought it was real. I swiped my hand across the canvas. All of the keys were painted. One of them had the same fleur-de-lis shape as the key I had picked up earlier, the one I’d passed to Nate.

“Hey Nate, do you still have that cute little key I gave you?”

“Yeah, have you found something?” He came over and handed me the key.

“I don’t know.” I held the little key up to the matching one on the canvas. It was identical apart from the lack of a letter on the painting. I hooked it on the little hook. 

“Trompe l’oeil,” Nate exclaimed.

“Trump what?”

“It’s a type of painting, like an illusion.”

“Oh.” Trust Nate to know. 

  “I think you may be on to something, though. These painted keys are all small, silver, and more importantly, have different shaped ends. I think we need to find the real keys that match.”

I scanned the room quickly. Immediately, I spotted another silver key. The end was shaped like a club on a playing card. I ran and hooked it on its painted counterpart. Between Nate and I, we found a whole heap of little silver shaped keys. I passed mine to Nate one at a time as he hooked them onto the picture. It became apparent that we had too many keys for the hooks. However, the ones that did match spelled out a phrase.

INSIDE THE CAT

 “Inside the cat? What does that mean?”

“I have an idea.” I ran to the stuffed cat toy and pulled its head. It took quite a bit of pulling, but, eventually, it ripped. A cloud of stuffing flew out, and something hit the floor with a metallic clink.

“The key!” Nate picked it up.

“So now what? We have a key. We also have about a thousand keyholes.”

He tried it in the door. It didn’t turn.

“There must be something we are missing. I don’t think we are supposed to try this key in every keyhole. We still have all these little silver keys left right?” He ran to the other painting, the one that read ‘Home Sweet Home’ and hooked the keys on according to shape. Once all the little keys had been placed, they spelled out ‘IN THE FIREPLACE.’

Nate took the key from the cat into the fireplace. I followed. There was just one keyhole. He placed the key in the lock.

“You do realize that if this doesn’t work, we are screwed, right?” he said.

“Just turn it!”

He turned the key, and, rather than the fireplace opening, a click behind us told us that the door had unlocked. I ran to it and opened it. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw what was behind it.

“Uh, Nate, you might want to come and look at this.”
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Chapter six

 

“What is i—Oh, wow.”

The floor of the room was made out of glass. Below it swam hundreds of brightly colored fish. We were walking above a gigantic aquarium. Light glimmered off the water, causing the otherwise blank blue walls to ripple with light. There was only one other door in the room opposite where we stood. Nate made a move toward it. There seemed no puzzle here, so it would probably open although it would be stupid to assume anything in this place.

“Nate!”

“What?” 

“Elliott isn’t here, is he? I mean, he can’t be. He wouldn’t have been able to figure that last room out by himself and even if he could, he would have left the little keys on the picture. No one has been in that room before us.”

Despite myself, I began to cry. I hated myself for it. I didn’t like to cry in front of anyone, but my head was still throbbing from where I had banged it, and I was already sick of this place. The thought of thirty-odd hours traipsing around it looking for Elliott was just too much. I felt as though I was at the bottom of a mountain, knowing I had to reach the top, but only a couple of footsteps into the journey.   

Suddenly two arms surrounded me. I flinched, and then a feeling of calm flooded over me. At six foot, Nate was a good six inches taller than me. The warmth of his body next to mine was strangely comforting although that could also have been because he was stroking my hair. I felt strange. A flicker of something I’d never felt before ran through me. I pulled back slightly from Nate and gave him a shy smile. His arm was still resting on my shoulder.  

“He’s not come through the maze this way, but mazes are wonderful things,” Nate began. “There are numerous ways through. Just because he hasn’t come this way, doesn’t mean we won’t find him. We just have to stick to the plan and get out of here. If we don’t find him, we call the police and get specially trained people to come in and find him.”

“Specially trained Labyrinthians?” It was quite a thought.

“You know what I mean, policemen with search dogs and tools.”

His words were as comforting as his arms. He seemed so sure. I was almost happy standing there in this strange room with light flickering in ripples. Suddenly, my moment of comfort ended.

“Oh, god!” Nate let go of me so abruptly that I thought he must have been hurt.

“What is it? Are you ok?” The look of fear in his eyes told me that he was anything, but. I followed his gaze downwards into the aquarium. All I could see were the colors of hundreds of tropical fish. I wondered for a moment if he’d seen a shark, but then I saw it. Right at the bottom of the tank, amongst the plants and pebbles that lined the bottom was a person. Well, what used to be a person, they had been dead a while. As I watched, a fish swam up to the body and nibbled on what used to be a cheek.

“Elliott!” I screamed.

“Ok calm down.” Nate didn’t seem much calmer than I. “It’s not Elliott. Look at the clothes. It’s a woman.”  

“Oh, god, Elliott!”

“Kim, didn’t you hear me? It’s not Elliott.”

“No, but it’s someone. Someone died in here. Elliott could be lying dead somewhere else in here. What kind of sicko would do something like this?”

“First of all, Elliott is probably just stuck in a room somewhere, waiting for escape. We need to stay focused and not panic so we can get to him faster. Let’s try to keep a clear head.”

It was ok for him to say that. He didn’t really know Elliott. He’d only been with us a few months, and I’d not seen him speak to Elliott once in all that time. He didn’t understand the bond that Elliott and I shared, both of us from mothers who had abandoned us. Mine because of alcoholism and Elliott’s because she was too young to care for him. I heard that she was only fourteen when he was born. Neither of us knew who our biological father was. Of course, Laura and Tom made up for our real mothers and fathers a hundredfold, but there was still a special link between Elliot and me, two drifting fishes that had been caught in the protective net of a wonderful adoptive family. Nate didn’t know what we shared. He barely knew us at all.

It took me a good fifteen minutes until I was calm enough to open the next door, which opened on the first try. Behind it was another door. There was probably about a foot gap between the two. I tried the second door. It was locked.

“Locked.” I turned to Nate. “What do you suggest?”

“If it’s like the other rooms, it would seem that we have to close the first door to unlock the second.”

It made sense, but it was not something I wanted to do. 

“If we go through the first door and close it, and the second door doesn’t unlock, we will be stuck in a very tiny space with no way out.”

“I’m aware of that, but what choice do we have?”

The thought of being trapped in such a tiny space filled me with dread. He was right, though, and I didn’t see any alternative.

He squeezed past me and into the small space. I held my breath and followed him in. The door closed behind us slowly, the light from the aquarium room getting smaller and smaller until just a sliver of light was left and then nothing.

I felt for the door handle of the second door and pushed down. Nothing happened. 

“It’s not opening!” I cried.

“Here, let me try.” I couldn’t see him although he was standing so close to me I could feel his breath. I felt his hand touch mine. I quickly moved it to let him try the handle.

“It’s still locked.”

I didn’t know what to say. My first instinct was to have a complete panic attack, but I remembered what Nate had said in the last room. We had to focus. I took a few deep breaths to steady my pounding head but then realized there probably wasn’t much oxygen in this small space. 

“Are we going to die here?” I said it as calmly as I could, despite the fear radiating through me.

“It’s a puzzle, just like any other room.”

“What if it isn’t? What if it’s nothing more than a sarcophagus? What if this was Ezra’s plan? What if the ground falls beneath us and we end up in the tank like that woman?” My resolution to stay calm had lasted all of twenty seconds.

“Will you shut up for a second, and let me think!” Nate shouted at me. The shock of him raising his voice to me had the desired effect. I closed my mouth. 

I didn’t want to admit it to myself, but being shut up in a tiny room, pushed up against Nate, was not as bad as it could be. Despite the complete terror I was feeling, a tiny part of me felt a thrill to be pushed up close to his warm body. I tried not to think about it.

Tick…tick...tick. Something was ticking. A clock? As I listened, it became apparent that the time between each tick was shortening. 

“What’s that?” I whispered. Nate didn’t reply, but I could hear his breathing become more rapid. 

Tick-tick-tick. They were so rapid now. It was like they were counting down to something. Suddenly they stopped. In the brief second afterwards, we both held our breaths.

Then there is was...a click.

Nate pushed the handle, and the door opened, and I exhaled. A rush of frigid air blew into us. I took a deep breath, almost choking on the bitterly cold air.

I couldn’t see into the next room. It was just as dark as the tiny room. Pitch black. I was suddenly again awash in the fear of the dark dating back to my early childhood. It’s funny, but when I think back to my life before Laura and Tom, I barely remember anything but the dark. I don’t think it bothered me at first. I was so used to it, and the dark was almost my friend. But then the noises started. Looking back, it was probably nothing more sinister than getting new neighbors in the apartment above, but the footsteps, the banging, the shouting, all scared me, my four-year-old mind not able to make sense of it. When social services found me, I was in the dark. The electricity hadn’t been on for a week. 

I gingerly took a step into the room with my arms out in front of me. I had been worried that we would be walking into another tiny room, but I quickly realized I could walk freely. Nate had his hand on my hip, probably so he didn’t lose me.

The room was bitterly cold, frigid. I could hear the whoosh of air conditioning although I couldn’t see where the cold air was coming from.

I felt something land on my face, which made me yelp. I wiped it off. It was cold and wet. Another thing landed on my head, then another.

“I think it’s snowing!” Nate said. I felt the top of my head again. It did feel like snow.

“It’s a snow machine,” I replied pointlessly. We were underground in the middle of July. I wrapped my robe more tightly around myself and shuddered. Pajamas were not the best attire for a snowstorm. Not having shoes was also not helping. My feet squelched through the cold wetness of the floor. I imagined them to be turning blue, so cold they were. I hit the opposite side of the room. 

“I’ve reached the wall. I don’t feel a door, though.”

I felt Nate let go of my hip and move next to me. 

“You follow the wall left, I’ll go right. Shout for me when you feel a door.” 

“Are you kidding me?” I wailed. The last thing I wanted was to be separated in this freezing dark room. At least, in the last room, I’d felt Nate right next to me, his warmth lulling me into a false sense of security.

“I’ll keep shouting over to you. Take your time, go slowly, and be careful.” I felt him as he moved away from me.

I couldn’t see it, but I knew that had it been light, I would have been able to see my breath. 

The wall felt cold and damp from all the fake snow. I wished I’d brought a coat with me. How could I not have thought ahead and prepared for a snowstorm when I walked down those stairs into the cellar of the farmhouse, I thought to myself sarcastically. I almost chuckled at the thought of it. I’d kill for a wooly hat and a pair of fur-lined boots right now. The wall was as unremarkable as it was damp. My feet slushed through the snow on the floor, making my feet feel as though tiny daggers were piercing them. I followed the wall as it turned left and then left again. I judged that I was almost back to where I’d started when I heard Nate shout.

“Find anything?” He was quite close to me. We must have nearly covered the whole room.

“No.” I felt the door frame, the one we originally came through. Nate bumped into me.

“Nothing at all?”

“Nothing, just cold blank walls.” My teeth began to chatter in the cold. The snow was really coming down now. My hair was drenched, and I could barely feel my fingers and toes. “I’m freezing!” My teeth chattered together, and I shivered in the cold.

Nate found my hands and took them in his. He rubbed them vigorously in an attempt to warm them up.

“I hate to be the one to deliver bad news,” Nate began, “but if we don’t find a way out of here soon, we are going to get hypothermia. We need to check the rest of the room. Walk around as much as you can with your arms out. See if we’ve missed anything.” 

I didn’t even argue. I was too cold to speak. I turned and waded into the room again. The snow had settled on the floor. It reminded me of times when I was younger when I’d put on my boots and run through the snow. I loved the feel of virgin snow beneath my feet. I can’t say I was a big fan of it now, shoeless and in my bedtime attire. Each step felt like blades going into my feet. I couldn’t feel anything except the cold and the wetness of snow swirling down around me.

“Got it!” I heard Nate shout over to me. I followed the sound of his voice until I could feel him next to me.

“What have you found? A switch?” A heater? A hot water bottle?

“Nope, I’ve found a rope. I’ve tried pulling it and nothing happened, so it’s not a switch of any kind. It must be here to climb up. You want to go first?”

I can’t say I did, but if it meant getting my feet off the ground, then I’d give it a try. I had strong arms, and even though the cold had drained my strength somewhat and my fingers struggled to hold the rope due to them being so cold, I found it reasonably easy to climb up. 

“There’s a platform of some kind up here. I think I can climb onto it.” I pulled myself up and proceeded to hit my head on the ceiling. I backed up to make room for Nate, keeping my head low.

I could hear him puffing and panting as he followed me up the rope.

“Watch your head. I think the platform is suspended from the ceiling and its pretty close. We’ll need to crawl.”

I could feel the platform swing slightly as Nate climbed on. I hoped it would hold. Nate was a big guy and carrying a few more pounds than he really should. I didn’t know if this platform was built to hold two people. 

I crawled along on it as it led back to the wall above the door we came through. At the wall, it turned ninety degrees, and we followed the length of it. Another ninety-degree turn and I could hear the snow machine’s blowing noise up close—it was up here. The snow hadn’t touched me since we’d been on the platform, but I had a feeling that was about to change. The noise got closer and closer as I moved along the platform. Then I felt it— freezing cold snow being blown across my path. There was no way to go past without feeling the full force of the snow. I gritted my teeth as I plunged myself into the blowing snow. The huge blast of icy wet air made me inhale deeply, which ended up with me nearly choking on snow. Because of the ice, it took every ounce of strength I had not to fall off the platform. It was only when I got through that I realized I might have done better by hanging off the edge of the platform and inching my way across with my hands. I was about to shout that very idea across to Nate when I felt his head hit my butt.

“Hey, watch it!” I moved forward and continued along the platform. The wall in front of me moved as I touched it. I pushed harder and realized it was a small door, and when I opened it, light flooded in. Without even looking, I pushed myself through the small hole, out of the hell of the freezing cold room and into something much worse. 
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Chapter seven

 

We were back at the beginning...again! I fell head-first down a slide, landing with a soft thump onto a mat at the bottom. I quickly moved out of the way to let Nate follow. The room was yet another one like the room we started in. I did a quick mental calculation. There was no possible way that we had curved around and ended up back at the start. I took a quick look around and realized there were a few differences, the slide and mat, for example. The fire flamed into life. This time, I ran over to it to warm myself up. A towel had been left on one of the chairs, no doubt left for the unlucky person to escape the last room. That would be me then. I picked it up and threw it over my head to dry my hair. I took my drenched robe off and put it as close to the fire as I could without setting fire to it. My freezing cold feet followed suit. It was at that point that I realized I’d lost Ted. I’d been so careful to squeeze him in my robe pocket next to a water bottle, but he must have fallen out in the last room. I looked at the hole we had just come through. There was a chance I’d be able to climb the slide and get back through the little door, but I’d never find Ted in the dark and snow. I’d be risking my life to try. Now that Ted was gone, it felt as though I’d lost a part of Elliott with him. I’d bought that bear for him when he first came to live with us. I had been so excited about the prospect of getting a baby brother, as only seven-year-olds can be, that I’d saved up all my pocket money for weeks. Elliott was three months old when we fostered him. Having been born premature, he was the tiniest thing, not much bigger than the tiny teddy I’d bought for him. I’d fallen in love with Elliott right from the start…and Elliott? Elliott had not spent a night away from that teddy once in his whole life.  

“I guess we are going to be hearing from Ezra again.” I heard Nate next to me. He sat on the floor and put his feet next to mine to warm up. I didn’t mention Ted to him. He’d deem it unimportant. How could I expect him to know just what Ted meant to me, to Elliott? I gave my hair a quick rub with the towel and passed it to Nate. I got up from my place by the fire and sat down in the left-hand chair in front of the fire, dripping all over it, just as the TV clicked on. 

Ezra appeared on the screen once more. He looked to be in the same kind of room Nate and I were in now.

“Labyrinthian, welcome again. I must start by telling you how proud I am of you for coming this far. The last room was a doozy, huh? Please take a towel and warm up by the fire. Here.” 

He placed a towel on the chair where I had found it. It was the same room. It felt a little eerie. I half expected to turn around and see him standing behind me. 

“Did you enjoy my little treat for you? My aquarium is magnificent is it not? You know, apart from The Labyrinthian Diamond and this maze, the only thing I’ve really spent my fortune on is tropical fish. I bet you wouldn’t have guessed that before you came in here, would you? Fish are so beautiful, so brightly colored. Oh, and the way they move through the water, divine!” 

He started to cough. The hankie came out again. 

“Please do excuse me. Now where was I? I do seem to keep going off on tangents. Oh, yes. I was congratulating you on coming thus far. Well done. I’d offer you a snack, but unfortunately, that’s not possible, as you well know. It’s a pity because from here on in, things are going to get a little tricky. I wouldn’t want just anyone to get my diamond. You have to really want it. You have to be worthy, you see. Yes, yes, yes, you’ve not seen anything yet. I suggest you rest a while, get warm, and get out there. Good luck.” 

And with that, the screen turned black. If I’d had anything to throw at the screen like a boot, for example, I would have.

“Tricky? It’s not been tricky, so far? I’ve knocked myself out, nearly frozen to death, and seen a person used as fish food. If that’s not tricky, then what the hell is?” I was angry.

“Do you want to even ask that question?” Nate asked.

I sighed. Nate was right. I was going to find out soon enough. 

I wriggled my toes. At least, the fire had warmed them enough that I could feel them again. We sat by the fire for a long while, drying our clothes with its heat

“Are we going to be able to get out of here? Really, Nate? You heard him. We’ve not seen anything yet. I feel like I’ve seen plenty. We’ve been in here hours, and I’m exhausted. I don’t even have the energy to stand and see if that door is unlocked, or if I have to figure out a puzzle to open it.” I closed my eyes. I could just sleep in front of the fire. I heard Nate get up and then a click.

“It’s open. Looks like an empty room. I don’t see a puzzle, but then again, I don’t see an exit.”

“Of course, why would there be an exit?” I felt as grouchy as I sounded. I was cold, damp, tired, and I needed the toilet. Despite Ezra telling us otherwise, I’d not seen another toilet on our travels. 

I felt two warm hands take mine.

“Before we came in here, I didn’t like you. You talk too much, you are too into the latest thing, and you like soap operas and reality TV shows for Christ’s sake. Down here, I get you. I’m seeing a part of you that I didn’t know, and I like her. You’re gutsy, you’re tenacious, and you care about your family a lot.”

I opened my eyes. He was kneeling in front of me “I’ve always cared about my family.”

“I know. I just didn’t see it before. I admit, when I first got down here, I thought it would be great to solve all these puzzles, get the diamond, and, I dunno, live like a king on a tropical island somewhere. I guess I underestimated just how crazy Ezra was. I just want to get out of here now. I want to find Elliott, and, above all, I want to get you out of here safely. So I’m not going to let you give up now.”

His words made me want to cry again. He was right. 

“Come on, then.”

 I let him pull me out of my chair. “We have a little boy to find. Bring it on, Ezra!” I stuck the middle finger of both hands at the blank screen, put my robe back on, and followed Nate into the next room.
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Chapter eight

 

 “It’s empty. I don’t see what the puzzle could be.” I stated the obvious. We were in nothing more than a box with a door. The door we had just come through.

“There must be something. Examine the walls closely.”

They were gray. Up close, they were still gray. There were no distinguishing marks on them at all. Even the ceiling and floor were painted gray. The only things in the room that weren’t gray were the recessed spotlights in the ceiling, and they didn’t give any hint of a clue.

“I can’t find anything!” I didn’t know what I was supposed to be looking for, but I sure hadn’t found it. I hoped Nate would have more luck.

“Me, neither.” Scrap that then.

Twenty minutes of looking closely at gray walls and we still hadn’t found anything.

“There has to be something!” cried Nate in exasperation.

“But there isn’t. Maybe we should try and go back. Perhaps we missed something in the last room, and this is just a dead end.”

“The doors always lock behind us, remember?”

“It has until now. I don’t think Ezra plays fair, though.” I pulled the handle of the door, expecting it not to open. I was surprised when it did. That was nothing compared to the shock I got when I looked behind the door.

“What the…” Nate was as surprised as I was. Behind the door was not the room we had just left.

“How did this change?”

“The rooms move. Did you feel any movement?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“It could have been moving so slowly that we didn’t notice.”

“Or it could have been the earlier room that moved.” I pointed out. He wasn’t the only one who could be a smarty-pants.

“Right. We’ll find out once we get through this room. If the room on the other side is one we’ve not been in before, then it’s the gray room that moved. If it is somewhere we’ve been before, which would make it the snow room, then it’s this room ahead that’s moved. It must be some kind of elevator system, though, so I think it’s more likely that it’s this room that moved.”

“Oh, good, I don’t think I could cope with the snow room again.” I shuddered at the thought of it. I still wasn’t completely dry from the last venture in there. “So what’s this room about?”

I felt a new sense of purpose. Nate’s pep talk in the study-type room and then solving the gray room had renewed my spirit. Elliot was out there. We needed to find him!

The wall in front of us was red and soft, like the ones at children’s soft play centers. It didn’t quite reach the ceiling. It ran to the front and to the right of us, but to the left, there was a short corridor. We ran left to find another corridor, this time with the soft red walls on either side. 

Nate made a sling with his hands. “Step on. Look over the top and see what this room is all about.”

I put my foot in his cradled hands and pushed myself up. The red walls ran in all directions.

“It’s a maze,” I exclaimed.

“I know we’re in a maze.” Nate lowered me down carefully.

“No. It’s a real maze. You know, with corridors turning left and right. It’s bigger than the other rooms. Maybe eight times the size. It goes on quite a way.”

“Oh, right! I guess that answers the question of which room moved. The gray room must have been the elevator.”  

“Come on then. Let’s go.” I ran down the red corridor with Nate behind me. There was both a left and a right turn. 

“Which way?” asked Nate.

“You always turn right in a maze. I thought everyone knew that!” I grinned at him.

“Touché!” Nate answered playfully.

We ran through the maze, twisting right and then left, hitting dead ends and then turning back and trying different routes. Eventually, we came to a door leading off one of the black outer walls.

Nate pulled on the handle. “It’s locked.”

“What a surprise!” I replied sarcastically. “Ok, let’s try a different route.” 

We kept to the plan, turning right whenever we could, following the right-hand wall. We found three more doors, all of which were locked. 

“Stand on my hands again. Can you see anything else?”

I stepped on Nate’s hands once more. This time, I paid more attention to the maze. I could just see the tops of the three doors we had found, plus the one we had come through originally. 

“There are only four doors here. Do you think we should go back to the start and get back in the elevator room? Maybe it will take us somewhere else.”

“No, there has to be a point to this.”

“Really?”

“Ok, Ezra was crackers, but I don’t see why he would put this maze here with no way of getting out. Can you see anything else?”

I scanned the edge of the room again—four doors,  definitely, no others. This time I looked towards the center of the maze. My eyes landed on something I’d not spotted before.

“There’s a big empty space in the center of the maze. I can’t see if there is anything in it.”

“Ok, let’s try and get there then,” Nate let me down. “There may be a trap door there or something.”

I didn’t like the idea of a trap door. Just how deep did this thing go?

Ten more minutes of running around the maze, using the keep right method, and we came to the middle. There was a pedestal with a glass case on it. In the case was a key.

“Ah ha.” Nate picked up the glass cover and took the key. He threw it to me, and I put it in my pocket. A metallic grinding sound rang out.

“What’s that?” The noise stopped.

“I don’t know. Let’s get out of here before we have to find out.” I took off running. I wanted to get out of here. I didn’t like that sound and I had a bad feeling it wasn’t going to be as easy as “keep to the right.”

“Slow down! I’m not as fit as you!” I turned to see Nate lagging behind, puffing and panting. He was, perhaps, fifteen feet behind me. The metallic sound started up again. Just then, I saw the source of it. One of the red walls moved, effectively cutting Nate’s pathway.

“Kim!” I heard him shouting.

“I’m here. I’m alright. The wall moved.”

“I saw. We need to get out of here. I think keeping right isn’t going to help us now. Just keep moving until you get to the door at the opposite end of where we came in. Keep shouting, so I know you are ok.”

“Ok.” I took off in the general direction of the end of the room. The walls kept moving around me, which disorientated me. I kept shouting to Nate, and he shouted back. Some of the time, it sounded as though he was very close, and other times, his voice was farther away.

Within five minutes, I felt very lost. I couldn’t get up to look over the maze without having Nate’s hands to stand on, and because of the moving walls, I was finding it difficult to figure out where I was. I ran through the maze trying to find a door, hoping I’d bump into Nate. I rounded a corner quickly and nearly fell into a hole that had appeared in the ground. I couldn’t stop myself in time, so, at the last second, I jumped, getting over it with millimeters to spare. What was that? The floor is moving, too!

“Nate.”

“Yes. Here!” He called. His voice sounded distant as though he was at the opposite side of the maze to me.

“Be careful. The floor is moving too. A huge hole appeared in front of me. I nearly fell into it.”

“Ok!”

I carried on, running, dodging both the walls that seemed to have a life of their own and the floor that opened up into great black holes in the floor. It reminded me of the computer games Elliott played except there was no ‘Start again’ button and game over would literally mean that. The door appeared ahead of me. I ran as fast as I could towards it, fearful that the wall would close in front of it if I wasn’t fast enough.

“Nate. I’m at the door. Can you follow my voice?”

“Yeah, I’m heading towards you now.”

I waited a couple of minutes. The wall to the right of me moved, opening up a long pathway. I hoped Nate was close to it.

“Nate, are you any closer?” I shouted loudly above the metallic grinding of the moving walls.

There was no answer. 

“Nate!”

I shouted as loudly as I could, but if he had answered, I didn’t hear him.

“Nate, seriously, come on! This isn’t funny!” I don’t know why I’d said that. I knew he wouldn’t deliberately not answer me.   

Suddenly, the whole room went quiet. The grinding stopped, and the maze was still.

“Nate!” I tried again in desperation. There was still no answer. With the maze now still, I found it much easier to navigate. I ran up each pathway, keeping to the right. An hour later, I’d still not found him. I’d passed all the doors, including the one where we had entered the maze and now, was standing back at the opposite end. The end where I’d first noticed Nate was missing.

I wanted to cry, but I was feeling more angry than upset. I’d now lost two brothers in this place! “It’s a good thing you are already dead, Ezra!” I shouted out to no one in particular. I turned and put the key in the lock. The door opened.
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Chapter nine

 

The room I ran into was decorated in a similar way to the room with all the keys in it we had encountered earlier, except this time, there were no keyholes, hooks or keys. Instead of the two paintings, there was only one and this time, it hung just above the fireplace. Its words of wisdom were ‘The key is the key.’ 

‘Well, that’s good to know!’ I thought to myself, not really having a clue what it meant. I remember old Ezra saying the same phrase about the last key room. It had made no sense to me then either. Without a lot of hope, I tried the door at the opposite side, and, of course, it was locked. I even looked in the fireplace for a keyhole, but this time, there wasn’t one. 

There was an old-fashioned piano next to the fireplace on one side and a bookshelf on the other.

The key is the key. That had to be something to do with the piano, right? I tried to lift the lid, but it was locked.

“Of course, it’s locked!” I shouted out and then kicked the piano. It made a resounding twanging sort of noise.

I decided to focus on the bookshelf instead. It was filled with books about pianos, how to tune them, how to play them, music books, etc. I picked a random one off the shelf. It was entitled 50 Easy to Play Tunes for the Piano. I flicked through it. It really was just a music book. I couldn’t read music, but it looked like a normal book. I threw it on the floor. I picked another. Learn to Play Piano in Five Minutes. Again, it looked like a normal music book. It was obviously aimed at kids. It had stickers in the back of the notes, to put on the piano keys. It joined the other on the floor. I didn’t have a clue what I was supposed to do. Nate would have probably figured it out in seconds. I was probably supposed to play something on the piano, but as I didn’t know how and I couldn’t open it if I did, I really was stumped. I paced the room a couple of times. My stomach growled. I looked at my watch. It was nine pm. We’d been in this maze fourteen hours. I’d only been to the toilet once and had one drink of water in all that time. I felt groggy and exhausted of the whole thing. I had to get through it! I had two brothers to save now, and I wasn’t going to give up! I wasn’t sure where I’d found my new reserve from, but I suddenly felt determined.

I took a step back and looked at everything again. I didn’t see anything that stood out. I would have to flip through every single book!

I started at the top left. There were five shelves in the bookcase, and they were pretty full of books. There was way over a hundred books to check. I figured I only had to flip through each one and didn’t have to read it. At least, I hoped I wouldn’t have to read them. The first book was entitled Piano Concertos. It quickly joined the pile on the floor. The whole of the top row followed in quick succession.

The second row went the same way. It was only when I started on the third row that I noticed something. There was something written on the back of the shelf. I deftly swiped all the books from the third row onto the floor. It was a simple tune. 

I knew I had to play it. I don’t know how I knew, but I knew that it would open the door. The only trouble I had now was opening the piano and learning the tune. I looked at the books on the floor. The kid’s book on how to play the piano was in there somewhere. I sifted through them until I found it. 

“Right, I can now play the tune,” I said to myself. “I just have to figure out how to open the piano.” I went back to it with the book, which I placed on top. I tried to open the lid again, this time using all the strength I had. It didn’t budge.

If Ezra had left me with the means to play the piano, he would have left me with the means to open it. It must be somewhere on the bookshelf. I ran back to it. I was about to swipe the fourth row of books to the floor when I saw something. One of the books was entitled The Key to Piano Tuning

“It can’t be!” I said to myself. I took it out and opened it. The inside had been hollowed out, and inside was a small key.

“The key is the key!” I ran back to the piano and fitted the key into the keyhole. It opened. I took the book from the top and attached the stickers to the keys according to the diagram. I took the book to the musical notes written on the bookshelf. There were only ten notes. I used the book to figure out which note was which. The first was a B. I played it then ran back to the shelves. Next came letter A, then G, then an F. It was taking so long. I began to wish I hadn’t said no to the piano lessons I’d been offered at the age of seven. The notes A, C, E, B, and E followed. As I pressed down on the last letter, a D, I heard the door unlock. I ran through it quickly.      

The room I ran into was the strangest room I had ever seen. I’d never seen anything like it before. I suddenly wished that Nate was beside me.
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Chapter ten

 

The room was square, as all the others had been. Three other doors ran from it, one on each wall. I knew they’d be locked, so I didn’t even bother to try. This was a puzzle room if ever I’d seen one. Every wall was covered in framed pictures, evenly spread out from floor to ceiling. Each picture was about ten inches square and had a cartoon picture of an object on it. I looked at one. It was a red car. The illustration looked like the type found in a children’s book, simple, colorful. I felt like I was actually inside a book for young children. 

The only picture that had different dimensions was on the far wall. It was about four times the size of the others and had words on it. 

PRESS THREE PICTURES CORRECTLY AND I’LL OPEN THE DOOR TO COMFORT

PRESS THREE INCORRECTLY AND I’LL OPEN THE DOOR TO DOOM.

Ok, then. I had to press three pictures, the right three pictures. There were hundreds of them.

How was I supposed to choose? The one that appealed to me most was of a flower. It was painted a bright pink and had a little cartoon bee, buzzing around it. I pressed down on it. The whole picture was a large button. It lit up red, and a sound rang out. A sound like those made when a contestant on a gameshow gets the answer wrong. I think I could safely say that the flower was the wrong picture to press. I didn’t know which one to press next. Obviously, going on instinct wasn’t going to work. 

I looked around the room for clues. The pictures were very cute, but after spending an age examining each one, all I’d managed to accomplish was making my eyes hurt.

I was too short to see the top ones too closely. I’d have to jump just to press one. I found a picture of a house with a red roof. The front door was open. I wondered if that was the clue. I pressed it down slowly as though the speed in which I pressed it would affect the outcome. The picture turned red, and the noise sounded out again. I was annoyed! I was sick of the whole thing. I would never guess the correct picture in a million years. Did it really matter if I pressed the wrong picture again? So I’d get a door to doom, but, at least, it would open a door. I hit the picture next to the little red-roofed house in anger. The picture turned green, and a ting sounded out.

I’d got one right! I looked at the picture. It was of an old-fashioned leather school satchel.

The problem was I didn’t know why I’d got it right. ‘Satchel,’ I thought to myself. Was it a wordplay puzzle? Once again, I wished Nate was near me.

“Satchel,” I said the word out loud. “Leather, school bag, shopping bag.” Bag…Why did that sound familiar? I spelled it out in my head B.A.G. They were the first three notes I’d played on the piano.

I felt excited. I was on to something! I wondered if that could be it, or I’d just found the right answer entirely by chance. There was only one way to find out. I thought back. My memory is usually not so hot, but because I’d had to go back and forth from the piano to the bookshelf, I could remember the order of the letters. The first letter was B. B.A.G. Right, I’d already got that one. Next, F.A.C.E. 

“Face!” I shouted it out loud and scanned the walls for a picture of a face. There was only one. It was a woman with fat cheeks and plump red lips. I found it low down on the left-hand wall. I ran to press it. It turned green, and the ting sounded.

“Yes!” I fist pumped the air. Ok, so what was next? B.A.G.F.A.C.E.B.E.D I ran through the whole thing. The last three letters spelled bed.

I found it pretty high up, but reachable, on the wall opposite the face. I pressed it down and closed my eyes. I heard the ting followed by the, now recognizable, click of a door unlocking. It was the one directly behind me judging by the sound, to the right of the door I’d come in through. I pulled back the handle and opened. The door opened up to yet another room of complete darkness.

“Thanks, Ezra. How did you know?” The tone of my voice dripped with sarcasm for the benefit of no one.

As my eyes adjusted to the lack of light, I noticed a shelf with an old-fashioned lamp and a box of matches on it. I quickly picked up the lamp and lit it. It had some kind of oil burner in it.

When I looked up, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. This wasn’t a room at all. It was a tunnel, a tunnel that stretched off into darkness. 

I steeled myself and entered. The door closed behind me, making me feel nervous. I expected the tunnel to end abruptly, but it continued on and on. I tried to calculate how far I was walking, past the edge of the field for sure. Part of me was terrified. I was getting further away from both Elliott and Nate. The other part of me wondered if this was the way out. The tunnel was almost a concrete cylinder with wires and pipes trailing the length of it on the side. At least now, I knew how Ezra pumped in water and electricity. The thought of water made me feel thirsty and desperate for the toilet at the same time. Both reasons made me up my pace. Finally, the tunnel ended in a staircase.

I walked up the stairs with some trepidation. It was getting lighter, making me believe that this was the exit. I looked at my watch. It was way too late to be light outside. The light source had to be artificial. The stairs seemed to go on forever. I was glad I was so fit. They ended in a glass door. The light was coming from the other side. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing when I looked through the door. It was somebody’s house. I pushed the door and was amazed to find that it opened right away.

I was out! I’d finally escaped. I’d be able to get professional help to get my brothers out. 

The house was basic, but it was undeniably a house. The door had led into the kitchen. It looked like I was in a wooden cabin like the one we had seen on the way to the farmhouse yesterday. The curtains were closed, but the light was on. I ran to the sink and turned the tap on. Fresh cold water poured out of the faucet. I stuck my head under and angled it, so the cool water went into my mouth. It was blissfully cold. I could feel it running down my throat, quenching my thirst. After drinking my fill, I pulled my head from the sink and wiped my mouth. I turned my attention to the house. The kitchen had a window and four other doorways. I ran to one of the doors and found myself in a lovely little living area. The fire was burning in the grate. 

“Hello?” I called out. Someone was obviously here. No one replied. It was then that I realized it was probably not a good idea to be found in a stranger’s house, a stranger who had a tunnel to the maze of horrors. 

I ran, to what I assumed to be the front door. It was locked. No matter. I’d climb out of a window. I’d pick up a chair and throw it through the window to break it if I had to. I ran to the window and pulled the gingham curtains back. The wall was bare. There was no window there at all. I tried the next window—the same. I was still in the maze!
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Chapter eleven

 

The TV came on. I already knew who I was going to see, even before he came on the screen.

“Welcome to my little cottage, Labyrinthian.” 

And there he was. I fell onto the couch in defeat. 

“From the outside, this looks like any other log cabin. However, it isn’t as you’ve probably guessed. It has an inner layer in which you are now sitting and an outer layer, which is nothing more than a facade. I’ve had the whole thing soundproofed, and if you’ve not already noticed, my windows are nothing more than an illusion. Just curtains, I’m afraid. They are pretty curtains, though, aren’t they? By my calculations, no matter which route you take, you’ll be here approximately twelve hours after you started in the first room.”

I looked at my watch. It was closer to fifteen hours. I must not be the Labyrinthian that Ezra expected.

“You will be tired, hungry, and thirsty. My cabin has running water, a bathroom, and a coffee machine. It’s not the best coffee, but I wasn’t sure how long it would be after my death that anyone would get this far. It’s also got tea, hot chocolate, and soup. Those items should be good for a number of years, so hopefully, you’ll be able to find something to your taste. Upstairs, is a room with a number of beds. You have a long journey ahead, so I recommend you get some sleep. I’m telling you now, you will not be leaving my labyrinth today. This TV is a normal TV, so kick back, rest, watch your favorite program, whatever takes your fancy. The remote control should be there in front of you.”

I looked. It was on the little coffee table.

“Good luck on your journey, my Labyrinthian; rest well. Oh, and you may have noticed all the doors in the kitchen all lead into the house from the Labyrinth, but you will find they will not open to let you back. The exit back into the maze is right over there in the corner. The other door you see will take you to the bedroom.”

I wanted to throw the remote control at him! I couldn’t believe it! ‘Get some sleep?’ Was he kidding? He was right that I’d need the toilet, though. I ran upstairs into the bedroom. It had four bunk beds in it. A door leading off of it opened into a little ensuite. It did have a bath in it. I wondered who in their right mind would have a bath in the middle of a maze. I used the toilet and felt much better. 

Back downstairs, I ran to the door Ezra had said was the way back into the maze. It didn’t open. I looked up and saw a digital clock. It said 7:43. I checked my watch again. It was after 11 pm. As I looked at it, it clicked over to 7:42. It wasn’t a clock at all; it was a countdown. I’d been in the cottage for approximately eighteen minutes. It was counting down eight hours from when I opened the glass door. Ezra was going to force me to relax, whether I wanted to or not.

Well, there was no way I was going to sleep, I decided, out of frustration rather than lack of tiredness. I was actually exhausted, but I was also mad and mad trumped tiredness in my book. 

I went back to the kitchen and took a look around. I found the drinks machine that Ezra had talked about. It was of the type you might find in any office block or canteen. I pressed one button and got a latte and then another, and got a tomato soup. I may as well make use of it while I could. I drank the soup down quickly. It scalded my throat, but I was so hungry and thirsty that I didn’t care. I threw my empty cup into the trash can beside it. It was then that I noticed something. My cup wasn’t the only one in there. Another three discarded cups told me that I wasn’t the first to have been in the cabin. I pulled them all out and lined them up on a nearby counter. Dried brown coffee stains on the inside of each told me that they had been used before being discarded. A touch of cherry red lipstick still clung to the rim of one of them, so I had to discount them as being Ezra’s.

Just how many people had been through his labyrinth? More importantly, how many had gotten out alive?

I already knew the answer to that question. Thoughts of the dead body in the aquarium room flittered through my mind. No one had gotten out alive. If they had, this place would have been on the news. It would have been shut down and eventually dismantled. I picked up the lipstick-marked cup and wondered if the aquarium woman had been the owner. Of course, it meant that if I chose the same path as her, I’d be swimming through the same aquarium. Surprisingly, the thought didn’t upset me. I was fit and a strong swimmer. The only part of it that bothered me was having to swim right past the woman. I gave an involuntary shudder, picked up my coffee and went back to the living room. The fire was still roaring, so I got myself comfortable and turned on the TV. I flicked through the channels until I found what I was looking for, a local news station, and sat back with my coffee. The reporter was talking about a five-car pile-up on a local freeway.

Then it came on, just what I had been waiting for. The news anchor looked at the camera solemnly, while the pictures of Elliott, Nate, and I were shown behind him. I recognized the picture of me. It had been taken at my birthday party the previous year. They had cropped my friends out of the picture. I looked pretty goofy in it, but I know why Laura had picked that one. It was one of the pictures on the notice board that hung in our kitchen. It must have been the quickest to retrieve. The one of Elliott was another picture from our noticeboard. I don’t know where they had found the picture of Nate because he hadn’t been with us long enough to take any. He hadn’t made the noticeboard hall of fame yet. His picture must have been taken a while ago because he was much larger in the picture than he was now. He’d lost a lot of weight.

I turned the sound up and listened.

“Searchers are working well into the night to find the three missing children. Local woodland is being combed through, and local residents are being questioned about any suspicious activity. Elliott Roscoe went missing overnight from his home, and when his parents went out to look for him, his older sister, Kimberly Roscoe, and friend, Nathan Shaw, also disappeared.” 

I found it strange that they referred to Nate as “friend.” I guess ‘sort of family member who was kind of a brother but wasn’t adopted so wasn’t really’ didn’t exactly roll off the tongue. I could well imagine Laura being annoyed by the assumption that he wasn’t really part of the family. The news team probably thought it was more succinct to say “friend.” 

Over to you, Blake.”

The report cut to a man in what looked like the woodland near our home.

“Thank you. James.” As you can see, police are out in force looking for the three missing children. It’s a strange case, though, as Elliott was the first to disappear. Police believe that Kimberly and Nathan must have gone out looking for Elliott, but got themselves into the same trouble he had.

“Ha, you can say that again!” I exclaimed.

“Unfortunately, despite their best efforts, the police are no closer to finding the children.”

“Do they suspect anybody else in the disappearance?” James spoke again.

“Elliott and Kimberly’s parents have been questioned by police and are willingly helping out in the hunt for the children. They are new to the area, and at this time, police have ruled out any foul play. The area has been known for a number of disappearances over the past few years or so, and there are rumors of the woods being haunted. It started five years ago when a Mrs. Gina Harland, a teaching assistant, disappeared followed two years later by Jacob and Isabel Forrest. Only last year, fifty-year-old Adam Smith also disappeared.”

“Were they ever found?”

“Unfortunately, not. The really strange thing about the case is that they were all new to the area and lived in the same farmhouse. The police have searched the farmhouse from top to bottom but have found nothing out of the ordinary. We have the children’s parents here along with local resident, Mr. Daniel Millen.”

The camera panned around. Laura, Tom, and another man came into the shot. Behind them was the cabin—the cabin I was currently standing in. Was this live? They were standing right outside the door?

I ran to the front door and shouted loudly. I pounded my fists as hard as I could and screamed. Turning back to the screen, it was apparent they couldn’t hear me. Why? I was standing less than three feet away from them.

Laura was being interviewed. She looked ghastly. Her eyes were red-rimmed, and she looked thoroughly drained.

“They are wonderful children. Kimberly is my star, she’s smart and popular and so very kind. Nate only just came to live with us after losing his own parents. He’s already been through so much. And Elliott. Elliott is my baby. I just want him back, I want them all back.”

Tom took over “If anyone knows where they are, please, please tell us. If you know anything, anything at all, please contact the police. We want our children home.”

Blake moved the microphone back to Laura.

“Is there any possibility that they could have run away from home?”

“No! None at all. I don’t know what happened, but they were happy. We’ve all had a few months of turmoil, but I don’t believe for a second that they ran away.”

“If they are watching right now, or if anyone knows where they are and can see this, do you have any message?”

“Please, please…” She broke down in tears. “Please bring my children home.” It was obvious that she couldn’t speak anymore for crying.

I felt tears fall down my own cheeks. I’d have done anything to be able to hug Laura right then. She didn’t deserve this. I had never hated anyone as much as I hated Ezra Harland right now.

 Blake spoke again.

“There you have it. Now we also have local resident, Daniel Millen. He is the owner of the cabin behind us and has generously let the police and the Roscoes’ use it as a base for the search. Hello, Daniel. You are no stranger to these searches, are you?”

How was it possible that the police had been in the cabin? I was in it right now. When I turned my focus to Daniel Millen, the shock of the cabin paled into insignificance. 

He was older, more lined, and with more hair, but he was unmistakably Ezra Harland.
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Chapter twelve

 

He was alive? What the hell!

I felt so incensed that I almost missed what he was saying.

“I feel a little bit responsible.” Oh really? Only a little bit?

“How so?” asked Blake, with a concerned look on his face.

“I was the attorney who dealt with the Roscoes’ inheritance, resulting in their move here. I knew when they moved in, that other people had disappeared in the area. I did warn them, of course, but I don’t believe in ghosts despite what the local villagers say. I didn’t think it would happen again. As soon as I heard about the children, I let them have full access to my little hunting cabin. I only pray that the little ones find their way home.”

“Bastard!” I screamed and threw the remote at the screen. It smashed, and the picture faded out.

I stomped around the cabin in anger for hours before finally passing out in the chair. I don’t know how long I slept. I had dreams of the Minotaur from Greek mythology chasing me around a maze, but when he caught me, he turned into Ezra Harland. He growled at me and kept repeating my name…Kim...Kim…Kim.

“Kim…Kim. Wake up.”

I woke up in a rush and lashed out, punching Nate in the face.

“Nate!” I flung my arms around him and cried. “I’m sorry. I thought you were Ezra.”

“No problem, but I think I need a tissue.” Blood gushed down his face. I’d got him right in the nose.

I ran upstairs to retrieve some toilet paper from the bathroom, a million thoughts running through my mind.

“I’ve seen Elliott…” Nate began.

“Ezra is alive…” I started, talking over Nate.

 “What?” We both said in unison

“You’ve seen Elliott? Where is he? Is he ok?”

“When I fell down that hole in the maze, I found myself in another maze directly below. The floor was as soft as the walls, so I didn’t get hurt. It was completely dark, so I had to feel my way around. I think it was in the same configuration as the one above, but this one didn’t seem to move at all.”

“But what about Elliott?” I was impatient. I didn’t care to hear about any rooms until I’d found out how my little brother was.

“I was just getting to that. Anyway, I found a door that, thankfully, opened and it led me into a room with glass walls. A little like the room over the aquarium, but this one had glass walls on all sides, a glass floor, and a glass ceiling. It was pretty easy to solve, that one because…”

“Nate! Elliott.”

“Oh, yeah. Well, I was just about to leave, when I spotted something in the room above me. I’d not seen it at first because you had to be at just the right angle. It was a foot.”

“A foot! You’d better tell me that that foot was still attached to my brother.” He was smiling so I guessed he wasn’t about to tell me about my dismembered brother. 

“Of course, it was attached. I could only see his foot because he was sitting on something. I shouted at him, but he didn’t hear. Luckily, there was a ball in my room as part of the puzzle. I threw it up to the ceiling. It took a few hits before he responded to it.”

“So he saw you?”

“Yeah, we had a conversation of sorts. We couldn’t hear each other, but with a mixture of lip reading and very basic sign language, I managed to find out that he was ok.” He’s stuck in the room he’s in and has been since very early on. He doesn’t know how to get out. He’s hungry and thirsty, but he’s mostly ok.”

“Oh, thank God!” I hugged Nate once more, this time being careful not to accidentally punch him in the nose.

“I told him to hang on in there, and we’ll come find him. I think he understood. He did a thumbs up sign as I left. That was hours ago, though. I’ve been through eight more rooms since then, none of which was the room he was in. I eventually ended up here. Did you say Ezra is alive? How do you know?”

“He was on the TV.” We both looked over at the smashed screen.

“What happened?” Nate asked although I was pretty sure he already knew.

“I threw the remote at it. Sorry.” I felt like an idiot now that I’d had time to sleep. We could have watched it this morning to see what was happening on the outside. “Laura and Tom are out looking for us as are half the county police force by the look of it. They were interviewed on TV. Laura looks dreadful. We have to get back to her. Ezra was there. He was calling himself Daniel Millen.”

“Daniel Millen? Why do I know that name?”

“It was the name of the attorney who dealt with Ezra Harland’s estate. Apparently, he’s let the police use his cabin as a base. They showed the cabin on TV. It’s the one we passed just off the road on the way to the farmhouse. At first, I thought it was this cabin, but obviously, not. As you can see, there are no windows and the door doesn’t open. The other door over there leads back to the labyrinth, apparently. It has a time lock on it.” I looked at the readout. It still had just over three hours left to go. I guess Nate’s appearance hadn’t reset it. “You should sleep. There are beds and a bathroom upstairs.”

Nate took off upstairs. One minute later, I heard the flush of the toilet, and then he appeared again. 

“Move over. It’s cold. I want to sit by the fire and warm up for a while.” I squished myself into the side of the chair. It was a big chair, but Nate was a big guy. With a whole lot of moving and positioning, I somehow ended up half-seated, half-draped over him. I could have moved to the other chair, but I needed the comfort. He was warm, and I have to admit, I was beginning to enjoy the closeness of him. Here, in the Labyrinth, he was all I had. I rested my head on his chest and closed my eyes. The last thing I remembered as I fell asleep was the soothing touch of Nate stroking my hair.

 

 

 


Chapter thirteen

 

A loud beep woke us both up with a jump. It was the door back to the maze opening. My face was wet with drool, which had dampened Nate’s shirt. Embarrassed, I quickly wiped my mouth.

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

“It’s fine.” He wiped my hair out of my face and smiled. Something had changed between us. I almost didn’t want to get up. If it wasn’t for Elliott, I might not have.

“We need to fill our bottles before we go. This place has running water upstairs. I tried the taps when I went to the toilet.” 

“There is water in the kitchen, too. Actually, there is a drinks machine. I forgot to tell you last night. I had to watch another of Ezra’s videos. He said he couldn’t put food in here because he didn’t know how long after his death it would be until anyone would be in here I guess he didn’t realize I’d see him on the TV.” I picked up my empty water bottles from the floor where they had fallen last night.

“I think he knew. It’s just another game of his. He let you watch the TV for a reason. He must have guessed that you’d turn to the news. It was no coincidence that he was part of the news. He meant for you to see it. It was his way of making us feel helpless, just another mind game.”

After a breakfast of powdered vegetable soup and a cup of coffee, we opened the door and descended back into the Labyrinth.

We followed another long tunnel, which seemed like it must run parallel to the first one. At least, this one was lit. It reminded me of something.

“How did you get to the cabin? I had a lamp.”

“There was a lamp? I walked through it in the dark. I wish you’d told me about the lamp, though. We should have brought it with us.”

I felt ashamed. Of course, we should have brought the lamp. With my fear of the dark and the number of dark rooms we had already been through, it was likely that we would be passing through another before we left this place. Still, there was no point going back. The door to the cabin was more than likely locked now that we had left. A thought occurred to me.

“Ezra said that the cabin had an inner layer and an outer layer. Surely the police would be checking all the cabins in the area, inside and out?”

“The cabin was underground,” replied Nate. It didn’t have two layers at all. It was just another one of Ezra’s tricks.” He didn’t even stop to think about it.

“How do you know? We went up a lot of stairs to get there.”

“We went up some stairs. Remember how deep underground the maze is. We had to go down a lot of stairs to get to it in the first place. We’ve gone down a couple of times since. I’ve been down three times. Ezra wouldn’t have any part of this above ground. My guess is that we were actually beneath Ezra’s cabin. That way, he could pass off the smoke coming from the chimney as his own fire. That’s why he has opened it to the police. He had to have a good reason for hanging out at his hunting cabin while the police were poking around. He couldn’t have left it as the smoke would give it away, but he couldn’t say he was on vacation or hunting or whatever because the police would be suspicious. Better to open your house to the police and look like you are helping with the search. I bet it gave him a kick to have the police looking for us kids while knowing we were beneath him the whole time. I’m guessing that even though there are many rooms to go through, the cabin is one of those that you have to pass through. That’s why we both ended up there.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this last night? We could have gone upstairs and banged on the ceiling.”

“It wouldn’t have helped. The whole thing would have been soundproofed.”

We walked further until we hit a door. Something Nate had said was worrying me, but I couldn’t figure out what.” 

It was only when he opened the door that I realized what it was.

“Nate. If you are right, and you have to go through the cabin to get through the maze, that means we are going to have to somehow backtrack to get to Elliott.”

“Yeah I know. I hope I’m wrong, but the truth of the matter is, we’ve gone much deeper into the maze than Elliot will have. I think, at some point, either a route we take could take us back to Elliott, which means we are almost back at the start, or we escape and get the police to come down here and find him. What is this room anyway?”

I’d not been paying much attention, but when I looked around the room, I saw it was a computer arcade. All the machines were from the eighties. They were all plugged in and lit up, ready to go.

“Any good at computer games?” I asked Nate, guessing his answer before he said it.

“Nope, my parents weren’t big fans of game consoles, so I never had one growing up. You?”

“Elliott would figure this room out in seconds. There’s not a computer game made that he can’t crack.”

“And you?” 

“I’ve watched Elliott complete a lot of computer games.” Surely, it couldn’t be too difficult. The first game had two seats. Evidently, they were supposed to be racing driver seats, a steering wheel in front of each.

“After you,” I indicated the left-hand seat for Nate to sit in and took the right. I pressed the start button, only half-expecting it to work as it should have taken coins.

START

The screen showed a racetrack with a number of cars in front of us. I looked over and saw Nate’s screen was the same although from a very slightly different angle. The red light flashed to amber, a series of beeps sounded out, and the amber light turned green. I pressed my foot on the accelerator and zoomed off around the track.

“How do you make this thing go?” I could hear the annoyance in Nate’s voice.

I glimpsed over to his screen to see he hadn’t moved at all.

“Put your foot on the accelerator.”

“Oh.”

His car limped off the starting line and promptly crashed into the fence.

I, on the other hand, wasn’t doing too badly. I wasn’t doing brilliantly either. I was ninth out of twelve cars, but at least, I was still on the road. I swerved around each corner and sped up on each straightaway, eventually making seventh place past the finish line. I looked over at Nate’s screen. His car was going the wrong way down the track.

I pulled myself out of my seat and left him to it, as I went to examine all the other games and, more importantly, the exit. The door was locked. I’d not expected anything else, but it would have been stupid not to try.

The game next to the door was a shoot-em-up. It had a gun pointing at a screen. I pressed the start button and within about three seconds, I had been shot by ‘a bad guy’ the words ‘GAME OVER’ appeared on the screen in a mess of pixelated blood. I’d not even managed to fire my first shot. I pressed the start button again and managed to kill three bad guys before, once again, going out in a splash of crimson.

Computer games were really not my thing. I looked back at Nate. He was being pulled out of a crash. I guess computer games were not his thing either.

The next game involved me being a little yellow blob eating a lot of little white blobs in a maze. I thought it would be pretty easy until the little white blobs started eating me back. 

“Finished!” I looked over my shoulder. Nate had his hands in the air and looked jubilant. I’d never seen anyone look so pleased to come in last in a game before. A sound alerted me to the fact that my little yellow blob man had been eaten, and when I turned back to the screen, the words “Game over” confirmed it.

“I don’t understand this room. Are we just supposed to play games? Is it a rest stop? You’re clever. What do we do?”

“I don’t know either. Are there any ‘escape the room’ games?”

“This one has a maze, but I think the object of it was to eat a lot of blobs rather than escape out of it. I’ve played them all except that one in the corner.”

It had a punching bag hanging from it, the kind you might find in a gym. The premise was simple. Hit the bag harder than the pixelated boxer hit you.

I hit the bag and was knocked out on my opponent’s first punch.

“Well that’s that, then,” Nate said.

I was about to reply to him when I heard a loud click above the whirring and beeping of the machines.

“Was that the door?” I ran over, and sure enough, the door opened. “That was too easy.”

“Easy? I crashed fifteen times!”

“But we didn’t do anything to open this door. We were hopeless at all the games. We didn’t come close to winning one.”

“Maybe we just had to play them all? Although you’re right, we showed no particular skill to get in here. What is this room anyway?”

The room was nothing more than a white box with five doors including the one we had just come through. Nate shut the door behind him. A box appeared from a hole in the ceiling, and when it lit up, I could see it was a projector. The all too familiar face of Ezra Harland filled the whole of the doorless white wall.

“I do hope you enjoyed my games room. Those arcade games are mine. I’m an avid collector. I have hundreds in my games room at home, but I thought I’d share a few of my favorites with you. Did you get a lot of practice in?”

He paused

“Good. You will need it for this room. Each door is opened by a different game. You have three chances to win one of my games. That’s three chances overall, not three per game. If you win a particular game, the corresponding door will unlock. If you fail on your third attempt, I’m afraid the doors will remain locked forever. Choose your game wisely my Labyrinthian.”

The screen went white before showing four games, one in each corner. From the ground rose a double drivers chair, and next to it, a stand with a computer gun. From the ceiling came a punching bag. The blob game had only a handheld controller.

“Crap!”

I shared Nate’s sentiment. Why didn’t we practice more in the previous room? Because we didn’t know we needed to.

“Which one should we pick?” I asked Nate. None of the options stood out.

“Not the racing one. How well did you do on the other games?”

“I was shot, eaten, and knocked out all within about twenty seconds of each game.”

“Ok, let’s think about this logically. We were both pretty useless at the racing game. You didn’t fare much better on the other games, but I didn’t try them. Tell me in detail what each game was like.”

I went through each game with him one by one. I hadn’t spent more than thirty seconds on any of them, so I couldn’t go into too much detail.

“The punching bag one,” said Nate. “I’m pretty strong. I’ve never been to a gym in my life, but I’d put a hefty bet on being stronger than you.”

“Plus, there’s very little skill involved!” I pointed out.

“Right, then.”

I watched as he moved to the punching bag. The wall that was the screen was still showing all four games.

“Hit the punching bag to start the game.” 

I watched as Nate hit the red punching bag in front of him. Immediately, the four separate sections of the screen came together to one giant screen. Nate’s character was in a boxing ring in a huge stadium, pixelated people cheering and jeering all around. His opponent was called Bill “The Beast” Breadlaw.  His face was ugly, squashed nose, huge ears, and gaps where his teeth should be. He looked like he’d already gone a few rounds. A number three appeared on the screen, followed by a number two, then one, then...

Nate was knocked out in the first round.

GAME OVER

2 TRIES LEFT

“What happened?”

“I didn’t expect him to hit me so fast. I thought I’d just have to hit the punching bag as hard as I could.”

“Try again. This time, get in there first.”

He punched the bag again to signal he was ready to play. The countdown started. On one, Nate hit the bag as hard as he could. The Beast flew backwards, his eye now purple. Readouts on the screen read The Beast - 65% health, Opponent 100% health. I jumped up and punched the air. 

“Woo! Oh quick, he’s up again.”

He circled around this time. Nate was ready. He punched the bag again, but The Beast dodged it and punched him back. The readouts now read The Beast 65% health, Opponent 70% health.

Nate punched again, this time, a volley. I could tell he was getting angry at the game, which helped. The Beast’s health went down to 35%

“We’re winning! Keep going!” Nate punched again but was hit in the temple. The screen went black

GAME OVER.

“Oh god, I’m sorry. I distracted you.”

“You didn’t distract me. I was focused; I’m just not quick enough for this game. A few more rounds of practice, and I might get it, but we don’t have a few rounds. I think you should do the racing game.”

“I can’t. You saw me, I came in seventh.”

“Out of twelve,” he replied as if that was a good thing.

“Exactly and one of those was you driving backwards.”

“You are a genius!”

“I am?” It was all well and good being told that, but I had no idea why.

“We are going to race. It’s a two-player game, so we have double the chance. As you said, I was so bad that I drove around half the track the wrong way before figuring it out. You didn’t do so badly, but what if you had a little help? Help in the form of me crashing into the other players as they try to cross the finish line. The track is a complete circuit. I just need to go round it the wrong way, taking out anyone that isn’t you.”

“Does the game work like that?”

“It did when I played it in the other room. I crashed into at least three cars before realizing I was going the wrong way. The ones I hadn’t crashed into came in before the ones I had crashed into.”

“It’s worth a shot.” I couldn’t drum up much in the way of enthusiasm. I had fared pretty badly the first time I’d played it.

I sat in the seat and waited for Nate to follow suit.

As I looked up at the screen, I thought of Elliot. He would have loved this. This room wouldn’t have fazed him in the slightest. He’d have been through one of these doors ten minutes ago. I thought of him lying on a cold floor in a room like this. I had to get out. I kept that thought in my mind as I pressed the start button.

The lights flashed down from red to amber. When they turned green, I was ready. I pressed my foot down on the accelerator as fast as it would go. I had started the game in eleventh place, Nate in twelfth. The leader board showed that I, as player one, had quickly moved into sixth place. Player two was still in twelfth place, which is exactly where he wanted to be. The screen was split with my point of view on the left and Nate’s to the right. I took a quick glimpse to see him careening down the track the wrong way.

The split-second I had looked away cost me sixth position, I’d slipped down to seventh. I pushed harder on the accelerator and skidded around the corner, narrowly missing a white fence.

Once I’d got back on a straightaway, I could see that the risky move had taken me up to fifth. I was on a roll, gaining on the car in front of me, I swerved and knocked him off the road.

Fourth!

I could see a sharp turn ahead of me. I had to decide to keep my speed up and hope I get round the corner or slow down slightly. Despite the fact I couldn’t see the three cars in front of me, I played it safe. It was a split-second decision that I was aware could cost all of us our lives. I slowed down slightly, but I got around the corner without crashing. A few more turns and I caught up with the cars ahead. They were in the distance, but this was a straightaway, so I pushed the accelerator to the floor. They became larger as I grew closer to them. Another sharp bend. I slowed down again as the car directly in front of me flew off the road. I was now third. As I watched, I could see Nate’s car coming toward us. He crashed magnificently with car number one, sending them both off the road and sending me into second place. As I passed where he had crashed, a couple of seconds later, the previous number one and Nate’s car regenerated right in front of me causing me to swerve and lose precious seconds. I went straight back down to number three. My speed was much greater than theirs, and so, once I corrected my path, I zoomed back up to second place. The leader was once again out of sight. I tried to remember how far the end of the track was, but I couldn’t. The graphics were very poor, and all the scenery looked the same. I zoomed around the next corner, and there he was in the distance. 

Another straight, so I put my foot to the floor. I could see I was catching up with him. He got closer and closer as I sped towards him and then I could see it, the finish line. Just round the next bend. I wasn’t going to make it in time. He was just too far ahead. He slowed for the corner, and I almost caught up. I was only seconds behind. The only way I could pass him now was to go around the corner at full speed. The likelihood was that I’d fly off into the grass edge, but I knew I wouldn’t catch him if I didn’t try. I had nothing left to lose.

I screamed as I hurtled around the corner. If I’d been in a real car, I’d have been up on two wheels at this point.

I gripped the steering wheel tightly; forcing it to the right as far as it would go. My foot never left the accelerator and the accelerator never left the floor. I managed to keep control and just made it around the corner. I spun the wheel in the other direction to compensate and careened off the road in a fiery explosion.

I couldn’t believe it. I’d crashed. I’d blown our last chance of getting out of here. I took my hands off the steering wheel and threw them in the air.

“What are you doing?”

“I crashed. We’ve lost.”

“Look at the screen.” His voice sounded urgent.

I looked up. I’d taken the other car out as I crashed. He had exploded, too. We had now regenerated next to each other.

I pushed my foot hard to the floor, and we crossed the finish line neck and neck.

The screen went black. I turned to Nate.

“What happened? Did I win?”

He shrugged. I waited for the leader board. As predicted, Nate’s Player two was the first to go up in twelfth place. One by one, the computer players were listed in ascending order. Without thinking, I grabbed Nate’s hand as the second place player was shown. It was the computer. I stared at the screen in shock as ‘Player one’ flashed up as the winner.

The screen read ‘CONGRATULATIONS.

“I did it,” I whispered. “I did it!”

The door clicked, and once again, we’d conquered a room

The door opened up into a short corridor with a door at the opposite end. It took no time to just walk through and open the unlocked door. It opened into a room with a small platform for us to stand on. Below the platform and filling the room was water. We had made it to the aquarium room. The absence of any other doors in the room told me that we would have to swim to get out.

The look on Nate’s face worried me. He looked scared. The image of the half-decomposed body flittered through my mind. She was down here somewhere. I felt fear, too.

“If we swim past her quickly, we’ll hardly notice her.” I tried to buoy his spirits.

It was only when he replied that I discovered that the look on his face had nothing to do with the woman.

“I can’t swim!”
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Chapter fourteen

 

I knew I was a strong swimmer, but he was a lot bigger than I, and I didn’t know if I had the strength to drag him through. The only thing I could see on our little platform was a pile of plastic bags and a stack of foreign looking coins. When I picked one of the coins up, I could see it was from Spain, 25 pesetas. It was dated 1986. The other coins were exactly the same.

“What are these for?” I asked, although the real question I wanted to ask was “How can you not swim?”

“I don’t know about the coins, but I suspect the bags will be to put our clothes in to keep them dry.”

I’d not thought of that before now. It was bad enough that I was going to have to swim past a dead body and goodness knows what traps. It was bad enough I was going to have to drag a much bigger non-swimmer as I did it, but now I had to do it naked?

‘No, not naked!’ I thought to myself. ‘I’ll have my bra and panties on. It’s like wearing a bikini at the beach.’

“I’ll swim through first, see what’s down there. It might not be too far, and I’ll be able to pull you through. You wait here.” He didn’t argue, not that I expected him to.

I felt extremely nervous and self-conscious getting undressed in front of Nate. I took each item off quickly and shoved it in the bag.

“Hold this!” I threw it to Nate and dived in. The water was actually warmer than I had expected. It probably had to be a certain temperature for all the fish. In any other circumstance, I would have loved this. I love swimming, and it’s always been a dream of mine to take diving lessons and dive at the Great Barrier Reef. I tried to imagine that’s where I was as I swam through the crystal clear water. At the end of the room, I took a deep breath and disappeared under the water. The aquarium was huge down here and carried on much farther than it had seemed in the room where I’d left Nate. I had swum the distance of one room before I got to the room where we had seen the aquarium in the first place. I could tell because it was lighter here. The ceiling was made of glass in this part. It also branched off to both sides. This part of the aquarium was like the center of a cross. I could go left, right forward or backwards. The problem was, the only light was coming from above, and the glass ceiling stopped me from going upwards. Each branch of the cross had no lighting. I knew I could turn back at any time, so I wasn’t too worried about which branch to take. I also knew that the dead woman would be beneath me. I didn’t want to look at her, so I closed my eyes briefly and swam straight on. I must have swum further than I thought I had because my head hit something solid. I opened my eyes, but couldn’t see anything in the gloom. I turned and swam back past the glass-floored room above, past the dead lady, and back to Nate.

“Is there a way through?” he asked as I breached the surface.

I took a few gulps of air and submerged myself again without answering him. This time, I took the right fork with the same result. I repeated the whole thing with the left fork before swimming back to Nate.

“There’s no way out!” I managed once I had gotten my breath back.

“There must be, it’s just that...”

“It’s just that we have to find it.” I cut him off. “I know! Unfortunately, you’re the one with all the brains, and you can’t swim.”

“I can do the doggy paddle a little,” he replied defensively.

“I don’t think the doggy paddle will be much help in this situation.”

“No,” he conceded, “probably not. Can you swim back and take a look around? Examine everything as much as you can and report back to me.”

“But that means I’ll have to look at the dead woman. I’ve purposely been swimming high up and with my eyes closed to avoid looking at her.”

“Well, perhaps, you also managed to avoid seeing a clue. This time, swim low down and with your eyes open.”   

It was the last thing I wanted to do, but I knew I had no choice. I took a few more deep breaths and then swam, once more, beneath the water. I tried to concentrate on the task and keep my eyes out for anything that would help, but all I could see was the dead woman. I focused on a bright yellow fish in an attempt to keep my panic level to the minimum. I knew I had to do it, so I quickly scanned the floor to see if I could spot anything. At first, all I saw was some gravel and plants and a red fish, but when I looked closer, the red fish was not a fish at all but a button—a bright red button. I swam toward it. As I extended my hand to press it, my foot got caught in some weeds, stopping me from being able to move further and when I turned to free my leg, I found it wasn’t weeds at all, but a trap. I had my foot caught in a trap. I tried pulling it out, but the more I pulled, the tighter it wrapped itself around my ankle. It didn’t help me any that the dead woman was just inches away from me. I pulled again on the trap, but I wasn’t strong enough to untangle it. I could feel my reserves depleting. In just a few moments, I’d have to exhale, but with only water to inhale, I’d drown. I’d heard drowning was a horrifically painful way to die. I don’t know what bothered me more; the fact that Ezra had won, once again, and I’d die in here, or that I’d end up as fish food just like the woman next to me. I looked at her, and just before I blacked out, I saw, what was left of her leg caught in a similar trap to mine.

Then I was gone.
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Chapter fifteen

 

“Breathe. Kim, please!” 

I felt lips on mine; wet, soft, like kisses, but then, they blew life into me. I heard my name again.

I coughed and my lungs emptied of the water they had inhaled. I took a gulp of air, like a cool breeze into my sore lungs.

“Oh, thank god. I thought you were a goner.”

I opened my eyes and saw Nate’s face inches above mine. When I took a look around, I saw that we were back on the platform.

“You saved me, I thought you couldn’t swim?”

“I can’t, really, but when you didn’t come back, I knew I had to do something. I jumped in and kind of bounce-walked along the bottom of the tank. I saw you trapped, so I untangled you and carried you back here. I had to kind of push myself off the bottom of the tank while holding you to get you up to the platform. It was difficult, but I managed it. I also saw what you were going for—the red button. I pressed it. It lit up, but nothing else happened, so I don’t know what it was for.”

“You kissed me?” I remember the feel and taste of his lips on mine.”

“I gave you CPR. You weren’t breathing.”

“Oh,” I felt embarrassed. Of course, he wasn’t kissing me. I only hoped the blue of the walls and water cooled the redness of my cheeks.

“So now, what?” I asked in an attempt to change the subject.

“I think you should rest for an hour or so. Get your breathing back to normal, and then I’m afraid you’ll have to go and investigate what that red button did. It can’t have just been there for show.”

“I can’t wait an hour. Elliott is waiting for us to rescue him. My breathing is fine.” I took a deep breath to prove my point. It hurt. I tried again, and this time, without warning, I dove back into the water. If Nate had pushed the button, it meant that I didn’t have to, which also meant I could swim higher, away from the traps. I swam through the middle. I was about to carry on, into the darkness, when I saw something on my right, a chink of light, cutting through the gloom. I swam towards it. It was a hole in the ceiling. A trapdoor had opened up. I pulled myself up into the room above. There was nothing in it except another huge red button on the opposite side. The floor at the side with the button and also at the side where I stood was painted blue, but the rest of the floor was painted red. On the ceiling above, was a net made of rope. Something about the net and the red floor told me that I wouldn’t just be able to cross and press the button. I put a toe on the red part of the floor. I heard it just a fraction of a second before I felt it—a sizzling sound of water hitting heat. I quickly took my toe off and examined it. I had a nice new blister, but because of my quick reactions, the damage was minimal. I plunged my foot back into the water to soothe it. So I would have to use the net somehow to press the button that probably would open another door somewhere. I’d already been gone a few minutes, and I didn’t want Nate jumping into the water to save me again, so I swam back to tell him what I’d found.

“I’ll be gone a while. I promise to come back after I’ve pushed the button and I promise to swim high up, away from the traps.”

“I don’t like it. What if you get stuck? I won’t know if you are trapped or injured.”

“What choice do we have?”

I didn’t give him a chance to answer. We had no choice at all, and we didn’t have time to discuss it. I swam into the middle and then turned right. Almost immediately, I saw that the trap door had closed. It was on a time lock. I’d have to press the button on the floor again. It would break my promise to Nate, but what choice did I have? I swam back and carefully pressed the red button on the floor, keeping an eye out for traps. It lit up, and the trap door to the right opened again. If it was on a timer, I’d have to be quick. I swam for it as fast as I could and pulled myself up into the room above. I jumped to catch the net on the ceiling and quickly got across by swinging from one bit of net to another. I pressed the button, which lit up and swung my way back.

Jumping into the water, I could see a chink of light at the opposite side. I wanted to swim back to Nate to tell him what was happening, but I was worried that if I did, it would close. I swam towards it and, like the last one and pulled myself up. This room was almost identical to the last, with the red button on the opposite wall and the large red stripe along the floor. This time, I held my hand over it to see if it was hot. It didn’t feel hot, but I didn’t want to chance it. This time, instead of the net on the ceiling, there were handholds on the wall, the kind you find at rock climbing walls. This would be easy. I’d done bouldering plenty of times, and despite my small size, I was pretty agile and found it easy. I got across to the other side in no time. Feeling smug, I pressed the red button and stepped back. There was a bang, and I found myself flying forward and hitting the wall.

“What?” I said out loud, feeling dazed. A pain in my heel got my attention. I looked down. It was smoking. “What?” I said again pointlessly. It was then that I realized what must have happened. I’d stood on the red stripe and been electrocuted. It wasn’t enough to kill me but, by god, it was enough to hurt. I hopped to the bouldering wall to find half the handholds missing. They’d retracted when I had pressed the button. I had to stretch to reach the first one and then jump to cling on to it. I was strong, so I managed it, but the next one was even further away. There wasn’t a foothold left, so I had to dangle with one hand. I swapped my hands and then swung until I got enough momentum to propel myself to the next handhold. I only just caught it by the tip of my fingers. As I made my way back across, I suddenly became aware of a noise. When I looked around to find the source, I saw that the trapdoor was sliding back into place. 

I swung onto the last handhold and down onto the ground, narrowly missing the electrified floor. With a quick jump, I managed to get through the trapdoor just before it closed. I only had to swim left to get through the last door. I was pleased to see that it was open. I swam up to it and hoisted myself up. This room was different from the others insomuch as its floor was blue all over. There were three doors leading out and a big strange-looking machine. When I examined it closely, I discovered it was a drying machine. The type you find at theme parks after getting off a wet ride. I stepped into it and pressed the start button. A screen read ‘Insert coins 50pts.’ So that’s what the Spanish money was for. It was for us to dry off. I was going to try one of the doors when I heard the same sound I had in the last room. The trapdoor!

I dove through it, this time, head first, and swam back to Nate.

When I told him what I’d found, he pointed out an obvious problem.

“So you will have to do all this again, as quickly as you can.”

“Yes.”

“Just how am I going to get through? I can’t swim, remember.”

I’d not thought of that in my excitement to tell him I’d figured out the puzzle. If I tried pulling him through the water to each room, we’d never make it in time.

I sat and thought for a few moments, goose bumps appearing on my arm due to the cold. 

“Ok, how about this. I do all the rooms and press all the buttons, and then you jump in and walk across to the opposite side, and I’ll just pull you up the last trapdoor.”

How will I know when to jump in? Too soon and I’ll drown, too late and we’ll miss getting through the trapdoor before it closes.

“We’ll have to do a trial run first. You time me. Your watch is still working, right?” My flimsy plastic watch had given up in the snow room.

“Yes, it’s waterproof, but…”

 “I go down, do it all again, and this time, instead of swimming through the last trapdoor, I’ll come back to you, and you can see how long it takes.”“That’s madness. You’ve already nearly drowned once today. You are exhausted, and I can’t believe I have to jump in here without you again.” I could hear the fear in his voice and it made me realize how incredibly brave he’d been to jump in to save me the first time. I wanted to ask him what other choice we had, but instead I hugged him and told him it was going to be alright.

“You’ll be fine.” I waited until he set his watch timer and dove into the water.  From there, I swam straight to the red button, missed the traps, and swam to the trap door. I copied everything I’d done before, this time leaving out the part where I burned my foot and electrocuted myself. I swam at a steady pace and tried not to go too quickly or too slowly. I had to match the pace exactly the next time, or Nate would drown. When I got back to him, he stopped his watch.

“How long?” I flopped onto the platform and caught my breath.

“Eight minutes and forty-seven seconds. Take off thirty seconds or so for swimming back from the last room and that gives us eight minutes and seventeen seconds.”

“Right, then.” I panted.

“That’s a long time for things to go wrong. I can hold my breath for about thirty seconds, maybe a little more, but that’s still a pretty small window.”

“Jump in at the eight-minute mark and start walking along the bottom towards the center. Bring the bags with our clothes with you and put those coins in. I’ll be there. I promise.” I don’t know what made me do it, but I kissed his cheek before, once again, diving into the water. 

I tried to keep the same pace as I had before, but all I could think about was Nate standing at the bottom of the tank, waiting for me. I sped up a little. Thankfully, for the second time in a row, I managed to get through all the obstacles pretty quickly. When I swam back to the center, Nate wasn’t there. My heart lurched, but then I saw him. He was walking towards me. I’d gone a little too quickly, and he’d only just jumped in. I would have to swim as though my life depended on it if I wanted to get the pair of us through that trapdoor in time. When Nate saw me swimming towards him, he half ran, half swam a little faster. He looked so out of place. It wasn’t his fault. I would have struggled to swim with both bags of clothes. I grabbed his arm and pulled him through the water. I kicked my legs, and he copied which helped a little. He was much heavier than me and even though he was trying to help, we still cut through the water slowly. I was relieved to see the trapdoor still open, but as we swam towards it, it began to close. I kicked harder, but it was apparent that we weren’t going to make it. By the time we got to it, there was a gap of only a couple of inches. Nate thrust his hand past me and into the gap. The bags of clothes sank in the water as he let go. He put his legs against the wall and used the full force of them to push back on the trapdoor. Slowly it began to open. When the gap was big enough I pulled myself through and, from the top, I grabbed the trapdoor from Nate. It took every ounce of strength I had to hold it open, but I managed it long enough for Nate to get through. I was exhausted.

“Hold the door,” I panted.

I jumped back into the water, hopefully for the last time, to retrieve the bags.

I found the Peseta’s that Nate had put in the bags and fed them into the drying machine. Warm air cascaded down over my body. Nate squeezed in next to me. The machine wasn’t really built for more than one person, so our bodies touched. I suddenly realized how naked I felt, how exposed and even vulnerable. I’d been right next to Nate in only our underwear in the water, but I hadn’t thought about it then, I’d been too busy trying to save our lives. Now, however, it was all I could think about. I jumped out of the machine and flung my pajamas and robe on quickly. I was still a little damp, but I felt so relieved to be dressed. I couldn’t bring myself to look at Nate. Instead, I lay down on the ground and closed my eyes.
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Chapter sixteen

 

“Wake up.”

I opened my eyes. 

“I’m not asleep.”

“Your snoring says otherwise. You dozed off. You’ve been asleep for about an hour. I thought I’d let you sleep. I’ve checked the doors. All of them have those double doors where the second door only opens when the first one closes. I didn’t dare go through any of them in case I got locked in, and you didn’t know where I was. I didn’t want to get separated again.”

“Great, another dark room!” I sighed. I supposed this was either going to kill me or cure me phobia-wise.

“I don’t think so. I think it’s just so you don’t look through every door to choose the easiest room. This way, you pick a room and stick to it.”

“So which door should we pick?”

“You choose. Ladies first.”

It didn’t really matter which door I picked. I’d lost all sense of direction. I couldn’t tell where we were in relation to where we began. I randomly chose a door.

“The middle one.”

“The middle one it is.”

We were once again squashed up together between two doors. At least, this time, we were fully clothed. 

The second door unlocked. We found ourselves in a circular room. There were eight doors around the edge at equidistant intervals. The floor was a giant clock face covered with yet another glass floor. The time on it read 3:32. I looked at Nate’s watch. It was the correct time. Had it really been that long since we left the cabin? We’d been in this maze since 7 am the previous day. Thirty-three and a half hours. Already past the time Nate had calculated we’d be in here. I wondered if Laura had slept at all. The only sound in the room was the giant second hand ticking beneath us. Each door had a number on it. The one we had come through said 6:25. 

“Any ideas?”

“It makes sense that the doors open at the correct time. It’s three thirty-three now so the next one to unlock should be…” He looked around the room and walked to a door. It was the one directly opposite us. “This one at four seventeen.”

“So we just wait?”

“Yeah, we just wait. I wonder what the other doors are for?” Nate mused.

“What other doors? They all go places.”

“But they can’t. Every room we have been in, so far, has been either a cube or, like that last one, a series of cubes. We’ve never gone diagonally or down any winding paths. If you imagine this circular room fitting inside a cube, that means there are only four doors that will lead anywhere. The one we came through, the one opposite and the two at right angles to those. The four in between will lead to nowhere.”

“They probably do lead to nowhere. It doesn’t matter, though, does it? You said yourself that the next one to open will be that one.” I indicated to one he’d pointed out.

“I guess so. We just have to sit and wait for forty-four, no, forty-three minutes.”

I was glad of the excuse to rest. Even though I’d napped in the last room, I still felt tired.

I sat down right in the center of the room. Underneath me, all three hands of the clock met, the second hand doing laps around me with its tick, tick, tick. I thought of Elliott all alone in the Labyrinth somewhere, waiting for us, cold, hungry, thirsty and above all, alone.

“Do you think we could smash this glass floor somehow and move the hands to the right time?” Anything to get to Elliott quicker.

“It’s not really glass. It will be some kind of acrylic or something. There’s no way we’d be able to smash it. We’ll just have to wait.” He lay down and placed his hands under his head. 

I sat for a few minutes, listening to the second hand. Each second felt like an hour, each tick, a measure of how long I’d been away from the little Squidge.

I tried to take my mind off it. It was doing me no good to dwell on what I couldn’t change. I remembered back to something I’d heard earlier in the maze. Something the reporter had said. I’d forgotten about it until now.

“Nate?”

“Hmm?”

I lay down with my head next to his. His feet were on the number nine. I don’t know why, but I thought it would be funny to put my feet on the six. From above, we looked like quarter to six.

“The news reporter, the one on the TV in the cabin, said your parents had died. Is that true?”

“Didn’t you know? Why do you think I was living with you?”

“How would I know? You’ve spoken to me more in the last thirty-three hours than in the whole two months prior.”

“I thought Laura would have told you.”

“She wouldn’t tell me why you were with us. I guess she was waiting for you to tell us.”

I waited. Nate didn’t speak.

“So are you going to tell me?” I urged.

“What do you want to know?”

“Tell me about your parents and how you came to be living with us.”

I wasn’t sure if he wanted to talk about it. He seemed cagey about the subject, but I was stuck in here for the near future, and I was bored, bored, and curious.

“My parents died, Laura was an old friend of my grandmother. She agreed to take me in until I was eighteen.”

“Is that it? How did they die?”

“Do you really want to know this?”

“You’ve barely spoken to me in all the time I’ve known you; yet, since we have been down here, you’ve been really talkative.”

“I’ve solved puzzles. I’ve talked them through.”

“Ok, so here is a puzzle. There is this guy. I’d like to get to know him better, but he’s very secretive. I have a feeling there is a wonderful guy behind the mask. Now the puzzle is, how do I get him to open up?”

“Cute.”

He was silent again. I knew when I was beaten. I closed my mouth and looked at the ceiling. It was unremarkable, painted white, with spotlights recessed into the ceiling.

“They died in a crash.”

I was shocked to hear him speak. I turned over onto my stomach and looked at him. His eyes were closed.

“My father had been drinking. He wasn’t a drinker, usually, so I don’t know what possessed him to drive when drunk that night. They’d been to a party. I think they were planning to drink and stay over, but their friends’ party had more guests than planned, so there weren’t enough beds for them. A taxi would have been expensive; it was about sixty miles from our house. I guess my dad thought he would chance it. It was late; it was dark. He probably thought the roads would be quiet.”

He paused. I could tell that this was hard for him. I felt bad for pushing it now, but at the same time, I was glad he was opening up to me.

“I was told that my father probably fell asleep at the wheel and veered across to the wrong side of the road. A bus was coming in the opposite direction. It was full of Brownies, coming back from a camp. The driver tried to swerve in time but ended up with the bus upside down in a ditch. Four little girls were killed on the spot. Another two and the Brownie leader died later in the hospital. Others had to have limbs amputated. My parents both survived the initial crash although my mother died in the ambulance on the way to the hospital. My father survived just long enough to sober up and learn just what he’d done. I think the guilt and the grief killed him more than his injuries. I was woken up by my grandmother the next day. By the time I got to the hospital, it was too late. My grandfather had died years ago, and my grandmother lives in an assisted living facility. I had nowhere to go. Laura heard about me and agreed to take me in. The rest you already know.”

I was speechless. I had no idea. I could feel tears running down my cheeks. No wonder he never spoke.

“I’m so sorry, Nate.” What else could I say?

“It’s ok.”

It wasn’t ok, though. It was far from ok. I moved towards him, and we became a quarter to nine.
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Chapter seventeen

 

The ticking of the clock, the overwhelming emotion I felt, and the warmth of his body lulled me back to sleep. I woke to find Nate’s arm draped over my body and his cheeks wet. Soft snores told me he had fallen asleep, too.

I carefully grabbed his arm and checked the time on his watch.

“Wake up. Nate. Wake up!”   

“What?” he looked disorientated.

It’s four fourteen. The door will open in three minutes. I jumped up to check the huge clock on the floor to make sure it was telling the same time as Nate’s watch. It was.

Nate wiped his face with his sleeves and looked embarrassed. I pretended I’d not seen him. 

I ran over to the door with 4:17 written on it and waited. 

The second hand continued its revolution three times. As the clock hit four seventeen exactly, the door clicked.

I flung the door open.

Inside was a bathroom. I ran in, hoping to find another door but there was nothing but a toilet, a basin, and a mirror.

“It’s a toilet! We’ve waited all this time for a toilet.”

“Great,” Nate squeezed past me and ran over to the toilet. “I’m bursting.”

He turned to me. “I know you wanted to get to know me better, but please tell me you aren’t going to watch.”

I closed the door quickly, my cheeks coloring. I tried to concentrate on the second hand continuing its journey. The toilet flushed, and Nate put his head around the door. 

“If you want to go, I’d be quick. The door might lock at four eighteen.” As he said it, the minute hand ticked over.

“Just hold the door for me.”

I walked over to the toilet and looked behind me. The door was open just a crack with Nate’s fingers between the door and the frame. The embarrassment continued as I realized he would be able to hear me peeing. I ran to the sink and ran the water there to mask the sound.

We’d lost our water bottles in the aquarium room. They were probably floating around somewhere, bobbing on the surface, confusing the fish. I put my head under the tap and drank. I drank more than I should have, but I didn’t know when I’d next have access to water.

Nate took his pajama top off and wedged it under the door as a doorstop. At least, we would have access to a toilet until we moved out of the circular room.

”The next door is one of those that should only open into a corner. I suspect a closet or something.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me. It opens in…” I looked at the door he was pointing at 7:49.

 “Three hours and nineteen minutes,” Nate finished for me, looking up from his watch.

“Three hours? You’ve got to be kidding.”

“And nineteen minutes.”

“Did you see if Elliott had access to water in his room?”

“I couldn’t tell. I didn’t see a tap.”

“How long can a person survive without water?”

“I’m not sure, three days?”  

“Three days? We‘ve been here nearly two days already. What if we don’t get to him in time?”

“We’ll get to him in time. It’s probably closer to five days anyway. I was only guessing.”

“What if we die in here? What if Elliott dies? Laura and Tom will never know what happened to us. We’ll just be like that woman in the aquarium.”

I couldn’t help myself. I could feel the tears begin. 

“We are going to get out. I will not let you die in here. Do you understand me?” Nate put his arms around me. He was so huge next to me; it was like being wrapped in a warm blanket.

“Do you understand me?” he repeated.

“Yes, I understand you.” I sniffed. I sat down against the circular wall. “Tell me about yourself. Not your parents, you. What did you do before you came to live with us?”

“Pretty much the same as I did with you. Read books, went to school. What about you?”

“You know what I do. Go out with my friends, watch TV.” I sounded lame. The truth was, I had no real interests of my own, I just did what everyone else did and followed the crowd. I found myself wanting to be more so I could say more. I don’t know why my sudden interest in impressing Nate, but I found myself saying “I want to be a doctor, actually.”

I don’t know what made me say it. I’d had half-assed ideas about becoming a doctor in the past, but up until now, had not done anything to achieve that particular ambition. Actually, before now, I’d not even been aware it was an ambition. To give Nate his due, he didn’t laugh at me. He just raised his eyebrows thoughtfully.

“Nice. I think you’d make a good doctor.”

“Really?” Seriously, really?

“Yeah, you can think on your feet, keep going under duress, and don’t give up. I think tenacity is a virtue of a really good doctor.”

And here I was thinking my bedside manner was appalling, and I couldn’t even sort out the pain in my foot.

It was, actually, really beginning to feel sore, but there was little I could do about it. I’d have to walk on it a lot longer if I wanted to get out of here. I ripped a strip from the bottom of my pajamas and wrapped it around my foot where it had burned. It wouldn’t serve as much protection, but at least, it would keep it off the floor. The second hand had just ticked its way beneath me, so I stood up and followed its path around the room, limping with each step. By the time it had completed a full revolution, I could stand it no more. I flopped down next to Nate and took my homemade bandage off. It hadn’t helped in the slightest. I needed something to take my mind off the pain.

“Did you have a girlfriend?” It was the first question that popped into my head. Almost instantly, I regretted asking.

“Why do you want to know?” He looked at me and gave me a grin.

Exactly, why did I want to know?

“I know, you felt my half-naked body back there in the pool, and now you want more.”

“No...I” I could feel myself turning red. I was absolutely mortified. I was acutely aware that he was still naked from the waist up. Nate began to laugh. He was teasing me. I could quite happily have strangled him with my foot bandage.

“Actually, I did have a girlfriend. We dated for a year and a half. She didn’t want to be associated with the son of the Brownie Killer, so she dumped me.”

“That’s awful. She left you after all you had been through?”

“Pretty much, yep.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. What about you?”

“I’ve never really had a boyfriend.”

Nate turned and looked at me, shock on his face.

“Really? You?”

“Yes, really, me. What do you mean by that?”

“I don’t know. I thought you’d have lots of guys wanting to ask you out. If you look past the crazy, you’re actually pretty cute.”

“Gee, thanks!”

“You know what I mean. I actually like the crazy. It makes you interesting.”

“You never found me interesting before. You never spoke to me.”

“That’s before I got to know you. I just thought you were a reality-TV-watching airhead, but now I know you…”

“Is this supposed to be a compliment, because you aren’t doing a very good job of it?”

“Let me finish. I can see what a wonderful person you are. You really care about your brother, and more than that, you are willing to put yourself through all this hardship to get to him. I can see how much your family means to you. Laura, Tom, and Elliott are pretty much the only things you’ve talked about since being in here. I know how terrified you are of this labyrinth, but the biggest fear in you is not any pain you might encounter; it’s losing your family. I really admire that about you. You possess a bravery and loyalty I never knew existed.  And I was lying earlier when I said you are kinda cute. ‘Kinda cute is for little kids. You are beautiful.”

I think he had said more than he planned to. I could see his face reddening before he turned away from me so that I couldn’t see.

“Thank you.” The truth was, I’d never had anyone say such a nice thing to me before. I was deeply touched by his words. I also couldn’t think of anything to say back to him. We both became quiet. The clock ticked beneath me, counting down the minutes until we could get out of this room. I listened to it, its relentless but steady pace, soothing, but worrying me at the same time. Every tick marked a second longer that Elliott had to survive on his own.

When we had only ten minutes until the next door opened, I nudged Nate. He had fallen asleep.

“Wake up. We have ten minutes.”

I was grateful for the fact we had wedged the toilet door open. We took turns using it and drink from the tap. Without having our water bottles, I had to drink enough so I wouldn’t get dehydrated but not so much that I’d have to use the toilet in half an hour. I didn’t know when I’d next see a toilet or water source.

“We should close this door properly. The next door might not unlock if this one is still open.” Nate pulled his pajama top out from under the door and put it back on. 

I re-tied the bandage around my sore foot.

I didn’t have much faith that there would be anything behind the next door. Nate was right; it would probably open into a corner. There was nowhere else for it to go. Still, it might have a button behind it to open up one of the other doors.

When the time ticked over to 7:49 exactly, I opened the door. Nate had been right. There was only the tiniest of spaces between the circular wall of the inner room and the square corner of the outer room. There was, however, a ladder upwards.

I put my sore foot on the first rung. I managed to do it without much pain by keeping my heel off the rung.

I climbed upwards. I had expected it to stop on the floor above, but the ladder longer than that. I climbed, at least, two floors before coming to another door. The room was exactly the same shape as the little room we had just left, which made me think the door would open up onto another circular room. Thankfully, this door opened right away, and, as I predicted, it was circular. Unlike the room two floors below, this one didn’t have a clock on the floor. It had black and white stripes radiating out from the center of the room. Alternate black and white doors lined the room with barely an inch between each doorframe.

Nate followed me in and closed the door behind him. That’s when the floor began to spin.
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Chapter eighteen

 

The floor spun in one direction. It spun slowly, but the walls began spinning in the opposite direction at a much quicker pace. The overall effect was mesmerizing, but also made me feel sick. The only way I could stop the nausea was to close my eyes to block out all the conflicting information. The floor stopped moving, causing me to stumble. 

“That was quite a trip,” said Nate from below me. I opened my eyes to see that he’d fallen on the floor. 

“You should have closed your eyes. The floor wasn’t actually moving that quickly. It just seemed quick because the walls were whizzing past in the opposite direction.”

I couldn’t have told you which door we had come through to start with. Following Nate’s logic, there would be four doors at right angles to each other that would open into rooms, four doors that would open into the corner of this room, which could have a ladder either up or down and eight other doors that wouldn’t open, or would open into nowhere.

I was already so completely disorientated that I wouldn’t know which was which. I tried a random door, and it was locked. I tried the one next to it. It was locked, too.

The floor began to spin again, this time in the opposite direction. The whir of the black and white doors turned everything to gray as they spun around me. I sat down and closed my eyes again. I needed to get out of this room before I was sick. 

The room stopped.

“I don’t like this room!”

“Me, neither.” I looked up at Nate. His face was roughly the same color as the walls when they were whizzing past. 

I stood, wobbly on my feet and tried a door. Once again, locked. The next one, too. The floor began to rotate again. 

“I seriously need to get out of here,” I shouted over to Nate, who was sitting in the center, his head in his hands. This time, when the walls stopped moving, I was ready. I tried the nearest door to me, which was locked. I dug my thumbnail into the doors painted surface and left a scratch mark there to show I’d tried it. I repeated the action on the next door before the room began to spin once again. I repeated the action until I got to the final door.

“Nate, I’ve got it, come over here.”

I pulled on the handle of the only door without a scratch mark. It was locked.

“How can it be locked? How? I’ve marked all of them.”

I had been so sure that my method would work. I’d even been feeling pretty smug about figuring out the room all by myself. 

“I think,” started Nate, “that there really is only one exit from this room, and it stays in the same place; however, the doors move, so a different door leads to it every time.”

He paused while the room moved again. When it stopped, he continued.

“I think that our options are to both try as many doors as we can each time the room stops in the hope of chancing on it. If we can both try two doors each every time it stops, that’s a twenty-five percent chance of hitting the right one, Although, we are going to have to move quickly to get through it before the room spins again. The alternative is that we try and figure out which way is which, even though the room is moving. I can’t do that, though, because my head is spinning so much that I’m using all my concentration on not throwing up.”

“Trial and error method it is then.”

The next time the room stopped, I tried the first door I could, locked.

“Locked,” shouted Nate from across the room.

“Locked,” I shouted back after my second door to which he replied the same. The room spun again.

This time, I tried to walk against the floor at the same speed it was going so in theory, I was in the exact spot I had been in when the room had started spinning. It was difficult to gauge, with the walls moving, too, but I tried to ignore them and concentrate on my steps. When the room stopped again, I ran to a different part of the room. At least, I thought it was different. Nate took the doors opposite me. All four we tried were locked. I was beginning to feel pretty sick myself now.

It took another three attempts before I pulled on a door and it opened.

“Nate!”

He tried running towards me, but at the last minute veered to one side and crashed into a wall through sheer dizziness. 

“Quick!” but I needn’t have been so urgent. The room stayed still while the door was open enabling us to get through. Nate followed me into the next room and was promptly sick on the floor.

The room we came into was filled with TV screens from floor to ceiling. At the moment, they were all switched off. I suspected we were due another ‘visit’ from Ezra. We’d not heard from him for quite a while.

Aside from the door we had just entered through, there were two other doors. I tried both, even though I knew they would be locked.

I sat down next to Nate and rubbed his back. It’s what Laura always did for me when I was sick. He just groaned. 

There was nothing to do in this room but wait. Wait for my head to stop spinning, wait for Nate to feel better, and wait for Ezra to make his appearance, which I was sure was going to happen, sooner rather than later. 

Five minutes passed before I felt well enough to stand up again. Nate had stopped groaning, and his color had shifted from gray to almost flesh-colored. “Feeling better?” I asked.

“Yeah, thanks, I’m sorry about that. That last room was a killer!” He lifted his hands to his head. “What is this room?”

“I thought the TV’s would have turned on by now and we’d be treated to another lecture by Ezra Fruit Loops…”

“Ha. I guess not. Let’s see what we can see. Have you checked the doors yet?”

“Yep, both locked.” I wasn’t sure what there was to see. There were screens everywhere but not much else. 

“Did you press this button yet?” I looked over to where Nate was pointing. A red button was in the middle of one of the walls surrounded by screens. I’d missed it on my first trip around the room.

“No, I hadn’t seen it.”

Nate pressed the button and immediately the screens came to life. A deluge of information blasted out from all sides. I moved to the middle of the room to try to make sense of what I was being shown. Some of the screens showed large red arrows, all pointing in different directions, some showed rooms in the labyrinth that we hadn’t visited yet, and some showed rooms I recognized. One of the screens showed us in the room we were in now. A camera must have been pointed at us. I turned slowly to try to understand what I was being shown. The screens flickered from viewpoint to viewpoint quickly so as I focused on one screen, it would change. Then I saw something on one of the screens.

“Elliott!” He was in a room with a block on it and a see through floor. The room below it was the one Nate must have walked through all those hours before. Elliott was walking around the room, looking at the walls. “Oh thank goodness, he’s ok.”

“It might not be a live feed.”

“What?”

“Look. Some of these screens are just playbacks of what has already happened.”

I looked to the screen indicated by Nate. It showed us in the circular clock room. I was asleep on the floor, and Nate was stroking my head. I looked at him, standing next to me and he looked embarrassed to have been caught. I had more important things to worry about than Nate stroking my hair when I was asleep, though. I looked back at the screen Elliott was on, but it had changed and now showed a room with, what looked, to be plants in it.

“How can we be sure which screens are live and which are playbacks?”

“I don’t think there is any way to tell.”

Suddenly, all the screens seemed to come together, and a large Ezra Harland took over a whole wall of screens.

“Labyrinthian. Welcome! Are you having fun yet?” He paused. “No? Oh, dear, that’s too bad. I’m enjoying myself immensely. Perhaps you’d like a preview of what fun you have ahead of you. Would you like that? Of course, I don’t want to give away all my secrets, but a little taste can’t hurt can it?”

He flashed off, to be replaced by an image of a room with a moving floor, which flashed off to show a room with flames blowing out of the walls. This, in turn, was replaced by a room that looked like it had a series of interconnecting tunnels. The next screen made me scream. Splatters of dried blood filled the screen, obliterating the view of the room beyond. 

Nate held me tightly. Ezra once again appeared. “Looks like fun, yes? No? It’s not the room you wanted to see, is it? I know what you are looking for, you may have already caught a glimpse of it on one of my screens.”

“Elliott? How did he know I’d be wanting to see Elliott?”

“This is what you are wanting isn’t it my dear, Labyrinthian?”

He disappeared from the screen, and another room showed on the big screen. It wasn’t Elliott. It was the Diamond. Of course, it was. I’d forgotten about it in my worry about Elliott and my haste to get out of this place. The diamond sparkled on a royal blue satin pillow on a pedestal in the center of the room. I could see nothing else in the room, but I was willing to bet that it wouldn’t be so easy to just walk in and just pick it up. 

“It’s still there, ripe for the picking. It’s all yours. All the doors in this room are now unlocked. It’s up to you which way you choose to go. To get to the diamond, all you have to do is decipher my code. I’d start by following the arrows.”

He vanished from the screen to be replaced by the same screens that had shown to begin with. Rooms flashed across them, arrows pointed in all directions. I just wanted to see Elliott again. I scanned all the screens until I found what I was looking for. This time, Elliott was asleep on the box in his room. At least, I hoped he was asleep. I had no way of knowing if this video was taken before or after the previous one of him. It could have been a live feed. He disappeared from the screen. I spun around, looking for him again. I found him on a screen near the ceiling. He was circling the room again on this one. 

“What does he mean ‘follow the arrows?” They seemed to be pointing randomly in all directions and only stayed up about twenty seconds before the screen they were on changed. 

“I think there are paths on these screens, paths that lead to each door. We just need to follow them.”

“Paths?” I couldn’t see any path.

“Yeah, pick a room, say, that one there.” He pointed to the one with the plants that I’d seen before. “See the arrow pointing towards it from three screens away?” I followed his finger.

“Yes.”

“Well, go past the plant screen in the direction of the arrow and two screens away there is another arrow, this time pointing down. Three screens down there is another arrow pointing left. It points directly to that door there. I think every room between those arrows is through that door, including the plant one. They may even be in order. If we follow the arrows backwards, we can see that the room behind this door is a pink room.”

I tried to figure out where he was pointing, but the screens had already changed by the time I’d followed where he was looking. I saw the room with the diamond in it again. I tried to follow the arrows backwards as Nate had but couldn’t figure out exactly what he meant. The diamond wasn’t my priority, though. Elliot was. I looked around at the screens fervently, hoping to find Elliott again. A screen caught my attention. It was of a door. The door was plainly marked with the word EXIT.

“Nate,” I grabbed his shoulder to get his attention. “Which door leads to that screen?”

I watched as he tried to figure the path back from the EXIT door. 

“This one!” He proclaimed, indicating the middle door, just before the screen changed again. 

“Are you sure? Could you tell how many rooms we had to go through to get to it?”

“I don’t think these screens show all the rooms. Just the ones Ezra wants us to see. I counted eight, but I have no real way of knowing if there are eight or eighty.”

 “What about Elliott?”

Nate waited until Elliott appeared on one of the screens. This time, he was banging on one of the doors. Nate followed the path with his eyes until his eyes came to rest on the door in front of us.

“That way for Elliott.”

“Right, let’s go.”

I’d got to the door and flung it open before I noticed Nate was not right behind me.

“What’s the matter?”

“The diamond is that way.” He pointed to the door that was also the way to the exit. “I’m not suggesting we go for the diamond, but it might be better to get out and go for help rather than go closer to the start and have to do it all again.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Are you kidding me? Leave Elliott in here? You just want the diamond. You don’t care about Elliott or me at all.” I was so angry with him for suggesting we leave Elliott in the maze that I stepped through the door and slammed it behind me. It was only after a minute when I’d calmed down, that I realized that I’d effectively cut myself off from Nate. I was sure the door wouldn’t open again, just as all the other doors had locked behind us. The realization that I’d have to do this alone struck fear like I’d never felt before. I’d not get through this without Nate. I’d effectively signed my own death warrant. I was on the verge of hyperventilating when the door opened behind me. Nate had opened the door from the other side. I was mad at him, but at the same time, the relief I felt at not being separated from him, drove me to jump into his arms. He hugged me tightly.

“I’m sorry, Kimberly. I didn’t mean it how it sounded. You mean a great deal to me, both of you. I would never choose a diamond over you.”

“I know.” I could feel the tears forming in my eyes, but I managed to wipe them away surreptitiously. The truth was, I didn’t know, really. Despite the fact we’d been thrown together and put into some pretty intimate situations, the truth was I didn’t really know Nate at all. He wasn’t really my brother, nor was he my friend, and he certainly wasn’t my boyfriend. He was a stranger, really. Still, he was a stranger that had saved my life, and told me his, pretty sad, family history. I trusted him, and he was all that I had down here.  

I sniffed and turned away from him. I didn’t want him seeing my tears. 

“There is probably one more thing you should know,” Nate said to me.

“Yes?” I still had my back to him. 

“The screen with all the blood on it, I passed through it on the path past Elliott. We are going to have to go through it.” 
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Chapter nineteen

 

“It was pretty close to the arrow pointing to the screen with Elliott on it.” said Nate.

I didn’t want to think about it. 

“Let’s just take each room one at a time. I can’t worry about a room I’m not in yet. Let’s worry about this one first.” I replied.

The room in front of us looked like a young girl’s bedroom. The powder pink walls were adorned with pretty pictures of teddy bears and kittens. Totally innocuous compared to the prison it really was.

A white dressing table stood to one side with a huge mirror on top of it. Pictures of people had been stuck under the edges of the frame. A small pink chest of drawers with a nightlight shaped like a unicorn stood next to a single bed. There were two exits from the room, both with pink doors. 

 To the right of the door we had entered through, was another of Ezra’s mannequins, this one dressed in a white shirt and brown tweed skirt with a matching jacket.

I sat on the bed. The duvet cover had pink frills along every edge. Something beneath the cover felt bumpy beneath me. I pulled the covers back. It was a body of a baby. I jumped up and screamed before realizing it was only a doll. It was a very old-fashioned doll with a porcelain head sewn onto a soft body.

“This place is creepy,” I said, picking up the doll. Its face was cracked, showing its age. Something about the doll was familiar, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on what. It was as if I’d dreamed about it, even the crack in its face. Looking at it wasn’t jogging my memory, so I laid it back on the bed. Nate, being far more productive than me, was looking through the drawers, which judging by what he was throwing on the floor, were filled with a child’s clothes.

The whole place reminded me of the room I’d grown up in before my mother had died, and before I came to live with Laura. At the age of four, I’d not understood that my mother was an alcoholic; I just knew that she was often passed out on the floor. From the youngest of ages, I had learned not to try to wake her, but to bring a blanket to her to keep her warm. Those times, when she had drunk herself unconscious, were the best times. I could get some food from the kitchen cupboards, on the rare occasion we had any food, and sneak it up to my room, which was a refuge for me. The pink wallpaper was peeling from the dampness, and the carpet was threadbare, but it was my sanctuary when things got really bad. Often, when she had been drinking, which was pretty much a daily occurrence, she’d yell at me for things I hadn’t done or sit there on the sofa, slurring her words, mumbling obscenities about men who had wronged her. I never knew my father, and now, I can honestly say, I have no desire to. I’m not sure that my mother even knew who my father was. Back then, I dreamed he was a handsome and good king who had been trying to find me but couldn’t. I’d built the fantasy up so much in my young mind that when Tom and Laura adopted me and took me to their home, I honestly thought they were a prince and princess. Their modest three-bedroom home was nothing like a castle; but compared to the place where I’d grown up, it was heaven.

I looked over to where Nate was throwing the clothes, looking for goodness knows what, and I spotted something. One of the small dresses he’d thrown on the floor caught my eye. I’d owned a dress like that as a child. I picked it up and looked at it. Memories came flooding back. This dress had been the one I’d worn the very first time I’d met Tom and Laura. It was pretty unique, as my grandmother had sewed it herself. It was a simple red shift dress with a rainbow embroidered on the front. I remembered it because it was the only nice piece of clothing I owned. I loved that dress more than anything else, anything else except for Jenny. Jenny was my doll, my doll that had been given to me by my grandmother, one with a porcelain face with a crack down the middle.

“Nate!”

“What is it? Have you figured a way out?”

“This is my bedroom.”

“What are you talking about?” He put down a handful of clothes on the floor and turned to me, a look of confusion on his face.

“Before Laura and Tom adopted me, I lived in a room like this. I thought it looked familiar when I came through the door, but when you threw out my dress, I finally realized it.”

“Seriously, what are you talking about? This can’t have been your bedroom. All little girls have pink bedrooms. It just looks a little like the one you had.”

“With my dress and my doll in it?”

“This was your doll?” He picked it up. I took the doll from him. Now that I looked at it closely, it couldn’t have been Jenny. I’d written my name on the back of her neck in permanent marker, so she’d never leave me. This doll didn’t have anything written on it. It was almost identical in every other way, though. The whole thing was beginning to creep me out.

“There’s something about this room. I’m telling you. Ok, I’ll prove it. You see that music box on the dressing table. Open it.”

“Are you going to tell me it has a twirling ballerina in it because they all do.”

“Actually, it has a twirling elephant dressed as a ballerina. There is no way I could guess that right is there?”

“You are going to feel very silly when a ballerina pops up, one with no trunk and tusks.”

He picked the small white music box up in his hands. As a child, it was the only toy I had, apart from Jenny, of course. It wasn’t really a toy, it was to keep trinkets in, but I never owned any trinkets, so I’d just wind it up and watch the elephant spin around to the tune of Frere Jacques. I’d imagine huge balls, hosted by my father, the king, and in my imagination, when this song came on, he’d take me in his arms and spin me around the dance floor. 

Nate opened the box. A small pink elephant, dressed in a tutu sprang up and began to spin.
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Chapter twenty

 

I’m not sure who was more surprised, Nate or me. I’d told Nate it would be an elephant, but deep down, I’d not really believed it. Something was wrong with the music box, though. It looked like my childhood toy, but it wasn’t playing Frere Jacques. The tune was something I didn’t know.

“It’s not my music box.”

“What are you talking about? You just said it was. You knew it had an elephant in it.”

“This room is like the one I had, but it isn’t. My music box played a different tune, the doll looks the same but isn’t. The wallpaper in here doesn’t have mold on it.”

“But how?”

I looked at the pictures tucked into the frame of the mirror. Most of them were of people I’d never met, but my eyes fell on a picture of a pitiful, skinny-looking four-year-old. She was wearing a red dress with a rainbow embroidered on it, clutching a cracked porcelain doll. An open music box sat on a pink dressing table behind her.

“This is how.”

I pulled the picture out from the frame and showed it to him. “He found this picture and recreated the bedroom. He must have done it to mess with my mind. This photo was the one that was given to Laura and Tom by social workers before they met me.” 

I tried to think back to the last time I’d seen the photo, but I couldn’t remember. It had been pinned on a noticeboard in our old house, but I couldn’t recall if I’d seen it in the new house. It made this nightmare all too personal. This room scared me more than any other room we had been in. Ezra had shown his hand. He had no way of knowing I’d see him on TV in the cabin and guess that he was still alive, but by recreating my childhood bedroom, he was showing us that he was still alive. I don’t know why. Perhaps he didn’t really think we’d get this far.

“I know how to get out of the room, though.”

“How?”

“Look at the photo more closely.”

He examined the photo for quite a few minutes before he came up blank.

“It’s you when you were a small kid. I don’t see how this helps.”

“Look at the dressing table behind me.”

In the picture, I stood in front of the table and therefore in front of the mirror. The reflection showed the social worker who had taken the picture. She was wearing a brown tweed skirt and jacket. Around her neck was a chain with a key on it.

“The woman in the picture. She has a key round her neck.” He looked amazed.

I ran to the mannequin and unbuttoned the jacket. There it was, the chain with the key on it. I pulled it over the faceless mannequin’s neck and fitted it into the lock of one of the doors. It fit and turned. The door unlocked.

 The room in front of us was pitch-black. The light from my replica bedroom barely cut through the gloom. I shut the door. 

“I don’t want to go through this way.” I don’t know why, but I had a bad feeling about the room. I tried the key in the other door, which also opened. It was the room with the plants that we had seen on the screens in the previous room. It was a good sign. It meant we were going in the right direction. 

The heat of the room hit me before I’d even gone through the door. It was a wet, humid, heat, almost misty. The first thing I noticed was the sound of a waterfall. When my eyes adjusted to the misty atmosphere, I could see we had actually walked onto a metal platform. Stairs at the side led down to the main part of the floor, which was easily three floors beneath us. Fully-grown trees surrounded us, the leaves at the same height as we were. A colorful bird flew past, a parrot.

“What the...” Nate couldn’t even finish his sentence. I couldn’t blame him. The place was huge, like a tropical forest. By my reckoning, it was approximately eight rooms long, four wide and four tall. Above us, the roof was painted in pale blue with fluffy, white clouds. A beautifully colored butterfly landed on Nate’s shoulder, another flew right past my face. 

“How did he do this? How did he grow a full-on rainforest underground? These plants, these trees will all need sunlight to grow.” Nate looked as mystified as I felt. 

Huge lights behind the trees were the only source of light, although they were very bright, making it look like daylight was pouring in. 

 The warm, hot air and the light made me feel at ease for the first time since getting trapped in the Labyrinth. I knew it was madness to feel anything other than fear, but it was refreshing, this wide-open space. It made me feel as if I was finally free. The parrot squawked from a nearby branch. I led the way down the metal stairs to the bottom of the room. Looking up from this angle, it made me realize just how huge the room was. The trees looked massive from this height. They were mostly palm trees.

The sandy path, flanked by white stones, led us through this mini-forest. More butterflies danced around our heads and the sound of miscellaneous wildlife filled the air, whether real or piped through speakers, I didn’t know. A monkey swung through the trees to our right, making me jump and answering my unasked question. He had primates down here? What else was lurking in the trees?

“He must be coming down here to feed them. They wouldn’t survive on their own.” As Nate spoke, a small creature scurried across the path in front of us, a meerkat, maybe.

“He is insane. This place is amazing, wonderful. It must have cost him a fortune. Why would he waste it all on this ridiculous game of his?”

Somewhere, a roar sounded. 

“Nate. Please tell me that wasn’t real.”

“It wasn’t real,” he spoke, but his expression didn’t quite match his words, and I noticed he picked up his pace. Beautiful tropical flowers and plants lined the pathway, leaves damp with the humidity. I was beginning to feel hot myself. My pajamas, sticking to me with sweat, rivulets of moisture dripping down my face. Making our way along the path, we had to duck to get below the giant leaves that covered it. Wildlife noises still sounded out, but I hadn’t heard the big cat roaring again. I was certainly keeping an eye out for it, and as we walked, I made sure to keep within sight of a tree that had branches low enough to climb up but high enough to be out of reach of any wild animal that might want to eat me. The pathway opened up into a clearing near the base of the waterfall we had seen from the platform earlier. We’d walked the entire length of the room and now stood before a large pool into which the waterfall fell. Large fish that might have been Koi Carp swam near the shallower end, away from the waterfall. I noticed a couple of turtles swimming lazily near the edge. Still no sign of the tiger or mountain lion. The whole of this side of the room was taken up with a sandy colored cliff face with what looked like caves and terraces and, of course, the hole from which the waterfall emerged.

“What do you think? The way out is through one of those caves?”

It made sense. The only way to the wall was to either wade or swim through the pool or to find a path on the stones that protruded through the surface. The wall looked easily scalable, at least to some of the lower caves. The higher ones were another story.

I stepped onto one of the stepping stones, half expecting it to roll beneath my feet or set off a trap. Nothing would surprise me at this point. The stones were not set in any kind of uniform pattern, so I had to plan my route, jumping to the nearest or the most stable looking. One of the stones rolled over as I stood on it, causing me to stumble and almost fall in. Once in the middle, I had a choice to make. The waterfall was right in the center of the cliff, splitting it into two parts. The left side of the cliff had no lower terrace, instead, it had sheer walls until about half way up. It would be impossible to get up there without a ladder or rope. The right-hand side had a discernible route, with rocky outcrops that would make it pretty simple to climb. I finally made it to the other side and began the easy climb up to the first terrace. The wall wasn’t the cliff face, I first though it was, It seemed to be made out of fiberglass or some other manmade substance. Nate followed behind and joined me on the terrace, the sound of the waterfall rushed through my ears. The first terrace had a hollow but not the cave it had looked like from below. The path upward continued with little effort until we reached another terrace slightly higher up. This one did have a cave, but on checking, we found no exit. I looked upwards. It seemed we had reached the end of the easy climbing. The third terrace about ten feet above us would involve a little more skill to climb. I knew I could do it, but I wasn’t sure about Nate. He didn’t seem to be the climbing type.

“Do you think you can get up there?” He sized it up.

“I could try.” 

To give him credit, he was a better climber than I thought he would be and managed the steep climb quite easily. Being much taller than me, he probably would have done it more quickly than me if I’d not been in the lead. I was impressed and slightly ashamed at misjudging his abilities. The third terrace was as much a disappointment as the first two, with no exit, but it did offer a wonderful view of the room. From my vantage point, I could see another monkey sitting in one of the trees, or perhaps it was the same monkey I’d seen before. I still couldn’t see the thing that had produced the roar. I only hoped whatever had produced it couldn’t climb. We only had one more terrace to go, and this time, the way up wasn’t so obvious. It would take a skilled climber to get up there, and this time I doubted my own abilities. The handholds weren’t quite as generous as they had been on the previous climb. 

“Do you think we can get up there?” I asked, looking upward.

He didn’t answer, instead, reaching his hands out he pulled himself up on a handhold and found a crack to place his foot. He jumped down back to my level.

“Too hard?” 

“No, I think we can do it. I just wanted to check. You should go first. That way, if you fall, I can catch you.”

I had no idea how he expected to catch me with both his hands clinging to the cliff face for dear life, but I appreciated the gesture all the same.  

I reached my hand to where I saw Nate had put his. I couldn’t reach. I wasn’t just an inch away; I was way off. I looked around for a place to put my foot but could only find a tiny ridge that wouldn’t really hold my weight. While I stood there dithering over what to do, I felt a pair of warm hands grab me around the waist and lift me up to the handhold.

“Thanks!”

I pulled myself up and stretched to reach the next hold. 

“Left, up a bit.” I could hear Nate beneath me, giving me instructions. With his help, I finally made it to the top and pulled myself up. When I looked back over the edge, I could see that Nate was still on the third terrace. He’d waited until I had got up safely to start his climb.

As I waited for him to follow me up, it offered me the time to truly look at the vista below me. For all intents and purposes, I was in the tree tops, the leaves of the palms were an arm’s length away. We’d climbed higher than the platform on which we had entered at the other side. I could see it from here in the distance. A wealth of tropical flora and fauna lay beneath me in a glorious display of color. It occurred to me then that Ezra couldn’t have been doing this alone. The tropical fish in the aquarium, the birds, animals, and plants in here all required attention. There was no way that one person could look after them all was there? They’d need feeding daily, cleaning. The thought that other people knew about this place and didn’t come forward to the police scared me more, I think, than Ezra building it in the first place. One psychopath, I could understand, but others who follow him? Surely, someone must have pointed out how crazy it all was. They must have seen that we were lost; it was all over the news. Why didn’t they speak up? The sad fact was, Ezra was an extremely rich man, and I’ve seen enough times, the lengths people will go to for money. They were probably being paid more to keep their mouths shut than they were for looking after animals. It made me wonder how they were getting in and out of the place. I had no idea how many people it took to look after something this huge, not to mention the aquarium, but surely Ezra didn’t expect them to have to walk through this maze every time they came to work. Then I remembered all the locked doors we hadn’t chosen, because we hadn’t wanted to, or because we hadn’t been able to. There was more than likely a path straight through, one where you didn’t have to climb over things or swim through things, one where there were no traps. One of the doors we hadn’t been able to open, would more than likely have led us straight to the outside. 

I looked over the edge to see Nate about half way up. He was doing pretty well. It occurred to me then that I’d been so preoccupied with looking at the view and thinking about Ezra that I’d not even bothered to check the cave behind me for an exit. It looked more promising than the ones below in that it went deeper into the hillside. It was dark, but the light from the forest room shed enough light to just about penetrate through the gloom. I followed the tunnel, getting deeper into the cliff face and closer to the deafening sound of the waterfall, which was now a roar of water, its exit from the cliff, somewhere nearby. The tunnel was damp, even more so than the humid air outside, the floor muddy, and when I turned a final corner, I could see why. A torrent of water blocked my path. It gushed past me, coming from the wall to my right and flowing through a large hole to my left, exiting the cliffside. Small droplets of water escaping the gush of the waterfall, hit me, drenching me before I took a step back. 

There was no exit here. We’d climbed all this way for nothing. For a second, I wondered if perhaps we could crawl through the pipes from which the waterfall was emerging, but one look at the force of the water was enough to convince me that it would not be possible.

Something touched my shoulder making me jump before I realized it was only Nate. I could just about see him in the dark, but I couldn’t hear him over the roar of the water. I had to follow him back to the terrace for him to speak to me. It was only when I got back out that I realized that, once again, I was soaked to the skin, a recurring theme in this place, only now I didn’t have a towel to dry myself off.  

“There’s no way out. I don’t really know where to go from here. I wonder if Ezra had us climb up here so we could jump off the cliff into the pool below and swim through a tunnel like we did at the aquarium.” It was a theory, not a very good one, but a theory nonetheless.

“If you jumped off here into the pool, you’d break your neck. Anyway, we know where the exit is now.”

“Do we?” I didn’t.

“Didn’t you see it, at the other side of the waterfall? There was a door. That’s our way out.” 

I hadn’t seen it. I’d been too frightened with the gush of the water to look beyond it. It didn’t help us, though. I’d looked at the cliff face from below. There was no way we could scale the cliff to the left of the waterfall and trying to get through the water up here would almost certainly result in us being pushed out with the water and, as Nate said, breaking our necks. 

“How do you expect to get through the waterfall? It’s way too strong for us to walk through.”

“I don’t expect us to go through the waterfall. I expect us to go through the trees.” He pointed to something in the distance.

I looked out to where he was pointing. At first, I saw nothing, but then something caught my eye. It was some kind of rope-bridge running between the tops of two trees at the opposite end of the room. I followed it along to see swing steps connecting them to another tree. It was some kind of aerial assault course. Each tree had a different kind of ropeway from it to the next one. The last one would bring us right to the terrace on the left-hand side of the waterfall. Our first problem was, I couldn’t see the starting point from our side. I looked at Nate to see if he had any idea how we were to get to the rope course.

As I opened my mouth to speak, he turned and grabbed a rope that had been tied to a railing on the side of the terrace. I’d seen it when I had first climbed up but had not paid much attention to it, thinking that, perhaps, it was holding something up. I hadn’t realized that it was there to hold me up.

As Nate took hold of the rope, I looked down, once again, over the edge. We were four floors up; these were extremely tall trees. This brought me to the second problem. I didn’t exactly have a fear of heights; I kept my main area of irrationality to my fear of the dark, however, looking at the rope and looking at the drop, I could be persuaded to take up vertigo as a secondary phobia. 

“You go first.” Nate held out the rope for me to take. It felt even thinner in my hands than it looked. He wanted me to swing out on it. To where exactly? I could see the rope course at the other side of the room, but the nearest treetop was obscured by its own leaves. I could be swinging out to a tree with no platform, and then what? I either hit the tree and plummet to my death or swing there until there is no momentum left and be stuck on the rope until I got too tired to hold on, then I’d fall and plunge to my death. Either way, plunging to my death seemed inevitable. Unless, of course, the spindly looking rope snapped first, ending up with the same conclusion.

“No you go first, I insist.”

“I can’t go first. This rope looks like it might snap at any minute. You are much lighter than me. If it snaps when I’m on it, at least, I’ll know that you got across safely first.”

“That’s if I do get across safely. Who’s to say it won’t snap when I’m on it?”

“You’ll be fine. You’re light as a feather.”

I didn’t like his reasoning at all, but it seemed that, yet again, I had no choice. I took the rope from his hand and grabbed it tightly. Standing back as far as I could, I ran screaming from the cliff face, through the palm fronds and into the unknown. I desperately wanted to close my eyes, but it was crucial I have my wits about me. I knew I’d only have one chance to jump off if I didn’t want to end up stuck on the rope. The palm fronds hit my face as I swung through, but once they were out of the way, I could see a tiny platform built out of wood, near the top of the tree. I had to keep hold of the rope to be able to get Nate across, so just jumping wasn’t an option. I waited until the last possible second and grabbed the tree at the same time as landing on the platform. 

“I’m across. There’s a platform. I’m sending the rope back to you now.” I swung the rope with as much force as I could and waited.

“Got it!”

I moved to the side of the tiny platform while still gripping the tree trunk, to give Nate as much space as possible.

I heard the sound of the rope creaking before spotting Nate breaking through the palm fronds as I had moments before. I moved even further to the side to accommodate his large frame, but it was pointless because, at that last second, the rope snapped. The last thing I saw as Nate fell was the look of terror on his face.
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Chapter twenty-one

 

“Nate!” I screamed as I looked over the edge of the platform, hardly daring to look. He wasn’t there. I couldn’t see his body anywhere. True, there were a lot of plants down there, but surely, he would have fallen on top of them and not through them?

“Kim, help.” Nate!

I craned my head over the edge of the platform. About three feet below me, I could see Nate clinging on to the tree trunk for dear life. The momentum he’d gained on the rope swing had been enough to propel him into the tree, where he’d obviously gotten a hold.

I laid on the platform and held my hand out to him. As it was so small, my legs hung off the back while my arms reached out at the front. I was too far away from him to grab him.

“I can’t reach you. You’ll have to climb.”

“How?” There were no branches for him to stand on or use to pull himself up. A monkey must have seen us having, what he thought was a lot of fun, because he scaled the tree beneath Nate, jumped onto his back, ran past me and jumped to the next tree. 

“Do what the monkey did.”

He gave me a look that told me exactly what he thought of me and my suggestion.

“Inch your way up the tree, just don’t let go.” I knew I wasn’t being much help, but in the position I was in, there really wasn’t much I could effectively do.

He shuffled slowly up the tree first moving his arms up, then his legs. Upon reaching the platform, he opted to grab the edge of it rather than my hand. I grabbed his arm and helped as much as I could as he pulled himself onto the platform.

“I never want to do that ever again!” he said exhaustedly. I didn’t want to point out that this was only the beginning. Thankfully, the next part was not a rope swing, but a series of tiny platforms held up by a rope on either side. These ropes appeared more robust than the first, and I felt confident they would hold our weight. A rope above us also held a series of short hanging ropes, which were the obvious way we were going to keep our balance while jumping to each platform. 

The whole thing reminded me of the first time I slept away from Laura after she had adopted me. I’d been with her for three years before I was given the opportunity to go to Brownie camp, but I still had the deep-rooted fear of abandonment, a legacy from the days when my mother would leave me alone for days on end. Laura knew how much I wanted to go, so she volunteered as a Brownie leader for the whole week of camp, just so I wouldn’t miss out. On the third day of camp, we had all been trooped into the woods to complete the high ropes course. It was very similar to this one except much lower and much safer as we all were made to wear helmets and were strapped on. That way, if one of us did fall off, we’d just dangle there until the leader came up to save us. I remember being terrified and refusing to go up, but Laura went on up ahead of me and encouraged me all the way. By the time we had come to the last obstacle, which was a zip-wire to the ground, Laura had instilled enough confidence in me to go before her. That night, she told me I was brave enough to stay at Brownie camp without her, and she was right. I was. I thought of Laura, egging me on all those years ago as I stepped onto the first platform. It wobbled beneath my feet, but the rope above me kept me steady. With each step across, I became more confident, and by the time I’d reached the last platform, I was almost enjoying myself. Looking back over my shoulder, as I reached the next tree, I could see that although slightly green in the face, Nate was also doing well. The next one comprised just two ropes tied to each tree, one to walk on below and one to hold above.

This one we did separately, not wanting to knock each other off accidentally by wobbling the rope too much. It took us nearly an hour to navigate our way around the treetops, but we did it, both of us feeling accomplished by reaching the end.

The terrace on this side held a door. The one Nate had seen earlier.

“I’m not going to be impressed if that door doesn’t open after all that,” Nate said, gaining a little color back in his cheeks.

I pulled on the handle, and the door opened. We walked on through.

The room we entered had no doors except the one we had entered through. It did, however, have a series of large buttons on each wall. From the left side of each wall, about halfway up and a foot in was a yellow button. Two feet further was a blue button and two feet after that was a red button. A green button completed the series. Four buttons on each wall, equidistant from each other, sixteen in all. 

I started to press the one nearest to me, a blue one, but Nate stopped me. 

“Don’t! You don’t know what it will do.”

“That’s why I’m pressing it,” I answered, raising my eyebrows at him. “What else do you suggest we do? Sit here and just look at the buttons?” I was still drenched with sweat, from the wet air in the last room and from the splashes from the waterfall except now, without the heat, I was beginning to feel cold.

“Ok, press it, but be on guard for anything to happen.”

As it was, it was very anticlimactic. Nothing happened at all. Frustrated by being in yet another room with yet another puzzle, I pressed the next button and then the next. Anger I’d managed to keep inside was now bubbling up to the surface. I slammed my fist into each, pretending it was Ezra’s face. I only stopped when Nate restrained me.

“What are you doing?” I screamed at him, anger bubbling through me. He had my arms clasped to my body so tightly that I was able to bring my feet up whilst he held my body, and kick the last button on the wall. I screamed at him again as he carried me to the center of the room, away from the walls and away from the buttons. 

“Calm down.” He spoke forcefully, which did nothing to help my mood, thusly having the opposite effect than intended. 

“Let...me...go!”

“Kim, stop it. I’m not letting go until you calm down. You know as well as I do that hitting those buttons won’t make them do anything any more than saying ‘please’ to them will. We have to figure it out.”

“I don’t want to figure it out. I want to get out of here. I want to go home to Laura and Tom and pretend that this never happened. I want to find Elliott.”

“Isn’t that what we are doing? Looking for Elliott?” This time, he spoke with a much softer voice. That or his words sobered me up a bit. 

Elliott. It felt like hours since we’d seen him on the screen. I burst into tears, ashamed of myself, both for the anger and now for the tears. We didn’t have time for this. Every second counted. 

Nate lowered me to the floor, his arms still around me but now in an embrace rather than restraint. I wiped my eyes on his dressing gown.

“Look, I know you are angry,” Nate began. “I’m angry, too, but we’ll have to save our anger for until we get out. Right now there is a little boy who is counting on us to get him out, and I think I might have figured out how to get out of this room.”

“You have? How?”

“Look over there. There are four long sticks.” Nate pointed to the corner of the room. I’d not seen them before, as they were painted white and propped up against the white wall. “They are not there for decoration. I think we have to press four buttons at once. Two we can press with our hands, the other two we will have to press with the sticks at the same time.”

I picked up one of the sticks. It was only half the length of the room. Even if I stretched my arms as far as they would go, I’d still be quite a way off the other walls. After a lot of deliberation, we ended up back to back in the center of the room, a stick in each hand, one for the wall in front of us and one for the wall to our right. Four sticks, four buttons.

“Red!”

“You want to press the red one? Ok, then.” He didn’t question my decision, which I was grateful for. Red is Elliott’s favorite color, and it seemed as good a color to pick as any other. 

It occurred to me that this room was impossible to do as just one person. Anyone coming in here alone had no chance, or at least they would have to be a lot cleverer than I. I was suddenly grateful that I had Nate with me.  

I maneuvered my two sticks to the two buttons and pressed them down. A second later, Nate must have pressed his two down because something happened. A trap door opened up in the floor in one of the corners. Throwing the sticks to the floor, I peered over the edge. It was a slide, the tunnel kind like a waterslide but, thankfully, without the water.

“I’ll go first and make sure it’s safe. You wait up here until I call you, ok?” Nate sat on the edge, prepared to drop into the dark slide. I wasn’t going to argue with him.

He pushed himself off the edge and plunged into the blackness. I loved slides, but this one with no light was not something I was looking forward to. I’d have happily followed Nate’s instructions to wait until he shouted back up, but the trapdoor started to close, prompting me to jump down into the abyss. It was a strange sensation, twisting, turning, heading into goodness knows what, in total darkness. Like a Helter-Skelter, I spiraled downwards, not knowing when I would hit the bottom. I wondered if this was what Alice felt like, falling into a rabbit hole. I had no time to ponder it, though, as I hurtled, feet first into Nate’s back, knocking him over and causing him to cry out in pain.

“Sorry!”

“Weren’t you supposed to wait for me to shout?” He asked, rubbing his back where I had no doubt left two foot-sized bruises. There was no anger in his voice, just a touch of pain. 

“The trap door started to close. I had to jump in, or I’d be stuck in the room above. How far down do you think we are? I felt like I was on that slide forever.”

“We started at the top, and from what I can tell, we are now at the bottom.”

“Really? We started at the top of the slide, and now we’ve got to the bottom?” I didn’t even bother to hide the sarcasm.

“You know what I mean, the top and bottom of the labyrinth, not the slide. I’ve been trying to do a mental map since we’ve been here and I think there are four floors altogether. Judging by the length of that slide, we are four floors below ground.”

“How is that mental map going for you? I mean that theory about always turning right. It’s not worked out that way has it?”

“No, not exactly. I’ve tried to keep tabs on where we are in relation to the house, figuring that the exit is quite a distance from there, but ever since we were in that room that spun around, I’ve lost all my bearings. I’ve kinda given up on the whole thing now. I think we have to trust that if we keep going, we’ll get out eventually.”

I only hoped he was right.

The room we had come into was another of Ezra’s restrooms, as I liked to think of them. There was a single bed in the corner and a coffee machine. One of the doors even had a toilet sign on it. I had to give Ezra his due; his maniacal, insane mazes were really top-notch in the way of conveniences. Five stars for public amenities and coffee; first-rate psychopathic host; view and service could be better. May vacation here again. I smirked to myself at the thought of reviewing the place, causing Nate to look at me questioningly.

I opened the toilet door and used it before coming back inside the room for coffee. I sat on the bed and sipped while Nate used the bathroom after me. The bed was comfortable, and although it was basic, I could have easily just laid my head on the pillow and fallen asleep. Just the thought of sleeping prompted me to finish the coffee quickly before getting another. Sleep was not an option. We could not afford another eight hours rest. Elliott could not afford it. I knocked back the second coffee and stood up. Nate found me pacing the room.

“I’m not sleeping! We don’t have time!”

He’d not even suggested it. I’d left him no time to suggest it.

“I know. We’d better keep moving. I think we are only a few rooms away according to the screen room, but he’s not on this floor. We need to make our way upwards. When I saw him, I saw him from below, and at that point, I was not as deep as this. We need to go up, at least, two floors, possibly three.”

“That’s not good enough. Is it two or is it three?” I know I was being obnoxious. Nate was only trying to help, but I was so impatient to find Elliott. Thankfully, Nate ignored my bout of rudeness.

“I don’t know. It’s impossible to tell how long that slide was, it twisted and turned so much. I’m only guessing we are four floors down. If I’m going to be honest with you, I really don’t have a clue where we are. The way I’m feeling right now, if we opened a door and we ended up in China, I wouldn’t be at all surprised.” He was stressed and tired. It sounded in his voice. I knew how he felt. Plus I had hardly been the nicest to him. Everything about this maze, the spinning rooms, the twisting slides, everything, was put here to disorientate you, to confuse you, to leave you unsure of where you were or where you were going, and that was beginning to grate on both of us. I made a mental note to try to be less grouchy. 

I took one last look at the bed. It looked incredibly inviting. I had never felt more exhausted in my life. My whole body ached, but more than that, my mind ached. It was a feeling I’d never had before. I’ve had headaches, but this wasn’t a pain as such, just a dull ache as if my mind wanted to shut down for a few hours and not have to process any more information. When this was over, I vowed to sleep for a week. That is, if this ever did end. Maybe the labyrinth went on forever, and there was no way out. For now, though I knew I couldn’t think like that. I pushed all the bad thoughts out of my head and took a deep breath. I would not let Ezra beat me. I picked a door. I don’t know why, but I knew it would open straight away before I even tried it. I wasn’t even surprised when the handle pushed down easily, and the door opened. Without a backward glance, I stepped through.
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Chapter twenty-two

 

We were back to the square white room, similar to the ones we’d seen earlier, although this one was much bigger. This time, however, the floor was sunk maybe ten inches lower than the doorway and consisted of a series of tracks. On those tracks were four small white platforms, which were currently unmoving in the center of the room at each side of a slightly bigger platform, which was situated directly in the center; I assumed for us to stand on. Since each of the smaller platforms was only about a foot square, we’d have to do this challenge one at a time. There was a two-foot by one-foot platform by the door, which we currently stood on and another at the opposite side where the only other door was. There was a button within reaching distance and four others dotted around the room. It was an easy assumption to make that each button operated each platform. 

“What do you think would happen if we just walked across the room over the tracks?” I asked Nate, already knowing his answer.

“If you want to try, be my guest. Just don’t blame me if you get electrocuted, or burned, or fall through a trapdoor.”

Just what I thought.

I pressed the button nearest to us, and one of the platforms started its journey. I followed its path and could see that if it continued on, it would get to us eventually. The track it was on was a complete circuit, so if we jumped on, we’d get to the middle and ultimately get back to where we were now.  

It seemed pretty simple. Jump on, press the button as I went past, to activate the second platform and repeat until I get to the other side. Nate could do the same after me. When the platform got nearer, I jumped on as it passed. Easy. I figured this must be the easiest room we’d been in. The only thing I had to think about was keeping my balance on the moving platform. My route took me left, towards the wall of the room, before twisting around to the right and around a series of curves before heading back to the left-hand wall. I crouched down to lower my center of gravity as the platform took me through the zigzagging part of the track, and stood again as I headed to the button. I couldn’t figure at which point I’d have to jump from this platform to the next, but logic dictated that I’d pass close enough at some point to make the leap. As the button got closer, I was ready. I smacked it hard as I rode past, and the whole room erupted in flames. Jets of fire burst from the floor causing me to scream. There was one just feet ahead of me, and the platform was heading straight for it. If I carried on, I was sure to be burnt to a crisp in seconds. 

“Nate!” I don’t know why I screamed out his name or what he could do to help, but as I got close enough to the flame jet to feel it, I couldn’t see a way to help myself.

“Don’t jump off the platform.” I could barely hear him over the sound of the jets. Did he say jump or don’t jump? With one alternative having me cooked to death, I chose the other option. I put my foot out to step onto the ground beneath me when my platform started going backwards, causing me to nearly lose my balance. I wobbled a bit while trying to gain stability. As I moved away from the jet, and the threat of turning into a barbeque abated, I looked at Nate.

“Stay on the platform, whatever you do.”

I heard him this time, as I was much closer. As I got back to the start, I jumped back onto the first platform where Nate still stood. The moving platform went on without me and ended its journey where it had started. As we watched, the second platform also completed its circuit, and when it did, the flames stopped. The room was as still and quiet as it had been when we first came in. We also hadn’t gotten any further, so much for thinking that this room would be easy. At least one thing was for certain, I wasn’t tired anymore. The caffeine had kicked in and that, combined with the fear of being fried to death had succeeded in getting the blood pumping and waking me up.

I looked at Nate. I could tell the cogs were whirring. He was deep in thought. I thought it best not to disturb him and instead let him think. 

“I want you to get back on the platform.”

“Excuse me? Are you kidding?”

“I think I can figure this out. I have control over whether the first one goes forwards or backwards. You just need to press the second button, and then I press this one again to bring you back. This time, you go on past me, and when you get around the corner there, you jump onto the second platform. The second platform will take you to the third button.”

“And then what?” I screeched. “Why don’t you get on the platform, and I’ll press the button?”

“Because I need to watch where you go and figure out what where to go next.” He pressed the button, and the first platform began its journey back to us.

“Why can’t we just walk across the ground and forget all this moving platform nonsense.”

“Can’t you hear it?”

“Hear what?” All I could hear was the whirring sound of the platform moving towards us.

“It has a current running through it. If you put your ear close to the ground, you can hear it.”

The choice was between being electrocuted or being burned to a crisp. Wonderful. I didn’t have much time to worry about it, though, as the platform was coming close. I jumped as it came towards us.

“Just don’t let me fry!” I shouted as he got further away.

“I won’t.”

I pressed the button on the wall and yet again, jets of flame burst up through the floor. This time, I started going backwards almost immediately. Knowing it was going to happen, this time, I held my balance. I passed Nate and followed the track around in the opposite direction. By the time I approached the middle platform, the second moving platform moved past me. I jumped, landing squarely in the middle. I was extremely aware that Nate had no control over this platform and I would just have to go where it took me. I just had to hope it wouldn’t take me through anything that would burn me. I saw the second button and pressed it as I moved past. The jets of flame immediately quietened, and the room cooled. With no more immediate threat, I jumped onto the center platform just as the second moving platform came to a stop next to it. The button had turned the third platform on, and I saw no other option than to jump on it as it passed by me. It would take me to the third button.

“You are doing well!” shouted Nate, encouraging me from the other side of the room.

I pressed the third button, which set the fourth platform into motion. It also caused a series of sharp spikes to come up from the floor. They went down and then back up again. I’d have to time this perfectly if I wanted to get to the fourth platform and not end up as kebab meat. As it passed close enough, I started to jump, but I could see the hole in the ground where the skewer would come up. At the last minute, I backed out, just as the sharp spike, pierced the air, missing me by millimeters. I’d missed my chance. I looked at the tracks, trying to see if I’d have another opportunity to jump. I could see it. Just a bit further along, the tracks came together one last time. I watched as a spike came up between the tracks and waited. The second the spike went down, I jumped, landing on the fourth platform. A minute later, I had safely managed to cross to the other side.

Looking back towards Nate I suddenly realized that there was no possibility of him making it. If he got on the first platform, without someone to switch the direction of it, he’d be burned to a crisp. He must have known when he sent me off. I’d only just thought of it.

“Go on without me. Find Elliott and then come back for me with the police. I’ll wait here.”

How could he be so calm? Because he’d known right from the start, he’d not get across. I pressed the last button in the hope it would turn everything off, but it did the opposite. The spikes continued going up and down, but now the flame jets erupted, too. I couldn’t leave Nate in here now. It was too hot to survive for hours. I pressed the button again, but it did nothing.

“I can’t leave you here,” I shouted across to him, but he couldn’t hear me over the sound of the flame jets, and the spikes, and the platforms, which were now all moving. 

I saw him catch my eye, just as he jumped onto the first platform.

What was he doing? It would lead him straight into a jet of fire. As he got closer, I could see where he was looking. He was going to bypass the second and middle platforms completely and jump straight onto the third platform. It was quite a jump. I wouldn’t have been able to do it. I closed my eyes as he leapt off the platform. I opened them to find he’d made it. I couldn’t help myself. I gave a huge cheer. But my jubilance was short-lived; he’d made it, but only just. I watched as he tottered on the platform. He’d jumped too far, and there was no way he’d stay on. Falling off onto the electrified floor would undoubtedly kill him. His only option was to leap again onto the fourth platform. It was a split-second decision, one that could very well cost him his life. I held my breath as I watched him jump through the air a second time. Even as he jumped, I could tell he wasn’t going to make it. The timing was off. I saw a skewer rise up from the ground and pierce the flesh in his leg as he jumped past. He landed square on the fourth platform and then half jumped, half fell onto the platform I was standing on with a cry of pain. His crumpled body and screams told me that he’d survived the crossing, but how long would he survive from here on in? The platform we were on was really too small to get a close-up look at his leg, so I had to open the door and get him out of there.

I dragged him through the door, not even bothering to look around me. All I could see was the bloom of blood on Nate’s pajama leg. He wasn’t screaming anymore, but the look of agony on his face said enough.

“I’m going to have to pull your pajama bottoms off to see the damage, ok?” 

“No,” replied Nate, “They are all I have to wear.”

In any other situation, I’d have told him to stop being a baby and taken the bottoms off whether he liked it or not, but in here, with no other clothes to wear, he’d need these bottoms. If we went through another room like the snow room again, our pajamas were the only protection we had. He could have wrapped his robe around himself, but I didn’t have the time to argue with him. He needed help urgently.

“I’ll roll the pants leg up from the bottom then, ok?”

Nate nodded grimly and gritted his teeth. As carefully as I could, I rolled the pajama leg up from the bottom. His calf was a bloody mess, and it was difficult to see exactly how bad the damage was. It needed cleaning and bandaging, and it needed it done quickly. As I barely had any clothes myself, I ripped more of the bottom part of my own pajama bottoms to use as a bandage. I did the same with the other leg, which turned my pajamas into a ragged pair of shorts. The first pant leg I used to mop up the blood. Once I’d wiped his leg down, I could see his leg properly. The cut was about twelve inches long, but it wasn’t as deep as I had feared. It would leave a long scar, but he’d survive. The second pajama leg was used as a bandage. It wasn’t perfect, but it would do the job for now. I’d need something better if it continued to bleed the way it was doing. 

“How is it?” Nate asked as I finished up tying the bandage. He’d had his head on the floor the whole time and had not looked up once to see what I was doing to his leg.

“It’s a superficial leg wound.”

“Superficial? It hurts like hell.”

“You’ve just had a twelve-inch blade rip your leg open. Of course, it hurts. What I mean is, it will heal. A couple of days resting it and you’ll be as good as new. I can’t promise you won’t scar, though.” I pulled my robe off and rolled it into a ball, which I placed under his foot. “You need to keep it elevated. I don’t have anything else to use as a bandage, so I need it to bleed as little as possible until it starts to clot by itself.”

“That’s all well and good, but aren’t you forgetting something?”

“No, I know we need to get out of here, but you bleeding all over the place will not help us achieve that. I’m going to figure this room out while you rest.” 

I looked around the room for the first time since entering it. The only door was the one we had come in through, but there were two square holes in the ceiling at the far side of the room. One had a climbing wall going up through it, and the other had a ladder. The ladder was made from two metal chains at either side with wooden rungs.

Typical, now that we had an injured leg that there would be a room that involved climbing. I wondered if Ezra had planned it that way or it was just a happy coincidence. I suspected the former. 

“I’m going to climb the ladder and see what’s in the room above. You stay where you are.”

“Just be careful.” At least, he didn’t argue with me as I had expected.

Looking up into the room above, I could see that the ladder went a fair distance, a thought that made me feel better. The higher up we were, the closer to Elliott we had to be. I placed my foot on the bottom rung. The weight of me on the ladder must have triggered something. The ladder started to move down. Within a second, my foot, still on the rung, had hit the floor. I tried again, this time climbing faster. As I climbed up, the ladder moved down, each rung disappearing into a small hole in the floor. The whole thing must have been like a conveyor belt, which explained why the sides were made of chains. As the ladder came down at the front, it must have been going up at the back, revolving in a loop. Deciding it would be easier to use the climbing wall, I jumped off the ladder. As soon as my weight was off the ladder, it stopped moving. 

The climbing wall, on further inspection, didn’t look too hard. I’d had to climb twice in here already, and in comparison with the last two times, this one seemed pretty simple. I found a handhold and placed my foot on the easiest foothold. As soon as I put my weight on it, it began to move downwards in exactly the same way as the ladder had. I jumped off, and it stopped.

“What’s happening?” Nate looked up for the first time. “I thought you were going to climb the walls.”

“They both rotate. Every time I put my foot on one, it starts to go down.”

“I wondered what the noise was. How fast do they go? Can’t you climb faster than they move?”

“The ladder seems to go at a much quicker pace than the climbing wall.”

“So go up the climbing wall.”

“But what if I get half way up and it gets harder? I could be back at the bottom before I’ve found a handhold.”

“So take the ladder.”

“You aren’t a lot of help; you know that, don’t you? I want to point out that when your leg stops bleeding a bit, you are going to have to climb up here, too.”

He groaned and laid his head back down on the floor.

Despite what I’d said to Nate, the climbing wall was a lot slower than the ladder, and I’d already had a lot of practice. The mechanism started up when I put my foot on the bottom foothold, but I was ready for it. I climbed up, looking for handholds and footholds and planning my route ahead. It took me longer than I would have liked, but I got up into the room above without much of an issue. It was a copy of the floor below but without the door. The only way out was to continue upwards or go back down. I rested for a few seconds before once again stepping onto the climbing wall and continuing my way upwards. The floor above was similar to the two below, but this time, there was a door. Also, the climbing wall and ladder had reached as far as they would go. The holes in the ceiling were only large enough for the rotating climbing wall and ladder to go through, not a person. 

I shouted down to Nate to let him know that I was ok. Now that the climbing wall had stopped, I could hear him shout back an “ok.”

The door was surprisingly unlocked. But upon opening it, I found a room like nothing I’d ever seen before. Glass walls and mirrors were everywhere. I could see the look of surprise on my face staring back at me from numerous angles. It was a hall of mirrors like the kind you might find at a fairground. Not wanting to close the door behind me in case it locked, leaving me cut off from Nate, I reached forwards while keeping my foot, wedged in the door behind. In front of me was a glass wall, to the right a mirror and to my left another glass wall. Halls of mirrors worked by having a path through them like a maze. Ezra was fond of his mazes within mazes. This one, however, had no exit. I was stuck at the first hurdle as there was no way through. A couple of long metal tubes were laid against the wall to my right. They were no doubt to be used in figuring out the room, but I couldn’t see how. I needed Nate up here to help me.

Getting back to Nate was a much easier task than getting up. I simply stood on a rung of the ladder and let it take me down to the ground floor.          

When I got down there, Nate sat up and looked at me questioningly. 

“There’s a hall of mirrors two floors above. I can’t get through it. I need your help.”

“Maze logic! Keep going right until you get out.”

“Because that has helped us a great deal so far,” I replied sarcastically “You couldn’t turn right, there was a glass wall there. You also couldn’t go straight ahead or to the left. It was nothing more than a small vestibule with lots of glass and mirrors beyond.”

“Ah. Did they open? Perhaps they were not glass walls, but glass doors and you were supposed to open them before you went through them.”

I’d not even considered that. Either way, I didn’t plan on climbing up again without Nate. It was too exhausting. 

“Why don’t you come up and see yourself. Can you stand?”

I calculated he’d been lying down for about twenty minutes, taking into consideration the time it took me to climb the wall. Nate held his hand out for me to pull him up. He winced as I pulled him to his feet. I knelt down and looked at the makeshift bandage on his leg. Only a little blood had seeped through, and that seemed to be drying. 

Nate limped towards the ladder.

“No, the climbing wall moves a lot more slowly.” I ushered him to the wall. He lifted a foot and pulled himself onto the first foothold. The wall began its downward journey. I could see the pain on Nate’s face as he lifted his injured leg onto the wall. “Use the strength in your arms more, that should help you keep the weight off your leg.”

I watched as he shifted his weight and pulled himself higher rather than pushed. Even with him doing that and me shouting instructions from the ground, it quickly became apparent that he wasn’t going to be able to do it. He just wasn’t quick enough with his injury, slowing him down considerably. After ten minutes of constant climbing and a lot of pain on Nate’s part, he still hadn’t made it to the first room.

“Stop. Just come down.” I shouted up to Nate. His foot was still only a few inches above my head, and he’d been climbing for ten minutes.

“I can’t stop. I need to keep going,” he puffed.

 I had to give him his due; he was certainly tenacious. I could see the pain in his face, the sweat dripping off him. He couldn’t do it. Even more worryingly, the blood was beginning to seep through the bandage on his leg. 

“Nate! Come down. You are not going to make it.”

“I have to make it!”

I was not going to be able to reason with him. He’d keep going until he fell off due to exhaustion, which judging by the look of him could be any second. I climbed up to where he was and physically stopped him from climbing any further by getting in his way. The revolving climbing wall lowered us to the ground where I almost fell on top of him.

“What did you do that for?” Nate wheezed, bending himself double to get his breath back. 

“Sit down; put your leg up again. That cut on your leg is not serious, but if you strain it too much, it will be.”

I’d been thinking while Nate was climbing and I had an idea. 

“Just sit tight, rest your leg. I’ll be right back.”

I climbed up the wall again, this time with renewed vigor, certain that my plan would work. I was only annoyed that I’d not thought of it before, passing the first floor and moving right up to the second floor, I jumped off and ran to the hall of mirrors.

Picking up the two metal tubes that I’d seen earlier, I jumped back on the ladder for the quick journey down to the lower floor. The ladder and the climbing wall both disappeared into the ground through a long thin hole. It was much too small for a person to fall through, but it was the perfect size for the ladder rungs to go through. It was also too small for the metal tubes to go down if I fed them through a rung sideways to act as a stopper.

The next rung down hit the metal tube and came to a stop. The mechanism gave a huge grinding sound as it fought against the metal tube. I stuck the second one in just to make sure. Now we had a stationery ladder, which I felt confident that Nate would be able to climb if he took his time.

“Good thinking!” grinned Nate. He threw me my robe and with a lot of difficulty and a bit of swearing, he climbed the ladder to the top.  
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Chapter twenty-three

 

“I see what you mean about there being no way through” remarked Nate as he opened the door to the mirror room. It felt as though a hundred eyes were watching us although they belonged to Nate and me. Beyond the tiny glass vestibule, there must have been a path, but it was impossible to see it. I couldn’t tell which walls were mirrors and which were glass. Not that it really mattered. We couldn’t get through to it anyway.

“Is this where you got those metal tubes from?”

“Yes, they were just stacked up to the side there. Why?” I couldn’t think of a way to use them. There were no circular holes to push them through although I couldn’t see how that would help even if there were. The only use for them as far as I could see would be to smash the glass walls with them, but I was willing to bet that Nate had a much less brutal use for them.

“I think we need them to smash the glass,” said Nate, echoing my thoughts. I guess I was losing that bet to myself.

“I can go and get them if you like,” I replied, not relishing the idea of yet another climb up the revolving climbing wall. I could still hear the groaning of the mechanism in the room behind us as the ladder pushed down on the tubes.

“No, it’s ok. There is something funny about this glass. Does it look strange to you?”

It was flat and transparent. What other qualities of glass were there?

Before I even had a chance to answer him, he put his fist right through the glass, not even bothering to cover his hand first. I screamed as the whole pane shattered, raining shards of glass onto me.

When the sound of breaking glass abated, I looked up to assess the damage. With all that glass falling on me, I was expecting to be cut to ribbons, even through the protection of my robe. I pulled up my sleeves carefully, expecting rivulets of blood. My arms were smooth, cut free. I put my hands up to my head and my face to feel the wetness of blood, but it was dry. Looking at Nate, he was also unhurt apart from the injury he had sustained earlier.

“Sugar glass,” Nate said grinning. He picked a bit up to show me. “Here break it.”

I took the shard from his hand and snapped it easily in two. 

“They use it in the movies when they have to do a scene where they fall through glass.”

“Are you telling me this is made from sugar?”

He took the glass from me and examined it more closely. “Actually, I thought it was, but now that I look closely, it isn’t. It’s not real glass, though.”

“So what you’re saying is, you smashed this thinking it was sugar glass, but you were wrong. This could quite easily have been real glass and cut us to ribbons?”

“I knew it wasn’t real glass,” he looked at me sheepishly. “Come on, let’s go. Hold your hands out in front of you, so you don’t accidentally walk into a glass wall. The rest of them are real glass. Actually, I think they might be strengthened glass, so we wouldn’t be able to smash through. We are going to have to find a path through. If you see yourself walking towards you, it’s a mirror.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” I replied teasingly.

I didn’t have to worry about crashing into a wall as I grabbed the back of Nate’s robe and followed him through. The path twisted and turned, disorientating me. I was grateful I wasn’t the one who had to navigate it. Nate stopped suddenly causing me to crash into him.

“Dead end.” He turned and faced me. The corridors were very narrow, so I had no choice but to turn around and lead the way.

I hadn’t been paying attention to the way we had come, not that it would have helped because there were no reference points. The only landmarks were our own eyes looking back at us. I weaved in and out of mirrored corridors, hoping I wasn’t taking us back to where we started. The going was slow as I inched forward, arms in front. I was feeling my way more than looking where I was going, as I couldn’t trust my own eyes to help me. Just then, something flashed in my line of site. I stopped.

“Why have we stopped? Another dead end?”

“No, someone is in here.”

“What do you mean?”

“I saw someone looking at us.”

“It’s you. You are seeing your own reflection.”

“No, it isn’t. I saw someone looking at us. They seemed far away.”

“Is that what you saw?” Nate pointed to a couple of pairs of eyes looking at us, unmistakably our own.

“No. It was someone else.” I turned three-sixty and could only see myself looking back at me. Could I have been mistaken?

“Do you want me to go first?” Nate asked. I could tell he didn’t believe me. Now that I looked around, I wasn’t sure I believed myself. I was tired, and this mirrored hall was confusing me. I carried on, feeling in front of me. I twisted and turned through reflections. On one corner, I turned, and there was a flash of blue. I looked down. My pajamas and robe were pink. Nate’s were red. There wasn’t any blue on us at all. 

“Can you see that?” I asked Nate.

“What is it?”

At least, he could see what I was seeing now. I moved forward a couple of feet, and it disappeared. Moving back again, it was still there. I couldn’t make out what it was. It was just a reflection of something royal blue. It was small and about the level of my waist. I set off again. As I turned a corner, I could see it again. This time, it reflected, and I could see it numerous times. I still couldn’t tell what it was, though. I continued my journey towards it, wary of it being a trap. Another few turns and I could see blue in all directions. It was only when I turned the last corner that I could see what it was. It was a small velvet cushion. Below it stood a mirrored pedestal and upon it lay…

“The Labyrinthian Diamond!” Nate exclaimed.    

It was as large and as perfect as it had looked when Ezra had held it in the video. It had been positioned in such a way that the light shone on it, throwing multi-colored sparkles around us.

I stood enthralled; I’d never seen anything so beautiful. The glass room it was in was about three feet by three feet. The pedestal bearing the diamond stood perfectly in the center.

“How do we get to it?” asked Nate breathlessly. His hands were pressed flat on the glass in front of him. I could tell he wished this particular glass was sugar glass.

“That’s a good question.” A man appeared next to the diamond. He’d been standing behind a mirror, which accounted for the fact we’d not seen him before. I had seen him, though. His eyes were the ones I’d seen looking at us earlier on in the mirror hall. It was Ezra Harland. 

His voice was not quite right. Even though he was only a couple of feet in front of us, I realized I wasn’t hearing him directly. He was speaking to us through a microphone, his voice booming out through a speaker in the ceiling. There was just the tiniest of time lags from the time he spoke to the time we heard him.

“Surprise! I guess I’m the last person you expected to see. However, I think you may have guessed that I am still alive. What tipped you off?” He appeared thoughtful. “Was it the news? I was most upset that you broke my television, by the way, but never mind. You will be pleased to know that I’m not going to punish you for it. Actually, I was more upset at myself. It didn’t occur to me that you would see me on the news and discover my secret. I had so wanted to keep the fact that I am still alive for later. This meeting would have been so much more dramatic, you see. Anyway, I’ve been watching you. You are doing very well, my Labyrinthians. You have come a lot farther than I thought you would. Fully-grown adults have not made it as far as you. I know you’ve already met my grandniece. She was rather disappointing. I expected better from her, but I suppose it wasn’t really her fault. Her mother, my niece, was offered swimming lessons for her but turned my kind offer down. She said I was crazy, and she wanted nothing to do with me.”

I couldn’t say I blamed her.

“Still, her daughter paid for it in the end.” He chuckled. It made me feel sick how he could find the murder of his own grandniece a source of amusement.

“You are at the heart of my beautiful Labyrinth, and here it is.” He picked up the diamond and brought it over to us. I was so close to it that if there hadn’t been a glass wall separating me from it, I could have touched it. Light danced around us, reflections of the diamond bouncing all around. “All you have to do is reach out and take it.”

Nate moved his hand closer, as close as he could. He was only centimeters away from it. Ezra snatched it back.

“Ah ha. Not so quick, my young Labyrinthian friend. You still have to find it and then, well, then, you have to get out.” He chuckled again. 

He said he’d been watching us. Obviously, he had cameras wired up to check our progress. He knew that I’d seen him on the news.

“Where is Elliott? How is he?” I shouted through the glass.

He placed a finger behind his ear and cocked it towards me.

“What was that?”

“How is Elliott?” I shouted louder. It only caused him to laugh, although I couldn’t see the reason why. When he stopped chuckling, he looked right at me.

“There is no point in talking to me because I can’t hear you.” He sang the last four words as a child would in a playground. It was his version of Nya-nana-nana. “The glass is sound-proof, I’m sorry to say, and the only microphone is on this side. Judging by your general demeanor and that look you’re giving me, I think I can safely guess that you are enquiring after the boy. Your brother, I presume. He is fine, but he is very dehydrated, poor little moth. Did you know that some moths just don’t eat or drink at all?”

“Where is he?” I flung myself at the glass, pounding it with my fists. The anger must have shown on my face, although my outburst served only to amuse him. 

“You want the little moth, do you? He did remarkably well for such a young boy; I have to say. I did help him a little at the beginning, but eventually, the police came knocking on my door, and I had to leave him to his own devices.” He placed the diamond back on the velvet pillow. “The moth is through the door to the right. Once you pass through it, it will lock just as all the others have and your chance to get the diamond will have gone. Just to make things interesting, I’m going to set a timer. I don’t want to make things too easy for you. I’ll give you five minutes to get out of this mirrored maze before the door locks for good. No cheating, now. Don’t try and hold the door open while one of you searches for the diamond. The door has a mechanism that will close it after five minutes and if you happen to be standing in its way, well, let’s just say, you’ll be able to see both sides of the door at the same time. If you do happen to get locked in, there is another way out of here. But I’m warning you now, that way will not lead you back to the moth. That being said, five minutes is ample time to collect the diamond and still get to the door quick enough to pass through it...If you know the way, that is.”

He grinned, his teeth were far too white and straight and perfect. They seemed odd in his face. He moved to the side and disappeared behind the mirror he had come out from.

“The door to the right.” I murmured to myself then took off down the corridor arms outstretched, with Nate following closely behind. I found it easier to have one arm to my right, skimming the wall as I went. That way, I wouldn’t miss any gaps that might be there. The path took me to the right once more and there it was—the door. I grabbed the handle as Nate rushed past me.

“What are you doing?” I shouted after him.

He turned toward me “You heard him. We have time to find the diamond.”

“I also heard it when he said Elliott is dehydrated, and when he said the door would lock if we didn’t get out of here in time.”

Nate looked at me with an expression of disbelief. As if I was mad not to want to go for the diamond. It must have echoed my own expression at him. I couldn’t believe that he did want to go for the diamond and risk Elliott’s life, our own lives. A diamond would be no use if we ended up trapped in here forever. 

“If you go, you go without me. I’m going to find Elliott.”

Nate appeared uncertain for the briefest of seconds. “I have to!” and with that he took off, a million versions of Nate disappeared from my sight.

I turned, pulled open the door, and walked through.
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Chapter twenty-four

 

My mind was only on Elliott as I surveyed the room in front of me. It was nothing more than a ball pool, the type you’d see at a children’s indoor play area. Thousands of brightly colored balls filled the room in front of me. The floor was sunken to allow a space for them. There were another three doors to choose from, one on each wall. To get to any of them, I’d have to wade through the ball pool.

I had a pretty good idea of the puzzle in this room. I could well imagine the keys, one to each door, resting on the floor of the ball pool, and myself having to find one of them to get out. I gave a brief thought to Nate, wondering if I should wait until he got through the door, but then decided against it. I was mad at him, mad that he would pick the diamond over Elliott. I also had no way of knowing if he’d make it back in time, or at all, to get through the door.

“I can do this on my own!” I said aloud to no one in particular. It would take me a lot longer to find any keys on my own, but if I searched in a methodical manner, I’d happen upon them at some point.

I jumped into the ball pool, and it was then I realized my mistake. It wasn’t a case of getting the keys. It was getting to the doors in the first place that was going to be the problem. I’d expected it to be between two and three feet deep, but when I jumped in, my feet kept going. If I’d have gotten in slowly, I could have kind of swum across, but I hadn’t. I’d jumped in feet first, and now I was already up to my neck in the brightly colored balls. I stretched my toes downwards but couldn’t feel the floor, so I had no way of knowing just how deep it was. I tried to move, but each movement I made sunk me deeper into the pit. 

Trying to dig myself out served to do nothing, as each time I moved the balls out of the way, a hundred more took their place. The thought occurred to me that if I was really quick, I could somehow move faster than the balls. I tried to swim through them while getting deeper and deeper. Like quicksand, the balls pulled me down, and it wasn’t long before I was completely submerged. I could still see chinks of light shining in between the red and blue and green and yellow balls. I realized that the only way to keep from sinking was to spread my weight and not move at all. The only problem with that was, if I didn’t move, I’d be stuck here forever. If I did move, I’d sink deeper. At the moment, even though the balls were covering my head, I could breathe easily. 

There were enough gaps between the balls to let oxygen through. How deep would I have to go, I wondered before this would no longer be the case? Had anyone ever drowned in a ball pool before, or would I be the first? Lying there, completely still, was not helping me. Thoughts of drowning and being crushed to death by the weight of the balls flooded through my mind. Each ball was hollow and light as a feather, but a hundred thousand on your head? That would do the job. I figured my mistake before was going too fast. If I tried swimming through them at a snail’s pace, would that help? The problem I was having was that I was in the wrong position to swim. I was still upright, and the thought of turning myself horizontally scared me. It would mean lowering my head even more, deeper into the pool. Still, it was either that or stay where I was, so I tried lifting my legs out behind me slowly. Immediately, my whole body sank lower, and the chinks of light that had kept the fear at bay had now disappeared, leaving me in a strange black world. I could still breathe down here but only just. Not much oxygen filtered down this far. I estimated that my head must now be between two and three feet from the surface and I was still on a downward trajectory. The air was thin, and my breathing made it hot. I wished I’d taken my robe off, because apart from the fact that the weight of it was dragging me down, it was also unbearably warm down here. The balls were also denser and more compact, only adding to my claustrophobia. My old friend, fear of the dark, had reared its ugly head. The heat, the dark, and the uncomfortable squashing were making me feel sick. It was then that I realized I was going to die down here, either by actual drowning if I moved or perhaps starvation if I didn’t move. I couldn’t breathe anymore. I closed my eyes, and the fear went away. I was calm, peaceful. I let the darkness envelop me.

“Kimberly?” 

Nate! He’d come back. 

I didn’t have enough oxygen in my lungs left to shout to him, but I could still move. I waved my hands and legs about. He wouldn’t see me, I was too far down, but I hoped I would displace the balls enough so he’d see the movement on the surface. I had no idea what exactly he could do to save me, but if he knew I was down here, he could, at least, do something. I had faith that he was smarter than me and would come up with something before it was too late. The movement of my body had sunk me further into the pool. My chest was now so crushed, I couldn’t breathe at all. Whatever plan Nate could come up with, I hoped he’d do it quickly.

There was a huge noise, and I could feel a whoosh as balls moved past me, pulling me backwards with them. For a brief moment, I could feel air and see color before, once again, being pulled back into the inky abyss. Nate had jumped in to rescue me. He’d done exactly what I’d done, jumped in feet first. I could feel the top of his head. The force of his jump combined with his greater weight had pushed him further down than me. He was about two feet lower than me. Both of us were now stuck, and I’d run out of people to come and rescue me. I would have hyperventilated if there was the oxygen to do it, but, of course, there wasn’t. I’d managed a huge gulp of air when Nate jumped in, but the balls had very quickly returned to their original positions. I wondered if we were the first to fall in here. Thoughts of Ezra’s great-niece came to me, still where she died at the bottom of the aquarium. What if there were other relatives of his down here in the ball pit, drowned and left, just as Ezra’s great-niece had been.

A sudden pressure on my foot made me jump. It was Nate. I could feel him below me trying to swim or to move. I could also tell he was getting lower with each movement. The touch on my foot had been his head.

This was it. No hope for survival. These would be my last moments. My last thought before everything ended was of Elliott, waiting for his sister to rescue him, his sister who would never come.

Whoosh

A sudden gust of wind flew past me from below, and the crushing weight of the balls lessened in a rush. I realized I was falling. A rope net caught me, stopping my fall, but with holes big enough for the balls to drop through. I just lay there, winded as thousands of balls fell past me, like sugar granules in a huge sieve. The noise of a hundred thousand or so balls dropping was deafening, and all I could do was wait, clinging to the net until the sound stopped. 

I didn’t move for a good minute, and when I did, it was to look below me to where the balls had come to rest about twenty feet below.

“Are you ok?” Nate had landed just a foot away from me. The holes of the net were pretty big to allow a lot of balls through at once, and he’d landed, butt down in one of the squares, his arms and legs draped over the ropes.

“What just happened?” I asked feeling dazed.

“I think my foot touched the bottom of the ball pool which triggered it to open. It must have had some kind of pressure sensor on it which was programmed not to react to the movements or the weight of the balls but would open the doors from another force.”

“Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say. I concentrated on breathing. The air was far from fresh down here, but at least, it was breathable. The first intake of air had caused me to feel dizzy, but the feeling was abating with each second. Eventually, my head cleared enough for me to take in my new surroundings.  

What I had thought of as a net was, in fact, just a series of ropes strung across a huge pit into which the balls had now fallen. There was no uniformity to them, and it was nothing more than sheer luck that we had both been caught on them. We could easily have fallen right through and once again be in a deep ball pit, this time with no opening floor. I looked up. We had fallen at least the depth of one more floor. As the ropes didn’t go as high as the original floor, the three doors above us were now out of reach. There was, however, a small opening in one of the walls about five feet above me.

A huge black arrow painted on the white wall pointed to it as the way out.

“I guess we have to climb up there.” I indicated the hole.

Getting up there was tricky but possible. It was just a matter of climbing from rope to rope until we reached the opening. It turned out to be a small tunnel about three feet in diameter. I looked back to make sure Nate was behind me and crawled into the tunnel. It was a great relief to me that the tunnel was well lit. I don’t think I could have coped if I’d had to crawl into blackness after the last room. It also seemed to be well ventilated reminding me of those air conditioning pipes that people seem to crawl through quite regularly in action movies. These pipes were not built for air conditioning, though, even if they did provide a nice breeze. Air conditioning ducts didn’t usually have slides built into them. The tunnel was just too small to turn around in, so I had to go down it head first. I would have preferred to go down feet first, but I couldn’t. I jumped in, expecting to be falling through yet another floor, taking me further away from Elliott, but it didn’t. It stopped just around the corner in yet another tunnel. 

“It’s ok,” I shouted back to Nate.

I could only go forward, so I carried on along the long whitewashed tube. I could see a light up ahead. It was different to the strip lighting that I was getting used to, and when I got closer, I could see that a small part of the tube up ahead was transparent. I moved quickly, although whatever Ezra thought we should see, I’m not sure I wanted to. 

When I got there, I was surprised to see that we were now back in the aquarium. I’d not seen the tube when I had been swimming through it earlier, but then, I’d had my mind on other things. I could see that we were at the end of one of the forks where it was dark. Above me would be the trapdoor to the room that electrocuted me all those hours ago. It already seemed like a lifetime ago.

Seeing the aquarium from this perspective was all well and good, but it didn’t help us any except to give us an idea as to where in the labyrinth we were. Was it close to where Nate saw Elliott? I couldn’t remember. The tube continued and once more turned opaque. Yet again, I was moving but not knowing where I was going. I turned a corner and came face to face with a crossroads. Not only could I go left, right and forward, There was also a ladder should I choose to go upwards. Up seemed the likely choice to get to Elliott. I had thought we were on the right level when we first fell into the ball pool, and we’d descended, at least, a couple of floors since. The question of whether Nate would be ok using the ladder came to my mind, but I bit it back. I was still mad at him for going for the diamond and putting us in jeopardy. I had no intention of having him think I cared if his leg hurt or not. He must have put the diamond in his robe pocket because I hadn’t seen it. The ladder continued upwards, through the same white tunnel until it once again branched off in a number of directions. This time ‘up’ wasn’t one of them. Every direction looked the same. The same smooth white walls. Had I a pen, I’d have marked them to show which way we had been in case we came to a dead end and had to backtrack. These tunnels with no defining features would be easy to get lost in. More tunnels forked off from the main one and I began to wonder if we were just going round in circles. They seemed to be endless, and it was impossible to remember which way we had already gone. At one point, I was sure we had already crawled down a particular tunnel once before. But without any features to give us a reference point, it was difficult to know. Nate had been following me, seemingly content to let me lead the way even though I was probably going around in circles. I began to feel paranoid about my lack of discovery and bad sense of direction. Even though Nate hadn’t spoken,

 I felt he was judging me.

“You go first if you think you can find Elliott quicker,” I snapped at him. My voice echoed in the long chamber.

“What? I think you are doing fine. I’m sure we will get to him soon.”

“No seriously. You obviously think I’m going the wrong way.”

“Kim, I have no idea what I’ve done to give you the impression that I think you are going the wrong way and quite frankly, I’m just as lost as you are, however, if you want to stop and have an argument, can I remind you, I’m looking right at your butt. Wouldn’t this be better when we can do it face to face?”

Despite the fact I knew I was being churlish, he was making me madder with his logic and his refusal to be drawn into an argument. I carried on, deciding to go back to ignoring him.

I turned a corner and saw another transparent part of the tunnel. I rushed to get to it, hoping it would give me some idea of where we were. When I saw where we were, I stopped in my tracks. I couldn’t believe the view.

“Why have we stopped?” 

The sight before me was what kept me silent, rather than my ignoring him.

“Kim, What is it? Don’t tell me that we are back in the aquarium.”

We hadn’t traveled back down a level, so I knew he was teasing me. I shuffled into a crouched position to allow him to see what I was seeing.

“Oh, my god!”

We were in a huge room. Tubes like the ones we had been crawling through filled it like a rabbit warren. I now knew how a rat in a sewer felt. The tubes were yet another maze within a maze. I could see that the room spanned the full height of this terrible labyrinth and we were pretty near the top. It looked like we were heading to the edge of the room, so I figured I might as well keep going in the general direction I was already headed.

Ignoring all the tunnels leading off, I kept to the path. At one point, we had to climb another short ladder, but eventually, this seemingly endless warren of tunnels actually did end. There was no door, just a small jump down into another small room. It was yet another copy of Ezra’s study with the fireplace, the TV, the wingback chairs and two doors. Yes, it was all there. The only difference with this one was the addition of a soft mat to jump down to and the hole we had just crawled out of.  

Any second now, the fire would come to life, and the TV would switch on, leading to yet another monologue from Ezra to his “Labyrinthians.”

Nate and I stood looking at the blank screen waiting for something to happen. After about thirty seconds, it became apparent that nothing was going to.

It was a mark of how conditioned we had become to being in the Labyrinth because neither of us went to check if the doors would open. Instead, I tried to find a switch for the TV and Nate looked into the fireplace.

“I can see light up the chimney,” he exclaimed.  

I put my head into the fireplace to look up, wary that the fire might ignite at any second. I didn’t trust anything in this place. Looking up, I could see he was right. About twenty feet above us was a small hole revealing daylight. It was much too small for us to crawl through, but it was there, and it was real. Seeing that made me realize that the fire would not be coming on in here. Any smoke would alert people to our whereabouts. A white cloud skittered across the tiny bit of blue I could see. It was a pleasant day outside.

Seeing the sky, reminded me once again of Laura and Tom. I’d lost track of how long we’d been in here, but it was obviously daytime. Were they out there, looking for us right now? A memory floated into my mind. I was four years old. My mother had often left me on my own to go on one of her drinking binges, but this time, she’d been gone a long time. At the age of four, I had no real concept of time, but I know it had been more than a couple of days. I’d been living on some moldy crackers, but they had run out. I eventually climbed out of a window and was found walking down the street, starving and still in my filthy nightclothes by a passer-by. Social Services were called, and I was soon fostered out to Laura and Tom. On my first night in their house, I was so worried that they would leave, just as my mother had, that I crept into the kitchen and took all the food I could find back to my bed in the middle of the night. The next morning, Laura found me asleep with packets of cereal and cookies and a variety of other foods. When I explained why, she promised me that she’d never ever leave me. She then gave me a stuffed rabbit and told me it would be much more comfortable to sleep with than cookies. I still had the rabbit, although I didn’t sleep with it anymore. It was on a shelf somewhere in my bedroom. Just thinking about that day brought about a pang of sadness. I felt lonely down here, even with Nate by my side. I’d lost all trust in him after he chose the diamond instead of Elliott, instead of me.

I didn’t want to let my anger at Nate spoil our chances of escape, though, and this hole in the chimney might just provide our way out. Not to crawl through, but to shout to the outside.

“Hello? Anyone? We’re here. We are trapped down here. Can anyone hear me?” I shouted, with my head in the chimney.

“I don’t think shouting will work. I think I can see some kind of transparent acrylic or plastic covering the hole. It’s nothing but a window, probably soundproofed. If you look closely, you can see some long grass just peeking over the side. It’s such a small window that it’s unlikely anyone will just happen to see it.”

I don’t know if it was the fact that I wanted him to be wrong or that I was still angry with him, but I chose to ignore him.

“Hello!” I screamed out at the top of my lungs.

“Hello?” The voice came from behind us. It was muffled, but it was unmistakable. Elliott! He was behind one of the doors. I ran over to it and tried to open it. It was locked. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was. I was also angry, angry at Nate, angry at Ezra and most of all, angry at the door for not being unlocked. I kicked the door, which obviously did nothing but hurt my foot, which made me feel angrier.  

“Elliott. Are you ok?” I shouted through the door.

“Kim!”

I pounded on the door with my fists, before grabbing the handle and pulling it up and down in a desperate attempt to get the door open.

“Kim, stop it!” Nate grabbed me from behind and pulled me away from the door. It was the second time since coming into this Labyrinth that he’d had to do that.

“Elliott,” Nate shouted. “We are going to find a way to get this door open. Just hang tight, buddy.” He used the same nickname for Elliott as Tom did. 

“Open the door!” I pleaded with Nate.

“We will. It’s just a puzzle like any other room. You heard him. He’s ok. He can wait another ten minutes until we figure out how to get to him.”

Ten minutes! I couldn’t remember a single room we’d managed to solve in ten minutes. He was right, though. Hitting and kicking the door wasn’t going to get us out.

It was then that the fire came to life.

“Hello, My Labyrinthians!” Ezra appeared on the screen. It wasn’t the older Ezra from the videos; it was the Ezra from now. He was wearing the same outfit he’d been wearing in the hall of mirrors. This was no video. It was a live feed. “I misjudged you. It is true that you have come further than any others and it is commendable that you have chosen the life of the little moth over untold riches. Good for you. It is, however, bad for me. There is no fun in that. You see, I want you to have the diamond. I don’t want to give it to you easily; I’m enjoying the sport of watching you figure out each of my rooms. This room, for instance, has a very neat and very tricky little puzzle. I was going to show you the video I’d made for this room, which would have given you a few hints, but you seem to be doing so well that I’ll let you figure this one out on your own. I must warn you, though, that the fire is on and as you have no doubt already noticed, there is no chimney. This room will fill with smoke pretty soon. Carbon monoxide, with no way to escape, will eventually smother you. You’ll feel drowsy and, eventually, just fall asleep never to wake up. I am going to throw you a bone, so to speak. I’ve unlocked the door to your left. You may leave whenever you want. Of course, it will take you away from the moth. If the diamond wasn’t enough incentive to leave him, I wonder if your own lives will be?”

The TV turned off, and the flames grew higher. Whatever he had used for the fire was now billowing smoke out at an alarming rate.

Within seconds, I could barely see. Nate dropped me down to the ground. 

“That’s no ordinary fire,” he coughed. “I don’t think we are going to get to Elliott this way. We need to get out.”

The smoke was already filling my lungs and, even with the ends of my robe held over my mouth, I could still taste the acrid burning taste of the smoke. “We can’t leave him!” 

“Do you have any idea how to figure this room out?”

“No,” I conceded.

“We are not going to be able to help Elliott if we are dead. We need to get out.”

I wanted to answer him, to argue, but instead, I threw up on the floor, the effects of the smoke working quickly on my body. I couldn’t even see Nate now through the thick blanket of smoke, but I knew he was right next to me. I felt him grab my hand and drag me towards the door opposite the one that Elliott was behind. I tried pulling him back, but I felt dizzy due to the lack of oxygen, not to mention I was half his size. I heard a click, and I was pulled through a door to another room. Nate pushed the door closed behind us and collapsed to the floor.

My eyes were wet with tears, either from the smoke stinging them or the realization we were now heading away from Elliott.

“He thinks we are going to open the door.” My voiced rasped; my smoke damaged voice box unable to speak properly. I sounded like I had smoked sixty cigarettes a day for the last twenty years.

I couldn’t see properly, with my tear-filled eyes and I didn’t much care. Whatever was in this room wouldn’t get me closer to Elliott now.

“Here.”

I felt something thrust into my hands. It was a bottle of liquid. I drank it down, grateful for the soothing cold water in my parched throat. Nate must have found the bottle in the room because ours had been lost a while back. I poured some water from the bottle and dabbed some of the water into my eyes. This time, when I spoke, it sounded like me. 

“That’s it then. We left him behind.”

“No we didn’t, we saved our own lives. He is still there, and he’s still ok. We just need to find another way to get to him, that’s all. At least, we know exactly where he is now. As long as we don’t go through any more revolving rooms, we can plan our route to get to him.”

“Ezra is not playing fair. He could just as easily have unlocked the door to Elliott. He’s changing the rules as we go.”

“Yes he is, but are you surprised? Anyone who gets his kicks by building a giant labyrinth in his back garden, then watching his own family die while trying to escape is not going to be the poster boy for sanity.”

Something that Ezra said suddenly came back to me. 

“He said that we had chosen Elliott over the diamond, but you didn’t, did you? You went back and got it.”

“I didn’t get it. I decided that you were more important to me, you and Elliott. It wasn’t worth the risk.”

“But…but…” I thought back. I’d assumed he had put the diamond in the pocket of the robe. There was something in there. I realized I’d not actually seen him with the diamond. “So what’s in your pocket then?”

He pulled out the bloodied bandage from his pocket. I’d not even noticed that it wasn’t still on his leg. 

“It got loose in the ball pit, so I shoved it in my pocket thinking you could re-tie it later. I’m not bleeding anymore, so I probably don’t need it,” Nate began. “Is this why you were mad at me in the tunnels because you thought I’d chosen the diamond over you?”

I didn’t want to answer him. I felt overcome with emotion. I ran over and kissed him hard on the mouth. He looked extremely embarrassed when I pulled away. Embarrassed but rather pleased with himself.

I don’t know what had possessed me. I certainly had no feelings towards him in that way, or maybe I did. I’m not sure who was more embarrassed by my little display of affection, him or me. Why didn’t I kiss him on the cheek? Or better yet, not kissed him at all? I turned to the room to get my mind on something else. Elliott was still waiting for us, and I was determined to get to him as quickly as possible. If all the rooms were the same size and if the doors were in the right places, then we’d be five rooms away from Elliott. Five rooms! He was so close to us, and we had missed our chance. Five rooms could take hours depending on their difficulty. This one had a door to the left, which was the logical way to go. It also had a water fountain, which accounted for the drink Nate had given me earlier. I ran to it and poured myself a drink, which I gulped back quickly shortly followed by another which I sipped a little more slowly. It gave me time to think about the room and not to ponder too much on the kiss I’d shared with Nate. No, not shared, I’d practically accosted him. In any other situation, I’d have been disgusted with myself, but I didn’t have the luxury of having the time to worry about it. We had a room to solve. I took another look. I didn’t know how to get out, but, at least, there didn’t seem to be anything that could hurt us. No moving floors, spikes, or things that could electrocute us. A vision of the room with the camera splattered with blood flittered through my mind. We still hadn’t seen that particular room, and according to Nate, we would encounter it at some point on this route. I wasn’t in a rush to get there, but at the same time, I’d rather get it over and done with before getting to Elliott. I didn’t want him in there.

“How are we going to get out of here?” I asked. The room was empty apart from the water fountain and three doors. There was nothing to puzzle out. Smooth gray walls with no features left us with nothing to play with. I tried the door opposite the one we had come through. It opened onto yet another bathroom. I wasn’t particularly surprised with the water fountain being so near. I didn’t need to go, but I didn’t know when I’d next have an opportunity, plus it meant I could get away from Nate for a few minutes. The bathroom was the same as the others, a toilet, a sink, and a mirror. I used the toilet and washed my face. Looking into the mirror, I was shocked at how bad I looked. My hair had frizzed up and hung in a dirty knotted mess around my shoulders. I felt filthy, and my skin and my clothes stank of smoke. My cheeks seemed to have hollowed slightly, and I’d certainly lost a few pounds after barely eating for a couple of days. I washed my face and ran my fingers through my hair in an attempt to make myself look slightly more human. 

“Kim.” Nate knocked on the door. “The other door is locked, and I can’t find out how to open it. Are you nearly done in there?”

Just hearing Nate’s voice brought my mind back to that kiss. I watched my reflection turn strawberry red. 

“Just a minute.” I closed my eyes, nervous to have to go out and face him. I rested my head on the mirror and took a deep breath. I really needed to get over myself. Elliott needed me, and if I could survive drowning and electrocutions, I could certainly survive making a fool of myself. I took another deep breath and opened my eyes. A faint red light shone beyond the mirror. I stood up straight and looked over my shoulder. Whatever I’d seen was not a reflection. It was coming from behind the mirror. It was a two-way mirror. The red light was on the other side. I grabbed the mirror and pulled. It took a good deal of strength but eventually it came off the wall, bringing its screws with it. A tunnel opened up behind it. The way out! The red light turned out to be from a camera. I’d seen them quite a few times in past rooms. 

Placing the mirror carefully on the ground, I called to Nate.

“Nate, get in here.”

“Are you ok? I’ve found a screwdriver. I think I might be able to get the handle off the door.”

I opened the door to find Nate on his knees, unscrewing the door handle from the door we hadn’t yet gone through.

“I’ve found a way out. I think the screwdriver was to take the mirror off the wall, but I pulled it off.”

“I wondered why Ezra had left a screwdriver. I don’t think he thought we would use it to unscrew the door handle.” He gave a quick tug, and the handle came away from the door in his hands.

The door remained steadfastly closed.

“Oh. I was hoping that taking the handle off would open the door.”

“It doesn’t matter anyway. That’s not the way out. The way out is through the bathroom. Come on.”

I ran back to the bathroom and climbed onto the sink. The tunnel was not the smooth white tubes of the earlier tunnels, but a rough hole hewed out of rock. It also did not run the same length as the previous tunnels because one corner later and we were in the next room. Judging by the curve, we were in the very next room to the one Nate had been trying to get to through the door. I was surprised to see that there was no door on this side, just a flat expanse of wall. Ezra had clearly put the door in the other side as a dummy door. It was never meant to be opened. Oh, how glad was I that I’d discovered the moving mirror pretty quickly. I could only imagine the amount of time we’d have spent trying to open the door if I hadn’t. I manually calculated the doors between Elliott and us. There was this one, a couple past this, and then, hopefully, a door that would lead us into his room. This was assuming there was a route to his room from here. Not all the rooms we had been through had doors on every wall, in fact, the majority of them didn’t. The one we had just crawled into only had two plus the tunnel. I didn’t hesitate to run to the door opposite to try the handle. I didn’t think I could cope with another decoy door at this point. Of course, it didn’t open.

Nate handed me a couple of bottles of water that he must have filled up in the last room. I put one in either pocket.

I didn’t want to try the other door. If it opened easily and let us through, it would take us even further away from Elliott. Thankfully, I didn’t have to. Nate did it for me, and I have to admit to breathing a sigh of relief when it, too, didn’t open. We were in yet another faceless gray room, pretty much like the last one, except this time, there was no mirror and no bathroom. Just four gray walls, one white ceiling, and a gray floor. I hated these rooms. At least, the ones with something in them gave us a chance to think about how we should get out. A clue as to what we should do, whether it be find a key or make a ladder. In an empty room, the clues were few. Actually, they were non-existent.

I could feel myself beginning to get angry again. Why couldn’t Ezra have just left us a clue? Just a small one, like THIS WAY painted on the wall, or a key on a hook. I looked around the room, and it dawned on me that he had left us a clue, a subtle clue but a clue, nonetheless. 

Why would he have left the wall blank where the door should be in the last room? He could have easily just put a door in that wouldn’t open, even with the screwdriver, but he didn’t. He purposely left it blank.  

“Nate, pass me the screwdriver.” Of course, I could be wrong.

I ran to the door and unscrewed the handle. The first screw made a pinging sound as it dropped to the floor, shortly followed by the second, third and fourth. 

The moment of truth...I held my breath and pulled lightly on the handle. It came out slowly leaving a hole about two centimeters in diameter, but the door didn’t open. I threw the handle to the ground where it landed with a much larger clang than the screws had, and put my forefinger into the hole. I pulled. The door opened. I don’t know if I was more surprised that I’d figured it out, or that it had opened, but I did the one thing that I should have learned not to do in this place by now. I ran into the room without looking. That’s when I found myself being turned upside down and propelled into the air.
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Chapter twenty-five

 

It took me a few seconds to figure out what was happening. The two bottles of water fell from my pockets and landed with a clunk on the floor. I was seemingly spinning in the air, and I couldn’t get any bearing on where I was. It was as though I was now in space and had lost gravity. Of course, the only ways I knew of simulating lack of anti-gravity were swimming, flying high in a plane and then diving quickly, or in a parachute simulator. The last two, I’d only seen on TV, but as I hadn’t boarded NASA’s Vomit Comet, nor was I wet, I quickly ruled the first two out. I threw my arms and legs out wide and immediately stabilized my position. I looked like a floating starfish but, at least, I wasn’t tumbling through the air. Below me, I could see a huge fan under the mesh floor, which confirmed what I already knew. 

I could see Nate shouting something at me through the doorway, his hair flying out behind him in the wind, but whatever he was saying was lost in the noise of the fan.

The room I was in was double height and, like the one that had rotated earlier, was circular in shape. Thankfully, this room only had two doors, and neither seemed to be moving. I only wish the same could be said for me. The fan slowed slightly then sped up causing me to rise and fall in time with these changes. It took every ounce of balance I had to stay in the starfish position. I realized that when the fan slowed enough, I was at about the same level as Nate. That meant I was also at the same level as the handle of the door opposite him. The only problem was I had no idea how to get across the room to get to it. I had no problem moving up and down but, so far, hadn’t managed to move in any other direction. I tried using my arms as if I was swimming to try to get some momentum to fly in the right direction. This only served to eliminate whatever balance I had and send me feet first upwards and then into a spin. I quickly resumed my starfish position and became horizontal once again. This was going to be trickier than I thought. I angled myself towards the door and tried, what I thought was going to be a dive towards it. Lifting my feet up and pushing my arms down gently so as to not upset my balance, I did manage to move slightly closer, but then a change in fan speed had me racing towards the ceiling again. With a bit of practice, I knew I’d get the hang of it. I tried the same maneuver again and inched my way towards the door. The fan changed speed again just as I hit the far wall. This time, as I went down, I was able to grab the door handle and hold on. The fan lifted my feet into the air leaving me in a kind of upside-down position, with me clinging on to the handle for dear life. I waited until the fan slowed down, ready to open the door but then something pulled hard on my leg almost causing me to let go. I almost kicked out at whatever it was in response, but looking around, I saw Nate holding on to my leg, his body also inverted and above me. I timed it until the fan was at its lowest point and opened the door. With the front half of my body pulled through and therefore not over the fan, gravity took over, and I landed in a heap on the other side with Nate crashing down on top of me in a painful heap. Untangling myself from him, I quickly closed the door quietening the deafening sound of the fan on the other side. We were now only one room away from Elliott. The problem was that the only other door leading from the room was on the opposite wall and not on the right, which is where Elliott was. 

Yet again, we were faced with another gray room. This part of the Labyrinth did not feature the almost theatrical qualities that we’d seen in the rest of it. The last room aside, it was becoming boring, monotonous, and ill thought out. I didn’t know if Ezra had planned it that way or if he had just become bored with his entire project by this point. Perhaps, with the hundreds of rooms, he’d just run out of ideas. Thinking back, though, we must be quite near the beginning of the Labyrinth because how far could Elliott have really gotten by himself? Ezra had mentioned that he’d helped Elliott along, more than likely by opening a few of the doors automatically so Elliott could just walk through without having to figure out any puzzles. It made sense. A ten-year-old was never going to be able to navigate this maze by himself. Ezra must have known that someone would come looking for him. Pulling Elliott into the Labyrinth was basically his idea of bait. He probably also realized that Elliott would slow us down, which wouldn’t be fun to watch, and let’s be honest, that’s why he built the damn place—to watch. I’d seen the small red light of a camera in most of the rooms, and as I looked now to find it, I saw it in the top corner of the room. I wondered if Ezra was watching us at this very second or if he was out ‘helping’ the police or giving convincing news interviews. 

I stuck up both middle fingers in the general direction of the camera. If he wasn’t watching live, I certainly hoped he watched it on playback.

For the first time since goodness knows when, I didn’t feel tired. I walked over to the door and tried it—locked.

“Nate, did you bring the screwdriver with you?” I doubted it would work a second time. Ezra was sure not to repeat himself, but it was worth a try.

“I did, but then I dropped it. Sorry. It fell through the mesh floor in the last room.”

“Ok, never mind,” Even though I didn’t think it would work, it still would have come in handy. There was no use being annoyed at Nate, though. Had I been holding it when I walked into the last room, I’d have dropped it too. “What do you think of this room?”

“I don’t know.” He walked around the room looking upwards and downwards, for what I don’t know. I could see all there was to see, which was very little, standing where I was next to the door. I moved to one side as he came by so he could examine the door. He pulled the handle down with a look of pure concentration, even though he’d just seen me do the exact same thing only moments before. I don’t know what he was expecting, but nothing happened, so he gave up and walked around the room again. I followed him around, the second time, to see if it would help me spot something, but it didn’t. The room was just a room.

“It’s a dead end!” I said after fifteen minutes. To prove my point, I went back to the door we had come through and tried to open it. It didn’t open. 

“It can’t be. What would be the point?”

“What’s the point to any of this? Maybe the door did open, but Ezra has gotten bored. Maybe he never intended to let us out. Perhaps this was his plan all along. Watch us suffer then lock us in for good and watch us starve.”

“I don’t think so. That’s not his style. He’s at least provided us with bathrooms and running water.” 

“He’s such a great guy!” my reply thick with sarcasm. I sat down with my back to the wall, which bordered on Elliott’s room

“But why would he do that if he was going to let us die?”

I didn’t have an answer for him. I had no idea of Ezra’s motivation for anything beyond the fact he was a raving psychopath. I placed my head on my knees and wrapped my arms around them. Elliott was just behind this wall.

I remembered back to when Elliott and I were a lot younger. I was probably about ten, the same age Elliott was now. He was a cute scrappy three-year-old. I’d been told to watch him for a few minutes at a café at the local mall while Laura went to use the bathroom. Being a normal ten-year-old, I’d quickly got bored of playing with him and stuck my head in my phone. When Laura came back, just minutes later, Elliott had gone. He’d just wandered off into the busy mall by himself. That day was the only day Laura had ever yelled at me. I don’t think I’d ever seen her angry before that point. He’d been found in a nearby toyshop sitting in a big bin of cuddly toys just ten minutes later, but the look on Laura’s face had stayed with me. I vowed to always look after Elliott from that day on. And I had—until now.

“Elliott!” I shouted his name in the vain hope he’d hear me. If he did, I didn’t hear him reply. Without a watch, it was difficult to gauge just how long I sat there, occasionally getting up to look around again just in case I might spot something I’d not seen before, but it was a long time. I’d guess at two or maybe three hours. Nate never gave up. Not in the way I had. I felt the whole thing was pointless. Something inside of me told me that Ezra had gotten bored of his game and just left us to die. Otherwise, why leave us in a room with no way out. There was no secret tunnel behind a mirror, no secret button to press. The only thing of any interest whatsoever was the camera, attached to the top corner of the room. Nate had examined it thoroughly just in case it held some magic secret to getting out of here, but after a while, he came to the conclusion that it was nothing more than a camera. I wondered if Ezra was watching us now in his cabin or some other house. Or was he out there, still looking for us, telling Laura and Tom that he was sure we’d turn up, knowing all the while, we were trapped in his underground cell. I’d never hated anyone before now. Not as much as I hated Ezra Harland. I should have hated my mother, who left me to go out drinking, who often forgot to feed me, to bathe me, and was usually too drunk to even cuddle me. I didn’t hate her, though. She was ill, she was an alcoholic, and deep down, some part of me thought that if she hadn’t been in alcohol’s grip, she might have loved me and cared for me. She must have loved me at some point. I remember the day she took me to the local fair and won a huge teddy bear for me by throwing hoops over a bottle. Her aim was remarkable, given that she’d been drinking beer all morning. Even when she told me she’d been aiming for the next bottle over and had only got it over that one by pure fluke, I still loved her for trying. I ate cotton candy and a chocolate-covered apple. I remember it being the most wonderful thing I’d ever tasted; the sweetness of it and the novelty of it being on a stick.

I remember licking the chocolate off first, savoring every taste. It was just as well, because she had drunk so much beer that she collapsed on the sofa when we got home, and I went without dinner; but for that day, that one day, she loved me. I couldn’t bring the teddy to Laura and Tom’s. It had gotten mold on it from all the dampness in the room, so I suppose it must have been thrown away. But I still remember it. I fell asleep with it every night until the day I was taken away from my mother. 

Ezra Harland, on the other hand, had not been thrown out of his house as a teenager and then knocked up by an abusive bully, causing him to turn to drink as my mother had. He had all the money in the world. He could have done great things with that money—bought a hospital wing, fed and clothed so many people who were unable to afford to do so for themselves. If he wanted to be selfish, he could have bought an Olympic-sized swimming pool and filled it with chocolate sauce. Anything! But, no, he used his money to build this sadistic Labyrinth to watch people die. I almost wish Nate had gotten the diamond now. We could have sold it and used the money to have the Labyrinth destroyed. If I got out of here, that’s exactly what I’d do. Hire a team of explosive experts and blow the whole place sky high. I stood up and did another lap around the room, mainly to get some blood back into my legs and stop the pins and needles that were threatening to form. Nate had just given up himself, either that, or he was tired of walking around. He had sat opposite me with his back to the wall just as I had. It had a finality to it. While Nate had been wandering around and around the room, a part of me had felt there was still hope, but with him giving up, there was nothing left. Either Ezra would open one of the doors in a fit of guilt, or he would watch us die and leave our bodies to decompose here. I imagined some future ‘Labyrinthian’ finding our bodies or seeing them on the screen in the TV room. I wondered if they would want to know who we were, or would we be just two other nameless people who had been trapped down here, not that it mattered. No one had ever gotten out alive before, so there was no reason to think that anyone after us would manage it any better than us. Laura would never know what happened to us. She’d go to her grave not knowing. It would kill her. Before she fostered, then adopted me, she and Tom had spent years trying to get pregnant. They’d spent all their savings on IVF, but after three attempts with no success, the doctors had told them there was very little chance that she would ever be able to have children. It worked out well for me because after that, they decided to foster. Funnily enough, once they had fostered me and all the pressure was off, Laura had actually gotten pregnant naturally. The doctors had told her it was a miracle. She miscarried at twelve weeks. Buoyed by the success of finally being able to get pregnant, they tried again. Eventually, she did get pregnant again, but like before, she never made it past the twelve-week point. It was after the second miscarriage they adopted Elliott.

And now she was going to lose us both, her little girl and her baby boy. Of course, we were neither little nor babies anymore, but she still called us by those names. I think most kids would be upset by being called babies at the ages we were, but somehow Laura got away with it. There was something about her that made us feel special and wanted. She was a born mother, even though nature had told her otherwise. I felt angry again. I couldn’t help it. Thoughts of my own mother, followed by thoughts of Laura had set me off. I knew I could be hot-headed and had a temper, and I also knew I should calm down, but I didn’t want to calm down. I fired off a list of expletives and rattled the door handle savagely. I half expected Nate to come and grab me again, but he didn’t this time. Perhaps he thought there was no point, or perhaps he was just as angry as I was. I wasn’t even angry for myself, I was angry for Laura, the sweetest, most wonderful mother anyone could wish for who had lost enough children already.

I slammed my hands into the door. It did nothing but make my palms sting, but I didn’t care. The pain meant I was still alive. I’d given up any thoughts of escape, but I could spend my last hours telling Ezra what I thought of him. And tell him I did, safe in the knowledge that he could hear every word through the microphone.

I screamed and shouted abuse directed at the camera’s microphone and ended my litany of threats by kicking the wall hard. My foot went right through it.

I was so surprised not to feel pain, not to have a broken toe, that I fell silent. For a few seconds, there was no sound at all. And then…

“Kim?” It came from the hole.

I dropped to the floor, to where I’d made the hole, Nate following seconds behind.

“Elliott?” I could see him on the other side. I burst into tears. The build-up of emotion, thinking we were all going to die, and then accidentally finding a way through all came out through my eyes. Thankfully, Nate was much more composed than I.

“Bud,” He shouted through the hole. “Stand back.” He gently pulled me back and then kicked the wall. It crumbled beneath his feet. I joined him, using my hands to pull the wall away. It was just like the fake glass from the mirror room. Whatever it was made out of, it was not brick and plaster. In only minutes, we had made enough of a hole to crawl through.

Elliott launched himself at me. I wrapped my arms around him and cried.

“Kimmy! You found me.” He burst into tears. Judging by his pale features and dry, cracked, lips, he was extremely dehydrated. Crying was the last thing he should be doing.

“Shhh.” I held him tight as if I’d never let him go. I stroked his hair to soothe him and gradually he began to calm down.

“Hey, Buddy.” Nate came over to us and put his arms around us both. 

“We need to find water for Elliott quickly. Elliott, which door did you come in through?”

He pointed to the door behind him. I guessed that would only lead us back to the start.

Nate knelt down next to Elliott. “Can you remember how many rooms you came through before you got stuck in this one?”

“I’m sorry. I only wanted to see what was downstairs, but this old man came on a screen and told me that I was trapped and I couldn’t open the door, so I had to come this way, but then, I couldn’t get out.”

“You’re not in trouble. I was just wondering if we could somehow get back to the first room from here and make a lot of noise, so they hear us up in the farmhouse.”

“Five I think, no, six. I can’t remember. I had to do a number puzzle.”

“Ok,” Nate turned to me. “What do you think? We have three doors to choose from. The one to the smoke room, the door back to the beginning or the door in the middle.”

“There is no way I’m going back the way we came, and I don’t see the point of going back to the start. I think Ezra would have soundproofed the whole place. I doubt anyone would hear us.” I didn’t relish going down a path I’d not yet seen, but the alternatives were just so awful that I didn’t really feel like I had much of a choice. Of course, we still had to figure out how to get out of this room.

To my right was the door with the smoke, to my left, the way Elliot had come. The door in front of us was the only one none of us had tried. Below us, the floor was transparent, and I could see the room where Nate had seen Elliott all that time ago. 

Nate tried the door opposite while I cuddled Elliott, but it was locked. Suddenly, a thought came to me. I let go of Elliott and turned to the left.

“What are you doing?” asked Nate as I turned the handle. Even before it opened, I knew it would. Ezra had never meant to kill us, after all. All that time in the last room, I had thought there was no way out when it was there the whole time. I realized there would always be a way out, even if we couldn’t find it right away. Ezra didn’t want us to die at all. He wanted us to survive. He wanted us to win. He just wanted us to do it on our own, without any help. However, Elliott wouldn’t get far in his condition. The nearest bathroom was just two doors away. 

“Stay there,” I said to Nate and Elliott as I moved through the doorway. This wasn’t the way out; it was the way to water. The room still smelled strongly of smoke, but it had dissipated, and I could breathe as I walked through. The door to the other side also opened, letting me through. The bathroom had a number of bottles to fill with water. This time, I knew we wouldn’t lose them over the fan room. Ezra would leave the doors unlocked for me to get back to Elliott and Nate. I filled all of the bottles, four in all, and made my way back to the boys. As I suspected, the doors had closed behind me but remained unlocked. 

I passed the first bottle to Elliott, who drank deeply. I had to take it away from him and instruct him to drink more slowly. The last thing I wanted was for him to make himself sick. After he had drunk the first bottle down, I passed him the second. Already, he was beginning to look better. Color had returned to his pale cheeks. 

“I’m hungry!” Elliott told me. I laughed and held him closely. He would survive a lot longer now that he had water in him. 

I looked around the ceiling until I found what I was looking for. A small red dot pointed the camera out to me. 

“Do you hear that Ezra? He’s hungry.” This time, there was no anger in my voice. It was just a polite request.

Nate figured out the room puzzle pretty quickly, while I comforted Elliott. I don’t know what he did, but it involved moving blocks around. The actual moving of the blocks took a lot longer than figuring out what we had to do. The door opened, and in the next room, was a huge table. On it were two large paper bags. I looked inside to find food. Real food. Ezra had listened. I don’t know how he managed to get the food down here so quickly, but he had. He must have run down here with the bags. Perhaps he thought we would make it this far and had left the food out earlier? None of it was hot, but it was food. A loaf of bread, some cooked meat, packets of crisps, some grapes and apples, cheese, a large chocolate bar and three bottles of orange soda. 

Elliott grabbed the loaf and pulled off a huge chunk, which he shoved into his mouth. As with the water, I had to tell him to slow down. I had no knife, so I had to make sandwiches by pulling the bread apart as carefully as I could and then putting the meat slices between two pieces. There was nowhere to sit, despite there being a table, so we all sat down on the floor and had a floor picnic. The food tasted amazing, probably because I’d not eaten for days. I was careful to chew each mouthful and not just wolf it down. Twenty minutes later, we had a quarter of a loaf, some grapes, three slices of meat and half a bottle of orange soda left. I’d have liked to have more, but we had been so hungry, it was a miracle to have anything left at all. Plus, I still had some of the water from earlier. I’d also saved the chocolate. 

I packed up everything left into one of the bags and looked over at Elliott. The difference half an hour, some water, and a bit of food had made in him were remarkable. He looked like the little Squidge I knew and loved. He was still pale, and the dark circles remained under his eyes, but he’d regained his energy and spirit.

“I guess we should get moving. Which way do you think we should go?” Nate asked. There were three doors to choose from. Now that we had Elliott, we had to find our way out, which meant getting to the edge of the labyrinth somehow. Of course, getting to an outer room didn’t guarantee there would be an exit, but it felt like that’s what we should do. I figured we were somewhere in the middle, or, at least, closer to the middle than the outside. Now seemed like a good time to follow Nate’s theory of keeping to the right. As I had lost bearings and didn’t really know which way was east or west or where we were in relation to our house, it was as good a plan as any.

“This one,” I said while pointing to the door on the right. It was locked, but so were all the others. At least, this room had something in it to help us or provide a clue, the table. 

“It must be something to do with the table.” I looked up to see if there was something on the ceiling that we were supposed to stand on the table to reach, but there were only the same lights we had seen in the other rooms, and what I now recognized as the camera. I winked at it. I still hated Ezra, but now I knew he wanted to keep us alive. His game was insane, but it was just a game. I now knew that getting out was a possibility. If he wanted us to die, he wouldn’t have provided food. Maybe after all those people who didn’t manage to get through, he finally thinks he’s found someone who can.

As standing on the table wasn’t the right thing to do, the clue must be in or part of the table.  Oval in shape and ornately carved, this was the kind of furniture that belonged in a stately home, the kind of stately home that Laura had expected to inherit. It would have looked so wrong in the old farmhouse. It was polished to a high sheen, and the lights on the ceiling bounced off it. I lowered my head to look underneath. The underneath had no special features, but I did notice that feet of the ornate legs were carved into the shape of lions’ claws. The edge of the table was deep. I had to put one hand on the top and the other underneath to check, but the distance between the top and the bottom was definitely more than it should have been. There were about five centimeters from the top to the underside of the tabletop, just enough space to hide something.

“I think the table top might be hollow or has a secret compartment.” I ran my fingers along the carvings on the edge as the boys came down to my level to see what I was looking at. It looked like writing, but no alphabet I’d ever encountered. “Do you know what these markings are?”

“Looks like writing from a treasure map!” exclaimed Elliott, making me laugh. It did look like it had been made up, a runic language that filmmakers use in movies about elves or pirates. I could see why Elliott thought it was treasure map writing.

“I don’t recognize it. It’s not Chinese, Japanese, Arabic, or the Cyrillic alphabet. I hope we don’t have to decipher it to get out of here because I wouldn’t know where to start. Is it all the way around the table?” Nate traced one of the letters with his finger. The letters, or words, if that was what they were, were carved in a curly kind of script with lots of flourishes and the occasional straight line. 

I moved around the table counter-clockwise while Nate went in the opposite direction. When we met again at the other side, I still wasn’t any closer to figuring it out. Neither was Nate, judging by the pensive look on his face.

“I don’t suppose there is a translating dictionary around here is there?” I said, mainly for Elliot’s benefit. I didn’t want him to be scared that we were stuck. “Made-up Pirate to English?”

Elliott chuckled.

“There is something about this table and this writing.” Nate was looking closely at one of the letters.

“What?”

“Doesn’t this writing strike you as odd?”

“Yes. It looks made-up, like it’s not a real language.”

“Exactly!” Nate stood up straight. I didn’t have a clue what he was getting at. I didn’t see how it would help if the writing was made-up, or Chinese, or whatever. None of us could read it. “Look at it closely. What do you see?”

I bent down again and took another look. “I see a lot of curly scrawls carved into the wood.”

“What else?”

I looked again. I couldn’t see what he was hinting at. There was a very faint line running the length of the edge horizontally right in the middle of the writing as if it had been made with two bits of wood stuck together. “It’s been made out of two bits of wood?” I questioned.

“Yes, exactly. Why? Why would something this special and expensive be made out of two sections? The edge is not very thick. It would have been easier to make it out of one piece. The line goes all the way around.”

“So?” I still didn’t see where he was going with this.

“Just humor me here. Go to that end of the table.” He indicated one end of the oval while he went to the opposite side. “Now put your hands under the top and lift the table.”

The table was made out of a very heavy wood. The legs alone looked too heavy to lift. If Nate thought there was something hiding under it, it would take more than two of us to move it.

I pulled up with all the energy I could muster. At first, nothing happened, but then slowly, the top began to rise. Something in it creaked, and then it stopped, and it became too heavy to lift any higher.

I let go, expecting it to fall to the ground with a crash, but it didn’t. When I looked down to see why, I realized what Nate had been trying to tell me. We’d not lifted the whole table at all. We’d lifted just the top. Something had come down from the inside and slotted into place between the two parts of the writing. Now when I read it, I could recognize the words. It was English.

The things that you are searching for

are hidden in my friendly paws,

Get it right and you will score,

Get it wrong and feel my claws.

“The things that you are searching for,” I read aloud “Are hidden in my friendly paws. What do you think it means by friendly paws?”

“I think that we have to open the compartments in the feet carefully. There are holes in the end of each toe. I suspect that if we make a mistake, the claws will come out.”

I watched as he fiddled about with the paw. Something clicked, and Nate jumped back quickly. It wasn’t the claws he’d been expecting, but a compartment in the back of the paw. He reached around and pulled something out of it, a key. He held it up and showed it to us with a smug look on his face.

He tried the door on the right first. It didn’t turn, so he moved to the one opposite the way we came in. A click signaled that it fit. I grabbed our bag with the leftover food and ran to Nate, Elliott just in front of me. Nate opened the door, and someone screamed. The room was splattered with blood.
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Chapter twenty-six

 

I realized the person screaming was me. Nate pulled the door back quickly, but it was too late. We’d already seen the horror inside. Elliott had seen it. He turned and buried his head in my middle, and I could feel him shaking in fear.

This was the room we’d seen on the screens in the TV room earlier, the one we couldn’t see because of the blood on the camera. Unfortunately, we saw it perfectly when Nate opened the door. Huge circular saws had been spinning in the floor and had obviously caught the last person to walk through by surprise. I can only guess that one had gone through his leg causing him to fall. Once on the ground, the saws had done a good job of dismembering him. Various limbs lay around the saws, left to rot. The last thing I had seen as Nate closed the door was the man’s head and the look of pure shock on his face.

It took fifteen minutes and the rest of the chocolate for us all to feel calm enough to try another paw on the table leg. All I could think as he tried to open another compartment was that the ‘claws’ could come out at any second and then what? Puncture the skin on his hand. After seeing the room with the saws, I felt a lot less confident that the table wouldn’t hurt him. Thankfully, he opened the compartment and retrieved the key without setting off any trap. 

As he tried the door on the right, I held Elliott. He’d seen enough horror, and I didn’t want to inflict any more on him, so I cuddled him in such a way that he wouldn’t be able to see what was behind the door. 

The key turned in the lock, and I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see either.

“Wow!” 

Nate’s voice made me open my eyes. The room could not have been more different to the previous one. The walls were painted floor to ceiling in brightly colored paintings of circus animals. Clowns adorned one wall, and a huge red-top tent took up the far wall. I took Elliott’s hand and walked towards the room. Circus music played and in the center of the room stood four beautiful fairground horses. The kind you’d find on a carousel. These weren’t set out in a circle, though. They were lined up, pointing towards the red-top wall. A groove in the floor and ceiling in front of each horse looked like a track. It stopped when it got to the wall.

Elliott let go of my hand and ran towards the tallest horse. Second from the right and painted in powder blue with a pink mane. After everything we’d been through to find him, I felt scared of his suddenly running off so I ran to catch up with him. He stood on the stirrup and pulled himself up. As soon as he had sat down the horse began to move forward. His weight must have been the trigger to start it. I jumped on behind him as the wall opened in front to reveal a dark tunnel. Nate had to grab the pole and only just managed to put his foot in the stirrup as we passed into the narrow tunnel. Nate was pushed against me with his back scraping down the side of the tunnel. As the walls were so smooth, he was not getting hurt, but he managed to angle himself and straddle the horse just behind me, crushing the bag of food, which was between Elliott and me. I was now crushed between both the boys, although I couldn’t see them in the blackness. It didn’t help that the circus music was now following us and had a sinister sound to it. I had hold of the reins with my arms protectively around Elliott. I could feel Nate’s hand holding the pole above my head. We moved up and down as we went in much the same way as a normal carousel horse, and actually, apart from the dark, it wasn’t too bad. That was until we began to go downhill. The speed picked up and something blew air in our faces making it seem as though we were going faster than we actually were. The music sped up with us as we traveled downwards at such a pace. My stomach began to heave as the track went up and then steeply down again. By the time the horse came to a stop, I was ready to throw up. 

“Have we stopped?” asked Elliott. It was difficult to know if this was our final destination because it was pitch black. I half-hoped that the horse would continue until we got to a light source, but after a minute of none movement, it became apparent that we weren’t going any further. Nate jumped off first and helped me down. I think he lifted Elliott down, but I couldn’t be sure, as I couldn’t see anything. 

I breathed deeply to try to settle my stomach, which was still churning. I wished I’d not eaten so much chocolate as it was threatening to make a reappearance. 

“Hold my hand,” I wasn’t sure if Nate was talking to Elliott or to me, so I didn’t respond until...

“Kim! Hold my hand. I’ve got Elliott on this side. We need to not lose each other.”

I held my hand out, food bag in the other, and groped around in the dark until I found Nate’s hand. It was warm, soft, and strangely comforting. I’d never held a boy's hand before, and it felt strange. Strange because of the circumstances or strange because it was Nate, I wasn’t sure. I had no time to ponder this new experience as Nate’s hand was now tugging me away from the horse. Something brushed against my face causing me to let out a scream.

“Kim, What is it?” I let go of Nate’s hand to bat away whatever it was. It felt like some kind of web or floaty material hanging from the ceiling; that, I could deal with. Whatever it was, it wasn’t alive. 

“Nothing.” I felt silly for making a fuss. Screaming would only scare Elliott. Nate’s hand found mine once again, and I felt a little safer. I realized that, if Nate had both Elliott’s and my hands, it was effectively Elliott leading the way with the only free hand.

“Are you ok, Elliott?” 

“Yes. I keep feeling all this dangly stuff, but it’s not blocking the way.” I knew what he meant. Whatever I had felt on my face earlier was now everywhere as if we were walking through an upside-down forest and it’s leaves were tickling our faces, either that or a giant spider web. I pushed the thought to the back of my mind. I didn’t have a fear of spiders, but at the same time, I didn’t want thousands of them dropping on my head because we’d disturbed their nest. 

“I’ve found a wall, but it’s made of rope, I think,” Elliott exclaimed. I put my free hand out in front of me and quickly felt what he had. He was right. The wall was a series of crisscrossed ropes interwoven with each other. They were slightly elasticized and could be pulled up or down to allow us to climb over or under. 

“You are going to need both hands to get through this, so you’ll have to follow the sound of my voice,” Nate instructed. I heard movement as Elliott moved past him to let him go first but then I heard him say “Here, bud, just duck down under this rope and wait while I help your sister.”

Normally, I would have taken offense to him referring to me as ”your sister” instead of using my name, but I was too glad for his help. Another rope wall followed and another. It was a tricky path we followed, with Nate alternating between helping Elliott and me. I also had the extra problem of the food, which had to be carried through the rope maze. Eventually, we came to a wall, a real solid wall, and it didn’t take us too long to feel our way along it and find a door, a door that opened into a room with light. I was so glad to be in a lit room. That was until I saw what was in the room and then I wished I was still in the dark.
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Chapter twenty-seven

 

My heart sank as I looked up. The carousel horse must have taken us to the deepest part of the Labyrinth because ‘up’ looked a long way away. Eight tall, white poles stretched from the floor where we were standing, right up into the distance. About halfway up, I could see small platforms, one on each pole, big enough for one person, moving up and down. It was obvious that we would have to jump from one to the other, getting higher and higher, in such a way that we would eventually make it to the top. The poles were evenly spaced, but there was a fair distance between them. To get from one to another, a person would have to jump a long way. They were just too far apart to step between them. Without harnesses, at a hundred feet in the air, there was every chance we would fall. Nate, being the tallest, might make the leaps easily, but Elliott would struggle to jump across.

“Awesome.” Elliott obviously didn’t see the danger that I did. In his ten-year-old mind, he was probably seeing the challenge rather than the risk. His life was not a risk I wanted to take. The other problem we faced was how to get up to the platforms in the first place. They were, at least, fifty feet up. On the floor beside us was what looked like the workings of a pulley system and some instructions. I picked the piece of paper with the instructions on it and took a look. It reminded me of the time when Elliott first came to live with us, and Laura had bought a cot bed that needed assembling. She and I had spent hours slotting part A into part B and screwing screw E into hole G. I couldn’t make heads or tails of the instructions then, any more than I could understand exactly what we were supposed to do here. After three hours of giggling and making a total mess, we’d given up, and Elliott had ended up with a ready-built secondhand cot from a thrift shop. I could use the excuse that I was only seven at the time of the cot incident, but this pulley mechanism was the most complicated thing I’d ever seen. At the top of the paper was another riddle. 

Four hours, nearly there,

up and out, but will you dare?

Take the door, it’s just one minute

but back again, you’ll never win it

I looked up to the only other thing in the room, a door. The implication was that if we made it through the pulley challenge, we’d be near an exit, but if we went through the door, we’d go backwards in the Labyrinth. Nate had already started putting together the pulley when I made a decision.

“We are going through the door,” I announced.

“What?” Nate looked confused as to why I would even suggest such a thing. “Didn’t you understand the riddle? If we get up to the top here, we are as good as free.”

“If we get to the top. What are the chances of that? It could take you hours to make whatever that is and then we will have to jump from one pole to the other without harnesses.”

“I can do it, Kimmy!” Elliott had no fear at all when it came to climbing, but the highest he’d ever climbed was about ten feet up a tree. This wasn’t the same.

“Nate, you’ve been limping for hours. I can see how much your leg is hurting you even though you are trying to hide it. My feet are still hurting, and we are all exhausted. We’ve only eaten one proper meal in the last three days, and none of us have had much sleep. Do you really think, taking all that into consideration that we are capable of jumping from one tiny platform to another, all the way up there without one of us slipping?”

Nate looked at Elliott, who was raring to go, and then at me.

“You are right.” He put the rope back on the floor. 

“Aww!” Elliott made the same whiny noise he made when he wasn’t allowed chocolate. I’d taken away his fun. It made me smile to think how climbing up a hundred foot pole was just an adventure to him.

“She’s right, Bud. Don’t worry. I’m sure there’ll be lots more for you to climb further on.”

We opened the door to find an elevator. There was only one button. As I pressed it, I prayed that it would take us in the only direction I cared to go—Up.

After a lot of whining and squealing, the elevator started to move. I gave a silent ‘thanks’ as I realized that it was, indeed, moving upwards, albeit slowly, painfully slowly. I wondered if I had done the right thing. Despite it moving up, the instructions for the pulley were clear. It would take us backwards in the Labyrinth. I just hoped it wasn’t too far back. There weren’t many rooms that I would like to see again. Some, I don’t think I would be able to manage with Elliott now in tow. The aquarium sprang to mind. It would be almost impossible to time the trapdoors again, even though Elliott was a strong swimmer. There were a lot of rooms that had more than one door, and we had chosen a particular path through them. If we ended up in a room we’d been in before, we’d just have to find another route through the maze. The elevator finally came to a stop, and the doors opened. In front of us was another door. I opened it to find I knew exactly where I was.  

A long, rough, dark, tunnel leading into inky blackness, I’d seen this before.

“The cabin!” exclaimed Nate. I’d forgotten that he had also made his way to the little cabin before. This must be yet another tunnel to get there. I remembered all the doors in the kitchen. There had been four. One I’d come through, one Nate had come through, and one into the living room of the cabin. This must be that last door. Our guess was correct because, after ten minutes of walking, we ended up at the bottom of some stairs that led directly to the kitchen. 

My heart sank as I realized just how far back I’d brought us. I had no clue how long it had been since I’d last been here, but I’d hazard a guess at two days. That meant that it would take at least another two days to get out. The ‘if we ever did’ part of that thought was pushed to the back of my mind.

I sat the food bag down on the table and got us all some hot soup from the vending machine. 

“We may as well rest while we can,” I said breezily. Elliott had never been in the cabin before, and I didn’t want to alarm him as to just how far back we’d come. As he sipped his soup, I could see his eyes getting heavy. “Come on you. Let’s see if there are some beds here for you to sleep on.” Knowing full well, there were beds upstairs, I took his hand and led him to the room with the beds in it. He was so tired; he didn’t even question how I knew where to go. He picked a top bunk and almost as soon as his head hit the pillow, he was asleep. I watched as his chest moved up and down and slowed to a gentle rhythm. When I was positive he was asleep, I made my way back downstairs. The glass from the broken TV was still scattered on the floor of the living area from when I had thrown the remote control at it days earlier, so I went back to Nate in the kitchen. He’d finished his soup and was now on the Hot Chocolate. I pulled up a chair next to his at the table.

“Elliott’s asleep. He went out like a light. He must have been exhausted, bless him.”

“Hmm. That’s good.” He said it with little enthusiasm.

“I’m sorry.”

“What for?”

“For bringing us back here. I didn’t think we’d come so far back in the maze. I hoped it was a bluff and we’d end up closer to the end.” The last part wasn’t strictly true. I didn’t think that Ezra would bluff. It was true that I didn’t think we’d end up so close to the start, though.

“It’s fine. If we had started on those pulleys, we’d still be there now and probably for the next few hours. At least this way, I can have a hot drink.”

“Do you think the pulley system would have gotten us to the exit?”

“Who knows? You were right about one thing, though. My leg probably wasn’t up to it. It’s killing me.”

I looked down at his leg. It looked very sore and, at some point, had started to bleed again. It had probably started to bleed a while back, but I hadn’t noticed. Rivulets of blood had dripped down his leg and dried, others were still fresh. The bandage he’d been carrying in his pocket was not enough to help him. 

“Come with me.” I helped him walk into the living room, being careful not to stand on any glass. Sitting him on the sofa, I found a couple of glass-free cushions and made him comfortable. Running upstairs quietly as to not wake Elliott, I stripped one of the top bunk beds. A clean sheet was as good as any bandage. I gathered it up and took it back to the kitchen. Once there, I ripped it into long, thin, sections to be used as bandages. I wet one of the pieces under the tap and brought it all back to Nate. The wet strip I used to clean all the blood from his leg. I’d have preferred some hot water and some kind of antiseptic cream, but I didn’t have those, so I had to make do with what I had. Once I was satisfied it was as clean as I could get it, I wrapped one of the makeshift bandages around his leg. As the sheets were longer than the bit I’d ripped off my pajama bottoms, I could wind it around numerous times. 

“There, that should stem the bleeding!” I sat back, pleased with my effort.

“You would make a good doctor. You have a great bedside manner.”

“Thanks.”

“No. Thank you.” He looked into my eyes, which made me feel…I don’t know how it made me feel, but it made me feel something. “I wouldn’t have gotten through this without you.”

He yawned.

“We aren’t through this thing yet.” Not even close. “Come on, let’s go to bed.”

“Well, there’s an offer I can’t refuse.” He grinned. I ignored his innuendo and helped him up the stairs. Putting him into the bed below Elliott’s, I grabbed the only free one with sheets still on it. If I was right about how far we still had to go, we’d need all the sleep we could get. I closed my eyes, but even though I was exhausted, I couldn’t seem to drift off to sleep. Flashes of blood splattered walls and laughing carnival clowns kept popping into my brain. I tossed and turned and dozed fitfully, jumping at some horrible nightmare after just drifting off. Then there was warmth. Arms wrapped around me, and even though it was dark, I could tell it was Nate. He curled his body around mine as if he was protecting me. For the first time, I felt secure. I felt safe. I drifted off into a warm, comfortable, sleep. 

I had no way of knowing how long we all slept, but it must have been a long time because I woke up feeling refreshed. Nate still had his arm draped over me, and we seemed to have acquired Elliott at some point in the night, as he was now snoring gently in front of me. I managed to slide out of the bottom of the bed without waking either of them and use the bathroom. I took my dirty pajamas off and washed myself in the little sink. My only option was to drip dry and then put the pajamas back on. The first thing I was going to do when I got home was to have a long hot bath.

I went downstairs and got myself a cup of coffee from the vending machine. It tasted like any other vending machine coffee, but it went down well. I savored every mouthful, feeling the heat of it warm me up after my cold wash. When it was gone, I got myself another. As I was separating the leftover food from yesterday into three piles, the boys trooped into the kitchen.

“Breakfast!” yelled Elliott and took a seat at the table. He began to eat the food, barely chewing before he swallowed.

“Slow down. That’s all we have.” He didn’t know just how far we still had to go. I probably should have saved some of the food, but there was so little already, and he was hungry.

“What happened to you this morning? I woke up to find myself cuddling Elliott.” Nate bit into a chunk of bread while I fetched him a coffee.

“I only got up half an hour ago. I was here fixing breakfast. How’s your leg?”

I looked down. The sheet bandage had held up well, and there were only a few spots where the blood had seeped through.

“Good. I had a good doctor.”

I blushed. “I’ll need to change those bandages before we leave.”

“Did you check the door timer yet?”

I’d forgotten that the door would only let us out of here after eight hours. I suspected we’d already hit that point. “I’ve not checked yet. I thought we’d have breakfast first.”

“What door timer?” Elliott asked, not knowing we’d been here before.

“There’s a timer on one of the doors that means we can’t get out before eight hours is up. We found it last night.” I replied to him.

“Oh, cool.”

We finished up the food and drank a couple of cups of soup each. Who knew when we’d get another chance to eat? I filled our bottles with water.

The door back into the labyrinth had already counted down to zero, so it had been at least eight hours since we had come in here. That was good because it meant we had all had a lot of sleep. We’d eaten, and we’d had a hot drink. Once I’d changed Nate’s bandages and put the rest of the clean sheets in my robe pocket, we set off once again into the Labyrinth.
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Chapter twenty-eight

 

I’d almost forgotten about the computer game room that we had been in days before, the one where all we had to do was play all the games as practice for the next room.

“Awesome!” exclaimed Elliott as he took in his surroundings. He was in 10-year-old-boy heaven. “Can I have a go? Please!” He looked at me beseechingly, so much so that I had to laugh. This room and the next would be a snap with Elliott with us.

“Go for your life, Bud,” Nate winked at me as he spoke to Elliott. “Just one turn on each, though, ok?”

“Awesome!” While he ran to the blob-maze game and Nate had another go on the punching bag game, I settled down onto the seat of the racing game. Even though I only had to play it once to make the door unlock, I still wanted to beat it without Nate’s help. After three goes, the best I could manage was second place. I heard the click of the door unlocking on my fourth go. Elliott must have already made his way to all of the games.

The next room was set up as I remembered with the big screen at one side.

“Did you win on any of the games in the last room?” I asked Elliott, already knowing what his answer was going to be.

“Course, I was brilliant.”

He wanted to have a go on the racing game first, but when I explained that we’d already done that one and it led back into the maze, he ended up choosing to do the game with the blobs. Within minutes, he’d defeated all the other blobs and unlocked the next door for us. Having Elliott on our team was invaluable. And that’s how I was beginning to think of us, a team, The Labyrinthians. It sounded pretty good.

The door with the yellow blob on it opened into a room with bars, much like a prison cell; however, there were rows of bars, set out like another maze with two motorized cardboard cut-outs of wardens moving through it on a track. A door, also made of bars, blocked our way through to the next part.

“Look there.” Nate pointed toward the first of the guards, but as he did, a siren wailed and a red light flashed, drowning out what he was saying. Metal walls came down from the ceiling, effectively cutting us off from the rest of the room. We were no worse off than we had been before, still stuck in the same amount of space, but now we couldn’t see anything. All I could hear was the wail of the siren, making it impossible to speak. I clamped my hands over my ears to block it out. Then, as suddenly as it started, it stopped. The walls lifted, the siren and the lights shut off, and everything was as it had been before. 

“What was tha…?” The siren started again, and the process repeated itself. Was this happening to confuse us, sirens going off every thirty seconds, or was it to make sure we got through quickly? I wasn’t sure. The noise ringing through my head was doing nothing to aid my concentration. When the walls retreated for a second time, it dawned on me what had set them off. I looked at Nate, who was about to speak and clamped my hand over his mouth. To Elliott, who was looking at me, I lifted my finger to my lips to signal that he should stay quiet.

“The sound of your voice set off the alarm,” I whispered as quietly as I could, just loud enough for them to hear me. I watched as the cardboard guard passed us and then saw what Nate had been trying to tell me. Attached to the back of him, hanging from a hook, was a key on a chain. As he came past us, I put my hand through the bars and tried to grab it. I had to time it perfectly. Too early and I’d have knocked the guard over and too late and I’d have missed it. He went by so quickly that I missed my chance. It took a good minute before he came back around again. For the second time, I missed.

“It’s too difficult. He’s going too quickly,” I whispered.

Nate took my position. “Let me try.” The implication being that I just wasn’t good enough and he could do better. I moved aside in a huff, annoyed at him for pushing me aside. Of course, I couldn’t say anything for fear of setting off the sirens. 

The guard passed again. This time, Nate stuck his hand out too early and ended up knocking the guard and causing him to wobble. The, now, all too familiar sound of the sirens started. Nate only just managed to pull his arm back through the bars before the wall came down on it. 

When the walls came up again, I couldn’t help but give Nate a smug look as if to say ‘I told you so!” 

Nate looked like he was about to spit back some quiet retort when I heard the sound of a key chain jangling. I turned quickly to find that Elliott had managed to squeeze his body through the bars and easily take the key from the back of the guard. He tiptoed to the door and turned the key in the lock, freeing us. 

“Well done, Buddy,” whispered Nate with a pat on the back.    

The next door we opened quickly and got through before the guard turned back around on his track. We were now in a long, thin, corridor of bars in the center of the room with one guard behind us and one patrolling the next section. The key we had didn’t work on the next door, but there was once again one hanging from the back of the next guard.

It didn’t take much encouragement for Elliott, once again, to squeeze through the bars. This time, however, almost as soon as he was through, the sirens started, and the walls dropped down cutting him off from us.

What had happened? He’d not touched the guard at all. 

“Elliott!” I shouted unheard above the din of the siren.

“Please go up, please go up,” I whispered a mantra at the walls. There was no reason to think that they wouldn’t as they had before, but at the same time, they’d come down for no discernible reason.

I breathed a sigh of relief as the sirens stopped and the walls retreated back into the ceiling. Elliott had positioned himself right by the door, ready to open it when the walls came up. He opened the door and signaled for us to be quick. We opened the final door and ran through just as the sirens started again. The door in front of us, leading out of the room opened smoothly, and we walked through, glad to be out of the noise and into a quiet room.  

We traveled through room after room, working out puzzle after puzzle, crawling under things, climbing up things, all the time getting more hungry, dehydrated, and tired. I had no way of knowing how long we’d been at it, and I soon lost count of the number of rooms we passed through. The more rooms we went through, the sicker Elliott looked. The burst of energy he’d had after our meal and night’s rest wore off as the day went on. We didn’t find any more food nor were there any more bathrooms with running water. After about six or seven hours, Elliott could barely stand, so Nate hoisted him on his weary shoulders and carried him.

We found ourselves in yet another study room. The two wingback chairs were there, as were the TV and the fireplace. Three doors led from it. I stood, waiting for the TV to turn on to give to the obligatory speech from Ezra. I heard him before I saw him, his voice sounding more real somehow. It was only when one of the chairs swiveled that I realized he was not on the TV at all. He was in the room with us.

[image: ]

 


Chapter twenty-nine

 

Nate grabbed hold of my hand and held it tight. It was his way of stopping me from going for Ezra. Four days without food and not much water had made me as weak as a day-old kitten so he needn’t have bothered. It was still nice to feel him next to me, supporting me.

“Labyrinthians!” Ezra clapped his hands and stood up shakily. A cane propped at the side of the chair showed that he wasn’t as fit as I had previously thought. He picked it up and took the few steps to bridge the gap between us. He actually held his hand out as if we would want to shake it. I might have been exhausted, but I still found the energy to give him a look that wasn’t to be messed with.

“No? Never mind. You’ve come a long way, my Labyrinthians. Farther than any others.”

“We are not your Labyrinthians. We are not your anything. Let us out of here you sick old man,” I shouted at him though my voice sounded hoarse due to dehydration. Nate’s grip tightened on my hand.

The old man had the gall to laugh at me, a mirthful laugh. He was really enjoying himself. Did he not see Elliott, barely able to stand, looking gaunt, and pale-skinned with black circles under his drooping eyes? Or Nate with blood-soaked bandages on his leg?

“I’m very proud of you,” Ezra continued. “You know that, don’t you? Very proud, indeed. Well done. I’ve been so impressed with your resourcefulness.”

“We aren’t leaving this room. You’ll have to leave sooner or later, so we’ll just wait here until you do, and follow you.”

“There really is no need, my child. No need at all. The exit is that door over there.” He indicated the door behind him. “You’ll find it unlocked.”

I took hold of Elliott with my free hand and walked towards the door.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Ezra enquired. I ignored him. There was nothing he had to say that could interest me now. I let go of Nate’s hand to open, what I hoped, was the final door to The Labyrinth. 

“The diamond, for example. It’s still down here you know. Ripe for the picking. It’s all yours. You just have to take it.”

“I don’t care about your diamond. I care about my family. You might have all the riches in the world, but all of it comes down to one small sparkly piece of rock. My riches are worth far more than yours. My riches live and breathe and talk and love. What does yours do? Sparkle a bit. Keep your diamond!”

I stalked right past Ezra, head held high, and opened the door that would take us to freedom. 

“It’s hardly a stone. It’s one of the most precious gems known to man. And although you might think it unimportant. I think your young friend here might have other ideas.”

I looked around to find that Nate hadn’t moved. He was actually thinking about it. I walked through the door, Elliott’s hand in mine, ignoring Ezra’s last words to me. A few seconds later, I heard the door close behind us. Nate stood next to us. He’d followed.

As Ezra had said, there was a river of sorts in here. Actually, there were two rivers, both man-made. One came from a tunnel to the left and flowed through a tunnel in the wall in front of us. The other flowed from the right. Between the two was a sort of dock where two small boats rested, one tethered to the right and one on the left. The two tunnels in front of us looked identical and both disappeared into darkness. I pulled Elliott onto the boat on the left and began to untie the rope that held it to the dock. As I looked up, I could see Nate hadn’t made a move to get in the boat.

“Nate, come on.”

“Kim...”

“Don’t!” He was actually thinking about going back for the diamond.

“I’m sorry.” I watched as he stepped into the right-hand boat. I left Elliott, making sure that our boat was still securely fastened and walked over to Nate. Stood on the dock with him in the boat meant that we were now at equal heights I looked him right in the eye.

“It’s worth millions,” he said by way of explanation.

“But you are worth much more.” I don’t know what made me do it, but I kissed him. Not on the cheek, not a light peck on the lips but a real kiss. Perhaps it was the thought that I might never see him again, but this time there was no embarrassment. This time I felt no confusion in the kiss. This time I meant it. I held him close to me, his arms wrapped around me. I kissed him for what felt like an eternity, and it was only when Elliott gave a small cheer from behind us that I pulled away. I held Nate’s gaze, this time there was no coyness, no looking away. I could feel a tear roll down my cheek, but I made no attempt to wipe it away. And then the moment was over. I turned and jumped into the boat with Elliott, unwound the rope and pushed us off, letting the current pull us into the darkness. 
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Chapter thirty

 

We had just entered the tunnel when I heard a splash. Nate had jumped into the water.

“Nate!” I screamed. If he could barely swim in still water, there was no way he’d manage it in a moving river.

“Stay here!” I ordered Elliott and jumped into the water behind the boat. The water was freezing, much colder than that in the aquarium. I swam against the current to get to him. I could see he was already beginning to flounder. Despite the fact I was swimming against it, the current was helping to push him closer to me. I caught hold of him just as he went under. We were now swimming in pitch-blackness, the light from the end of the tunnel had faded, and the coldness was breathtaking. I tried to swim with the current so I’d get to the boat, but I had no way of knowing just how far away we were from it.

“Elliott!” I shouted.

“Here.” He wasn’t too far ahead. I pushed with my feet until I found the back end of the boat. I grabbed hold and pulled Nate’s hand up until he could also feel the edge of it. We were going too fast, and the coldness of the water had zapped what little strength we had left, so we had to be content just to hold on until the boat stopped. We traveled what seemed like miles before I saw light up ahead. The boat came to a stop with a bump beside another crudely made dock. Nate pushed me out, and I lay breathless on the floor as Nate pulled himself out of the water and Elliott stepped out of the boat. I could see that the river still flowed onwards, but bars blocking the boat’s path had forced it to stop. In front of us was a tunnel. Dripping wet, I grabbed Elliott’s hand with my left hand and held my right out for Nate. He took it without hesitation and held it tightly.    

The roughly cut tunnel dragged on for what seemed like miles. It looked like the one to the cabin, but its distance was much further. It was also well lit, allowing me to see tree roots poking through here and there. As we walked, it changed into a smooth circular tunnel, like a huge drainpipe. The air musty and old but I could almost taste freedom. Every step we took, took us away from the labyrinth and after half an hour of walking, I believed that this was truly the way out. Elliott had slowed so much that Nate had had to pick him up and carry him again, despite the pain in his leg. After what felt like an hour of walking, we came to some stairs. Each step felt like a mountain, and there were plenty of them. I could see Nate struggle on his bad leg with the added burden of Elliott on his shoulder. We took it slowly, exhausted by the effort. The stairway ended in a trapdoor with a ladder leading up to it. I went first. Opening the trapdoor, the first thing I felt was the heat of the sun on my face. We had escaped! I climbed out and helped Elliott by pulling him up. When Nate had climbed out, I looked around. We were in clearing in the dense forest. I could hear the tweeting of birds flying around in the summer heat. I took in a deep breath. The air tasted sweet after breathing in old air underground for days. I let the sun warm me up, relishing the feel of it on my face, my legs, my arms and drying my soaked clothes.
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Chapter Thirty-one

 

We had no way of knowing which direction our house was in, so we just walked. For hours, we tramped through the dark forest until we eventually found a stream. Following the stream, we ended up at the edge of a village. A woman with a dog on a lead saw us. What a sight we must have been—Nate with bloodied bandages around his leg, me in my ragged, ripped, pajamas, and Elliott asleep on Nate’s shoulders, all of us in nightwear in the middle of the day.

She knew who we were, though. She must have recognized us from the news because she came running up to us.

“You are the lost children! Oh, goodness!” The sound of her voice woke Elliott, so Nate lowered him to the ground. “You poor darlings, your parents have been so worried!”

“Can you tell us the way to our house?” I asked, rather stupidly, as if she would just lead us home without contacting the police first. As if we could just go home without fanfare and pretend it had never happened.

“I think you should follow me. I have something you might want to see.” Her dog licked Elliott’s feet, and he giggled.

I didn’t really want to see what this woman had to show me, but I was too tired to argue? We followed her to a large building with a grassy village square in front of it. It was the town hall for the small village.

“Why are we here?” I suddenly worried that we were in trouble. Why else would she take us to the town hall?

“You’ll see,” she said with a knowing grin.”

Inside, nothing had prepared me for what I was about to see, a huge room filled with people. There were tables with stacks of flyers and boards with photos on them, our photos. The flyers were for us. I caught the word ‘LOST’ printed on them. Before I could take in the full scene, I heard a shout.

“Kim, Elliott, Nate.” I heard her before I saw her. Two men in police uniforms moved as Laura burst past them and enveloped us in a hug, tears streaming down her face. Tom followed just seconds later and joined in the hug. 

We hadn’t found the diamond, but as I looked upon the relief in Laura’s face and the joy in Tom’s, I knew it didn’t matter. And when my eyes fell on Nate, I knew I’d found something more important. 

Someone started to clap, and soon, all I could hear was the sound of clapping all around us.

We were finally home.      

 

THE END

 

  

 


 

 

 

The Labyrinthian Diamond


Chapter one

 

There was no complicit agreement between the three of us. No plan thought out and carefully worked, as we made our way through the forest after escaping The Labyrinth. It just sort of happened naturally. Someone, a policeman, had asked us where we had been for the previous four days, and when Nate replied that we had been lost in the forest, Elliott and I had just sort of gone along with it, me, through shock and Elliott, out of pure exhaustion. That had become the official reason for us being missing. Elliott had wandered off into the forest alone, and Nate and I had gone to look for him, becoming lost ourselves in the process. The police had wanted to question us further, but Laura had forbidden it. She was just so pleased to see us come home that the reason for us being lost in the first place didn’t matter. From then on, no one questioned why Nate had a long knife cut on his leg, and his story about falling on a spiky bit of wood was accepted. If anyone had bothered to look more closely at our story, they would have been able to pick holes in it all over, but no one did. We were the children that had been found after a massive effort by police and locals, and the fact we had been found overshadowed the reasons for us being lost. We had become stars in our town for about three days until something else happened, and it all blew over. Then, like anything else, life returned to normal. 

Actually, not quite normal. Things had changed.

Just like every other part of our time in The Labyrinth had been swept under the carpet, the kiss Nate and I had shared had not been mentioned again. It was almost as though it never happened. It had been a moment of extreme intensity, of shared experience, of wondering if we were going to survive. But we had not managed to keep that intensity up since leaving The Labyrinth. Outside in the light of day, it seemed strange that we had ever kissed at all, at least to me. I didn’t know how Nate felt about it because he never spoke of it, and I never asked him. Our relationship had changed, though—a lot. I couldn’t really have defined our relationship to anyone else. We were friends, but we were also much more. We had become friends, bound by a bond that no one else shared, not even Elliott, who had been with us for part of our time in The Labyrinth. We hung out a lot, we even held hands, but beyond that, our relationship had not progressed any further. I liked how things were. It was easy, and it was safe. Laura had obviously noticed the difference because she often remarked how much nicer things were now that we were friends.

 A few weeks after leaving The Labyrinth, Nate’s limp had vanished. But the scar that ran up his leg, a long, thin silvery line, was still visible, a stark reminder of the ordeal we had faced. Other scars, invisible scars took much longer to heal.

Laura was also more protective of us, especially Elliott. He wasn’t allowed to play in the forest without one of us going with him. Usually, it was Laura and Tom, but sometimes, we all went for walks as a family. When I did venture out into the forest, while everyone else was looking at the wildlife and enjoying the summer sun, I walked with my head down, studying the forest floor for signs of The Labyrinth. At one point in there, we’d seen a tiny window on the top of a fake chimney. It had to be here somewhere, a small Perspex circle in the ground. I never did see it, though. I had to give Ezra his due. There was no sign that beneath our feet was a large underground labyrinth, one with flora and fauna of its own.

Laura had managed to get us into a school nearby, and to everyone’s surprise, including my own, I picked science as my main subject. The half-assed idea of becoming a doctor had solidified after being in The Labyrinth and tending to Nate’s injuries. I buckled down with my studies, and Nate often helped me study. 

In fact, six months later, any thoughts of The Labyrinth had almost disappeared, at least, during the waking hours. Looking out into the meadow, it was difficult to imagine that beneath it lay a maze of rooms, each a puzzle that must be solved in order to get out of that room and into the next. 

Laura had kept her word and bought us a horse and a couple of goats. Tom had built stables and fences with his own bare hands to keep them in. The horse, named Pumpkin by Elliott, was an old horse, and although he could be ridden, he didn’t much like it and usually stayed pretty still, no matter how much encouragement he was given. The goats were not much better, preferring to stand and eat grass all day to doing much of anything else. Still, the goats kept us in milk, and Laura bought some chickens to keep us in eggs. She also started her own vegetable garden, which provided a small amount of food for us. Money was still tight. Tom had yet to find a full-time job and only earned small amounts of money doing handyman jobs for the local villagers. Nate brought some money in by tutoring younger kids in the village, which also helped. Between them, we survived, but only just. The clothes we bought were second hand, and I didn’t help matters by needing expensive medical textbooks for my studies. Most were bought second or third hand, but the costs still added up. 

One night, about six months after we had escaped The Labyrinth, Nate came into my room. It was unusual, even with our newfound friendship.

“Hey, can I talk to you?”

“Sure, come in.” He sat on the old, lumpy bed that had come with the house. I’d managed to thoroughly dust the whole room since moving in, but without any money to decorate, it still looked as old and worn as it had the day we moved in.

“I’ve just overheard Tom and Laura talking in the kitchen. We are really struggling for money.”

I already knew about this. I’d caught Laura crying more than once although she always brushed it off by telling me she had something in her eye. Both she and Tom wore expressions of worry, pretty much constantly these days.

“I know. I told her just yesterday that I’d go out and get a weekend job, but she won’t let me. Now that she knows I want to become a doctor, she won’t let me give up my study time, and there’s no chance of Elliott getting a paper route. She won’t let him out of her sight for a minute, let alone for a full morning to deliver papers. I suppose I could go and offer to get a job again, really push it this time.” I sat down on the bed next to Nate.

“No, I think she’s right. You have to study. If you get a job, you’ll never have any time to study, and you are going to need all the study time you can get if you are serious about being a doctor.”

“Of course, I’m serious. I just don’t know what else to do. We’ve already sold everything of any value. The only thing we have left is Pumpkin, but seeing as he was practically given to us for free and doesn’t actually do anything, I doubt anyone would want to buy him. Plus, Elliott has grown rather fond of the mangy old thing.”

“The diamond. It’s still there.”

My heart sank. Ever since we had escaped The Labyrinth without it, I had been worried that Nate would want to go back to get it. He’d hinted enough in the past, but this was the first time he’d outright mentioned it.

“I’m aware it’s still there.” I tried to sound nonchalant, as if what he was leading up to wasn’t a big deal..

“Just there for the taking.”

“Nate, before you even suggest it, we are not going back into that godforsaken place ever again. May I remind you that I nearly drowned, and you were skewered in the leg?” I pulled up his trouser leg to show him the scar that remained all these months later. “We both nearly died. People have died down there. Have you forgotten?”

I hadn’t forgotten. In my waking hours, I did everything I could not to think of the horrors beneath us, but at night, when I was asleep, I couldn’t control the nightmares that haunted my sleep. Sometimes, it was circus clowns laughing at me and carousel horses that would take me into the fiery pits of Hell, sometimes I’d awaken quickly, jumping from being electrocuted in my dreams, and sometimes, I dreamed of smoke filling my room causing me to wake up coughing. Mainly, though, I dreamed about rooms that had no doors and with no way out. They would always begin to fill with water, and when I looked around, she was there. Ezra’s niece. She haunted my nightmares more than anything else. I couldn’t bear to think of her, down in the aquarium room, her decaying body nothing more than fish food.

I’d not forgotten that back then, we were in our pajamas. We had no shoes on. We had to go back to find Elliott.

“Yes, exactly, we had to find Elliott because he’d gotten stuck in The Labyrinth designed by a crazy person. Do you remember how ill he looked when we found him? How dehydrated he was?”

My voice had raised at least an octave, but I was whispering for fear of Tom or Laura overhearing, and for fear that Elliott would hear. Elliott had been through enough of an ordeal already. He also had nightmares. I heard him shouting out in his sleep most nights. Often I would go and lie down next to him and stroke his head until he calmed down. I’d hate to think of the psychological impact on him if he knew what Nate was suggesting.

“We already know the way through. We’ve done it once. This time, if we wore the right clothing, took provisions, we could be out in two days.”

“Nate. If you seriously think I’m going down in that hellhole again, you are insane. It nearly killed us.”

“Fine, I guess I could do it alone.” He made to stand up.

“What do you think you are doing?”

“What?”

“You know I won’t stand by and let you go down there. I’d never forgive myself if you never came back out. Some of those rooms needed two people. That’s why those others died. They did it alone. You’ll never make it!”

“Fine, I won’t.” He left the room in a huff. I had a feeling that I’d not heard the end of it.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter two

 

Nothing more was said about it, but I kept my eye out for any suspicious behavior from Nate, such as stashing of food, or disappearing for more than an hour. Every time he said he wanted to go out for a walk, I’d offer to walk with him. I became his stalker, constantly by his side, much to the bemusement of Laura.

“I’m beginning to think you might have a crush on Nate,” she said to me one evening as we peeled carrots and potatoes for dinner, a grin on her face. It was the first time I’d seen her smile in weeks. I almost hated to burst her bubble, but I didn’t want her to think that there was something going on with Nate and me. I obviously couldn’t tell her the real reason I was constantly by his side either.

“He’s practically my brother.” It was the simplest way of fobbing her off I could think of.

“He isn’t, though, is he? Not really? We are only looking after him until he’s old enough to go to college. We’ve not adopted him like we did with you and Elliott. I think you’d make an awfully cute couple.”

“We aren’t a couple. We are just friends; that’s all.”

“If you say so!”

I could tell she believed me about as much as I believed Nate when he said he wasn’t going to go back into The Labyrinth.

A week after that talk with Laura, we had an unexpected guest. I had been walking home from school with Nate and Elliott, not thinking about anything in particular. Elliot was in a good mood, having won some award in his class. I’d been listening so intently to Elliott’s story that I didn’t notice the strange car in our driveway at first.

“Who does that belong to?” asked Nate. I looked up to where he was pointing. The car in the driveway was an expensive one. I knew nothing about cars, but I knew enough to know that this one was worth quite a bit of money. I looked at Nate, as confused as he was. We didn’t know any rich people. The few friends we’d made in the village were about as rich as we were—so, not at all.

I opened the door into the kitchen to find Ezra Harland, seated at the table, a coffee cup in his hand.

Laura looked flustered, cooking dinner, as we all trooped in.

“Kids, this is Mr. Millen, the solicitor dealing with our house.”

My eyes narrowed. What was he doing here? Elliott didn’t recognize him. He’d been half-asleep, the one time he’d fleetingly met him. I, on the other hand, knew exactly who he was. Our captor. The man who had locked us underground for his own kicks. 

“Hello, you must be Nate and Elliott, and this, this beautiful young lady must be Kimberly. I’m honored to meet you all.” He held out his hand.

“Kim, don’t be rude.” Laura nodded to Ezra’s hand, urging me to shake it. I took his hand lightly and let go just as quickly.

“Mr. Millen has some news for us. I’ve invited him for dinner.”

“Why?” It burst out of my mouth before I could stop it.

“Kimberly!” Laura gave me such a look, shocked at my apparent rudeness. 

“Sorry.” I wasn’t.

“Come and watch dinner while I go and make myself presentable,” she ordered. She was dressing up for Mr. Millen. I wondered what his “news” was. 

I stirred the big pot of stew while Laura went upstairs, Elliott traipsing behind her. Nate sat opposite Ezra but didn’t speak, choosing instead to give him dark looks.

I stirred the pot and kept my back to both of them. I didn’t even want to look at him.

“It was a lot of fun you know, watching you two escape,” Ezra cut the silence.

“Three of us. Elliott was there, too.” I turned to face him.

“Yes three, the little moth. I have to say, I can’t remember a time when I’ve had more fun.”

“I’m glad we provided a source of entertainment for your amusement,” Nate said grimly.

“It’s still there you know, the diamond. I haven’t moved it.”

“I don’t care, we don’t care,” I shouted, “I don’t care if there is a whole mine of diamonds down there.”

Laura came back through the door with a clean dress on. 

“Did I hear raised voices?” she inquired.

“No, my dear lady. Your delightful daughter was just telling me she was learning about diamond mines in school.”

“Well, we could do with one of those,” she laughed. “Can you tell your brother to come downstairs, please, Kim? Dinner will be ready in about five minutes. Ah, Tom, here you are. You remember Mr. Millen?”

Tom walked through the front door as I left the kitchen through the other door to get Elliott. What did Ezra want now? I’d spent the last six months trying to forget his existence, and now, here he was, posing as his own solicitor, Mr. Millen.

When dinner was served, I made sure that I picked the furthest seat from Ezra, although being such a small table, that didn’t mean a lot. 

“So Mr. Millen,” Tom began. “What brings you here today? I don’t suppose you’ve found old Ezra’s money, have you? We sure could use it!”

Ezra gave a small chuckle. It made me want to punch him, but I carried on eating my stew and refrained.

“I’m afraid not. I—”

“Mr. Millen,” I said, cutting him off; I couldn’t help myself. “I wonder if you have any photographs of Ezra, you know, for Laura to look at. I think she might like to see if there is any family resemblance.”

I could see Nate raise his eyebrows at me out of the corner of my eye.

“Oh, yes. That would be lovely. I came from such a small family, just my parents, who died many years ago. I’d love to know something about my history.” She had such glee in her voice, I was almost sorry for her. There was no way Mr. Millen could produce a photo of Ezra Harland, as he was Ezra.

Surprisingly, Mr. Millen pulled something from his pocket and passed it to Laura. She squinted at it a bit and then showed Tom. Just what was she looking at? The photo was passed around the table and, eventually, ended up with me. It was a photo of an old man. Not Ezra for sure. He probably found it and printed it out from the internet.

“I think, perhaps, in the eyes,” Tom said, good-naturedly, as the photo was passed back to him. Laura was about as much related to the old guy in the photo as I was to Santa Claus, but I guess people see what they want to see. As a young child, I’d often look at men in the street to see if any of them looked like me. I didn’t know who my father was, and I’d imagine that every man I met could possibly be him: the man at a local shop had a nose that turned up just as mine did; the taxi driver, whose eyes were the exact same shade as mine; the teacher who used to wink at my mother on the rare occasion she actually took me to school. Of course, none of them was really my father, at least, not to my knowledge, but it didn’t stop me from pretending. 

“I’m afraid I’m here with some rather bad news.” Ezra put down his spoon, having finished his stew.

I was interested to find out what Mr. Millen could possibly construe as bad news.

“Now, I’m afraid that I neglected to mention that when you inherited this house and plot of land, there was an unresolved tax issue with it. I was hoping to get it sorted out and not have to bother you with it, but I’m afraid, despite all my endeavors, I’ve not been able to bring it to a conclusion without bothering you.”

I was beginning to feel uneasy about this. Tax issue? What was he talking about?

Tom was the one to ask, “Tax issue?”

“Yes, there is a small sum to pay on the land. It shouldn’t really be a problem, you’ve got a horse, the goats, and a lovely little vegetable patch, and I hear you have a good reputation as a handyman around the village. You should be able to pay it off in no time.”

“Just how much tax do we have to pay, Mr. Millen?” asked Laura politely.

“It’s just a small matter of thirty thousand dollars. It has to be paid before April.” It was already the end of January.

“Thirty thousand dollars?” exclaimed Tom.

“That’s no small matter, Mr. Millen,” said Laura at the same time.

“Bullshit!” I shouted, ever to be relied on to lower the tone.

“Kimberly, sit down,” ordered Laura, “and please mind your language.” She turned to Ezra. “Whatever you may have heard about Tom’s reputation, his handyman business is just taking off. We do not have thirty thousand dollars, nor anywhere close to that.”

“Do you have anything of value that could be sold off? Jewelry, perhaps? A diamond?”

He looked directly at me as he said it.

“I can assure you, Mr. Millen, that we do not have any jewelry worth selling. We only have Laura’s engagement ring, which was my grandmothers, and I do not intend to sell it. Can we come to some arrangement about this?” asked Tom. “Pay in installments?”

“Yes, of course, as long as it’s paid in full by April.”

“What happens if we don’t pay by April?” asked Laura

“Then I’m afraid the house will have to be sold off to pay the debt.”

“But we have nowhere else to go,” Laura said, the worry in her voice unmistakable.

The rest of the meal was eaten in silence, and as soon as it was finished, Ezra was shown the door.

After he left, Laura broke into tears. 

“We’ll figure something out, don’t you worry.” Tom held her and tried to soothe her to no avail.

We spent the hours before bedtime coming up with ideas to raise the massive amount of money needed, although deep down, I knew it was pointless. Not because thirty thousand dollars was an unattainable sum, although it was, but because I knew this was just a game for Ezra. There was no thirty thousand dollar sum to be paid. I knew what he wanted, and it wasn’t thirty thousand dollars.

“Could we hire the land out? We have a huge meadow. Perhaps we could mow the lawn and let caravans stay there?” Tom said.

“It would cost money to set it up. We’d need to advertise. We aren’t really in a tourist hot spot. Who would want to come here? Plus we can’t even afford a lawn mower.” Laura shot the idea down, just as all our other ideas had been shot down. Every venture we thought of involved a start-up cost. We could barely afford to eat as it was.

“I’ll get a weekend and evening job.” It was about time I started to contribute.

“Thank you, Kim, but it won’t be enough,” Laura said taking my hand. “Plus, it’s such a small village, there are no jobs open. I know, I’ve been looking for myself for months.”

This was news to me. I’d been so caught up in my own stuff, my studies and making new friends, that I’d obviously not been paying attention to what was going on in my own family.

 “How about we hire an accountant to look into it. See if they can find some kind of loophole?” An accountant would dismiss this ridiculous lie of Ezra’s straight away.

“We can’t afford an accountant. Besides, Mr. Millen is an attorney; he knows what he is talking about.”

How did they not see what an old fraudster he was? I was itching to tell them the truth that Mr. Millen was Ezra, but I couldn’t. Then I’d have to tell Tom and Laura where we had been when we went missing last summer, that we hadn’t been lost in the woods at all, but had been under this very house, lost in a labyrinth. Of course, then they would know that we had lied to them, and I couldn’t bring myself to do it. 

Later, when I’d gone to bed, Nate came into my room.     

“He wants us to go back down there.”

“I don’t want to discuss it.”

“But did you hear him? Talking about diamonds. It was an invitation if ever I heard one.”

“I’m going to RSVP with a no!”

“What else are we going to do? Do you know any other way to get thirty thousand dollars?”

No, I didn’t.

The weeks passed. Laura fretted and worried, and Tom stepped up his handyman business. Nate helped him on weekends and evenings. Laura found a part-time job at a local café, serving coffees and cakes. I also worked there on weekends and Laura even let Elliott get a paper route.

As February turned into March, it became apparent that despite our best efforts, we were not going to make the deadline. Not even close. In the first week of March, Laura sat us all down to tell us even more news.

“I’m pregnant. I just found out. It’s still in the early days, but it’s definite. We’re going to have a baby.”

 It was her lifelong dream. She’d been told by doctors that she’d never have children, which is why she’d adopted Elliott and me. This should have been the best day of her life, but now, as I looked at her, I could only see the worry on her face. This baby would be yet another mouth to feed.

That night, I went to find Nate. “Will you come for a walk with me?”

He seemed surprised, but he put his shoes on and followed me anyway. We walked through the meadow. The long grass, wet from the rain, drenched our legs as we walked.

“So Laura’s having a baby. That’s good news, huh?” Nate said.

“Did you know that doctors told her that she’d never be able to have a baby?”

“Yeah, I think someone told me once.”

“She has been pregnant before, twice, actually. She miscarried both times. They adopted Elliott after the second time.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“That was back when she was happy, when Tom had a well-paying job, and we had a house we could afford. Back when she didn’t have to work on her feet all day to pay for a house that she was supposedly given. Have you seen how thin she looks now? She’s not eating enough to keep herself alive, let alone a baby. She’s exhausted all the time, and now, there is the added stress of the threat of being homeless.”

“I don’t know what we can do to help her. I’m working all the hours I can. I guess I could drop out of school and help Tom full-time.”

“You and I both know that there is barely enough work for both of you as it is. Besides, do you really want to be a handyman for the rest of your life?”

“Not particularly. What do you suggest we do then?”

I took a deep breath, almost afraid to say it. “We have to go back in. We have to get the diamond.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter three

 

“Are you serious? I thought you never wanted to go down there again?”

“I don’t. There is nothing I can think of that I want to do less than going back into The Labyrinth. But then again, I couldn’t bear it if Laura lost another baby. I’ll do it for her.”

“Wow.” Nate seemed surprised by my announcement. I was almost surprised by it myself, but Ezra had it all planned out. He’d backed us into a corner. He was going to get his way. 

“We have a problem,” said Nate, continuing. “How are we going to get down there without Tom and Laura noticing we are gone? I think they’d be suspicious if we both said we are taking off for a few days.” 

“I’ve thought of that. It’s not the two of us that will be leaving. I think Laura is in need of a vacation. What do you think?”

“How will we afford to send them off for a vacation?”

“I have it all worked out,” I replied with a wink, “I think our good friend, Mr. Millen, can arrange it.”

That afternoon, after lunch, Nate and I walked the hour or so it took to get us to the local village. I didn’t know where Mr. Millen, aka Ezra Harland, had his office, but this was the type of town where everyone knew everyone else.

We stopped the first passer-by and asked for Daniel Millen, the attorney.

The old lady didn’t know, so we carried on our way. After an hour of walking the streets and asking everyone we saw, no one knew where his office was. Even more strangely, no one had even heard of Daniel Millen. The only attorney’s office in town was Glynn and Partners. Even as we walked through the door to the smart office, I knew we wouldn’t find him here. The secretary confirmed it. There had never been a Daniel Millen working for Glynn and Partners, nor was there another firm of attorneys in the town. Mr. Glynn and his Partners, apparently, had the monopoly.

“What do you want to do now?” asked Nate as we left the lawyers’ office.

“He’s here. He lives here somewhere. He was able to get down to The Labyrinth at a moment’s notice. He wouldn’t have been able to do that if he lived in the city. He has to be close by.” I had an idea. Back near the center of the small town was a food shop. It was nothing compared to the massive supermarkets I was used to, but it had everything you could possibly need. More importantly, it was the hub of the village. The lady who owned it, a jolly sort, was always to be counted on for a spot of local gossip along with your weekly shop. 

“Hi, Mrs. Granger,” I went straight to the counter, once we got to the shop.

“Hi, Kimberly. What can I get you today?”

“Nothing, really. I was just wondering if you remembered Ezra Harland. He owned the house we now live in. He was Laura’s uncle.”

Mrs. Granger looked around the shop. It was pretty quiet, just a few people ambling around the aisles with carts. Satisfied she wasn’t wanted for any shop emergency, she turned back to me. 

“Everyone knew Ezra Harland. He was our local celebrity. Not that he did much to be worth the title of celebrity. We didn’t see that much of him. Still, he was by far our richest inhabitant. Anyway, he kept himself to himself mostly. Didn’t shop here. I think he had his food brought in. Well, you would, wouldn’t you, if you had his money. I know I wouldn’t shop, or cook, or clean ever again if I had a hundredth of his wealth.”

“Did you know him at all?” I encouraged, hoping for a snippet of information that might help us find him. Of course, Mrs. Granger would think he was dead. He’d pretended to the world he was dead for the past five or so years.

“No, nobody really knew him. I saw him once in town. His sister pointed him out to me. She was in here all the time before she died in 1975. Her daughter lived in your house before she disappeared.” Mrs. Granger suddenly looked like she’d said too much. She must have just remembered our own disappearance, six months before.

“It’s ok, Mrs. Granger, carry on.”

  “Well, unlike you children, Gina was never found. It’s almost a blessing that her mother had died so many years ago. She doted on that child. Of course, Gina wasn’t a child when she disappeared. She must have been in her late forties by then. Not married and no children. Can you imagine?”

I thought back to the woman, dead in the bottom of an aquarium in The Labyrinth. Gina Harland. She had ended up as fish food. I couldn’t exactly tell Mrs. Granger that. It was, at least, some comfort to me that Gina didn’t have a family out looking for her, wondering if she would ever come home.

“Did Ezra’s sister live with Ezra?” inquired Nate. Good thinking! He could be hiding out at her old house.

“Oh, gracious me, no, there was no love lost between the pair of them. Ezra was the rightful heir to the Harland fortune, but his sister was the result of an affair. She was illegitimate.”

Mrs. Granger whispered the last word as if it was a big sin.

“Lovely woman, though, and it wasn’t her fault was it? I mean that her father preferred the company of the maid to the company of his wife. It was quite a scandal I hear, before my time, of course. When their father died, the whole estate went to Ezra. Poor Molly didn’t inherit a dime. Still, she didn’t seem too bothered. Always a smile on her face. Didn’t like to speak about her brother, though. Didn’t really like to talk about him at all. As I said before, she once pointed him out to me. He was getting in his car. It had blacked-out windows, and a chauffeur drove for him. You’d see the car around sometimes.”

A young man came to the counter with his shopping. We stood back as she served him. When he had gone, I tried a different tack

“I don’t suppose you know Daniel Millen?” I asked.

“Daniel Millen? I can’t say I recognize the name.”

“He was interviewed on the TV when we were lost in the woods. He was also the attorney for Ezra.”

“The only attorneys I know are Donald Glynn and his sons. They have an office a couple of streets over. Maybe this Mr. Millen works for them?”

“No, we already tried there.”

She suddenly looked interested.

“Why are you looking for Ezra’s attorney? Has he left the house to you? I was wondering when that mausoleum was going to be lived in again.”

“We moved in six months ago,” I replied.

“Not the farmhouse. I meant Ezra’s house.”

“I thought Ezra’s house was the farmhouse?” asked Nate.

“No, well, yes, it was owned by him, but it’s not where he lived. Can you imagine a billionaire living in that old place?” She suddenly realized she was talking about our home because she added, “It’s lovely now, but you know, it’s hardly a palace, is it? No offense meant.”

“None taken, Mrs. Granger. Where did Ezra live?”

“His estate is just outside town on the huge hill. It’s been empty for years now, of course.”

“Thanks, Mrs. Granger.” We took off without saying bye and ran through the town. I knew where she meant, there was only one huge hill in the area. It was at the opposite end of town from where we lived, and we had had no cause to go to that area before, but the summit of the hill was tall enough to be seen from various points around town. It took us an hour, at a brisk pace to find what we were looking for. Along a secluded road, stood a pair of large iron gates with a winding driveway beyond them. They looked like they hadn’t been opened in a while. Weeds grew around the base of them and rust had started to appear on the ornate gates. Part of the ironwork curved to form the words “Harland” in one gate and “Estates” in the other.

“I guess we found it!” There was no intercom or way of electronically opening the gates as far as I could tell. A huge rusty padlock held them together. Whoever wanted these opened would have to walk down the driveway to do it manually. 

“We’ll have to climb over,” I said, putting my foot on the bottom of the gate. I’d certainly had plenty of climbing practice where Ezra Harland was concerned. 

“What?” Nate seemed shocked.

“You don’t think we were just going to turn around, do you?”

“But the gate hasn’t been opened in a long time. Look at the state of this lock. He’s not here.”

“Have you not learned anything about Ezra? There will be another way out. Nothing is ever quite what it seems when it comes to him. Now are you going to help me up or not?”

He gave me a push up, enabling me to grab the top of the gate and swing myself over. Nate followed as I jumped down on the other side. The driveway had an open field to the right and a large wooded area to the left. It curved to the left, and as we rounded the corner, the view that awaited us caused me to gasp. Ezra’s house, about three hundred meters in front of us, hidden from the road by the trees, was now in full sight. And what a sight it was. This was no house; it was a palace, a stately home. It was like no house I’d ever seen. Our farmhouse could have fit into it at least a hundred times over. The driveway widened, and the field ended in a huge landscaped garden with a large garden pond featuring a fountain in the middle. A hedge, about twelve feet tall, ran down part of the garden. As we climbed the stairs to the grand entrance, Nate nudged me and pointed out something behind us. The thing I’d thought was just a hedge was actually a maze. I could see the whole thing from this angle. Of course, Ezra had a maze in his garden. He had one under his farmhouse, so why not here?

I pulled the large pull bell by the front door. I could hear it ring out somewhere inside.

I don’t know who was more surprised, Nate or me, when the door opened. I was even more surprised when I saw who had opened it. A young man, dressed in a suit stood in front of us.

“Can I help you?” he inquired. He was British. His accent seemed almost fitting in the current surroundings.

“I, umm we...” I was stumbling over my words. He had thrown my concentration for a loop.

“We are looking for Ezra Harland.” Nate took over. “Is he available?”

“I’m afraid Mr. Harland died a few years back.” The young man was strangely stiff with the way he held himself and the way he spoke. I wondered if it was because of his job, or if he was always like that. Maybe it was a British thing.

“What about Daniel Millen?” I asked. “Does he live here?”

“No, I’m sorry. I think you may have the wrong house.” He made to shut the door, but a voice rang out from behind him. A voice, I recognized. It was Ezra.

“Let them in Dominic. I know them.”

Dominic opened the door, and we stepped through. When I turned back, He’d shut the door behind us and disappeared. 

“Don’t mind Dominic. He’s new. I’ve told him not to let anyone in. Of course, I didn’t expect to see you two again. Come back for my diamond, have you?”

“Maybe,” I said, although I’m not sure why. The diamond was the exact reason we were here, and we all knew it.

“Come into my parlor. Dominic will bring us some tea shortly.”

The hallway we walked into was bigger than our whole house. A massive staircase rose right through the center of it carpeted in red. Large portraits hung on every wall, all surrounded by thick gold frames. I could see one at the far right that looked like it might have been of a young Ezra. He led us to a door on the left. He walked slowly, using a cane to aid him. The room into which he took us was a large sitting room. All at once, memories of The Labyrinth came flooding back. He’d modeled those rooms with the wingback chairs on this one. The fire, the chairs, the wood paneling, and red walls; they were all exactly the same. The only difference was, instead of the huge TV above the fireplace, there was a portrait of a man holding a falcon. This room was much larger than the twelve-foot square rooms in The Labyrinth. It was easily thirty feet wide, probably closer to forty. This room also had a large red leather settee with gray cushions on it. Ezra invited us to sit down.

Almost as soon as my bottom hit the leather, the door opened, and Dominic came in with a silver tray. On the tray, were two silver pots, one tall and thin and the other, small and squat. There were also a small silver jug and a sugar bowl in the same style. Three china cups with saucers and a plate of assorted cookies joined them.

“Coffee? Tea?” Dominic looked at me. 

“Coffee, please,” I replied, feeling somewhat nervous around him, although I didn’t know why.

 He placed the tray on a small table and picked up the tall coffee pot. He poured my coffee and drinks for Nate and Ezra. Without any fanfare, he turned and left. The epitome of perfect staff manners.

“I can’t say that I’m not surprised to see the pair of you…surprised and intrigued,” Ezra picked up his cup and took a sip. “I didn’t expect to see you again. Of course, I had hoped.”

“You know you’ve left us no choice. There is no way we are going to come up with the money you are asking for.” I tried to keep my voice at an acceptable level, but I could feel myself getting angry. Ezra just sat there with his cup of tea with a look of amusement on his face.

“Not me, my dear, the tax man.”

“We all know there isn’t a tax man, and it’s obvious that you don’t need the money.” I indicated the luxurious room around me, forgetting I was still holding my cup. Coffee splashed everywhere.

“Sorry!” I used the sleeve of my coat to wipe the coffee off the leather sofa.

“No matter,” replied Ezra. What did it matter to him if I ruined his sofa? He could buy a billion sofas if he wanted. “You saw through my little ruse? I knew you were smart. If you want to go back down into The Labyrinth, you know where it is. The door behind the bookshelf in the farmhouse is currently locked, but just say the word, and I’ll open it.”

“Yes, we want to go back down there.” Even as I said it, I felt sick.

“Splendid!” He sat up with a gleam in his eye. I’ll go and put the diamond back down there immediately.”

“Excuse me?” Nate looked at him with some incredulity. “Are you telling us that the diamond is not even down there? You gave us the impression it was!”

“I brought it out. It’s here in my safe. Of course, a safe is no match for my Labyrinth, but I do like to keep an eye on it.”

“Let me get this straight. You want us to go down into your labyrinth just to retrieve the diamond when you have it in this house somewhere? Can’t we just cut out all the crap, and you just give us the diamond now?”

“But where is the fun in that? If I’d wanted to just give my diamond away, I’d have given it to my niece or another family member.”

“But we are family members, kind of.” Ezra was Laura’s long-lost great uncle. I am her adopted daughter; ergo, I am Ezra’s family.

“Not quite, my parents died when I was young. I only had a half-sister, but she also died when she was young. Cancer, all three, what are the odds?” 

I remembered the carriage clock I’d seen in The Labyrinth. The one with a plaque that said it was presented to Ezra for charitable contributions to a cancer charity. It made sense now. 

“We didn’t see eye to eye, my sister and I, but she was my only family. When she died, she left behind a young daughter. My niece, Gina, ended up in foster care. I visited her, but we never really saw eye to eye either. Too much history with her mother, I expect. When Gina fell afoul of my Labyrinth, I merely looked for someone else worthy of owning my diamond. 

“At first, I sent the invitation out to a distant nephew. He and his wife barely lasted an hour in the place, and I confess to being severely disappointed. Not least, because I’d now run out of relatives. I then turned to Gina’s foster parents, but they had gotten so old, that I hardly thought it worth my time. However, they were the ones  who led me to Laura. They knew her through some fostering association, and she sounded like just the person I needed, young and fit, with children of her own to pass my wealth down to eventually. 

“It was she I expected to go down into The Labyrinth, not you two. I made sure the utility cupboard door was open after you kids went to bed. Imagine the shock when I came down the next morning to find the little moth in my Labyrinth. He’d gotten pretty far, too. I decided to keep him down there as bait, hoping Tom and Laura would follow, but they didn’t, did they? You two did. I saw how quickly you figured out my puzzles, and I decided it would be more fun to let you stay down there. It was a lot of fun. And then you got out. 

“My health is deteriorating quickly. Even the best doctors in the world can’t stop time or death. I want a last hurrah. I came to your house, hoping if I made up some reason to pay me a lot of money, you’d go down again. I was right; here you are.” 

He clapped his hands together in glee. I couldn’t help but think he was lying to us, but then again, why change the habit of a lifetime. His reasons for getting us down there didn’t really matter in the end. Laura was the one that mattered now.

 “Laura is pregnant. She’s lost babies in the past. The stress of how much money she thinks she owes could hurt the baby.”

“And?”

“And if you want your fun, if you want us to go back into The Labyrinth, you’ll have to help us. We can’t just disappear for another few days like we did six months ago. The stress would quite literally kill her. She needs a vacation. Make up some clause, some competition win, or any other excuse to get her away from the house while we are down there. And make it somewhere nice that Tom and Elliott can go, too...and make it somewhere that she’ll receive the best care for the baby.” I added that last bit as an afterthought. He might as well pay for everything. He could afford it.

“You drive a hard bargain, young lady. Done! I’ll speak to my doctors first thing tomorrow and have them direct me to the best maternity doctor in the US. Is there anything else you require?”

I couldn’t think of anything else I could ask for. He wanted a show. I wanted help for Laura. It seemed that we were both going to get what we wanted. I couldn’t help but feel, as Nate and I were shown the door, that he had got the best end of the deal. 

Even so, I felt jubilant as Nate and I made our way down the long driveway. We had managed to crack The Labyrinth before, in only our pajamas, no less. We could do it again, and this time, with the right equipment.      

I had been prepared to climb over the gate again so was surprised to discover that it had been opened for us. I looked all around, but there was no one in sight.

Back in town, we paid a visit to the only outdoors shop there. It sold everything from tents to fishing equipment. With the little money we’d saved up between us, we had enough money to buy two pairs of strong hiking shoes, specialist clothing to keep us warm in the cold, a lightweight waterproof jacket for each of us, flashlights that fitted round our heads that reminded me of miners’ lamps, a rope, a set of tools including a sharp hunting knife and a screwdriver, and some high energy bars. I wasn’t going to go in there without food again. We also bought a flask for water that would attach to the back of our backpack. It cost us every penny we had, and I had to remind myself it was an investment to be able to hand over that amount of cash. When we got home, we had to hide all our new equipment under our beds. Laura would be very suspicious if she saw what we were spending our money on, especially as we were so in need of money at the moment.

That night at dinner, both Nate and I were having a difficult time keeping it all to ourselves. It felt strange, eating and chatting about our day when we were expecting a visit or call from Ezra at any moment. By bedtime, I was wondering if it was going to come at all. Just as I was about to say goodnight, there came a knock at the door. I jumped up with such speed that Laura must have wondered what was going on. 

“I’ll get it.” I smiled sweetly. “You just rest.”

When I opened the door, I was surprised to find a woman standing there.

“Hello,” I said questioningly.

“I’ve come to see a Mr. and Mrs. Roscoe.”

Was this something to do with Ezra? I lowered my voice. “Are you here because of Ezra Harland?”

“I’m sorry,” She looked at a letter in her hand. “It’s a Mr. Tom and Mrs. Laura Roscoe I’m looking for. Do I have the correct address?”

I looked at her, uncertain if she was bluffing or not. She certainly looked sincere.

“Yes, you’d better come in.”

I took her into the living room, not sure if I was doing the right thing. 

“Tom, Laura, this lady is here for you.” I should have left her at the door and let Tom come to her!

“Hello, you’ve found us, can we help you?” Tom stood up and walked over to the woman.

“Tom Roscoe?”

“Yes.”

“Wonderful,” her face broke into a wide smile. “I’m here on behalf of Daniel Millen.” On hearing his name, Tom’s face dropped. Nate’s, on the other hand, perked up.

“I thought the money wasn’t due for another few weeks,” Tom said, a look of worry on his face.

“Money? No, I’m here about a different matter. One of Mr. Millen’s clients, a Mr. Harland, had a rolling booking with a...” she looked back at her letter, “Waterside Hotel, Spa, and Wellbeing Center in Florida. It’s booked for the last week in March every year. It comes with this house and is valid for the next four years. Of course, you don’t have to use it, but Mr. Millen thought you should have the opportunity if you so desired.”

“Tell Mr. Millen, thank you for letting us know, but I’m afraid it’s not possible. We don’t have the money for the flights.”

“I don’t think you understand. The booking is for flights, accommodations, all food, and full access to the spa. Unfortunately, in the week you are booked, there has been an antenatal and maternity care conference booked for the same week. A lot of the best maternity doctors in the world are flying in just for the event and to provide workshops and holistic therapies for mom’s to be. That does mean that the normal suite you have booked is not available, so the hotel has agreed to upgrade you to the best suite in the hotel. All you have to do is turn up at the airport tomorrow.”

“Are you sure about this?” asked Tom, “it all seems a bit fishy to me. Why didn’t Mr. Millen tell us this before? The last time he was here he told us we’d have to pay thirty thousand dollars, and now you are telling us we have an all-inclusive trip booked at some hotel.”

Trust Tom to become suspicious now.

“I think it makes sense. Besides what do you have to lose?” I said quickly, not giving Tom any time to think.

“Mr. Millen did leave abruptly when he was last here,” Nate added.

“What about the children?” asked Laura.

“The booking is for only two adults, but the suite does have two bedrooms and children under eleven are free of charge. I’m afraid any children over that age will have to pay.”

“How much for two seventeen-year-olds?”

The going rate for the week is $13,000 all-inclusive.

“Thirteen thousand dollars for two teenagers for a week?” Laura asked with incredulity.

“No, that’s per child.”

“We can’t go then.”

“What?” Both Nate and I spoke at the same time. 

“You have to go! Nate and I will look after the house. It’s only for a week, and I’ve got a lot going on in school this week. I wouldn’t have been able to come with you anyway.” 

“Me neither,” added Nate. “You should go. This is an opportunity of a lifetime.”

“How can we go in the situation we are in?” asked Laura.

“Look at it this way. If all your food is being paid for, even if you go for that, we will still be saving money!”

“Tom, do you have a lot of work lined up for this week?”

“No, just a fence to be built for Mrs. Foster in town.”

“I’ll do it,” volunteered Nate. “I was going to help you with that anyway.”   

“What do you think, Tom?” asked Laura. I crossed my fingers behind my back.

“Well, I don’t really see why not. After everything we’ve been through, a vacation would be nice. I trust Kim and Nate, and it would be good to see you rest for a change. Can I just ask, though…” He turned to the lady. “Why did Mr. Millen only just tell us now? I mean it’s a bit strange to tell us only twelve hours or so before we are due to be at the airport.”

“I believe he only just uncovered the booking. He sends his apologies for the very late notice, but he didn’t want you missing out. He said he’d meet you at the local airport at 8 am tomorrow morning with your tickets. Did you say that you had a child that will be traveling with you?”

“Yes, Elliott Roscoe, our son. He’s in bed at the moment. He’s ten.”

“Elliott Roscoe, got it.” She wrote his name down in a notepad. “I’ll have to get him a ticket issued tonight. Congratulations, enjoy your holiday.”

Tom let her out. I looked at Laura. She still had worry lines on her face, but I could see the underlying excitement at the thought of a week’s holiday in Florida.

“We should have offered her a coffee!” she said, and I had to laugh. I don’t know how Ezra had done it. We’d only left his house six hours ago. He’d created a conference for maternity care and managed to get top doctors all flown in on a few hours’ notice. It was amazing what having money could do. 

That night, after helping Laura pack for her week of rest, I packed for my own adventure. I put everything into the backpack, leaving space for food and placed my new clothes out, ready to wear the next day. I wanted to be down there early.

The next day, Laura, Tom, and Elliott got off without a hitch. 

Once they had left, I made a huge cooked breakfast for Nate and me. We would need all the energy we could get. After washing up, I made some sandwiches and shoved as much food as I could fit into the backpacks. We had one each. 

We opened the secret door in the utility room, which Ezra, good to his word, had left unlocked, and descended, once again, into The Labyrinth.

The first room was exactly as I remembered it. The two wingback chairs, the doors on either side, the fireplace and, of course, the TV.

It was so familiar and yet, having spent the last six months trying to block it out, it felt strange, too. I wasn’t scared, as such. I’d beaten this place before, and I’d do it again; but I couldn’t shake the feeling of unease despite my act of bravery. 

I knew we would have to listen to a filmed announcement from Ezra before the doors on either side unlocked, so I placed my backpack on the floor and sat down on one of the chairs.

As predicted, the fire came to life followed by the TV.

“Labyrinthians!” Ezra’s face came onto the screen. It was not the same video we’d seen in this room six months ago. It was not the Ezra from six years ago when the last videos had been filmed. He looked much frailer, much like the Ezra we had seen just the day before. Why had he re-recorded the videos?

“I’m so glad,” he continued, “that you have decided to re-enter The Labyrinth. I do hope that the vacation package for your family was sufficient.”

This was no video. It was a live feed. He must have gotten back from the airport and was now, more than likely, sitting in a room in his house with a camera. I shot a worried look at Nate. This didn’t bode well.

“I must thank you. Your time down here was a great source of amusement to me. You did so well, but it didn’t have the desired outcome. You still didn’t get the Diamond. You’ll be pleased to know that I’ve arranged to have it placed back in The Labyrinth for you to find. Now, I think it would be rather dull to watch you repeat your actions from last time, and I have to admit to harboring a secret hope that you would once again enter. Therefore, I took the liberty of having a complete overhaul of my labyrinth. Some rooms are the same. I couldn’t bear to do away with my forest room for example, but I think you’ll find the other rooms have been changed. It would be no fun to do it all again in exactly the same manner, would it? I’ve made it a little trickier this time, but I think you’ll enjoy the challenge. Good luck, my Labyrinthians.” And with that, the screen went black.

I looked at Nate. He was obviously thinking the same thing as me. Ezra had changed The Labyrinth!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter four

 

“He can’t have!” Any courage I had managed to muster up with all our pre-planning had now left me. I wasn’t prepared for new rooms. 

The thought of going through the same rooms again was bad enough, but, at least, those rooms, I knew how to solve. 

“No, he can’t. We’d have seen excavators, building equipment, workmen. I’ve not seen a soul out there on the meadow,” Nate said, looking every bit as worried as I was feeling. 

“But what if he did? You saw how quickly he managed to set up a conference in Florida. Money talks and he has a lot of it. What if he had a huge tunnel built. Built with an entrance in the forest. Big enough for trucks, equipment, whatever?” The thought of it made my stomach turn. It could have been done. Right under our house. They must have waited until we were all out to do anything on this side of The Labyrinth. 

“Come on, let’s see.” He stood up, and we walked over to the door on the right. It was the same door we had chosen last time we were in here. When we had tried it then, it opened out into an empty room. 

“Should we go the same way again, or should we try the other door?”

“If he hasn’t changed The Labyrinth, then this way is the way to go. We already know what we are up against. If he has changed it, then what does it matter which way we go?”

I couldn’t deny his logic. I watched as he opened the door and followed him into the next room. Just like last time, it was empty. It was still painted in the same gray paint as it had been six months ago. This time, I noted a small camera in the ceiling. I’d not noticed it the first time. I ran straight across the room to the opposite door. If it was the same, then there would be an identical room with a clock on the wall. I flung the door open and found I was right. It was the same.

He was bluffing, after all. All we had to do was close the door and wait for the second hand to hit twelve, and the doors would unlock. Nate closed the door behind him with a soft click, and we both watched as the second hand, the only hand on the clock, made its way around the clock face. When it hit twelve exactly, I ran to the door and pulled down the handle. It didn’t open.

What had happened? It had opened on twelve the last time. Unlocked at twelve and locked at one. I knew I had gotten to the door on time, but I watched as the hand made another revolution before I pulled again. 

“It’s not opening! Try the other doors.” None of the doors opened, no matter where the second hand was pointing.

I tried again and again, but no matter how hard I pushed the handle or which door I tried, they all remained steadfastly shut. 

“What now?” I asked Nate while kicking the walls. One room we encountered last time had walls that crumbled with only the lightest kick. I was grateful, more than ever, for my strong footwear; but despite it, the walls did not give in to my kicks. 

It was then, I noticed something. 

“Has this room gotten smaller since we’ve been in here?”

“Don’t be silly,” replied Nate, who was too busy examining the clock to look at the walls.

“It is! Nate, look!” He must have heard the urgency in my voice because he tore his eyes from the clock to look at the walls on either side of him. They had moved. They’d done it so slowly that it was almost imperceptible.

“I think you are right. The walls are closing in on us.”

It’s funny, but because they were moving so ridiculously slowly, I didn’t even think of the implications of the walls coming in on us. It never occurred to me that we wouldn’t find a way out before they got so close that we were crushed to death. Three hours later, when the walls were barely three feet apart, I had to revise my thoughts on the subject.

I panicked. I’d been panicking for the last hour when it had become obvious that we weren’t going to find a way out. The walls were now so close together that they almost touched the doorframes of the two doors on either side of the room. Just millimeters away.  

Neither of us said anything, but I know we were both thinking it. Ezra had beaten us. In the first room with the first puzzle. I’d noticed that the walls moved ever so slightly when the clock hit twelve, so Nate had pulled it from the wall and disconnected it. Unfortunately, the only thing that had managed to do was send clock parts all over the floor. I looked down at my own watch. Two hours and fifty-nine minutes we had been in this room. I watched as my own minute hand ticked over to mark three hours. As it did, I heard the click of the door to the right of where we had come in. Nate heard it, too, as he ran and tried the handle.

“It’s open,” he said with a look of amazement. I picked up my bag and followed him through the door. 

The room we had entered had the beginnings of waterslides, two on each wall except for the one through which we had just entered. The rest of the room was empty, and the only door was the one we had just entered by. 

“Why?” I asked. “Why did Ezra put that last room in without a puzzle?”

“It was to teach us a lesson. He wasn’t planning to squash us; he just wanted us to think we might be. It was his way of showing us who’s boss. That we are at his mercy down here, and it doesn’t matter that we’ve gotten through before. That’s no indicator that we’ll do it again.”

“How comforting,” I replied, my voice heavy with sarcasm. All my bravado about getting through the maze was already gone. I don’t know why I had thought I could beat Ezra at his own game. He was always one step ahead of us, no matter what we did. In just one room, he’d managed to make me feel despondent. I took a deep breath and looked around the room we were now in. Six waterslides, tunneling off into the unknown. It was impossible to see which way any of them went, but it was a sure thing that we were going to be falling into the darkness. And we were going to get wet. 

Another of Ezra’s plans to bring us down a peg or two, no doubt. Take us to the lowest part of The Labyrinth early on, and if we were wet, it would only make the going harder. I thought back to the last time I had to get wet in this place. Six months ago, I’d had to swim through an aquarium, complete with the decaying body of Ezra’s niece. Then, at least, Ezra had provided a dryer at the other end. I had a feeling that this time he wouldn’t be so accommodating. There was something else about this room that bothered me. Ezra had managed to find a way to combine both our greatest fears. I’d had an irrational fear of the darkness ever since I was a little girl and Nate was scared of water. His wasn’t a fear per se, but he couldn’t swim. Since I’d nearly drowned, and we’d both had to swim through the aquarium last time, Nate had been taking lessons at the local swimming pool. He was no Olympic athlete at the sport, but at least now, he could get from one side of the pool and back again without drowning. 

I pulled the flashlight out of my bag and strapped it to my head. I wasn’t going to go down one of those dark tubes without it.  

“I’ll go first.” It made sense. I was the strongest swimmer, and if we did end up in a pool of water, Nate would have me to help him at the bottom if need be.

The tunnels were indistinguishable from each other. They were all blue, and each one disappeared into nothingness. I pulled on my waterproof jacket and climbed up onto the beginning of the tube on my far right. It was as good as any. In the sitting position, I put my backpack on my lap and turned to Nate.

“See you at the bottom.” The sound of the water rushing past me filled my ears. I pushed myself off and began my journey into the depths of The Labyrinth.

 

 

 

 


Chapter five

 

As I had suspected, the tube took us very deep into The Labyrinth. Even though I twisted and turned, I could still tell I was dropping more than a couple of floors. The slide seemed to go on forever. The flashlight was pretty pointless for anything, other than to comfort me with my fear of the dark. All I could see as I descended into the abyss was the blue of the slide and the water. Eventually, I came to the bottom and stopped, not in a pool as I had expected, but onto a floor. Drains took the water away, and a small lip stopped any from drenching the rest of the room. I stood up quickly to allow Nate to follow and jumped out of the wet area. By keeping my legs in the air throughout the ride, and with a little help from my waterproof coat, I was remarkably dry. A few spots had managed to get through, but they would dry quickly. I took my coat off and shook it to get rid of the excess water. Instead of putting it back in my bag and risk wetting everything else in there, I’d carry it for a while to give it a chance to dry. There was only one exit from this room, a door to the right of the slide. I decided to wait until Nate got down before trying it. 

Nate must have waited a while to give me the chance to get out of the way before coming down himself. I waited. After two minutes, I began to worry. Where was he? He should have been down by now. After five minutes had passed, it became apparent that he was not coming. Something must have happened to stop him from getting down the tube. I threw my bag on the floor and jumped into the shallow water. If Nate couldn’t get to me, I’d climb back up to get to him. 

My feet got soaked as I tried to climb the tube, the force of the water against me. It soon became obvious that I was not going to be able to manage it. The force of the water was too strong and the slide too steep. There was nothing to hold onto, and my shoes were struggling to grip the slippery surface. I had to turn around and go back to where I’d left my bag.

I waited another ten minutes for Nate to come, but I knew he wasn’t going to. Something had stopped him being able to get down the slide. Ezra had it all planned out. First, lock us in a room with no escape to show us who was in charge, then engineer a way to separate us. Nate and I had discussed this as we had eaten breakfast. We knew that there was a good chance we would be separated again, just as we had when we were down here six months ago. We decided that if it happened, we should just carry on by ourselves. If we kept moving forwards, there was every chance that we would either find each other or the way out. Stopping was not an option. We couldn’t move backwards to save each other, so our best bet was to keep moving. 

I pulled off my soaking wet shoes and tied them to the back of my pack by the laces. I pulled off the soaking socks and trousers and wrung out the excess water. I’d brought a waterproof carrier bag, so I put them in there until I had time to rest. At that point, I’d pull them out and let them dry.  

I brought out a dry pair of each and put them on. I had only brought one pair of shoes with me so my socks were the only protection from anything that might be on the floor. I only hoped I wouldn’t encounter a floor that was boiling hot or freezing cold or one that could electrocute me. Any of those were a possibility, and I had seen them the last time I was down here. Then, I didn’t even have socks, so I was at least a little better off this time. 

I tried the door, and was surprised to find it opened. Unfortunately, it opened up to a room with no floor. I could see a door opposite, but there was no way I’d be able to leap the twelve feet across to it. Looking up, I hoped to find some way of getting across; a rope, some way of climbing across, something to make a bridge; but there was nothing. Just a cubed room with a floor I couldn’t see. I’d taken my flashlight off my head at the same time I took my shoes off and packed it into my backpack. I had to scrabble about in all my things to retrieve it from the bottom of the bag where it had ended up. Shining the flashlight into the darkness, I could just make out the floor. It was not as far down as I had feared, perhaps ten feet or so. It was painted black, and the room was pretty dark, which accounted for the fact I couldn’t see it without the flashlight. Getting down would be easy. I could just dangle myself down from the ledge where I was standing. Getting back up on the other side would be the problem. I shined the flashlight into all the dark corners to make sure there weren’t any doors down there. There was nothing but the continuation of the walls down to the floor. 

I decided to lower myself down anyway. From there, I could possibly make some kind of lasso to hook onto the handle of the opposite door. I felt so grateful that we had brought rope with us. We’d had the foresight to pack one of everything in each of our bags in the eventuality of being separated. Each of us had a length of rope. Mine would come in very handy in this room. I pulled the backpack onto my shoulders and carefully lowered myself over the edge. After a few moments, psyching myself up for the drop, I let go. What I was expecting was to hit hard floor, but when I dropped, I realized that the floor was not a floor at all. The floor was not there.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter six

 

When I hit, what I thought was a floor, my feet sank down and then bounced me back up. I flew through the air. It was a few moments before I got over the shock and realized what had happened. The floor was a trampoline, the whole floor. When I came back down, I managed to bounce less and less until I had come to a complete stop. After a few seconds of composing myself from the shock, I realized that I could do this without even getting the rope out. I pulled the backpack off my shoulders and placed it at the edge of the trampoline. Then I jumped up. If I could get enough momentum, then I’d be able to jump high enough to open the door and, hopefully, jump through it. After my first jump, the movement caused my backpack to roll into the middle of the trampoline, and I nearly jumped straight onto it. The last thing I wanted to do was break anything in there. I decided to wear it on my back. As soon as I started to jump, I noticed that the extra weight of the backpack was stopping me from getting the height I needed. Thankfully, I’d left the door I’d come through open. I pulled the backpack off and held it in front of me while I jumped. I didn’t have to jump too far to be able to throw it on the ledge. Now, I’d be able to jump higher and hopefully pull the handle. After a few bounces, I managed to get the required height for turning the handle. I pulled it down as I bounced past it, but I couldn’t open it. I couldn’t tell if it was because it was locked, or because I’d just been going past it too fastto pull the handle enough. I tried a couple of more times, but all I ended up doing was hurting my hand. On my fourth jump, I noticed a bar next to the door. It was big enough for me to grab hold of. If I could grab it and hold on, I’d be able to reach the handle easily. I had to jump in just the right direction, but I managed to grab hold with both hands. With no footholds, I could feel the pull in my arms as I hung there. I’d have to do this quickly before it got too painful to hold. With all the strength I could muster, I took one hand from the bar and reached out for the handle. After all that, the door was locked. I couldn’t hold on anymore with just one hand, so I let go and slowed myself down until I was once again static on the trampoline. There had to be a key in here somewhere. It was dark, but with the aid of the flashlight, still affixed to my head, I was able to scour the whole trampoline floor. There was definitely no key there. I then looked up, wondering if I had missed something. It was almost invisible, but on the second sweep of my flashlight, I caught it. There was a key hung from the ceiling. It was at least twenty feet up. Jumping up to retrieve my bag, I had the idea that I could somehow throw one of my shoes and dislodge it from where it hung, right in the center of the ceiling. After a few failed attempts, one of which ended with the shoe coming down and landing squarely on my forehead, I finally hit the key. It didn’t knock it off.

The only way I was going to get the key was to jump for it. I threw the bag, complete with shoe, back to the ledge and started to jump. Each jump took me higher; each time I came down, I bent my knees and pushed harder. I got closer and closer. After the fifth or sixth jump, my fingers grazed it causing it to swing. One more jump and I grabbed it. It came away from the ceiling with me as I fell. Instead of stopping and taking a breather, I decided to keep up the momentum and grab the bar again. I thrust the key in the lock quickly and turned it. It turned, and the door swung open. From there, it was a pretty easy task to jump back to the other side to collect the bag and throw it through the next door. I jumped up and grabbed the bar, flinging myself through the door. 

I found myself in a prison cell. An old-fashioned prison cell. It reminded me of the ones I’d seen in old westerns. The room was effectively cut in half with bars across the middle. On this side, was a simple bed, a sink with a cracked mirror, and not much else. On the other side of the bars, was a man. He was dressed as a sheriff with a cowboy hat and the obligatory star badge. I knew he was asleep because I could hear him snoring. I also knew he wasn’t real. He was a very lifelike mannequin, nothing like the unsophisticated mannequins, Ezra had used before. The snoring was coming out of a speaker somewhere near him. He held a prop gun in his hands as they lap. At least, I hoped it was a prop. There was also a barred window through which I could see a painted scene of desert and cacti. A small table held some kind of book, and more importantly, there was a door. The exit to the room. I just had to get to it to get out, but there was the small matter of getting through the cell bars first. I remembered a similar room last year. Then, Elliott had managed to climb through the bars and retrieve the key. This time, there was no way I’d fit through the bars. I’d have to solve the puzzle to figure it out. Unlike the rooms with nothing in them, this one had plenty of things for me to look at. I scanned the room for a second time, this time, more slowly. I looked at the posters on the wall. I almost laughed when I saw a wanted poster for me amongst the other wanted posters. There was one for Nate, too, as well as another young man and woman. My crime, apparently, was stealing sheep. Nate’s was cow rustling. The girl, a beautiful blonde girl, was wanted for being a lady of the night and the young man for murder. I didn’t recognize the girl at all, but the man, I knew him. It was Dominic, the butler from Ezra’s house. I wondered why Ezra would put his picture down here. I supposed that the girl also worked for him, a maid, perhaps?

It didn’t help me get out, though. I needed a key to unlock the barred door. I also suspected that I had to find the key and use it without waking the sleeping sheriff. I couldn’t see any sign of the key on the sheriff’s side of the bars. I even looked to see if he was wearing it on a chain around his neck. On my side, there was only a bed, a sink, a coarse blanket, and a bar of soap. A vague memory entered my head about soap and keys and escaping. I’d seen it in a movie once. The protagonist stole a key, pressed it into a bar of soap to be able to get an imprint of it and then he was able to whittle a key out of wood without the key owner knowing his key had ever been stolen. 

I had to dismiss the idea. Not only did I not have a key to begin with; I also didn’t have the means to whittle one. I could probably have used my knife, but there was no wood nearby. I put the soap down and gave up the idea as a bad one. It was then that I remembered that I had seen a key. I’d used one to get into the room in the first place, and it was still in the lock of the door through which I’d entered the room.

I had to pull the door almost closed before I could reach around and grab the key from the other side of it. Feeling encouraged, I placed it in the door made out of bars and tried to turn it. At first, it looked like it fit, but it refused to turn in the lock. I pulled it out. It was then that I realized just how fancy it was. I’d not noticed when I first used it, but now, I could see that it was very intricate. The end had a fascinating shape, quite unlike any other key I had ever seen. The metalwork curved in and out almost in a floral design with grooves along its side. It was the prettiest key I’d ever seen; however, right now, it was also the most useless. I put it in my pocket and got back to looking for the correct key. It had to be here somewhere. I pulled the blanket off the bed and lifted the mattress. Underneath the hard mattress were the springs of a very cheaply made bed and nothing else. I next went to the mirror, remembering that Ezra had hidden something behind one before. Back then, it was a secret tunnel. This time, he may have hidden a key. I tried to pull it from the wall, but it wouldn’t budge. It was screwed on tight. The taps in the sink didn’t work when I tried to turn them on, which was unusual in this place. Last time, Ezra had provided running water and toilets. I hoped that he’d not changed this particular feature down here. For some reason, my eyes wandered back to the soap. Why have soap down here if there wasn’t any water? I couldn’t get the idea of using the soap to make a key out of my mind, even though I knew it was pointless without a key in the first place. And if I did have a key in the first place, I’d not need to make a replica. I picked up the soap anyway. It looked like a normal bar of soap. I turned it in my hands, the smooth pink surface felt nice in my hands. I could also smell it, now that I had picked it up. It was fragrant, a very feminine floral smell. It was so out of place here in this dirty, dingy cell. Everything else was in keeping with an old jail; the blanket, which was made from a heavy, scratchy material, the bed hard and cheaply made. Would someone in the old west even have soap in their cell? Certainly, not this sweet-smelling, pink soap. It was all wrong, and that was the clue. I put my hands on both sides of the bar and applied pressure. It was stronger than it looked, but eventually, it snapped revealing another key.

“I knew it!” I said out loud to no one in particular. As soon as I said it, I realized my mistake. The snoring stopped. As I watched in horror, the mannequin stood up, gun in hand and pointed it right at me. Without any warning, a shot rang out. I was being shot at!

 

 


Chapter seven

 

Any thoughts of it being a prop gun were swiftly dismissed as the bullet hit the wall behind me. I dived under the bed as another shot rang out, narrowly missing my ear.

I’d gotten a good look at the sheriff before he stood up. He was definitely not human. He must have had some kind of robotics program that only ran when someone made a sound. I tried to think of a way out of this, but every few seconds another shot fired. I could see where they had hit the wall in a long line. The sheriff was moving. I sat and breathed to calm down. At the moment, he was only shooting randomly quite high on the wall. I was safe unless he decided to aim lower. Just as I had the thought, the next bullet hit the wall about two feet lower than the previous ones. I watched as holes appeared along the wall below the earlier ones. I only had the mattress to protect me, and I wasn’t sure if it was thick enough to stop a bullet. As the gunshots lowered and lowered, I moved closer and closer to the floor. It wasn’t until I was lying flat with my nose to the floor that the gunshots stopped. Not daring to move, I waited for a few minutes, just in case he was going to start again. Then I heard it, the sound of snoring. I slowly inched my head up and over the edge of the mattress to take a look. He was back in his original position, the gun on his lap. I‘d dropped the bar of soap with the key still in it in all the shooting, so it took me a few seconds to find it. It had skidded into the far corner. I retrieved it as quietly as I could, pulled the key from the soap, and inserted it into the keyhole. This time, the key turned. I opened the door, and after pulling the key from the lock, I crept through the rest of the room. I had hoped that I could use the same key to unlock the main door of the sheriff’s office, but when I placed the silver key in the lock, it refused to turn. I tried again, pushing it harder, but the key would not move. I pulled it out and placed it in my pocket alongside the other silver key. Looking down at the lock, it was brass. Whatever key I needed for this door was sure to be brass, too. 

Knowing the key wasn’t on the cell side of the jail, I had to search the office side, and I had to do it silently. I was lucky not to be shot the first time. I didn’t want a repeat performance from the Sherriff. I tiptoed around the room, searching through drawers and under papers, moving as quietly as I could. It was only when I got close to the sheriff that I noticed he had a chain around his neck. Most of it was hidden under a waistcoat, so only the top peeked out. As gently as I could, being careful not to make any sudden moves, I slipped the chain, complete with key, from around his neck. At one point, the snoring stopped, causing me to hold my breath, waiting for the robot to begin its program, but it didn’t. The snoring began again. I turned the brass key in the lock and opened the door.

I walked through the main door and could hardly believe what I was seeing. I was actually back in the Wild West. The painted view I had seen through the window before extended the full length of the room. To call it a room seemed odd as I now stood on a main street in the West. The floor was covered with sand and sawdust, so I had no choice but to pull out my still wet shoes and put them on. The whole room ran approximately six times the length of the normal size of the rooms, which would put it at about seventy-two feet. The width was a bit more difficult to tell, as there was a line of shops on each side. All of them had doors and windows, so it was impossible to know which one held the exit. Any one of them, potentially, had a door leading out of here. I walked down the middle of the street, struck by just how much detail had gone into this room. It genuinely felt like it could be outdoors. The ceiling was painted in a pale blue, with soft clouds painted across it. It was hot in here, hot and dry. Somewhere, there must have been a heater hidden. At the end of the road, I turned a corner and was surprised to find horses—two real, live, horses. 

“How did you get them in here, Ezra?” I asked loudly, but obviously, received no reply. I stroked the muzzle of the nearest horse, a chestnut with a white patch on its face. It was a beautiful horse and had obviously been well treated. Its coat shone. The one next to it had the same gleaming coat, this time in black. A water trough stood next to them and a bale of hay lay nearby for them to eat. The smell of the dung they had produced also added to the overall cowboy effect. I hoped that whatever challenge I had to do to get out of here didn’t involve horses because I had never ridden one in my life, not even Pumpkin. These two horses were in the peak of physical condition, and I could well imagine trying to ride on down the road. I would, no doubt, end up in a heap on the floor covered in sawdust. 

Instead, I decided to check out the shops in a regimented manner. First, I’d walk the full length of the street, and then I’d go in every shop, one at a time, until I found the way out. Walking along the street was strange. I felt that I should, at the very least, be wearing a Stetson. I took note of each shop as I walked past. The general store, the barbershop, the undertaker, the bank, and the post office were on the right. The hardware store, a place called the Buy, Sell, & Trade Emporium, the saloon, and finally, the sheriff’s office where I had entered were on the left. Each of the buildings had an open door. I’d not had so much choice before down here. Usually, it was this door or that door, not a whole street full of them. Each shop backed up to the wall, so each was potentially the exit. 

I decided on going back to the end near the sheriff’s office and going in the post office first. It was directly opposite the sheriff’s office, and it made sense to do each one in order. The first thing I noticed as I entered was the mannequin behind the counter. How lifelike he looked, just as the sheriff had. He was dressed as I expected a post office clerk in the Wild West to dress. A female mannequin stood on my side of the counter dressed in a beautiful old-fashioned red dress with a matching wide-brimmed, red hat. She held a letter in her hand. I read the address written in neat handwriting on it. It was addressed to Ezra. I looked around for any kind of door that would lead me out of here, but all there was behind the counter was a massive set of pigeonholes, each with a letter of the alphabet on it. Some of them had letters in them, some had parcels wrapped in brown paper tied with string. I walked around the counter, feeling nervous as though I shouldn’t really be there. I don’t know why. It’s not as though the clerk was going to shout at me. Then I remembered the moving sheriff, and the feeling of nerves intensified. I had a suspicion that there would be a letter for me there, or possibly one for Nate. After all, this whole place had been built for us. I looked at the letter N first as it was nearer to me. It was empty, so I looked up until I spotted the K for Kimberly. It too was empty. A feeling of disappointment came upon me until my eyes fell on the box next to the K. The letter L compartment held a letter, which was addressed to The Labyrinthians. All my nerves and disappointment vanished as I reached up to grab the letter. It felt heavy in my hands. I ripped it open to find a note with the words, “Well Done” written in ink and signed by Ezra. A large brass key fell out of the envelope. I now owned three keys. With excitement, I pulled the other two keys out of my pocket, the silver ones from the sheriff’s office, and the trampoline room, and now this one. I laid them all out, side by side, on the counter, the two ornate silver-colored ones, and now this big brass one. They were all roughly the same size, but the two from earlier couldn’t have been more different. The first two had been carved in intricate patterns. I couldn’t help but feel that they were some kind of puzzle in themselves, and even though I’d already used them, I had a feeling that they were important. The one I’d just found was just a chunky brass key with no interesting qualities. 

“Except, to open a door somewhere,” I said aloud to myself.

I pocketed all three keys and left the post office, feeling like I’d found what I needed to find. The building next door was the bank. Upon entering, I found more of the mannequins, all men, all dressed in cowboy gear. Disturbingly, all of them seemed to be wearing guns in holsters. I hoped I wouldn’t have a repeat of the sheriff’s office where I was shot at. I had no way of knowing if any of these had robotics underneath. I decided that my best course of action would be to not tempt fate and keep my noise level to a minimum. If they were robots and they were sound activated, they would not be activated by me. I crept through the bank slowly until I got to the counter. There was a line of cowboys waiting to be served, one of whom had a sack with the label “SWAG” written on it. I almost laughed until I remembered I had to be silent. Ezra was a bit of a joker. I had no interest in the Swag bag, though, because something else had caught my eye. Behind the bank teller, was a vault door, a huge steel door with a big wheel on the front that I suspected turned to open the door. Above it was a brass plaque with a series of keyholes in a line. I counted. There were eight in all. 

This was the way out. It had to be. The huge door was easily big enough for a person to pass through. It seemed that I’d need eight keys. Eight brass keys to get through. I already had one. Seven to go. I’d left a brass key in the main door of the sheriff’s office, so the first thing I did was run back there and pull it from the lock to bring my total to four keys. I had a feeling the silver ones weren’t important in here. They seemed wrong compared to the large brass ones, too pretty, so to avoid confusion, I slipped them into the bottom of my bag, leaving the brass ones in my pocket.

I didn’t particularly want to venture into the business place of Mr. Burriham, the undertaker. I don’t know why. It was probably only populated with mannequins, just as the other buildings had been, but thoughts of Gina Harland at the bottom of the aquarium and the man who had been dismembered by rotating saws flitted through my mind. There had been a precedent of leaving dead bodies down here, real ones, and I was in no hurry to see if Ezra had left any more. I knew I’d have to go in there at some point, but I decided to leave it until last. 

The barbershop was next. A red and white striped tubular sign hung outside next to a sign that read, “Haircuts 5¢, Wet Shave 5¢, Teeth Pulled 10¢, Small Surgeries $1.”

I didn’t even want to know what the “Small Surgeries” were, and it was with a great deal of trepidation that I entered the building. There was a barber, thankfully, giving a customer a shave rather than performing some barbaric surgery. He had a big grin on his face as he worked, but one that gave him a sinister look. The man he was shaving had an expression of fear, and I noticed the barber was using a straight razor on him. On closer inspection, I noticed that the barber had splatters of blood on his apron. No wonder his customer looked scared. The barbershop had three chairs for the customers, each one with an old mirror in front of it. A series of instruments were laid out on a tray on a small shelf to the side. The only one I recognized was a comb. The others looked like instruments of torture, making me glad I was growing up in an era of hospitals and sterilization and anesthetic. There was nothing else to see. The room was pretty empty apart from that, but I did notice the same wanted posters hanging on the wall that had been in the sheriff’s office. I took a moment to look at them more closely. The one of me had the same picture they’d used on the news when we went missing six months before. Underneath it read, “Wanted for Rustling Sheep. Reward $10,000 Dead or Alive.”

Nate’s read in a similar theme. I could do with the ten thousand dollars. Perhaps, I should just hand myself and Nate in and collect the rewards. I looked at the next picture. The one of the girl. She looked a similar age to me with long, golden hair and light eyes. The photo was in sepia, so it was impossible to tell their color, but I suspected green or blue. She was a very attractive young lady. It was difficult to place where the photo was taken as it was so closely cropped around her head and shoulders, but it looked to be a modern photograph. I wondered who she was. I didn’t recognize her at all. The man next to her, I’d already identified as Dominic. In this picture, he was dressed in the same smart clothes he’d been wearing when I met him. I could just about see the background in the photo, and I could see it was taken in the entrance hall of Ezra’s mansion. He was as good-looking as I remembered. He looked as if he were posing for a passport photograph. I tried to imagine him smiling. For some reason, I imagined a smile would produce dimples in his cheeks. I remembered his English accent and a small thrill ran through me. Feeling silly, and somewhat embarrassed for developing a crush on a guy I’d only met once, with our only conversation being about whether I wanted tea or coffee, I turned my attention back to Nate. I wondered where he was now. I hoped he wasn’t stuck anywhere. I had faith that he was progressing throughout The Labyrinth, probably at a much faster rate than I was. I thought back to how many rooms I’d been in since I’d lost him. The room at the bottom of the water slide, the trampoline room, the sheriff’s office, and now this huge Wild West room. Just four rooms. I looked at my watch. It was already past four o’clock. We’d been separated for over four hours, and I was still stuck in my fourth room. I was willing to bet that Nate was on his sixth or seventh by now. I reminded myself that this room was massive and was, in fact, a series of rooms. I searched the room from top to bottom, not finding anything that resembled a key. I even went back for a closer look at the metal instruments in the hope that a key was hidden amongst them, but as they were all silver in color, it was plain that there wasn’t a brass key amongst them. I searched the pockets of the barber carefully, poised to duck or run away quickly in case he was programmed to turn quickly with his blade. He didn’t move, but at the same time, his pockets yielded no key. I turned my attention to the terrified looking customer. He had a towel wrapped round his neck and fake lather around his chin. His pockets also came up empty, but underneath his chair was a leather bag. I’d not noticed it before. I carefully pulled it out from under the chair and carried it to the furthest side of the room from the barber. I still didn’t trust him, despite the fact he had remained stationary so far.

On the outside of the bag in gold lettering was the name “P.Smith” and underneath were the words “Professional Gambler.” It was a strange thing to have written on a bag. A gambler wouldn’t advertise the fact. I suspected the words were there more for my benefit than his. I opened the bag to find a pack of cards, some fake hundred-dollar bills, and some tobacco. There was also a warrant out for his arrest. Apparently, he’d been caught cheating at poker. I picked up the deck of cards and looked through them. There were eight aces in the pack. No wonder he’d been caught cheating. I counted each card. In addition to the extra aces, there were also two jokers. They were all in order of suit and number beginning with the two of each suit. I noticed that there was a card missing. The three of spades. I checked through all the cards again, but it wasn’t there. Why would the three of spades be missing? It could have been because Ezra had just picked up a pack of cards to use as a prop and not noticed the missing card, but I didn’t think so. The extra aces had been added purposely to show that this mannequin was a cheating gambler. These cards were a clue. The problem was I didn’t know what the clue meant. After another half hour of searching the barber’s without any luck, I gave up and moved to the next building. The General store was the last building on this side of the road. Just beyond it, I could see the two horses, happily munching on some hay.      

 The general store was fascinating. All the shelves were stocked with items that looked like they really were from the Wild West. Tins on the shelves were old, very old, with many of them chipped and peeling paint. I picked one up. It was for coffee. It wasn’t a replica. I could tell by its condition that this was the real thing. Ezra must have bought all this stuff from a museum. Each item in the shop was a relic of days gone by. Unlike the other buildings I’d been in, this one had a whole wealth of possible hiding places for a key. Hundreds of tins and jars lined the shelves along the walls, and sacks of things like sugar and flour sat lined up along the floor behind the counter. There were three mannequins in here. A man behind the counter wearing a white apron and a well-dressed lady with a young girl. The young girl held a teddy bear. One I recognized immediately. It was Ted! Elliott’s teddy bear—one that I had dropped in The Labyrinth six months previously. I pulled it from the girl’s hands and hugged it tightly. I had felt so awful about losing it, especially when Elliott had nightmares after leaving The Labyrinth last year. Just as I had, he had frequently woken up crying in the night following our experience in The Labyrinth. Maybe my nightmares were linked to his because often I was the only one that heard him. For weeks, I crept into his bed in the middle of the night and stroked his head until the crying stopped. At the age of ten, he was too old for a teddy, but I popped Ted in my backpack all the same. I wouldn’t lose him again! Feeling renewed, I began my search for the second brass key. I hoped I’d have better luck than I had in the barber’s shop. I pulled the lid off the nearest tin to find it empty. The next one was the same. Ezra had not gone so far as to source the ingredients in the tins. If the key was in one of them, finding it would be easy. It would rattle in the empty tin. I picked up every tin on the first shelf. None of them rattled. Looking around at all the tins and jars, I knew it would take me hours to go through all of them. Instead, I decided to look around for visual clues rather than haphazardly checking each tin. I scanned the shelves, looking for something that would help me find the key. Every tin had different things painted on it. ”Ma Baker’s Herbal Cough Sweets,” “Uncle Kinsey’s Porridge Oats,” “Finest John Wood Tea Leaves  All the Way from the Ancient Land of China.” It seemed every product had someone’s name on it, uncle this or father that. After a while, I gave up on the tins and turned to the glass jars that lined the shelves behind the shopkeeper. Unlike the empty tins, each one was filled with something. Most of them looked like boiled sweets. My stomach gave a growl as I realized I’d not had anything to eat since breakfast. I pulled the counter up and walked through. Taking the lid off a jar filled with, what looked like humbugs, I got a whiff of mint. These sweets were real. I grabbed a handful and popped one in my mouth. It was delicious! I decided that once I found the key, I’d put some of these sweets in my bag. There wasn’t much space in there, especially since I’d now squashed Ted in, but I’d eat some of the sandwiches I’d made which would free up some space. Below the jars were sacks filled with all manner of things; flour, sugar, and potatoes. I wasn’t sure about the flour and sugar, but the potatoes were definitely fake. They were made out of plastic.   

After an hour of looking, including emptying bags of sugar and flour all over the floor in the hope that the key was buried in them, I gave up. I couldn’t find the key. I began to wonder if I’d been correct in my theory that there was a key in each building. I’d not found one in the barbershop either. Still, it seemed awfully coincidental that there were the same number of keyholes in the vault door as there were buildings if you didn’t include the sheriff’s office where I had entered and the bank itself. It was only when I headed towards the door, despondent in my failure to find a key that I saw it, a jar, high up on one of the top shelves. It read, “Findem Newquay’s All Purpose Elixir.” Findhem Newquay? Was it a play on words? Find ’em New key? It was worth a shot. I couldn’t reach high enough, which is why I hadn’t tried the tins up there before. I grabbed a stepladder from behind the counter and used it to get to the jar. As soon as I picked the jar up, I knew I was onto a winner. It was heavy. Too heavy for an empty jar and more importantly, it gave a metallic rattle as I pulled it down from the shelf. I pulled the lid off, and there it was. A large brass key. I jumped for joy, nearly falling off the ladder. I’d found two. Two out of the four I thought might be hidden on this side of the road. I still had to find the one in the undertaker’s, and then, of course, there was the one in the barber’s, which I hadn’t found. Directly opposite the general store, was the hardware store. As I walked across the dirt road to the store, I noticed that it wasn’t quite as light as it had been before. I looked down at my watch. It was way past dinnertime, and my stomach was growling. The sweets I’d sucked on earlier had done nothing to curb my appetite. I decided to take a break and eat. I had made up some sandwiches, which were now squashed in the bottom of my bag. I turned and headed toward the saloon. Double wooden swinging doors hung just below the sign that read Labyrinthian Saloon written in an old west font. 

Inside, the saloon was much bigger than I had expected. All the other buildings had been relatively small, but this one extended way past the walls of the edge of the Wild West Town. The saloon itself was approximately the length of two normal rooms with a balcony overlooking the main floor. An array of mannequins filled the room. The barkeeper stood with a glass and a cloth in his hands, A variety of Cowboys of all shapes and sizes sat around small tables, some playing poker, some drinking, all of them wearing cowboy hats. Around the balcony were female mannequins dressed in very little. What they were wearing consisted of not much more than lace. These must have been the ‘Ladies of the Night’ that the wanted posters were for. They were all leaning over the edge of the handrail in provocative poses. Some held fans. Music was provided by a mannequin at a piano. At first, I thought that the mannequin was another robot, but on closer inspection, the piano was playing itself. It was a pianola. My first instinct was to go upstairs to the balcony and check the doors, which were placed intermittently around the edge. I could see that the ones on the side wouldn’t open, as the outside of the Saloon was only slightly wider than the inside. The doors on the back wall could very well open, though. I walked up the stairs, past the women, and walked toward the door to the left of the bar. I pulled down the handle to find that the door opened. Behind it, was a bedroom. It was decorated exactly how I imagined a room in the Wild West would look with a double bed in the center. The only anomaly was the electric lamp on a side table. To the right, was a window with a view of desert painted on the outside of it and to the right was a doorway. 

I wondered if I had been wrong about the keys and the way out after all. Perhaps this was the way out. A thought occurred that the vault held the diamond, but after opening the door from the bedroom, I was forced to conclude that I’d probably been right in the first place. It was a bathroom. I used the toilet and headed back into the saloon. The door on the right-hand balcony was the same. The same double bed, the same lamp, the same door leading into a bathroom. It was an exact copy of the other side but the opposite way around. 

I guess I knew where I was going to be sleeping tonight. It looked like Ezra had provided a bedroom for each of us, one for me and one for Nate. A small pang of sadness rippled through me as I thought about Nate. I hoped he had found somewhere as comfortable to spend the night as I had. I ventured back downstairs and sat at one of the free tables. My sandwiches were misshapen after hours of being squashed in my bag, but, as my first meal inside The Labyrinth, they tasted delicious. I washed them down with a bottle of water, safe in the knowledge I’d be able to refill it in the sink upstairs later. I left my bag in the safe company of the cowboy mannequins and ran back across the dirt road to the General Store. The lights were almost completely off now, and I was amazed to find that hundreds of stars had been painted on the sky-ceiling to glow in the dark paint. They hadn’t just been painted as random dots; I could recognize some of the constellations. Ezra’s attention to detail was unbelievable. I could barely see inside the store, which made me feel extremely nervous, but I managed to find two big glass jars and take them back to the saloon with me. The saloon was the only building on the whole “street” that still had its lights on. Even though I expected it to remain that way, I still got my flashlight out of my bag and laid it on the table, just in case. After I’d finished my dinner, complete with more handfuls of humbugs than I cared to mention, I grabbed my backpack and made my way up to the bedroom on the left-hand side. A speaker, situated somewhere by the window was playing a soundtrack of crickets with the occasional howl of a wild dog. The only light in here was provided by the lamp. I wondered why, after going to such lengths to get the night sky just right, that there would be an electric lamp. Then I realized, if Ezra had provided an oil lamp or candle, an accident could send the whole place up in flames. 

I sat on the bed and took my shoes and socks off. I also took the damp clothes out of my bag and hung them over the balcony outside the room to dry. This time, six months ago, I wouldn’t have stopped for sleep, I was so eager to get to Elliott, but now, all I had to worry about was getting the diamond. Nate and I had decided to sleep, eat, and drink where we were able and not worry too much about rushing through The Labyrinth. I’d brought quite a bit of food with me, and if I filled my water bottle whenever I could, I should be ok. It took us four days to get out last time. Nate had calculated we could do it in half the time this time around, but that was when he thought the layout was the same as before. Now that everything was different, it was impossible to judge how long it would take us. I thought back to how many rooms I’d come through since starting all those hours earlier at nine am this morning; the first study room, the empty room, the clock room, the waterslide top room, the waterslide bottom room, the trampoline room and finally the sheriff’s office, before coming out into the Wild West. Seven rooms, eight including the whole Wild West. Ok, there were plenty of rooms I had explored in here, but none of them I had actually passed through. It didn’t seem like that many. Instead of feeling despondent, I decided to focus on my task tomorrow. I still had to find six keys just to get out of this part of the maze. I lined up all my found keys on the little table with the lamp and looked at them. Two ornate, beautiful silver keys and two identical chunky brass keys. I lay back on the bed but struggled to get to sleep. Thoughts of Nate kept twirling around in my mind. I was worried about whether he was all right. Then Nate turned into Elliott, and he was trapped. I couldn’t get to him, and a jackal with Ezra’s face was circling him, a hungry look on his face. I woke with a start. I’d managed to fall asleep after all, but being back down here had triggered the nightmares. I scrabbled around at the side of the bed in the darkness until I found what I was looking for. Ted was near the top of my bag. I pulled him out and snuggled close to him, this time drifting off into nightmare-free sleep.

A cock crowed, and it took me a few minutes to remember where I was. Light streamed in through the window from a light just outside of it. I looked at my watch. 7:39 am. I’d managed to sleep right through the night with the exception of the few minutes when I’d found Ted. I got out of bed and used the toilet, taking the opportunity to fill up my empty water bottles. Downstairs, I could hear the pianola going again. It had stopped at some point last night, but now, I could hear its jingly jangly tunes through the door.     

When I opened the bedroom door and looked over the balcony, I got the shock of my life. The mannequins had moved.

 

 

 


Chapter eight

 

The barman was still behind the bar, but now instead of wiping a glass, he was positioned in a way that seemed as if he were in a deep conversation with a customer. The gamblers were still there, but now there was an extra one. With a closer look, I recognized him to be the cheating gambler who was getting a shave yesterday. I walked down the stairs, over to him and could see he had three aces and a king in his hand. I looked around the table at the other mannequin’s poker hands wondering if the missing three of spades was in any of them. It wasn’t. 

If Ezra had come into the bar in the middle of the night and moved the mannequins to scare me, then he had wasted his time. Ok, I was surprised when I saw they had moved, but I wasn’t the same scared girl I’d been six months ago, and I wasn’t going to let it distract me from the task ahead. I had a key to find in the saloon before I did anything else. I made up my mind to find just this one key before I looked in my backpack to see what I could have for breakfast. 

Ignoring the barkeeper, I made my way to the back of the bar. It was a place I’d not looked at yesterday, and it seemed as good a place to start as any. The shelving behind the bar, which would hold glasses in any other bar held something much more interesting. A couple of bowls, two spoons, and a box of cereal stood there. Even better, was a tiny fridge, which, when I opened it, I found to contain a small bottle of milk. A kettle, two mugs, a jar of coffee, and some tea and sugar were also on the counter next to it. Ezra had brought me breakfast. Actually, Ezra had brought us breakfast. There was enough stuff here for two people. He expected Nate to be here, too. If all this had been here last night, then the two bowls and two mugs didn’t mean anything. However, if someone had put them there last night--someone who could see every room of The Labyrinth on a screen from the comfort of his own home—then, the extra bowl and mug must mean that Nate was here somewhere. A thrill of excitement passed through me. He was in the other bedroom. Without thinking, I ran back up the stairs, around the balcony and into the bedroom on the right. It was empty. The bed had not been slept in. I checked the small bathroom, but he was not in there. My little bubble of excitement at hoping to see Nate burst, and I went back downstairs to eat breakfast alone.

I felt a little bit cheered up after a bowl of cereal and a cup of hot coffee, although Ezra had cranked the heating back up again. It had cooled considerably during the night but was beginning to warm up again. After breakfast, I set about looking for the key. Half an hour was spent checking the pockets of all of the mannequins, which yielded nothing except a few more aces in the pockets of P. Smith (still no three of spades, though.) When I had checked the very last mannequin and come up empty, I turned my sights to the room itself. Its construction was mostly wood, and apart from the bar, some more wanted posters, a poster for upcoming attractions and the tables, there wasn’t much else to look at. I did notice that the crime in my wanted poster now read “Candy Stealing” instead of sheep rustling, which almost made me laugh out loud. It was then that I realized that the two jars of sweets I had taken from the shop the previous day were now gone from where I had left them on one of the tables. Another half-hour later and I was close to giving up. I had even resorted to looking in all the glasses on the bar, to no avail. I was about to give up and move on to the next building when on my last trip around the saloon, I looked at the pianola again. The music sheet that the mannequin was pretending to read (if mannequins can actually pretend to do anything) was called “The Key is the Key” It was something that Ezra had said to me when I was trapped down here last time. I’d had to play a piano that time, too. I still remembered the notes I played back then B,A,G,F,A,C,E,B,E, and D. I only remembered because they corresponded to pictures that those notes spelled out—bag, face, and bed. There was no way I’d be able to play it again, though, because I didn’t have the little stickers with the notes on them that I could stick on the piano keys to remember which key was which. The keys were quite happily moving up and down on their own, playing dreadful music, so I didn’t think I’d be able to play it, even if I could remember how. It was then that I realized I didn’t have to remember anything. The brass key was there in front of me. It had been there in plain sight all the time. It was the key that opened the lid of the piano. I pulled it out and ran upstairs to unite it with its brothers. I placed the two silver keys safely in the bottom of the bag, but the brass ones were kept close at hand in my pocket. The damp clothes had dried during the night, so I slipped on one of the pairs of socks, placed the other back in the bag, and put on my now dry shoes. I’d spent the majority of the day yesterday with wet feet, so it was a nice change to walk around without squelching. Pulling my bag over my shoulder and buoyed with my morning’s find, I left the saloon and began my quest to find the next key. I decided to start in the hardware store today. It was at the opposite end of the street to the sheriff’s office, and opposite the general store. The two horses were still where they had been yesterday and seemed quite happy to be there. The hardware store was exactly as I expected. Shelves of tools lined the walls, hammers, saws, spades, and knives were fitted in amongst boxes of nails and other paraphernalia. Along the other wall, were supplies for horses. Four saddles hung on the wall, as well as horseshoes. I did a quick sweep of the room and right away noticed a sign above the shopkeeper mannequin’s head.

Horses Shod - Guns Polished - Keys Cut.

I ignored the first two, but “Keys Cut” had to be some kind of a clue. Behind the counter, the shopkeeper was seated at a desk with hundreds of keys around him. They hung on the walls, covered his desk, and some had even spilled onto the floor. He looked to be posed in the position of cutting one. The keys were in all kinds of colors and sizes, including large brass ones, which worried me. I separated all the brass ones from the pile and lined them up neatly on the counter. There were nearly thirty of them. Some I discounted immediately for being too small. Some were shaped so differently that it was obvious that they were not the right key. They, too, were swept onto the floor. That left me with eight keys. Eight large brass keys that looked similar to the ones in my pocket. I brought one of my original keys out and compared it to the keys on the counter. Holding it next to each one, I could see that some were larger and some smaller, just a fraction. I wouldn’t have been able to spot it if I’d not had one of the original keys for comparison. I pushed them to one side, leaving me with three keys. All of which were identical in length. The first one had a slightly different end. It was marginally thicker. It too was discounted. That left me with two keys. Two keys that looked identical except for the part that actually fits in a lock. Not being able to distinguish the right key from the wrong one, I decided to take both. I did, however, I put them in a different pocket from the ones I’d collected earlier. One of them was wrong, which would give me a fifty-fifty chance of getting the right one. However, if they got all mixed up with the other ones, it would take me forever to get the right one. Feeling pleased that I’d found another key, I left the hardware store. 

The last building on this side that I had not yet ventured into was the Buy Sell &Trade Emporium. Unlike the hardware store, which had no customers, this place was packed with mannequins. I recognized some of them that had been in the saloon the night before. The ladies were now dressed more appropriately for the daytime with long dresses and big hats. The emporium itself was a mishmash of stores. There were bundles of clothes laid out on tables in messy piles, rolls of fabrics dumped in a corner, and leather goods on another table. A collection of deer heads lined the wall, which made me feel ill until I realized that they were fake. Someone had sculpted them out of wood and painted them in a very lifelike manner. The whole room looked like it had had no thought given to it at all. It reminded me of a thrift store. Of course, it would make finding a key all the more difficult.

I figured that the best way to find the key would be to just start looking, a treasure hunt, if you will. There were so many shelves and tables to look on that I barely knew where to start. I picked the nearest, a table covered in western clothes and started to sift my way through. Being that mostly everything in the store was clothing, it was pretty easy to wade through. Huge dresses, I tossed aside, along with all kinds of undergarments that looked like you’d need a whole team of people to help you into them. Leather items, jackets, and boots, were all thrown aside in my quest for the key. After finding nothing on the first table, I moved on to the next. After a couple of minutes, I found something that looked strangely out of place. It was a sheriff’s badge. Now, a normal sheriff’s badge, I would understand, but this one looked like a part of a child’s dress-up costume. It was made out of plastic and had the letter E printed on it. I wondered who E was. The reason I found it so strange is that everything else in the place looked authentic—the costumes, the buildings, all of it. Why would Ezra not just put a real metal sheriff’s badge in here? I put it to one side, thinking it might be here for a reason, and carried on sorting through the junk. On the next table, I found another badge, this one with another E. Two badges, two E’s. I brought both to the counter, the only surface that was clear, and placed them on it. I had a feeling that they were a clue. I was not going to find the key until I found all the badges. It took me over an hour, but finally, I found nine badges. Each time I found one, I placed it on the counter along with the others. They all had letters on them. I kept rearranging them to make sense out of them. The full nine I found had the letters EEDRINTEH. At first, I thought the anagram may be HEED something, but after taking the letters to spell THE, I was left with DREENI. A quick shuffling around and the clue read IN THE DEER. 

In the deer. I looked up above my head. There were five to choose from. Getting to them was pretty easy. I just had to stand on the counter. The first two heads yielded nothing; they were both carved out of a solid piece of wood. But the middle one, the largest of the five, had a compartment hidden in the back. Upon opening it, I found the key. I now had four. Four of eight plus an extra one that wasn’t the correct key. I left the Buy Sell & Trade store feeling like I was getting somewhere. My high spirits buoyed me to walk forward into the undertaker’s. I’d left it out the day before because of fear, but it needed to be done, and I didn’t have time for fear. I’d been in every other building, and this was the only one left. Upon entering, I found a tall, thin man wearing all black with a large top hat on his head, making him even taller. A grieving family was posed around an open coffin, and when I moved closer to take a look, I found another mannequin laid out in there, eyes closed. My fear of the bodies in the coffins being real left me. The man in the coffin was obviously fake, just as everyone else was in here. There were five other coffins, all with closed lids laid out on pedestals dotted around the shop. I had no idea how undertakers worked, either in the Wild West or in the modern day because I’d never known anyone who had died. Were the coffins here for show, or would they, too, contain mannequins? I decided to see if I could find the key somewhere else in the shop first. Even though I now felt confident that there were no real bodies in here, something still stopped me from wanting to look inside. Apart from the people and the coffins, there were limited places to look. The room itself was pretty empty. I started on the tall man, the undertaker himself. The first place I thought to look was under his hat. I took it off to find nothing, so I carefully replaced it, moving on to his pockets. I found nothing there either. Another grouping of weeping mannequins, two women (one older, one younger), a man, and a boy were gathered around a man in a coffin, who was probably supposed to be their son and brother. Not that it mattered. None of them had a key on them. I even checked the mannequin in the coffin, but he, too, came up empty. I’d have to check the other coffins. I should have known Ezra was not going to let me get away without doing it. What horrors did he have lurking for me in those coffins? At the first one, I gave it a sniff. Don’t they say bodies smell bad when they decompose? If I was going to have to see one of Ezra’s relatives, I wanted to prepare myself first. All I could smell was the scent of pine, which was what the coffin must have been made out of. I suddenly felt stupid. Of course, there wasn’t a real person in there. I steeled myself and pushed the heavy lid up. No amount of steeling myself could have prepared me for what I saw in there. I screamed loudly. It was Elliott.

 

 

 


Chapter nine

 

I don’t know how I remained standing. The shock of seeing Elliott’s dead body ripped through me, tearing me apart. How could Ezra have done this? Elliott was in Florida with Laura and Tom. I almost passed out with shock and grief until I noticed something. Something wasn’t quite right. It was then I realized that this was nothing more than another mannequin. It wasn’t really Elliott. I touched his face to make sure and burst into tears. It really wasn’t him. The fear subsided, but the shock still remained. I was shaking in grief even though I knew it was all fake. This mannequin was so much more lifelike than the others. Even up close, the detail was uncanny. The whole thing made me feel sick, but I had to pull myself together. Elliott was one of the people I was doing this for in the first place. I took a few deep breaths and wiped my eyes on my sleeve. After searching the coffin, and finding it keyless, I moved on to the next.

 This time, I was ready. I opened the coffin expecting to find Tom or Laura so was surprised to find the girl from the wanted poster. I had to touch her face, too, to make sure she was not real. Whoever had sculpted these mannequins was an artist. She looked so lifelike and so peaceful, laid out, her eyes closed. She was a very beautiful girl, but who was she? Now that I could see her, or at least a model of her, I was certain, I’d never seen her before, and yet, she kept cropping up in here. First in the wanted posters, now in the coffin. I couldn’t believe that she had nothing to do with all this. Was she related to Ezra somehow? I tried to think of everything I knew about Ezra’s family, but the last member of his family had been Gina Harland, and she was at the bottom of the aquarium. She’d been in her forties when she died, so this couldn’t have been her. This girl looked no older than me. As far as I was aware, Gina had no children of her own. I began to wonder if Ezra had fathered a child, a secret child that no one knew about. It wouldn’t surprise me. He was certainly good at keeping secrets. Why would she suddenly start appearing in here? I decided that it was probably not in my best interests to try and get inside Ezra’s mind. He was crazy. It was better to search the “bodies,” find the key, and not think too much about the whys and wherefores of it all. I searched the mannequin and came up with nothing. 

Even though I’d already had a horrible shock, nothing could prepare me for what I found in the next casket. I should have known, since the blonde girl was there, but it was still a shock to find myself looking down at my own dead body. I’d even been dressed in clothes that I recognized. My mannequin was wearing the same outfit I’d been wearing when I visited Ezra. That had been only a day before we’d come down here. Ezra certainly had people who worked quickly. I searched the body quickly, not wanting to look at my own face. I was about to give up and move on, when I saw a chain around the mannequin’s neck. I didn’t usually wear a chain. This was out of place. I pulled it out from underneath her blouse and found the key. 

I quickly pulled it off, snapping the cheap chain. I’d done it. 

I fist-pumped the air and ran to the bank

The mannequins were still where they had been the day before. I ran around to the other side of the counter and pulled all my found keys out. I tried the first one in the first keyhole. It didn’t turn, so I moved on to the next. It turned. The next key turned in the fourth lock. One by one, the keys fitted the locks until I got to the final keyhole. The last key didn’t turn. No matter how hard I tried to turn it, it wouldn’t budge. It was then I remembered that I’d found two keys at the hardware store. Even though they had looked identical, one of them must have had a difference. I thought back to the barber's shop. I’d not found a key there. The three of spades. It was still a clue I’d not managed to solve. The gambler, P. Smith, had been moved to the saloon at some point in the night. Perhaps I should go back there. Even as I walked across the dirt track, I knew I wouldn’t find the key in there. I’d already found the saloon key. Still, the three of spades was niggling at me. At the saloon, the gamblers still sat around. I checked all the cards on the table. The ones in the mannequins’ hands, the ones on the table, and the ones that hadn’t yet been dealt. It wasn’t there. Why was the three of spades missing? I couldn’t help but think that it was a clue somehow. I made my way back to the barber’s and entered. This time, the barber himself stood looking into one of the mirrors. He had no customers. I searched the barbershop again. It wasn’t there, but it had to be. I looked for a full hour but came up empty. There was a key hidden somewhere in this Wild West room, and I had to find it, but where? The only place I could think of was the hardware store. There had been hundreds of keys there. It just didn’t seem to fit, though. Why would there be two keys at the hardware store and none at the barbershop? As I left the barbershop, I decided to go and see the horses again. I was at a total loss for finding the key and needed a few minutes time out. The horses calmed me down. With the fake sun beating down and two living things beside me, it almost made me feel like I was outside. I stroked the first horse, and he nuzzled me. 

“I’m sorry. I don’t have a carrot for you. I know where I can get some humbugs, but I have no idea if horses can eat candy.” 

I remembered the jars in the general store. I decided that when I found the key, I’d go back to the general store and take one of the candy jars to celebrate. After a few minutes, I turned away from the horse. I had a key to find. As I looked, I saw something I’d not noticed before, or I had noticed and not thought about the significance. There, standing against the wall of the nearest building were three spades. Three of spades. It couldn’t be, could it? Running over, I picked the middle one up and began to dig. Just a few inches down in the dirt, I found it. The last key. Feeling smug, I pocketed it, waved a cheery goodbye to the horses, and made my way to the bank, stopping only to grab a jar of humbugs from the general store.

 I sucked on a humbug as I inserted the final key into the vault door. It turned easily. I’d done it. I had no doubt that, had Nate been with me, I’d have done it in half the time, but I’d still done it all by myself. I was one step closer to finding Nate and one step closer to finding the diamond. I turned the huge wheel to open the door. That’s when the first shot rang out. It whizzed past my ear and pinged off the metal door just inches from my head, leaving a mark where the bullet had hit. I dropped to the floor as another shot was fired. Within seconds, shots were ringing out all around me. Turning the vault wheel had triggered some switch, which had activated the robotics in the mannequins. Although I couldn’t see, from my position behind the counter, it sounded as though more than one of the mannequins was shooting. It sounded like they all were. Bullets were flying and every so often, one would hit the vault door, always leaving me cringing in fear of a ricochet hitting me. I could just barely reach the wheel from where I was sitting, so I continued to turn it, being careful not to raise my head above the level of the counter. Once it could turn no more, I pulled backwards. Pulling it from below made it harder than it should have been. I had to stand to use my full weight to open it. When the gap was big enough, I ran through, but I was not quick enough to escape the bullet that flew right through my shoulder, I pulled the door closed behind me and fell to the floor.

The room I’d crawled into involved a puzzle I didn’t immediately understand, but at least, I wasn’t being shot at anymore. This room was at least safe. Pain ripped through me, and my shoulder felt like it was on fire. I pulled my sweater off carefully to survey the damage. The t-shirt underneath was soaked in blood. I’d have to take that off too. With my right hand, I scrabbled around in my backpack until I found what I was looking for. After Nate’s accident down here last year, I’d made sure I had a full first aid kit with me. I pulled out a piece of padding and the bandage and placed it on the ground next to me. The pain in my left shoulder reached a crescendo as I lifted my t-shirt above my head. Immediately, I brought the pad to the back of my shoulder to stem the flow. The problem was, I was also bleeding out of the front of my shoulder. This was both a good and bad thing. Good because it meant the bullet had gone straight through and not lodged in there somewhere and bad because I only had one hand that could move without causing extreme agony. I wiggled my fingers of my left hand and was glad to realize that I could still move them. I could also move my arm and hand, which meant that the bullet had not severed a nerve that would cause paralysis. Each movement brought jolting pains up through my shoulder, so I decided it would be better to keep all movement to a minimum until the bleeding abated. I had to hold something over the front of my shoulder, though, or I’d bleed to death. I very slowly and carefully brought my left hand up, and with my right, held a piece of clean gauze to it and pressed down. Then with the little force I could muster, I held it in place with my left hand, so the right one could go back to holding the gauze over the hole in the back of my shoulder.

I sat for maybe fifteen minutes, trying to fight the pain that now seemed to be rippling through me. Being shot at was not something I’d ever thought would happen to me. But if I had imagined it, I wouldn’t have thought it would hurt as much as it did. In the movies, when the good guy gets shot in the shoulder, he barely makes a sound. It’s only when the love interest is cleaning it later that the good guy cries out in pain. I would not be so hot in an action movie it seems because I whimpered and gritted my teeth and squeezed my eyes shut to try to block out the pain. 

It took a whole fifteen minutes to get my breathing back to normal and recover slightly from the shock. I couldn’t really see the back of my shoulder, but I decided to risk taking my hand away and get a bottle of lemonade from my backpack. I couldn’t remember if sweet drinks were a good way to treat shock, but it was worth a try. Besides, my mouth had gotten so dry from the heavy breathing that I needed something to wet it. I clenched the bottle between my legs and unscrewed the lid with my right hand. I drank down the lemonade quickly to quench my thirst, but I was careful not to drink it all. I still felt like I had a long way to go, and I didn’t want my rations to run out too quickly. I placed the bottle on the floor, grabbed a couple of humbugs, and threw them in my mouth. It turns out that the sugar was making me feel better, after all. I brought the gauze back up to the back of my shoulder and waited for the bleeding to stop. 

After another thirty minutes or so of sucking on humbugs, I decided to survey the damage. I could already tell that it wasn’t life threatening, painful as it was, as I was still living and breathing. It was high up on my shoulder, so it would be difficult to bandage. I looked at the front wound. The bullet had clearly gone right through, but at least, the bleeding had abated. I worried that with any movement of my left arm, it would start up again. The only way to patch it up, as far as I could see, was to leave the gauze in place, and kind of wrap some bandage around my arm and shoulder, then make a sling to reduce the movement of my left arm. Luckily, we’d bought one of the most expensive first aid kits from the outdoors store, so I had everything I needed. I also found a little bottle of antiseptic cream to dab around the edges of both wounds.  

Once I got myself bandaged up, pulled myself together, swallowed a couple of painkillers from my first aid kit, and popped a couple more humbugs into my mouth, I finally looked at the puzzle of the room ahead of me.  

The room was about twelve feet square with a door on all four walls. The floor was transparent and had one of those mazes with a ball in it, the ones where you had to make the ball move to get it into a hole in the center. This one, though, was on a much larger scale. It covered the whole floor, and the metal ball was already in the center. I could see three holes, which I assumed were choices for its final destination, one in front of each door. The door I’d just come through didn’t have one. So it seemed I had to get the ball down one of the holes, which I assumed would unlock the corresponding door. Choosing which door was easy. I followed Nate’s Maze Logic (always turn right in a maze) and opted for the right door. Now I just had to get the ball to move. As it was made of metal, I wondered if there was a magnet anywhere. A magnet was one of those things I should have thought to bring with me, but I hadn’t, so there was no use in worrying about it. Ezra always provided what was needed to solve a room, even if he hid it so well that it was almost impossible to find. In this room, apart from the floor, I could see nothing unusual and more importantly, there was nowhere to hide a magnet. I took a step closer to the middle, and that’s when I felt the floor move. The ball rolled as the floor tilted. That was how to do it! 

I walked around the room, making the floor tilt in each direction before returning to the center and planning the route the ball would have to take to get to the hole in front of the right door. After that, it was a simple matter of making sure I stood in the right place to let gravity do its job. I couldn’t have been more grateful that this room didn’t involve a puzzle that needed my hands. I could do the whole thing just by walking around. I wondered if Ezra had planned it this way but then dismissed the idea. I could have just as easily been shot in the head or the chest and not made it as far as this room. It was more than likely coincidental. I knew I wouldn’t be so lucky with the rooms ahead of me. A lot of the rooms last year involved climbing. It wasn’t something I was sure I’d be able to do, at least, not anytime soon. My first aid kit had been seriously depleted, so I hoped that Nate had not had cause to use his. Thinking of Nate brought a pain to my chest that had nothing to do with the gunshot wound. I hated not knowing if he was ok. I had been inches away from being killed in the last room. If I had, would Nate get out and find the diamond by himself or was he lying somewhere injured without anyone to help him. It was unbearable to think about, and for the first time since setting foot back in The Labyrinth, I was beginning to regret my decision to come back down here. It’s funny how time can erase bad memories. I’d forgotten just how bad it was down here. All I had seen was the worry in Laura’s face. I just hoped that I wasn’t the cause of more, and we got out of here before she came back. The thought of bringing more pain to Laura was intolerable, so I decided to think about what they might be doing now. I thought of Elliott, probably dive-bombing into a swimming pool, Tom sipping cocktails, and Laura receiving the best maternity care possible. I smiled. They were the reason I was down here. I now remembered why I had felt I had to come down here. I breathed deeply, and with a more determined attitude, I watched as the ball fell down the hole in front of the right door. 

I opened the door and found myself in a room I knew. I’d been in it before. The room had a set of poles reaching up three or four floors. Last time, a pulley system had been in pieces on the floor complete with an instruction booklet on how to put it together. Now, I could see that the pulley was already in place, fully made up. It didn’t matter, though. Last time, we had bypassed the pulley altogether. I’d deemed it too dangerous and, instead, had used the elevator, which had taken us up to the top without the need of jumping from tiny platform to tiny platform a hundred feet in the air with no safety equipment or harnesses. Ezra had given us the choice. The elevator, which was safe but would take us deeper into The Labyrinth, or the platforms, which would be dangerous but would take us closer to the diamond, I strode right past the pulley and the poles and opened the door to the elevator at the other side of the room. When I opened the door, I was shocked. The elevator wasn’t there. Ezra had taken it away. 

 

 


Chapter ten

 

I stared at the blank wall behind the door. The elevator had taken us to the one place I wanted to be. I wanted to get to the tunnel that would take me to a little cabin out under the woods somewhere. It was the one place that Nate had hypothesized that we would have to go through to get out of the maze. Of course, that was probably no longer true with all the changes to The Labyrinth Ezra had made, but I had been counting on it to find Nate. 

I looked at the pulley that would take me about halfway up the poles. From there, I’d have to make my way up by jumping up the poles by way of tiny platforms. I could see two problems. The first being that I’d need the use of both of my arms to operate the pulley, and second, the likelihood of falling to my death was pretty high. Still, like everything else in this place, I was left with no choice. The door behind me had already shut leaving me with no way out except for up. I looked up. I could just about make out a platform with a door high up on the wall. I drank the last of my lemonade; I needed all the strength I could muster. The pulley consisted of a small wooden platform and a series of ropes that, when pulled, would pull me up to the first platform about fifty feet in the air. Any hopes I had of being able to do it with one hand were quickly dashed. I’d need the use of both my arms to pull myself up. I pulled my left arm out of the sling, leaving the sling dangling uselessly around my neck, with my arm dangling almost as uselessly by my side. I started with my right hand and gritted my teeth as I brought my left hand up to hold it. When I let go of the rope with my right hand, and my left arm took the weight, the pain was excruciating. I screamed as I quickly grabbed the rope once again with my right. Then, after a brief moment of relief, I repeated the process. It was slow going. Each movement sending pain shooting through me like fire. It took everything I had not to pass out from the agony. I could feel beads of sweat rolling down my face with the exertion. The relief I felt at getting to the first platform was quickly overshadowed by the fear of the huge drop below me and the tiny platform I’d have to jump to. I wanted nothing more than to sit and rest a while but the platform I was on, barely had enough space to stand on, let alone sit down on. I had to carry on. There was no point in putting my arm back in the sling. I’d need it for grabbing the poles, so I once again, had to steel myself for the pain I knew was coming. I judged the distance and leapt. I think my heart jumped higher than I did, but I made it. I had to grab the pole to keep from flying right off the other side, but I made it. Each platform was slightly higher than the other, so the route upwards was an easy one to plot out. What was not so easy was actually doing it. The unbearable pain in my shoulder was fighting my massive fear of falling for the distinction of “most dominant feeling.” Both were making me feel woozy, but this was not the place to faint. I brought a picture of Elliott having fun in the sun, eating ice cream to my mind. Each time I felt pain, I thought of him and bit by bit, leap by leap, I finally made it to the top. I opened the door and fell through it, glad to be on solid ground.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter eleven

 

I looked around and couldn’t believe it. He’d done it again. This was my room. It was an exact replica of my bedroom at the farmhouse. Ezra had done the same thing last year when he’d replicated my childhood room from an old photograph. 

“Why?” I wondered aloud. Why had he picked my room again? He could have picked Nate’s or Elliot’s or just made up a room. Last year, I figured he’d picked my room instead of theirs because he’d somehow managed to find a photo of my childhood room with me as a four-year-old in it. He’d seen me in his labyrinth, and the first thing he’d done was somehow steal one of my photos and get the room made up in less than a day. At least, that’s what I’d thought. The fact he’d now chosen my room twice made me feel uncomfortable. It was like this whole place was personal to me. He knew, or at least, he expected Nate to come down here, too. Why didn’t he make a mockup of Nate’s room? 

Perhaps he had, and I’d just not seen it yet. I wondered if I was reading more into this than I should. I sat on the bed and checked my bandages. They were red from blood. Soaked through. The jumping and the exertion of holding onto those poles had started the bleeding again. I fished some more bandages out of my bag and carefully replaced the old ones. I hoped that I’d not have any more rooms where I’d have to use my left arm too much because those were the last bandages I had. I threw the old ones into a pile and laid my head on the pillow to rest. The blood loss and the last room had taken it out of me. I was exhausted. I brought my right arm up and looked at my watch. It was five pm. Too early to sleep, but I had no way of knowing if there would be any other chance to rest later on, at least, not on a bed. I decided that I’d sleep when I could, even if it meant shifting my body clock. After all, did it really matter what time I slept and ate down here?

I closed my eyes and drifted off almost immediately. When I awoke, hours later, I saw that it was, yet again, showing five on my watch. I must have slept for a solid twelve hours. After having a quick check of my bandages, which were thankfully free of fresh bleeding, I pulled out a bottle of water and gulped it all down. 

The room was identical in every way to my room except that the door I was taking as the exit was actually a closet in my real room. It came as no surprise to find it locked. The wallpaper was the same horrible pink, the curtains were the same pink gingham, and the view from the window had been painted just the same as the real view. I could see the meadow and even Pumpkin had been painted into the scene. The drawers, which usually held my clothes, were empty this time. Last year, he’d filled my fake bedroom drawers with a four-year-old’s clothes, but then, they had held a clue. It was a little red dress with a rainbow that had made me realize it was actually my childhood bedroom. This time, I needed no clue in the form of my clothes to make me know where I was. The horrible decoration was enough. I don’t know how Ezra had managed it, but he’d gotten all the details of my room spot on. The books on the shelves were the same books I had at home; even the nail polishes on the dressing table were all the same brands and colors. At some point, he must have been in my room at home or at least hired someone to go in there. The thought made me shudder. They must have taken photos of everything; the level of detail was so perfect. I guess they hadn’t taken pictures of the inside of my chest of drawers or my wardrobe, as they were all empty. I thought back to my real bedroom, and it was uncanny, just how they had gotten everything so right. I could even see my slippers poking out from under my bed and the same pink fluffy rug on the floor. I peeked underneath to see if there was a hidden trapdoor, but there was nothing different, just the same pink carpet

This was all my stuff. He’d known the house was empty and just gone in and helped himself. I felt violated. His taking my possessions made me feel mad. I could feel the blood start to boil. When I’d gotten mad in The Labyrinth last year, Nate had calmed me down on both occasions. This time, I had no one but myself. I took a few deep breaths and tried to keep my anger at bay. There was just no need for it. I almost managed it, but I did kick one of the bed legs, which made me feel a little better.

My desperation for the toilet was beginning to outweigh any anger I was feeling. I had to get out of this room fast. I already knew that there was nothing in the room that would help me escape. I kept my house keys in my jacket, which I usually hung up on some coat hooks in the kitchen. Still, I decided to search the room and find something that was out of place. It didn’t take me long to find something. In the bedside cabinet drawer, was a diary. I didn’t keep a diary, so it wasn’t mine. It must have been a clue. I opened it. The first page read,

SECRET DIARY OF KIMBERLY ROSCOE  

The first date was the day Nate and I had gotten out of The Labyrinth the last time, six months previously. I read the first few lines.

The world watched and breathed a sigh of relief as we stumbled out of the nightmare and back into reality. The magnitude of our endeavors was hidden from them, just as our scars will be, forever a burden to us.

What a load of baloney! 

I’d only ever kept one diary in my life. When I was about twelve, I got a diary for Christmas. I kept it diligently, filling it in every day with such astute observations as ‘Dear Diary, Elliott fell over today lol!’ By January 23rd, I’d gotten bored with it, and the only entries after that were the birthday reminders I’d entered when I first got it. 

I flicked through this diary to see that every page had been filled in for the last six months. Not just a few lines, but a whole page, sometimes more, for every day. With interest, I flicked to the last written page in the book. The date was yesterday’s date. I read the full day’s entry.

Dear Diary,

I have been shot. The pain is unbearable, I fear sleep will elude me.

This had been filled in and put down here only yesterday. It was strange to think that someone could just walk through these rooms unlocking them as he went. I’d known for a long time that he’d been able to come and go as he pleased. He, more than likely, had a skeleton key that opened and closed all the doors, and maybe a remote control that turned things on and off as he passed through. Some of the rooms he wouldn’t have found so easy to get through. The huge Wild West for example. One skeleton key wouldn’t have worked. Mind you, it wouldn’t surprise me if there had been another way in and out of there, one I’d not seen. 

The last time we were down here, he had brought food to us when we desperately needed it. He would have to have a zookeeper for his forest room with all the animals. He couldn’t expect him or her to spend all day figuring out puzzles to get to work. 

It was funny that he’d put this diary in here, probably only minutes before I came into this room myself. He was right that I’d been shot, and he was more than right about the pain, but he still couldn’t get inside my head. I’d slept like a baby. I’d suffered so much blood loss that I think it had knocked me out. I felt glad that despite everything, there was still a piece of me that was mine that he couldn’t reach. I knew that whatever was written in this diary wasn’t really me, and if he thought it would scare me, he was wrong. It had done the exact opposite. I carried on reading, wondering how it was going to end.

Ezra is a formidable man; his genius is like no other. How he dreams up these wonderful rooms is beyond my comprehension, but there is a majesty to them. I feel he is unlocking the depths of my mind, willing me, no, forcing me to learn. Oh, how will I ever repay him, for despite my suffering, I am becoming something more, something amazing. A person that, without his help, I may never have known existed.

Oh, barf! Who did he think he was? Talk about having a god complex! How will I ever repay him? I had a few ideas, and none of them was something he would have liked very much. I skipped to the final lines on the page. I didn’t really want to read any more than I had to. I was afraid he’d have me worshiping at his feet or something obnoxious.

The last lines read

And there it was, in the one place that should have been obvious from the start. Where else would Ezra have left it but under my pillow? So close to my head. A symbol of his unlocking of my potential. I pulled the key out and marveled at its beauty and its workmanship. I go forward now to open the door, but I know that it is not only the door that is open, but myself, as well. Open to new beginnings, to knowledge, and mostly, open to knowing that Ezra has done all of this for my benefit.

I had no clue what he was talking about, or should I say, I was reading about as written by him, but the location of the key was pretty obvious. I felt under the pillow on the bed and felt something. Pulling it out, I found a large silver key. He was right. It was a thing of beauty, just like the other two, which I still had in my backpack; it had been intricately designed. This one had scrollwork around the top and silver ribbon woven in loops and swirls around the edge. In the center was an open book engraved into it. I fitted it into the keyhole and turned it. The door opened. Putting both the key and the diary into the backpack, I stepped through the door.

I knew exactly where I was. The tunnel that led to the cabin. Last year, I’d been in the cabin twice. It was the one room in the whole labyrinth that we hypothesized we had to go through. We actually went through it twice. The first time, I’d smashed the TV in a fit of anger. 

This time, Ezra had not left me an oil lamp and the long tunnel, without any lighting was pitch-black. I reached into my backpack, pulled out my flashlight, and walked through the long tunnel. 

When I reached the small cabin, it was exactly as I remembered it. The small kitchen with three doors leading in from the maze and a door leading to the living room. The coffee machine still sat in the corner. Someone had tidied up since we had been in here six months ago because back then, the trashcan had been filled with plastic cups. This time it was empty. This was the one room I had discussed with Nate before we came down here. It was the place we had met up after being separated the last time. We had decided that if we got separated again, we’d wait for each other here. It was comfortable enough. The living room had a sofa and a TV, the kitchen had hot drinks, and upstairs, was a bedroom and bathroom. Of course, that had been before we had found out that Ezra had changed everything. I wondered if we would still both even have to come through this way. I dropped my backpack and flashlight on the kitchen table and searched the house to see if Nate was there. It didn’t take very long to search it. There were only four rooms. Not only was Nate not there, but he hadn’t come through this way. The beds had not been slept in, and the whole cabin was immaculate. It had been cleaned at some point in the last six months. The beds had clean bedding, and the TV that I had smashed had been replaced. I resigned myself to the fact that I was going to have to wait for him. The only way out was a door which had an eight-hour timer. I checked, and it had started its countdown. 7.45. I’d been here fifteen minutes. I had nothing to do now but wait for it to count down to zero. The last two times I’d been here it had been nighttime, and I’d slept through eight hours. This time, I’d not been out of bed for long. I looked at my watch. It was only 6.30 am. It was going to be a long day. I got myself a coffee from the machine in the kitchen and sat on the sofa in the living room. I had been sitting for a full three minutes, waiting for the TV to magically come on and Ezra to appear saying something or other before I decided it was probably not going to happen. I was surprised. He appeared on screen in a lot of rooms last time. I realized that this time, I’d only seen him once, and that was in the first room. I found the remote and turned the TV on. Last time I’d been here, I’d found a news channel and discovered that Ezra was still alive. This time, the TV seemed to be hooked up only to a DVD player. About a dozen DVDs were propped up against it. 

‘Who would want to watch a DVD down here?’ I wondered aloud before realizing I had said the very same thing about having a bath the last time I’d been down here. The bath seemed like a good idea to ease the pain and clean my aching shoulder. I found some clean clothes in my backpack and brought them up to the little bathroom. I ran the water as hot as I could get it and eased myself in. My shoulder stung as I submerged it under the hot water, but then I felt relief from the pain. I stayed in the bath until it had cooled down so much I couldn’t stand it anymore. I got out and used a towel that Ezra had thoughtfully provided to dry myself off. Now that I’d washed all the blood away from my wounds, I could see them properly. There didn’t seem to be any sign of infection, which was a blessing, but I applied some antiseptic cream to keep it that way. I’d run out of clean bandages, so I did what I had done last time and ripped up a clean sheet to use. I had to do it by kneeling on one part of the sheet and pulling as hard as I could with my right hand because any use of my left hand or arm resulted in agonizing pains shooting right through my shoulder. I made myself another sling, and after getting dressed, I went downstairs and put on a DVD, regardless of my previous thoughts about not wanting to watch a DVD. Beyond watching the DVD’s, there was not really much else to do. I watched four of them, feature films from a few years ago, back to back. I only paused to get some soup or a hot chocolate or to go to the bathroom. The jar of humbugs sat next to me on the sofa, and I ate them absentmindedly until I felt sick from eating too much sugar. I made myself a small lunch from the rations I had and popped another movie into the DVD player. When the eight-hour timer clicked down to zero, I barely noticed. A part of me hadn’t wanted to check it, hoping that Nate would appear before it counted down, just as he had done before. 

This time, there was still no sign of him. I made up my mind to spend the night rather than carry on without him. If there was any chance that he would also come to the cabin, then I’d have to wait for him. I knew he’d do the same for me. Thinking about Nate made me feel nervous. Before now, I’d trusted that he was ok. He was much cleverer than I was and much more adept at solving the puzzles. I had figured that he would get here before me. Now, I had to wonder if he was ok. I didn’t like to think about it, but it was he that had suffered the greater injury last year. A twelve-inch scar on his leg was a reminder of what he’d suffered already down here. What if he’d gotten hurt again? It didn’t bear thinking about. The truth was, I missed him. I felt lonely down here without him. It wasn’t that I knew I couldn’t get through this place without him; it was that I genuinely missed his company, and for the first time since coming down here a second time, I was scared. Really scared. Even more so than when I had a group of robotic cowboys shooting real bullets at me. At least then, I’d been so caught up in the danger and the adrenaline pumping through my veins that I’d just not had time to think about anything but surviving. Now, though, as I sat by myself, I felt very alone. 

The fear I felt at losing Nate now felt all too real. I turned the fire on to give myself something to do and to warm myself up. It had become a bit chilly. I watched as smoke flew up the chimney, knowing that it would waft up to the outside through the chimney of the real cabin that sat directly above this underground one. It was funny, but this was the one point in the whole labyrinth where I knew exactly where I was. The cabin above belonged to Ezra. He’d camouflaged the smoke from here last year by lighting his own fire above and then opening up his cabin to the police as a central point for the police. It was pretty clever, really. He had no need this time. No one knew we were missing. There was no search party out for us. No team of specially trained police. We only had ourselves, Nate and me; and right now, I didn’t even have Nate. I was surprised to feel a tear running down my cheek. I’d not even noticed I’d been crying. 

‘He’s fine!’ I said aloud to myself, more to comfort myself than anything else. Another part of me silently answered, ”How do you know that?”

It was weird. He wasn’t my brother, not really, and he wasn’t my boyfriend either. Sure, we’d shared a couple of kisses six months ago, back when we were running for our lives, but since then, we had become what? Friends? Friend didn’t really seem to cover what Nate meant to me. He felt like much more than a friend, but without any kissing or any other romantic occurrences, he couldn’t really be classed as that either.

I don’t know why I was trying to define what I felt for Nate. I didn’t really know myself. I did know that he meant a lot to me. He was the person I was the closest to. In the short time I’d known him, he’d become the most important person in my life. As I realized this, I felt the tears flowing fully now. I let myself have a good cry before putting yet another movie on and getting yet another cup of hot chocolate.  

I waited up as late as I could in the hope that Nate would just walk through the door, but by the time it hit ten pm, I decided to call it a night. I wanted to be up and out early in the morning. I’d wasted a whole day, just sitting around waiting for Nate. If he was going to come to the cabin, he could just as easily do it whether I was awake or asleep.

I walked up to the bedroom and fell on the nearest bed. The pain in my shoulder seemed to get worse, now that I had nothing to distract me. I didn’t have the same exhaustion I’d had the night before as I’d spent most of the day sitting on a sofa watching movies. Every time I moved, pain would shoot up into my shoulder and radiate out. I couldn’t seem to get comfortable, whichever way I turned. After half an hour of tossing and turning, I realized that sleep was not going to come easily. I needed something to make my mind tired. Watching another movie was not an option. I just couldn’t bear it. What I needed was a book to read. Of all the things I had packed and brought with me, not once, did I expect I’d need reading material. It was then that I realized that I did have a book. My fake diary. It certainly was a work of fiction. I retrieved it from my backpack and got back into bed. I got myself as comfortable as I could and opened the book to a random page. It was dated December sixth. 

Dear Diary.

School was a dreary affair, listening to the ramblings of my science professor, knowing that he will never amount to anything more than what he is, a failed doctor with a failed marriage, pretending that he is important when he is trying to teach what he himself cannot do.

I thought of my tutor, Mr. Cheyne. He was a nice enough teacher. I never called him professor. He was just a teacher None of the teachers in my school were called professor. He could go on a bit, but I wouldn’t call him dreary. I had no idea if he was a failed doctor, and I certainly couldn’t tell you if he had ever been married, or if it had failed. 

I moved down to the next bit.

I sat in my lesson, but my mind was elsewhere. All I can think about is The Labyrinth. How I must get back to it, and how much I want to find the diamond, to hold it, to possess it. 

This part was definitely made up. I can honestly say that I hadn’t given another thought to the diamond until Ezra started putting the financial pressure on with his huge tax bill. Even then, it was only the toll the stress was taking on Laura that tipped me over the edge. I would quite gladly have never seen this labyrinth again.

I flicked through a few pages of what was probably complete drivel and landed on a page in January. 

Dear Diary

I almost wish I‘d not saved the boy now. How ungrateful he is. Just days past Christmas, and already he is asking for more. On the way home from school he had the gall to ask me for ice cream. After everything he got for Christmas, never saying thank you, always wanting more. Oh, if only I could have been an only child. 

This passage struck me. It was dated the day we went back to school after Christmas break. The thing was, Elliott had asked me for an ice cream. I remember because it was a freezing cold day. The last thing I wanted was to eat ice cream, but he’d been given a little money for Christmas, and he wanted to get an ice cream from the village. I’d thought it funny at the time. I certainly didn’t think him ungrateful. He’d barely gotten anything for Christmas, and the little he had gotten, he’d said thank you for. The money for the ice cream was a tip he’d gotten from a lady on his paper route. The thing that struck me about it was that Ezra had known about the ice cream. How had he known? When I first found this diary, I had thought that Ezra had just sat down and written six months’ worth of entries at his desk. Now, I wondered if he had been following me. I flicked through the book, reading entry after entry in no particular order. Even though I couldn’t remember each day, what I had done and where I had been, there were enough entries containing things I did remember to realize that Ezra had indeed been following me. Either that or he’d had someone else do it. I tried to remember back through the last six months. Had I any idea I was being followed? No. Whoever had done it had done a good job of being inconspicuous. I’d really not seen anything unusual at all. Every day this diary had been filled out with minute detail of how my day had gone--conversations with people I’d forgotten and places I’d been. If it hadn’t been for the crazy comments about how I thought Ezra was wonderful and The Labyrinth was amazing and that I could be a genius if I applied myself, I’d have almost thought I’d written it myself and forgotten about it.

I felt sick. This person who had followed me must have been near me the whole time. I don’t know how he or she did it. At school, at the shops, in the village, and worst of all, at home. They’d even written about what I ate for dinner. Had they stood outside our window watching us eat every night? No,--they hadn’t needed to. I remembered all the cameras in The Labyrinth and realized that Ezra must have planted one in the house. That’s how he knew all this stuff about me. The thought that I had been followed and my every move watched for the last six months, left me feeling violated. Why had Ezra done this? It was insidious, the way he was trying to get into my mind and why me? Why not Nate or anyone else? I couldn’t help but think back to the room decorated like my childhood bedroom last year. It was all too personal. This Labyrinth had invaded my nightmares all too often in the past few months, but now, my fears had been taken to a whole new level. Something was happening, and it had to do with me. I suddenly had a feeling that this maze had been built especially just for me. There were too many coincidences. I also had an overwhelming feeling of being watched. I’d not seen the telltale red dot of a camera recording, but it didn’t mean there wasn’t one. I pulled the duvet over my head and closed my eyes tight. I felt so alone. I had never needed Nate more in my life. I had to find him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter twelve

 

The next morning brought disappointment, as Nate hadn’t shown up during the night. I had barely slept, partly due to the pain in my shoulder and partly due to the revelations of last night, and by the time my watch read 7 am, I gave up trying to sleep. I had a quick bath, made sure my water bottles were full, and cleaned the wound on my shoulder, adding more of the antiseptic cream. It was beginning to heal, and because of the cream, I was fairly certain, no infection had gotten in. I used up more of the ripped sheet strips and fashioned myself another sling. The rest of the strips, I folded neatly and placed in my bag. After two cups of coffee, when I could wait no more, I set off through the door in the living room back into The Labyrinth. This made three nights I’d spent without Nate, three nights not knowing if he was ok or if something had happened to him. At first, I’d been ok with it. At least, I hadn’t worried too much. We had planned for the eventuality of being split up. It had happened last time. But as the hours had turned into days, my feelings of uncertainty had turned into out-and-out fear, and after reading that diary last night, I didn’t think I’d be able to cope another night without him. I needed him with me. Not because I didn’t think I’d have the ability to get through this maze by myself, but because I didn’t think I’d have the courage. I just needed to know he was all right. The last time I’d walked down this particular tunnel, I’d ended up in a room of computer games. Nate and I had barely made it through, both of us utterly hopeless. We passed through it a second time with Elliott, who had found it a breeze. I knew before I even opened the door, that the room would be different this time. Ezra had said that he collected retro video games, and the ones that had been down here were from his own personal collection. I imagined they had all been removed at some point and were now safely back in Ezra’s mansion. The overwhelming feeling of being watched had not left me, although I’d not seen or heard any suspicious sights or sounds. I’d tucked the diary into the bottom of my backpack. Even though the whole thing chilled me to the core, I was going to use it against Ezra. Even if we found the diamond, I could still have him prosecuted for stalking. The diary was proof. 

As I predicted, the room I walked into at the end of the tunnel was completely different from the way it had been before. The computer games had all been removed. Instead, there were tables. Five round tables, each surrounded by chairs and covered with a red checked tablecloth. A menu stood on each. Pictures of foreign places adorned the walls, and a solitary rose in a small vase sat on each table. There were also candles flickering on each, but on closer inspection, they weren’t real but battery operated facsimiles. Above the only door other than the one I’d entered by was a sign saying, KITCHEN, and next to it was a long opening in the wall. I could see a kitchen through it, and although there was nobody working in it, I could smell the most amazing food. My stomach rumbled. My rations were dwindling, and the thought of a good meal was enough to make me sit down and pick up a menu. It held no clue that I could see, but it did make me feel even hungrier. I placed the menu back in its holder and checked out my surroundings. I half expected a waiter to come through the kitchen door and take my order. Tinkly piano music was being piped out of speakers, adding to the strange restaurant atmosphere. What on earth was I supposed to do here? Was I meant to go into the kitchen and make food? I could deal with that if it meant I could eat it afterwards. 

The smells were making my mouth water. I stood up from my seat and tried the door to the kitchen. It made no sense for it to be locked when I could just climb through the hole in the wall if I wanted, and it wasn’t. The kitchen was exactly how I would expect a restaurant kitchen to look. Silver pans that looked like they had never been used hung from hooks on the ceiling, just waiting for an imaginary chef to pick them up and use them in creating a meal. A set of ovens lined the wall, all empty, and all the burners were turned off. The smell of cooking was even stronger in here, but I couldn’t see anything producing it. It was also hotter than the other rooms, as a kitchen would be with all the burners and ovens on. I noticed a huge fridge in the corner and ran to it. Upon opening it, I found it not only empty, but also switched off. It had also never been used, or it had been cleaned to within an inch of its life. The source of the smell was beginning to annoy me. Nothing was on, nothing was cooking, and I couldn’t see any hint of food in the whole kitchen. I followed the smell and found that it was being pumped through the air conditioning. What a lowdown, dirty trick. I was hungry. I grabbed the last packet of potato chips from my backpack and ate them all down in a bad mood. I only had a couple of apples, a pack of cookies, some questionable cheese that had spent the last few days unrefrigerated, and some mints. It wasn’t much, but the honest truth was, I’d thought we’d be out of here by now. I’d thought we’d get through the whole maze in two days. I never expected to still be in here four days later, and something told me I wasn’t even halfway through. 

When the potato chips were gone, not filling my hungry stomach at all, I felt annoyed at myself for wasting my resources in a moment of weakness. I still felt hungry, and the smell being pumped through the air conditioning wasn’t helping at all. There were no other exits from the kitchen, but there was a massive walk-in chiller. I opened it up, expecting it to be turned off, only to have a blast of icy air hit me in the face. There was food in there. Lots of it. Unfortunately, it was all in the form of meat, uncooked meat. Pig’s carcasses hung from hooks in the ceiling. I wrinkled my nose at the sight. I wasn’t vegetarian, but the sight of those dead pigs made my stomach turn. I did a quick sweep of the room, looking for something else that may have been edible before I saw it. At the very back was another door. It was the way out. I’d spent enough time in Ezra’s Labyrinth to know that if I wanted to open that door, I’d have to close the entry door to the chiller first and that it would lock behind me. The thought of being locked in a freezing cold room with a host of dead pigs was repellent. I did another thorough check of both the kitchen and the restaurant seating area in the hope there was another exit, but there wasn’t. The way I saw it, I had two options. I could carry one of the pigs into the kitchen, find a knife, butcher it, then cook it, and have food for the next few days, or I could just leave without any. Either way, I was going to have to be locked in the cold room for an undetermined amount of time. If this door was like all the other doors in the labyrinth, I’d not be able to open the next door until the one behind me was shut. I know I should have been braver and just cooked some meat. But I needed to find Nate, and spending hours cutting up a dead pig was not something I wanted to do. I had to hope that I’d find Nate, and he’d have food, or we’d both find our way out soon before all our rations were gone. 

I walked into the chiller and closed the door behind me. The light that had been on went out and the only light I now had shone through a tiny window to the kitchen. It was the same dim light as twilight. All I could see of the pigs were dark hanging shapes. I pulled out my flashlight and walked past the carcasses, keeping as far away from them as possible, and tried the handle of the door at the back of the room. It was locked, which was no surprise to me. Somewhere, there would be a clock ticking, a timer that would be set to open this door at a certain time. At least I hoped so. I just didn’t know what that time frame was. There was a shelf running the length of the room at a perfect height to sit on. I sat down next to something only to jump up again when I realized it was a pile of pig skins. I backed away from them, feeling sick. I could feel the cold creeping in, so I pulled out another layer of clothes plus my waterproof jacket from my backpack and put it all on. It was just as well that I did because less than a minute later a noise alerted me to the fact that something was about to happen. It was a low chugging or humming sort of noise. Just as I had found the source of it—an air vent, a freezing cold blast of air spurted through it. The room’s temperature dropped by quite a few degrees in seconds. I shivered and pulled the hood of my jacket up. Within minutes, the temperature had plunged to freezing cold depths, and despite the fact I was now wearing pretty much everything I had with me, I was still shivering, and the cold was biting at my hands and face. I slipped my hands into my pockets to keep them warm. Ten minutes later, I tried the door again. By this time, I couldn’t feel my fingers or toes and my teeth chattered with every breath. Why wasn’t Ezra letting me out? Ten minutes was too long. He usually opened the next door pretty quickly. My flashlight flickered. I shook it gently, but the battery must have died because it went out, plunging me into darkness. The gray outlines of the pigs looked ominous in the pale light coming through the little window. My old fear of the dark coming back to me was made even worse by the fact I was surrounded by death. I sat, as far away from both the pigs and the pigskins as possible and huddled myself into a ball to keep the warmth in. I couldn’t move anymore. The cold had penetrated through my clothes and now seeped through every bone in my body. I could just about see my breath in the foggy light and ice crystals had begun to form on my coat. I shivered, wondering what to do. I didn’t want to die in here, my own carcass added to the pigs’, but I was so cold, I couldn’t think straight. Ezra was obviously not going to open the door now. It had been too long. I had probably missed some kind of puzzle in the kitchen. Something I should have done which would have opened a secret door somewhere else, or perhaps I should have done something to open this one. I mentally kicked myself for my impatience and stupidity. Just because Ezra had locked us in small rooms on a timer before, didn’t mean he’d do it again. I was now so cold that even wiggling my fingers hurt. At least, it took my mind off the pain in my shoulder. I’d been in a room like this before. Dark and freezing cold. Last year, The Labyrinth had held a room that had snowed. At that point, neither Nate nor I had been wearing anything on our feet and only pajamas and a robe to keep us warm. Nate had said we needed to get out quickly as we were only minutes away of hypothermia. We’d managed to escape that particular room in less than ten minutes. I couldn’t see my watch, but I would have estimated I’d been stuck in here for at least twenty minutes, probably longer. 

I had a lot more in the way of clothing and footwear this time, but it felt colder in here, and, of course, I wasn’t moving around. I briefly wondered if getting up and jogging on the spot would help keep me warm, but I could barely move at all, so I didn’t. I had never felt so cold in my whole life. It felt as though my insides had frozen solid. This was both good and bad. Good, because I’d heard that in the final stages of hypothermia your body inexplicably feels warm, which mine most certainly didn’t, and bad because it hurt like hell. I needed more cover. Something else to keep me warm, another layer, but I was already wearing everything I had brought with me. It was then that I realized what the pig skins were for. Ezra had planned it all perfectly. He knew anyone stuck in here would die pretty quickly without some form of protection from the cold. The temperature had been set so low that even a jacket wouldn’t be enough. Then he’d provided something to keep a person warm enough to survive until the door opened. Something utterly disgusting but essential to survival. I pulled myself up and stumbled slowly towards the skins. The thought of covering myself in them was so revolting that I had to hold my breath just so I wouldn’t throw up all over the floor. Thankfully, the skins themselves were so cold that any bit of flesh still clinging to them was frozen, making them slightly less repellent. I pulled them all on top of me and waited. As they warmed me, I knew that my own body heat, what little I had, would begin to thaw them and they would begin to smell. The stench of dead flesh. I only hoped that Ezra would open the door before that happened because I don’t think my stomach could handle it. I had to admit, though, I was beginning to warm up under the heaviness of the pigskins. They did a great job of keeping out the cold. Perhaps, I would survive after all. Ten minutes later, the cold air stopped, the lights came back on, and I heard the click of the door. I stood up, scattering the pigskins and ran to the door. I had never been so happy to escape a room. 

The room I walked into was just like the one I’d encountered a lot last year, the study. The leather wingback chairs, the huge TV, and most importantly, the fire. As soon as the fire burst into flames, I ran and sat in front of it to warm up. I could see the TV turn on above me, but whatever Ezra had to say could wait until I got the feeling back in my fingers and toes. My coat was now covered in a horrible brown substance, which could have been pig’s blood. As the heat warmed it up, I could smell it. I pulled it off and threw it across the room, not needing it now that I had the fire to warm me. I’d pick it up on the way out, but for now, I wanted to be as far away from it as possible. As the warmth began to thaw me, and I began to feel more comfortable, I became aware that, even though the TV had turned on, no sound was coming from it. I’d been in the room for a good few minutes by this point, and the TV had been on for at least three. I looked up to see why. It wasn’t Ezra’s face as I had expected—it was Nate. A close-up shot of his face showed that something was wrong. His eyes were closed, his face appeared strange, but I couldn’t put my finger on why. It was red and puffy. I couldn’t tell if he was alive or dead.

 

 


Chapter thirteen

 

I jumped up as the screen went black. 

“Nate!” I shouted, although I knew he couldn’t hear me. I had harbored a hope that he had fared better than me in The Labyrinth, and sheer optimism had kept him alive in my head. But now, faced with the image of him looking dead, any hope left me. If he was still alive, he needed me, but I didn’t know where he was or how to get to him. I didn’t even know how to get out of this room. There were two exits. A door to the right and one to the left. I ran to the one on the right and pulled the handle. It was locked. I tried the left and was amazed to find it opened immediately with no puzzle, no being trapped. I ran through it to find myself in a room with doors on every side. In the middle, was a puzzle involving balls on ropes, but I didn’t even look at it. Instead, I tried all the doors, ignoring the puzzle entirely. On the second door, I got my wish, and it opened without me having to do anything. From there, every room was the same. Despite the puzzles, there was always one door that opened easily, letting me pass through. Some of the rooms had things to climb, some had things to slide down, but every one let me pass without a struggle. I wasn’t sure if it was Ezra’s idea of a trap and that the way out was actually through one of the locked doors, but I knew that the more rooms I tried, the more chance I had of finding Nate. I knew that Ezra was leading me exactly where he wanted me to go, and only time would tell whether it was to Nate or not. After the ninth or tenth room, a thought occurred that Ezra was actually sending me on a path that took me away from Nate, but why show him on the screen if he was going to do that? I just had to keep going and trust that I’d find him. On the twenty-third door that opened without my having to do anything, I found him and the reason his face looked so strange became apparent. He was upside down. The camera had inverted his image, so I’d seen him the right way up on the TV in the study. He’d gotten his leg caught in some kind of rope trap that had pulled him up and suspended him from the ceiling, upside down. I wanted to run to him and help him, but ropes covered the floor, and I didn’t want to end up in the same position as he had. If he had access to his knife, he could have easily cut himself free, but I could see his bag on the ground below him, out of reach. I pulled my own knife from my bag and threw it across the room to the door on the other side. I didn’t know how long he’d been suspended, but the color of his face showed me that the blood had rushed down to his head causing him to pass out. I could see that he was still breathing, but I knew that if I didn’t get him down soon, he’d die. I ran towards him, knife firmly in hand. Within seconds, one of the ropes caught on my leg and flung me up into the air. I was ready, though. As soon as I felt myself being hoisted up. I brought my knife to the rope and cut it, so I dropped to the floor. I landed on my left side, which caused my shoulder to jar. I cried out in pain and grabbed my shoulder. Resisting the urge to scream, I stood up and grabbed Nate. I had to use the rope I’d just cut myself free from to climb up to reach the rope around his ankle. I began to cut. Halfway through, I realized that if I cut it fully, he’d fall straight down on his head. If he survived being suspended upside down, the fall would surely kill him, or at the very least, break his neck. 

I cut the rope a fraction more and let go of my own rope. Beneath Nate, I grabbed him under his armpits and pulled gently at an angle. I didn’t want him falling on me any more than I wanted him falling on his head. I stepped back further, being careful not to tangle my legs up in the ropes beneath me and pulled harder. The rope holding him still didn’t snap. I was now in a tricky situation. If I took one misstep, I’d go flying into the air again, and if I cut the rope just a millimeter more, I ran the risk of dropping Nate. I decided to keep pulling and hope that the rope would snap. First, there was a ping, and then the whole weight of Nate came crashing down on me causing me to fall into the numerous rope traps. They must have worked in different ways because as soon as we hit the floor, one pulled Nate through the room by his arm. Another grabbed me and pulled my upwards once again. The pain of Nate falling on me and my already sore shoulder was almost unbearable, but I didn’t have time to worry about it. I gritted my teeth and once again cut myself free. Getting to Nate was difficult. I had to carefully step through the traps without activating them. There were so many ropes spread out in all different directions that it was impossible not to step on some of them. I kept it to a minimum by standing on any gaps I could see. I managed to get to Nate without setting off any more of the traps. He was still unconscious, and his face was almost purple. I pulled him up into a sitting position and let the blood drain out of his head. After a few minutes, his face returned to a more normal tone, but he didn’t wake up. I shook him gently and called his name. Nothing I did could stir him. My gentle shakes became more vigorous as panic set in. I had no idea how to deal with this situation. Would too much blood to the brain leave you brain damaged? I had no way of knowing if Nate would ever wake up. He was down here because of me. I couldn’t let him die. While it was true that he’d been itching to get his hands on the diamond right from the start, he’d never have come down here by himself if I’d not said I was coming down. How had I so easily forgotten the horror of this place? Both of us had nearly died last time. I don’t know what had possessed me to think that this time would be different, that Ezra would just let us come down here and waltz out with a three hundred million dollar jewel. Ezra was the whole reason I was down here. He knew how to push my buttons. He knew that Nate would only come down if I did, and so I was the one he had to convince. It was pretty easy for him, really. I’d made it easy for him. He knew I didn’t care about the diamond, but he’d seen how much I’d cared about my family the last time I was in The Labyrinth. He just had to make life difficult for us financially and then wait until I caved. He couldn’t have known about Laura’s pregnancy, but the timing was perfect for him. It was that little nudge that pushed me over the edge. And now, here we were. In the same position as we had been last year, on the brink of death. Laura would have survived the stress of not having enough money. It would have been hard, but we’d have gotten through it. She’d never get over the stress of losing Nate or me, though. As I mentally berated myself for coming back into The Labyrinth, I heard a murmur. I held Nate’s head and stroked his hair as his eyes flickered open.               

“Nate!” I waited for him to respond, hoping that his brain hadn’t suffered any damage.

“Kim. You’re here. I was just hanging around until you showed up.”

It was a poor excuse for a joke, but the relief of him being ok made me laugh loudly, surprising Nate. I don’t think even he thought it that funny.

“What happened?” He looked at the bloody bandages around my shoulder and the sling that had been dangling uselessly around my neck for so long that I’d forgotten when I’d taken my arm out in the first place. 

“I got shot.” I’d almost forgotten that; the experience of nearly freezing to death in a dark room full of dead pigs was much fresher in my mind. 

Nate sat up quickly and as he did his head fell back down again, and I had to catch him before he fell.

“Oh, dizzy spell!” he said by way of explanation.

“I’ll tell you all about it when we get to somewhere safer.” I eyed the ropes around us, wondering how close we were to setting off another trap.

Eventually, he was able to stand up, and between us, we managed to pick a route through the traps and to the door at the other side picking up both backpacks on the way. It opened, and we both jumped through, relieved to be away from the ropes. The room we had jumped into had a floor like a multi-colored checkerboard. It was divided up into squares, and each was colored red, blue, green, or yellow. As there seemed to be no immediate threat, I sat Nate down on the floor. The squares beneath him lit up. I tested a nearby square, a red one, and it lit up. It stayed lit as I pulled my foot up, but as soon as I pressed a blue square, the red one went out, and the blue one lit up instead. As nothing else was happening, I ignored the puzzle and sat next to Nate. He still appeared unsteady, but at least, his face had completely gone back to its normal color. 

As soon as I sat down, Nate pulled me into a hug. I couldn’t see his face, but I could tell by the small shudders that he was crying. I’d not once seen Nate cry. Annoyed, upset, angry even, but I’d never seen him cry in the whole time I’d known him. I held him close until he settled down.

“I’m sorry,” he said when he finally let me go.

“What for?”

“For bringing us down here. For getting us into this mess again,” he sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve. 

“It was my idea, remember?”

“Yes, but you’d never have come down here if it wasn’t for me.”

“Funnily enough, I was just thinking the same thing about you a few minutes ago. Let’s just say it’s both our faults and try to plan a way out of here.”

“Have you seen the diamond?”

“No, you?”

“No, I guess I hoped you’d already found it. How did you get shot?” I told him about all the rooms I’d been through and showed him the ornate keys I’d found.

He looked aghast as I went into detail about the shooting at the bank and the frozen room and was surprised that I’d passed through the cabin. He plunged his hand into his bag and brought out another four keys, which looked similar. We’d both had the same idea to save them.

I took his and put them with my own in my backpack. Then, I turned to him.

“Are you going to tell me how you got to be hanging upside down?”

“After you went down the waterslide, a barrier came down stopping me from following you. I tried shouting down to you.”

“I didn’t hear you.”

“Sorry, I didn’t think you would, but I had to try. I ended up going down the next slide in the hope that I’d end up in the same place as you, but obviously, I didn’t. I ended up in a deep swimming pool. There was no way to get out but to swim down to a tunnel.”

I was horrified. He couldn’t swim.

“You can’t swim!”

“I’ve been practicing a bit at the local pool, but you are right. I, essentially, dropped through the water, the weight of my bag pulling me down. I saw a tunnel and sort of pulled myself through it. At the other end, there was a ladder out of the water. I spent the next few hours in one of those study rooms that Ezra likes so much. I had to strip naked and put all of my clothes in front of the fire to just dry them off.”

“I was in one of those rooms. That’s where I saw you on the TV. I’d expected another monolog from Ezra, but he never appeared. What did he say on your TV?”

“He didn’t appear on mine either. The fire came on, but the TV never did. Once my clothes had dried, I found one of the doors opened. There was no puzzle, nothing.”

“How strange, after seeing you on the screen I got through every room with no problem. Some of the doors in each room were locked, but there was always one unlocked. It’s like Ezra led me to you.”

“He must have opened the path for you. I wonder why?”

I took a good look around the room. The squares beneath us were still lit up. There were two doors on the wall opposite us and one on each side making four possible exits. I didn’t know how to solve the puzzle, but with Nate now back by my side and safe, I felt as though I could accomplish anything. A warm feeling welled up in my chest, and The Labyrinth didn’t seem so terrifying with him near me. I held his hand, pulling him up from the floor, and when I could see he was steady, I started to let go. As I pulled away, he gripped harder. It was his way of telling me that he didn’t want us to separate again. I felt the same way, but with one arm that hurt whenever I moved it and the other holding on to Nate’s hand, it left me somewhat incapacitated. As the room didn’t seem to involve anything that might require the use of my hands, I kept holding on. Looking down, I could see that Nate was standing on a blue square, and I stood on a yellow one. Only the blue one was lit up. I stepped on to a red, and it didn’t light. 

“Try a blue one,” instructed Nate, so I stepped over two greens to the nearest blue. I was still holding hands with Nate, but now, we had to stretch to keep them together. The blue square beneath me lit up. 

“Ok, this is what I think,” said Nate. “There are four doors and four colors. I think we have to follow a path of a single color, and hopefully, it will open a door. As the doors are all white, we have no way of knowing which door corresponds to which color.”

“Maybe we have to light all of the squares of one color and not just a path?” I replied, mainly as the squares were so unevenly distributed, it was hard to make out any path. 

“Yeah, you could be right. Let’s test the theory and stand on all the blue squares as we’ve already lit two of them.”

It meant letting go of Nate’s hand, but I jumped onto the next nearest blue square. It lit up, and even better, the one I’d been on before stayed lit. We jumped from blue square to blue square, and as we did, the white walls lit up with an eerie blue glow. I tried to stay as close to Nate as possible, because even though I didn’t think anything would happen to separate us, I wouldn’t put it past Ezra to have a trap door that opened or a wall that came down between us. As it was, it was pretty easy to light up all the blue squares. The difficulty was figuring out which door they opened. On my last square, I was situated right next to the door on the left. I pulled the handle, but it was locked. The next door along was quite a distance from a blue square, but if I stood on it and leaned way over, I was just about close enough to try the handle. It, too, was locked. Nate tried the one on the right.

“Locked!” which only left the right-hand door on the far wall. I looked for the nearest blue square to it. The whole door was surrounded by yellow and green and red, but no blue. The nearest blue square to it was way too far to reach even for Nate, who was much taller than I.

“What now?” I asked. Nate responded by walking towards the door, stepping on all the other colors. As soon as he had stepped off the blue, all the other blue squares went dark, and the walls looked white again.

“Right. It seems that you were correct about having to light up the same color. I heard the lock click as you stood on the last one and then again as I stepped off the blues. We now have to find a door which has all the colors near it and try to open that one.”

I looked at the floor around each door. The door on the left wall had every color but green near it, so I assumed that the green squares opened that one. The one on the far wall on the left had every color but red, and the one on the right wall had every color but yellow nearby. This was going to be much trickier than I had first thought. Of course, it was. I don’t know why I still underestimated Ezra after all I’d been through, thanks to him. He wasn’t going to make things easy. I thought of all the things in my backpack that might help, but the best idea I could come up with was somehow tying the rope to one of the door handles. I pulled the rope out and attached it to the door handle nearest me, the one that should open with all the green squares lit. 

“Step on green,” I shouted across to Nate, who had seen what I was doing and was way ahead of me. Between us, we managed to light up all the squares within five minutes. As soon as I heard a click, I pulled. The handle pulled down, and the door opened. From there, it was only a matter of walking across the floor and out of the door.

I put a foot into the next room and started to slide. The floor was a sheet of ice. In front of me, was a wall that had inch-long spikes covering it like a cactus or a hedgehog. The momentum of the ice was taking me right into it. I tried to stop myself, but the floor was too slippery. As I moved towards the wall, I was aware that if I didn’t stop within seconds, I was going to be a human colander.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter fourteen

 

At the last second, Nate, who had seen what had happened, ran across the room with the squares, and caught hold of me, stopping me from skewering myself on the wall. As he had snagged my hood, my feet slid out from under me, and I fell to the floor with a bump.

“Watch out. The floor is made of ice,” I said pointlessly.

“I see that.” He still had his feet in the squares room. He pulled me to my feet, but on the ice, I couldn’t find purchase with my feet and slipped. He practically had to pick me up and pull me back into the squares room.

“Well, at least, we know where we are,” he said.

“Do we?” I had no idea where we were. I’d gone through so many rooms on so many floors to find Nate that I’d completely lost my bearings. 

“Don’t you recognize it?” he asked. I looked again. All I could see was a spiked wall in front of me and an ice corridor leading off to the left. 

“No.”

“It’s the maze within a maze. The one where we got separated last year, the one with the moving walls.”

He was right. Except now, the walls were deadly, and the floor was impossible to walk on. It was also another cold room. Why did it always have to be cold? Why couldn’t Ezra have provided a hot room? A beach room with sand, parasols, and two beach towels to lie on while the sound of waves lapping was piped through speakers. Then I remembered the hot Wild West room and realized Ezra had provided that, and it had ended up with me being shot. I pulled my jacket out of my backpack and pulled it on carefully as not to aggravate my shoulder. It still had a whiff of dead pig about it.

“We will just have to be careful when we walk. Come on, hold my hand,” Nate said.

That was the only plus side as far as I could see. I got to hold Nate’s hand through the whole room, and unlike last time when we had become separated, I wouldn’t let go this time. It was impossible to remember our route through the maze as the walls had moved last time. I had to use all my concentration just to keep upright and not skid right into a spiky wall. At least, they were still this time. Each step took the utmost concentration not to fall. Nate was much better at this. His balance was better than mine, and it was only with his help, that I moved anywhere at all other than down to the floor. It was slow progress we made, with Nate pulling me through the corridors and, occasionally, picking me up from the floor when I fell.

“How are you doing this without falling over?” I asked after the fifth time he’d pulled me up.

“I’m a good ice skater,” he replied. “I used to go all the time with Jenna.”

“Who’s Jenna?” I asked, a pang of unwarranted jealousy hit me.

“My girlfriend before I came to live with you,” he answered simply.

The girlfriend who’d dumped him when his parents had died. I’d never heard her name before. He’d only mentioned her once, and that was when we were stuck in a room down in The Labyrinth six months ago.

“Oh!” I replied for the want of anything else to say. I don’t know why I cared. They’d split up over a year ago, and he never talked about her. It wasn’t like he still had any feelings left for her. And yet, the thought of him going skating with another girl had me feeling sick inside. I had to pull myself together mentally. It’s not as though Nate and I were even dating. I had more important issues to deal with, like getting out of this maze without a thousand tiny holes in me. I gripped tighter to Nate’s hand and tried to stay upright. The last time we had to get to the center of the maze to get a key. That was when the wall started to move, and holes appeared in the floor. I wondered if it were even possible to make holes open up in ice. When we eventually got to the center, my heart fell as I saw the pedestal that held the key last time was no longer there. This also meant the key wasn’t there.

“At least, we won’t set off the trap that starts the walls moving,” quipped Nate.  

My knees hurt from all the falls and even though it was nowhere near as cold as the freezer, I would have still been happier if I was warmer. From memory, I knew there were three doors out of the maze, but I had no way of knowing if there still was as I couldn’t climb up and look over the tops as I had last time. It took over an hour to get to one of the doors at the edge of the maze. We didn’t have a key for it, but it opened without one. Perhaps Ezra had thought the ice and the spikes were enough to contend with without looking for a key, too. The next room was nothing more than a cubicle. It was about three feet by three feet. I’d never been in this room before, as the last time we had escaped the maze within a maze, I’d left via a different door, and Nate had fallen through a hole in the floor. There were no other exits, but I closed the door behind me anyway. There would be one somewhere. There always was, even if it wasn’t readily apparent; besides, I didn’t think my knees could handle another trip around the ice maze. Before either of us had a chance to figure out how to get out, the cubicle started to move. It was an elevator. I definitely could feel movement, and it felt like we were going upwards. After a few seconds of movement, the direction changed, and we started to move left. The elevator could move in all directions. It moved us about; traveling so quickly that before too long, I’d once again lost my bearings. It was pointless to try to figure how deeply we were into The Labyrinth. I thought I’d gotten a good idea of how far we had left to go in the last room, but once again, Ezra was ahead of me. Every room was made to disorient. By the time the cubicle or elevator or whatever it was came to a standstill, I had no idea where I was. I opened the door cautiously. Behind it was an empty room with squares cut into the walls. The squares, evenly distributed about ten inches apart were each about five inches square. I walked into the room to get a better look. There were hundreds, if not thousands, of these strange squares. The room itself was double height, and as I looked up, I could see a hole in the ceiling big enough to climb through. This must be the way out, as there were no other doors and the squares were way too small to get through. At first glance, I thought they might be windows to a dark room. But as I moved closer to them, I saw that they only went back about four inches, and something black was blocking them. I put my eye to one to see if I could see anything in the darkness, and that’s when I got punched in the shoulder, right where my gunshot wound was. The blow knocked me backwards with such force that I landed hard on the wooden floor. The combination of the pain of the punch and a knock to my head as I hit the floor caused me to scream out, and then there was blackness.

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter fifteen

 

At first, all I could hear was a noise. It sounded like a large machine with cylinders and pistons pumping in and out, but then, I heard something else.

“Kim.” Nate was calling me.

I opened my eyes to the strangest sight. In front of me was Nate with a concerned look on his face, but in my peripheral vision, I could see long black padded posts coming out of the black squares and going back in again. I sat up and rubbed my head.

“Are you ok, Kim?” 

I looked around me. These things, cuboid in shape and about a foot and a half long were coming out of the holes in a completely random pattern. At any one time, there were at least a hundred out. As I watched, some went in and others came out. It was mesmerizing to watch them. Undulating in and out, they were almost hypnotic.

“Kim!” Nate’s shouting brought my attention back to him. 

“Sorry, what? Oh yes, I’m fine. What’s going on?”

“These started coming out of the wall just before you fell over. I think you getting so close to the wall triggered them.” 

Well, that accounted for the punch in the shoulder. As I thought about my shoulder, I became aware of just how sore it felt. 

I brought my right hand up to my shoulder and touched it. A slice of pain cut through me, and I winced. 

“I think you should rest a while. I’ll try and figure out how to get out of here.”

I stayed seated on the ground while Nate stood up to look around the room. It was pretty obvious to me that the way out was through the hole in the ceiling, but how to get up there? The posts were fascinating, hundreds of them pulsing in an out, each lasting about three seconds before retracting into the wall. As I watched, I could see that they weren’t completely random, after all. They were appearing and disappearing in a set pattern. I kept my eyes on one post. As it came out, two nearby went in. A second later, the one above it came out, and the one to its right went in. A second after that, another two nearby came out, and finally, after three seconds, the original post went back in. I watched this happen four or five times, always the same. The posts might look like there was no way to predict them, but as each one had three seconds out and three seconds in; it was pretty easy to figure out. As there were thousands of them, it was pretty difficult to see beyond the undulating movement, but after five minutes, I could already begin to see the beginnings of a pathway up to the ceiling, one that we wouldn’t fall or get punched off. At this height, it wouldn’t matter too much, but at the top, a fall would injure us badly. I also noticed that some of the squares didn’t come out at all, which helped. 

“Nate,” I said, getting to my feet. “We are going to climb up on these posts.”

“You can’t be serious. You’ve just been knocked out by one. Think how much that fall is going to hurt if you are twenty feet up in the air.”

“There is only one way out, and unless you plan to shrink to three inches high and crawl through one of these squares, I don’t see another option. Look over there in the right-hand corner. The fifth post along is our start point. If you follow it up and across to the left you can see, there is a path.”

I waited for him to see what I could see. A pathway amongst all the noise around it. 

“Ok, I think I see what you mean. It’s going to be dangerous. How will you climb up with your arm in a sling, and how will you remember which way to go once you are up there?”

I ran back to my backpack and scrabbled around in it until I found what I was looking for—a pen and the diary that Ezra had written as me. I turned to a blank page and began to plot out the route. It took over half an hour to figure out the safest way to the top, but I reckoned I could do it. The route would take us up the right-hand wall and across the back wall where it would turn back on itself. We’d have to climb higher until we got to the point on the wall above us where the hole was. Then we’d have to climb down almost to the ground before climbing back up and pulling ourselves out through the ceiling. 

“Done!” 

Nate looked at my book and tried to make sense of my bad drawing. 

“You go first!” we both said at the same time.

I know why I wanted him to go first. I knew the route well after studying it for the last half hour and drawing it out. Nate didn’t seem to understand my drawing at all.

“Why?” I asked him.

“Because you are going to be doing this one-handed, and I want someone to be underneath you to catch you if you fall.”

“Fine. I’ll go first.” I relented not because I wanted him to catch me. I was pretty sure if I fell on him from twenty feet, I’d probably paralyze him. I relented because I knew he wouldn’t take no for an answer, and I could just as easily guide him from the top as the bottom. I went to pick up my backpack, but Nate stopped me.

“I’ll take both. You only have one arm to get up there, remember? I don’t want you carrying this, too.”

I smiled a thank you and set off on my trip up the wall. The first part was pretty easy. I’d memorized the whole route, mainly because I didn’t have the time or the extra arm to look at the sketch I’d made in my diary. Doing it with one hand was not as difficult as I had expected, as there were plenty of posts to stand on. The big danger was getting hit by a post on its way out, but I’d planned carefully. Nate had taken my diary and was now shouting instructions at me, which was just adding to the noise rather than helping me. I climbed, post after post, sometimes having to jump quickly and sometimes having to duck, but it only took five minutes before I was on the wall that led up to the hole. I had to climb down first before I climbed up. I could see Nate’s head just below my foot line. He’d been beneath me the whole way, waiting to catch me if I fell. I started to climb upwards, getting higher and higher, but then the post I was standing on retracted more quickly than I had anticipated, and I had to grab a post above me to keep from falling on Nate. I was pretty strong, but holding on with one hand was more than I could manage. I had to quickly bring my left arm up and swing across to the next post before it too retracted. I just managed it, but after that, I was playing catch up the whole way and had to move quickly. It was a relief when I finally made it to the hole and pulled myself through.

As soon as I was up, I lay on the floor of the room above and put my head down through the hole so I could instruct Nate. I watched as he tied our two backpacks together and set off on the journey. He didn’t seem as sure as I had been on his feet, and a couple of times, I had to tell him to go in a different direction. The weight of the bags was hindering his ascent because of the extra weight and the sheer bulkiness of them. At a couple of points on the route, a post hit one of the bags, but Nate held on tightly, and eventually, he made it up through the hole, too.

As he pulled himself through to safety, I turned around to get a look at the room we had entered. It was a testament to how much I cared about Nate’s safety that I hadn’t noticed this room fully when I first climbed up. It was the most beautiful room I had ever seen. A far cry from the dull gray rooms we had mostly encountered down here before. It was approximately forty feet long by thirty feet wide and had two cherrywood doors on each wall. Each of them had a digital readout in red showing a time. The floor was tiled in an exquisite mandala-like design, spiraling out from the center of the room. In the center of the design, was a huge four-poster bed with a red velvet canopy covering the top, and directly above that, was a massive crystal chandelier. This room looked like it belonged in Ezra’s mansion more than it did down here, and I briefly wondered if he’d had one of his rooms copied. The most amazing feature was a huge mirrored ceiling reflecting everything below, so it looked like it was also tiled. The whole effect was stunning. As I looked around, I noticed one of the doors, the only one without a digital clock on it, had a toilet sign. I’d not had a chance to go all day and was bursting. I ran in and used the toilet, feeling much better for having done so. I’d more than likely passed a few toilets on my way to find Nate, but in my urgency to find him, I had simply not had the time to look for one. I looked down at my watch. It was already nearly eight thirty. How had it gotten so late already? As well as not using the bathroom all day, I’d also not eaten since my breakfast of a packet of potato chips. I left the bathroom so Nate could go, and while he was in there, I delved into both our backpacks and pulled out all the food I could find. The cookies, cheese, and apples from mine; bread rolls, chocolate, protein bars, more apples, and a couple of oranges from Nate’s. I cobbled together three sandwiches with the stale bread and questionable cheese and ate a protein bar while waiting for him. 

When he joined me, he wolfed down one sandwich and broke the third one in half so we could share it. We also had an apple each and shared a packet of potato chips.

“This room looks like the same sort of puzzle in the clock room last year. The doors probably open at the times displayed on them.” Nate said, looking at his watch. I checked mine—8:53. Looking around the room, I could see that the next door to open would be at 9:01. 

“Eight minutes,” I said, putting the remaining food back into our bags. “We should get ourselves packed up.”

“I think we should stay here tonight and go through one of the doors tomorrow.”

“We can’t!” I was aware that we had been down here much longer than anticipated, and our food rations had dwindled down to almost nothing. “We have to get out of here soon. Laura, Tom, and Elliott will be back in a few days and if they find us missing again…” I trailed off.

“There is a bed here and a bathroom. I’m exhausted, and you are bleeding again. We will set out early tomorrow. Look, that door over there says 6:08. We’ll go through that one tomorrow morning.”

I wanted to argue with him. The idea of, once again, being stuck down here when Laura got back frightened me. Especially, as this time, we’d come down of our own free will. Elliott would know exactly where we were if he came home to find us gone. How would that affect him? He’d only just gotten over the nightmares of the first time. But as I looked down, I could see Nate was right. A bright bloom of blood had spread through the bandages and seeped through my clothes. It must have been the punch to it that had opened the wound. Nate stood up from the bed and stood in front of me.

“I have some bandages in my backpack. Let me change the dressings.”

He pulled them out as I wriggled out of the jacket I was still wearing. Each movement was like a thousand knives stabbing me. The pain must have shown on my face as Nate started to help me pull the sleeve from my left arm. He was gentle as he pulled the jacket from my arm. My t-shirt underneath was a mess of red, and I suddenly became aware that he was going to have to take it off if he was to bandage me up. I suddenly felt self-conscious, but Nate was gentle as he carefully pulled the t-shirt over my head. My bra was red with blood, and I felt mortified with embarrassment. Nate, to give him his due, seemed not to notice and, instead, was slowly undoing the bandage I had put on earlier in the day. 

“Sheets from the cabin,” I said by way of an explanation of the ragged bandages. He looked at me and smiled before carrying on his work. When the bandages were off, he unwrapped the clean ones and started to slowly wrap them around my shoulder. Each time he got to my bra strap, he carefully lifted it and pulled the bandage through. I probably should have taken the thing off and been a grown-up about it, but I couldn’t survive the embarrassment of being fully naked from the waist up in front of Nate. Sitting here with Nate inches from me, on his face a look of concentration at his work, I could feel his breath on my skin he was so close to me. I don’t know if it was the physical closeness to him or the fact he was being so gentle with me, but I had to resist an urge to run my fingers through his hair with my right hand. I watched as he finished bandaging me up, tying the end to stop it from coming undone. As he brought his face opposite mine and smiled, I could barely hold back.

“All done.” He kneeled down to pick up the soiled bandages and the moment was over before it had really begun. I didn’t want it to be. 

“Nate?”

“Yes?” He looked up from his position on the floor, hands full of bloody rags. I lowered my face to his and kissed him. I’m not sure if I shocked him, or he was expecting it, but he kissed me back. I brought my right hand to the back of his hair and held him to me. He moved upwards, standing, although his lips never left mine. Before I knew it, I was lying back on the bed, my feet dangling over the edge, and Nate was above me, kissing me with a passion I’d never experienced before. His knees were straddling mine on the bed, but there was no weight. He was keeping himself up on his arms, I knew it was because he didn’t want to put any pressure on my shoulder, but I pulled him down to me with an urgency that I couldn’t fight. I could feel him now, his body against mine, but he still hadn’t put any weight on my shoulder. It’s funny, but my shoulder didn’t seem to hurt anymore. All I could feel was Nate and an intense, overwhelming feeling radiating through me, a feeling of urgency and of wanting. He brought his hand down to my bare flesh on my side and traced it up until he got to my bra. I saw him look down and then inexplicably pull away.

“What’s wrong?”

“Not like this,” he said simply

“Not like what?” I asked stupidly. I felt like suddenly everything had been ripped away from me without warning. I sat up.

He stood up tall and then, without warning, gently picked me up and positioned me straight on the bed, with my head on one of the pillows.

I looked up. All I could see was the red velvet of the canopy, and I wished it wasn’t there so I could see the mirrored ceiling above. I felt Nate untie my shoes and then pull them both off. Then I felt his lips on my bare stomach, almost a caress. The feeling tickled, but I didn’t laugh. He slowly made his way upwards before getting to my shoulder, where he stroked it with the lightest of touches. Then he was beside me, kissing me. The urgency had gone, and now, each kiss was leisurely as if he was taking his time. I could feel him stroking the side of my face, and as he pulled away, he still had a strand of my hair, twirling it in his fingers. 

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Why would you hurt me?” I asked.

“You have lost a lot of blood. I don’t want to aggravate your shoulder. You need to sleep.”

“I don’t want to sleep.” 

“Neither do I, but at the same time, I don’t want to start something just because we are trapped down here. It almost happened last time, remember? We kissed and then once we were free, you didn’t seem to want me anymore. I guess I don’t want to hurt myself either. I don’t want to start something you can’t continue.”

“But, but…” How could I argue with him? He was right. We had kissed when we were down here before, and when we got out... nothing. No, that’s not true, we held hands, and we hung out together. We were friends. I could see his point entirely. Had we failed to become boyfriend and girlfriend because of me? I’d not thought of it before now. How could I tell him that now it was different? That now, I really wanted him. I couldn’t, in any way that he would believe. He lay next to me and put his arm around me. I could feel him breathing, his body right next to mine.

“Go to sleep. There is always tomorrow.”

What did he mean by that? That we would get together tomorrow or that I’d forget about it tomorrow. I closed my eyes, feeling confused. As I drifted off to sleep, I thought I heard him whisper, “I love you, Kim.” But it could have been a dream.

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter sixteen

 

I woke up the next morning with a smile on my face. Nate’s arm was still wrapped around me. Neither of us had moved in the night, and I was stiff all over. My shoulder ached from the lack of movement, but I didn’t want to move, not even an inch for fear of waking Nate and him moving away from me. Then the spell would be broken. After a minute, though, I could bear it no longer. The whole of my side hurt. I turned over to face him. His face wore a contented look as if he was having a nice dream, and I briefly wondered if he was dreaming about me. I kissed him ever so lightly on his lips so as not to wake him, but like sleeping beauty, he awoke.  

 “Morning,” he whispered lazily but with a huge smile. I wondered if he would kiss me again, but he didn’t. Instead, he brought his hand up and brushed a wisp of my hair from my face. 

Neither of us could stop grinning, and it got to the point that if I didn’t move, I’d start to laugh, which would be entirely inappropriate. I changed my position again and lay directly on my back. Nate just snuggled closer. 

“I wish that canopy wasn’t there.” 

“Why?” asked Nate.

“Because then I would be able to see both of us lying here in the mirrored ceiling, and I’d know that last night wasn’t a dream.”

“It wasn’t a dream, but I think you should get out of bed and look at the ceiling again.”

What a strange thing to say. “Why?” I asked him.

“Go on,” he urged.

“But I can see it from here.” The only bit of the ceiling I couldn’t see was the middle, the bit obscured by the bed canopy. Besides, I really didn’t want to leave the bed, probably ever.   

“Just do it.” 

I looked at him. The grin he had been wearing just a few moments before was still there, but now it was slightly different. Not a smile of contentment, but a grin of amusement. Something was up, but I didn’t know what. 

I begrudgingly got out of bed and pulled a top on. I only had one clean one left, so I hoped that I managed to get through the day without bleeding all over it. Then I looked up.

It looked exactly as it had last night. I could see the exquisite floor, mirrored above. The chandelier, the bed, the doors with the digital clocks on them.

“What am I looking for?” I looked back at Nate. He was now lying on his front, his head propped up by his arms. The grin had only intensified as If I was missing something really obvious. It took me a whole two minutes to spot it, but when I did…

“Woah!”

“Figured it out, have you?” 

“It’s not a mirror.” The only thing I couldn’t see reflected in the ceiling was my own reflection. Our bags weren’t there either, and if Nate got out of bed, I wouldn’t see him either. The whole thing was an optical illusion. The mirror was not a mirror at all but a glass ceiling. The room above had the exact tiled mosaic as the floor I was standing on. The chandelier that hung down in our room was actually stuck up, sprouting from the floor in the room above. The bed must have been nailed to the ceiling of the room above. The drapery that hung from it must have been so heavily starched that it was hanging upwards to look like the reflection of the bed below. It was amazing. If Nate hadn’t pointed it out, I’d probably have walked through this room without noticing. That’s probably why the floor was so magnificent. Had it been a plain floor, I might have noticed right away that I wasn’t reflecting back, but because all I’d really looked at when I looked up was the mosaic, I’d not even looked for myself. I had to give it to Ezra. He really knew how to make an amazing room. I’d just decided that I needed the toilet when I noticed the time, 8:57.

“Get up. It’s nearly nine o’clock. The door will be opening in a few minutes.” I looked over at the door to check that the time hadn’t changed on it. It hadn’t. It still read 9:01. I checked my watch again, just as the minute hand ticked over to 8:58.

Nate jumped out of bed and pulled his shoes on as I ran to the bathroom. Three minutes was just enough time to use the facilities. Running back, I saw Nate standing by the door, his eyes on his watch ready to open it. He’d thrown all our stuff into one of the bags and brought my shoes to the door. I sat on the floor and put them on as he lifted his hand to the handle. I was just tying the laces when he pulled it down. The door didn’t open. He waited a few more seconds then tried again. Still nothing. After another few seconds, he tried again, but this time kept trying until both his and my watch ticked over to 9:02.

“What happened?” I asked. “Why didn’t it open? We got the time right.”

“I don’t know,” he replied and took a step back from the door. “I think Ezra knew we would jump to the conclusion that these doors would open at the time on the doors because there was a similar room down here last time. He’s changed the puzzle, made it harder.”

My heart sank. Of course, he had. I don’t know why I kept jumping to conclusions and underestimating the guy. At least, Nate had thought the same thing as me. The thing was; what was the puzzle now?”

All thoughts of kissing Nate had evaporated with the disappointment of being trapped in this room. Our, whatever it was, last night had fled, to be replaced by both of us, yet again, concentrating on finding a way out. I tucked the memory away in my heart, knowing that when this was all over, it wouldn’t be like last time. I wanted to be with Nate. I wanted to be more than friends. I stood up and reached for his hand. Pulling him close to me, I kissed him. Not the passionate kisses we’d shared last night, but a small kiss on the lips. A promise really, that last night was not a one-time thing.

He smiled at me. 

“Come on. Let’s get out of here. I want to do more of that, but not because we are stuck down here.”

“There will be more. I promise.”

Right! So we had another problem to solve. How to get out of here. Because we had thought the room was a simple solve, we hadn’t really paid much attention to it. That, and we’d had other things on our minds. I looked at the doors again, eight in total. Seven of which had a digital clock on them and one without, which was the toilet. 

“In the room with the clock last year, the time was painted on each door, and the clock was beneath our feet. This time, the clocks are on the door. They are digital and can change. Do you think that has something to do with it?”

“I don’t know,” replied Nate “but the readouts on them haven’t changed. They show the same times as they did last night.”

I looked at them. The only one I’d memorized was the 9:01 door. I believed Nate when he said the others were the same. I looked at the times on the other doors, and something struck me. 9:01, 2:18, 1:16, 3:12, 5:51, 1:08, 10:55.

“They aren’t spaced out that well are they? There are two doors that have only four minutes between them and four of the doors with less than two hours between them. Why not move one of those to say seven o’clock?” 

Nate spun around and checked every door. He kissed my cheek quickly

“Kim, you are a genius. There can’t be a seven o’clock.”

“Why?”

The times that open the doors aren’t the ones on these doors. The times the doors open are the ones above. We thought the times above were just reflections of the ones down here, but we now know they can’t be. Some numbers reflect, but some don’t, 0,1,3, and 8 all reflect as themselves, but 2 becomes 5, 6 becomes 9 and vice-versa. That’s why the clocks are digital. Not because the time changes, but because the digital readouts reflect.”

I looked around. If his theory was correct, the next door to open would be the one that read 10:55.

“So that’s our next door,” I said, pointing to it. “But it opens at 10:22 and not 10:55.”

“Correct!” 

With a bit more time to go until the door opened, it allowed me to go and wash up using the little sink in the bathroom and Nate to use the facilities. We also had time to eat a meager breakfast of a bit of fruit and a couple of cookies each. I also repacked our bags evenly. Neither of us had clean clothes apart from the ones we were wearing. Our food had depleted to almost nothing, so the bags were lighter than when we had set off. Our first aid supplies were also pretty low. I hoped to be out of The Labyrinth today. We’d already been down here longer than I had planned. We still had to find the diamond, though, and realistically, we had two days to do it. There was no way in this world I wanted to still be down here when Laura, Tom, and Elliott got home. 

At ten twenty-two exactly, we hauled our backpacks on and opened the door. Nate had been right. The next few rooms we managed to get through easily. Nate figured out the puzzles quickly, and thankfully, none of them involved using my arm much. I’d discarded the sling in the mosaic room, deciding I didn’t need it anymore, but I still didn’t want to use my arm too much. No blood had seeped through the bandages Nate had applied, which I took to be a good sign.

The morning was actually pretty pleasant, at least as pleasant as any morning could be trapped in a crazy old man’s psycho-maze. I couldn’t get the thought of the night before out of my mind, and I kept catching Nate with a grin on his face, which he did nothing to hide. I also noticed he found any excuse to touch me or hold my hand. One of the rooms we passed through had a few stairs to climb up and although I didn’t need his help, he still held my hand to pull me up. Likewise, when we had to crawl through a short tunnel, he put his hands on my waist to lift me up, even though it couldn’t have been more than three feet off the ground and easy to climb into. Neither of us spoke much, but both of us were happy. I knew I was, and I could see it on Nate. I think it helped that none of the rooms we passed through tried to kill us. By the time we’d gotten to another of Ezra’s study rooms in the early afternoon, I’d been lulled into a false sense of security. The TV didn’t come on and the door we needed to pass through opened easily.

I finally said what we both must have been thinking all morning.

“Isn’t it worrying you just how easy this is? I mean, this morning we’ve practically waltzed through the rooms. This one’s door just opened without any puzzle at all.”

“It has been worrying me, actually. It’s as if Ezra is trying to lead us somewhere. Only some of the doors open without a puzzle. I wonder if he is making the path to the deepest part of The Labyrinth an easy route, but we should really be trying to get through the locked doors instead, taking the more difficult route. Maybe he has hidden the diamond behind one of the locked doors and left some doors unlocked to see if we’d pick the easy choice. Perhaps we are doing this all wrong.”

“Maybe, but I was shot and nearly froze to death, and you almost died from hanging upside down.”

“Yeah, that’s true. I don’t know, but maybe this next room might help us.”

When I looked over his shoulder to see what he meant, I was surprised to see another room I recognized. We’d passed through this room last year. Each wall was filled with screens. Last year, the puzzle had been to find the exit. The screens had given us clues to the correct route. We’d decided to find Elliott rather than the diamond. This time, we’d be looking for the diamond.

I pressed the button that I knew would turn them all on. Each screen showed a different room in The Labyrinth. Some were recorded and showed them in the past; some showed them in the present. The first screen I saw showed Nate and I running through one of the rooms from the day before. The screen next to it showed the huge jungle room, which I recognized from the year before. We’d not encountered that one yet this time, but if we took a specific route, we’d go through it. It was not one I was looking forward to as it meant climbing. Something I knew would hurt with my bad shoulder.

Each screen lasted only a few seconds before changing to a different room. A series of arrows pointed out different routes through the maze. I scanned the screens until I found what I was looking for. I finally saw it on the left-hand screen. It had been moved from the room it was in before, but it was unmistakable. The diamond!

“Nate.” I nudged him and pointed at the screen. He would be able to figure out which door we’d need to take to get to it. Nate didn’t respond, so I turned to look at him. His eyes were fixated on one screen, a look of shock on his face. When I followed his gaze, I saw what had shocked him. One of the screens showed a room. In it were two people. One of them, I recognized as Dominic, and the other was the girl from the wanted posters in the Wild West room. The long, golden hair and pretty face were unmistakable.

“That’s the girl I saw in the posters,” I said. Nate replied with just one word. One word that made my blood run cold. It was a name.

“Jenna!”

Jenna, Nate’s ex-girlfriend.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter seventeen

 

“Why would he take Jenna?” I asked rather stupidly. Why wouldn’t he? He’d taken Elliott. He’d gotten us to come down here twice.

“He took her because of me.” 

Obviously, but why?

I watched as Nate turned around and studied the screens. He’d done the same thing last year. The arrows formed a sort of path to each door. There were four to choose from. Nate had told me that if you followed the arrows, they would eventually point to a door. Whichever screens you went through, you’d also have to go through the corresponding rooms. I didn’t really understand it, and I found it impossible to figure it out because almost as soon as I started to follow the direction the arrows pointed, the screens changed, and I had to start again. Within a minute, Nate had picked a door.

“This one.” He announced, pointing to a door at the back of the room. I quickly scanned the screens. Even though I found it impossible to follow the arrows, I did know one thing for sure. That door didn’t lead to the diamond.

“The diamond isn’t that way.”

“No, but Jenna is.”

“But…”

The irony was, we’d been here before. Last year, one door would take us to the diamond, and another would take us to Elliott. I wanted to forget the diamond and find my brother. Now, we were in the exact same room, having the exact same argument, except this time, our views seemed to have swapped, with me wanting to find the diamond and Nate wanting to rescue someone.

“We need to find the diamond. I can’t believe we are down here for the second time, and once again we are going to leave without it.”

“Not necessarily. We still found the diamond last time, didn’t we? We just ran out of time to get it. Just because it will be easier to get it going through that door,” he pointed to the door to my left “doesn’t mean we won’t find it. It just means it will take us longer.”

“We need to get the diamond. Once we’ve found it, we can go and look for Jenna. Or we can get out and send the police in. Isn’t that what you wanted to do for Elliott last year?”

“Yes, it was. And then you made me see reason. That Elliott’s life was more important than the diamond. You were right then, and now it’s Jenna’s life in danger.”

“There’s a big difference, though. Elliott was a little boy trapped all by himself. Jenna is an adult, and she has Dominic with her. Dominic works for Ezra. He’s probably giving her a tour or something.”

“A Tour? Of down here? Are you listening to yourself?”

“Look at the screen. She’s perfectly fine.” And she was. The room they appeared to be in had no dangers to speak of. It didn’t have much of anything. Another of Ezra’s plain gray rooms. Dominic sat on the floor with his head in his hands, and Jenna was banging on the door. I couldn’t hear any sound, but it looked like she was shouting, “let me out.” It didn’t really do any favors to my “they are on a tour” theory. Still, I saw no immediate danger to either of them.

“I’m going to find her!” Nate opened the door and stepped out of the room, leaving me no choice but to follow him. Before Nate’s door closed fully, I ran and got through it. As it closed behind me, I wondered if we’d ever find the diamond or if, once again, Ezra had beaten us.

The room we came to involved pressing all kinds of buttons. I didn’t have to worry about it because Nate said he understood what to do as soon as we entered the room, which was all well and good for me. It meant that I could sit down and mope in a corner without disturbing him. I pulled out the packet of cookies, and even though I knew I shouldn’t, I ate three of them, one after the other. 

I was in a bad mood, but I didn’t really want to admit to myself why. I told myself that it was because this might be our last chance to find the diamond and Nate might have thrown it away, but the truth of the matter was I was upset over Jenna. The girl who had broken Nate’s heart. She’d dumped him just before he came to live with us because his father had driven into a coach full of children after a night of drinking.

“What kind of person would do that?” I whispered angrily to myself before stuffing another cookie into my mouth.

They’d been dating two years before that happened.

Why, oh why, had Ezra brought her down here? Actually, I knew perfectly well why he had brought her down here. To cause conflict, to add another obstacle between us and the diamond. The question I really should have been asking was why was Dominic down here? He’d brought Jenna down to distract Nate, but Dominic meant nothing to me. I’d only met him that one time at Ezra’s house. I’ll admit, I’d found him kind of cute, with that English accent, but really, if Ezra thought I’d choose a complete stranger over finding the diamond to help my own family, he had another think coming.

I wondered briefly why he hadn’t brought Elliott down here again. It had worked the first time. I’d picked Elliott over the diamond then, and I’d do the same now. Perhaps, if he’d chosen Elliott and Jenna to bring down here, there would have been no conflict between Nate and me. We’d both agree to find them rather than the diamond. Maybe he wanted to split us up, but then, why would he have made it so easy for me to get to Nate when he was in trouble. The path had been opened for me then. I was stopped from having to worry further by Nate signaling to me that he’d solved the puzzle and unlocked the door. 

I followed begrudgingly. Even though I knew he was right and that we had to save the other two, I didn’t want him to know that. I was being childish, but I didn’t care. I’d only just figured out how I felt about Nate, and now his ex-girlfriend, his pretty ex-girlfriend, had come back onto the scene. It was so unfair. I followed Nate into a room with holes in the floor but no doors. Each hole had a tube, large enough to fit a person in, descending into darkness. There were nine in all. I shone a flashlight down each to see what was down there and was surprised to find that they all stopped about six feet down. Every single one of them. 

“What do you suppose this is about? There’s no way out of here,” asked Nate.

“I don’t know,” I answered grumpily. Nate chose to ignore my bad mood and, instead, put his head down one of the tubes to see if he could see anything. I waited until he brought his head back up.

“I’m going to climb down and see if there is anything down here that we are missing.”

“Fine!” I said, wishing there were more cookies. I’d eaten more than half the pack already. They’d been split up a year. Why did he have to go racing back to her like they hadn’t split up?

I watched Nate lower himself into one of the tubes. ‘It’s like I never existed!’ I thought to myself angrily. Like last night didn’t mean anything. But it did mean something to me. Hadn’t Nate whispered, “I love you?” 

I stood there, having an internal conversation with myself, while Nate did goodness knows what down the hole. I couldn’t decide if I was angry or upset. Even if I had decided which emotion to go with, I wasn’t sure who, exactly I was supposed to be upset or angry with. I wanted to be angry with Jenna. She was the one who hurt Nate, but I really had no reason to be. Reason dictates that she didn’t come down here of her own free will. I couldn’t even be sure if she knew Nate was down here in the first place. I was upset with Nate for running straight back to her, even though he hadn’t really, had he? He’d not shouted out his undying love for her; he just wanted to save her. Wouldn’t I do the same for an ex-boyfriend of mine? I didn’t know. I’d never had an ex-boyfriend. The person I really should have directed my anger at was Ezra. Ezra, who had orchestrated this whole event. I settled for eating two more cookies and being angry at myself for blowing the whole thing out of proportion and eating all our rations. It was I who was being ridiculous. I needed to sort myself out and help Nate find the others.

“Nate.” 

He didn’t answer. I walked over to the tube he’d gone down. His backpack was next to it. Peering over the side, I couldn’t see anything but blackness. I shone the flashlight down to find that he’d disappeared. Ezra had done it again. This time by magic. He’d made Nate disappear. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter eighteen

 

I shone my flashlight down all of the other tubes, in case I’d missed Nate getting out and trying a different one. I kicked myself for being so absorbed in my own problems and broken the number one rule of being down here. Keep your wits about you.

Well, Nate had gone somewhere. Ezra might have been clever, but he wasn’t a magician. I threw Nate’s backpack down the tube that Nate had disappeared down. It hit the floor with a bump. I sat on the edge with my flashlight trained on it and waited. Just as I thought nothing was going to happen, the floor below it opened up and the bag fell. A second later, the floor came back into place, and it was as if the backpack had never been there. If I’d not been watching carefully, I’d have missed it. At least, I now knew where Nate had gone. I had no way of knowing how far the tube dropped, but as I had no other way of getting out of the room, there was only one way to find out. I grabbed my own backpack and lowered myself down the tube. Even though I knew what was going to happen, I still closed my eyes and held my breath. It reminded me of being on the top of a rollercoaster just before it drops. I braced myself just as the floor disappeared beneath me. I fell through the darkness. 

I had thought the tube would curve just as the water slide had, and I’d end up twisting and turning before coming to a gentle stop at the end. I hadn’t counted on the freefall I was now in. I fell twenty feet, thirty feet, fort… I hit the ground. 

Something cushioned my fall, and when I finally got the courage to open my eyes, I found that I’d fallen on a huge inflatable.  

“Kim! Thank goodness. I thought you weren’t going to come.”

I looked up to see Nate climbing back onto the huge inflatable to help me off. It felt like a huge billowing pillow, and it took a few minutes to climb off, even with Nate’s help.

Looking up, I could see that three of the tubes ended up here. Goodness knows where the other nine ended up, but I could see a tube curved around, running through the room.

I was amazed to find that nothing had been hurt with such a big fall. Even my shoulder didn’t seem to have suffered much, which was something to be thankful for. 

There was only one exit from the room, so it was an easy choice which way to go.

“Did you see what rooms we’d have to pass through to get to Jenna and Dominic?”

“Who’s Dominic?” Nate asked, which annoyed me. He’d been on the screen right next to Jenna. I knew she was a pretty girl, but was she so beautiful that he wouldn’t notice the guy standing next to her?

“Dominic, you know, the guy trapped in the room with Jenna.” 

“How do you know his name?”

“Didn’t you recognize him?” Obviously, he’d been paying too much attention to Jenna. “He was the butler or whatever at Ezra’s house. The one who served us coffee in those china cups.” 

“Really? Oh! I wonder why he’s down here!”

“Does it matter?” I replied testily. I began to think that any mention of Jenna was going to be a sore point with me. “Did you see what rooms we’d have to go through?” I repeated myself.

“No, I wasn’t really looking.” Of course, he wasn’t! 

“No, why would you bother to look at what dangers we might come across when there’s Jenna to look at?”

He was really beginning to annoy me. He was usually so smart. Put a pretty blonde into the mix, and he was as stupid as a rabbit trying to cross a busy highway. 

He grinned at me, which made me want to hit him.

“I don’t see anything funny about this. We have two days to find the diamond, and now we are on a wild goose chase to find your ex-girlfriend.”

“You are jealous.”

“I’m not jealous.” Liar. I was jealous as hell. “I’m angry. We are no closer to finding the diamond than we were four days ago, and now we are actively heading away from it.”

“Would you be so annoyed if it was a complete stranger we were going to save?”

“Of course, I would!” I shouted back, but the truth was, I probably wouldn’t. 

“We’ll get the diamond. I promise,” he said and hugged me, which didn’t help my mood at all. If anything, it made me feel worse. 

“Well, we’d better do it quickly because I’ve eaten half the cookies this morning, and we don’t have enough food for two people, let alone four.”

“We’ll figure something out.” He was trying to make me feel better, but the truth of the matter was, I didn’t want to feel better. For the first time in my whole life, I’d felt something amazing. Something wonderful. I’d been floating on air. How was it fair that five minutes later, his beautiful blonde ex would turn up in need of saving? The ultimate damsel in distress.

It took us twelve more rooms and seven hours to finally reach Jenna and Dominic. When we opened the door to their room, Jenna stood up and ran straight over to Nate, launching herself at him, sobbing her heart out. I looked over to see Dominic still sitting against the wall in the same position we had seen him hours before. This time, I noticed something else. His leg was bleeding. He looked pale and clammy. I hated myself, but I was grateful for the distraction away from Jenna and Nate. I ran to Dominic and knelt down beside him. 

“What happened?”

He was barely responsive, and I could see that he had lost a lot of blood. His forehead was burning up, and his clothes were wet with perspiration. I set to work on him. He barely registered that I was even there. I grabbed a sharp knife from my bag and tore through the fabric of his trousers. He had a long cut up his leg, which in normal circumstances wouldn’t appear to be life threatening. It was very inflamed around the edges, leading me to believe it might be infected. I grabbed all that was left of the bandages I’d made from strips of sheet and placed them on the floor. Beside them, I placed a bottle of water and the antiseptic cream I’d been using for my own shoulder. Then, as carefully as I could, I cleaned the wound on his leg. It wasn’t as big as I first thought, but it was deep, which accounted for the blood loss. I liberally covered it in the cream, and then for good measure, I took a bottle of pills that I’d found in the back of the first aid cabinet at home from my bag.. They were antibiotic pills that had been left over from when Elliott had a small cut on his finger that got infected a few months ago. It had cleared up after a few days, and I guess Laura had just forgotten to throw the bottle out. I had no idea how effective they would be, but I placed one on Dominic’s tongue and, holding his head back, followed it with water from the bottle. When I was sure he’d swallowed it, I let his head go, and with the remaining water, I wet the last piece of cloth and wiped his forehead. I needed to get his temperature down. 

When I had done all I could do, I put the tube of cream and bottle of pills into a pocket on his shirt. I finally became aware of Jenna’s voice. I turned to look at her to find she was still hanging around Nate’s neck, and he was doing his best to both comfort her and extricate himself from her. A small part of me was grateful for that. 

“Jenna,” I stood up, leaving Dominic with the damp cloth on his forehead. “What happened?”

She finally let go of Nate and turned to me, still sobbing. 

I couldn’t understand what she was trying to say, so I grabbed the last bottle of water from my pack and passed it to her. I hated the fact that I’d now have to share what was left of our meagre food and water rations, but she looked dehydrated, and the crying wasn’t going to help. She thanked me for the water and drank the whole bottle straight down before I had a chance to tell her it was all we had left. 

She wiped her eyes on her sleeve and finally seemed ready to talk.

“I don’t know how I got here. I got a call to tell me that my great-great uncle had died, and that I was going to inherit a lot of money. I’d never heard of him, but…”

“Ezra Harland?” I’d heard this story before.

“How did you know?” She looked surprised by my knowing the name.

“He’s not your uncle, he’s… he’s … Well, he’s a scam artist, a really rich one. He built this place.”

“Oh, I should have known better,” she looked ashamed, but I couldn’t really blame her. Hadn’t we all fallen for the same scam?

“Don’t worry. It wasn’t your fault. What happened then?”

“Well, the man on the phone said he was going to send someone to pick me up to go to the reading of the will.”

“Didn’t your parents say anything about this?” Nate cut in.

“They are away on vacation. They go to Italy every year. This year, I decided not to go with them. I wish I had gone now.”

She looked like she might start crying again, so I urged her on.

“So someone picked you up?”

“Yes, him.” She pointed to Dominic “He drove me to this huge house, and there was an old man there. He called himself Daniel Millen and told me he was an attorney. He looked too old and sick to be an attorney if you ask me. He could barely walk himself. Anyway, he poured me a cup of coffee and then I can’t remember anything after that. I woke up in here with him. He said he didn’t know how he got in here either. At first, I didn’t believe him because he was the one who picked me up from home, but when we got stuck in a room with knives all over the place, and he sliced his leg open on one of them, I thought, perhaps, he doesn’t know anything about it. He seemed as genuinely scared to be here as I was.”

“How long have you been trapped in here?” I wondered aloud.

“I don’t know, a couple of days, I guess. We were in a room with lots of doors and then another. We just kept going through all these strange rooms until Dom got hurt. We came through that door there.” She pointed at a door on the left. There were two other doors. The one Nate and I had come through and one on the opposite wall.

“What about that one?” I asked.

“It opens, but there is another door just past it, which is locked. I couldn’t figure how to get out of here, and it wasn’t long before Dom collapsed. He’s been like that for hours, and I didn’t know what to do for him.” She began to cry again. Nate hugged her tightly and looked at me.

“How is he?” he mouthed over Jenna’s shoulder.

“I don’t know. His leg isn’t too bad, but he’s lost a lot of blood, and he has an infection. I’ve given him something, but I don’t know if it will help. If he’s not looking better in the next twelve hours, we’ll need to get him out of here quickly.”

“Can he walk?”

“Right now, he can’t do anything. If the cream and the pills work, we’ll have to see, but it could be hours until we see any signs of recovery. We are staying in this room tonight.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“What do you mean? We can’t carry him around.”

“I don’t think we’ll have to. On the screens in the monitor room, I saw a room with beds in it on the same path we took. We haven’t been through it yet, and we also haven’t seen a toilet all day. Ezra has this place planned out so that there is always somewhere to sleep and facilities to use. You heard what Jenna said about that door over there. It is unlocked, but the one behind it isn’t. It’s just like the ones last year. You have to go in and wait for the door ahead to unlock.”

I walked to the door and opened it. There was a small space behind it and then the next door. It did look remarkably like the ones that littered The Labyrinth last year.

“I think you are right. I hope the same can be said for your theory about the beds because we can’t be moving Dominic too far.”

“Come on, let’s get him in there.” He pulled himself away from Jenna and lifted Dominic up. I ran over to help while Jenna watched. Between us, we managed to get Dominic into the very small space. He was barely conscious and was only upright because Nate held him up. 

“Ok, you go through first,” I said to Nate and stepped out of the small space. “I’ll follow with Jenna and the bags.”

“No!” screeched Jenna from behind me. “Don’t go without me, Nathan.”

“Nate has to go through with Dominic. Don’t worry, I’ll stay here with you, and we’ll follow them through in a minute.” I tried to convince her, but she ran past me and tried to squeeze herself into the tiny space with Nate and Dominic. 

Nate looked at me as if to say, “What can I do?”

“Ok, I’ll go with Dominic, you follow behind with Nate,” I said to Jenna. It irked me no end, but I could see that arguing wasn’t going to solve anything, and they’d be just behind me. I swapped positions with Nate with difficulty, as I didn’t want Dominic to fall. Nate closed the door behind me, which plunged me into darkness. My old fear of the dark came rushing back to me, and I wished I’d have thought to bring my flashlight. Thankfully, it only took a few seconds for the next-door lock to click, and we were through to the next room.

As Nate had seen, the next room did, indeed, have beds, two of them. Two double beds. I half- carried, half-dragged Dominic to the nearest one and dropped him on it. Then, as best I could, I arranged him so that, at least, he’d be comfortable. For the first time, he seemed to gain a little consciousness. 

“Water.” He looked at me pleadingly. I looked around and saw a door with the word toilet on it. In there, I found a couple of empty bottles, one of which I filled with water and brought back to Dominic. He drank it down quickly but still appeared groggy. I pulled the pill bottle out of his shirt pocket and handed him two more of the little pills. I didn’t want him to overdose, but at the same time, I knew that he needed a strong blast of antibiotics. He swallowed the pills down and then closed his eyes. Sleep was probably the best thing for him right now to give his body a chance to recover. When I saw that he was ok, I used the toilet myself.

Once finished, I sat on the spare bed. The room was nothing like the one I’d slept in the night before. This time, there was no chandelier or mosaic floor. The room was pretty bare, but there was a sideboard with a lamp on it and two other doors leading off it, one to the left and one to the right. On the wall opposite the door we had entered through, were two sets of curtains as if they covered windows. By now, I realized that I’d not find any windows behind them.

As I sat on the bed, I wondered about the sleeping arrangements. There were two beds and four people. Of course, I knew what I wanted to happen, that Nate would insist on sleeping with me, and Jenna would just have to sleep with Dominic. I knew that Nate would never do that, though. He’d never make any girl sleep next to a complete stranger, even one that was barely conscious. He’d be a gentleman and bunk down with Dominic leaving me to share a bed with Jenna. I quickly pushed down the thought that he’d want to sleep with Jenna, and I’d end up next to Dominic. 

“Stupid!” I said aloud to myself. Dominic moaned in his sleep.

It was then that I realized that Nate and Jenna still hadn’t appeared. I’d been in the room at least three minutes. It couldn’t take that long to get through the door, could it? Even if I factored in the time it took to gather up all our bags, they should be in here by now. 

I went back to the door and tried to open it. It was locked.

“Nate!” I shouted through the door and then as an afterthought added, “Jenna.”

I waited for a response, but there was nothing but silence, punctuated by the soft snoring of Dominic.

Where were they? 

Ten minutes later, it became apparent that they weren’t coming. I’d just begun to panic when I heard the door lock click.

“Finally!” I said as I opened the door, but there was no one there. The vestibule was empty. I tried the door past it to the room where we had found Jenna and Dominic. It was empty. Our Bags were also gone.

“Nate?” I ran into the room, forgetting that the door might lock behind me. I tried the other doors, but they were locked. Where had they gone? I shouted Nate’s name as loudly as I could, but I got no response. They had vanished into thin air.

 

 

 


Chapter nineteen

 

I sat back on the bed next to Dominic’s and lay down. I’d gotten back into the bedroom with no problems, so how come Nate and Jenna hadn’t?

Was this all planned? I had visions of Jenna and Nate waltzing off into the sunset with a huge diamond while Dominic and I were stuck down here forever. I fell asleep only to be awakened at many points during the night, thanks to bad dreams. The worst one having Jenna come up to me with a big smile on her face to show me the huge engagement ring that Nate had given her. The ring was made of The Labyrinthian Diamond and completely covered her hand. She smiled and then pushed me down a huge dark hole.

I awoke with a start. Looking at my watch, I could see that it was once again morning. Not that that meant anything down here. Misery engulfed me as I realized Nate hadn’t shown up in the middle of the night. I got out of bed and used the bathroom. I filled both bottles with water and decided to examine the room. I still needed to get out of here, despite how miserable I felt. The first thing I did was check the doors. They were all locked, even the one I’d come through the night before. There was no point shouting through it again. I knew Nate was long gone. I checked the small sideboard. Inside, I got a pleasant surprise. There was a fridge. The same type you might get in a hotel room. A mini bar, so to speak, but this was not filled with alcohol. Instead, it was filled with food. Platters of meat and cheese and fruit filled the small fridge. As I’d eaten nothing but cookies the day before, the sight of food made me feel better. My stomach grumbled at the sight of it. I’d felt so miserable the evening before that I’d not realized just how hungry I was. I opened the little cupboard next to the fridge to find even more delights. A plate of pastries, some bread rolls, a few bags of candy, and four cups with little sachets of coffee and teabags to the side. There was even a small travel kettle in there.

I filled the small kettle with water from the bathroom and found a socket to plug it in. As it boiled merrily, I heard a noise. At first, my heart leapt thinking that Nate had finally found me, but then, I realized that it was just Dominic waking up.

I ran over to him

“Where am I?” he asked as he pulled himself into a sitting position and added, “Ouch!” 

“How are you feeling?” I tried to put on my best bedside manner. “You hurt your leg. I tried to bandage it up.”

“I’m ok, I think. My leg hurts.”

“It will. I’ll need to look at it later, but first, do you want a coffee?”

“What happened?” he repeated.

“I’ll tell you everything, but let me make you a coffee first.” The truth was, I needed a strong coffee before I got up the nerve to check his leg again. If it looked better, I had every confidence that he’d be fine, and we’d get out of here. If it was worse, we were effectively stuck down here. At least, he was, but I couldn’t leave him here alone. I looked at him as I poured the coffee. His color was much better, and he wasn’t dripping wet anymore. He looked like a different person from the man he’d been just eight hours previously. He seemed alert, which gave me hope. I passed him his coffee, grabbed a couple of croissants, and sat on the edge of his bed.

I proceeded to tell him everything I knew, and he listened intently to every word I said. I was surprised at the look of shock on his face as I spoke. I had expected him to know about most of what had been going on. After all, he worked for Ezra. Surely, he must know about The Labyrinth?

After I finished talking, I gave him a few minutes to digest what I’d just said. He hadn’t touched his coffee, and neither had I. I sipped the now lukewarm brew, and ate my croissant. I’d been honest with Dominic, but I wanted to know how he fit into this.

“Drink your coffee, it’ll go cold.”

He drank his coffee down at once absent-mindedly. I waited until he’d finished and began to question him. 

“So you work for Ezra? Did you bring Jenna down here?”

Subtlety was not my strong suit.

“No, not at all. There have been a lot of strange things happening to me, and this is just the last in a long line of crazy.” 

His accent was the same as it had been when I met him at Ezra’s; but now, dressed in normal clothes and without Ezra around to see him, he looked different, less stilted and if it were possible given the situation we were both in, more at ease. He’d practically been a robot back at the house. Here, he seemed like just a normal guy. He was about my age with chestnut hair and stunning green eyes. His accent, now that he was talking informally, sounded nice, lyrical even. I wasn’t sure whether to believe what he was telling me, but he looked like he was telling the truth. I decided to give him the benefit of the doubt, at least, hear what he had to say.

“Please elaborate.” I encouraged.

“Do you have any painkillers?” he asked as he shifted his leg.

“No, I’m sorry. I’d put some in my bag, but my bag has disappeared, along with Nate and Jenna. That reminds me, though. You’ll have to take some more antibiotics. I’ll need to apply more cream to your leg soon, too.”

I took his empty cup and rinsed it under the tap in the bathroom. Then, I filled it with water. Once back, I found the bottle of pills that had fallen out of his pocket at some point in the night and had ended up on the bed. I gave him two to take. He swallowed them down and thanked me. 

“So you were saying?” I hoped the pain in his leg would keep at bay long enough for him to tell me his story.  

“About six months ago I was at home in England when my mum got a call. It was a solicitor.”

“Daniel Millen?” 

“Yes, Daniel. Anyway, I’d been left some money by some old guy in America. You must have known him. You asked for him when you came to the house. Ezra Harland. I’d also been left airline tickets to come over here for the reading of the will. Only one ticket, so I had to come alone. We couldn’t afford a ticket for Mum. When I got here, I met Daniel. He told me that I’d been left hundreds of thousands of dollars, but the trouble was, it was all caught up in legal trusts. I couldn’t get it for six months. This left me with a problem. I’d only been given a one-way ticket, and I didn’t have enough money to get home. I’d expected to just pick up the money and go straight home. Daniel agreed to give me a job as his butler until the money could be transferred to me.”

The whole story sounded fishy. “Why would you travel all the way over the ocean to get the money? Surely, they could just wire the money to your bank account in England? And for that matter, what would make you think you had a rich relative in America anyway?” I failed to mention that we had all believed Ezra when he told us we’d inherited money.

“Stupid, huh? I think I believed him because I was adopted. I never knew my birth parents, so I figured it was entirely plausible that I might have a rich uncle I knew nothing about. It’s one of those dreams adopted kids have, isn’t it? Rich family. Turned out to be a bit of a nightmare, really!”

It was amazing how similar Dominic’s situation was to mine. Adopted kid, no money. At least, I knew who my mother was. I felt an empathy towards Dominic, now that we shared a common bond.

“Daniel said I had to go to the reading of the will, or I’d forfeit my claim. To be honest, I thought the whole thing was dodgy as soon as I got here, but I had no money and no job visa, so I had little choice. Daniel didn’t keep me trapped. I could come and go as I pleased, and he paid me good money for very little work. All I had to do was answer the door and tell people that Daniel Millen didn’t live there. I thought he was strange, but I figured I’d wait the six months out, get the money, and go home. If the money didn’t come through, I’d still save up enough for the fare. Anyway, a few days ago, I was asked to pick Jenna up. Daniel served us tea, and I woke up here, none the wiser.”

“You do realize that Daniel was Ezra Harland?”

“I do now. I didn’t have a clue when I was working for him.”

“So you honestly didn’t know about The Labyrinth? You never saw him, I don’t know, recording videos or organizing bulldozers or anything else unexplained?”

“No. I barely saw him at all. I made him breakfast at 8 am every day and left sandwiches for him as he said he didn’t like to be disturbed during the day. After that, my only job was to answer the door and the phone and tell people that he didn’t live there. At dinnertime, I’d prepare a meal for him, and then I was free to do whatever I wanted for the rest of the night. As barely anyone ever phoned and you were his only visitor, I didn’t have a lot to do. I spent most of the time painting.”

“Painting?”

“Yeah, I’m an artist, well, I like to paint. Daniel...I mean, Ezra, didn’t seem to mind. He even bought me an easel and some paints and canvas.”

“Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say. 

I saw that he’d finished the croissant, and I’d run out of excuses not to unwrap the bandages on his leg. He seemed a million times better than he had last night, but if his leg was still bad, we’d not be able to go anywhere. Before I took his bandages off, I ripped the sheet on the bed into strips, just as I had done last time. I would need them if his leg was bleeding badly.

I carefully unwrapped the bandages, and when I got to the leg, I was amazed at just how much better it looked. The cream combined with the pills had performed a miracle. That, or it hadn’t been as bad as I had feared the night before. The cut was still there, but the redness and puffiness that had been there the night before were gone. It had also started to heal and had clotted over. I applied another thick layer of cream and wrapped it tightly with the sheet bandages I’d made.

“Good as new!” I exclaimed after I’d finished. I looked up to see Dominic smiling down at me, his piercing green eyes unapologetically staring at me. He really was good-looking. I had to turn away from him to spare myself the embarrassment of blushing. It didn’t help that he thanked me, once again in that accent. It should be against the law to have such a beautiful accent and a beautiful face I decided!

“The big test. Can you walk on it?” 

He dangled both his legs over the side of the bed, put his hand on my shoulder (thankfully on my uninjured side), and pushed himself up. It took a bit of time, but he managed to walk across the room unaided.

“It hurts like hell, but I can walk,” he stated.

“Great, because we have a long way to go and a short time to do it!”

I stuffed as much of the food as I could in mine and Dominic’s pockets. A lot of it wouldn’t fit, and I wished I had my bag to put all of it in. As I didn’t, I decided to divide it out and eat whatever we couldn’t carry. It was the biggest meal I’d had in days. It was also the freshest. I decided to leave the coffee sachets and tea bags behind. Even though they were pretty small, it was unlikely we’d find another kettle down here.

“So what now?” asked Dominic, waiting for me by the exit.

“Now, we go and rescue some people, find a multi-million dollar diamond, and get the hell out of here!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter twenty

 

Dominic was a great person to be stuck in a labyrinth with, he was helpful, clever, and had endless stories about life in England and living with Ezra. But no matter how much I enjoyed his company, I missed Nate. At all kinds of moments, I’d find myself wondering where he was. If he was on a floor above or a floor below. He could have been in the next room, and I wouldn’t have known. I could have tried shouting his name, but I figured the likelihood of him hearing me was minimal, and Dominic would probably think I was a love-starved puppy. The more I wondered where he was, the more I wondered what he was doing. Unlike the last time we had been separated, and I’d worried if he was safe, now all I could think about was if he was getting back together with Jenna. I couldn’t blame Jenna for being stuck down here. She’d been duped as we all had. Every one of us had come down here with the promise of riches. But why did she have to be so beautiful? She was much taller than me, almost the same height as Nate, and she had blonde hair to die for, all atop the prettiest face. She didn’t seem like Nate’s type at all. She was my polar opposite, for a start. Maybe that’s why he had tried to date me in the first place. Perhaps he was trying to get the thought of his gorgeous ex out of his head with a short brunette.

“Ugh!” I said to myself before realizing I’d said it out loud.

“Are you ok?” asked Dominic.

“Yes, I’m fine. I was just wondering what to do in this room,” I lied. Dominic probably thought I was strange because it was pretty obvious what we had to do to get across the room.

There was only one door on the opposite side, so our route was a given. The getting to it would not be so simple. A series of taut parallel ropes running from our side to the opposite side were our way across. As they were only a few inches from the ground, I knew we’d have to walk across them in much the same way a tightrope artist might. As I stepped onto the nearest rope, I saw Dominic put his foot out as if to step between them to the floor below.

“Stop. Keep to the ropes. I’ve been down here long enough to know that stepping on the floor wouldn’t be a good idea. Knowing Ezra, he’s got it electrified.”

“Are you kidding? Why would he do that?”

He might have listened to what I’d said about Ezra earlier, but it seemed he still had a hard time believing it.

“Just don’t. Follow my lead. You walk on those two ropes. I’ll walk on these two next to them.”

It wasn’t that difficult to get across using two ropes instead of one. About a quarter of the way along, Dominic grabbed my hand to save himself from falling. He was finding it more difficult than me, his bad leg slowing him down. I could see the pain on his face with each step.

We made it to the other side with no missteps and, thankfully, no electrocutions. It was a good thing because that last thing either of us needed was another injury, especially as between us, we only had three working arms and three working legs. But it was also a bad thing. It meant that Dominic was still underestimating just how twisted the mind of Ezra Harland was.

The next room was a small one, and as soon as I stepped into it and closed the door, I realized it was an elevator. I could feel it rise up, taking us out of the depths of The Labyrinth. I don’t know why, but I preferred it when I was on one of the upper floors. It made me feel like I was nearer freedom. Of course, that was a stupid way to think, but I knew I was nearer the surface and just felt more comfortable, the higher up I was. 

As soon as the elevator doors opened, I had to have a rethink. The room was exactly the same as the room below it except this time, instead of a floor six inches beneath the ropes, there was now a huge drop. We must have come from the bottom of The Labyrinth to the top because the ground below the ropes disappeared off into darkness. Without my flashlight, it was difficult to see how far, but I estimated a full three stories. Dominic got an apple out of his pocket and dropped it, counting as it went. One…two…thr... I heard it hit the ground.

“What did you do that for?” I asked him, annoyed at the loss of our precious food.

He must have heard the annoyance in my voice as he replied sheepishly, “I just wanted to know how far down it was.” 

He was so cute; it was hard to be mad at him. Why did I have to get stuck with someone so utterly good-looking? It made everything all the more difficult.

The other difference to the room was the ropes. This time, instead of many ropes, there were only two and they were spaced out too far apart to do what we had done last time, one foot on each. We would have to either inch our way across underneath or walk across them.

The first option was the safest for Dominic, but with my arm the way it was, it would have been impossible for me. I just didn’t have the strength in my left arm to hold my own weight. Dominic must have seen the same problem I did because as he put a foot onto one of the ropes he held out his hand.

“If I keep you steady, you keep me steady, deal?”

I laughed despite myself. How anyone could be so lighthearted in our situation was mindboggling, but there he stood, smile on his face, offering to take the more dangerous option to keep me safe.

I had to take the left-hand rope, as I’d need to hold Dominic’s hand with my right. He wasn’t much taller than me, and so our weight balanced pretty well. I found that if we both leaned slightly to the side, me to the left, and Dominic to the right, we could walk across pretty well. Of course, if either of us were to let go of the other, we’d both go plummeting to our deaths. It took a while as we were going slowly, but eventually, we managed to get across to the other side. The door was unlocked, and it felt great to be going through it until I saw what was on the other side. My heart dropped when I saw the next room. What I saw there was the only thing that was guaranteed to slow us down and cause us to lose the small amount we were carrying.

 “It’s a swimming pool.”

“Please tell me you can swim.” I looked at Dominic while thinking of Nate, and how we had to get through the aquarium last year with him being unable to swim.

“’Course. Can you?”

I was just about to say yes when I realized that I’d find it difficult with only one arm working. I looked at the pool. It wasn’t the aquarium. No fish would survive in this pool. Even though it was no more than ten meters long, it had a current. Jets of water or air were being pumped in at the opposite end, and a drain at the near end meant that we would have to swim against the current to get to the other side. If that wasn’t bad enough, unlike last time, Ezra had not provided us with plastic sealable bags to put our clothes in so they didn’t get wet. 

I took my coat off and jumped into the pool where I immediately sank. The current was stronger than I had anticipated and my shoes were heavy. Dominic pulled me out.

“That was clever!” he said with only a hint of sarcasm. You aren’t going to get across with all that weight on you. You’ll have to take some of those clothes off, the sling and those shoes.”

It was then I realized that, once again, I was going to lose everything. It would be impossible to pull our belongings across. All the food we’d managed to salvage, the antibiotic pills. And once again, I was going to have to go through the maze shoeless. Despite all my planning and extra clothes, Ezra had managed to beat me once again.

I stripped down to my t-shirt and trousers. I had no intention of taking any more clothes off, mostly because I was still wearing my blood-covered bra, and I couldn’t cope with the embarrassment of Dominic seeing it. Also, because I didn’t want to be walking around the rest of the maze in nothing but my underwear.

I couldn’t take any of the food with me, but I did manage to fit the pill bottle and antiseptic cream in a zip up pocket in my trousers.

I jumped in one more time, this time holding on to the side so I wouldn’t go under. Dominic took his shoes off and followed me in.

“Wow. This is strong. It’s going to be tough getting across there.”

I was a strong swimmer, but as I pushed off the side, I knew it wasn’t going to be easy. The current was way too fast to swim against, and my left arm was practically useless. I used my legs to kick against the water as much as I could, but I was barely moving forward. I had to use my left arm despite the pain I felt in doing so. I could see Dominic ahead of me, faring a lot better than I was. Suddenly, I could move. Swimming was easier. I looked up and saw that Dominic had moved directly in front, blocking the flow of water. I was swimming in his slipstream. I don’t know how he did it with only one leg, but he got to the other side and clung on to a bar that had been positioned there. Because he was blocking the jets with his body, I was able to swim until I reached him.

He grabbed me once again and hauled me out of the pool.       

We’d both made it. I flopped onto the side, exhausted and dripping wet.

It took a few moments until I got my breath back enough to talk.

“Usually, after a cold or wet room, Ezra provides a way of drying ourselves or warming up.”

“How nice of him,” Dominic said, this time, the sarcasm was thick, but he said it in such a way that made me laugh again. I burst out laughing, and Dominic followed. It was refreshing to find a source of amusement down here, something to laugh at in such a dark place. I realized I’d laughed twice since I woke up, and I decided there could be worse people to be stuck down here with.

I’d been right about the next room. There was a fire there, so we could dry ourselves. The only problem was that it wasn’t lit. 

“I don’t understand. Every time I came into a room like this last year, the fire would automatically spring to life as soon as we opened the door. The TV would come on, and Ezra would speak to us. This year there has been nothing.” I wrapped my arms around myself and shivered. A thought occurred to me. I remembered something that Jenna had said which might have explained the lack of contact. She’d said that he was old and sick, that he could barely walk. I’d not thought about it before now, but the lack of contact from Ezra had pushed it to the forefront of my mind.

“How was Ezra when you last saw him?”

“How do you mean?” asked Dominic.

“Was he in good health?”

“Not really. He kept to himself mostly. I did notice that he’s been even more reclusive than usual in the last few weeks. More often than not, the sandwiches I made had been left untouched. I wouldn’t say he was a well man, no. I’ve barely seen him in the last few weeks. He’s been in his room most of the time.”

He was ill. Really ill this time. It would explain why we weren’t seeing a lot of him on the screens. He didn’t want us to see just how ill he was. The whole labyrinth was run by Ezra. From the fires to the TVs to the doors. The locks were all controlled remotely by Ezra. If he was too ill to push the buttons he needed to push, where did that leave us? At the moment, everything was being run automatically. The thought terrified me. What if the way out needed a button to be pressed, but Ezra was too ill to press it? Even though he was completely insane, he really did want us to get out of here. He’d proved that by unlocking all the doors between Nate and me when it looked like Nate was going to die. That had been days ago now, though. What if Ezra’s health had deteriorated since then? Without him, I didn’t know if we would even be able to get out of here at all. If my theory was right, we would be stuck down here forever.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter twenty-one

 

I ended up stripping down to my underwear just so I could wring out my soaking clothes. I made Dominic turn and face the opposite direction so he wouldn’t see me almost naked. I did the same for him when he took his clothes off, although he didn’t seem to mind either way. Putting my damp clothes back on was awful, but I had no choice. It was that or nothing. We’d had to leave behind the bandages I’d ripped from the sheets, so we both had to keep on the soggy bandages we were wearing.   

“Thank you,” Dominic said while I was waiting for him to redress. I felt miserable in the cold, wet clothes, and I was so caught up in that, that I almost didn’t hear him.

“Sorry?”

“I never said thank you. I don’t really remember last night, but the little I do remember, I know you were looking after me.”

“I had to. You have an infection in your leg. That reminds me, you’ll need to take more of those pills. Can you swallow them without water?”

He pulled the pills out and took two, swallowed them down in one go. 

“I’ve been pretty lonely since moving here. I know I said Ezra let me go out, but in such a small town, there weren’t really many places to go. I didn’t have the money to go further afield, so more often than not, I stayed in. I miss home. I miss my brother and sisters. I miss my mum.”

He looked really down. I didn’t know what to say.

“It’s been nice to have someone I can talk to,” he carried on. 

“You’ve known me less than twenty-four hours,” I stated the obvious.

“And yet, I’ve said more to you in that time than I‘ve said to anyone else in the last six months.”

I realized just how isolated he had been and tried to put myself in his shoes. How would I feel, out of money and with no way to get home in a foreign country? Away from my family and friends. I was missing Laura, Tom, and Elliott like crazy, and I’d only been away from them for five days. I couldn’t imagine being away from them for six months and being stuck in a huge mansion with only a sick old man for company.

“How many brothers and sisters do you have?” I asked. It seemed like he wanted to talk about his family, so I thought I’d oblige.

“One older sister, two younger sisters, and a younger brother.”

“Wow, big family! I’ve just got Nate, whom you have already met, and Elliott, my younger brother. He’s in Florida with my mom and dad at the moment. The wonderful Ezra paid for them to go on vacation so Nate and I could come down here.”

I expected him to ask me about that, but he surprised me and asked about Nate.

“Nate is your brother? I’m surprised.”

“Why?”

“I thought he was your boyfriend. I’m kinda glad he isn’t.” I thought about Nate off somewhere with Jenna, and I decided not to correct him.

I couldn’t help myself. I blushed. To hide it, I turned my attention to the room we had just entered.

Another gray room with nothing in it. There had been a few of these in The Labyrinth last year, but this was the first I’d seen this year. I briefly wondered if I’d been in this room before, but it was so difficult to tell as the whole labyrinth had changed. There were two exits, one in front of us and one to the left.

“You get that door,” I said pointing to the one at our side. “I’ll take that one.”

To my surprise, both doors opened right away.

“Wow, you’ve got to come see this!” exclaimed Dominic, his voice full of wonder and echoing my own thoughts, exactly, about the room I was now looking into. 

“No, I think you should see this room!”

Dominic closed his door and joined me at mine. 

“Wow!” Wow, indeed. We stood at the end of a large art gallery. Old oil paintings with huge gilt frames lined the walls. Various sculptures stood in the center. It reminded me of a museum.

“What did you see through the other door?” I asked.

“There was a rain forest in there, a real one, trees and everything.”

“Did you see a waterfall by any chance?”

“I didn’t see one, but I heard what sounded like gushing water.”

The rainforest room. 

“I’ve been through there before. I know the way out. It involves climbing and swinging on ropes through trees. I’m not sure my shoulder, or for that matter, your leg is up to it. How is your leg feeling?” I would have liked to take a look at it, but as I had no clean, dry bandages, I’d had to leave it as it was.

“Wet!” we were both still damp from our swim earlier, but I had started to dry out a little.

I stepped into the room and took a look at the first painting.

“It’s the Queen!” exclaimed Dominic, and so it was. The Queen of England sat regally on a throne, scepter in hand, and a huge crown on her head. The Crown Jewels, except instead of the Star of Africa, the diamond that was set into the real crown belonging to the queen, there was The Labyrinthian Diamond. 

“That is the diamond we are looking for.” I pointed it out to him in the painting.

“Ah,” he said, looking uncomfortable.

“Ah? What?”

“I’ve seen that diamond before.”

“You have?”

“Look at the next painting.”

I looked over to the next portrait. I recognized its subject right away. It was Ezra. It was a recent portrait, as he looked exactly as he did now. The portrait was exquisite, so lifelike. It was almost as if I expected him to jump out of the painting. In it, he was seated in a chair, the same regal posture as the Queen in the previous painting. In this one, though, he was holding The Labyrinthian Diamond in his hand.

“Look at the signature at the bottom.”

I looked to the bottom right where he was pointing. There, signed in looped writing was the name, Dowen.

“Who is Dowen?” I asked. I didn’t see any relevance to anything. I’d never heard of a Dowen.

“It’s not Dowen. It’s D. Owen.”

“Ok, but who…” It suddenly dawned on me, D. Owen, Dominic Owen. He’d told me he liked to paint. It had never occurred to me that he was as good as this. The slightly embarrassed look on his face confirmed it.

“You painted this?”

“Guilty. Of course, I didn’t know that he was going to hide the diamond in an underground maze, and put people down here to try to find it. In fact, I didn’t think it was a real diamond. I had the impression that Daniel, I mean Ezra, wasn’t that rich at all, despite the big house. It’s falling down and needs a lot of repairs. I thought it was one of those replica diamonds that gets used for a paperweight.”

“You have an amazing talent. When you said you could paint, I thought you just did a few little watercolors to pass the time.”

He grinned, clearly enjoying the praise. “I do watercolors, too.”

We walked along the wall, studying the paintings as we went. Every single painting had the diamond featured somewhere. A lot of them looked old, so I suspected the diamond had been painted in. Dominic assured me that he hadn’t painted these, although he recognized some from the house. Perhaps they were Ezra’s ancestors; maybe some were old paintings of famous people such as the painting of the Queen. I didn’t recognize anyone else until we got right to the far end of the gallery, and there it was.

A life-sized painting of me. 

“Ah,” Dominic said again. “I had hoped we wouldn’t see these paintings. I thought we might when we saw the one of Ezra, but I really was keeping my fingers crossed that they wouldn’t be here.”

They? I looked at the next painting along. It was Nate. Next to him, hung a painting of Jenna and following that, was Dominic himself.

“You painted yourself?” I asked incredulously.

“Actually, the one of me was the first I painted. Ezra asked me if I could do a self-portrait, and that’s what I painted. Once I showed him that one, he got all excited and asked if he could pose for me. The results of which you saw back there.” 

“So how did you paint us?” I looked back at the painting of me. It was extraordinary. He’d managed to capture me so perfectly, but at the same time, made me look so much more beautiful than I was. His talent was exceptional. He really had captured the way I sat so perfectly. The detail on the blouse I wore that day to see Ezra was painted in minute detail. He must have the most extraordinary memory, as I didn’t recall ever having worn that particular blouse in any photo

“You’ve made me look beautiful,” I added.

“You are beautiful. I just painted what I saw.”

He was making me blush again. 

“What I mean is, how did you paint me? I didn’t pose for you.”

“Ezra had photos of each of you. He wanted your faces but modeled in a different pose. I painted most of yours from memory, though. That’s exactly how you sat when you came for coffee that one time.”

“But I only met you once, for like ten minutes.”

“What can I say? You made an impression on me.” The boy could get a medal for flattery. My cheeks were going to glow if I didn’t change the subject soon.

“So why are they down here? What’s the clue to help us get out of here?” There was one exit opposite the way we had come in.

“I don’t think the clues are to find a way out. I think this is down here as a setting for that.”

I looked to where he was pointing. Right in the center of the room, on a pedestal and in a glass case, was The Labyrinthian Diamond. I’d not seen it when we came in as it had been obscured by a statue, a replica of Rodin’s The Thinker. I’d been so engrossed in the paintings that I’d not even noticed the rest of the sculptures, or more importantly, the diamond. I ran over to it.

It sat on a silk cushion of royal blue, ensconced in a glass case. Underneath, on the pedestal was a plaque. It read:

The Labyrinthian Diamond

One of the largest Diamonds ever mined, now belongs to Ezra Harland. Worth over three hundred million dollars, the key can be found in the heart of the jungle.

 

“The key can be found in the heart of the jungle.” I looked at the case. Right at the bottom was a small keyhole. The rainforest room!

Suddenly, Dominic ran past me with a small sculpture. He brought it down heavily on the case, making me jump.

“Dominic!”

“Sorry.” We both looked at the case. The head of the elephant sculpture had fallen off with the impact, but the case remained exactly as it had been.

“That’s some strong glass,” he remarked.

“I think we need to find the key. The clue is pretty obvious. We need to find it in the rainforest room back there, but don’t worry, I’ve already been through that room. I know it.”

We made our way back through the gray room to the rainforest room. The door led to the same platform I had been on the last time I’d been there. It meant I’d been in the gray room before, too. I tried to recall what it had been like last time, but I couldn’t remember.

The blast of wet heat struck me once again. I’d forgotten just how hot this room was. It wasn’t going to help dry us out, but the heat was a refreshing change to my cold, damp clothes. As soon as we closed the door, a lion roared. Dominic took a step back. 

“What was that?” the fear was unmistakable in his voice.

“It’s a recording. It played a lot the last time we were in here, but we didn’t see any big cats.”

A monkey swung past us.

“Are you sure, because that monkey looked pretty real to me.”

“The monkeys are real. There are other creatures, too. Birds, butterflies, we even saw a meerkat last time. Definitely, no lions or tigers. Don’t worry.”

This was the one room in the whole labyrinth that I actually liked. It was so huge and so bright that it felt like it was outside. 

Dominic trailed behind me as I walked down the metal stairs. A couple of butterflies flew past, flapping their brightly colored wings. A bird screeched, and the roar came again. I looked behind me. I could tell that Dominic was unsure whether to believe me about the roar.

“Honestly, it’s fine. Last year we took the path to the right. It follows the right-hand wall until it ends in a big pond with a waterfall descending into it. There is a way out, but we’d have to climb up a cliff face near the waterfall.”

“Well, at least, we won’t have to do that this time. The way out is more than likely the door in the art gallery. This time, we just have to find a key, right? Can we do it quickly?” he said nervously, looking around him.

There was no point trying to convince him that there wasn’t a huge cat wandering around the place. I’d tried, but he obviously didn’t really believe me.

“Come on.” I followed the path to the left this time. I’d not seen this side of the room before. Huge trees grew all around us, and the ground was thick with vegetation. I could hear something rustling in the trees above, more than likely one of the myriad of monkey species that inhabited the huge room. The path cut through the “jungle, ” but unlike the one on the right that took a direct route to the waterfall, this twisted and turned and broke off into different paths. As the clue had said, “the heart of the jungle.” I took that to mean the middle of the room. The plants and bushes were much thicker in the middle, and it wasn’t long before the light was being obscured by a variety of leaves. As the vegetation got thicker and the room got darker, Dominic’s fear increased. I could almost hear him trembling behind me.

“I guess they don’t have jungles in England, huh?”

“Not so many, no,” he replied. I followed the path, which now seemed to be spiraling inwards towards the center of the room. I took this to be a good sign. Hopefully, once in the middle, I’d find a key, and we could get out of here. I only hoped one of the monkeys hadn’t found it first. I imagined having to chase a monkey around the room to get the key. The picture in my mind made me chuckle.

“What’s so amusing?” Dominic asked, and when I told him, he laughed, too.

I was to be both disappointed and surprised when I got to the center of the spiral. The key wasn’t there, but there was a circular trap door. It was made of metal and looked a little like a manhole cover.  

“Was this here before?” Dominic asked, full of curiosity.

“I don’t know. I didn’t come this way last time.” I mentally cursed myself for not checking the whole room out before. Perhaps this was the way out last time. Maybe it was even the way out this time.

There was a handle on top, which I tried to pull up. It was heavier than I thought it would be. I pulled with all my strength but could only lift it a few inches before I had to let go. 

“Hurry up!” Dominic shouted urgently.

“It’s too heav…” and then I understood the urgency in his voice. About fifteen feet away from us was a leopard. It stood still, watching us as we watched it. Despite Dominic shouting at me to hurry up, the sight of the big cat had me paralyzed with fear. 

“I think we need to move slowly and make no sudden moves,” I whispered. “It’s too heavy. I’m going to need help.”

Dominic slowly brought his hands down to join mine on the handle. Between us, we slowly brought the trap door up, but when the leopard started to run towards us, we pulled quickly and jumped down, letting the trapdoor close behind us.

“It’s amazing what having a huge, hungry cat with large teeth can do for one’s strength,” I remarked trying to sound casual and failing.  

Dominic gave a small laugh, but I think it was out of nerves rather than actually finding what I said funny.

“I thought you said it was a sound recording?”

“I thought it was!”

The room we’d fallen into was unlike any of the others. It looked more like a cave than anything else. Spanning, what looked like the entirety of the room above, its floors were nothing but dirt and the walls, just rock. A few small lights lit the place, but it remained dingy. I had been hoping for an exit, especially in light of the leopard above us. But there was nothing in the rock, no hole or crevice that would suggest a way out. Despite its size, I could see the whole room from where I was standing in the middle of it. The only thing the room had, besides an old wooden ladder leading back up to the rainforest room and a number of pillars holding the ceiling up, was a spade and a metal detector.

“Unless we find something interesting on or behind these pillars, I think it’s pretty obvious that we need to dig for the key.”

“I’ll do the metal detecting and digging if you check the pillars for clues,” said Dominic, picking up the metal detector. I was annoyed. I’d never used a metal detector, and it’s something I would have liked to try. It seemed silly to argue about it, so I let him start it up while I walked to the far end of the room to see if I could see anything. I could hear the beep, beep, beep of the machine steadily fade behind me as I walked across the room to the far end. The first pillar I saw had an arrow carved into it pointing to the left with the number three beside it. I followed the direction of the arrow with my eyes. There were five pillars in that direction. I wondered if the number three meant “go to the third pillar.” As I passed the pillar in between, I noticed that it also had arrows and numbers on it. Just as I arrived at the third pillar, the metal detector gave off a long beep, followed by Dominic giving a yell of triumph. I watched as he ran to the space and then began digging precisely where the long beep had occurred. 

“I’ve found it!” Dominic shouted over to me. I ran back to him where he proudly handed me a small silver colored key.

“Don’t you think this was a bit too easy?” I asked, the arrows on the pillars on my mind. “I mean, you’ve only just started looking. How likely is it that Ezra buried the key, not five feet from where he left the metal detector? Just look at the size of this room. If I were him, I would have buried it much further away, in a corner maybe.”

“If you were Ezra, you wouldn’t have built this hole in the first place,” Dominic stated, which I had to agree with. “But look. I’ve found it.”

“Let me try.” I took the metal detector from him. Something wasn’t adding up, and, like everything else in this place, I suspected nothing would be as it seemed.

I wasn’t particularly surprised when in just under two minutes and within five feet, the detector went off again. I scrabbled in the dirt, and within seconds, I found another key. Holding the first key and second key up together, it was apparent that they were for different locks.

“There are two!” 

“I suspect there are more than two. I bet this whole floor has hundreds of them buried under it.”

“So how do we know which is the correct one?” asked Dominic.

“I think that we have to follow the arrows,” I replied, pointing one out to him.

“There looks to be arrows on all of these pillars. How do we know where the path starts?”

“And how do we know where it ends?” I raised my eyebrows. I figured if we followed the path, we’d eventually get to a pillar that had an X or some other marker carved into it atthe end of the path. If that was the case, it would probably be easier just to check all the pillars for the X in the first place.

“Right. I’ll start from that end,” I said, pointing to the end where I had already been. “You check the other end. You are looking for some kind of marker that might show an end point. Maybe an X.”

“Or an arrow pointing downwards!” 

“Exactly.”

I went back to the point where I’d first found an arrow. Instead of following its instructions, I checked all the pillars in the row. There were six in all. Looking down the long room, I could see there were fifteen rows of six each. Ninety pillars to check, forty-five apiece for Dominic and I.

Most of the pillars had arrows and numbers. None of the numbers went higher than fifteen, so it seemed my theory of walking past that many pillars was probably correct. A few of the pillars had nothing on them at all, but I didn’t see a pillar with any other kind of marking on it. By the time I’d met Dominic in the middle, I hadn’t found anything that indicated an end point.

“Found anything?” I asked him, but he shook his head.

“Nothing but arrows and numbers. What do you want to do now?”

“Let’s follow a path and see where it leads us. I just hope it isn’t one long circuit, and we end up back here.”

We started at the nearest pillar. The arrow pointed forwards, and the number showed seven.

Dominic followed as I counted seven pillars along. On that pillar, the arrow pointed right and had the number two. 

Pretty soon, we were working well as a team, running from pillar to pillar, shouting out the numbers as we went. Twenty minutes later, we were out of breath and back at the pillar where we had started.

“It’s just one circuitous path,” I said aloud pointlessly. 

“It’s not, though,” answered Dominic. “Well, it is a circuit, but it’s not just one path. We didn’t pass through a number of these pillars. We just need to start at a pillar we’ve not been through and try a different route.”

“Do you remember which pillars we’ve already followed?” I asked, wishing we had a pen and paper to mark them on and keep track.

“I don’t think we’ve been through this one.”

I drew a cross on the floor in the dirt next to it to show we had followed it and moved on to the next one. With each pillar we followed, I marked the ground, not wanting to repeat our paths. It took us three different paths before we followed one to a blank pillar near the end of the room.

“Dead end,” said Dominic. “Let’s move on to the next one.”

“No. This is what we have been looking for, an end to a path. The key must be here.” He watched as I scrabbled down in the dirt. At first, I didn’t find anything, but as I dug deeper, I felt something. Bringing it up, I immediately knew I’d gotten the right key. Unlike the ones that Dominic had found, this one was beautiful. Intricately molded into a floral shape, it was very similar to the ones I had already collected, and Nate now had in my bag. At least, I hoped he still had my bag. 

“This is it!”

“How do you know?” asked Dominic  

“I just know! We need to get back to the diamond quickly.” I began to climb the rickety old stepladder before Dominic pulled me back down.

“Aren’t you forgetting something? Namely, the leopard?”

The leopard! In all my excitement at finding the key, I’d forgotten that we were, once again trapped with no way out.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter twenty-two

 

I dropped down from the ladder, feeling foolish. How could I have forgotten the leopard?

“Let me see if it’s still there.” Dominic climbed the ladder and peeked his head out.

“I don’t see it,” he whispered, then cracked the trapdoor open a little more. He beckoned me to follow him. I’d put my foot on the ladder when the trapdoor shut.

“What’s up? Did you see it?”

“Yeah, he’s there. He’s about fifteen feet away. I didn’t see him at first because he’s hiding behind some bushes. We need something to distract him.”

I looked down at myself. My clothes were still slightly damp and covered in dirt. The only thing I held was the key, and I wasn’t about to lose that. The key! I had an idea. 

“Dominic, get down here and help me.”

 I turned the metal detector on once more and scanned the ground around me. Within minutes, I’d found a key. Dominic dug while I scanned. Ten minutes later, we had managed to stockpile fourteen keys.

“Right, that will be enough!”

“What are you planning to do with them,” asked Dominic, “throw them at him?”

“Not exactly, but I think I’ll take this just in case.” I picked up the spade and keys and started to climb the ladder. When I opened the trapdoor, I saw the leopard right away. He hadn’t moved from the spot Dominic had mentioned seeing him. I opened the trapdoor fully, being as quiet as a mouse. Then, with as much force as I could muster, I threw the keys way over the leopard’s head and away from the exit.

Even though the noise they made wasn’t as loud as I had hoped (the bushes deadened the sound a little), it was enough to make the leopard take note. I watched as he cocked his head to the side and after the briefest of pauses, ran in the direction of the falling keys. 

“Quick!” I hissed and jumped out of the hole, Dominic following right behind me. It wouldn’t be long before the leopard would realize that there was nothing of interest where he had gone, and come back to us. We had to move quickly, very quickly, as I didn’t like my chances of trying to outrun a leopard. We had to get to the stairway before he noticed us. I ran through the bushes and trees, not caring anymore that I was making a lot of noise. The leopard would be after us by now, and I didn’t want to pause to look over my shoulder to check.

When we reached the metal stairs, I let Dominic go first. He ran ahead as I turned around. I’d turned just in time because, just at that second, the leopard leapt. I brought the spade up and hit him hard. He yelped and fell back. I hated having to do it. I love animals, and the leopard was beautiful with his glossy spotted coat, but the truth was, it was him or me. The saying “It’s a jungle out there” was never more true. While the big cat was stunned, I took advantage of it and ran up the stairs. I could feel my lungs almost burst with the effort, but I managed to get through the door and close it behind me just before the cat pounced a second time.

“Whew! That was close!” I panted. The running up the stairs, combined with the adrenaline rush of fighting a big cat had simultaneously wiped me out and buoyed me up. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to run a marathon or fall asleep.

Feeling in my pocket, I was glad to find that the key to the case the diamond was in was still there. 

At least, I hoped it was the right key. I couldn’t go through that again. I looked over at Dominic. His face told a story of pain. I’d forgotten about his bad leg. I almost felt bad at making him run on it, but I’d had no other choice, he’d have been leopard breakfast otherwise.

“Are you ok? Does your leg hurt?” 

“It’s fine,” he said, wincing. I knew he was lying, or at least, minimalizing just how much he hurt.

Back in the art gallery, I turned the key in the lock. A faint click told me that we’d gotten the right key. I put it back in my pocket before turning my attention to the case in front of me. I was almost afraid to touch it. Afraid that if I tried to lift it, sirens would start to scream out and shutters would come down, trapping us forever. 

For some reason, now that I had gotten so close to the diamond, and all I had to do was lift up the case and take it, it all felt too easy. It was a strange feeling, given as I had just been attacked by a big cat, not to mention the gun wound, but a thrill of fear ran through me as I gingerly lifted up the glass case.

And there it was. A multi-million dollar diamond. The precious stone before me was worth more money than I, or any of my family, had ever had in my life. If I worked for a hundred lifetimes as a doctor, I couldn’t hope to earn anything near the amount this was worth. And here it was, before me, just there for the taking. I lingered a couple of seconds more, afraid if I made the wrong move or tried to take it too quickly, something bad would happen. A trap would come down, or the floor would fall out from beneath me. I slowly put my hand up to take the diamond.

It happened so quickly that it took me a few seconds to register what had happened. 

Someone had snatched the diamond out from under my very nose.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter twenty-three

 

I turned to shout at Dominic to find that it was not Dominic at all. 

“Jenna!”

“You found it!” she squealed, holding the diamond in her hand.

I only just had a chance to register Nate standing behind her when the lights dimmed slightly, and rows of red laser lines appeared all around us.

“It’s just like an action movie!” exclaimed Dominic.

“Yeah, but in action movies, when this happens, there is always someone who is an expert gymnast and can backflip over and through all the lines. Is anyone here an expert gymnast?”

The look on everyone’s faces told me all I needed to know.

“We are going to just have to crawl under and climb over the lasers very carefully if we want to get out of here!” I knelt down to the floor. The lasers were extremely close together. It would be difficult to find a path through. Getting down to my stomach, I shuffled under the first set of lasers. Once through, there was enough space to stand. 

“Ok, I got through. Push the bags under and follow the way I came.” 

Nate came forward and kicked his back under the lowest laser. He stood to face me. We were inches away from each other and the desire to bridge those inches was intense. I couldn’t, though. The lasers put an end to that idea. Jenna came through next. While Nate and Dominic crawled through, I turned my attention to the next set. I’d have to step over one laser while ducking down to avoid another. I showed Jenna what I was attempting to do, and she watched as I half-jumped, half- crawled through. We did this the whole way through, with me in the lead and Dominic bringing up the rear. The bags were passed through as we went. 

About three-quarters of the way through, the unthinkable happened. Jenna passed me one of the bags. I don’t know if she let go of it too soon, or I just didn’t catch it in time, but it slipped through my fingers. Time stood still as the bag fell. I knew it was going to hit one of the red lights before it did. Within half a second of breaking the laser, the lights went up, the lasers cut off, and bars came down on both doorways. 

Ezra had done it again. We were trapped. I had a feeling that this time it was for good. I ran over to the exit to see if there was any way we could get through. It was solid. The bars were too close together to squeeze through. Even Elliott wouldn’t have been able to get through. When I looked back, I saw that Nate was doing the same at the entrance.

“There’s not a way through that way,” I shouted across to him. “We need to get out this way.”

Nate walked across to me. “That’s the way in.”

“No, that’s the way in, this is the exit.”

“This is the way in. It’s where Jenna and I came through. Trust me; you don’t want to go through that way.”

“But we came in through the other door. The way out isn’t that way.” I thought back to the rooms Dominic and I had come through to get here. There wasn’t another exit that I had missed was there? And then I remembered the jungle room. The way we had climbed out of it last year. I had thought that the door that Nate and Jenna had used to enter the gallery was the way out. It had not occurred to me that we would have to climb through the trees a second time.

Not that any of it mattered. The bars prevented us from going through either of the doors, so it was a moot point.

I looked over my shoulder. Jenna was looking at the portrait of herself and Dominic was with her, talking to her.

I wanted to take the opportunity to hold Nate, but something stopped me. It felt weird with both Jenna and Dominic in the room, even though their backs were turned to us.

“Are you ok?” I wanted to ask if anything had happened between him and Jenna, but instead, I asked how he was.

“I’m fine. Jenna is fine.” I didn’t remember asking how Jenna was, but I let him continue. “I’m sorry we lost you. Just seconds after you went through the door, we followed, but when we came out the other side, you weren’t there.”

“I was there!” I replied indignantly.

“Yeah, I know. At first, I was angry because you’d just gone on without us, but when I saw the next room, I knew you wouldn’t have just left us behind. I realized that the small gap between the rooms was actually an elevator. We’d both exited on a different floor.”

“I came back to look for you, but you were gone.” I wanted to cry. But what was the point?

“I’m sorry. We’d gone down a floor. I wouldn’t have left you.” And then he did what I had been craving. He put his arms around me and brought me into a huge hug. I couldn’t help it. The dam broke, and the tears began to fall. He felt so familiar to me, his smell imprinted on my brain. I would have happily stayed there in his embrace forever, but a voice coming from the other side of the room caused him to pull away.

“Nathan. Come and look at this picture. Dominic painted it. Isn’t he good?”

I heard Nate walk away from me. I didn’t see as I was wiping my eyes, but he’d gone back to her.

I didn’t like how I felt about her. She’d done nothing wrong, she was as much a victim in all this as the rest of us were and my feelings towards her were irrational. I knew it was jealousy that caused my dislike of her, and yet, something about her annoyed me. The way she always had to be near Nate, the fact she grabbed the diamond without thinking, and I wasn’t sure if she was just clumsy or had dropped the bag on purpose to make me look bad. I even hated the fact she called Nate “Nathan.” No one called him Nathan. He always introduced himself as Nate. It was like they were in a special club and I wasn’t invited. I took a deep breath and turned to join them. If we were going to get out of this place, I needed to concentrate on escaping, not being childish.

They were all deep in conversation, which just irked me further. They could have waited the whole ten seconds it took for me to cross the room to begin discussing anything important! 

“We think there must be a way out of here,” Dominic talked directly to me. “We know that both doors out of here lead back into the maze. Jenna has had an idea.” 

“Secret passage behind one of the portraits?” I watched as all the excitement drained out of Jenna’s face as if I’d prevented her from revealing the ending to a really good joke. 

“Yes,” she pouted, “How did you know?”

“It’s obvious. Where else could there be an exit?”

It turned out that it wasn’t obvious at all, and we were both wrong. A secret entrance didn’t magically appear behind any of the paintings.

“Maybe that’s it then?” I said. “We are stuck here forever,” I said it in more of an angry tone than upset. Stupidly, I was more bothered that Jenna and Nate were looking cozy together than the fact I was going to die down here. Without an immediate threat such as a leopard or an electrified floor to worry me, I felt surprisingly calm.

Jenna did not share my lack of stress about our situation. She burst into tears. 

Don’t hug her! I willed Nate, but it was as if he couldn’t help himself. He put his arms around her and stroked her hair until she stopped sobbing. The jealousy increased, and I had to walk around the room to quell the annoyance that was now raging through me. 

By the time I got back to them, Jenna had stopped crying, but I could see the fear in her red-rimmed eyes. I immediately felt bad that I’d been so blunt. I felt bad for a whole ten seconds until I realized that the diamond had disappeared. 

“Jenna, Where is the diamond?”

“I’ve put it in my pocket for safekeeping.”

“I think it would be safer in my bag. It has a zip-up top.” I really wanted to trust her, and I knew my lack of trust was my own issue and not based on her behavior, but I didn’t like the thought of her having the diamond any more than I liked the thought of her and Nate together. 

“It’s ok, I’ll look after it.” She smiled sweetly. Her expression obviously worked because Dominic leapt to her defense.

“I don’t really think it matters where the diamond is at the moment. Surely, the most pressing matter is how to get out of here.”

I shot him a look, but Jenna gave him her widest smile. It reminded me of the leopard just as it bared its teeth to attack.

“What about the statue?” Nate said, diffusing the situation.

“Statue?” we all chorused back at him

“Well, there is no way out behind the paintings, but look how wide the base of that statue is. Maybe there is a way out under it?”

Nate pushed the statue, but it proved to be too heavy for just one person to move it. It took all four of us but inch by inch, we managed to move it, revealing a small hole about two feet in diameter. 

“Told you!” Nate looked pleased with himself. Grabbing the flashlight from my backpack, I shined it down the hole.

It was quite a drop, but there looked like some straw or something soft to fall onto. I threw the bag down where it landed with a soft thump. Dangling myself over the edge, I fell, landing next to the bag. 

Once I had ascertained that there was no immediate danger, I shouted up to the others.

“It’s ok. There is a lot of straw down here.” I backed up to allow Jenna to fall. Next came Nate and finally, Dominic. I could see that he had hurt his leg in the fall. With finding, first the diamond, then Jenna and Nate, I’d forgotten about Dominic’s leg. He was way overdue for his antibiotics.

I scrabbled around in my bag until I found what I was looking for. I handed him a couple of painkillers and added them to the antibiotic pills I already had. 

“Nate, do you have any water?”

“Coming right up.” He fished around in his bag and threw a half-empty bottle of water at me, which I passed to Dominic.

“I’m going to redress your leg,” I said to Dominic to which he nodded. He lay back on the straw and closed his eyes.

I pulled a bandage from one of the bags. I’d made it from a strip of sheet from the bed that Nate and I had shared almost forty-eight hours ago. Just thinking about it made me blush. It felt like a hundred years ago; so much had happened since then. It was almost like a dream now, one that was quickly slipping away.

I carefully unwrapped the bandage from Dominic’s leg. Just as my clothes had, the bandage had finally dried; but it was filthy with dirt from the underground key room. As I unwrapped it, I realized I should have given him a clean bandage sooner, as soon as Jenna and Nate had turned up with the bags.

His leg looked pretty awful, but better than I had expected. I cleaned it with what was left of the bottle of water and applied the antiseptic cream. Dominic winced as I did. I took that to be a bad sign. If he was wincing again, it meant it hurt, which could be a sign that the infection was still in there.

“Sorry, did I hurt you?”

“No, it’s just that the cream is really cold.”

I smiled, “just cold” was ok. I bandaged him up as good as new and let him rest. I probably should have done the same with my shoulder, but I had no intention of taking my t-shirt and bra off in front of everyone. It would have to wait.

When I finished with Dominic, I turned my attention to the rest of the room. It had only one exit and a huge pile of straw. It covered the floor. Judging by how deeply the doorway was buried, the straw was at least three feet deep at its most shallow part. The deepest part, the bit where we had landed was much deeper. It towered above the height of the door.

“Looks like we are looking for a needle in a haystack!” Nate kicked the nearest bit of straw.

“Or a key in a haystack,” I replied.

“Right.”

We let Dominic rest his leg while the rest of us got busy moving the hay. I had to give it to Jenna; she organized us all, so we each took a section and checked that before moving on. I would have just thrown the straw willy-nilly until I stumbled upon the key. Jenna’s way was much better and much more efficient. Moving straw was much harder than I had thought it would be. At the beginning, it was pretty easy to sift through each strand of straw, but by the time I had shifted piles and piles of straw from one side to the other, I was beginning to flag. The straw seemed to get heavier and heavier with each handful. It didn’t help that it was also tedious work. At some point, Dominic got up to help, but even with him in the team, the job was slow going. Checking through each strand was making my eyes feel heavy, my arms ache, and my mind wander. No matter how I tried to concentrate on the task at hand, my mind kept wandering back to Nate, specifically, Nate and Jenna. I kept stealing glances their way, but there seemed to be no intimate behavior going on between them. In fact, they both looked as bored, sweaty, and miserable as I felt.

I hadn’t checked my watch for ages, but I knew we were counting our time in that room in hours and not minutes. The mind-numbing tedium was really getting to me, so it was a great joy to hear Nate shout out.

“Found it!”

The key was another of those amazingly designed keys. This time, it was all straight edges. The only curve on it was the cylindrical shaft. What looked like rays of sunshine spiked out from the top of it. Nate turned it in the door lock, and the door opened. We had to move more straw as the door opened inwards.

We walked into a huge tent. At least that’s what it looked like. A marquee, really, a rich red in color with a variety of red patterned rugs covering the floor. It looked like we had walked into the tent of a maharaja. There were three doors leading out. The one we had just come through, one that turned out to be a toilet, and one that was locked. Two large futons with big red cushions covering them sat on the floor, one at each side of the room. In the center was a fire pit with a grill on it and directly above it a small opening, which was probably a chimney.

After we had all taken turns to use the toilet, we congregated by the fire pit. 

“So we have a grill and fire pit but nothing to cook and nothing to light the fire with,” Dominic stated the obvious. “At least there is wood there so if any of us can start a fire by rubbing sticks together, we’ll be fine. Can anyone do that?”

No one stepped forward, unsurprisingly. Starting a fire with sticks is survival 101, but I’d never known anyone who could actually do it. 

“I guess I could try,” I said, bending down to pick up two of the sticks.

“No need!”

Nate showed up behind me with a pack of steaks and a box of matches.

“Where did you get those?” I asked incredulously.

“There is a small fridge over there. There is also a pack of salad and some marshmallows and chocolate.”

“Ezra wants us to have a barbecue and make s’mores?” I almost laughed at the strangeness of it. 

Ezra always managed to surprise me. Just when I thought I’d gotten a handle on him, he pulled something like this out of the hat. The steaks didn’t look as fresh as they could have been, and the lettuce in the salad had started to go brown at the edges, but that didn’t put us off. Jenna and I pulled the worst bits of the salad out and arranged the rest on four plates we found while Nate and Dominic cooked the steaks. 

The resulting meal was probably not the freshest or the best I’d ever eaten, but after not eating all day and the physical work of moving all that straw, it tasted delicious. We washed it down with water and ended our meal by toasting marshmallows over the open fire.

Just having hot food inside me and being able to rest was improving my mood considerably. I even found cause to laugh at one of Jenna’s jokes. In fact, I was beginning to think that maybe she wasn’t all that bad at all, and maybe I’d gotten her all wrong when she said something that made me hate her all over again.

“Well that’s it,” she began. “I’m exhausted. I’m going to bed. Nathan, are you coming?”

Nate, at least, had the good sense to look surprised by her suggestion.

“Err.” He looked at me, and I could tell he felt awkward. Not as awkward as I felt, I hastened to guess.

Dominic spoke up. “I don’t know about you, but I couldn’t ask Kim to sleep in the same bed as me. How about the boys share one bed, and the girls share another. I think that’s a little more proper.”

Although I didn’t particularly relish the idea of bunking down with Jenna, at least, Nate wouldn’t be. I could have kissed Dominic. Jenna looked a little put off by the suggestion, but she agreed to it.

When she went to use the bathroom and Dominic was busy cleaning up our plates I managed to collar Nate. I talked in hushed tones so that Dominic wouldn’t overhear.

“Why didn’t you say no, right away when Jenna suggested you two sleep together?”

“I would have, but Dominic beat me to it.”

“Does she even know that you and I are dating?”

“Are we dating?”

I was just about to raise my voice, anger bubbling up to the surface when I could see that he was grinning at me, which added confusion to the mix of emotions I was already feeling. 

“Why are you grinning?” I demanded, probably a little louder than I should have.

“You are so cute when you are angry.”

 I looked at him with a look of amazement. Didn’t he see I was spitting feathers? Calling me cute was not going to diffuse the situation.

Thankfully, before I got a chance to hit him, he spoke again.

“I told Jenna right from the start that I was with you now. I’m not going to lie, when we all got separated, she told me that she wants us to get back together, but I was pretty firm in letting her know that wasn’t going to happen.”

“Really? Is that why she asked you to sleep with her?” I so wanted to believe him, but all evidence was to the contrary of what he was telling me. 

“Jenna usually gets what she wants. She plays hard, and she doesn’t quit easily. Everything is a game to her, and she plays to win. I was in love with her once, but she dumped me in the most horrific way. When she found out about my father, and I became a bit of a target at school, she didn’t want to be associated with me. She slept with my best friend just two days after my parents’ accident. I think it was her way of putting as much distance between us as she could. The whole experience nearly killed me. That’s why I was so grateful to come and live with your family. No one knew my history. I think that’s probably why I was so quiet for so long. I was afraid to get close to anyone. Afraid to lose them. I’m still afraid, terrified even of losing you. There is no contest between the two of you. If you want me to tell her we are dating right in front of you, I don’t mind, but she already knows. And as for the reason I didn’t speak up just then before Dominic, was that I had a huge piece of steak in my mouth and couldn’t get the words out.”

“It all sounds lovely, Nate, but I’m afraid it’s just words. It doesn’t really add up.”

“Does this add up?” He held my face and kissed me. A long kiss, filled with all the answers I was looking for. I heard the bathroom door open and a gasp coming from Jenna’s lips. If I’d heard it, then Nate must have, too. It was followed by the sound of four plates being dropped to the floor.

Nate pulled back, and I turned to see the shocked expression on both Jenna and Dominic’s face.

“Do you kiss all your brothers like that?” Dominic asked, bits of broken plate around his feet.

“Disgusting!” Jenna stormed to one of the futons and pulled a swathe of fabric around the bed to hide herself from view. 

“I think you should go talk to her.” Even though my heart was bursting with joy as if someone had inflated a balloon just below my heart, lifting it high, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for Jenna. She could easily have beaten me in a beauty contest, and she was probably used to winning. Losing her ex-boyfriend to someone like me would hurt, although I suspected that it was the fact she lost at anything that was hurting her more than what it was she lost. After all, she was the one who had thrown it away in the first place. 

Nate nodded, and then ducked behind the curtain she had pulled. I could hear her shouting, but pretty soon, Nate managed to calm her down, and they became a lot quieter. I longed to hear what they were saying, but Domenic was looking hurt, and he still had all the broken china to pick up. 

“He’s not really my brother.”

“I don’t know whether to be relieved or upset at that revelation.”

“I’m sorry I lied to you. In all honesty, he has lived with my family for a year now. It’s just that my parents haven’t officially adopted him. Up until just before you showed up, he really was just like a brother, but then something happened. I don’t know. Everything changed, and then his ex-girlfriend came back into the picture and kinda threw everything upside down. I didn’t really know what was happening. When they both disappeared, I thought maybe they were going to get back together, and it was just easier to tell you that he was my brother.”

“It’s ok. You don’t really have to explain. We only just met, and I get it. I can’t say I’m not a little disappointed, but I’m glad things have worked out for you. In light of everything, I think I’ll suggest that Nate and I sleep on the floor. You take the other bed.”

“I couldn’t let you do that.”

“I insist.” He smiled at me. If it hadn’t been for Nate, I could have really fallen for him. His good looks, his accent to die for, and such a gentleman to boot. I threw all the cushions from the bed to the floor. It was the least I could do. I pulled the curtain around the bed, just as Jenna had done with the other one. Lying back on the bed, I closed my eyes and reflected on everything that had happened. I couldn’t help but grin. We’d found the diamond, and I’d gotten Nate. It was a perfect end to a long day. It got even better when Nate put his head around the curtain and hopped on the bed.

“You’re sleeping on the floor,” I grinned at him playfully.

“I know, Dominic told me about the sleeping arrangements. I just wanted to give you something before I went to sleep.”

I arched my brow, and he kissed me. Much more lightly this time. This kiss was not for show, it was for just us. It ended much too soon.

 “How is she?”

“She’s not as upset as you might think. She asked me if Dominic had mentioned if he was single or not.”

I suspected she was covering her feelings and vowed to be ultra-nice to her tomorrow. 

“Last day tomorrow.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, worried.

“Tomorrow night is when Laura, Tom, and Elliott get back from Florida. We need to get back before 9 pm, or they’ll wonder where we are.”

“Have we really been down here that long?” I tried to count the nights we’d spent underground, but they all merged together in my mind. The only night I really remembered was the night on the four poster bed. 

“Yeah, we should both get some sleep, so we can be up early tomorrow. I’m getting us out of here and home.”

“My hero!” I smiled at him, but when he left to go and sleep on the cushions on the floor, I thought about what he had said. Just one day left to get home. Would we make it? I had no idea. The maze was set out in such a way that I never seemed to know exactly where I was. Trying to form a map in my mind had failed right from the start, and I’d been fumbling my way from room to room ever since. I tried to remember exactly where the rainforest room was in relation to the exit the last time we were here, but it was no use. I just didn’t know the answer. I felt utterly exhausted, but the combination of elation over Nate and worry about getting out meant that sleep was fitful at best. When Nate woke me up the next morning, I’d probably managed no more than a couple of hours sleep all night. I could only imagine how awful I looked, but Nate didn’t seem to notice. He kissed me quickly and handed me my backpack.

“There’s no food in there. I’m afraid the little food we did have, Jenna and I ate when we were separated. I’ve filled up a couple of bottles with water from the sink in the bathroom. I just hope that we get out of here before a lack of food becomes a problem.”

“We still have a few of the marshmallows left from last night. Did Dominic find anything else in that little fridge?”

“No. We emptied it. I’ve put the marshmallows in my backpack. Come on.”

We took turns to use the bathroom and wash up. I pulled my hair into a neat ponytail and washed my face. I looked utterly filthy. My clothes were all a grubby, brown, dirt color. When I looked at the others, I saw that they didn’t look so hot either. Dominic’s clothes were just as dirty as mine, and the brown of the dirt barely hid the bloodstains from his leg. Nate, although not having dug around in dirt, still looked pretty bad. Only Jenna scrubbed up well. She could have been going out for dinner. Not a hair out of place. I have no idea how she did it.

The exit to the tent was through a door at the side. We’d all seen it the night before, but none of us had tried the handle to see if it was locked. It turned out not to be, but as soon as we closed the door behind us, I missed the lovely warm tent. We were in a long white room. It was at least five normal rooms in length but only one room wide. At the very end were two doors, one to the right and one to the left. About five feet closer to us, there were two more doors and five feet closer still, another two. Six doors to choose from. At the very end of the room, on the wall facing us was something I recognized from our last time in The Labyrinth. It was the huge fan that literally swept us off our feet and kept us suspended in the air like a parachutist. This time, instead of pointing upwards, it pointed directly towards us. Before I had time to point it out to Nate, the huge blades started to whirr. Even at this distance, the wind it produced was nearly enough to knock me off my feet.

“I guess we just have to get through a door,” I shouted over the huge noise of the fan.

“Which one?” asked Dominic.

“The furthest away,” replied Nate, his dark hair flying behind him. “It’s a test. The closer to the fan, the harder it will be to get to the door. I think Ezra would be more likely to put the way out, somewhere it would be harder to get to.”

“I agree,” yelled Jenna.

“Ok,” Dominic continued, “which side, right or left?”

“Right!” Nate and I both said it at the same time. 

We decided the only way we could do it would be to all hold hands. I was at the back as my arm wasn’t strong enough to hold anyone behind me. I ended up holding Dominic’s hand, while Jenna had quickly positioned herself between Dominic and Nate.

I didn’t particularly like the fact that she was holding Nate’s hand, but I had no choice. I remembered my vow to be nice to her, so I kept my mouth shut.

It reminded me of the pool Dominic and I had swum through a few days before. I’d found it easier swimming in his slipstream. The same was true here, and I had it much easier going than the three in front of me. Nate had it especially hard, being the one at the front. He was bent forward at an almost forty-five-degree angle to cut through the wind. 

I had to close my eyes against the sheer power of the wind, so I didn’t see how far we had gone. I put my trust in Nate to get us there.

I only knew we had reached the door when Dominic’s hand dragged me through. The lack of wind in the next room knocked me off balance, and I fell to the floor, knocking Dominic over in the process.

When I managed to extricate myself from him and stand up, I saw that this room was the strangest yet. It was hard to describe, but if I was pushed, I’d say it was like a villain’s lair. It was dark, but there was enough light to be able to see the general shape of the room. The light was coming from a series of lit torches attached to the walls around the room. On closer inspection, they turned out to be fake. A battery operated light bulb in each one, cleverly hidden by flame–like orange material was the source of light. The torches were not the only thing fake in this cave-like room. The wall, at first glance, looked like it was made from roughly cut stones. They were black and sparkled in the dim light. They were made out of fiberglass.   

The room was pretty big and the strangest of shapes. It curved around the back of the fan room, and we found the left-hand exit door at the other side. In the middle of the curve, opposite where the back of the fan would be, was a huge oak door, a castle-door-like in appearance, with huge black metal rivets in the front. It was locked. Judging by the size of the lock, a pretty big key would be needed to open it. 

About five feet in front of the door, was a pedestal with shapes carved into it, holes that immediately looked familiar. The base of the pedestal was carved out of stone, but the top was made from a deep red wood.

“The keys!”

“What keys?” asked Jenna.

I pulled out all the keys I’d collected throughout The Labyrinth. I saw Nate looking through his bag, and when I lined the keys up, he added his to them. Altogether, we had seven, all unique and all beautiful. Their design was absolutely stunning, and seeing them all lined up took my breath away. Each key seemed to have a corresponding place in the pedestal, a keyhole shaped to fit each one. Right away, I could see just how many we had missed. There were twenty holes in all

I placed the first key in its corresponding hole. A light shone from under it. Quickly, I followed with the rest, fitting each one neatly into its place and watching as the pedestal lit up around them. After placing the seventh one, nothing happened. Yes, the pedestal was now much lighter, but nothing else occurred.

“Just how big is this place?” mused Dominic aloud.

“What do you mean?” I answered, feeling annoyed that we’d come so far for nothing.

“Well, it’s obvious that we need to fill this pedestal with keys. The fact that you have been collecting them means you’ve picked up every one that you’ve found, and that’s taken, what, five days? Six? That means there are fourteen more out there. By my reckoning, we’ve only come through about a third of The Labyrinth. We still have to complete another two-thirds to find the rest of the keys to get out of here.”

“Aargh!” Nate kicked the pedestal in a rage. I’d never seen him so angry. I was the one that was prone to temper tantrums. As the pedestal fell to the ground, sending the keys sliding across the floor, I hugged Nate tight.

I hated to see him so upset and it took quite a while for his breathing to stabilize to a steady pace. I felt him soften in my arms and then eventually put his arms around me. I was glad of the distraction. Nate being upset was probably the only thing keeping me from having a meltdown of my own. The thought of another two weeks in this place was unbearable. I thought back to the cocky girl who entered here a week ago, so sure that we would get through it in a matter of days, and here we were, almost a full week later and only a third of the way through. Any fighting spirit I had, had left me. Putting Laura through all this last year was bad enough, but at least back then, I had no choice. Someone else was to blame. This time, I came down here of my own free will, bringing Nate along for the ride. 

And the baby. I couldn’t believe I’d done this to Laura again. She would be at the airport now or, at least, packing up, enjoying her last morning in the sun before her flight home. Elliott would be begging to go in the pool for one last swim, and Tom would be relaxed for the first time since I couldn’t remember when. I only hoped that those doctors had helped Laura enough that losing two of her kids would not cause her to miscarry and lose another. Elliott would know where we were. He would have nightmares. He would tell someone.

“Elliott!”

Nate broke away from me quickly and looked around as if a ghost had suddenly appeared.

“Where?”

“He’s not here. That’s not what I meant. He’ll be back from his trip to Florida tonight. When he sees that we are not home, he’ll put two and two together and tell Laura. Laura will call the police, and they’ll come and find us.”

“Unless he thinks you are both staying over at a friend’s house,” pointed out Dominic.

“He’ll know where we are!” I reiterated. 

“So we are saved then, we just have to sit tight and wait, and we’ll be home by afternoon,” Jenna said excitedly. “Home with a big fat diamond.”

“It’s called The Labyrinthian Diamond. It belongs to Ezra Harland.”

“That’s not what Nathan told me. He said it belongs to whoever finds it.”

I looked over at Nate, who just shrugged.

“Yeah, well, I think it would be a lot safer kept in my backpack than your pocket. Why don’t you pass it to me, so I can keep it safe?”

“It’s ok, I’ve got it.” She smiled sweetly at me. That picture of the leopard sprang into my mind again. I had a sudden feeling of complete distrust of her. A feeling I couldn’t pass off as jealousy. Nate had made it pretty obvious he was with me, and although that made me feel ecstatic, there was something else going on with Jenna that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. I didn’t like how she wouldn’t let the diamond out of her sight. It made me feel uneasy.

“I’m not waiting for Elliott to get home to get out of here,” Nate said loudly.

“Me neither, let’s go back in and get those other keys,” agreed Dominic.

I looked at both of them, the determination on each of their faces and I felt like I’d suddenly fallen down a rabbit hole into Crazyville.

“Are you both insane? Dominic, you said it yourself; it could take another two weeks to get those keys. Elliott could have us out by tonight. Tomorrow morning at the latest.”

“Great, if he gets the police and they find us, then wonderful, but if he doesn’t and we waste a day waiting around for him to show up, that just sets us back.”

“But we have no food. There is nothing left at all.” I could hear my voice begin to rise in volume. “And there are no bandages left. Will you look at yourself? Your leg is still hurting you, I know because I can see that limp that you’ve been trying to hide. The antibiotics are working now, but we are down to two tablets. If the infection isn’t completely gone, it will come back, and then, there will be nothing I can do for you.”

Dominic decided to argue back. “We’ve found food twice in here, there is nothing to say that there won’t be more, and you are wrong. We do have some marshmallows, remember?”

“Marshmallows? They aren’t going to keep us going for two weeks, and finding food in this place is hit or miss. Just because we’ve had food for the past two days, doesn’t mean that there will be any more.”

“Well, we won’t know until we go and look, will we?” Dominic’s voice had risen to match the level of mine.

The truth was, I was scared. I didn’t want to go back into The Labyrinth. I just wanted to go home. I didn’t have it in me for another day figuring out puzzles and dodging deadly traps. I just wanted to go home. I was just thinking of a suitable retort when…

“Will you both be quiet!” roared Nate, making us all jump. “Dominic, Kim is right. To go back in there would be madness.”

“But you said…”

“No, I didn’t. I said I wanted to get out of here today. I want to get through that door, and I don’t want to wait for Elliott or the police or Ezra or anyone else for that matter. I got us in here, and I’m going to be the one to get us out.”

I didn’t say anything about his proclamation that he brought us down here even though it was completely false. I’d brought him down here, and Ezra had pretty much kidnaped the other two, bringing them down here in a drug-induced haze.

I watched as he picked up the pedestal and ran towards the door, hitting it with all his might. The sound, a huge boom, reverberated off it, echoing around the room. 

The pedestal made a clatter as it rebounded off the door and fell to the ground. We all took a step closer to the door. There was a slight dent in the wood but nothing significant.

Nate picked up the pedestal again.

“Dominic, help me.”

Dominic took the other side of the large pedestal, and both of them ran for the door. This time, I was ready for the boom. I clamped my hands over my ears to deaden the sound.

Three or four hits later, and the wood was starting to splinter.

“We are doing it!” Dominic said, sweat dripping from his brow. The effort in just picking up the pedestal and all that running to and fro with it was obvious. I could only imagine the pain he must be feeling in his leg. 

Another four blows and the wooden door cracked.

The boys dropped the pedestal to the floor, completely shattering the top of it and looked at the hole they had made. 

When I got closer, I could see why the door had only barely cracked. Behind the thin layer of wood was metal. This was a metal door. The metal didn’t have a scratch on it. We’d never be able to break through it.

“That’s it then!” Nate said, his voice dripping in disappointment. He sank to the ground against the sparkling black wall and put his head on his knees.

The despair that permeated the room like a bad stench was palpable. I think every one of us gave up hope at that point. Even my plan to wait for Elliott to get someone to rescue us was losing its appeal. It would hurt Laura, knowing we were down here. It would scare Elliott who wouldn’t know what to do, whether to tell or not. The alternative of delving deeper into The Labyrinth was even worse. There wasn’t a chance we’d find all those keys in the next few hours. We’d not even found half of them in a week. 

I sat next to Nate and held his hand. Neither of us spoke. There was nothing to say. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter twenty-four

 

“The Key!”

Both Nate and I looked up to find Jenna scrabbling about in the remnants of the pedestal.

“I’ve found the key!” she repeated, this time, more urgently.

“What key?”

“The key to the door. Look” she held a key in her hand. At first, I thought it was one of the keys that we had placed in the pedestal, which were now scattered all over the floor, but then I looked more closely. She was right; it was different. It was much bigger, for a start. It was at least twice the size of the other keys and designed in much the same way as the others. Whoever made it must have been some artist to create such a thing of beauty. There was a large red stone in the center with lots of smaller different colored stones around the edge, inlaid into the metalwork.

“Where did you find it?” Nate asked, taking it from her to look more closely.

“It was on the floor over there.” She pointed to a pile of smashed up wood and the top of the pedestal.

“Why would Ezra just leave the key on the floor, lying around?” asked Dominic, who had also come to look. 

I took the key from Nate. It was special; I could feel it. Just as I felt the others were special. And I had been proven right. We had needed them to solve the final puzzle. I only wished that I’d found them all and not just to get out of here. I had a feeling that they were more than just keys, but I couldn’t articulate it to anyone else. 

“It was in a secret compartment in the top of the pedestal. The keys we collected were supposed to be slotted in. If we had found all of them, a secret door would have opened, and we’d have found this key. I guess Ezra didn’t plan on us destroying the whole pedestal. When Nate and Dominic dropped it to the floor, and it smashed, the key fell out. Ezra didn’t leave it lying around at all.”

“You are a genius!” Nate said and kissed me quickly on the lips. 

“I found it!” pouted Jenna.

“You are a genius, too.” He kissed her, but I noticed he stuck to the cheek rather than the lips.

I walked over to the door and fitted the key in the lock. I turned it slowly, waiting for the click and there it was. The door opened. I pulled it back to let the others through.

Jenna first, followed by Dominic, then Nate. I turned around to look for something on the floor.

Nate hesitated on the steps outside the door. “What are you doing?”

“I’m getting the keys.”

“Why?” 

“I don’t know. It’s hard to explain, but there was a reason that I kept these keys. I feel like I have a connection to them. I just want to bring them with us.” I found all the keys and put them all in my backpack, along with the huge key we had just used for opening the door. I followed Nate up a short set of stairs, which ended in another of Ezra’s study rooms. The TV, the fireplace, the wood paneling, and the two red leather wingback chairs were all there.

“We are still in The Labyrinth,” Dominic spoke, his voice laced with disappointment.

“I’ve been here before.” I recognized it. I’d seen plenty of almost identical rooms like this in The Labyrinth, but only one had the doors in exactly the same configuration. I remembered back to last year when I’d expected the TV to come on, but instead, Ezra himself had been sitting on one of the chairs. I quickly checked the chairs to make sure they were empty before I continued. “Through that door is a room with a river flowing through it. Two rivers, well two waterways. They are manmade. There are two boats. The left-hand one will take us out of here.”

“What about the right one?” asked Dominic.

“Ezra said that it would take us back into The Labyrinth, but I don’t know. Does it matter? The left one is the one we need to take. From then on, it’s just a walk up some stairs, and we come out in the woods somewhere. Try the door Dominic. I’m willing to bet it’s unlocked.”

Dominic pulled the handle down, and the door opened. As he stepped through, I heard him speak.

“Uh, I think we have a problem. The left one you said?”

“Yes, why?” I walked through the door and spotted what he had seen. The left-hand tunnel had been blocked off, filled in with dirt, rocks, and rubble. There was no longer any water running through the left-hand channel. It was now just a dry channel. The boat that had been there before was nowhere to be seen. There was, however, still a boat tethered to the right-hand side where the water flowed just as it had before. 

“I don’t believe this!” Nate was getting angry again. It was quite a change for him to be the angry one. 

“I say, let’s just get in the boat and see where it takes us.” Dominic seemed quite happy about the idea.

“I second it,” Jenna said, actually stepping into the boat.

“What do you think?” I asked Nate who looked utterly defeated. 

“Why not? It’s either going back into The Labyrinth this way or going back the way we came, and I really don’t want to do that.”

We all settled in the boat as Dominic cast us off. I made sure I sat really close to Nate, remembering that last time we had taken the boat journey. It had been dark the whole way. I interlocked my arm with his and snuggled down, ready for the ride.

Although it was just as dark as I remembered the other tunnel being, it also seemed to go on much farther.

“This is weird,” I said over the sound of the rushing water. Surely, if we were going back into The Labyrinth, we would have turned by now?”

“Maybe Ezra was lying to us, and this is the way out after all. He’s not known for being the most truthful of people,” Nate said.

“Maybe.” I wasn’t convinced. This tunnel hadn’t just been built in the last six months. I had my doubts about where we would end up, but I knew one thing for sure; we had traveled too far to still be in The Labyrinth. I only hoped that meant that we would be able to get out at the other end. The tunnel eventually did curve to the right but kept on going. I could feel wind on my cheeks as we flowed along with the current. It was chilly down here, and I was grateful for Nate’s warmth. It’s amazing how unafraid I felt sitting right next to him, his arm protectively around me. Even though it was pitch-black. I felt surprisingly good. 

After what seemed like an eternity, I began to see light. It was not the natural light of sunshine but electric lights up ahead. I could see where the roughly hewn tunnel turned into something much more uniform. Gray stone surrounded us as we emerged into a large underground room. The boat slowed at a little platform. Nate grabbed a post and threw the rope over it to stop us. As we all stepped out of the boat, I paused to look around. Was this still the maze? It didn’t look like The Labyrinth, but then again, what did? I thought about the Wild West room and the rainforest room and realized that any room could be a part of The Labyrinth. This one was different, though. There was another level with some stone stairs leading up to it. There was another huge door to get through. It opened right away and led to a stone spiral staircase. Nate led the way as we walked upwards. We climbed for an age, spiraling around and around until Nate spotted a hatch above him. He pushed it open, and we emerged into another gray stone room. Dominic was the last to come through the door. Nate held his hand out to him and pulled him out. I could tell that the climb had hurt his leg, but he didn’t complain. 

He looked around the room and then sucked in his breath in shock.

“What is it?” I asked him.

“I’ve been here before. I know where we are, and you’re not going to like it.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter twenty-five

 

“You know where we are?” Nate and I asked at the same time.

“This is The Net!”

I didn’t like the sound of that! The Net. Whatever it was, it didn’t sound good.

“The Net?” Jenna asked for me.

“Ezra’s house. This is the basement. I came down here once for something. It was full of stuff then. He must have emptied it.”

“Why did he call his house The Net? I thought it was called Harland Estates.”

“Officially, the house, along with the land, is called Harland Estates, but whenever he talked about the house, he called it The Net.”

“Why?”

“I asked him once. He said he’d named it after the only woman he ever loved. He didn’t elaborate, and he refused to mention it ever again.”

“Ezra loved a woman?” It wasn’t really helpful to our situation, but the thought of Ezra loving anyone was absurd. I’d certainly never heard of any woman in his life beyond his sister and niece.

“Let’s not worry about Ezra’s love life right now,” Nate said. “Dominic, can you get us out of here?”

“Yeah, sure, follow me.” He led us up some more stairs, which ended in a huge kitchen. With every step, I was aware that we were getting closer to Ezra. I half expected him to be hiding in the shadows. Where was he? We walked through the whole house, every door unlocked until we reached the grand entrance hall, which I recognized. The big door to the front of the house was bolted from the inside, but when we pulled the big bolt back, it was unlocked. 

“Something is wrong,” I said as Dominic pulled the big wooden door back.

“What’s wrong? We did it. We got out and just in time.” Nate looked at his watch. They will be home in a few hours. We have just enough time to walk home and clean ourselves up. 

“Where is Ezra? Why isn’t he here? Why is he letting us go so easily?”

“So many questions! Who cares? We are free. Let’s go before he does turn up.”

“I’ve got nowhere to go,” Dominic spoke.

“Come home with us,” I said. “Jenna too,” I added. “We’ll make up something to tell Laura and Tom.”

“No, I’ll stay here. See how Ezra is.”

“Are you kidding? After everything he has done to you?” 

“Yeah, but…” He didn’t finish the sentence. He was just being a good person. I wished I was as forgiving.

“I’ll stay with him,” Jenna smiled that sickly sweet smile of hers again. Her staying here was fine by me. 

“I don’t know if I like that idea,” Nate spoke up. “Ezra is deranged and dangerous. Why don’t you both come back to our house? I’d feel better. We can plan something more permanent afterwards. Maybe we can even get you a flight home.”

“I’m staying.” Dominic was adamant, and we only left when he promised to go to the hospital to have his leg checked out. I’d have to go there, too, pretty soon. Even though the wound in my shoulder was just a flesh wound, and I didn’t think it was infected, I still needed to get it looked at. The money raised by the selling of the diamond would cover the cost for both of us.

It was only when we were halfway down Ezra’s long driveway that I remembered that Jenna still had the diamond in her possession.

“Jenna still has the diamond.”

“Yeah,” replied Nate wearily, “I really don’t like leaving them both there. I think maybe we should go back.”

“I don’t like it either, but Dominic must have had his reasons to want to stay, and Jenna couldn’t be swayed either. We can’t literally pick them up and carry them out of the door if they don’t want to come. We need to get home quickly. Laura and Tom will be home in a couple of hours, and we both look a mess.”

It took us a lot longer to get home than I remembered it doing the first time we came. Partly due to us going down back roads and edging around the village. I didn’t want anyone questioning us in the grubby, blood-covered state we were in. We were both exhausted, which also slowed us down. By the time we got home, I barely had the energy to walk up the stairs and run the bath. 

After both of us had bathed, I put all our dirty clothes into the backpacks along with all the other things we had taken down into The Labyrinth with us and hid them outside in the shed. I’d have to dispose of them at some point, but I didn’t have time now. I wrapped myself in my fluffy robe and sat in the kitchen at the long table, nursing a hot chocolate. Nate made us a hot dinner of chicken, potatoes, and broccoli, which turned out to be the best meal I’d ever eaten. I’d just popped the last potato in my mouth when the door opened and in ran Elliott. He rushed around the table and flung himself at me. The jolt threw a spasm of pain through my shoulder, but I hid it well.

“I missed you, Sis.”

“I missed you too, Squidger.”

I looked up to see a suntanned and smiling Laura come through the door with Tom following behind with the bags.

Laura came over to hug me, thankfully, in a much more gentle way than Elliott had and sat next to me at the table.  

“It’s good to see you two have eaten well,” she said, eyeing my, now empty, plate. If only she knew.

“I hope you’ve not been up to any mischief,” she carried on with a grin on her face. “No house parties?”

“We’ve been good, I promise.” I looked over at Nate, who just raised his eyebrows. He looked gaunt and pale. I only hoped that Laura thought we just looked pale because of the contrast of her suntanned skin. 

“I’ll get us all a coffee, and then we’ll tell you all about our trip.” Laura started to stand up.

“Don’t you dare. Just sit down. We’ll get it, won’t we Nate?”

I washed up the dinner things as Nate made coffees and hot chocolates for those that wanted them.

Elliott could barely sit still. He was so excited about his trip, and he couldn’t wait to tell us everything. 

He didn’t leave my side, the whole time I washed up.

I looked down at his face, so healthy looking and so happy, and I was glad we had chosen to do what we had done. 

“How is everything with the baby?” I asked, but I could already tell that things were going well. I’d never seen Laura look as relaxed as she did now with a cup of hot chocolate. The worry of before seemed to have left her eyes. 

“Oh, Kim, you wouldn’t believe it. I’ve been pampered beyond belief this week, and the doctors were amazing. I cannot believe how lucky we were to end up in the same hotel with those doctors, but for some reason, they all were tripping over themselves to help me. I thought it was pretty strange, but Tom said I should see what they had to say. I’m glad he did because they were marvelous. One of them, a Doctor Peasbody, said he’d seen cases like mine before, and he was 99% sure that he could help me. The best part was he said he has a new team in the hospital near here, and he needed a pregnant lady with my issues to train them, so he said he’d do it all for free. All the maternity care, right up until the baby is born. It’s too good to be true!”

It was too good to be true. I had to hand it to Ezra. He might be an old psychopath, but he certainly sticks to his promises.   

To have the best maternity care in the world throughout Laura’s pregnancy was more than I could have hoped for. Of course, we had the diamond now, which would pay for it, but money wasn’t everything, and Ezra obviously had some amazing connections. 

After Laura had finished telling us about the doctors, Elliott could stand it no more as he shouted out, “Forget about the boring stuff. Let me tell them about the slides into the pool!”

We all laughed at him. His eager face was a picture, and a warm surge of love flowed through me. We’d done it, Nate, and I. We’d done what we needed to do for our family. I held Laura’s hand, and Elliott told us all in great detail about everything he had gotten up to on his vacation. He didn’t get a chance to finish his story, as there was a knock at the door that cut him off.

Tom looked down at his watch. “Who could that be at this time of night? It’s nearly eleven o’clock!”

Nate and I looked at each other. Whoever it was, it was, without a doubt, something to do with us. I had visions of Tom opening the door to Jenna and Dominic, or even worse, Ezra himself.

“Elliott, it’s way past your bedtime, off you go upstairs,” Laura told him.

“But I didn’t finish my story yet,” he pouted.

“You can tell me all about it tomorrow, Squidge, ok?”

“Ok,” he admitted defeat and trundled off up the stairs. Normally, I’d have gone up with him, but I wanted to know who was behind the door.

Tom opened the door. It wasn’t Dominic or Jenna. It wasn’t Ezra either. It was a complete stranger. A smart-looking man in his early fifties.

Nate looked at me worriedly. Could it be possible that this was nothing to do with us at all? I felt hope until the man spoke.

“Mr. Roscoe?”

“Yes.”

“Hello, I’m Neil Fleming of Fleming, Ashworth, and Partners. We are a team of solicitors who specialize in wills and probate.” He handed Tom a card.

“How may I help you, Mr. Fleming? It’s rather late for a house call, and we’ve just gotten back from our vacation. We’re all pretty tired.”

As the man was speaking, I looked up his name on my phone. Fleming, Ashworth, and Partners was, indeed, a group of attorneys from the nearest city. A pretty big and trusted law firm, by the looks of it. I’d been stung by fake lawyers before, thanks to Ezra and his Daniel pseudonym. 

“I’m very sorry for the late hour, but I think you are going to want to let me in, Mr. Roscoe. It’s to do with the Estate of Mr. Ezra Harland.”

Tom, reluctantly, let him in, and Laura made him a coffee. I suspected Tom only invited him in because he thought this would have something to do with the fake thirty thousand dollar tax bill. 

 “I’m afraid I’m confused, Mr. Fleming,” Laura said as she handed him a coffee. “Daniel Millen is the attorney dealing with Ezra’s estate. I know we have to pay the thirty thousand dollars back, but we aren’t quite there yet. We were hoping for an extension.”

It was Mr. Fleming’s turn to look confused. “Thirty thousand dollars? I’m sorry. We seem to be at cross-purposes here. I don’t know anything about a tax bill. I’m here because Ezra Harland passed away this morning, and you are his only beneficiaries.”

I must have looked shocked because I was certainly feeling it. I knew he’d not been well, but I’d not expected him to drop dead. I looked at Nate, who had the same shocked expression I must have had.

Ezra was dead. I should have felt happy, or at least relieved, but I didn’t. I didn’t feel sad either. I didn’t really know how I felt. I was in shock.

Laura and Tom on the other hand just looked even more confused.

“Ezra died years ago, Mr. Fleming. I inherited this house from him six months ago. I don’t understand what’s happening.”

“He died today, Mrs. Roscoe. I had a call from my office about an hour ago. I had one of my associates check to make sure. There was a doctor with him when he got there who pronounced him dead. We don’t have a death certificate yet, but I trust my man implicitly.”

“But...”

I could understand Laura’s confusion. Nate and I could tell everyone everything which would clear it up, but that would mean telling them about how we voluntarily went down into The Labyrinth a second time.

“Who found him? You said he died this morning?” Nate asked. I suddenly thought of Jenna and Dominic at the house. Had one of them snapped and murdered him? It didn’t bear thinking about.

“A young man in his employ, Mr. Harland’s butler, I believe. He told us that he’d had the day off so had been out with his girlfriend, and when they came back, they found his body. According to the doctor, the time of death was either very early this morning or late last night. We obviously can’t verify a cause of death yet, but I personally know that Mr. Harland had been gravely ill for some time and was expecting his own death. He’d instructed me to come straight here, as soon as I learned about his death, regardless of the time.”

If the doctor was correct, and I had no reason to doubt him, it meant that neither Dominic nor Jenna could have killed him. I heaved a sigh of relief.

“I still don’t understand,” said Laura.

“Let me read the will, Mrs. Roscoe. Perhaps, that will clear things up for you.”

He placed his briefcase on the kitchen table and opened it. From inside, he pulled out a sheaf of papers and a pair of reading glasses, which he put on. After closing the briefcase and placing it on the floor, he turned to us. 

“I was with him when he wrote this will, and I can confirm he was of sound mind when he wrote it,” he began.

I snorted. Nothing about Ezra Harland made me think he was of sound mind. I quickly hid it by pretending to sneeze.

“Bless you!” Nate said and clasped my hand under the table where no one could see. It was nice, but I knew he was holding it so I wouldn’t make any stupid comments or snigger in any unfortunate places.

“I won’t run through all the legal jargon, it’s all standard stuff, I assure you, and I will leave a copy for you to read when I‘m gone. I’ll just read out the bit I’m sure you are eager to hear.”

Laura and Tom looked anything but eager. Bemused and bewildered maybe. I, on the other hand, was very interested to hear what he had to say. 

“I, Ezra Harland,” he began to read “do bequeath the following. My farmhouse and all its land to Mr. Tom and Mrs. Laura Roscoe.”

“We already know this Mr. Fleming,” Laura interrupted. “This is the farmhouse. We’ve been living in it for over six months now.”

“I’m not quite finished yet, Mrs. Roscoe. There is more.”

Laura and Tom’s expression changed from bemused to interested.

“To Elliott and Nate, I leave my cabin. May they have adventures there like I did when I was a child.” 

I looked at Nate, who just raised his eyebrows. This was new.

“And finally, Harland Estates. The house and all the land owned by it, all the contents of the house, including furniture, paintings, and jewelry, I wish for my son and daughter to split between them in equal measure or how they see fit.”

Everyone around the table was silent. Ezra had children? After all, I’d learned about him, how did we not find this out?”

“Thank you, Mr. Fleming,” began Tom. “I’m afraid I still don’t understand. I thought that this house was all that Ezra owned. It was passed down to Laura here last year, and she was told that she was his only living relative.”

“He was my great uncle,” Laura added.

“I’m not aware of any great niece of Ezra’s. In fact, when he spoke of you, he never mentioned that you were related to him at all. I can’t say I’m any the wiser as to why you would think you had inherited this house six months ago, but you have it now, and you seem to be settled in, so I don’t suppose it matters, really. I’ll just have to take a couple of signatures from both of you and then it’s yours.”

“But it already is ours,” argued Laura.

“Do we have to pay any money for this? We still owe thirty thousand dollars for it,” asked Tom, full of suspicion.

“No. It’s all yours. Mr. Harland left adequate provisions for paying us and for his funeral. There is nothing to pay and certainly no thirty thousand dollars. Congratulations. This house is now yours. You can take all the time you like to read over the papers before you sign them and then bring them into my office. Before the end of the week, if that’s ok. I’d like to get everything wrapped up.”

“Didn’t you say that Laura and Tom were the only beneficiaries of the will?”

I’d forgotten about that in all the excitement and confusion. I wondered why he hadn’t left anything to me but had to everyone else.

“Yes, that’s right, well, not just Tom and Laura. I meant you all as a family.”

“Yes, I know that Elliott and Nate got the cabin, but what about the house. That was left to his kids?” 

“Oh, I’m sorry. I know your brother isn’t here, but I hoped you would pass the message on. I will be needing his signature on those papers, too.”

“Elliott is here. He’s in bed,” I said.

“Not that brother, Miss Roscoe. Let me start again. I think I may have confused the issue.” He took the papers back from Tom and scanned down until he’d found the passage he was looking for.

“And finally, Harland Estates. The house and all the land owned by it, all the contents of the house, including furniture, paintings, and jewelry, I wish for my son and daughter to split between them in equal measure, or however they see fit. I hope that my son, Dominic Jacob Owens, and my daughter, Kimberly Stella Roscoe, will be able to be fair in their distribution of the property, and that they will both forgive me for what I did to them.”

Time stood still. Everyone was looking at me with shock on their faces. I could feel Nate’s grip on my hand tighten. I couldn’t breathe.

Ezra Harland was my father!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Epilogue

 

In the days that followed, everything changed and nothing changed. Everyone was the same, the clouds still floated across the sky, the birds still sang, but my life had been turned upside down. I should have guessed when Dominic called the house “The Net.” Ezra had said he’d named it after the woman he loved. My mother’s name was Annette. I’d not seen Dominic since I’d left him at Ezra’s house, correction, our house. I spent the days walking through the meadow, sometimes with Nate; but more often, alone. I knew I’d have to come to terms with having a biological brother, and at some point soon, I’d have to go see him. But I wanted to enjoy the feel of the summer sun on my face and just one more day of fresh air and freedom before having to go back to Ezra’s house and deal with reality.

 

 

 

The end of book two of The Labyrinthians

 

 

 

 

 

       

        

 

 

 

   

        

 


 

 

 

The Labyrinthian Escape


Chapter one

 

As I sat in the waiting area of the hospital, looking at posters about breastfeeding and smoking during pregnancy (the first good, the latter bad, apparently) I looked back over how much my life had changed in the past year. A year ago, I barely knew Nate. He’d just come to live with us and spent all of his time in his bedroom ignoring everyone, and now here he sat, holding my hand, two balloons in his other hand. One was powder blue and read, “It’s a boy!”. The other was pastel pink and had the words, “It’s a girl” emblazoned on it. Laura had been in labor for hours, and we’d been right here from the start. Elliott was asleep, cuddling up to a teddy bear we’d bought for our newest family member. The reasoning behind the two balloons was that we didn’t know whether Laura was having a boy or a girl, so we’d had to buy one of each.

 This was the most important day in our whole family’s lives. This would be the first baby born into our family as the rest of us had either been adopted, in the case of Elliott and me, or fostered, in Nate’s case. This baby wouldn’t be my first new sibling I’d acquired this year, though. Just five months ago, I met my brother, Dominic, for the first time. I’d not even known I had a brother. I’d later found out that we were not only brother and sister but were, in fact, twins. I didn’t know the whole story. Only my real mother knew the truth, but I’d not seen her in over thirteen years, and she’d been an alcoholic then. It took a long time for it to sink in, and eventually, we got a DNA test to prove it. When the results came back, proving without a doubt we were twins, I had to accept it. Between us, we had inherited Harland Estates, a huge mansion and its land on the outskirts of the town where we had been living. We’d only just moved in there a month ago. Pumpkin, our old horse, now had a huge stable to call home, and our goats seemed just as happy to eat rich people grass as they had been to eat the grass at our old farmhouse.

I thought back five months to when it had all come out, about Dominic and me, and about Ezra being our father. It had taken a few days for me to get over the shock, but eventually, I had to face up to it. Because of the confusion about the will and the attorney, Nate and I had to come clean about our time in the labyrinth. Laura had been absolutely horrified when she found out, but we had downplayed just how gruesome it was. We’d made it sound like an underground holiday camp and to this day, she still doesn’t know I’d been shot. The bullet wound had healed, but I still had an ugly scar, one Laura had never seen. I made sure it was always covered up when she or Tom was around. In fact, there were only four people who knew just how badly I’d been hurt in the Labyrinth--Nate and I, Dominic, and Nate’s ex-girlfriend, Jenna. Jenna had stayed with Dominic at the mansion for a few days, but by the time we came to see Dominic, she had run off, taking the diamond with her. None of us had been able to contact her since. Nate had tried her parents, but they had changed their number, and all of Jenna’s social media listings had disappeared. After all Nate and I had been through, Jenna had stolen the diamond. She’d played us right from the start. I’m not suggesting that she went into the Labyrinth on purpose. Ezra kidnapped her to put some tension between Nate and me. It was just another test of Ezra’s. I believe that as soon as she found out about the diamond, she became determined to get it, whatever the cost. I should have known. As soon as she picked the diamond up, she never let it out of her sight and would never let anyone else hold it or carry it. I can’t say I was very shocked when she took off with it, but I could see that it bothered Nate. He‘d dated her for two years and felt responsible. I assured him that he was not to blame, but I think he felt foolish for believing her.

I didn’t actually care. I was glad to see the last of her and we didn’t need the diamond anymore. I’d only wanted it in the first place so we could pay for the care of Laura and the baby and so she and Tom didn’t have to worry about their finances. Now that Laura’s care had been paid for and we owned a mansion, we didn’t have to worry about anything anymore.

Dominic had asked me if I minded if he stayed on in the house, and we’d unanimously agreed that he was now part of our family. As half the house was his, we could hardly say no, but I know Laura and Tom would have taken him in, regardless.

The house itself was massive. I’d not seen it fully before I moved in, but the house was actually set out in a square with a huge courtyard in the center. There were so many rooms that I hadn’t had time to count them all. I’d not had a chance to see much of the house at all, as just a few days after moving in, Laura had become ill. We’d all followed the ambulance to the hospital in a taxi. It turned out to be something and nothing, but since she had had a history of miscarriages, her doctor wanted to keep an eye on her in the hospital. I’d visited every day for the last three weeks, bringing my schoolwork with me. I still had my hopes set on being a doctor, so it was fascinating to watch the doctors going about their business, caring for the sick. I especially kept a close eye on Dr. Peasbody. He was one of the world’s most preeminent maternity doctors. He was fascinating to watch. He spent a lot of time with my mother as he had been paid by Ezra to look after her and no one else, right up until the baby was born. 

And that was now.

Tom walked up the corridor towards us. I saw him before he opened the door. There was a little window in it. I could tell by the huge smile on his face that everything had gone smoothly. 

“I’m a dad!” he said and burst into tears. “Again!” he added, meaning us.

 Elliott woke up with all the noise, and we all got together for a group hug.

“Is it a brother?” Elliott asked.

“Nope, you all have a new sister. Seven pounds three ounces. She’s perfectly healthy. Looks just like Laura.”

“How is Laura?” I asked.

“She’s fine, wonderful. Everything went smoothly. They are just cleaning them both up now. I didn’t want to leave them, but she insisted I come and tell you all the news. Dr. Peasbody said he’d send a nurse out as soon as you can all go in and meet her.”

When we were finally let in, and I got to hold my new sister, I suddenly felt peace. As if everything we had all been through in the last year had happened so we could get to this point. Tom was right. She did look like Laura. I could barely take my eyes off her, but when I did, I looked up at Laura. I could tell that she felt peace too. Happiness radiated from every pore.

“What are you going to name her?” I asked

“We were thinking Elizabeth after my grandmother.”

“Welcome to the world Elizabeth Roscoe.”

In the week after the birth, Laura and Elizabeth stayed in the hospital. Dr. Peasbody had proclaimed them both fit and well, but he wanted to keep them both in the hospital a little longer to make sure they received the best care. A bed had been brought into the hospital room for Tom, so we had the house to ourselves. 

“Let’s decorate a room for the baby.” I suggested, the morning after Elizabeth was born. 

“That’s a brilliant idea. It will be a present from all of us. Which room shall we decorate?” Dominic asked. I was glad he seemed enthusiastic about it because, in spite of the fact I now owned half the house, I still felt like an interloper on Dominic’s property. Not that he had done anything to make me feel that way, but he had been living here for months, and we’d only just moved in. 

“Laura told me that there was a door leading from her bedroom, but it’s locked. She picked that room because she thought the room next door might make a good nursery.”

“Or it could be a closet!” said Nate.

When we had first moved in, we’d found that most of the rooms were locked, something which didn’t surprise me in the slightest, given Ezra’s peculiar ways. Dominic, however, had set me straight, telling me that big houses like this often had rooms locked up in quieter times. It was to make things easier for the cleaning staff, who would only have to clean the rooms used. Sometimes whole wings were locked up, waiting for the day that a bigger family would move in or guests would be invited. As Ezra had no family beyond Dominic and me, and given the fact that we hadn’t known we were his family, coupled with the fact that he didn’t have any friends either, most of the house had been locked up when we moved in. According to Dominic, the only rooms that were unlocked were the parlor where I had been served tea all those months ago, Ezra’s apartments on the third floor and the kitchen area downstairs. Dominic had been given a small apartment next to the kitchen, which was where he had lived for the last six months. 

When we moved in, he had to sort through the biggest bunch of keys I’d ever seen, just to open the doors to the rooms that would be our bedrooms. We’d all chosen to have rooms along a corridor on the second floor of the west wing. The rooms at the front of the house had the most amazing view. They looked out over the landscaped gardens and hedge maze, past the boundaries of Ezra’s Estate and over rolling hills. It had taken the better part of a day just to find the right key for each room. Every room had a lock and every lock had a different key to open it. I’d have asked why that was, or at least why there wasn’t a skeleton key for the whole house, but as Ezra had lived here, I knew there was no point. He’d liked his locked rooms. 

Dominic went to fetch the keys, which were kept on a hook in the kitchen pantry, and joined us outside the room in question. We assumed that the door next to Tom and Laura’s would take us to the same place that the door leading from their room would. It had probably been built as a nursery, long before old Ezra lived here. 

We decided that it would be quicker to separate the keys into two bunches. One of us would try half the keys on the hall door next to Tom and Laura’s, and one of us would try the other half in the connecting door leading from Tom and Laura’s room. If neither of us could find a key that fit, then we would swap the bunches over and repeat the process. I took one-half of the keys to try on the door in Laura and Tom’s room. Elliott came with me, leaving Dominic in the hall. Nate had already been sent off to the local paint shop with explicit instructions to buy pink paint. I’d only been in Tom and Laura’s bedroom once. I’d helped carry up boxes of clothes on the day we moved in. We didn’t own much, so clothes were pretty much the only thing we brought with us. The rooms in the house were furnished, so we had no real need to bring anything else. Stepping into the room felt like I’d just stepped out of a time machine. Everything in the room was ancient, from the huge four poster bed, to the large wardrobe and bedside cabinets. I wasn’t surprised. My room was decorated in much the same way. I hated it, but I knew Laura loved the grandness of it all, the history, and the fact that the furniture was older than her. Elliott bounced up and down on the bed, while I tried key after key in the lock, discarding each one after every try. 

After about seventy keys and two broken fingernails, I finally heard a click.

“Dominic. I’ve got it.” I shouted out through the open door leading to the hall. Dominic came running in as I opened the door. It creaked as it opened, and I wondered how long it had been since it had last been used. If it was, indeed, a nursery, I suspected it had been a very long time since it had been used, maybe since Ezra was a baby himself. The thought made me shudder, so I quickly drove it from my mind. The room was very dark, but I could barely make out some ghostly shapes in the gloom. 

I ran to the heavy curtains, opening them to let in some light, revealing the shapes to be not the ghostly apparitions of my imagination, but old furniture with yet more dust sheets covering it all. I pulled the nearest one down and a cloud of dust flew out making me cough.

“I think we might have to do some cleaning before we paint,” I spluttered.

Elliott thought it was a game, pulling all the dust sheets off. Between us, we unveiled a beautiful carved baby bed made out of mahogany, an old-fashioned rocking horse that had been painted in exquisite detail, and a toy box with a lone wooden train in it. There were also a wardrobe and a chest of drawers. 

Once we had taken all the dust covers off and piled them up in Tom and Laura’s room, I got a good look at the nursery. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before, and that was saying something after everything I’d seen in the Labyrinth. The ceiling had been painted the palest powder blue with wisps of cloud scudding across. The walls were painted white at the top, which turned into a delicate green as they got closer to the floor. Small animals had been painted along the bottom of the wall, just above the baseboard. I bent down to look at the one closest to me, a tiny little mouse that was a work of art in its own right. Each animal was a masterpiece, and on the wall behind the bed, a flock of birds flew up to the dappled sky.

The bed itself was carved with teddy bears along the legs and the letter E was carved into some scrollwork at the head of the bed. The room took my breath away. It was divine--perfect for Elizabeth. 

Just then, Nate poked his head through the door, making me jump.

“They were out of baby pink, so I had to order some... Wow!”

“Wow, exactly. I think we can cancel the order. Laura will adore this.”

“Look, Nate,” interjected Elliott. “The bed already has Elizabeth’s initial carved on it.”

I know Nate and Dominic had the same thought I did at that point. The E wasn’t for Elizabeth at all, but for another baby with the same initial--Ezra. This must have been his nursery after all. Still, it was too beautiful to care about who had come before. So it was Ezra’s room at one point. He was dead now; there was no reason for that to affect us.

“That’s weird.” Nate said.

“What is?” I asked. I could see nothing strange about the room. It was stunning, old fashioned, but beautiful, not weird. Not unless you counted the painted animals, but I liked them. 

“There is no door leading out into the corridor from this room.”

I’d not noticed that before, but he was right. The only door in the room was the one we had entered through, and that led to Tom and Laura’s room. 

“Do you think the door on the outside is just a trick door?” Ezra had one like this, the first time we were in The Labyrinth, a door on one side; nothing but smooth plaster on the other.

“I don’t know,” replied Nate. “Dominic, do you have a tape measure?”

“No, sorry.”

“Ok,” Nate stood in the open doorway connecting the two rooms and counted his paces as he crossed the room to the opposite wall. “Fifteen.” Back at the doorway, he counted his steps in the opposite direction, through Laura and Tom’s room until he was even with the doorway from their room to the corridor. “Six. So that should mean there are less than twenty-one footsteps from this door to that door.”

We all followed as he went out into the hallway and repeated the steps out there until he got to the door next to Laura and Tom’s room.  

“Eighteen, nineteen, twenty, twenty-one, twenty two, twenty-three.”

“This door leads to another room,” Nate said, turning to us.

 “Another secret!” Dominic raised his eyebrow.

Another secret, indeed!

 

 


Chapter two

 

Two hours later, we’d gotten through all the keys. Not a single one had opened the lock and we were all curious to know what was behind that door. 

“Are there any more keys anywhere?” I asked, annoyed that we’d not managed to open it. 

“I don’t think so,” answered Dominic, but Nate just laughed.

“You’d think that being locked in a Labyrinth, not once, but twice, would have put her off locked doors for life.”

“It’s not the same and you know it,” I grinned and punched him playfully. “I just wonder why this particular room doesn’t have a key when all the others do.”

“But you don’t know that they do. There are hundreds of rooms in this house. Just because we have hundreds of keys doesn’t mean they all have a corresponding lock. We’ve unlocked like, ten rooms? We have no idea if any of the others open.”

He had a point, and actually, his estimate had been high. Apart from our bedrooms, we’d only unlocked a couple of rooms on the ground floor. A huge banquet room with a massive table that could comfortably seat twenty people, a pretty lounge room, and a small broom closet in which we’d found nothing but a dust pan and a couple of Ezra’s old coats. The parlor, the kitchen, and a bathroom on the ground floor were already unlocked when we arrived. Dominic said that they were the only rooms that Ezra ever used apart from his bedroom on the third floor. As far as I was aware, none of us had gone up there to check it out. I personally had no interest in seeing where Ezra Harland lived and died. 

A noise downstairs made us jump, taking our concentration away from the locked room conundrum.

“Look who I’ve brought home early!” came a voice from the entrance hall. It was Tom. 

We all ran downstairs to greet them. Elizabeth was wrapped up in the cutest pink all-in-one with a pink hat and was being carried in by Laura in a car seat. 

“I thought you were there for another week,” I said as Tom unclipped Elizabeth from her car seat. She had been sleeping, but the movement woke her.

“Yeah, me too, but I found out that Dr. Peasbody was only keeping us in because he’d been paid by Mr. Harland (She never called him Ezra). I told him that I didn’t care about the money and I wanted to come home. He agreed that I could come home on the condition that he could come by in a week and give us both a check-up.”

“Wonderful!” I cried and hugged her. From behind me, Elizabeth gave a half-hearted cry and then stopped. I turned to look at her in Tom’s arms. She was wide awake and making a funny snuffling noise. 

“Can I hold her?” I asked. Tom passed her to me and my heart melted. She really was the most gorgeous little thing.

“Guess what!” said Elliott enthusiastically. “We’ve got a bed for Elizabeth.”

“You’ve bought her one?” Laura asked. 

“Not quite,” I replied. You might want to come and see this, though. We all trooped up the stairs with me in the lead. I carried Elizabeth into her new room.

“Look, Elizabeth,” I whispered to her and kissed her on the forehead. “This is your new home.”

“Oh.” I heard a sharp intake of breath behind me, and when I turned, I saw Laura with her hand up to her mouth, a look of awe on her face. “It’s stunning. It’s beautiful.” 

“This really is something,” agreed Tom. 

The next few days passed in a whirl of diaper changes, burping, feeding, and generally looking after our new addition. Nate, Elliott, and I finished school, Elliott for the long summer break and Nate and I for good. Dominic had finished school already when he came to America. Even though we were the same age, he told me that they could leave at sixteen over in England. We’d all decided to take a year out to help Laura and Tom sort out our new house before going off to University. It meant we were all on hand to do baby duties and by the end of the first week, we’d all changed at least one diaper, even Elliott, who proclaimed that he never wanted to do it again. The conundrum of the locked door was forgotten in the whirlwind of Elizabeth’s arrival.

Three weeks after Elizabeth’s arrival, there was a knock at the door. Tom, Laura, and Elliott had gone to bed an hour or so earlier, so it was just Nate, Dominic, and I playing cards in the parlor. 

“Who could that be?” I looked down at my watch. “It’s nearly eleven pm!” I got up to answer the door while the boys carried on playing cards.

It made me nervous, having visitors this late. No one ever just came by for a chat at eleven o’clock at night. Policemen and, in my case, attorneys were the only people I knew to call this late at night. 

I opened the huge front door with a little trepidation and got a shock when I saw who it was. The very last person I ever expected to see again.

“Jenna!”

“Is Nathan in? I’d like to speak to him.” She said it with a haughty air as if she was doing me a favor and hadn’t stolen a multi-million-dollar diamond from me.

“You’ve got a nerve,” came Nate’s voice from behind me. He must have heard her.

“Oh Nathan,” her whole demeanor changed when she saw him. She changed from a hoity-toity stuck-up cow to a simpering wreck in less than a second. She barged past me and ran into Nate’s arms, wailing as she did. 

“What’s going on... oh, it’s her.” Dominic poked his head around the parlor door. 

“Nathan, I need to talk to you alone.” She looked around at Dominic and me, as though we were nothing more than dog poop she’d scraped off her shoe.  

“Well don’t mind me.” I stalked past her into the parlor and slammed the door behind me.

“What is she doing here?” hissed Dominic.

“I don’t know. I think we can safely say that she isn’t here to give us our diamond back, though. She seemed pretty upset.”

“Good!”

Dominic liked her as much as I did, which was not a lot. Not a lot at all. When we had escaped from the Labyrinth the last time, she’d stayed a couple of days at the house. While Dominic had been dealing with doctors and mortuaries and funeral directors, she’d stolen, not only the diamond, but some silver candlesticks of Ezra’s and all the money Dominic had saved up.

“Let’s hear what she has to say,” he quietly cracked the door open and put his eye to the crack.

“They’ve gone,” he whispered. I think I can hear raised voices in the kitchen. Come on.

I tiptoed to the top of the stairs that led down to the kitchen area and listened.

“Have a heart, Nathan. You used to love me.” I could hear her loud and clear, she was sniveling.

“That was a long time ago, Jenna.”

“Is this about her?” That would be me then.

“Kim has nothing to do this. After everything you did, what response do you actually expect from me?”

She was quieter now, but I could still make out what she said. “I have nowhere to live.”

“I’m sorry, Jenna, but that isn’t my problem. Go back to your parents and beg them for a second chance. Maybe you can win them over with your sob story, but I’m not going to help you.”

“Nathan, please!” 

“Here take this. It’s all I have. Get yourself a hotel room with it. It should last you long enough to be able to get a job. Or use it for train fare back home. Just don’t ever come back here again because you are not welcome.”

I silently fist pumped the air.

“Way to go, Nate,” whispered Dominic from beside me. The sound of a chair being pushed back on a tiled floor gave Dominic and me our cue to run back to the parlor and close the door behind us. Seconds later, we heard the front door slam and Nate joined us.

“She’s gone.”

“What did she want?” I asked.

“You are going to love this. You might want to sit down.”

Dominic and I both did as he instructed and waited for Nate to tell us.

“The Labyrinthian Diamond was a fake.”

“What?” I couldn’t believe it. “What do you mean it’s a fake?”

“Just that. It turns out that after Jenna left us six months ago, she went straight home to her parents and told them the whole story. Well, I think we can assume she glossed over a few facts, such as the fact that she stole it. Anyway, she told them how much it was worth. Instead of having it appraised at that point, they put it in a safety deposit box for safekeeping. Thinking that they were now rich beyond belief, they squandered their life savings on vacations and expensive clothes and goodness knows what else. When their bank account was nearly empty, they decided to sell the diamond. It was then that an appraiser told them the news, that it was nothing more than a manufactured crystal paperweight worth about fifty dollars. Apparently, they’d racked up a fair amount of debt in their spending spree and now have to sell their house to cover it. Needless to say, Jenna isn’t very popular over there at the moment.”

“Classic! Oh, that serves her bloody well right! Talk about karma biting her in the bum.”

“Do you always have to sound so British?” I asked Dominic, but I couldn’t help but agree with his sentiment.

“I gave her five hundred dollars. I’m sorry. I hope you don’t mind.” Nate said. I stood up and kissed him. 

“Of course, I don’t mind. It was the right thing to do.” I admired him for it, even though she didn’t deserve it. It was more than I’d have done for her.

“It does beg the question, though,” began Dominic. “If the Diamond was fake, where is the real Labyrinthian Diamond?”

“There isn’t one,” I said. “It was just an old man’s game. Something he made up to use as bait to get us to go down into the Labyrinth.”

“Actually, you are wrong. Follow me.”

He took us to one of the doors leading off of the main entrance. I’d assumed it was locked like all the others, but when Dominic turned the handle, it opened easily. It led, not to a room, but to a long, wide corridor. A red carpet ran down the length of it. To our left, were recesses in the wall with a carved bust on a pedestal in each. To our right, were huge windows with red velvet curtains. It was dark outside, but I knew that this corridor would look out onto the huge courtyard. The corridor took a sharp right turn down the side of the building. I’d never left the front part of the house, and as it was so big, I’d almost forgotten that it also had two sides and a back to it. About halfway down, Dominic stopped at a double door. He opened it and scrabbled around for a light switch. When the light came on, the most amazing sight appeared before us. It was a huge library, with books, floor-to-ceiling, and a huge mahogany desk in the center. A spiral staircase in one corner led to another level with a balcony all around the room. The balcony also had bookshelves full of books, leather-bound copies of forgotten texts. 

“Wow!” said Nate, and I knew he’d found his new favorite place. Nate was a reader. He was the opposite of me in that respect. I only read things I had to, such as my course books. I never read for pleasure, preferring to watch TV. Nate was a voracious reader and had a love for books that I never understood. He ran to a bookshelf, pulled out a book and flipped through it, so caught up that he’d forgotten why we were here in the first place.

“Is there a book about the Labyrinthian Diamond?” I asked Dominic.

“Not quite, look up there.” He pointed to a wall, the only one without a bookcase on it. It was filled with framed oil paintings and newspaper clippings. I walked closer to the wall Dominic had indicated. It was the front page of what seemed to be a local paper dated over fifty years ago. There was a photo of a young man who I assumed was a young Ezra, holding a huge diamond, with the headline, “Local man buys precious artifact.”

Reading through the article confirmed what I suspected. It was a picture of Ezra. His wealth, inherited from his father, had enabled him to travel the world looking for artifacts. I’d seen some examples around the house, such as what looked like an African statue in the main entrance hall. There were so many knick-knacks in the house that I’d not really thought about where they had come from before. I read the whole article. The gist of it was that Ezra had commissioned an adventurer and archaeologist to find the mythical African Star Diamond. Apparently, the adventurer had found it and then charged Ezra ten times the price he had quoted for the job. It was still a drop in the ocean compared to how much the diamond was worth, but I guess it would have annoyed Ezra. The article went on to say that he had renamed the diamond ‘The Labyrinthian Diamond.’

“Huh.” I looked at the diamond in the picture. It was a grainy picture, but it was obviously not the same diamond from the labyrinth. The one that Jenna had stolen was the perfect shape, whereas this one was more irregular. It was just as big, though.

“So where is the diamond now?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never seen it. I should have known that the one in the Labyrinth was a fake. I’ve cleaned this picture frame so many times. I just didn’t get a good look at the one in The Labyrinth before  Jenna snatched it up and put it in her pocket.”

“Nate,” I shouted over to him. “Take your nose out of that book and come read this instead.”

Nate came over, carrying the book and read the article. 

“There are more articles if you are interested,” Dominic said. “None of the others mention the diamond, though. They all talk about his adventures. It seems that our Ezra was a bit of an adventurer himself in his youth. I guess he didn’t like being blackmailed by that guy who sold him the diamond. After that, he decided to go out and do his treasure hunting himself. The articles stop about twenty years ago. That’s around the time he would have met our mother.”

I still felt weird hearing Dominic referring to her as “our mother.” For the longest time she had been “my mother” and for an even longer time she had not even been that. Laura had asked me many times in the past if I wanted to find out where she was, but I had not had any interest, at least not until now. 

“He was so much older than her. When they met, she would have been in her early twenties. Ezra would have been what? Fifty?”

“At least, he looked a lot younger than he was until he became sick,” Dominic said. “I think I’d like to meet her.”

He’d said this before to me and I’d fobbed him off. I wasn’t ready. It was different for him. He’d never met her at all. He’d been adopted as an infant. I’d spent the first five years of my life with her, five miserable, alcohol-fueled years. Leaving my mother was the best thing that had ever happened to me.

I was still coming to terms with having a twin in the first place. That, and finding the father I never knew. Not the prince of my dreams, but the stuff of my nightmares. 

“It’s in the house somewhere,” said Nate. Why else would there be all these locked doors?

“Thank goodness. For a second I thought you were going to suggest we go back down into the Labyrinth again.”

“I’d never do that to you,” Nate said and kissed my nose, “but in a manner of speaking, we are. Don’t you see?”

“See what?” Dominic and I asked together.

 “This house is The Labyrinth.”


Chapter three

 

“What do you mean?” The thought made me shudder. The Labyrinth was miles away across town. I knew that there was an exit from it down under the house; we’d come out that way before. I’d not been in the cellar since, and I had no intention of doing it now. 

“Think about it—locked doors, secret passages...”

“It could be just a closet or storage room,” I reminded him. I knew he was thinking about the room next to the nursery, the one with a door with no key.

“What if it isn’t? When Ezra told us that The Labyrinthian Diamond was in the Labyrinth, I don’t think he was talking about under the meadow at the back of the farmhouse. I think he was talking about this house.”

It was late, and I couldn’t think anymore. I went to bed, but I couldn’t sleep. I kept thinking about what Nate had said. What if he was right? The diamond had to be somewhere. The attorney had said that we had inherited everything, but he had made no mention of any diamond. He’d said that Dominic and I had got all the jewelry, none of which, we’d found. Maybe that meant the diamond.

Elizabeth’s cries woke me early the next morning, so I must have fallen asleep eventually. I got up to find Tom carrying her out of their room. She was sleeping in a crib in there until we got a new mattress for the baby bed. Tom held his finger up to his mouth and quickly walked with Elizabeth down to the kitchen. There, he changed her diaper while I made us both a coffee and Elizabeth a bottle. Elizabeth had quickly quieted down and had not awakened anyone else in the house. While Tom sat drinking his coffee, I took Elizabeth and tried to feed her. She was not crying anymore but didn’t seem to want to eat either. I plopped the bottle down on the kitchen table and took her back upstairs, mainly to give her a little walk. I picked up the mail, did a couple of laps of the entrance hall, and took her back down to the kitchen. I tried the bottle again and this time, she latched on to it and started sucking on it hungrily. I sat down and let her feed. 

“Oh,” huffed Tom, looking down at one of the letters he’d just opened.

“What is it?”

“We need to hurry up and figure out what we are doing with the house. You should see the size of this electricity bill.”

“But we only use a tiny part of the house. Dominic’s been in it on his own for most of the last six months. Surely it can’t be that bad.”

“It’s bad enough. If only Ezra had left you a huge pile of cash instead of a crumbling decrepit old mansion! I don’t know how we expected to keep up with it. I think the roof needs redoing. Do you have any idea how much it costs to reroof a house of this size?”

“No.”

“Me neither, but I can guess it won’t be cheap.”

The little money that Ezra had left Dominic and I was long gone. We were surviving on money from Tom’s business, but it wasn’t enough. If we’d stayed in the farmhouse, maybe we’d have been all right, but we still owned this place. Tom had had great ideas to turn it into a hotel, but he didn’t have the time or money to do it. He thought that he’d do it bit by bit, but it looked like it wasn’t going to happen. 

I told him what we had found last night. He was far less excited about the prospect of there being a diamond in the house than I thought he’d be.

“How do you know that the newspaper article isn’t a fake? Put there to fool you some more? Wasn’t that Ezra’s thing, fooling everyone?”

I hadn’t thought of that.

Tom continued, “I wouldn’t put any stock into anything that belongs to Ezra and I’d have thought you’d be a lot more careful after last time. Laura would never forgive me if I let the lot of you go off on another “adventure.” He made quote marks with his fingers.

“I wasn’t planning on doing anything dangerous. I just meant that we should probably think about unlocking some of these doors, that’s all. And if we happen to find a diamond behind one, then all the better.”

“Ok, just be careful and don’t be too upset if all you find behind all these doors is disappointment. I’m going back to work today. I have a big job going on in town. Will you keep an eye on Laura and not let her exert herself?” He swallowed down the rest of his coffee and left the kitchen, leaving me with Elizabeth. 

When I’d finished feeding her, I burped her and took her back upstairs. Laura came out of her bedroom just as I climbed the stairs.

“There she is, my little princess.” She held her arms out and I handed Elizabeth to her. “And my big princess.” She kissed my cheek. “Where are the boys?”

“Tom’s gone to work, and the others are in bed,” I said. “Have you seen this door?”

Laura looked at the door we had been trying to get through the previous day.

“Yes, it’s the door to the nursery,” she replied.

“But it isn’t. If you go back into the nursery you’ll see that there isn’t a door there leading out into the hall.”

“Really? It must be a tiny room. What’s behind it?”

“I don’t know. It’s locked, and we don’t have a key.”

“How exciting!” She was quiet all the way down the stairs. I made her coffee and started breakfast. The smell of bacon cooking would rouse all three of the boys. 

“Does Dominic have a crowbar, do you think?” It was the first thing she’d said in ten minutes. I could tell she had been thinking about the locked door.

“I don’t think so, but there is a shed outside. Perhaps there is one in there.”

“I think we need to do some exploring. What do you think?” She said the last four words in a baby voice to Elizabeth, but I knew she meant the question for me. 

As predicted, the boys all came down just in time for breakfast. As I served up their breakfast, I told them about Laura’s plan with the crowbar.

“You told her about the diamond?” asked Dominic.

“What diamond?” asked Elliott and Laura at the same time. 

Elizabeth burped.

“No. I didn’t need to. I just mentioned the door.”

“Don’t you think having a conversation about me is a bit rude? Can one of you tell me what diamond you are talking about? I thought that frightful Jenna girl took it. Sorry, Nate,” she added as an afterthought.

“It’s fine,” Nate answered. He told her about Jenna, about the article in the library, and his theory that the diamond was in the house somewhere. He omitted the fact that he thought that this house was a labyrinth.

“I should tell you that Tom wasn’t too impressed that we were thinking about looking for it. He thinks it’s a hoax.”

“It’s really old newspaper. How can it be a hoax?” asked Nate.

“I think he was more worried we’d be hurt and that would upset Laura.”

“We can’t get hurt by opening a door, can we?” she said. She had a twinkle in her eye. After breakfast, Dominic went out to find a crowbar while the rest of us crowded around the mysterious door to nowhere. It took so long for Dominic to get back to us that Elizabeth had fallen asleep in Laura’s arms by the time he got back. 

“I’ll just settle her in the crib,” Laura said. “Don’t go anywhere without me.”

I’m not sure if she said that because of worry for our safety or excitement.

The door opened with a crack, just as she got back.

It wasn’t a closet. It was a staircase.

“Where does it go?” asked Elliott.

“There is only one way to find out,” said Laura as she put her foot on the first step. 

We followed her up, but she stopped on the top step. 

“It turns and goes up another flight, but I can’t see. It’s dark. Is there a light switch down there?”

I flicked the switch, but nothing happened. 

“I have an idea.” I ran back to the kitchen. I’d lost my flashlight in the house move, but I had noticed a couple of old-fashioned candleholders, along with some candles and a box of matches, in one of the kitchen drawers. I lit two of the candles and carried them both back to where the others were. One was passed to Laura at the front, and I kept hold of the other at the rear. The steps actually went up two flights, which, by my calculation, would bring us out in the attic, right above Ezra’s apartments on the third floor. 

When I got to the top, it turned out I was wrong. It wasn’t an attic at all. It was a long corridor with doors on either side. Laura opened one, which, surprisingly, was unlocked, and we all crowded in. 

The room was about eight feet wide by ten feet long. A single bed took up most of the space, but there was a small chest of drawers with a cracked mirror on it. 

“This looks like a prison cell!” stated Elliott.

“This one, too.” I looked around to see Nate had left the room and had now opened the opposite door. The room Nate had gone in was almost identical to the first.

“I think you’ll find that this isn’t a prison cell,” said Laura.

“It’s the servant’s quarters,” said Dominic.

“Right!” agreed Laura.

“People lived in these rooms?” Elliott asked incredulously.

“There would have been a lot of staff here at one point. Where did you think they all lived?”

“I dunno,” said Elliott. “I thought they would go home after work.”

“Some might have done that, but a lot of them would have had a room onsite. I wonder how many rooms are up here. Surely, the whole top floor can’t be taken up with servants’ rooms. They are probably only along this wing. Do you want to go on down the corridor to see what’s down there?”

“No, it’s scary,” said Elliott. I was glad he was the one to say it. I had never been fond of the dark, and the flickering light of the candles was almost as bad. Spooky shadows played about on the walls around us. I was quite glad to get back down to the main part of the house.

“Well that’s the big mystery solved,” said Laura. “I was thinking of going to show off Elizabeth to the ladies in town. Does anyone want to come with me?”

 “I’ll come with you.” Part of me wanted to explore the house further, but I didn’t want to do it in the dark; besides, I’d promised I’d look after Laura. I didn’t want her overdoing it. Just before we set off, I asked Dominic if he would look for the fuse box and see if he could get the lights on the top floor working again.

We ended up calling for a taxi to take us into town. I still hadn’t gotten around to taking driving lessons, and Laura had been instructed not to drive for a week or so after the birth.

If I’d been worried about Laura overdoing it, I needn’t have been. We ended up in the town coffee shop where she had the local ladies waiting on her hand and foot. They kept bringing her coffee, cakes, and sandwiches in exchange for a hold of Elizabeth. Within half an hour, it felt like half the town was there, all of them fawning over the baby

I left them to it, and made my way to the same outdoors shop where we had bought all the gear for descending into the labyrinth five months ago. I had no intention of buying out half the shop like I had last time. This time, I picked up four flashlights, just in case Dominic couldn’t find or figure out the fuse box. I didn’t want to be creeping around the house with just those candles. They were a fire hazard for a start, and I thought it unlikely that the mansion would be fitted with an up-to-date sprinkler system. When I got back to Laura, I could see that there was still a long queue of little old ladies sitting around taking turns holding Elizabeth. Laura looked in her element, a huge smile on her face. I decided to pay a visit to someone in town, someone I’d not spoken to for a long time. 

“Mrs. Granger, how are you today?”

Mrs. Granger was a local shop owner and the biggest gossip in town.

“Kimberly, it’s good to see you. How are you getting on in that old house? You’ve been there a couple of weeks now, haven’t you? Is Laura managing alright?”

I knew she was itching for gossip about the house and Ezra. We’d tried to keep Ezra’s death a secret as most people thought he’d died years ago, but there had been rumors around town, started, no doubt, by Mrs. Granger. I didn’t plan to tell her anything, but I knew one subject that would make her forget about Ezra and the house.

“It’s great, Mrs. Granger. Laura had the baby.”

“She did?” Mrs. Granger clapped her hands together and grinned. “Oh, wonderful! Did everything go all right? Boy or girl?”

“Little girl. We’ve called her Elizabeth after Laura’s grandmother.”

“How lovely!”

“She’s over at the cafe. I’ll go and ask her to come by to see you. I know she’ll love for you to meet Elizabeth.”

“Oh, darling! Could you? I’d love to meet the little angel!”

Now that I had Mrs. Granger right where I wanted her, I got straight to the point of my visit.

“Did anyone ever mention Ezra having a lady friend?”

“Ooh, let me think. I do recall there was once a woman who visited a lot, but that would be eighteen, nineteen years ago now. Pleasant girl, if memory serves. She was much younger than him, but he had the money, didn’t he?”

Mrs. Granger had met my mother!

“What was she like?”

“Pretty girl. Nice enough. I can’t really remember. I only remember her at all because she said she lived up at Harland Estates. I thought she was a member of the staff at first. You know, a maid or something, but she said that she was old Mr. Harland’s girlfriend. Well, it shocked me. Can you imagine?”

“What happened to her?”

“Well, she just stopped coming to the shop. She was a regular one summer, but once the autumn turned the leaves brown, she just disappeared. Oh, you don’t think her disappearance was somehow linked to Gina’s disappearance, do you?”

No, Gina had died in Ezra’s fish tank. As far as I was aware, my mother was still alive. I was saved having to answer by Laura coming through the door with Elizabeth.

“I was wondering where you were,” she said. “You know, we really are going to have to get a stroller for Elizabeth. She might be tiny, but my arms are killing me after carrying her around all day.”

“Ooooh, I’ll take her,” Mrs. Granger ran around the shop counter. “Give your arms a rest.”

While Mrs. Granger cooed over Elizabeth, Laura did a bit of shopping, and I called a taxi to take us back to the house. We almost had to wrestle Elizabeth out of Mrs. Granger’s arms, so she could ring up all our shopping.

Back at the house, Laura decided to put Elizabeth down for a nap and take one herself. I decided to go and see what the boys had been doing.

I tried all the obvious places, the kitchen, the parlor, all three of their bedrooms, but I couldn’t find them. I was just at the point of deciding whether to go and search the rest of the house for them when they all came running down the grand staircase to the entrance hall.

“You’re back,” said Nate running over to me. “You have got to come and see this.”

“You won’t believe it!” added Dominic.

Elliott had already run back up the grand staircase, seemingly giddy with excitement.

“Have you found the diamond?”

“Yes, and no. Come on. We’ll show you.”

On the second floor, we turned and ascended another set of stairs. I’d not been up here before. I knew that Ezra had lived up here. I’d been avoiding it.

“Come along.” Nate grabbed my hand to pull me faster. We travelled along a hallway that would be directly above the hall where all our bedrooms were and below the staff quarters we’d found earlier.

The carpet was the same rich red, but this one was well worn and frayed in placed. It looked like this corridor had been used a lot in the past. We’d passed a couple of doors when Dominic spoke. 

“That’s Ezra’s bedroom,” he said, pointing at a door to the left. Judging by the position of its door along the corridor, it was directly above my room. The thought made me feel uneasy. 

“I came up here a lot when he was still alive. I brought food and medication up here for him. The doors we passed are just an extension of his bedroom. He had a private sitting room and bathroom in his quarters. This room, however...” He paused at a door, the one next to Ezra’s bedroom. “This one I’d never seen until today. It was the only room we checked that was unlocked.” He opened the door. Before me was The Labyrinth.

 

 


Chapter four

 

Screens filled the room, a little like the screen room in The Labyrinth, but these screens stayed fixed.

Each one showed a room in the labyrinth. Most of them I recognized. Some I didn’t. 

“This is live now?” I asked.

“We think so. As there is no one down there, the rooms are pretty still, but if you look at that screen there, you’ll occasionally see a butterfly or a bird fly past the camera. You can’t really tell because of that leaf obscuring the view, but we think that’s the rainforest room.”

“So this is Ezra’s control center? This is where he watched us while we were in The Labyrinth?” Even though I knew I never had to go back down there ever again, I still felt nervous looking at it.

“Yeah. Not only that, he has videos of all of us. We’ve spent the afternoon watching us all find our way through there. There are even videos of Gina and that other couple. They are still down there too. We should really get someone to go down and bring their bodies out.”

It was something I had been thinking about for a while. The Labyrinth was still there. Although it was unlikely anyone would accidentally end up down there, there was still a risk. At some point, we would have to alert the authorities. I think we had only gone so long without doing it because we didn’t want to upset Laura during her pregnancy. Now that Elizabeth had arrived safely, there was no reason not to call someone and get the whole place demolished. 

“Is this what you wanted to show me because I could quite happily have gone for the rest of my life without seeing that place ever again.” 

“There is something else, a message for you and me. I think you will want to see it.” Dominic pressed a button on a computer nearby and Ezra’s face filled all of the screens. He looked so much older and frailer than I remembered him. A date stamp on the bottom showed that it was filmed just two days before he died. 

“This is for Dominic and Kimberly, my son and my daughter. I can’t believe how fortunate I have been to find you both before I passed on. It has taken me a long time. I have spent a lot of money searching for you, but your mother was very clever. She left me before telling me she was pregnant, so I didn’t even know of your existence until last year. I have spent the last eighteen and a half years looking for her. She was the love of my life. I know this will be difficult to accept for you both, but I have so little time left on this earth, and I do not know if I will ever see you face to face again.”

He coughed and wiped his mouth with a tissue. I realized that he must have been on his own when he recorded this. I didn’t feel sorry for him, dying all alone. I looked back at the screen 

“Your mother was a free spirit. She came to work for me, but quickly, we fell in love. It was the most wonderful summer. We talked of getting married and maybe one day having children. She told me that she wanted her children to have a life of adventure, something that she had not had much experience of up until then. I think that’s what she saw in an old fuddy-duddy like me. She knew how much of my youth I’d spent traveling the world, collecting my trinkets. She wanted to do the same. 

“I planned a round-the-world trip for her as a surprise. It was something she talked about constantly, traveling, getting away, and escaping from her monotonous life. When I told her what I had done and presented her with the tickets, she went cold. It was like all the life had drained out of her. I couldn’t understand why. It was her greatest dream. I can only speculate at this point, but I think she might have found out she was pregnant by then. Perhaps she thought I’d be mad with her for spoiling her present. In any eventuality, she left the next day. No note, nothing. I looked all over for her, tried her parents, friends. No one knew where she was. Then, a year later, I got a phone call out of the blue. It was her, asking for money. She said she was desperate. If only she had mentioned you two, I’d have given her the money, but she didn’t. I hated her by then. She had broken my heart. I told her that I’d give her nothing. I never heard from her again, but that day I instructed a private detective to find her. I just wanted to make sure she was all right. 

“When my illness was diagnosed about six years ago, I realized I had no one to leave my money to. My sister had died years ago, and her daughter was unworthy. I also had some distant relatives, but I didn’t know them. I thought back to your mother. I wanted her to have the money, but I still hadn’t found her. It did remind me, though, that she had wanted a life of adventure. 

“It was then I conceived the idea of The Labyrinth. I had it built for her. She was smart. I knew she’d love it. At first, it was nothing more than a bit of fun, a treasure hunt, but when my investigator came up with nothing but a brick wall, I made it much more of a challenge. I decided to test my niece, but she failed. The other family members did no better.” 

Another cough.

“Then, when I had all but given up hope, my investigator found an old file. It was an adoption file for you, Kim. I found out about your adoptive parents and made up a story about being Laura’s great uncle. Of course, I’m not really related to her at all, but it worked. I was overjoyed when you moved into my farmhouse. And then, you escaped the labyrinth. You did it. You proved yourself, but you chose your brother, the little moth, over the diamond. It was of no consequence because you had proven yourself in my eyes, and I was going to leave the diamond to you in my will anyway. 

“But then, imagine my surprise when my investigator called to tell me that he’d found out that your mother had died and that Kimberly wasn’t her only child. From there, it was easy to find out where Dominic was and that you were twins. Dominic, you had been adopted out when you were just a baby. I think that is why your mother called me all those years ago, sounding desperate. She didn’t have the money to care for you both. 

“I can only say that my heart is filled with regret for all I have done, but none more so than for not giving your mother the money she so desperately needed to keep you both together.

“I have so little time to make amends and at this stage, I’m not sure I can. I unlocked the doors between you, Kimberly, and your friend, Nate. He was in trouble and I think you would have given up if he hadn’t survived.”

I remembered the time when we were last down there, and Nate had been caught in a trap. I’d found all the doors open, a path to get to him.

“I sent Dominic and Jenna down there too. I did so want Dominic or Kimberly to find the diamond, but it looks like you’ve let Jenna take it. Silly children, no matter, it isn’t the real diamond. Perhaps you already know that, perhaps you don’t, but I’m telling you now. Remember this:“The Diamond is in The Labyrinth and you, Kimberly, have the key! Don’t forget that. You will find it. Just remember that clue.”

With that, he started to cough and the screen went blank.

“No. No way. Not a chance.” I said, stepping back.

“Don’t worry. We are not asking you to go back down there,” Nate said and then stepped up to cuddle me. “We have a plan so no one has to. Tomorrow we are going to the police. We are going to show them this clip and all the films and tell them the truth about what happened to us and the others down there. We’ve been discussing it and we are all in agreement. If they do find the diamond, it belongs to us anyway. What do you think?”

Relief swept through me. I’d never have to go into The Labyrinth again. “I think it’s the right thing to do.”

It was only when I left the room later that it hit me what Ezra had said. My mother was dead. I should have felt it straight away. A punch in the gut maybe, but the truth was, I didn’t really feel anything. She had ceased to be my mother so many years ago that I barely remembered her. I wondered why she didn’t tell Ezra the truth about the pregnancy, but maybe she was a proud woman and didn’t want him staying with her out of pity. From what I could tell, he really loved her once. 

Later that night, after Tom had come home and we’d told him and Laura our plans to call the police, Dominic found me in the library. I don’t know why I had gone there. I just wanted to be alone.

“I’ve been looking for you everywhere. I didn’t expect to find you here.”

I didn’t reply.

“So she’s dead.”

“Looks like it,” I replied. I always wondered what happened to her and now I know. She was so young.

“What was she like?” Dominic sat down beside me at the writing table.

The truth was, I barely remembered her at all. I remembered the alcoholic rants, the cold dark bedroom when she’d forgotten to pay the bills. I remembered the empty cupboards and feeling constantly hungry. These were not the memories he wanted to hear. I spent the evening telling him the good parts. It was the longest conversation I’d had about her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter five

 

The next morning was bedlam. Elizabeth had woken both Tom and Laura up early, and they had already called the police by the time I’d woken up.

“They want to meet us at the farmhouse at 9am,” said Tom between mouthfuls of cereal. “I’ll take Kim and Nate so they can show them the entrance. The rest of you stay here.”

“I wanna come!” pouted Elliott. “I know where the entrance is. I was the one to find it first, remember?”

“You can stay here and help your mom with Lizzybiz.”

“Lizzybiz?” Elliott laughed at the cute nickname for his little sister. “Ok, Dad.”

When we arrived at the farmhouse, it became apparent that we weren’t just going to be there ten minutes. The police arrived fifteen minutes late, and by the time they’d taken all our personal details, half an hour had already passed. 

“Can we just show you the entrance and leave you to it?” asked Tom, looking at his watch. “It’s only that I have a job I need to get to, and I’ve got these two to drop off at home first.”

“I’m afraid we are going to have to take a full statement and then assess the risk of going down there, Mr. Roscoe,” said the taller of the two women. She’d introduced herself as Lt. Burnley. “It could take some time. If you are busy, I’m sure we could drive them home after we are done with them.”

“Is that ok with you two?” asked Tom.

“Yeah. Fine.” Tom left us alone with the police.

It took two hours for us to go through our time in the Labyrinth. Lt. Burnley asked all the questions, while the other officer, Sgt. O’Rourke wrote down everything we said in a little notebook.

Our story seemed so fantastical that when we repeated it to the officers, I was afraid they would think we were making it all up. To give them their due, they listened to every word we said, making no comment. When we had finished, Lt. Burnley heaved a deep breath.

“That’s quite a tale. I think we can safely say that you win the prize for most interesting call out I’ve ever had. Let’s take a look at this entrance then.”

Before we had set off, Dominic had assured us that he would make sure all the doors in the labyrinth were remotely unlocked and that everything else was turned off. Not that I planned on going into the labyrinth at all; but if I did, there would be no electrified floors or moving walls or blasts of flame to hit me. Just in case he hadn’t figured out how to do it, when we pulled back the old bookcase, Nate pulled the washing machine in front of the door to stop it closing on us.

“Surely, we could have just put a boot or something to stop the door from closing?” Sgt. O’Rourke spoke for the first time. 

“Believe me, if this hasn’t been turned off, a boot would be no match for it. It would chop it clean in half. Same goes for a person.”

“Lovely image!”

The two police officers pulled out their flashlights as they went down the stairs. The small strip lights were not working; and when they opened the bottom door to the study, that light was turned off too. I hated being back down here and I hated that it was dark. Even though I could see the door at the top of the stairs was still open, I struggled with believing it wouldn’t close on us, trapping us in the Labyrinth again. 

“I’m going back upstairs. Don’t go in too far because I don’t want to have to come and look for you,” I told Nate.

“If we aren’t back in fifteen minutes, call the police again. Tell them that we have two of their officers here. Just don’t come down.” He kissed me on the cheek and entered the room. I turned and ran back up the stairs as quickly as my feet would carry me, glad I was on the other side of the door.

I didn’t have to worry for long, they were all back up the stairs within ten minutes.

“Well?” I asked

“Well, it’s going to be one hell of a lot of paperwork, that’s for sure. If everything you say is true, it seems that the only person we could prosecute is already dead. I’m not sure exactly what we can do about getting this place demolished, but I’ll take it to the boss and see what he says. I’ve never seen anything like it before. Let’s get you home.”

Before they dropped us off, they promised that if they found the diamond, they would return it to us. I don’t know why, but I asked them to bring any keys they found back to us. I had kept the ones I found down there, but I knew there were more keys that we hadn’t found that were part of a set. I felt an affinity for them that I couldn’t explain. The officers promised they would be in touch, and they made good on their word. Within three days, they had managed to organize a team to search the whole place and recover what was left of the bodies down there. Ezra’s control center had also been stripped, and we were assured that they would look through all the tapes. It was not a thought I relished, especially thinking back to that night with Nate in the room with the fake mirrored ceiling. The main thing for me was that they demolish the place, but that turned out to be the one thing they couldn’t do, at least, for a while. The sheer size of the place, coupled with the fact that it was completely buried underground, meant that demolishing it was going to be a costly affair. Instead, they made sure that all the animals were removed and all entrances were completely blocked up so that no one else could accidentally stumble upon the place. One surprising thing that came from it was that the police made a number of arrests in our town. After watching the tapes, they had seen three locals down there, a local vet and two young men. They had been going down daily to feed and look after the animals and fish. Their defense was that they didn’t know that there were people down there; but the truth was, Ezra had paid them an extraordinary amount of money to keep their mouths shut. They had been getting in and out through yet another secret tunnel that took them straight to the rainforest room through a door hidden behind a tree. Not that knowing it was there would have helped me, it was kept locked at all times, and only those three and Ezra had the key.

Another astonishing side effect of us telling the police was that somehow the story got out. For weeks, we had TV vans parked outside the gates of Harland Estates. All kinds of people popped up on the news. Mrs. Granger was interviewed. She talked a lot and swore she knew what was going on the whole time, but didn’t really tell the interviewer anything they didn’t already know. Jenna gave an expose on Nate and me. She made out that we had had a torrid love affair down in the Labyrinth. It upset Nate, but I quite liked the idea of it, even if it did make the TV people even more desperate to speak to us. She also told everyone how we had found the Labyrinthian Diamond, but in her version, she had dropped it in a heroic attempt to save the rest of us. It meant that the police had to have guards on each entrance 24/7 to stop wannabe treasure hunters looking for it. So far, it had not been found despite the thoroughness of the police search. 

For us, it meant that we had to lie low. None of us wanted to speak to the news stations. The irony was that we were once again trapped inside a crazy building. At least this time, we could order food to be delivered to us. Tom made sure he ordered food from the big supermarket on the outskirts of town because he didn’t want Mrs. Granger coming up to the house.

Tom was the only one that left the house. He still had work to do. He came home one night, about two weeks after we had involved the police and called us all into the kitchen. 

I could tell by his face that whatever he wanted to tell us was bad news.

“I’ve lost the contract. Jim has agreed to take it on.” Jim was a friendly competitor.

“Oh darling, why?” asked Laura, clearly upset for him.

“I couldn’t get any work done. The press was always all over the place. If it’s not them, it’s the busybody brigade asking about you two (he said this to Nate and I), not that I’m blaming you for anything,” he added.

I’ve had to turn down jobs I know people have invented just so they can ask me if I know where the diamond is. All the real jobs I did have, I’ve had to cancel.” He slammed his hand on the desk. We have no money. Kim, inheriting this place has not helped out situation at all. In fact, we are worse off now than we have ever been. We just don’t have the income to keep a place like this going.”

“We can sell some of the stuff. I don’t mind,” I said.

“Me neither,” added Dominic. Take it all. I don’t want it.”

“And then what? What do we do when we’ve sold everything?”

“I thought you wanted to turn the house in to a luxury hotel?” asked Laura.

“And how do you suggest we do that, Laura?” Tom replied, his face red with anger. “It takes money, lots of money. To really renovate this place could take millions. Do you have that much money because I’m telling you all now, I don’t. Last time I checked, I had less than three thousand dollars in my bank account. That won’t even cover the bills for this place.” He stormed out of the room. I could hear him stomp down every step on the way to the entrance hall.

“I should go and see that he is alright.” Laura picked up the bassinet with Elizabeth in it and followed Tom upstairs.

The rest of us just looked at each other, bewildered. I’d never seen Tom so angry. He wasn’t the type. I put the kettle on and made everyone a hot chocolate.

“We have to find the diamond!” I said.

“You heard, Ezra,” said Nate, stirring his hot chocolate absent-mindedly. “It’s in The Labyrinth somewhere and we can’t go down and look for it anymore. The police have got all the entrances blocked. Besides, they’ve searched the whole place inside out. If a team of specialist police officers can’t find it, what hope do we have?”

“Maybe they haven’t found it because it’s not there. Didn’t you say that you thought this house was the labyrinth? Maybe it has been here the whole time,” said Dominic. 

“I don’t know. I had thought that might be the case, but I could be wrong. It could be anywhere, and that’s if it even exists in the first place.”

“We are all stuck in this house. We can’t leave without being accosted by reporters. What do we have to lose by looking? I forgot to tell you all before, but I bought some flashlights for all those places in the house with no working lights.” I felt that the roles had reversed a little. It was usually Nate buoying me up, but I figured we had nothing to lose. 

“It will have to wait until tomorrow then,” yawned Nate. “I’m exhausted.” He drained his mug of hot chocolate and, leaving his empty cup on the table, left to go to bed.

“Tomorrow, after breakfast!” I said to the other two and then followed Nate to bed. 

 

 


Chapter six

 

I woke up the next morning thanks to a snoring in my ear. I turned over to find Nate, cuddled up to me. 

We’d been officially dating since we last left the Labyrinth, and it was no secret, but we didn’t flaunt it in front of the family. Even though we weren’t related and hadn’t grown up together, Nate was still brought into our family as a brother to Elliott and me. He certainly acted the big brother around the others. We had decided to take things slowly and see what happened. Without the intensity of The Labyrinth and the not knowing if we would live or die, it meant we could have a relationship at our own pace. Right from the start, we decided not to rush into anything. We lived together, and if we ended up breaking up, it would be awful for both of us, not to mention the rest of the family. So far, our relationship consisted of stolen kisses when no one was looking and lots of handholding and cuddling when the rest of the family was not around. Laura told me not long after we had come out of The Labyrinth for the second time that she had seen it all along. According to her, Nate used to look at me with puppy dog eyes when he first moved in. I wasn’t too sure as he always seemed to have his eyes in a book when he first came to live with us, but I gave her the benefit of the doubt. Lately, Nate had been sneaking into my room in the middle of the night when no one else could catch him. He never woke me up, but he was always there when I awoke in the morning, like a comforter. He always sneaked back into his own room before the others woke up. I think he was nervous that Laura and Tom would be upset with him. This morning, I looked at him while he slept, his hair getting too long again and falling over his face. I gently brushed the curl away from his eyes and traced the side of his face gently with my finger. A rush of love filled my heart. I don’t know how he did it, especially asleep and snoring, but just looking at him was enough to turn me to jelly. I would happily have woken him up with a passionate kiss right then and there and seen where it led, but I knew he would put a stop to it. Tom and Laura were in the next room, and he would hate to be caught in here with me. I’d told him over and over again that Tom and Laura wouldn’t mind if he slept in with me, but he was much more reserved than I was. Instead, I buried myself in his large frame, draping his arm over me, protecting myself from the outside world. I think that’s what it was with Nate. I always felt safe.

Elizabeth started to cry. Even though the walls were very thick, I could still make out her little cries in the next bedroom.

I nudged Nate awake.

“Hmmm.”

“Lizzybiz is awake,” I whispered, adopting Tom’s cute nickname for her.

“You are so beautiful,” Nate answered although it was no answer at all.

He kissed me, not the usual peck on the cheek and out the door, but long and slow and on the lips.

It’s funny, I’d been waiting for him to do this for months; but now that he was, I was worried that someone would hear.

I could hear someone moving around in the next room, probably to pick Elizabeth up from her bassinet. And still Nate kissed me. 

It was like nothing I’d ever experienced before, and pretty soon, I didn’t care if Tom or Laura heard. I don’t think I’d have noticed if the whole family walked in right then. 

He skimmed the edge of my pajama top with his hand and rested it just under the bottom of it on my bare waist. Slowly he brought it up, kissing me the whole time. This was virgin territory for me, quite literally. The feel of his hand made my skin tingle, almost like he was tickling me. I was amazed how unafraid I felt, how new this all was, and above all, how excited I felt.

Knock, Knock 

We both jumped and pulled away from each other. Nate even hid under the covers, although I’m not sure what he was trying to accomplish. The sheer size of him meant that there was little chance anyone would not know he was under there if they saw us.

“Kim, is Nate in there with you?” It was Laura.

I don’t know why, but I suddenly had an attack of the giggles. I couldn’t lie to her. I think the giggles were more a nervous reaction rather than me finding anything funny.

“Yes,” I shouted through the door and held my breath, wondering what she was going to say.

“Good, will you tell him I want his help with something? I’m going to make breakfast so you may as well get up too.”

“Ok, thanks.” I heard her walk away, and the giggles I had been trying to hold back erupted from me. 

Nate took my giggles as an invitation and started to tickle me from under the covers. Quickly moving on from his hands, he blew a raspberry on my stomach, which made me pull back so quickly that I landed on the floor with a bump, the duvet falling on top of me. 

Nate jumped out of bed and pulled me off the floor. 

“I told you it wouldn’t be a big deal!” 

He kissed me again and then left to go and get dressed in his own room. 

Downstairs at breakfast, Laura didn’t say a word about Nate being in my room. It was like she had known all the time. Perhaps she had. 

The thing that she had wanted Nate for turned out to be taking some bags down to the car. She had decided last night that Tom needed a break from all the reporters outside, and so, they were going back to our old city to stay with his parents for a week. 

“It’s crazy around here at the moment and your grandparents haven’t even met our little Lizzybiz here,” she said, rubbing her nose against Elizabeth’s. “I’d ask you all not to get into trouble, but I know you won’t be able to help yourselves. I know what you are planning to do. I don’t mind you trying to open all the doors in this old house; and if you want to call it a treasure hunt, then so be it, but just be careful, all of you. I’m trusting you older ones to look after Elliott. The rest of you are adults now and can do what you want, but Elliott is still a child and I need to know he is in good hands.”

She jiggled Elizabeth a little, which made her burp.

“And don’t be too disappointed if you don’t find what you are looking for. Remember that you’ve been on this particular treasure hunt twice before and failed both times,” added Tom. “I don’t want to upset any of you, but someone has to be the voice of reason. Don’t set your heart on finding this diamond. And while I’m at it, Dominic, Kim, I know this is your house, but at the moment, we don’t have the funds to keep it up. I called a friend of mine last night who works at an antique auction house. He’s sending an appraiser around to look at some of the stuff in here for us to sell. I want you both to have a good think about what you want to sell to get some money coming in. I’m afraid it won’t be enough; but if we can raise enough to do a few repairs, maybe we will have a chance of selling the house.”

“Selling the house?” Laura repeated in a shocked tone. “You can’t sell the house. It’s Dominic and Kim’s inheritance. It’s their history.”

“Yes, well history won’t pay to fix the leaky roof.” Tom got up and put his bowl and spoon in the dishwasher.

 

 

 


Chapter seven

 

When they had left, taking what looked like a mountain of stuff for Elizabeth, the rest of us sat in the parlor with a cup of coffee each to plan our “treasure hunt” as Tom called it.

“Before we start, I have to tell you about something I’ve found. I noticed it a couple of weeks back; but what with everything happening around here, and wanting to be sure, I’ve not told you all yet.” Dominic paced the floor as he said this and then sat in the chair that Ezra had sat in that one time I’d seen him in the house.

“Spit it out,” Nate said impatiently.

“Those keys, the big bunch, I’ve been trying them in some of the doors, thinking that I if I could, at least, open the place up, it would make finding the diamond a little easier. I tried them in every door I found, but the only doors I could open were ones on the wing our bedrooms are on and the rooms above Ezra’s quarters. The few rooms I managed to open were, as you’d expect, bedrooms and old storage rooms. They were all very pretty with antique furniture and beautifully decorated but nothing of any real interest. It’s a shame that we don’t have the money to change this place into a hotel because the rooms would make beautiful hotel rooms.”

“Get on with it,” interrupted Nate “What about the other keys? There are hundreds of them. Surely, they must open the other rooms.”

“That’s what I thought, but they don’t. Think of this house as a large square with the courtyard in the middle and the main entrance right in the middle of the first side. Assume we number the sides as we go around: the front being one; the right side, two; the back, three; and the left side, four. So far, we’ve opened half of side one. We’ve got the parlor and banquet hall on this floor. Then we’ve got the kitchen, pantry, my old bedroom, and storage rooms downstairs, not to mention the exit from The Labyrinth below that. Above us, we have our bedrooms, a family bathroom, and that secret stairway up two floors to the servants’ quarters. Above our rooms is Ezra’s apartment. I’ve been in there a lot and the rooms are pretty much like our rooms. He used one as a sitting room, and you saw the control room; but apart from that, they were just empty bedrooms. I did manage to open all the rooms up there. Some hadn’t been used in years, but they had nothing special about them beyond the beautiful decoration. The thing is, I couldn’t open any of the other doors. The only door that is unlocked in the rest of the house is the library. I found that some of the keys opened some of the outlying buildings. One was for the stables.”

“So what are all the keys for?” I asked intrigued.

“That’s just it. I don’t know. A lot of them are copies. I’ve matched up quite a few of the identical keys and have taken them off the bunch and stuck labels on them so we know what they are for and that they are duplicates. These, however...” he picked up a bunch from the table. It was much smaller than it had been before he eliminated the duplicates, but it was still huge. “These are a mystery.”

“I say we forget the keys, get the flashlights, and go through the house with the crowbar.” Nate stood up to leave.

“Not going to work, I’m afraid!” Dominic said. “I’ve tried it. I tried it on the double door at the end of the hallway where we sleep. I figured it would take us to the corridor that leads along the side of the house. I couldn’t open it.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “It had a metal door behind it.” Ezra had disguised steel doors by covering them in wood down in the Labyrinth.

“Spot on.” I tried a couple more doors and found the same thing. Obviously, I’ve not tried every door. I didn’t want to damage them, but I’m telling you now, they are impossible to break through. I think the doors along the corridors are the original doors. It’s the ones to the corridors leading to the other parts of the house that I can’t open with the crowbar. Unfortunately, we can’t get to the other corridors without getting through those impossible-to-break-through doors.”

Can’t we just blow them up?” Elliott asked innocently.

“Not without causing a lot of damage, kiddo,” Dominic ruffled Elliott’s hair.

“This place is the Labyrinth. I told you.” Nate suddenly looked eager to go. “Let’s go find the diamond!” 

“I thought we were going to make a plan?” I asked.

“What’s to plan? We are all dressed ready to go. We have flashlights. I say we start in the library.”

“Actually, I was thinking of starting from the top and working our way down. We never did check out those servant’s quarters and it makes sense Ezra would hide anything valuable behind a locked door.”

 “Did you manage to fix the fuse so we have light up there?” I asked, fearful that I already knew the answer.

“Nope,” Dominic answered and passed me a flashlight.

Up the secret stairs next to the nursery, I once again took up the rear, with Nate in the lead. The two small bedrooms we had seen before were exactly the same as we’d left them. The corridor to the left was so long that the light from our flashlights didn’t quite reach the end of it, and this was the way we decided to go

“I think that this corridor will run in a full square that will run continuously around the house.”

 “That’s an awful lot of servants’ rooms,” I observed.

“Well, it’s an awfully big house,” Dominic answered.

I tried to do the math. These rooms were tiny. If they ran along the full length of the house, there must be forty of them. Would a house really have forty live-in staff? I wasn’t so sure, but I kept quiet. We followed the dark corridor along to the left, over Ezra’s apartments and below that, our bedrooms. The doors lined the hall uniformly on either side. Dominic opened a few of them to see if they were all the same, and when I looked in, I saw that they were. I knew we really should look in every one, search the drawers and cabinets, but in my heart, I knew that Ezra would never put his precious diamond in a drawer in a servant’s room. 

Suddenly, Nate stopped. 

“What is it?” I asked from the back.

“It’s a door. Do you want to try the crowbar on it?”

I moved forward and shone my flashlight on the door that blocked our path along the corridor just as Dominic held the crowbar up to the door.

“Stop!” I shouted as he tried to pull it back.

“What is it?”

“I recognize that key hole. Look at the metalwork around it. Don’t you see it?”

Everyone bent down to where my flashlight’s beam landed.

“It’s like one of those keys from the Labyrinth!” exclaimed Nate. 

“Exactly, one of the keys I’ve got downstairs. Wait here.”

I ran back down the corridor and raced to my bedroom. The police hadn’t brought back any of the other keys from the Labyrinth, but I still had eight of them. 

I had them, neatly laid out on my dressing table. I don’t know why, but I liked to look at them. Each one was different, but in a way that you could tell that the same person had designed them. They were a work of art in themselves. I picked them all up, not just the one that matched the lock upstairs, and left my room. I’d just got to the door that led back up to the top floor when I heard a knock on the main house door below. 

The only people that had the keycode to get through the big main gates were the family and the police. As Tom and Laura had already left and wouldn’t knock anyway, I assumed it was the police. 

I ran downstairs and pulled the big bolt back. 

I was surprised to find a middle-aged woman standing there with a briefcase. She didn’t look like the police. For starters, she wasn’t wearing a uniform.

“Can I help you?” I asked. I was ready to slam the door in her face if she turned out to be a reporter. 

“My associate called me last night. Apparently, your father wanted an antiques expert to come and appraise your belongings with a view to selling. Jane Bradley.” She thrust a business card at me, and, not waiting for an invitation, just walked in past me.

“Just wait here, please.” I didn’t trust that she wasn’t a reporter making up an excuse to get into the house. I left her in the main entrance while I dashed into the parlor to call Tom on his cell phone.

I placed the keys on the table and fished out my cell phone from my jeans pocket.

“Hi Tom, it’s Kim.”

“Please tell me you are alright. We don’t have to turn around because you’ve discovered a secret hole in the garden do we?” He said it only half-jokingly.

“No, nothing like that.”

“Hang on, I’m passing you to Laura, I’m driving.”

“But...”

“Kim. Is everything ok?” I could hear the worry in her voice.

“Yeah, don’t worry, everything is fine. I just wanted to know what the name of the antiques dealer was. She’s here, and I don’t know if she’s a reporter.” 

“Well, don’t let her into the house unless you are sure.”

Too late for that. I peeked out of the parlor door to check that the woman was still there. She was looking closely at one of the portraits of Ezra’s ancestors. She saw me and I held up a finger to indicate I’d be just one minute. I closed the door and listened as Laura asked for the name.

“Tom say’s its Jane someone or other. Brady or Bradford or something.”

“Jane Bradley. Ok, it’s her.” I thanked Laura and hung up before she could start quizzing me as to what I was up to in the house, and then I invited Jane into the parlor. 

“I thought I could take a look around, and you could tell me what exactly it is that you want to sell.”

“I don’t know.” All I could think of was the boys upstairs, waiting for me to get back with the keys. “We really need to sell it all, but I’m hoping you’ll stumble upon some lost treasure that we can sell and make enough money to turn the house into a hotel.”

She cast her eyes around the room.

“Well, Miss Roscoe, I can’t promise to find anything worth millions, but I can see some very nice things in here. I’ll have to examine everything closely, but if all the rooms are like this, then I think you’ll be able to raise a nice amount.” She smiled, curling her cherry red lips upwards at the corners.

“That’s half the problem. You see, we can’t open all the rooms. You are free to look around this room and the banquet hall next-door. There are some paintings on the wall in there. Apart from that, I’m afraid we only have access to some of the bedrooms and the library.”

“Don’t worry, Miss Roscoe, Just looking around this room, I can see it will take me a while to check everything.”

There certainly were a lot of knick-knacks in this room, artifacts brought back from Ezra’s travels and old heirlooms. A giant gold-framed painting of a regal-looking man hung over the fireplace. A falcon stood on his gloved hand. Other smaller paintings hung around the room. Between them all, there might be something of value.

“Do you mind if I leave you to look around? My brothers are waiting for me upstairs.”

“Not at all.” She brought her briefcase up to the table and opened it. It wasn’t a briefcase after all, but a camera case. She pulled out a camera as I moved to pick up the keys from next to the case.

“Wait!”

I looked up at her, my hand still on the keys.

“What are those? May I?”

I pulled my hand away from the keys and let her pick them up. I didn’t like her holding them. They were mine. She examined the first closely and then placed it back on the table.

“Where did you get these, Miss Roscoe?” 

In the unlikely event that she was the one person on the planet that hadn’t heard of our adventures below ground, I didn’t want to enlighten her.

“They were in the house when we moved in,” I lied.

“Are there any more of them?” I could see that she was positioning them in a certain way on the table. What was she doing?

“No, that’s it. Why do you ask?” I didn’t want to tell her that I knew there were still more hiding down in the Labyrinth. 

“These keys aren’t just any old keys.”

“Yes, they are rather special,” I answered.

“They are, yes, but that’s not what I meant. They look extremely like the work of Antonio Serras-Antunes.”

“Who?” I asked, suddenly curious.

“He was an eighteenth century artist, but he made maps. Not the kind of maps that you might find hanging on a wall, oh no, he hid maps in everything he made. Keys were one of his fortes. He was well known for making keys that took people through different rooms in a house, for example, but the keys were more than the means to open the doors. They were the map to the route to take. His patrons were extremely wealthy. Many of them hid family heirlooms or something of great value and then commissioned Antonio to make a map. There are only two known full sets of these in existence, and both are in museums. Sometimes at auction, you’ll find an odd one or two will crop up. They are extremely valuable in themselves, but without the full set, they are essentially useless. Look.”

I looked down to where she had positioned the keys. She’d turned them all upside down and managed to slot a few of them together. All the fancy curls and waves fit together perfectly and even though she had only done a small part of it, I could see a pattern forming. I’d held on to those keys for so long, but I’d never thought to look closely at the back of them. The fronts were so ornate and delicate that the back, with a few raised scribbles had not really interested me. I’d passed the writing off as a maker’s mark or something. She’d only connected two sets of two together, but by imagining the missing pieces, I could just about see something written. The engraved writing was tiny, but as I moved down to take a closer look, I could see it wasn’t written in English.

“It doesn’t look like a map,” I said stating the obvious. If anything, it looked like a verse of some kind, although I couldn’t understand any of it.

“No, I’ve never seen one of his works without a map before. It is possible that the map is on the missing keys and this is telling us which way to go. Antonio was also well known for his riddles. If only I could understand it. I don’t suppose you know any Portuguese do you?”

“Erm, no.” I watched as she picked up one of the keys and examined it more closely. The interest in her expression worried me. I didn’t like it. I suddenly felt very possessive about the keys. I wanted to pick them up, to take them away from her hungry gaze.

“Did you say there are a lot of locked doors in this house?” she asked. I saw her expression change as she saw me move the keys away from her. 

“Yes, but there are far more than eighteen.”

“Eighteen? I thought you said that you only had these eight?” She arched her brow and I realized my slip. 

“Yeah, there are only eight, but I think I read somewhere there might have been eighteen. Maybe in a book in the library.” She knew I was making it up. 

“Can I take these back to a specialist I know to have them authenticated?” She actually picked them up, ready to slip into her pocket. 

“Um, I’d rather you didn’t take anything.” There was no way I was going to let her leave the house with those keys. 

“At least, let me photograph them.”

She placed them back on the table, and as I couldn’t think of a good reason to stop her, she snapped away at them. When she was done, I picked them all up and hastily shoved them in my jacket pocket. For the first time, I was glad that we only had eight of them. The last thing I wanted was to let a complete stranger know how to follow a map or riddle to get to the treasure, in this case, the diamond.

“You can look around in here and next door and let us know if there is anything is worth selling. I’m afraid I need to go and find my brothers.” I could see the disappointment on her face and as she looked around, we both knew she’d not find anything that would interest her more than those keys.

She smiled as I left the room. I didn’t like to leave her downstairs alone, but I’d told the boys I’d be back in five minutes and that was over half an hour ago. 

As I climbed the stairs to the servants’ quarters, I called out to them.

“I’m coming. Sorry, I’ve taken so long. The antiques woman came to the door.”

There was no answer. I tried shouting again as I got to the top of the stairs.

“Nate, Dominic, Elliott.” Still, no answer.

I suddenly felt alone. Even though my flashlight was working, it barely cut through the gloom, and I made a mental note to buy better batteries next time. I shouted their names again as I walked along the corridor. All I could hear were my own footsteps. I shone my flashlight ahead and now, halfway along the corridor, I could just make out the door ahead of me. Even with the next-to-useless flashlight, I could see that there wasn’t anyone there. I walked all the way to the end just to make sure, but all I found was the locked door. I tried the handle just to make sure they hadn’t managed to open it without the key, but it was still locked. The structure of the door was sound, so I know they’d given up on the idea of crowbarring it open. My flashlight gave a splutter and then died, but not before I made out a figure approaching me in the dark from the other end of the corridor.

 

 


Chapter eight

 

All I could hear was the sound of my own breathing and my heartbeat, booming away in my chest. 

“Nate,” I whispered, torn between shouting out to tell him I was there and being silent and hiding in a corner in case it wasn’t him. I hated the dark, and I don’t think I’d ever been as afraid in my life. I could hear footsteps and they didn’t belong to Nate or the others. A bright light flashed on, shining towards me and burning my eyes. Whoever was holding that light was getting closer. I put my back to the door and held on to the handle. It was the only thing keeping me upright. I was close to passing out when I heard a voice right in front of me.

“Miss Roscoe.” I jumped a mile but began to calm down again after realizing it was only Ms. Bradley.

“I’m sorry to startle you, but I’ve just had an urgent phone call from my office, and I need to leave I’m afraid. I saw you come up here and thought I’d follow. Why are we in the dark?”

“The lights don’t work up here, and my flashlight doesn’t work.” I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Why didn’t you use the flashlight on your phone?” she asked, and I immediately felt like an idiot. I’d been so scared, I’d not even thought of it.

I followed her back downstairs and showed her the door. 

When I closed the door behind her, I made sure I pushed the bolt back. She had seemed a bit too interested in the keys for my liking. 

Behind me, I heard a distant knocking sound. I turned but couldn’t find the source of it. I listened harder, but whatever it was had stopped. The house was silent. I mused about Jane Bradley’s excuse for leaving so quickly. An urgent phone call? Unlikely. I’d not heard any phone ringing. I thought it was much more likely that she wanted those keys. She was going to show the photos to someone else. Maybe she wanted to see if she could figure out the map. I’d totally put my foot in it by telling her that there were eighteen keys. I made myself a cup of coffee, while I mused on everything she had said. If she was right about the keys, there was a map and there was a route through this house. I was pretty sure what we’d find at the end of it. Taking my coffee, I ran up to Nate’s room. He was the only one in the house that owned a computer. 

I switched it on and tried to remember the name of the Portuguese artist that had made the keys. Arturo something? I typed Arturo and then Artruro into the search bar but found nothing that would help me. I cursed myself for not paying more attention when Jane had said his name. I sipped on my coffee and had another thought. Into the search bar I typed:

Harland Estates        

Amazingly, I found a webpage straight away. It was written by a local historian about the whole town but included quite a bit of information about the house. I read through it, fascinated.

The building of Harland Estates took a little over ten years to complete from the time the first stone was laid to when the Harland family moved in. George Harland, his wife, Annabelle, and young sons, George Junior, Isaac, Tobias, and Henry Harland finally moved into the house in the summer of 1776 with a houseful of staff. The joy at moving in was short lived as in August of that year, three of the sons, disappeared under mysterious circumstances. George Junior, then eight, Isaac, six, and Tobias, five were not found and their bodies recovered until two weeks later, following an extensive search of the house. The boys had somehow become trapped behind a secret door. Henry, only a baby at the time, was not involved in the accident. 

I held my hand up to my mouth. It was horrific. Three young boys had died in the house, and it had taken two weeks to find them. It was all too familiar a story. I continued reading.

George Harland never got over the loss of his sons and committed suicide just a few months later by tying one end of a rope around his neck and the other to a young horse and then whipping it, causing the horse to bolt and his neck to break.

Annabelle ordered the house to be locked down and fired most of the staff at that point. According to one of the laid-off staff, only one wing of the house had been left open, and it was in this wing that Annabelle and her remaining son, Henry lived until her death in 1801. Henry then inherited the house and had a family of his own, but it has been said that the house was never fully reopened after that point. 

Many generations of Harlands have lived at the house since then; however, none have hit the headlines in quite the same way until Theodore Harland, the current owner’s father, caused quite a scandal in the early fifties by having a child with a member of the cleaning staff. The resulting child grew up in the same town with her mother and died in the seventies. Carrying on the theme of mysterious disappearances connected with the Harland family, her own daughter went missing and, to this day, has never been found. The current owner, Ezra Harland, has lived in the house since he was born and remains a reclusive figure.

The house and gardens were designed by Portuguese architect, Antonio Serras-Antunes, who was a well-known art figure of the time, probably most renowned for his puzzle rooms and hidden maps.

So Jane Bradley knew her stuff. She didn’t mention that Antonio was an architect as well as an artist. Perhaps she didn’t know, but I was willing to bet my bottom dollar that she’d find out pretty quickly. 

I skimmed down the page, but the rest was about how the Harland family came into their money. They started off in railroads and then tripled their wealth in the mid-19th century in mining. Ezra himself had made quite a lot of money in oil. 

I made a mental note of the name of the person who had written the article, a Mr. John Dobson. Then I stood up to find the boys.

I had hoped that they would have come downstairs by now; but when I checked the house out, they were nowhere to be found. I hadn’t been worried, but now after reading about those poor boys dying in the house, I began to panic a little. I checked every room I could get into, twice, and had even mustered up the courage to check the servants quarters again, once I’d found some really good batteries. This time I opened every single door along the corridor, calling their names as I went. Each room was like the others. I got right to the end. In the last room, there was still a painting of Jesus on the wall and a crucifix pinned to the other wall. Whoever had lived in this room had been religious, but it didn’t help me find the boys. I found nothing out of the ordinary and certainly no secret passages. Turning around with the intention to check the passage along the other wing, I was quickly blocked by a door. It was painted black and in the dark, it was no wonder we hadn’t spotted it the first time. There was a rusty old padlock holding it in place. It was not the sophisticated lock of someone making a puzzle or a labyrinth. It was the lock of someone who desperately wanted to stop her child from exploring after losing her other sons. I could almost see Annabelle Harland ordering a member of the staff to block the entrance off and putting the first padlock she could find up there. I shone the light at the lock. It looked pretty ancient. I had a feeling I was right. If I was, this door had been closed for nearly two hundred and fifty years. The thought made me shudder. I ran back down the stairs into the parlor and waited. Hours later, the boys still hadn’t turned up and I was close to calling the police when my cell phone began to ring. I pulled it out and looked at the caller ID. It was Laura. She’d be calling to find out if Jane had found anything of any value. How could I tell her that she’d been gone less than a day and I’d already managed to lose all the boys?

I answered the phone.

“Hi, Laura.”

“Hi, Kim. Just calling to let you know that we got here ok and to check you’ve not gotten into any trouble yet.” She laughed.

“I’m fine (not a lie—I was fine). How are Tom’s parents?”

“Doting over Elizabeth. I’ve barely been able to hold her since we got here. I think I overheard Elsie on the phone earlier planning to invite all her friends over to meet the baby tomorrow. What have you been up to? Did the antiques woman find anything interesting?”

“She wasn’t here long. She got a call from her office and had to leave. I think she’ll be back though.”

“Ok, well, keep out of trouble, I’ve got to go, Lizzybiz has just been sick all over her grandpa, and he doesn’t look very pleased. Love to the boys. Kiss, kiss, love you.”

It was her standard sign off. I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d not really lied to her, but at the same time, I’d hardly been honest either. 

I looked at my watch. It was nearly seven pm. They’d been missing for hours. 

I put the phone back in my pocket but then quickly brought it out again. How could I have been so stupid? I could just phone Nate. Neither Dominic nor Elliott had a cell phone, but Nate did. I went to my favorites contact list, found Nate, and pressed dial. It connected right away and began to ring. Seconds later, I heard his ringtone coming from upstairs. I followed the sound and found it in his bedroom. He’d left his phone on his bedside table. The next time I left them alone, I was going to make sure that we both had our phone on us. 

I knew what I had to do next. It was the last thing I wanted to do but I didn’t feel like I had a choice. I knew I should call the police. It would mean that Laura would know that I hadn’t told her the truth and the gossip in town would increase, not to mention the hordes of reporters. I dialed the local police station and asked to be put through to Lt. Burnley. She had left for the day, but Sgt. O’Rourke came to the phone. 

I explained the situation and asked her to come in an unmarked car. The last thing I needed was the reporters at the gate seeing a police car come through at this time of night. 

And then I sat and waited. 

And bit my nails.

And waited some more. 

I heard the car driving up the gravel driveway and went to open the front door. Just as I was about to pull the bolt back I felt a tap on my shoulder. Screaming, I turned around quickly to find Nate. Dominic and Elliott were behind him.

“Where in the hell have you been? I’ve called the police. Sgt. O’Rourke has just gotten here.”

As I said it, there was a knock on the door. I pulled it open.

“Ah, found them have you?” Sgt. O’Rourke stepped through the doorway.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, giving my best annoyed look to Nate, who just grinned.

“It’s my fault,” Nate said. “We were playing hide and seek, and she panicked when she couldn’t find us. She sometimes gets flashbacks of, well, you know.” He pointed downwards while I was rendered speechless by his litany of lies. 

“Aren’t you all a bit old to be playing hide and seek?” she asked. When no one answered her, she passed a bag to me.

“These were handed to me this morning. I’ve been meaning to come up here to give them to you anyway, so no harm, no foul; but next time you feel like playing a game, try tiddlywinks. It’s much safer.”  

  After she left, I turned to the boys.

“Where were you? I’ve been worried sick. I had to lie to Laura. I’ve spent all afternoon searching the house. I called the police and now look like an idiot.” I shouted so loudly that Elliott began to cry.

“Calm down.” Nate hugged me, which usually had the desired effect, but this time just served to annoy me more. 

“We have got something to show you. We got a bit trapped, which is why we took so long to get out. But we are here now, and we are ok.”

I pulled back from him and glared. I think he got the hint, as he suddenly seemed so contrite. “I’m sorry, Kim. I know you were worried about us. We didn’t get stuck on purpose.”

“Did you know that three little boys got trapped in a secret room in this house and weren’t found for two weeks? They all died, and then their father killed himself.”

“Where are you getting all this from?” Dominic asked, sounding shocked.

“I looked up the history of the house on the internet. It’s a long story, and I’m starving. None of us has had lunch, so let’s go eat, and we can all tell each other what we have missed.”

Down in the kitchen, everyone did their part to make dinner. Elliott set the table, Nate peeled the potatoes, Dominic sautéed the vegetables, and I threw it all together along with some meat to make a cottage pie. While it was cooking, I told them all about Jane Bradley and the keys, and that they were connected to the house in some way.

“So the keys were made for this house when it was built?” asked Dominic. 

“I think they probably were. The Portuguese architect who designed this house was well known for making puzzles and maps. The keys were something of a specialty of his. I think Jane had her eye on them herself. From what she was telling me, his keys, a full set, can make a lot of money at auction.”

“Great!” replied Nate. “If we sell them, we can raise a bit of money to help Tom out with the bills.”

“I think you are missing the point. They are a map. Ezra didn’t leave them down in the labyrinth on a whim. I think he wanted us to find them. This was the last task he set for us. Besides, we don’t have the full set yet!”

“What was in the bag that the police officer gave you?” 

I thought back. I’d forgotten that Sgt. O’Rourke had handed over a bag. I’d been so angry and relieved with the boys that I’d put it down on a sideboard and forgotten about it.

“Oh!”

“I’ll get it!” Elliott raced up the stairs and was back moments later. Instead of looking in the bag, he emptied the whole thing onto the table. Seven keys fell out. I quickly lined them up, then pulled the ones I already owned out of my pocket to join them.

Fifteen keys in all. All different but all beautiful, carved in such detail that it was difficult to see how anyone could work on such a small scale.

“There are three missing.” I said, turning them all over so we could see the backs of them. “There should be eighteen in total.”

“I guess the police have only found these so far. They’ll probably bring the last three to us when they find them. It might not matter anyway. With fifteen keys, we still have most of the map.” Nate walked around the table to my side. I didn’t know where to start to fit them all together. Jane Bradley had figured it out so quickly. 

It took us a full fifteen minutes to slot all the keys together. 

“This isn’t a map,” said Elliott. “It’s just a load of scribbles.”

“It’s writing. It might not be a traditional map, but I bet it tells us how to get to the diamond.”

 “What is this, Spanish? Italian?” Dominic asked.

“It’s Portuguese. The designer was Portuguese. Does anyone here speak it?”

Unsurprisingly, nobody did.

 I yawned, and Elliott followed suit.

“I’m tired. Maybe we should come back to this tomorrow,” I said. I was desperate to find some answers, but something was bugging me at the back of my mind, and I couldn’t think of what it was. All the worry of losing the boys earlier had now translated into exhaustion. I wanted nothing more than to go to bed.

“But we haven’t shown you the secret tunnel yet.” Elliott jumped off his chair and ran around to me. 

“You were gone for hours; maybe you should show me in the morning.” I yawned again.

“Aw!”

“It is pretty late, kiddo. I think Kim is right. Let’s sleep on it and come back to it with a fresh mind tomorrow.” Nate held out his hand for me to take. I gathered the keys together and wearily followed him up to bed.

Tonight, he joined me in my room right away, either because Laura had already caught him in my room or because she and Tom were out of the house.

 “Sleeping here tonight, are you?”

“I thought maybe I would,” he grinned and dove into my bed.

“Do I have any choice?” I laughed.

I got into bed beside him and immediately felt warm and safe. It made me realize just how lost I had felt earlier when he was missing.

“Do me a favor and don’t go exploring any secret passages without me in the future.”

“I know, after everything that has happened, I should have known better. To be honest, I didn’t expect to get trapped. I’m really sorry.”

“I wonder if it’s the same passage those little boys took all those years ago?”

“It very well might have been. It took Dominic and me ages to open the exit, and that was with the help of the crowbar. Three little kids would have had no chance.”

“There is something strange about this whole thing. Something has been bugging me about it. There have been so many deaths in this family connected to secret rooms and mazes and puzzles.”

“Yeah, it’s one crazy family alright. Mind you, a house as large and as old as this is bound to have a history.”

“A history, yes, but not such a gruesome one. The thing that has been bugging me is the time frame.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, the house was built in the eighteenth century. The Harlands moved in in 1776. For some reason, they hired a famous puzzle maker to design the house. Three of the four sons died not long after moving in, and then the father killed himself.”

“If he purposely hired someone to make the house into a labyrinth, then really it was his fault that they died. He probably killed himself out of guilt.”

“Yes, that’s what I thought too. His wife shut down most of the house after he died, and as far as I can tell, nothing strange happened to the Harland family for years.”

“Hmm,” Nate put his arm around me, but it did nothing to stop my mind from whirring.

“Then suddenly, we have Ezra. He decides to build another labyrinth on a plot of land his family owns. He must have known about his great-great-great uncles, or whatever they were, being killed. Why would he build a labyrinth if he was already living in one?”

“He was crazy?”

“Yeah, but...”

The whole thing didn’t make sense, and I was still pondering it when I heard soft snoring beside me.

 

 


 Chapter nine

 

The next morning I awoke with a brainstorm. The long sleep had cleared my mind and I knew what I had to do. I jumped out of bed and quickly threw on some clothes.

“Whatcha doing?” Nate said sleepily from the bed.

“I need to go into town. I won’t be long. Don’t go exploring without me.”

“I was hoping you’d stay in bed with me and keep me warm. You were talking so much last night that I didn’t get much of a cuddle.”

“Sorry, Romeo, I’ve had an idea and I need to go into town to speak to someone. You get the others up and find a magnifying glass somewhere so you can look at that map. You might want to find a language translator on the internet and figure out what the backs of those keys say.”

I ran down the stairs and out the front door. Without Laura and Elizabeth, it was just as quick to jog into town as to order a taxi. It did mean that I had to run past the reporters, but I was glad to see there were fewer of them now. Either the story was getting old, or they were over at the farmhouse where the police were still searching The Labyrinth.

A few of them shouted questions at me, which I ignored, and one took a photo with a huge camera, making me wish I’d taken the time to brush my hair a bit better. 

I ran all the way and ended up in Mrs. Granger’s shop. If anyone knew what I was looking for, Mrs. Granger would.

“Kimberly, it’s good to see you. Have you brought that beautiful little baby to show me again?” she craned her head to look over my shoulder, as if Elizabeth would somehow be walking behind me.

“No, Elizabeth is with Tom and Laura visiting her grandparents for the first time. I was wondering...”

Mrs. Granger interrupted me. “I’ve been watching the police on the news digging up your old back yard. I almost dropped my tea in my lap when I saw what they brought out of there last night.” 

I’d purposely been avoiding the news stations, so I had no idea what she had seen. I doubted she’d drop her tea over a set of keys. Besides, they would have most likely brought those out in a bag. I inquired as to what she had seen, genuinely interested. If it was a huge diamond, we could forget about the secret passages and all retire to the Bahamas, and this would all be over. Mind you, if the police had found the diamond last night, they’d have already called to tell me.

“A leopard! An actual leopard!” Did you see it when you were down there?” she asked eagerly. Unfortunately, I had encountered the beast. It had chased me and almost attacked me. 

“Yes, it’s not my best memory of being down in The Labyrinth. Unfortunately, it’s not the worst either.”

“Oooh, what was the worst?”

“Erm, Mrs. Granger,” I replied, not so subtly changing the subject, “do you know John Dobson?”

“John? Yes, he’s one of my regulars. Why do you ask?” She gave me such a look that I knew she was hoping for a tasty morsel of gossip. I wasn’t planning on giving her one, though.

“I don’t suppose you know where he lives?” 

“As a matter of fact, I do.” Of course, she did. She probably knew where everyone lived. That’s why I came to her. “It’s the last house on the end of Glenaire Drive. That’s...”

I thanked her and headed for the door. I knew that street. It was one I had to walk down to get from downtown to the farmhouse. I must have passed John Dobson’s house a few dozen times in the past.

I picked up my pace and ran all the way there. It felt good to be outside in the fresh air.

The end house looked the same as all the others on the street, tiny quaint houses all in a line. The only thing distinguishing it from the neighboring houses were the roses growing in the garden. I took a deep breath and inhaled the scent as I knocked on Mr. Dobson’s door.

“Hello,” an old man peered out. He was at least a foot shorter than me, and that was saying something. He pulled down the glasses that were resting on the top of his head and dropped them to his face. When he looked at me, he jumped back.

“Ah ha!” A huge grin split his face. “I was hoping you’d come and see me. Seen my website have you?”

“Hello, Mr. Dobson, I’m...”

“I know who you are, come in, come in.”

He seemed overjoyed to see me, which I found strange, as I didn’t recognize him at all. He probably knew me from the news bulletins, in which I seemed to feature heavily these days.

“Coffee? I’ve no tea I’m afraid, can’t stand the stuff. I could offer you a brandy, if you like. You’re not driving are you?”

“Coffee would be lovely, thank you.” I looked at my watch. It was ten seventeen in the morning!

He came back minutes later with a huge mug of coffee and a couple of sachets of sugar. He hurried off again and this time brought back a packet of cookies.

“Miss Roscoe, I’m delighted you are here. You have no idea how much I’ve wanted to meet you.”

“Really? Why would you want to meet me?”

“I take it you found me through my website. I have studied the history of Harland House and the estate my whole life. I met your father once, and I knew his sister very well. We were something of an item back in the day.” I didn’t like Ezra being referred to as my father, but the secret had somehow gotten out, so I supposed I should get used to it.

“Tell me about her.”

“Molly was my first girlfriend. We dated at school and for a few years afterward. She was known as Molly Davies. Even though everyone knew she was Teddy’s daughter and should have rightfully been named Harland.”

“Teddy?”

“Ezra’s father, Theodore Harland. When Ezra was about three years old, Teddy got the maid pregnant. Molly was the product of that. She didn’t even know who her father was until her mother told her on her deathbed. We were dating at that point but had left school so it would have made her about twenty, I think. She marched right up to the Harland house and told them she wanted money.” The old man chuckled as if reliving a particularly funny memory. “She certainly was no wallflower. Teddy didn’t know what hit him. This slip of a girl turns up at his door, turning the air blue with all her curse words. Back in those days, it wasn’t ladylike to swear, but that didn’t stop my Moll. She’d dragged me up to the house with her, so I heard every word. Think half the town did. 

“Of course, Mrs. Harland found out and immediately moved out and divorced Teddy. Ezra followed her; but when Teddy died not long after, the house went to him, so he moved back in with his mother. He owned a plot of land on the other side of town, so in exchange for Molly keeping quiet, he built her a farmhouse. Of course, you already know it. It was a bit of a pointless exchange on Ezra’s part because, by that time, everyone already knew about his father and the maid. Still, Molly was happy, and I suppose Ezra was, too. 

“Moll and I drifted apart, and she met Jacob Winters. She went on to have a daughter, Gina. I never married; more’s the pity. She was a pretty lady, our Moll.”

He took a sip of his coffee and chewed thoughtfully on his cookie. I was fascinated by all this family history.

“So what happened to Molly? I already know what happened to Gina.”

“Aye, I saw they’d found Gina’s body down in that Labyrinth. Molly died young, but it was cancer that took her, sometime in the mid-seventies. Is that what you came to ask me about? Because it was definitely illness that took her. She was too young for it, but it wasn’t anything untoward.”

“Actually, I wanted to ask you about the architect and also the Harland brothers who died up there just after it was built.”

“I could tell you, but there is nothing I can say that you can’t find out in the Harland library. I told you I met Ezra once. That is a story in itself. After Molly had come to find out her true heritage, she asked me to help her find out about her history. Of course, she didn’t expect any of the Harlands to tell her anything. I had the great idea of pretending to be a historian doing a piece on Harland Estate. It was a couple of years since Molly had taken me up there, and I was reasonably sure they wouldn’t recognize me. They probably didn’t see past the screaming, swearing girl, the first time. 

“It was Mrs. Harland who answered the door to me. I don’t know where Ezra was at that point. Out, or elsewhere in the house, I suppose. I figured that a house that size would have a library in it, so I asked if I could do some research in there for my studies. Mrs. Harland was happy to help me. I’d been right about the library. She took me straight there and told me to help myself.

“I’d only been there five minutes when the library door opened and Ezra threw me out. I only needed five minutes though. I’d found Annabelle Harland’s diary. Just before Ezra came in, I slipped it into my bag. I suppose you’ll be wanting it back now?”

“You still have it?” I spluttered.

“I do,” he said it with such a twinkle in his eye that I had to laugh.

“I’d love to see it, please.”

He stood up and unlocked an old writing desk in the corner of the room. Inside, I could see some neatly stacked letters bound with a red ribbon and an old, leather-bound book, which was what John picked up.  

“Here it is. It’s very old and delicate, so you’ll have to be very careful with it, but I’m sure you’ll find it an interesting read. I’m sorry to have had it in my possession so long, but as you can probably tell, I was afraid to take it back to Ezra. I’m surprised that he never came looking for it. He must have known I’d taken it.”

“Can I keep this?”

“It does belong to the house, and so, it belongs to you.”

“Thank you!” I carefully opened the book. It had been kept in remarkable condition given the age of it. It was written in neat and old-fashioned script with lots of flourishes. It was still legible. “I think I’ll take this and read it properly in the old library.”

“I think you should. Listen, I know I’m being impertinent to ask such a thing, especially as I’ve proven I cannot be trusted, but I was wondering if you’d let me come up to the house and have a real look at your library sometime. I’m fascinated by the Harlands, I’m afraid they’ve been somewhat of a lifelong fascination of mine—ever since Molly, really.”

“Of course, you can.”

“Really?” 

I don’t think he was expecting that answer, but he seemed overjoyed at it 

“Thank you. I was hoping to be able to flesh out my website a bit and maybe...”

He paused as if he might be taking things too far.

“Maybe write a book.”

“I think you should. Just let me know when you want to come, and I’ll let the others know. You might want to wait a couple of weeks, though. There are reporters outside the gate day and night.”

I gave him my phone number and thanked him for his time. Then, slipping the book into my bag, I hurried home.
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Chapter ten

 

 “Can we show you the secret passage now?” 

Elliott had obviously been waiting impatiently in the main entrance hall for my return, as this was the first thing he said to me when I walked through the door. I’d passed the reporters again, but they seemed less interested in me now. They knew I wasn’t going to answer any of their questions and had already gotten photos of me that morning. I couldn’t imagine what they would use them for. I hoped that in a few days, I would be old news and they’d be off to find other prey.

“Just a minute, Elliott,” I laughed. “I haven’t had my breakfast yet.” A coffee and a couple of cookies didn’t count. Elliott followed me all the way down to the kitchen, and so, I made a cooked breakfast for everyone. Once it was cooking, I asked Elliott to get the others. Minutes later, they all showed up, and I was able to tell them about John Dobson. I didn’t mention the stolen book, as I knew they would want to look at it, and I didn’t think it would be a good idea to handle it around food. I did, however, tell them that John said we should begin any search in the house’s library. It made sense. If there were any clues to the secrets of the house, the library would be the best place to start.

After breakfast was finished and everything was washed up and put away, Elliott practically dragged me upstairs to the bottom of the staircase that led to the servant’s quarters. 

I made sure Nate and Dominic followed with a flashlight each, a spare supply of batteries and the crowbar. 

I couldn’t imagine where they had found a secret tunnel up here. I’d searched the whole place when they were missing. I’d checked every room and the doors at both ends were still locked. At the end of the corridor, I saw the door again. It reminded me that I now possibly had the key for it downstairs. 

“We should have brought the keys up with us,” Dominic was obviously thinking the same thing as me. 

“But I want to show Kim where we were because it’s awesome.” I followed Elliott into the last room on the right. I was certain I had checked it the day before; and now as I went in, I realized that I had. It was the one with the painting of Jesus hanging on the far wall. I watched as Elliott walked towards the painting and swung it to the side to reveal a hole. It was quite high up on the wall. I’d have to stand on the bed to crawl through it, but it was big enough to get through. Elliott went first, I heard him land with a thump on the other side, but his grinning face appeared at the hole seconds later.

“Come on!”

I shined my flashlight through the hole before climbing through. In front of me was a brick wall, but to the left and right were passageways. The right-hand side looked like it ran parallel with the corridor we had just walked along, but the left revealed a corner. The passage turned ninety degrees to the right about ten feet along. I pulled myself through and waited for the others to follow. Elliott took the lead through the small passageway. It was not very wide and at some points, I could feel the walls on both sides without lifting my arms. From the direction we were taking, I figured we were now on the same side of the building as the library. We walked on and on, and pretty soon I realized that we had passed over the top of it. We walked the entire length of the house and took another ninety-degree turn, so we were now at the back of it. None of us had set foot in this part of the house before, at least we hadn’t before the boys walked down this passageway. As we walked, I couldn’t help but think of the small boys who had died. Was this the passage they had found? I couldn’t even imagine walking down here without a flashlight, but they must have. Would it have all been just a big adventure to them?

About halfway along the back of the house, the passage stopped abruptly, ending in a staircase. I had imagined that the passage would wind right around the top floor of the house, but then I remembered the rusty old lock that stopped anyone going in the opposite direction. Elliott raced down the stairs, eager to get to who knows where.

 Occasionally, we would pass a door, but each of these was locked. I asked Nate if he’d tried to get through any of them, but apparently, they hadn’t. At some point, we would have to investigate further. We ended up walking almost the entire length of the house and coming out in a room, which was approximately opposite the library but on the right-hand wing of the house. The passageway of the house, apart from offering a way to get from one side of the house to the other without being seen, offered no clues as to the location of the diamond. We crawled through a small hole in the wall, which just like the hole in the servant’s room, was hidden behind a portrait from the other side, this time of a young woman in an old-fashioned gray dress. A grandfather clock sat in the corner of the sitting room we had emerged into, covered in dust and with hands that were still. The time read seven thirty-two. I wondered when that last time it ticked had been. The room itself was very pretty with beautiful pink wallpaper and a gold-framed mirror hanging above the mantelpiece of the large fireplace. It was easy to imagine that this room hadn’t been opened in over two hundred years, a fine layer of dust lay on every surface, but I could see a path along the floor where the boys had walked through the day before. If I needed any more evidence that they had been there, the crowbarred door to the main corridor would be it. At the end of the corridor, was another door. I assumed that it was the one that led to the main entranceway. As I walked up the corridor towards it, I could see that it was undamaged. 

“How did you get through this door without making a mess of it?” I called back over my shoulder. As I reached for the handle, I heard Nate behind me. 

“We didn’t. It’s one of those steel doors. A crowbar wouldn’t get us through. We’ll need a key to get through it.”

“So how did you get back yesterday?”

“We had to go back the way we came. The problem was the door from the corridor to the sitting room shut behind us when we went through it. It had been unlocked to begin with, but as we all passed through it into the corridor, it shut behind us, effectively trapping us here. We did knock on that end door for a while, but you didn’t hear us. After that, we decided just to crowbar the door open. It was harder than you’d think and that’s what took us so long.”

I thought back to yesterday when I had been in the entrance hall just after Jane Bradley had left. I had heard a knocking then. It must have been the boys. 

“You were gone for hours. Surely, it didn’t take you that long to crowbar the door?”

“It took a while; but no, we did spend some time exploring.”

“Exploring what?”

“Come with me.” He took my hand and led me back along the corridor, away from the front of the house and past the door of the sitting room. Elliott was waiting for us about halfway down the corridor, and we also passed Dominic, who was leaning against the doorframe of the open sitting room door. Both boys followed as we walked. We passed so many doors; and I was eager to see inside every room, but Nate kept pulling me onwards.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“You’ll see,” he replied without slowing his pace.

As we walked down the corridor, I got a good view of the inner courtyard from the windows that lined it on the left. Halfway down the corridor, was a set of French windows that opened out into it.

“Did you try going out there?” I asked the boys. I’d not really seen this outside place much before. There is no way to get to it from the house, so the only time I’d seen it was from the window in Nate’s room. A huge ornamental pond with a statue of three women stood right in the center. I had a suspicion that it would have sprayed water at one point in time, but today it was still. The water in the pond was green with algae and had a couple of leaves floating on the surface. A lone bird didn’t seem put off by the dirty water and happily sat at the edge, playing in it. 

“The doors are locked. We did think about smashing through them just to get out, but we realized that this was probably the only way out to the courtyard, so it would have been a pointless exercise.”

At the very end of the corridor, just before the house turned on a right angle to the left, there was another set of double doors. I expected them to be locked, but they opened easily when Nate turned the handle. Inside was the most incredible room I’d ever seen. It was a huge chapel, easily the full height and width of the house and probably about half the length, complete with magnificent stained glass windows down the right-hand side.

“Wow!” My voice echoed, reverberating off the high ceiling. The walls were painted with a grand scene of people. The painting ran right down to the floor. Every single wall was covered in it. Around the floor were painted people, hundreds of them, a whole community of people going about their business. Most were looking upwards into the distance towards a house on a hill—Harland House. I recognized it immediately. A long pathway wound down, past the garden maze, past the ornamental gardens, past the huge wrought-iron gates into the foreground. All along the pathway were people, each person a work of art. Up further still, the sky on one side was painted a rich, deep blue of the night, lighting up with the painted sun on the other side. I could just make out three small figures floating in the air, but as I looked harder, I could see that they had wings. They were angels.

At the end of the chapel, stood a massive organ with pipes reaching up towards the ceiling. In front of that, stood a lectern and a stone font; and closer towards us, five rows of pews with an aisle down the middle. 

“This place is amazing!” There was so much to see, the detail in the painted wall astounded me. “Dominic, this place must really appeal to your artistic side.”

“I think this is why Ezra was having me paint you. It wasn’t just so he could hang those pictures in The Labyrinth; it was to see how good I was. If you look at the front over there, there is a bit of wall that hasn’t been painted yet. I wonder if it was meant for us.”

“Meant for us?” I walked down the aisle to where he was pointing. He was right. There was a blank bit of wall—the only blank bit in the whole room. “Why do you think this is for us?”

“Look at the person depicted just to the right of the blank wall.”

I looked to where he pointed and to my surprise, I saw Ezra. He was seated on a rock with a set of keys in his hands…The keys. There was a young woman seated next to him, holding a key of her own. I’d not seen her in twelve years, but it was unmistakable who she was.

“Mother.” I’d never called her mom, at least, not since I’d been taken away from her. “Mom” was a person who looked after you and loved you, not someone who ignored you and forgot to feed you.

“That’s our mother?” Dominic came up beside me and held my hand. I think he did it more for himself than for me. 

“I forgot, you’ve never seen her before, have you?”

“I thought it might be her when I saw her yesterday, but I had no way of knowing.”

“That’s her. She looks so much younger and carefree than I remember her. I wonder what happened to turn her into the person she became.”

“She couldn’t afford to feed her children. She had to choose one of her babies to give away.” Nate, always the voice of reason. “Being too proud to beg for Ezra’s money and being too poor to survive without it, put her in a difficult position, one a mother should never have to go through. You have to feel sorry for her.”

“Do I? She certainly found enough money for her nightly bottle of vodka.” I wanted to feel sorry for her, to have warm fluffy feelings about how she had suffered, and how it wasn’t her fault. But how could I, when it would have only taken a single phone call to have all the money in the world. She wouldn’t even have had to beg. Ezra would have given her the money. If I ever had kids of my own, I’d do everything I could to give them a good life. I’d never be too proud to put food in their belly or clothes on their backs.

“At least she chose to keep you,” Dominic said, with a hint of sadness.

“Believe me, you were the lucky one.” I looked at all the people on the path up to the house. Behind Ezra and my mother, was a good-looking couple holding hands. The woman looked adoringly up at her husband, who looked out into the crowd of people. I followed his gaze to a woman and her young daughter. Something sparked in my brain. 

“This is a family tree. That couple there must be Ezra’s parents. Look how the man looks sadly at those two. I’ll bet it’s Molly and her mother.” 

“Who?” asked Elliott, who had crept up beside me.

“Ezra’s dad had a daughter with one of the maids...”

“Like father, like son!” Nate interrupted.

“Yeah, but unlike Ezra, who was single, his father was already married. That woman there is the maid. The little girl beside her is Molly.”

“And her daughter, Gina, was the niece who ended up as fish food in The Labyrinth aquarium?”

“That’s the one.”

“So all the people on the path to the house are our ancestors?” Dominic asked.

“I guess so.” It felt strange to be looking at my past in such detail. I’d spent years wishing my father would come and rescue me, that he’d be a prince or a king and would live in a huge castle. Ironically, my childhood dreams had pretty much come true. It’s funny, though, not once in these childhood dreams did I imagine my father to be a psychopath.

“Are the angels those boys who died here?” asked Elliott, taking me away from my thoughts. I looked up to the ceiling above me. It was so high and they were so small that it was difficult to see, but I imagined Elliott was right. It made sense that the artist would paint them as angels.

When I looked around the rest of the room, I began to recognize the odd face here and there. They were the townspeople. As I looked, I spotted more and more. Some were painted a lot younger and some looked pretty much as I knew them, but they were all there. Some took longer to spot than others, such as John Dobson. He’d been painted much, much younger, but it was him. His diminutive stature was the thing that gave him away, that and the fact he stood close to Molly.

“Now, do you see why we took so long to come back?” asked Nate. “We were a bit mesmerized by this room and lost track of time.”

“Yeah, I can see why.” I don’t know why, but I felt there were clues here, hidden somewhere in the painting. It was too special to be just a painting. Ezra would have painted something into it to help us.       

I walked around, marveling at the room, and that’s when I spotted two things. There was a door to the left of the organ, and up high, above the stained glass windows, was an interior balcony that ran from the front of the chapel to the back with a door on each end.   

Not for the first time, Ezra’s handiwork amazed me, although I had to wonder if this went much further back in time than Ezra.

“I need to go to the library,” I announced. 

“But we have the keys, well, most of them. Aren’t we going to check the house?” Dominic seemed impatient to see the rest of the house.

“I have a suspicion that having the keys isn’t going to be enough. We need to translate the Portuguese and figure out what they mean. You should know by now that aimlessly walking through doors will get us nowhere. This is a real treasure hunt with a real map, and we need to figure it out properly!”

The journey back to the servants’ quarters was uneventful, but once we had climbed the stairs to the highest level, I was aware that we were walking directly above the grand chapel. I had to wonder just what else we were passing next to, or over, and missing completely. I did try the handles of the doors as we passed, but they were all locked, as I thought they would be. Nate offered to crowbar them open, but I was too eager to get to the library and research the history of the house. I had a feeling that this story started somewhere in the late eighteenth century. I also wanted to make sure it ended with us, at least the macabre parts

I left Nate in his room to find a Portuguese translator on his computer and gave him the keys so he could put them together and try to make sense of them. I told Dominic and Elliott to meet me in the library and went to my room to get the diary that John Dobson had given me. With everything else going on, I’d not had time to look at it properly and now seemed like the time to do it.

I went to the library via the kitchen where I picked up four bottles of water and quickly made up some sandwiches for our lunch. I knew Nate would have a fit if he knew I was taking food and drink in the library, but by the time he met us there, it would be too late.  

“What are we looking for?” asked Elliott, as soon as I walked through the door, his foot already on the winding staircase that would take him to the balcony.

“Anything to do with the Harland family history. Diaries, plans of the house, pretty much anything that mentions the Harland name at all, even if it’s just a flyer for the local bake sale. If it has the name Harland anywhere on it, I want it down here on this table”

“Right!” Elliott bounded up the stairs, while Dominic searched the bottom part of the library. I sat at the huge reading table and opened Annabelle’s diary.

It started on January 1, 1776. The first few entries were about the party season and general day-to-day events. She mentioned her sons often, and I could tell that they were the light of her life. It must have nearly killed her to lose three of them. I almost didn’t want to continue reading, knowing what was coming.

I quickly read through until I got to the first mention of the house. 

21st February 1776

George tells me that the house is nearly completed. I’ve been watching the building of it for so many years that it hardly seems real that we can finally move into it. To think that George commissioned it as a wedding present for me all that time ago; and since then, we have been blessed with four beautiful little boys. They are so excited to go and explore our new home, but they must wait just a few months longer. I have been lucky enough to have a sneak peek at the house. George took me to visit the building site today. I don’t think Mr. Serras-Antunes was pleased as we were getting in his way, but we didn’t stay long. Indeed, we only ventured as far as the entrance hall before he shooed us out. I didn’t even get past the third step. I still had time to tell my wonderful George that here is where my heart is, with him, before we were politely shown the door. Mr. Serras-Antunes has informed my husband that he is now working on something special for the gardens. I do not believe that anything can be more special than the view we already have from the hill, but he is, as ever, full of excitement and devotion to his project. I do believe he loves it so much that he’ll ask to move in with us. I have already begun the preparations of hiring more staff. It will be a big change for us, and I have to be ready to be a lady of the manor. I look forward to it with a sense of trepidation, but I have to admit, I cannot wait.

I skipped a few more pages where she talked about how difficult it was to hire staff and find enough furniture to fill the place. It was April before she said anything of interest again.

April 10th 1776

George is acting like a giddy child, but he won’t tell me why. I overheard him talking to Mr. Serras-Antunes and it seems he has a surprise for us all. I couldn’t quite make out what exactly the surprise was, but I did hear him say that the children will love it. I am so fortunate to be married to such a thoughtful husband. Only last week for my birthday, he presented me with a ruby necklace, which was quite the envy of all the ladies. 

If only she knew then what was to come. The “surprise” she talked about was, more than likely, the treasure hunt through the house. If he was the man she made him out to be, I could imagine he’d filled a room with gifts for her and his sons and presented them the keys to try and find them. I flicked through to where they moved in.

July 10th 1776

The day has finally arrived after a long ten years of waiting. I can hardly believe the house is ours, but it is. George had not let me see inside the house before today, so everything was new to me. The children love the place. There are so many places for them to run and play. Our room has a nursery attached and George surprised me this morning by telling me it is for our future daughter. I had to laugh at him. I’m not with child, and if I were to be, it would likely be another boy. Another surprise, courtesy of Mr. Serras-Antunes is a maze in the garden. I’ve yet to go down there as I’ve spent the entire day telling the staff where to unpack all our belongings, but I know I shall enjoy the next few weeks, exploring the house and gardens. 

I’ve barely seen the children today except for darling Henry, of course, who has slept through most of the excitement. If they hadn’t shown up at dinnertime, I was afraid I was going to have to send out a search party for them. 

As if moving into our new home wasn’t exciting enough, George has presented me with a delicate wooden box tied with ribbon. I wanted to open it, but Henry started to cry, so I had to calm him and give him his nightly feed. It is the one feed of the day that I insist on doing myself. I shall open the box tomorrow.

11th July 1776

Dear Diary, you would not believe the gift George has given to me. It is an enigma of the most beautiful kind. Inside the box was a key, but a key like no other. It is nothing like the keys that open and close the rest of the house. The end that goes in the lock is like any other key, but the handle end is like nothing I have ever seen before. It is shaped like a heart with tiny birds flying out, molded right into the metal. The birds hold sheathes of metallic material in their beaks with the words Amo, Devocao, Caminho engraved upon them. George tells me it means Love, Devotion, and Path in Portuguese. Now the love and devotion part I could understand, but I had to question him about the word path. He told me that this was the first of twenty keys that would lead me to a surprise. Well, I cannot imagine what could be more surprising than everything I’d already found in the house. A quest for me and the children. He knows how much I like riddles and I can hardly wait to begin. No matter how much I begged, he refused to tell me where the other keys are and would not give me any more clues. I fear that this quest will take up a lot of my time in the months ahead, but I am so excited for it. The only thing that George has revealed is that there are many red herrings and I need to use the house to help me, whatever that means.

The library doors opened causing me to look up from the diary. Nate walked through the doors and placed the keys next to me on the table.

“Why are these in here?” he picked up the plate of sandwiches and arched his brow. Elliot came running up and grabbed one straight from the plate and thrust it into his mouth. 

“It’s lunchtime!” I pointed at my watch, which said quarter past one. “Forget about that. How did you make out with the Portuguese?”

“Sandwiches! I’m starving,” Dominic came over to us, helped himself to a sandwich, and sat down.

Nate looked horrified at us all eating so close to the old books, but instead of complaining about it, he moved the diary right to the end of the table and joined us.

“I translated it as best I could, using an internet translator. Those things are notoriously bad for a true translation, so I can’t be sure how close I am to the true meaning. Of course, we have three missing keys, which doesn’t help.”

“Five!” I interrupted, my mouth full of ham and mustard sandwich.

“Sorry?”

I wiped my mouth on a napkin and told them all what I’d read in the diary. 

“We were under the impression there were eighteen keys in total because that’s how many spaces there were in the pedestal in The Labyrinth. According to Annabelle Harland, her husband, George, told her that there were twenty keys in total. I’ve just read up to the part where she got the first one. She described it as a heart and birds with the words love, devotion, and path engraved into it. I know I’ve not seen a key like that, so that one is one of the missing keys. We just have to hope that the police find the others.”

“Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” Nate said. I looked at him questioningly.

“When I was on the internet, looking for the translation, I happened to click on the news tab. You know how The Labyrinth has become a media sensation. I read that they have started to dismantle it.”

“Well that’s a good thing. They are more likely to find the keys if they take the whole thing apart.”

“They are using explosives. They started at nine o’clock this morning. By now, there probably isn’t much left of The Labyrinth.”

 

 


Chapter eleven

 

I can’t say I was sorry to find out that The Labyrinth was no more. The place had haunted my dreams for a year, and now, perhaps, I’d have some closure. The fact that we were missing five of the keys was a problem, though.

“What did the keys say?” I asked. If we had enough information on the ones that we had, maybe it wasn’t such a big deal that we still had five missing. 

Nate finished the sandwich he was eating and opened one of the bottles of water. After taking a sip, he spoke. 

“The whole thing was in rhyme, but obviously, once translated it wasn’t anymore.”

“So what did it say?” I urged him on.

“This is the general idea of what it said. I’ve translated it literally so some nuances may be lost.”

He pulled out a piece of paper with his writing on it and began to read.

Now you have ventured through your quest

Through locks and doors, you have traveled

You have discovered secrets upon secrets

Of the house and grounds

One step at a time, you made it 

But you still have to find the treasure

Twenty keys have been your guide

In order, they...

Something, something, there is a key missing here

Be careful, peril awaits, and only the true love

Will survive.

Another missing part

Inside and out 

Twenty clues set out for you

To follow...

And that’s the end. 

 “It really is a treasure hunt isn’t it?” remarked Dominic to which Elliott added

“Cool!”

“So what do we make of it? It doesn’t sound particularly safe. What was that about peril awaits and only the true love will survive? Does it mean that only Annabelle will be able to figure it out?” Dominic asked.

“I don’t know. She talks of her husband with such fondness in her diary. I have a hard time believing that he’d do anything to hurt her or the children.”

“Maybe the word peril was only added to make it more exciting,” said Nate “It might have only been put in there to make that line rhyme in Portuguese. I told you the translation wasn’t the best. Here is what I get from reading it. There are twenty clues laid out around the house. The keys aren’t actually clues at all beyond the writing on the back, but they lead to the real clues. Each key represents a clue. It’s the house itself that we have to figure out how to get through.”

“But it says twenty keys will be your guide. They must mean something.” I had a sinking feeling we were missing something. 

“Well, they’ll open the doors, won’t they?” replied Nate

 “Hmm. Did you boys find anything important?” I turned to Dominic and Elliott.

“Not much. I found a history of the town, but it didn’t really mention the Harland family much. It did say that the house was built in the seventeen hundreds for George Harland and there was a brief mention of his sons dying, but after that, nothing. It doesn’t even mention Ezra’s father and the maid. I did find some more photo clippings of Ezra as a young man if you want to look at those.”

He pushed the now empty plate to one side and opened an old leather-bound scrapbook. Nate quickly moved all the water bottles out of the way and came around to my side of the table. The scrapbook showed a story of a man full of life and what a life! The photos were taken all over the world, some in front of the pyramids in Egypt, in front of the Statue of Liberty, all over Europe, and in South America. Ezra was a well-travelled man. Some of the photos showed him with other people; some showed him with exotic looking artifacts. In every photo, he was smiling. What had happened to turn him into the sick old man he became? I quickly turned the pages to see if there was a photo of my mother, but there wasn’t. These pictures were all taken before he met her.

“Is this everything?”

“I found this in the art section.” Elliott placed a book down on top of the scrapbook. It was much more modern than most of the other books in the library. When I opened it and looked at the date, I saw that it had been published in 1984. The book was entitled The Mystifying Works of Antonio Serras-Antunes, A Guide.

“Good work, Elliott!” I said, ruffling his hair. “Ok, here is where we go from here. Nate, you help Elliott go through the Serras-Antunes book and see if there is anything that can help us here. Dominic, you read all those articles in the scrapbook and I’ll continue reading Annabelle’s diary.”

“Na, I’m going to look for more clues!” Elliott turned to leave the table, but Dominic stopped him.

“There is a whole section of what looks like family history over in the corner. You might want to start there.”

“Ok,” he rushed off leaving the rest of us to get lost in our reading. I was desperate to continue where I had left off in Annabelle’s diary. I felt sure, of all the books we had found, that this one would help the most.

12th July 1776

Try as I might, I cannot fathom the clue of the key. I’ve discovered some writing on the back of it, but I don’t understand it. George tells me that it is Portuguese, a language of which I have no knowledge. He tells me that I don’t really need to be able to understand it to follow the clues, but how does that make sense? When I pressed him on the matter, he told me that the key is the clue. Honestly, he is talking in riddles, and I am no closer to discovering the secret of the key. 

The staff are putting all our belongings in the wrong places because I am so consumed with this riddle that I am not telling them where to put things. I fear that by the time I discover the treasure, the house will be in complete disarray. At least, the children are enjoying themselves. I have yet to appoint a nanny whom I trust, so they have been left much to their own devices. Running around the house and grounds is certainly putting color in their cheeks, and all the fresh air is knocking them out at night. 

13th July 1776

I have figured it out. I’m now feeling very pleased with myself. I can’t believe it took me two whole days to understand the clue. I didn’t tell George where I was going, so you should have seen the look on his face when I came to him with the second key. He is very proud of me. I feel that, given another few days, I will be able to crack this whole thing. What a wonderful adventure. I do so love my husband who did this to please me.

“What?!” I shouted aloud making both Dominic and Nate jump.

“What is it?” asked Nate concerned.

“She figured it out in two days. She found the second key!”

“How did she do it?” asked Dominic leaning closer to look at the page I was on.

“I don’t know. She didn’t say. How is it possible that she figured it out all by herself in two days and between us, we don’t have the faintest idea where to start?”

“She was obviously a highly intelligent woman. You said yourself that George had commissioned this whole thing for her. She evidently liked puzzles,” Nate said.

“Yeah, well, if she can do it, then I don’t see why we can’t. I’m going to crack this thing!”

“Ok, I believe you.” Nate laughed and went back to his book. 

I don’t know why it bothered me so much. Why wouldn’t she figure it out? I think I was more upset that she’d figured it out, and I was still fumbling around in the dark.

I read further, hoping that she would reveal the secret she had discovered, but the next few entries were taken up with the boys getting flu. The next entry was in August

 

15th August 1776 

The last couple of weeks have been exhausting, and I will be glad to never have to see them again. George Junior picked up the influenza from one of the staff. It was my own fault because I didn’t send her home as soon as I saw her with a sniffly nose. Of course, the other boys picked it up soon after, so I spent a week playing nursemaid to the three of them. Of course, as soon as the boys recovered, I came down with the very same thing. I have been confined to my bed for over a week, and it is only today that I feel well enough to write anything. The boys have been running riot around the house, but I’ve been unable to see to them. The nursemaid I hired to help with Henry has been run off her feet, having to look after the other boys, too. I told her to leave them to their own devices. The whole house is an adventure for them. She has been a saint, feeding them when they realize they are hungry. I really must hire a proper nanny when I am better. The worst part of being so ill is that my treasure hunt has had to wait. Poor George has been coming to visit every day to see if I’m well. I can tell he is eager for me to be well, so he can see if I can get any further. My mind has been so foggy this week that I’ve paid no mind to the treasure hunt. I hope that tomorrow I will feel strong enough to get out of bed.

16th August 1776

The second key looks like the sun. It is truly beautiful. I almost want to put it upon my wall for decoration, but I know I need it to continue the quest. When I am finished, I shall put all the keys somewhere where I can look upon them always. I do not know where this key will take me, but I should put my mind to it tonight. The poor nursemaid has just brought Henry to me and he is crying, dulling my thoughts. She cannot find the boys, but I have assured her that they will turn up. They always do.

There was nothing for a couple of weeks and I knew why. The treasure hunt had been forgotten. Her sons were missing. It almost made me cry, the thought of it. Knowing how easy it was to get lost in this old house. She must have been worried out of her mind. I could picture it: The staff searching the grounds and the house, Annabelle, feeling guilty for letting them run around the house without a nanny and George, feeling responsible, as he had commissioned the building of the house full of secrets. 

I almost didn’t want to read the next entry. I already knew what was coming. 

3rd September

My life is over. My light, my life, my love, my boys. We have finally found them. How did this happen? All three of them trapped in a room on the second floor. I could see marks on the door where they had tried to get out. George tells me that he did not know of this secret room; otherwise, he would have looked there long ago. It seems Mr. Serras-Antunes added some secrets of his own to the house. Oh, how I hate him. My boys have been taken from me, and I do not know how I will continue. George blames himself for hiring the man. He is well known for his secrets. I have assured George that he is not to blame, but he does not believe me. I’m not sure if I believe myself.

4th September 1776

We laid my three angels to rest side by side. Everyone told me that it was proper for them to have separate coffins, but I wanted them to be together. We buried them in the garden and marked their grave with a simple stone; may God watch over them. Mr. Serras-Antunes had not provided a family gravesite for us, so it was up to me to pick the spot. I picked a plateau on the hillside with a view over the town. The boys will like it here. It is a beautiful spot. I cannot write anymore. The grief is consuming me. If it were not for Henry, I do not know how I would carry on.

Another big gap and then... 

28th November 1776

George is dead. The stable boy saw him take one of our horses and tie a noose around his neck. The poor stable boy saw what was happening, but it was too late to stop him. By the time he caught up with him, my beloved was already dead. The grief was too much for him. He is now at peace. I shall bury him alongside my angels. 

29th November 1776

I can bear it no longer. This house has become a hellish place for me. It is not a home, but a prison. I would move, but I know the prison is within me and the grief I bear, I will have to bear wherever I go. I see them in every room—the children giggling as they run up and down the corridors, my husband looking out of the window with a smile on his face. I don’t want to let that go, but I cannot take it away with me either. I will stay in the house for it was George’s gift to me, but it is too large for just the two of us. I have instructed the staff to lock all the doors in the house. Only the ones along this wing will remain open for Henry and me. When he is older, he will know about his older brothers, but I will not let him succumb to the same fate they did.  

Something dropped onto the diary and I realized it was a tear. Poor Annabelle, to have to suffer such a horrific fate, to lose her children and her husband in such a short period of time. No wonder she locked the house up. It was a safe assumption to make that she never did find the treasure that her husband had left her. As the doors were still locked to this day, over two hundred years later, I wondered if the treasure had ever been found at all. And then I saw it, as clear as day.

“Ezra found the treasure!”

“What? Dominic and Nate looked up and spoke in unison.”

“The whole house has been locked up for two centuries. As it’s such a huge house, I’m guessing that the generations of Harland’s knew the story of the little boys and decided to keep it that way, either to keep their own children safe or to keep the heating bills down. The house really is too big for just one family to live in. But imagine a little boy, one with no playmates but with a sense of adventure. Ezra grew up here. There’s every probability that he found this diary before John Dobson took it. It was reading the books in this library that gave him this crazy notion of secret passages and hidden treasure. At some point, he found this book and searched for the first key. He figured out what it meant and followed George’s treasure hunt. Can you imagine how exciting that must have been for a young boy?”

“It makes sense,” said Nate, “but how does it help us? So he found a treasure hunt as a child and decided to replicate it as an adult, great. I just don’t see how that brings us any closer to solving the hunt ourselves.”

 “Elliott!” I turned to find him. He was on his tiptoes trying to reach a book on the top shelf. “Can you look for more diaries? Specifically, one written by Ezra.”

“Ok!”

“Surely, you don’t expect he’d plan this elaborate treasure hunt for us and then write the solution down in a diary that we’d be able to find?” Nate asked.

“I’m not talking about a diary written by the adult Ezra, I’m thinking that he might have written about the treasure hunt as a child.”

“I think you are clutching at straws there.”

“Yeah, maybe you’re right.” I sat back in my chair and folded my arms.

“It doesn’t matter anyway. You said yourself that Annabelle figured it out in a couple of days and Ezra worked it out, more than likely, when he was very young. If they can do it, I don’t see why we can’t manage it.”

He had a point. I just felt so stupid, not knowing where to start

“Look at these pictures,” Dominic said, changing the subject and showing us the book on Antonio Serras-Antunes. 

Each page showed his work, the majority of which were keys. None of them were exactly the same as our keys, but you could see by the style that they were by the same artist. Amazingly, the two full sets of keys, one set of ten and one set of twelve had both sold for over a million dollars at auction. Both had been donated to museums. Single keys that had been found and the rest of the set had been lost had each sold for thousands. Turning the pages of the book, it was easy to see why he had become so famous. He was prolific in his work. It ranged from carvings to paintings. There were only two houses mentioned that he had designed and they were in his hometown in Portugal and one in New York State. Harland house wasn’t mentioned in the book at all.

“You know, maybe we should just sell the keys we have. They should raise a couple of million dollars. Let’s be honest, that’s more money than we’ve ever had before. It’s more than enough for us all to live on for the rest of our lives.” I felt defeated.

“It’s not enough to keep this house going,” Dominic said.

“No, but we could sell the house.”

“Come on. We’ve all learned a lot of information today. We are getting there.” Dominic held my hand. “Maybe we don’t know where there is yet, but we’ll figure it out.”

“Hmm.” I was in a bad mood. I think I was just annoyed that we had pieces of the puzzle, but none of them seemed to fit together. 

I left the boys in the library and decided to go for a walk. Nate offered to come with me, but I felt that there was something I should do alone. 

Opening the big main door of the house, I ignored the driveway and decided to walk around the side of the house. A small, pebbled pathway took me right along the side. Even though, it was not the intention of my walk, the path took me past the rooms that we didn’t have access to so I looked in the windows as I passed. Every single one had the curtains drawn. Huge curtains that had hung for so long that they had all faded with age and the sunlight. It was impossible to know what their original color was. I knew that behind one set of curtains was the sitting room we had been in earlier. I wished now, that I’d opened the curtains. 

The last window on the right-hand side of the house had a curtain that had partially fallen off, leaving a small gap of about two inches for me to look through. I pushed my nose right to the glass, but the room was so dark, it was difficult to make anything out. Then I saw it. It was an eye. Something was looking at me. I gave a small scream and then jumped back away from the window. From two feet back, I could see nothing but darkness in there. I could feel my heart pumping, but whatever it was had not come closer to the window. 

An image flashed in my mind—the mannequins that Ezra had hidden in the Labyrinth. At the time, I thought that they were real people. My imagination had run wild, and it was threatening to do the same to me now. 

Mustering up all the courage I had, I put my face back to the windowpane. This time I looked carefully at the eye. It was a bear. A huge brown bear stood on its hind legs, paws in the air, its face contorted in a growl. I could see that it was moth-eaten, its fur patchy. This was a real bear, but it had been brought here and stuffed to use as an ornament. 

With a sick feeling in my stomach, I continued on up the path to my destination. The path turned to the left, keeping next to the house, but I veered off and continued up the hill on the grass. I didn’t have to walk that far before I came upon the reason for my walk. There, on a flat plateau were a number of graves surrounded by a small metal fence. I was surprised to see so many. I had only expected the two. Annabelle had said that her sons were buried together, and I expected George to be buried next to them. What I hadn’t expected were all the other graves, each with the name Harland engraved on the headstone. It made sense really, that this had become the family graveyard, but for some reason, it was only the boys’ grave that I really cared about. I think it was because I’d been reading about them and knew what it was like to be trapped in a room with no way out. My instincts told me that the boys would be buried at the furthest end of the graveyard so that is where I started. I found the boys pretty much right away; their headstone had only their names and ages on it. It was a simple headstone. I picked a few wildflowers and placed them on the grave. Looking around, I could see why Annabelle had chosen this spot. She had been right about the view. Behind me, was the hillside, but in front was a beautiful vista. To the left, I could just about make out the edge of the town and to the right, rolling hills. Directly behind me and lower down the hill, was the back of Harland House. I could see the stained glass windows of the chapel from here, beautiful in the early evening sun. At each end of the house, were two turrets. I’d not noticed them before. They were invisible from the front, as they didn’t rise much above the height of the rest of the house. As I watched, a bird flew in through one of the windows of the right hand turret. I had thought it would smash straight into the pane of glass, but seeing it fly right through made me realize that the window was glassless. A second later, another bird followed it. These were big birds. They looked like some kind of bird of prey from this distance. I turned back around and quickly found the graves of George and Annabelle. Their last son, Henry, had grown up to be a man and was buried with his own wife a little farther away. I’d seen what I’d come to see and paid my respects, so I set off back towards the house. It was only as I was preparing to step over the graveyard fence that I noticed that the nearest grave was freshly covered over. When I read the name, I almost passed out with shock, although it wasn’t the main name on the grave, nor the newness of it that made me feel faint. There, engraved on the stone was the name Ezra Thomas Harland, but below that was the name Annette Grace Adams.

Annette Grace Adams was my mother’s name.

 

 


Chapter twelve

 

I ran back down the hill as fast as my legs could carry me and flew through the house to the big doors to the library. When I got there, the boys were all looking at the same book on the table.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I yelled and launched myself at Dominic.

Dominic flew backwards onto the table, scattering the huge pile of books all over the floor. 

I could see the shock in his eyes, and I felt glad that it was me who caused it. He didn’t know what I was talking about, but I was going to enlighten him.

“You never told me! We’ve been here weeks, you’ve lived here months, and you’ve known about our parentage since we all escaped The Labyrinth. Why would you keep it from me?” I was screaming now, and I didn’t care. I wanted him to see how mad I was at him.

I felt two strong arms grab me and pull me back. Nate pinned my arms to my side as I struggled to escape.

“Let go of me, Nate. This isn’t about you.”

“I’m not letting you go until you calm down and tell us what this is about. Dominic, do you know what she is talking about?”

“Why are you asking him?” I was mad with Nate now as well as with Dominic. “He knows, he’s just been keeping it a secret, but I don’t know why.”

Dominic pulled himself upright and rubbed his side as if he were in pain. “Kim. I honestly don’t know what you are talking about. I’ve not kept any secrets from you.”

“Oh, really?” I replied, “Are you seriously telling me that you didn’t know that our mother is buried up behind the house or do you want me to believe that you didn’t notice her name on the gravestone when you threw Ezra’s body in with hers?”

The look of horror and shock that came over his face was real.

“Our mother is buried here?”

I suddenly felt scared. He looked like this was new information to him, but how could he not have known?

“Her name is on the gravestone. You planned Ezra’s funeral. The engraving is there as plain as day.”

“I planned it sure, but only so far as telling the attorney to deal with it and take the expenses out of the money he left behind. The only thing I was told was that Ezra already had a plot waiting for him. No one told me that the plot was on the grounds here. I imagined it to be in a cemetery somewhere. I certainly wasn’t told he was sharing the plot with our mother. If you remember, we both found out about her dying after Ezra had been buried. If I’d have known about our mother being buried here, I wouldn’t have been so shocked by finding out about her death, would I?”

I felt the wind leave my sails, and Nate let me go.

“You really didn’t know? Didn’t you see her name when you went to the funeral?”

“What makes you think I went to the funeral? I told you, I let the attorney deal with it. I didn’t even know Ezra was buried here, let alone our mother.”

“Didn’t the attorney mention our mother at all? They are in the same grave, they share a headstone!”

“I don’t think so, but even if he did, I wouldn’t have known would I? I don’t even know her name.”

I thought back to all the conversations I’d had with Dominic about our mother. Was it possible I’d not mentioned her by name once? He might have been right after all. I’d only ever referred to her as Mother.

“She was called Annette. Annette Adams. I was Kimberly Adams before Tom and Laura adopted me, and I became a Roscoe. I’m sorry for being so angry at you.” I burst into tears. Dominic came forward to hug me, and I let him. 

“It’s ok. I would have been mad, too, if I thought you’d been keeping it from me.” He let me cry a little while longer before asking me a question. “Can you take me to the graveyard? I’d like to see her.”

“Of course.”

Elliott and Nate came along, too, and as we walked around the side of the house, I picked more flowers along the way. I’d placed the last ones on the boys’ grave. It only seemed fitting that I should do the same for my mother. Once up at the graveyard, I took a few minutes and placed the wildflowers. I really didn’t like the fact I was also placing them on Ezra’s grave, but short of digging the pair of them up, there was nothing I could do about it. 

“Are all these dead people related to you two?” Elliott asked.

“I guess so,” Dominic replied, standing next to me. He bowed his head and closed his eyes. Elliott ran off to look at all the other graves, and Nate hung back and sat in the grass just outside the graveyard as the last remaining rays of sunshine began to wane. 

Looking at Dominic, I felt as though I was intruding on something private. It was almost as if he had more connection to our mother than I did. I backed away silently and went to join Nate on the grass. He held his arm out to me, and I snuggled closely to him, needing his warmth.

“You alright?” he whispered, holding me tight.

“Yeah, I think so.” I lay back on the grass to feel the warmth of the sun on my face. A bird flew overhead, and as I watched, it entered the house through the same window as the other birds had earlier. 

All of a sudden, it hit me. An image formed in my mind followed by another. I sat up straight.

“What’s wrong?” asked Nate, sitting up alongside me.

“I understand the first clue. I know where to go.”

 


Chapter thirteen

 

“Dominic, Elliott, come here quickly.” I felt bad calling Dominic away from his moment of solitude by our mother’s grave, but I needed to speak to them all at once.

 “What’s up?” he asked when he came over.

“The first clue, it’s up in that tower there!” I pointed to the one on the right from where I was standing, making it the left half of the house from the front.

“How do you know?” asked Nate.

“The birds. I saw them go in through the window the first time I came up and I’ve just watched another one go in. There is no glass in the window.”

“What’s that have to do with the clue?”

“Two things, the first is the big painting in the parlor. It’s of a man with a falcon. Those birds I saw looked like birds of prey. I’m willing to bet that portrait is of George Harland. He was a falconer. He kept birds of prey, most likely up in that tower up there. They’ve managed to survive and...”

“The birds lived two hundred years?” Elliott asked incredulously.

“Well, no, obviously not the same birds, but the falcons still live there. They must come back year after year. That’s why there is no glass in the window. It’s to let the birds in and out.”

“Ok, say you are right,” began Nate. “I still don’t understand what this has to do with the treasure hunt.”

“The first key. The first clue of the hunt. It’s one of the missing ones, but I know what it looks like. Annabelle Harland described it in detail in her diary. It had birds flying out of a heart. If they kept birds, the key would take them there surely. It also explains how Annabelle and Ezra figured out the clue when we couldn’t. They just knew the house better than us. Annabelle would have known about the tower from the start and I bet Ezra explored this house from top to bottom. He’d have found it eventually.”

“You could be right,” Nate started to run down the hill. “Come on!” 

We all raced down the hill, the awkwardness of the last half hour already forgotten.

The first place I ran to was the library. I wanted to take the keys with me. I already knew that the sun shaped key was the next clue, but I picked them all up with it. I wanted to do this the right way. I wanted to follow the quest to its conclusion. We were going to follow the treasure hunt.

I made Nate and Dominic round up some flashlights, rope, and anything else we might need while Elliott and I ran to the kitchen and threw some snacks and drinks into a backpack. This was not The Labyrinth. It was a treasure hunt set out by a man for the woman he loved. So I didn’t expect it to be dangerous, but there was no way I was going to begin anything unprepared, especially in a house where Ezra Harland had lived.

“All right!” I turned to the boys, who had just entered the kitchen, “How do we get up there?”

“The secret passage must have taken us right by it. We never did get around to opening any of those doors along it did we?” Dominic picked up the crowbar that he’d left by the library door, and we all headed upstairs, once again, to the passage along the servants’ quarters. 

We turned the first corner that would take us alongside the left-hand side of the house. As we approached the second corner, Dominic slowed down. 

“This is the back corner of the house. The bird room, or whatever it is, must be on the other side of this wall. The problem is, this wall is made of stone, and I don’t see a door through to the other side.”

“I remember there being some along this passage. Just keep going until you spot something.” 

He didn’t have to go very far before he got to a door on the left-hand side. Without even bothering to check the handle, he pulled out the crowbar and cracked open the door.

As soon as the door opened, I knew where we were. We were up on the balcony of the chapel. I could see the hundreds of painted people down below me, so lifelike that they could almost be real people down there.   

At this height, I could make out the painting of the three boys as angels much better. I could also see the painted house and the oldest of my ancestors on the path. I now recognized George from the portrait in the parlor, and I knew the woman at his side must be Annabelle. Just below the couple, was another couple, much older. I guessed them to be Henry Harland and his wife. I was glad to see that at least one of Annabelle’s sons had lived to a ripe old age. 

The balcony moved as we walked along it making me wonder how long it had been since anyone else had walked up here. It could be that the young Ezra was the only one to walk up here in two hundred years. The floor gave an ominous creak. I looked over the edge. It was a long way down. A fall from here would almost certainly kill us. 

Just as I was wondering about the strength of the wood, the floor started to lower. There was a loud crack.

“Run!” I yelled as the floor gave way behind us. I leapt forward and landed on a small ledge just in time. Nate crashed into me sending me straight into the door, banging my head in the process.

Looking behind me, I could see we were all safe but only just. There was only about three feet of platform left on which we were standing. There was no going back.

“I really hope your theory was right,” remarked Nate. “Get the key out and let’s get inside.”

It was then I realized something.

“I don’t have the key. The first one is missing, remember? I only knew what it looked like because Annabelle wrote about it in her diary.”   

 We all looked at each other in shock. There was no way we would be able to get down and we didn’t have the key.

“I’m sorry” I held my head in my hands feeling ashamed. I was also terrified. There was nothing to say that this bit of balcony would hold up much longer.

“Ok, here’s what we’ll do,” said Nate, taking charge. “I’ve got my phone. We’ll call the police station. Get someone up here with a big ladder.”

As he pulled his phone out of his back pocket, the balcony lowered by a couple of inches.

“I don’t think the balcony is going to last that long.” I stepped back and hugged the wall. 

“Has anyone tried to just open the door?”

Elliott pulled down the handle and the door opened. We ran through and slammed the door behind us just as we heard a huge crashing sound come from the other side.

“You saved us, Squidge!” I hugged Elliott tight and kissed him on the head.

“Aw, Kim!” Elliott pulled away, squirming out of my grasp.

“What is this place?”

“I don’t know what it is,” I said, looking around the room, “but I know what it isn’t. It’s not the room at the top of the tower.”

We were in a circular stone room with a circular stone staircase winding round the edge of it. 

Above us was a trapdoor in the ceiling. There were no other doors. 

“The falcon room must be above us. If it is, there is no way out from there. We are stuck.” I looked at the others. I’d seen the room from the outside. It was at the top of a tower. There were no passages out of it. The only way in was through this room and the only way into this room was along the balcony. The very same balcony we’d just sent crashing down to the ground. We’d effectively cut ourselves off.

“Let’s just go and take a look and see if we can find a clue. Then we will have to call for someone to rescue us. It’s not ideal, but if we see the clue, at least, we’ll be able to figure out where to go next.”

 I began to climb the stone stairs.

When I reached the trap door and looked up, I could see a symbol etched into the wood. It was a key with the initials A.S.A entwined around it. I ran my fingers over the engraving, marveling at how long it had been here, just waiting for someone to find it. Of course, we weren’t the first. At some point, Ezra had been here. I wondered if he’d felt the same excitement that I did, knowing we’d solved the first clue. Below the etching was a keyhole. An engraved metal plate, molded to look like a heart surrounded by birds.. I pushed upwards hard and when I couldn’t push anymore, I turned to the others. Nate’s hands joined mine in the effort, but it was no use. 

“It’s locked. We still don’t have the first key.” Nate said, rubbing his arms after the effort of pushing.

“We have the second key, though. It’s this one,” I fished around in my pocket until I found the one with the spiky edges and pulled it out.

It was stunning, the spikes radiated out, interlayered on top of each other. I’d never seen a key like it. 

“It doesn’t help us, though, does it?” said Dominic, and I had to agree. We needed to get into the room above for the next clue.

Dominic saved me from having to come up with a solution by barging past me with the crowbar and inserting it into the tiniest crack between the hatch door and the frame. I expected it to be solid and was surprised when the wood splintered and then almost disintegrated under the strength of the crowbar.

“That was easier than expected!” I remarked.

“Two hundred-year-old wood! I’m only surprised it didn’t fall apart with you pushing on it,” Dominic replied, taking a step back and shaking his hair free of tiny wood fragments.

“But a lot of the doors are steel covered in wood. Why isn’t this one?”

“The steel covered doors are pretty recent. I don’t even know if they could make doors like that in the seventeen hundreds. I think the steel doors were put in by Ezra at some point, and I suspect we’ll only find them in the main part of the house. He probably wanted to keep his own stuff safe, not thinking that someone would eventually realize there was a treasure hunt.”

“Or maybe he wanted to give us a sporting chance?” I replied and walked up the stairs to the room above.     

A gust of wind blew past me, making me feel cold, but signaling that we were in the right place. I remembered that the room had no glass in the windows so that the birds could come and go as they pleased. 

The floor was gray from hundreds of years of bird droppings and smelled really bad. I felt thankful for the breeze running through, which must have taken away at least some of the smell. There were no birds in the room, but there were a number of perches and alcoves, most of which had twigs formed into nests. In the center of the room was a circular stone box with a wooden lid. I couldn’t tell if this also had the key engraving because of the bird droppings, but as it was the only thing in the room that seemed to hold any promise, I opened it anyway. Inside was another box, this time elegantly carved with the image of a sun on the top. Even before I opened it, I knew it would be empty. I put the sun key next to the image and compared it. They were identical. Pulling the lid up, I found a blue silk lined interior with a space where the key should have been. I dropped the key into the space. It fit perfectly.

“It looks like this is definitely the second key” Dominic came to my side and peered into the box. “Do we know what it means? I, for one, have no idea unless we are supposed to fly to the sun!”

I pulled the key out of its case and slipped it back into my pocket, knowing that we’d have to use it to open the next door, not that I knew where the next door would be.

“Maybe the clue has something to do with the position of the sun. This room is filled with windows. Perhaps we have to be here at a certain time of day on a certain date for the sun to filter through and light up a clue?”

“It’s a bit far-fetched don’t you think?” Dominic replied, looking around the room. “Besides, it doesn’t really have windows, just holes where windows should be.”

I disagreed. Nothing was far-fetched when it came to Ezra Harland, but following Dominic’s gaze around the room, if there was anything to be seen, it would have been obliterated with bird poop.

“What’s this?” My attention turned back to Nate who was still looking at the box.

I looked down to where he was pointing. In the bottom of the box, embroidered into the lining was a word.

BELOW

“Below? What do you think it means?” I asked looking down at my feet. We’d just come from below and besides the staircase, there was nothing down there.

“Maybe there is something below the lining?” Nate ripped the lining to find the bottom of the box and not much else. The box itself was stuck to the stone base of the outer box and when Nate found nothing under the lining, he pulled the box clean off the base of the outer box.

There was nothing there either. Not really a surprise. If the clue had been there, Ezra would have ripped the box all those years ago.

“We have a sun. Is there anywhere in this building that has a sun?” he asked.

“The mural in the chapel had a sun.” Dominic said, walking away from us towards the window. I could tell he was looking out towards the small graveyard on the hill.

I tried to picture the mural again. It had a bright area that could have been sunlight, but there was no discernible sun painted. The light area was right at the very top of the room and there was no way up there without a ladder. 

“I’m not sure,” I answered. “The key was very spiky. There was nothing on that mural that looked like it and I didn’t see any kind of trap door in the ceiling. I think if Antonio had made the key so beautifully, he would have painted the sun exactly like it.”

“Plus the fact that Antonio didn’t paint the mural,” replied Nate. When Dominic and I both looked at him, confused, he added, “Well, he couldn’t have, could he? The mural had modern day townspeople in it. I know he was an amazing artist, but unless he figured out a way to time travel, he had nothing to do with the mural.”

I had never felt so stupid. Nate was completely right. In Antonio’s day, the chapel would have had bare walls. Ezra must have commissioned another artist to paint the chapel. It left me with no other ideas though. 

“I’ve not seen any other suns in the house. It must be in one of the locked rooms,” I pulled out my cell phone ready to call the fire brigade to come rescue us.

“I know where we have to go next!”

We all looked over to where Elliott was standing, looking out of the window on the opposite side of the room from Dominic. He’d been silent the whole time we were in here. I carefully placed my phone back in my pocket.

“What do you mean, Squidge?”

“Look.” He continued to peer out of the window.

I walked over to where he stood, quickly followed by both Nate and Dominic. There in the distance, along the roof tops and at the other side of the house was a Dome. A dome made out of green tile with a mosaic that radiated out from the very top—a mosaic of a sun—a sun with hundreds of points radiating out from the center.
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Chapter fourteen

 

“Well done, Squidge!” I kissed his cheek. Below the window ledge was a ladder, which descended onto the flat roof. I’d not seen it from the other side. Without thinking, I stepped onto the window ledge and began to climb down the ladder. On the third rung down, the rotten wood snapped beneath my feet and it was only my tight grip on the edge of the ladder that kept me from falling the fifteen or so feet to the roof beneath me. 

“Kim!” Nate hung over the edge and grabbed my arm.

“I’m fine. This ladder isn’t going to hold us, though.”

A rope flew past me, right out of the window and came to a rest just next to where I was dangling. 

I grabbed hold of it and quickly climbed down the fifteen feet and dropped onto the roof.

Elliott followed. I stood below him, ready to catch him if need be, but he deftly made his way down the rope and landed softly next to me. Nate came next, and it was only when I saw Dominic climb through the window that I realized that he’d been holding the rope the whole time.

“Dominic,” I shouted up to him when I saw he was going to try to climb down the ladder. “What are you doing? Tie the rope to the stone box.”

“I can’t,” he threw the whole rope down where it landed in a pile by our feet. “If I do that, we’ve not got a rope any more. We’ll probably need it. I’ll be fine. I’ll shimmy down the edges of the ladder rather than put my weight on the rungs. It’s not a huge drop anyway.”

It wasn’t the biggest drop, but it was enough to break a few bones should he fall. I held my breath as he slowly inched his way down. At five feet from the ground, the whole ladder snapped, sending him plummeting to the ground where he landed with a bump.

“Dominic!” I ran over to him. 

“I’m ok.” He picked himself up with a smile on his face. The top of the roof had a number of chimneys, and it was these we had to find our way around to get to the dome. The roof was almost a maze in itself, and the flat roof that I thought would be easy to get across was turning out to be anything but. It wasn’t just the chimneys we had to navigate, but a gamut of other protrusions I couldn’t identify, all of which had been obscured by the main chimneys. 

It wasn’t until we were almost halfway to the dome that we ran into a problem. For some reason half of the right-hand side of the house had a pointed roof, rather than a flat roof. Having not been able to get to this part of the house on the top floor, I couldn’t begin to imagine what it was for. It left us with two options. Either climb across or walk the whole way around the opposite side. I walked to the edge and looked out across the rest of the roof. From where I was standing, I could see right out into the courtyard with the sad waterless fountain and the ground with weeds sprouting up through the cracks of the flagstones. It looked like the roof was not sloped like this one was, and it would only be a matter of taking the time to walk the long way around.

I turned to go back the way we came, but was stopped by Nate.

“Where are you going? The dome is over this way.”

“The roof here is a hundred feet off the ground and is at a steep slant!” the look I gave him would have melted glass. 

“It’s not that steep, and look, there is a little wall that will stop us from falling over the edge.”

The “wall” was about ten inches tall at the very edge of the roof and was unlikely to stop us if we were falling quickly. It didn’t do a lot for my confidence that we wouldn’t tumble to our deaths.

“No! I’ve done enough climbing in The Labyrinth. I’m not doing it again!”

“Aw,” Elliott pouted, annoyed that I was spoiling his fun.

“Actually, I think Kim is right,” said Dominic. “It’s a fair drop, and it won’t take us that long to walk right around the house.”

I gave Dominic a grateful look and started the long walk back, with the others begrudgingly following. It didn’t take too long to get us back to the far left corner of the house where we had climbed down from the tower. A falcon sat on the edge of the window we had climbed through and watched us with an expression of curiosity.

The way around the left-hand side of the building was much harder going than the other side. There seemed to be no end to the amount of chimneys and other things that we had to weave around.

“There must be a lot of fire places to need all these chimneys,” I remarked, turning yet another corner.

“I don’t think they are all chimneys. They certainly look like it from up here, but there are too many of them, even for a house this big. I think they have been added to add to the treasure hunt.”

It seemed a bit extreme, but as I turned a corner and was faced with yet another chimney, I had to admit he probably had a point. The chimneys came closer and closer together until they weren’t even chimneys anymore and were, instead, a warren of alleyways on top of the house.

“I don’t believe it. We’ve managed to find ourselves in yet another labyrinth,” I said as I turned yet another corner.

“But this one had nothing to do with Ezra. This is all Antonio Serras-Antunes’ work. You can tell by the carving. Ezra had some pretty amazing rooms down in his labyrinth, but nothing like the stone masonry work on these walls.” Dominic looked fascinated with the carving along the walls, amazing patterns with pretty flourishes along the edges. There were no particular images among them, but I realized that anything that was made by Mr. Serras-Antunes was likely to hold a clue, so I kept my eyes on the walls as I walked past each one,  in case if there might be a secret hidden among the patterns.

An image came to mind of a young Ezra, walking these very paths. They were, no doubt, the walls that kindled the seeds of The Labyrinth. I wondered just how old Ezra had been when he first came up here on a quest to find whatever treasure George Harland had left for Annabelle. I could imagine him as a young boy, trapped in a house where most of the doors were permanently locked and caught up with the fall-out from the indiscretions of his father. For someone with such a vivid imagination and adventurous spirit, it must have been torture for him to be in a house he wasn’t allowed to look around, with secrets waiting to be discovered. Any young boy would have been curious as to what was hidden behind all the locked doors. He must have felt such excitement when he stumbled upon whatever it was that led him to the start of the treasure hunt, whether it was Annabelle’s diary or the discovery of one of Antonio’s keys. With each turn, the pattern on the walls changed and I began to see images I recognized. The images from the keys were featured in certain places on the wall. I saw the sun, spikes and all, on one of the walls, followed by a flower that looked remarkably like one on one of the keys. The “corridors” twisted and turned until we were near the front of the building, and then they opened up. The view from up here was magnificent with sweeping views over the town and the hills that surrounded us. In the far distance, I could just about make out the nearest city, a metropolis that seemed a million miles away, and from this distance, looked more like a toy than a real city.

The roof at the front of the house had a short wall around the edge of it, which was, no doubt, to stop anyone from accidentally falling off the side. Even with it there, I didn’t feel safe enough to go right to the edge. I didn’t need to because apart from the dome with the sun on it, this part of the roof was completely flat. The fact that the dome was so shallow, probably accounted for the fact that it was not visible from the ground at the front of the house. You’d need to be above the level of the house to see it. It was huge in width though, at about thirty feet in diameter and positioned completely in the center of the front of the house.

The mosaic was spectacular up close, and the green around the edge was not the roof tile I had thought, but tiny fragments of mosaicked porcelain tile. The center of the sun, on the top was made up of bright yellow tiles and tiny mirrors that reflected the sun’s rays right back up. Radiating out, the tiles got darker with hues of yellow, orange, and finally, red before it got to the green tile of the base. It was stunning, but I didn’t see a clue as to where the next box was. It was only when I walked all the way around the base, that I found a small doorway in the dome itself.

“I guess we go down here,” I said, stating the obvious. I pulled out the sun key and fitted it in the keyhole. It felt stiff as I turned it, but with a bit of effort, I managed to turn it in the lock. The door was incredibly stiff and creaked when it opened to reveal a winding staircase leading downwards. Light poured in through the dome. Some of the mosaic tiles I’d mistaken for mirrors were, in fact, tiny glass windows. 

“We can’t go down very far,” remarked Nate, who followed directly behind me. “We are right above the servant’s quarters.” 

I tried to imagine where the little staircase from the second floor came out and he was right. The staircase didn’t descend very far, and we ended up in a dark room with the only light coming from the tiny pieces of glass in the dome above. I pulled my flashlight out to find a door to my right and a huge open space appeared before me. 

“It’s an attic,” remarked Nate pointlessly.

“But there is nothing in here!” said Elliott, and he was right. The huge space must have taken up the whole right-hand side of the front of the house, and, except for us, it was completely empty. A door was to the right of us.

“I bet this door leads to the servant’s quarters, and if it does, it has a padlock on the other side.” I walked further into the room away from the door. It was huge, and even with four flashlights on and the small amount of light coming through the tiny windowed tiles above us, there were still a lot of dark corners and edges. 

“Where is the clue?” I asked. My voice reverberated around the vast empty space.

“Over here.” I turned to see Nate standing directly below the center of the sun dome. He was looking at another raised stone box with a wooden lid, identical to the one in the falcon tower. Between us, we raised the circular lid to find another box inside. Opening it, we found a red silk interior with another key-shaped groove inlaid. I pulled all the keys out of my pockets and lined them up in a neat row, looking for one that might fit in the box. 

“Which key should go in there?” asked Elliott, a look of excitement on his face. 

I eliminated the sun key, seeing as we had already used it, and shined my flashlight on the others. It was not as easy to identify as I thought it would be as a lot of them were a similar in shape, but after a bit of trial and error, we found one that fit snugly.

“What’s the clue?” asked Elliott peering over my shoulder. 

I pulled it out and studied it more closely. It looked musical. Small musical notes surrounded the edges. Interesting looking stringed instruments were engraved into the middle. 

“We need to find something musical. Any ideas?” I looked around at the boys. “Dominic, you’ve lived here a while. Do you know of anything musical in the house beside the organ in the chapel? It looks like it has something to do with stringed instruments.”

“Not really. Ezra wouldn’t let me listen to my music when I lived here. He did have an old-fashioned record player in his room that he liked to listen to classical records on, but it would have probably been from the sixties. It certainly wasn’t old enough for this clue.”

“What about musical instruments?” I knew I was clutching at straws, but with nothing else to go on, it was worth a try.

“I play the piano and a little guitar, but I’ve never seen either here. We are just going to have to search for it. Let’s start by searching this room. It’s huge. I wonder why it’s so empty.”

“Because Annabelle never got around to filling it. It was locked up before she had time to fill it with knick-knacks and clutter. I told you, that the door there goes to the corridor leading through the servants’ quarters. As we’ve not seen anything remotely musical down there, I suggest we see if there is another way out on that side.” I shined my flashlight into the dark end of the room. It was such a colossal space that the light barely reached the end wall.

With all four of us pointing our flashlights, we walked the full length of the room. I had been wrong. It wasn’t completely empty. At the far wall, which I assumed to be the very end of the east wing of the house, were a few boxes, huge wooden crates, still nailed shut. It also wasn’t completely rectangular. It turned a corner to the left and continued on over the east side of the house. It was lighter around the corner, as there were a couple of windows. Thick with years of dirt, they barely let in any light, but it was enough to see that we had come to the part of the house with the slanted roof that I’d refused to walk over earlier.

“Do you think these might be some kind of clue?” asked Dominic, his hand on one of the boxes.

“None of them suggests music in any way.” In fact, they suggested nothing at all. There were three of them in all, wooden crates with no markings of any kind. “I think they might belong to Annabelle and George. It makes sense that Annabelle had a few things put up here waiting for the right place to put them. I don’t think anyone has been in this room since, except Ezra of course, and I’m pretty sure he’d have taken the same route as us through the sun dome.”

“There is only one way to find out.” Nate took the crowbar from Dominic and fitted the thin end between the crate and the lid. The lid was nailed down, but the wood was so old that it splintered and cracked easily, allowing us to see what was inside. When I saw what was in it, I gasped and a great feeling of sadness overcame me. It suddenly became obvious why these crates were up here when nothing else was.

 

 


 Chapter fifteen

 

“What is it?” asked Elliott pulling out one of the items. It was a small pair of shorts, followed by a tiny jacket.

“They are the boys’ clothes. Annabelle must have had all their things brought up here when they died.”

Nate pulled something out of the crate. It was a threadbare teddy bear. 

I could just imagine the grief she must have felt, seeing her boy’s clothes and toys lying around, a constant reminder of them. She could have passed them all down to her youngest son, Henry, but she was rich enough not to have to do that. I could almost see her ordering one of the servants to pack up her son’s belongings into crates and bring them up here and padlock the doors. Just thinking about it made me tearful. 

“Should I check the other crates?” Nate asked.

“No, you’ll only find more of the same. Three crates, three dead little boys. There is no clue in any of them.” I wiped a tear from my eye. Nate noticed and came to give me a hug. 

“Let’s go this way then. The exit must be down here.” Dominic walked to one of the windows and opened it. Sunlight flooded the room, probably for the first time in years, enabling us to see the whole space. When he opened the next window along, it became apparent that there was no exit at this end of the huge L-shaped room. 

“We must have to go out through that door to the servant’s quarters. It’s the only way out unless we go back out on the roof,” Nate said.

“No, that’s not the way. There has to be an exit here somewhere.”

“How do you know it’s not the way?” asked Elliott.

“It isn’t! I just know! I think the padlock at the other side of the door was put there on the same day that those crates were. We know Ezra has already done this treasure hunt. I don’t think anyone has been through that door in over two hundred years. I don’t think we need to go out on the roof again either. There is another exit in here, I know it.”

“Ok, let’s split up. Each of us will take a section of the room and study it.” Nate began. “If there is anything covering the wall, pull it down to see if there is a passage behind it. Check the floor for hatches. Anything that looks out of place, make a note of it.”

I smiled. The thought of looking around the dark room scared me, but I loved how Nate took charge and didn’t question me about there being another exit. I opted to stay at the light part of the room along with Dominic, while Nate and Elliott took the dark end of the room.

After twenty minutes of thorough searching, it was obvious that there were no secret passages out of the attic at this end. 

I pulled out my flashlight and turned it back on to join Nate and Elliott. 

“Any luck?” I asked them.

“Nope,” Elliott replied.

“Me neither. We’ve scoured the whole room.” Nate shrugged his shoulder.

“Has anyone checked behind and under the crates?” Dominic asked. We all ran over and moved them all, one by one, away from the wall. I’ll admit to being disappointed when all it revealed was bare floorboards and brick walls.

I admitted defeat. “Ok, let’s use the crowbar on the door and get out of here. We will just have to put our heads together to think where we need to go next.”

As we all trooped through the long attic to the end with the padlocked door, we walked past the big circular stone base of the box under the dome. I realized, in all the excitement of wanting to explore the huge room, we’d not checked the lid of the box.

“Wait! There was a clue on the last box, the word ‘below’, remember? What if there is a clue on this lid?”

“There isn’t. I checked before we closed it. Don’t worry, we’ll figure something out.”

My heart sank. Of course, Nate had checked it. And yet, I felt I had to check myself. I lifted the lid and shined my flashlight at the inside. Nate was right. There were no words there. I was just about to shut the lid when something caught my eye. At first, I thought it was a natural knot in the wood, but when I looked more closely, I could see that the tiny mark had been etched into the lid. There was more than one. 

“Hey, guys, come and look at this.”

Dominic, immediately ceased his effort to crowbar the door and came to see what I’d found, followed by the others.

The marks were actually tiny spirals. We’d missed them because they were so small and some of them were in the very groove of the wood.

“You know what this looks like to me?” Dominic said, his face suddenly illuminated with excitement. “It’s music. The grooves along the wood are the staff lines and these spirals are the notes. Kim, do you have a pen and paper? I need to write this down.”

I don’t think I’d ever seen him so excited. I almost laughed as I pulled out a notebook and pen from my backpack and handed them to him. 

He quickly copied the notes down and handed the book back to me.

“I hate to break this to everyone,” began Nate, “but it still doesn’t get us any closer to finding out where to go. We now have a tune, but we still don’t have an exit.”

“Why are the notes drawn as spirals, though?” asked Dominic.

“Maybe we need to twist something?”

“Something such as this base?” I queried. 

The edges of the circular base had four protruding bits of stone at ninety-degree angles from each other, perfect for handholds.

I grabbed the nearest one and began to pull it. When the boys saw what I was trying to do, they each grabbed one. The heavy stone had been set on a pivot, and instead of turning on the spot as I had imagined it would, it actually swung out to reveal a hole in the floor. In that hole was a winding staircase. We’d found the way out!   
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Chapter sixteen

 

The staircase wound down just one floor to the floor below—the floor where Ezra’s apartments were. It ended in a small, empty room with a door that we took to bring us out into a long corridor. The corridor appeared to run the entire length of the right side of the front of the house, and at the end, I could see where it turned to the left.

Blue carpet ran along the length of the corridor, although it didn’t quite meet the edges at either side, and instead, ran down the center like an extremely long rug. I wondered if we were the only people to walk on this carpet in over two hundred years except for Ezra himself. I wondered if he’d walked this carpet many times or just the once, following the ancient treasure hunt set out by his ancestors. 

As we exited the door, to our right was the corridor and to our left was a door, which I knew from trying to open it from the other side, was locked. Were we to open it, it would bring us out on the top of the main staircase. In front of us was a window, which looked out onto the courtyard, and as I looked to my right, I could see that the corridor had windows all along it. Just like the ones in the attic above, they were grimy with years of filth, but it was still light enough to stow away our flashlights. It was only when I closed the door behind me, that I realized it was not a door at all but a swinging painting. From this side, it was impossible to know that there was a way up to the attic from here. The wall below the painting was also a part of the door and when it was shut, it fit seamlessly with the rest of the wall. The wall itself had evenly spaced doors along it with huge paintings hung between each one, portraits of people I took to be George and Annabelle and a few others.

I opened the first door we came to on the right. The room was dark but only because of the huge drapes that hung on the windows. I ran across the room and pulled them back to reveal a beautifully decorated bedroom of powder blue. The sun had not touched this room in hundreds of years and so had not faded the beautiful color of the walls and the bedspread. The bedroom was exquisitely decorated and, once again, I thought of Laura who would fall in love with it as soon as she saw it. I also saw a glimpse of Tom’s plan to change this house into a grand hotel. I could just see some rich person loving the chance to spend the night in a room like this, in an eighteenth century four post bed.  

“The door wasn’t locked,” remarked Nate, who had followed me into the room. 

“I don’t think any of them will be,” answered Dominic. “All the rooms don’t need to be locked if the corridor to get to them is locked. Annabelle locked the house up, but she did it to stop Henry from wandering off and falling to the same fate as his brothers. I doubt that she felt the need to lock every single door.”

“I agree. It also means that things will be easier for us.” I said, leaving the room and heading back into the corridor. I shut the door carefully behind me. “I think that the treasure hunt wasn’t actually meant to be so difficult. I think Annabelle would find this much easier than us, just because she knew the house well. The next key has something to do with music. Annabelle would have immediately known which room had a music theme because she lived here. We just have to search the rooms until we find it.”

Along the corridor, we opened every single door and even though I knew the sun would fade the vivid colors, I still opened the drapes in each one. I felt like I was breathing life into the house. Every door we opened took us into another bedroom, each more beautiful than the last. Annabelle must have been one for color because every room was painted in a vivid hue. One was a deep cerise, one red, one a peacock green with actual peacock feathers painted onto the wallpaper. They were nothing like the dull muted colors that I expected of an eighteenth century mansion. I wondered if Antonio Serras-Antunes had brought some European style to the place and had free reign to color the rooms as he wished. Either way, the house was stunning. It was such a shame that it had never had a chance to shine. Seeing these long forgotten rooms, filled with works of art and antique furniture, made me want to find the diamond all the more, so Tom could give this house the care and attention it deserved. I made a mental note that if we ever did find the diamond, the first thing I’d spend money on was a window cleaner to wash two hundred and fifty years of dirt away from the windows and let the light in fully.

We checked every single room along the corridor, but apart from finding some of the most beautiful bedrooms I’d ever seen, we saw nothing that looked like it could have been part of the treasure hunt and certainly nothing to do with music.

At the very end of the corridor was a door, which led to a small staircase leading down to the next floor. 

“This would have been a servant’s staircase,” Dominic commented. “If we ever manage to find a way to get into the house at the opposite side above the library, we’ll probably find another one over there.” 

It brought us out onto the second floor, the same floor that our own bedrooms were on, albeit the other side of the house. We opened all the doors here, too. As above, we found more amazingly decorated bedrooms; but unlike the ones above, they seemed to be whole suites with sitting rooms and changing rooms attached. Each bedroom was much bigger than those above, which meant that there were far fewer of them. Unlike the ten or so I counted on the upper level, this floor only had four bedrooms, each with its own suite of rooms. I suspected these rooms would have been built for family or at the very least, the most special of guests. None of them looked like they had ever been slept in. 

I knew that below us was the corridor that the boys had been trapped in the day before, when we had found the chapel. It was then that it hit me.

“I’ve got it!” I exclaimed so loudly that Elliott and Dominic turned to face me—Nate had wandered into the last room on the corridor just before the locked door, which lead to the top of the grand staircase. “Music! We have seen music in this house. What about the organ in the chapel. That’s musical.”

“Brilliant!” Dominic exclaimed. 

“Awesome!” said Elliott, turning to run back down the corridor the way we had come.

“Err, guys,” Nate popped his head out of the last room. “I don’t think it’s the organ we are looking for. You might wanna come and see this.”

His head disappeared back around the door; so, intrigued, I followed him. All at once, I knew he was right. The organ in the chapel was not where we needed to be. This was the room. 

I’d assumed that the last door along the corridor was a suite of rooms like the others along the corridor. It wasn’t though. It was one huge room. It took up half the length of the corridor, which would have made it about a quarter of the length of the whole front of the house. It wasn’t just the size of the room that took my breath away; it was what was inside. As the other rooms we had encountered, this one was decorated in the same exquisite fashion; and when I opened the drapes, I could see that it was painted in a pale teal color with gold moldings and a huge chandelier in the center. It was, by far, the most opulent room in the whole house, and unlike the rooms downstairs that had remained unlocked, this one had retained its eighteenth century style. It reminded me of the palaces of France that I’d seen photos of on the internet. At the very end of the room was a huge white and gold grand piano and around the edges of the room were many different kinds of musical instruments, most of which, I’d never seen the likes of before. A huge, gold harp stood in the opposite corner to the piano and all manner of stringed instruments hung on the wall in between. I recognized a violin and a viola, but the others I’d never seen before. The back wall of the room was taken up with a huge mahogany cupboard, which I assumed held either sheet music or other instruments. I felt like a kid in a candy shop with all the instruments and the desire to touch them and to play them was strong. I’d never learned to play an instrument. Tom and Laura had never really had enough money to pay for lessons, but that didn’t stop me from having a great love of music. We all split up into different parts of the room to check out all the amazing instruments. I had just come upon a strange flat stringed instrument when I heard music coming from behind me. When I looked over my shoulder, I saw Dominic with something that looked a little like a guitar. He hadn’t been lying; he really could play. But when one of the strings snapped, I realized that it was an antique. I knew that these instruments were precious and probably worth a lot of money to antique dealers, but I also knew that I’d never show Jane Bradley this room until I was down to my last dime.

“I don’t think we should touch them. They are so old. They need proper care.” I said to Dominic who nodded his head and placed the funny looking guitar back onto the stand from which he’d taken it.

I’d turned to tell the others the same when I noticed Elliott opening the huge cupboard. Before he’d even opened it fully, I knew that it was not the storage space for sheet music I’d thought it was; and when he pulled back the second door, something amazing happened. The whole cupboard came alive.

 

 


Chapter seventeen

 

A layered scene appeared before us, one I recognized immediately. Apparently, so did Elliott as he exclaimed…

“It’s the painting on the chapel wall!” and it was…sort of.

The back of the cupboard was painted a pale sky blue with layers of scenery in front of it. Opening the doors must have triggered some kind of clockwork because the whole thing was alive with movement and sound. The back layer had this very house on in the exact position it had taken in the chapel painting. A clockwork bird flew around the tower. In front of that, were the gardens with a couple of moving dogs chasing each other and a horse lowering its head to graze in a field. On the pathway, were what I assumed to be George and Annabelle. Annabelle held a bundle in her arms, which I assumed to be baby Henry. At the very front, were three small figures, and I knew exactly who they were—Annabelle and George’s eldest boys. As I watched, the three boys ran from one side to the other and back again, each in painted on shorts. Somewhere in the back of the cupboard, there must have been some kind of music box because I could hear its tinkling melody, sounding almost like children laughing as they ran, playing a silly childhood game. I could imagine just how amazing this would look to people in the eighteenth century with all the tiny moving parts. Heck, it was amazing to me now, but the sound of the boys laughing, knowing their fate, filled me with an eerie dread. I suddenly felt cold. I shut the doors to the cupboard quickly, and the music stopped.

“What did you do that for? It was awesome!” Elliot piped up. I couldn’t really explain how sad it made me feel, and that I felt inexplicably linked to those small boys.

“What if the clue for the next key was in there?” asked Dominic. I hadn’t thought of that. I’d not seen any sign of a keyhole, though, and I had a feeling the large piano at the end of the room would hold our next clue.

“Try the piano. Ezra used a piano as a clue twice down in The Labyrinth. He must have gotten the idea from somewhere.” I fished the music-noted key out of my pocket and handed it to Elliott.

“I promise we will come back and look at the musical cupboard again. We need to find the treasure now, ok? Maybe you can help Dominic open the piano?”

I was surprised when a moment later, he informed me that the piano lid was open, and there was no keyhole in it. I had been so sure that the piano would be the next clue.

“Ok, maybe you have to play the tune we wrote down. Perhaps that opens a secret door or something.” I pulled out the notebook where we had hastily scribbled the tune and placed it in front of Dominic at the piano. I was glad that he knew how to play because the rest of us wouldn’t know which keys to press. He played the notes and with anticipation, I looked around waiting for something to happen. Nothing did.

“Play it again. Are you sure you got it right?”

“Yep, positive.” He played the notes again and then again for a third time, but either he was playing them wrong or I was wrong about the piano being the clue.

“I don’t think this is it. There must be some other clue in here.” Dominic picked up the notebook and took a look around. “I’ll try playing it on the harp. I’ve never played a harp before, but I’ll figure it out.”

“Can’t we just open the cupboard again?” whined Elliott, and when I told him no, he slouched down on an ornate pink chair and folded his arms in a grump.

I could hear Dominic playing the tune on the harp and was amazed how quickly he’d picked it up. Nate walked around the room, looking at the numerous paintings and so with very little else to do, I decided to emulate him and looked at the painting nearest to me. It had eight dogs of various breeds and sizes, lined up and looking forward. It was a cute picture, but unlike the others I’d seen in the house, which were predominantly portraits. I wondered if the dogs had belonged to George and Annabelle. I moved on to the next picture, sheep in a field lazily eating grass. The picture next to it was a starlit sky with some houses at the bottom of the painting.

“Don’t these pictures strike you as odd?” Nate asked. He must have been thinking the same thing I was. They were all well painted and beautiful, just not in keeping with the other paintings in the house.

“In what way?” I’d not noticed Dominic behind me. He’d given up on the harp.

“All of them have eight subjects. Have you noticed?”

I looked, once again at the starry night picture in front of me. He was right. There were eight large stars above the houses. There had been eight dogs too, and even though I’d not counted the sheep, I would guess at eight.

“I don’t get it.” I replied “Is it a clue, do you think?”

“I don’t know. It must be, but I don’t know why.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Dominic loudly. He moved over to the sheep painting. “Oh, ho! Genius!”

“What’s he talking about?” asked Elliott, who had gotten over himself and come back over to us. 

“I don’t know. Dominic, do you want to enlighten us?”

“Antonio was a genius. It’s so simple and yet so difficult. He’s hidden the clue in plain view. Don’t you see it? These aren’t sheep at all and those are not stars.”

I looked at the painting in front of me again, more confused than ever. They certainly looked like stars. If they weren’t stars, then they were small white blobs in the sky.

“Oh, I’ve got it! Brilliant!” Now Nate knew what the clue was, and I was still baffled. If Elliott said he understood, I was going to be very annoyed. Thankfully, he didn’t.

“Can one of you tell me what the clue is because I have no idea what you are talking about!” not to mention that I now felt stupid.

Dominic walked over to me and pointed at the stars in the painting.

“Look how they are set out up and down. They are musical notes. The sheep in the field are, too. All these paintings are. Depending where the subject is on the painting is which note they should be. All of them have eight subjects. Our musical scale has eight notes. The next clue is behind one of these paintings.” 

Could he be right? I took the notepad out of his hand and looked at the dots he’d drawn to show notes. If he was, this was the wrong painting. The blobs on it didn’t match up with the notepad at all. 

“So which painting is it?” I inquired.

“I don’t know yet, but it won’t take long to figure out.” He took the notepad back from me and walked around the room, looking at the paintings as he went. At the sixth painting, just behind the piano, he stopped. He carefully pulled the painting, which turned out to be a swing door and behind it was another small door, this time metal with a keyhole. I fitted the music key into the lock and turned. The door opened to reveal a small space with a wooden box inside. This one was much smaller than the others, but it was big enough to hold the next key. I pulled the box out and placed it on a small table in the center of the room, and beside it, I placed all the keys. The sun key and the music key went into my backpack and the others, I lined up. When I opened the box, I was surprised to find it lined not with silk like the others, but with some kind of pelt. It looked like rabbit hair. Being shut in a tiny airless vault for two hundred years had preserved it perfectly. It was so soft.

Trying the keys, one by one, we came upon one that fit perfectly. It was probably the strangest of all the keys. It had a paw shape in the center surrounded by sharp teeth with a pair of wings at the top. It looked very strange indeed.

“There’s no clue in the box,” remarked Nate as he examined it. “The others had clues.”

“Actually, it has a very big clue in the box. I know exactly where we need to go next.” 

With that, I nonchalantly walked out of the room with a smile on my face, and feeling marginally less stupid than I had five minutes prior.

 

 


Chapter eighteen

 

“Are you going to tell us?” Nate asked when he caught up with me. I was heading towards the servants’ staircase we had used to come down from the floor above. It also descended to the ground floor and that was where I wanted to be. I grinned and continued walking.

“Is it a zoo?” asked Elliott, who had picked up the key.

“Kind of!” I replied, knowing it would confuse Nate and Dominic more. They weren’t the only ones that could figure out the answers.

To be fair, though, I only knew where I was going because I’d caught a glimpse of the room the day before. Two eyes staring at me from the depths of a darkened room. I’d seen it through the window when I first went up to the graveyard. The only thing I could think of in the house with a paw was the giant stuffed bear in the room on the corridor below us. 

I picked up my pace as I descended the stairs and opened the door at the bottom to the long corridor. It was the very same corridor that the secret passage had taken us out to the day before. I knew that the door at one end of the corridor would lead back to where we started in the chapel and the door at the other end would lead us to the main part of the house if it was unlocked, which it wasn’t.

The long corridor had a number of doors along it and unlike the rooms upstairs, they were all locked. I already knew that from the day before. The only room the boys had managed to open was the chapel door. Maybe Annabelle had wanted to keep access to the chapel and it was only later that the corridor entrance had been locked up. Either way, we were going to need the crowbar.

I tried to remember exactly how far I’d been down the outside of the house when I looked in the window and saw the bear. When I got to what I thought was the correct door, I asked Dominic to open it. It didn’t take much effort before the door cracked and then opened. The opening of the door unsettled the air in the room and a cloud of something wafted up around us. Something flew into my mouth, causing me to cough. I ran to the other side of the room and threw back the huge drapes. Light flooded in, showing us what it was that was flying around the room.

It was animal hair. The whole room had an unnatural feeling of death. It was a taxidermist’s dream with scores of stuffed dead animals and birds in various sizes of glass boxes littered around the room. Deer skulls lined the walls reminding me of the Wild West town in The Labyrinth. It was in a deer head that Ezra had hidden one of the keys. The room didn’t smell, but as these animals had been exposed to the air and, consequently, were not as well preserved as the fur in the key box upstairs, many of them had shed a lot of their hair, which was what was now almost causing me to choke.

“Let’s find the key quickly,” I wheezed, the hair tickling my throat and causing my eyes to water.

“We need to tread carefully as to not disturb any more of this hair,” coughed Nate. 

Thankfully, the key box was pretty easy to find. Nate found it right away. There was a huge skeleton of a bird in a case in the corner of the room, and the key box was below it.

Instead of opening it in the room, we lifted up the case with the bird skeleton in it and took the key box out from under it. Then we took it outside into the corridor and closed the door behind us. 

Opening the box, it became apparent that the key to fit it was larger than the others. There was only one key that was obviously bigger than the others. It was the one encrusted in precious stones, the one that Ezra had hidden in the pedestal in The Labyrinth. I was surprised that this key would be needed so soon. I’d assumed that it would be the last one to be found. Ezra had also thought it was more special than the others as he’d used it as the final key to escape in The Labyrinth. 

Despite the fact it was so beautiful and was worth goodness knows what, it didn’t really hold a clue as to where we were to go next. It was fancy, and had plenty of swirls, but there was no discernible image on it. The box was equally unhelpful, but it did have more of the precious stones inlaid in the lid. 

“I’m hungry!” remarked Elliott, and when I looked up at him, I could see out of the windows to the courtyard that it was beginning to get dark. I looked down at my watch. It was nearly eight pm. We’d been following the treasure hunt for most of the day. My stomach rumbled in agreement with Elliott.

“I think we should pick this up tomorrow,” I said, placing the key box in my backpack along with the keys. “I’m hungry, too.”

From where we were, it was pretty simple to follow the secret passageway back to the servants’ quarters and to the main part of the house. Between us, we managed to rustle up some food, and after dinner, I went up to bed at the same time as Elliott, leaving Nate and Dominic downstairs playing cards. In my bedroom, I pulled out the next key on the hunt. It was, by far, the most extravagant of all the keys, and if we ever were to put them up for auction, this would be the jewel of the collection, so to speak. It offered no clue as to where to go next and I had to admit, I was at a loss. I pulled the jeweled box it came in out of my bag and opened it. Inside was a small mirror, but beyond that, it was just a box. I fell asleep, no closer to solving it.

“Wake up,” Nate nudged me awake. The light peeking through the curtains told me I’d slept right through the night. “Dominic told me he was going to make breakfast this morning, and I can almost smell the bacon!”

I grinned at his eager enthusiasm for something as simple as bacon. 

“Well let’s not keep the man waiting!” I got out of bed and pulled on a robe. Dominic was, indeed, in the kitchen with Elliott, who was already fully dressed and helping him cook. 

“To what do we owe the pleasure?” I asked, eyeing the huge fried breakfast that Dominic had placed in front of me. 

“No reason, I just figure we’ve got a long day ahead, and I don’t want to be lost in this big old house and forget lunch like we did yesterday. If we do happen to forget lunch, at least I’ll have a full belly from breakfast.”

I had to agree with him on that point. We had a really huge day ahead. There were twenty clues and twenty keys and we’d only managed to figure out three of them. That left seventeen clues to follow. We still had three missing keys, and I suspected we’d encounter a box with no correctly shaped key to fit in it at some point today. 

After breakfast, we talked about a plan for the day. I passed the bejeweled key around in the hopes it might jig something in their collective brains, but they looked as clueless as I did. 

“The box has a mirror in it.” I said, scrabbling around in the bag for it. I passed it to Elliott, who opened it and then passed it on to Dominic. Dominic shrugged his shoulders and passed it to Nate. 

I held my hand out for Nate to pass it back to me, but he didn’t. Instead, he brought the box closer to his face and softly breathed on the small mirror.

“Look at this! I see something.”

My heart skipped. He’d found the clue. When he passed it to me, the clue had already disappeared, but I followed his lead and lightly breathed on the mirrored surface. 

For the briefest of seconds, an image appeared before it, once again, turned back into my own reflection. It was an image I recognized. I’d seen it only yesterday.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter nineteen

 

“It’s a peacock feather!” I passed it back to Elliott to take a look. “We were in a room with peacocks yesterday!”

“I remember it!” replied Nate “I think there was a mirror in that room, too!”

I didn’t remember the mirror, but I remembered the beautiful peacock feathers delicately painted on the wallpaper. 

“Is there any way we can get into the east wing of the house without going through the west wing and walking the whole way around?” I was sick of walking through the secret passageway. 

“There is a locked door between the house and the east wing on every level. We’ve not found a key that fits any of the doors.” Dominic replied, finally passing the box back to me. I slipped it back into the backpack

“Can’t we just use the crowbar?”

“We tried that, the first time we got stuck down there. The door wouldn’t budge. It was a much more modern than the other doors.”

“What about on the floors higher up? Did you try and crowbar them?”

Dominic and Nate looked at each other. It was enough to answer my question. 

“Come on. Bring the crowbar.” I said

A couple of minutes later we were on the third floor in front of the door that would lead us to the east wing. Just across the staircase was the entrance to the west wing and Ezra’s suite of rooms. 

It took the strength of both Nate and Dominic, but eventually, the lock gave way and the door opened. We ran along the corridor, opening up doors along the way.

“Which one was it?” I asked as the corridor took a sharp turn to the left. I distinctly remembered it being on the floor below the attic, but as I opened the last door on the corridor, I had to concede that the whole room had completely disappeared.

“Maybe it was on the floor below?” asked Nate poking his head through the last door before the servants’ stairwell.

“No, it was on this floor. I’m sure of it!”

“But we’ve checked every room. It’s not here!”

I followed Nate and the others down to the floor below, but I knew we wouldn’t find it down there. This was the corridor with the huge bedrooms complete with their own suite of rooms. The peacock room had been smaller. We checked all the rooms once again, but none of them had the same distinctive peacock wallpaper that I remembered from the day before.

“Well it’s not here,” remarked Nate.

“It’s upstairs!” I said again as we all trooped into the music room where we had found one of the clues the day before. I raced back up the stairs to the next floor.

Back on the third floor, I checked each room thoroughly, walking right in and looking around each one instead of just poking my head in and giving it a brief scan. I remembered the rooms that we had looked at yesterday, but as we approached the front corner of the house where the corridor turned to the right, I came upon a bright yellow room. 

“I don’t remember this room from yesterday.” I thought back to all the other rooms on this floor, how brightly colored they all were. I remembered them all; but try as I might, I couldn’t remember this yellow one.

“Yeah, it was here yesterday. How could it not have been?” Dominic said, poking his head around me and looking at the decor. 

“You remember seeing it?”

“Well, not exactly, but I don’t remember what color the last room is, and we just left that. It has to have been here, though. I tell you what, I’ll take a quick look around, and you guys can check the last few rooms.”

“Ok,” I said, but I had a nagging suspicion that something weird was going on. “I’m pretty sure that the peacock room was just past the corner yesterday, and I really don’t remember a yellow room,” I said to Nate in the next room, which was painted a bright cerise color. 

“It’ll be here. It’s probably the next one. We must have missed it.”

“But do you remember a yellow room?”

He answered with a shrug of his shoulders. 

I didn’t let it go until the end of the corridor, convinced that something screwy was going on. When the last room turned out to be painted pale pink, I knew I was right. 

“It’s the yellow room; I’m telling you!”

When we got back to the room, the yellow walls had disappeared and so had Dominic.

 

 


Chapter twenty

 

“What the…?” The peacock walls were back. “This room was yellow!” Nate looked just as astonished as I felt.

“I told you!” I realized I sounded snarky, but I knew I wasn’t imagining it, and I was pretty annoyed that I’d been made to feel stupid. Nate picked up on my mood.

“I didn’t think you were imagining it, I just thought you might have remembered it differently.” He came over to me and put his arms around me. Any feelings of annoyance melted in the warmth of his touch. I could quite literally forgive him anything when I was bundled up inside him like this. I didn’t have much time to enjoy it as Elliott said something. I couldn’t quite hear him as I was half buried in Nate’s sweater

“What was that, Squidge?” 

“The key, the clue, look.”

I looked to where he was pointing. On the far side of the room was a dressing table. It hadn’t been there when we had looked in this room just minutes before, but it was certainly here now. Elegant carvings adorned the main part, but it was the large mirror on top that made it what it was. Around the edge was a gilt frame with hundreds of jewels around it, making it sparkle in the morning sun. If the key was for anything, it was definitely connected to this dressing table somehow. Finding a keyhole in the top of the dresser, I put in the key and turned it. Instead of the drawer at the front unlocking as I had thought it would, a secret compartment in the side popped out. In it was the space for a key. I scrambled around in the backpack and pulled out all the keys. One fit perfectly. The design on it was aquatic themed. Two fish intertwined with water around the edges. As there was no clue on the drawer itself, the key was the only clue we had. 

“Water? There is the pond in the center of the courtyard and those long, ornamental ponds in the gardens at the front of the house. It must be one of those unless either of you has seen a room with fish painted on the walls?” Nate asked us.

“No,” I replied. “I think you are right about the ponds, but we need to find Dominic first.”

“He’ll be in one of the other rooms on this floor looking for us.”

I’d thought the same, but when we went back down the corridor calling his name and he failed to appear, I realized it was more than that. He was actually gone, but where?

“How could we have lost him? We need to go back into the yellow or peacock room or whatever it is because that’s where we last saw him. If the walls can change color, goodness knows what else they can do!” I could feel the panic welling up and for the first time since starting this treasure hunt, I began to worry that maybe it wasn’t as safe as I had first thought. Sure, George commissioned it as a fun pastime for his wife, but how did we know that Antonio Serras-Antunes wasn’t crazy? Ezra had got his inspiration for The Labyrinth somewhere and this house had already claimed three lives.

“Calm down. The walls didn’t just change color. That’s impossible. At some point yesterday, we must have inadvertently pressed a switch that set off some internal mechanism that moved the walls somehow. At least part of the floor must have rotated too as we know the dressing table wasn’t there before. Dominic must have set the mechanism off again to switch it back. I guess he got caught up in it all somehow.”

“So he could be squashed between two walls?” I asked, my panic rising along with the tone of my voice.

“I think it’s more likely he is just trapped. We just have to figure out how to turn the walls back around.”

I hoped he was right. 

Fifteen minutes later, after much shouting and searching, we still hadn’t found Dominic and the walls were still the same peacock color. 

“What now?” I asked, on the verge of tears. Losing Dominic had hit me hard and despite Nate telling me over and over that Dominic would be ok (he had the crowbar after all) and was probably in a secret tunnel somewhere, I couldn’t help but compare it to The Labyrinth where losing someone could mean you never saw them again.

“We have to move on. I honestly think that Dominic will turn up, but if we don’t see him by lunchtime, we’ll call the police or fire brigade. Ok?”

The thought of calling the police to tell them of yet another missing person in a secret room was almost enough to make me laugh. In any other circumstances, I’d have thought it hilarious. They must think that we have a direct line to the police station on speed-dial. Most of the local police were still dealing with the last mess we left them.

“No, it’s not ok. You know as well as I that this house is dangerous. We have to find him.”

“It’s also full of secret passages, which is more than likely where he is now. I don’t want to needlessly call the cops again only for him to turn up in half an hour. Let’s just wait a little bit to see if he turns up ok?”

With great reluctance, I followed Nate out of the room and to the bottom floor. We’d decided to check the circular pond in the courtyard first as it was the closest one. On the way, I remembered that there was also a small lake on the edge of the property. It was just visible from my room. I’d not managed to venture that far yet, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to today. Down on the ground floor, we came to the glass doors that led out onto the huge square patio. As Dominic had the crowbar with him, we had no way to break through the doors short of punching through the glass or finding a piece of furniture to throw through it, neither of which I wanted to do. Luckily, when we got to the door, I found a small internal lock that could be opened by turning a knob rather than using a key. The doors creaked as they opened, and it was quite a struggle to open them fully with years of corrosion of the hinges.

The sun wasn’t high enough in the sky to show the courtyard to its full effect, but even in the shade, and in its dilapidated uncared for state, it still held a certain grandeur. With a lot of time and money, this space would be enchanting, and it was only now that I truly saw Tom’s hotel plan working. It would be lovely with a bit of TLC. Elliott ran to the huge fountain and climbed onto the small wall to walk around its edges. It still had some water in the bottom, more than likely hundreds of years of rainwater that had not drained out. Algae and dirt muddied the waters so much that, even in just a few inches of water, I couldn’t see the bottom. 

The stone wall surrounding it curved outward and was elegantly decorated with swirls and curlicues in the stone. There was also some writing carved into the edge. So much moss grew on the side of the wall that most of the quote was obscured. The little bit I could see was not English; Portuguese would be my guess. We’d need a phone with a translator app to figure it out. Goodness knows how George expected Annabelle to understand it. Perhaps he would have helped her with it. Maybe she knew Portuguese. Who knew? Either way, we weren’t going to be able to do it without a phone and something to scrape off the moss. While I pulled at the moss, Elliott entertained himself by running around the edge and splashing the dirty water with his feet.   

Nate kissed my cheek and then ran back inside without a word as to where he was going.

Ten minutes later, he returned with a hoe, which he used to scrape the moss from the side of the fountain in a much more efficient fashion than I had. I followed along behind him, inputting the Portuguese words into a translation app on my phone. When we had walked full circle, my phone spit out this translation

When the dancers dance, the way will become apparent.     

The reference to the dancers was obvious. The fountain in the middle was basically a statue of three dancing girls with a spout at the top for the water to come out.

“What do you think it means, “When the dancers dance?” They are made of stone. I know Antonio was a genius, but even he couldn’t make stone statues come alive.” I sat on the edge of the fountain and folded my arms.

“Maybe he just meant when the water was turned on. You can see tiny holes at the bottom of their skirts for water to come out. That and the spout of water coming out the top might make them look alive somehow.”

Nate didn’t seem convinced by his own answer any more than I was. He came and sat next to me and put his arm around me. It felt nice. Just then, a splash of water wet my hair.

“Elliot!” I bellowed. “Stop it!”

“No, don’t stop it, keep going.” Nate stood up and pulled me up with him. He bent down, and, filling his own hand with the horrible water, began to splash it liberally on the side of the fountain where we had just sat. It took me a few seconds to realize what was happening. The water was making more words appear on the stone. I quickly grabbed my phone again and typed the words into the translator.     

The hand held out is yours to take

I read the translation out loud for the benefit of the others. Elliott, who was still standing on the edge of the fountain reached out to one of the dancing girls. She had her arm outstretched in a pose. He grabbed her hand and pushed it down. The floor gave out beneath me and I felt myself tumbling down some stone stairs, once again into the darkness.

 


Chapter twenty one

 

“Kim!” I heard Nate yell from above me. His outline was silhouetted against the morning sky. “Are you ok?”

I had bumped my head in the fall and my shoulder started to throb. Ever since I’d been shot, every small bump hurt it, and this was no small bump. I felt like it had hit every step on the way down. 

“I’m fine,” I lied, rubbing my shoulder.

Luckily, the backpack wasn’t on my back at the time and had not taken the same fall I had. Nate came running down and was able to get out a flashlight for us to get a good look around. The room was almost like a cave or a grotto and looked like it was a natural hollow in the ground rather than something man-made. I imagined it was here when they built the house and rather than fill it in, Antonio decided to make it into a feature, albeit a secret one. The walls were damp and at one side, water seeped through the walls almost like a small waterfall. A stone bench had been cut out of the rock which was the only evidence that people had worked on it at one time, that and the stone pedestal in the center of the room. It had a wooden lid, which was almost rotten due to years of being exposed to the dampness. When I tried to lift it, it just broke apart in my hands. When Antonia made this particular key receptacle, he must have taken into account the room’s dampness, as the space to put the key was carved out of stone rather than a silk-lined box. The only key that fit was the one with a book carved into the end. I’d always known it was for somewhere in the library; however, I knew I had to follow the clues set out if I wanted to find out where in the library.

I wasn’t to be disappointed. Carved into the edge of the pedestal were some numbers 36.3.1.

“The library!”

On the way back, Nate and I discussed the clue.

“Could the numbers be a location of a certain book?” I asked

“I don’t think the Dewey Decimal System was invented until after that clue was laid, but I don’t know for sure. It could be a bit more basic like thirty-sixth bookcase along, third shelf down, first book.”

“Hmm, maybe.” I was eager to find out. 

“Maybe it’s a date,” piped up Elliott who had been following our conversation.

“I don’t think so, Squidge. If it was a date, one as it is written, would be one AD, plus there aren’t thirty-six months.”

“Or thirty-six days in a month,” added Nate. “The Europeans write their dates backwards to us. They put the day, then the month, then the year.”

“Maybe the whole thing is backwards and it should read 1.3.36,” replied Elliott. Then it could be a real date here or in Europe.”

“I suppose it could be either the third of January or the first of March, but what year? 1736 is too early, 1836 is too late.”

“Besides,” I added, “Why would it be written backwards anyway?”

We were still discussing it as we entered the library.

There, seated at the table with an open book was Dominic.

“There you are!” He exclaimed as we walked through the door. “I’ve been looking all over for you. Where did you go?”

“Where did we go? Where did you go? One minute you were there, the next you had just disappeared.” 

“You were right about that yellow room. I don’t know what I pressed, but just after you left me, the whole wall began to rotate with me behind it. Just before I got trapped, I saw some fake walls lifting into the ceiling. The peacock walls were behind the yellow ones. I found myself in another secret passage. This one brought me out a couple of floors up from here. I wanted to check out the rooms, but I figured you’d be looking for me, so I just used the crowbar to get back into the main part of the house. When I couldn’t find you, I decided to come and wait here for you.”

“How did you know we’d come here.”

“I remembered that one of the keys had a book on it. I figured you’d end up here sooner or later. I take it; it was the key that brought you here.”

“Yeah, there was a clue to go with it. Just a set of numbers: thirty-six, three, one.”

“Sounds like it could be a location in the library.”

“That’s what I thought. Thirty-six would be the thirty-sixth bookcase along. Where shall we start counting from—the left or the right?”

“We don’t need to,” replied Dominic. “The bookcases are already numbered.” 

He showed me the small copper circles with numbers engraved on each bookcase. Number thirty-six turned out to be upstairs in the upper part of the library. The third shelf down held all manner of books, but the very first book on the shelf was a lot more modern than I expected it to be. Instead of the ancient battered leather-bound tome I was expecting, it was a small hard-backed notepad, the type you could pick up in any supermarket or stationery store. 

I pulled it out and opened it to the first page. The whole thing was blank except the first page. On it, in Ezra’s handwriting was a list


	The falconry loft – the sun key



	The sun mosaic on the roof – the music key



	The music room – the bear key



	The animal room – the mirror key



	The peacock room – the water key



	The grotto – the library key



	The library – the playroom key



	The playroom…





 

 

The last half of the page had been torn out.  

 

“He had the whole list written down. All the locations to all the keys and he tore it out.” Frustration flooded through me.”

“Since when has he ever done anything to help us? He has told us the next location – that’s better than nothing,” Nate said.

“The playroom? Where is that?” I asked turning to the others. “Dominic, do you know?”

“Maybe he means the nursery? That’s a small child’s room. It could be called a playroom.”

“Yeah, ok, let’s go.” I picked up the notebook and placed it in my backpack. I wanted to try the trick with the pencil where if you rub the pencil on the next page, the marks where someone had written would show up. I was not going to let Ezra beat me so easily.

“Don’t you think we should see the clue first before we go?” Nate asked. “Obviously, Ezra’s notebook isn’t the clue. He’s put that here recently.”

I watched as he pulled a couple more books out to reveal a small hollow. Inside the hollow was a small box, which, when we sifted through the remaining keys, had a space for the one with a teddy bear on it.  

“The teddy bear seems to confirm that Ezra was right. We need to find a playroom.” Nate ran his hand over the inside of the box lid, which was engraved with the letters, A B C. “Come on, let’s go.”

Once in the nursery, I left the boys to searching for the next clue while I sat in the corner with the notepad we’d just found belonging to Ezra. I turned to the second page and lightly ran the edge of the pencil over the blank paper. I had been expecting to find a continuation of the list, but instead, all that appeared was a sketch of a clock face, the hands pointing to three o’clock. There were no words to accompany the clock. 

“Dominic? Do you know if this house has any clocks in it?” 

Dominic turned to me from where he’d been searching the skirting board. 

“Yeah, there are loads of clocks. You must have seen them.”

I thought back to the rooms I knew well. Dominic was right, I could think of at least four. There was a huge grandfather clock in the main entrance hall, a carriage clock on the mantelpiece above the huge fireplace in the parlor, a similar one in the banquet room and a modern clock on the kitchen wall. When I mentioned these to Dominic, he added two more to the list. There was a huge outdoor clock above the stable door and a sundial in the ornamental gardens out front. Now the last one wasn’t technically a clock, but it was a way of telling the time and, as Dominic said, had probably been standing in the gardens since the house was built. Hence, I couldn’t rule it out. Of all the clocks, the big grandfather clock in the entrance hall would be my favorite to check. The carriage clocks were old and beautiful, but both were too small to hold a large key. The clock on the kitchen wall was digital, so that one was easy to discount. A grandfather clock, on the other hand, was a perfect place to hide something, and a key, even one as large as the other keys, could quite easily be hidden within it. 

Feeling smug with myself that I’d guessed the next clue, I got up to help the boys with their search, but after half an hour or so, it became apparent we weren’t going to find what we were looking for. Although the room was beautifully decorated, it offered few places to hide a key. The bed was solid wood with no discernible hiding places. The rest of the furniture yielded nothing, and the flat walls full of miniature works of art held no secrets. 

“It doesn’t really matter,” I said, when we had exhausted our list of places to look. “I think I’ve figured out the next clue anyway.”

I showed the boys the clock sketch and told them my theory that the next key was in the grandfather clock. With nothing left to lose, we all trooped down to the main hall. Even before I reached the bottom step, I could hear the tick-tick-tick of the clock. It was one of those sounds that you heard all the time, but because it continues in the same rhythm, your ears don’t really notice it anymore, and it becomes nothing more than background noise. 

“The door is locked,” I exclaimed, “We need the key from the nursery to open this.” 

“No, we don’t!” Dominic strode past me and hit the front of the clock with the crowbar. The old lacquered wood splintered and when he pulled the crowbar back, the damaged door swung open. 

Inside, I could see the workings of the clock. Two pendulums swung, or at least would have, if Dominic hadn’t stopped them with the crowbar. I peered inside and then turned to the others.

“It’s not here.”

“So you are saying, we’ve just damaged a probably priceless antique clock for nothing?” Nate raised his eyebrows, and Dominic looked ashamed.

“I’m sorry,” I said, then patted Dominic on the arm. “It wasn’t your fault, it was mine. The key must be in one of the other clocks, maybe the one at the stables, although, that’s just a clock face so I don’t know where it would be hiding.”

“I don’t get it,” said Elliott.

“What don’t you get?” I asked him, standing up from checking out the clock interior.

“We’ve needed a key to get into all the other places and we’ve used the keys we’ve already found. Why didn’t we need a key to get into the nursery? We unlocked that ages ago with a key from the bunch of house keys and it was just a normal house key. It wasn’t one of the pretty ones.”

I thought back to when we first unlocked the nursery. Elliott was right.

“We’ve been looking in the wrong place!” I said aloud. 

“I’ve had enough.” I’m sick of trying to find rooms. All we’ve managed to do so far is break something that we could have sold. We are making it worse, not better.” Nate didn’t look at all happy.

“But we are getting there. Look how far we have come.” I said, suddenly feeling the wind knocked out of my sails. 

“We haven’t come anywhere. We are still being manipulated by Ezra from beyond the grave. How do we even know that he hasn’t planted this whole thing for more of his amusement? He probably died laughing at us. I would be willing to bet that George and Annabelle didn’t even exist. He probably wrote Annabelle’s diary himself.” And with that, he stalked upstairs. 

It’s funny, but it wasn’t until that moment that I felt hopeless. It wasn’t that I believed Nate; I knew he was wrong. I knew Annabelle existed, and I knew that the treasure hunt was real. I could feel it. Besides, we’d found those books about Antonio Serras-Antunes in the library and Jane Bradley recognized his work. It had to be real. It just had to be.

 

 

 

[image: ]

 


Chapter twenty two

 

 

“It has to be real,” I said for the tenth time, as I sat at the kitchen table, drinking a cup of coffee, made for me by Dominic.

“Of course it is,” Dominic reassured me. “Nate’s just in a bad mood. He knows it’s real. He’ll come around.”

“One thing he was right about, though, we are no closer to finding the next clue. We have a playroom and a clock for the next two clues, but we’ve not found a clue in either.”

“Maybe we are looking in the wrong place. Perhaps the nursery isn’t the playroom at all. George and Annabelle had four kids. The nursery could very well have been for Henry, but it wouldn’t have been big enough for the three older boys to run around. Thinking about it, we were obviously in the wrong place. The letter E was carved into that bed, not H for Henry. The bed was more than likely made for Ezra, which would make it way too modern for our treasure hunt. What we are looking for is much older. I think we need to have a look at the floors above the library. There is a whole wing waiting to be explored!”

Feeling marginally better, thanks to the coffee and Dominic’s pep talk, I stood up from the table. After washing the three cups, I followed Dominic up to where he’d crowbarred one of the doors earlier. I hoped to God that we found something of some value because we seemed to be destroying the place bit by bit.

Dominic had broken the door on the same floor as Ezra’s suite of rooms. I felt a chill as I walked past the room I knew to be his command center. The police had almost gutted the room for their inquiries, but that didn’t stop me from feeling slightly sick whenever I thought about it.

The first door we came to after the broken doorway into the third floor hallway was another set of stairs, much like the ones from the second floor to the attic. These would take us up to the attic, too, but past the locked door at the end of the servant’s quarters. I pulled out three flashlights, handed one each to Dominic and Elliott, and climbed the stairs.

Unlike the stairs up to the servants’ quarters, these ended in a door, and when I shined my flashlight up to the door, my heart leapt. This was no ordinary door. Carved beautifully out of wood, teddy bears, trees, and woodland animals intermingled with five scrolls, each with the name of a child. The top one bore the name Georg,’ followed by Isaac, Tobias, and Henry. The bottom one was not engraved, but I had a sneaking suspicion that the elder George had it commissioned that way, leaving space for the name of a little girl that was not to be. The keyhole was equally ornate, which made it obvious that we had a key to fit it. I pulled out the teddy bear key and slotted it into the lock. When I turned it, and the door opened, the most amazing site appeared before me.

“Woah!” shouted out Elliott and ran past me. 

The room was huge and extended around the corner of the house to the west wing. The dirt on the windows was so thick that barely any light got in, but the little that did, revealed a magical place. Large red-topped toadstools grew among large trees, beautiful flowers waved in the non-existent breeze. A small pathway cut through the grass-like green carpet. When I followed the pathway and it rounded the corner, I could see that it continued right along to the back of the house. It was colossal. More trees grew around the corner and tens of miniature houses lined the pathway, all different. Some were rounded and dome-shaped and some were like tiny real houses although in miniature. The tallest hit the ceiling at approximately fifteen feet tall. I sucked in my breath as I peered in the first house. Tiny furniture, just the right size for maybe a four or five year old, was placed around it. It had two rooms on the bottom, a mini-living room and a little pretend kitchen, and a set of stairs that ran up to the top floor. I was just a bit too big to climb the stairs, but Elliott whizzed past me and managed to just barely squeeze up there. He appeared at the little window with the biggest grin on his face. 

This whole room was a child’s idea of heaven. A tiny world, just big enough for them to play, way too small for adults to come along and spoil any fun. A little further on, a swing hung from a tree. I sat on it and swung a little, but the rope was frayed with age and so I had to get off.

“This place is amazing!” I exclaimed as Dominic came up to me.

“Antonio must have had a lot of people helping him. Every single one of these trees and plants and flowers has been handmade, carved out of wood. Look at this.” He pulled a leaf off the nearest tree and handed it to me. It was made out of green material with the veins of the leaf embroidered on. I looked around the massive space. There must have been hundreds of thousands of these leaves.  

The workmanship was outstanding, and I almost wished that I could get outside to clean the windows to let in more light. Elliott was really too old and too big to completely enjoy the space. But watching him explore and hearing the sounds of delight he was making at new discoveries, was ample evidence it didn’t bother him that it was really meant for younger kids. 

“Elizabeth is going to love this when she’s older!” I exclaimed. I loved it now. It was a toddler’s dream. If we ever did find a way to turn this place into a hotel, this would be a major selling point for families with young children. I’d never seen a hotel with anything like this before.

I was just about to say something along those lines to Dominic when Elliott gave a shout from the far end of the room.

“Kim, Come look at this!”

As I walked past all the tiny houses in this adorable miniature town, a memory sparked. This world within a room reminded me of something. This was where Ezra got the idea for the Wild West room in The Labyrinth. A series of buildings made to look like a street, all indoors in one huge room. As I walked closer to Elliott, I could now see the little houses were not houses at all. They were shops. None of them were Wild West themed, but the similarities to Ezra’s Wild West were uncanny. There was even a shop that sold candy although it was now empty of any goodies. 

I found Elliott in the little bank and before I went in, I knew what he’d found. I felt a prickle in my shoulder as I remembered the bullet going through all those months ago. That had been in a bank. I’d been shot by a robotic cowboy as I escaped through the door of the safe. I had to bend down to peer in through the door, but my hunch had been right. Elliott had found a safe. A safe with a beautiful keyhole with a teddy bear engraved upon it.

I handed Elliott the key and watched as he turned it in the lock. Thankfully, this time, there were no weird robotic people to jump out and harm us. Inside the safe was a box and inside the box was the next clue. After seeing the sketch of the clock in Ezra’s notepad, I already knew which key would be next. I didn’t have to pull out all the keys and try each one. There was one I had in mind, and when I found it, I was pleased to find that it fit in the empty space in the box perfectly. 

It was the only key with numbers engraved on it and, although they weren’t set out in a perfect clock dial, they did go up to the number twelve. A couple of small birds were also molded onto the front of the key. The one with the larger beak was pointing upwards and the other, ninety degrees to the right. 

“Three o’clock!” I said aloud to no one in particular. 

On the inside of the box were the words ‘Tempus Fugit’ 

“Time Flies,” said Dominic, peering over my shoulder. “It’s Latin.”

“You speak Latin?” I asked, full of curiosity.

“Do they teach you Latin at school in England?” asked Elliott, and even though I felt silly, I wondered the same thing.

“No, not anymore. Maybe in my grandparents’ day, but not now. ‘Tempus Fugit’ is just one of those sayings that got through. I thought everyone knew it.”

“Nope,” said Elliott, and I just shrugged my shoulders.

“Ok,” said Dominic, “let’s go check downstairs. We’ve still got two more floors to check. Let’s see if any of them have a clock in them.”

I looked down at my own watch. The time was three fifteen. 

“I don’t think we are going to find what we are looking for today.”

“What makes you say that?” Dominic looked at me quizzically.

“Ezra took a lot of ideas from this house to build The Labyrinth. I came upon a couple of rooms in my time there that were related to clocks. In both rooms, we had to wait until the right time to get out. When I first saw the clock sketch on the notepad, my thoughts immediately went to clocks. I thought, just like you did, that the next key must be hidden in one somewhere, but when you smashed the front of the grandfather clock downstairs, I began to realize, it wasn’t so much that the key was hidden in a clock, but the fact that we had to find it at a certain time. Judging by the key and the sketch, three o’clock seems to be the time to find it. I don’t think we will be able to find it before then.”

“You might be right, but we don’t know where to find it. Even if we can’t open it until three o’clock, we still have to know where to be when it does open, whatever it is we have to open, if you know what I mean.”

I had to laugh. He had a point. I still had a sneaking suspicion that the grandfather clock might do something exciting at three pm, or at least would have if we hadn’t broken it, but it wouldn’t hurt for us to check out the final wing of the house. The west wing’s bottom floor held the library and since the house had such tall ceilings, it was possible to fit an extra mezzanine level in that particular room. The top floor, where we were standing, was the amazing playroom. The floors in between lay undiscovered.

If I felt hesitant to leave the beautiful playroom, it was nothing compared to how Elliott was feeling. He moaned and complained the whole way down the stairs, and it was only when my phone rang that he quieted down. I pulled it out to see Laura’s name on the screen.

“It’s Laura,” I said and held my finger up to my lip to shush a pouting Elliott.

“Hi, Laura.”

“Kim. Hi, I’m just checking in. Have you found the diamond yet, because I’ve been watching the news, half expecting the lot of you to be on it. Honestly, every time the anchor says, “Breaking news” I have to hold my breath.”

“Ha ha, Laura, hang on, I’ll put you on speakerphone. Elliott and Dominic are here with me.”

I pressed the button to enable the boys to hear.

“Where’s Nate?” asked a worried Laura, obviously picking up on my not mentioning him.

“Don’t worry. He’s in the house. He just got a bit bored of exploring the house, that’s all.”

“There’s trees and buildings upstairs!” shouted Elliott into the receiver.

“Trees?” asked Laura.

“Oh, you wouldn’t believe what we’ve found,” I began. “We found a way into the attic on the left-hand side of the house. It’s huge and it’s done up like a little fairyland for kids. You are going to absolutely love it. It will probably need a lot of refurbishment as it’s so old, but by the time Elizabeth is old enough to appreciate it, we could have it looking amazing.”

“It sounds expensive. I don’t suppose you’re any closer to finding that diamond, are you?”

“Kind of. We’ve been following some clues, but we haven’t found it yet.”

“You might want to hurry up a bit because Tom has been in contact with some realtors who specialize in huge houses like this. I know it’s not his house, and at the end of the day, we can’t force you and Dominic to sell it, but unless you guys do find that diamond, we won’t be able to keep it up for much longer. We can only sell so many antiques, and with the sheer magnitude of the upkeep of a house that size, we are going to end up with an empty house and no way to pay the bills.”

I looked at Dominic, he looked as miserable as I felt at the mention of antiques.

“That reminds me,” Laura continued. “Have you heard anything from Jane Bradley yet?”

I’d forgotten about Jane Bradley. She was yet to make a reappearance. I would bet good money she was consulting with an expert on Antonio Serras-Antunes. She probably wanted to find out everything she could before she came back.

“Not yet. How is Lizzybiz?” 

“I wouldn’t know. I can’t tear her away from her grandmother long enough to tell. She is being completely spoiled rotten, though. Tom’s mum is going to be devastated when we have to leave. We were thinking of setting off tomorrow, so we’ll probably be with you sometime in the evening. Try to keep out of trouble until then, will you?”

“Will do. Give our love to Tom and Lizzy. Bye.” I hung up and looked at Dominic. I knew what he was thinking. We had to find that diamond if we wanted to have any chance of keeping the house. I couldn’t blame Tom at all for wanting to sell the place. He was right that we couldn’t afford the upkeep. I’d hate to think how much it would cost just to clean all the windows, there were so many of them.   

With Tom and Laura coming home tomorrow, it gave us about a day and a half to find the diamond. Of course, we could keep looking for it after they got back, but how long would it be until we had realtors came nosing around? I knew Tom wouldn’t sell the place without our consent, but I agreed with him that without a huge amount of cash, there was no way we would be able to stay.

 

We started with the first door of the third floor, opposite where Ezra had his monitor room and just before the locked double doors Dominic had crowbarred his way through. Even though it was more likely that the next room we needed would be in the locked part of the house, checking all the rooms seemed like a good idea. The room was huge in length and took up the rest of the front of the house before it turned into the west wing. Its size was not the thing that surprised me, though, but the contents of it. I’d been expecting something old. This room was filled with video games and pinball machines. Some of them looked like antiques but nowhere near old enough to be from the eighteenth century. The older ones looked like they might have come from the early part of the twentieth century, and as we walked through the room, they got more and more modern. Towards the end wall was a huge screen and a number of video games I recognized at once. I’d played on them before. They were the games that Ezra had taken down to The Labyrinth. He must have had them brought back up here when he refurbished the place. 

Elliott squealed with joy. He seemed even more excited about this room than the one above it. I vaguely remembered Ezra mentioning he had a games room and this must be it. 

Another room that would be a great selling point for a hotel, but it wasn’t where we needed to be. If I thought Elliott was grumpy about being dragged out of the last room, it was nothing compared to how annoyed he was at being told he had to leave this one, too.

“It’s not fair!” He stamped his foot and pouted. “I don’t want to do this stupid treasure hunt. I just want to play on the games.”

“If we don’t find the diamond, we’ll have to sell the house and everything in it, including all these games. I understand that you want to play on them now, but if we do find the diamond, you can play on them as much as you want for as long as you want.”

I could tell that it was going in one ear and out of the other.

“I want to play them now!”

I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to leave him alone in the house. There were just too many rooms and there had already been deaths. We’d already lost Dominic once, and he only got out because he had a crowbar. I didn’t want to risk losing Elliott again. 

“I’m sorry, Elliott, but I can’t let you stay here on your own.”

“Dominic, will you stay with me?”

“No, Elliott.” I raised my voice. “Dominic is looking for the diamond with me. You heard Laura. We need to find it in the next twenty-four hours, and we’ve only found eight keys. We aren’t even halfway through yet.”

“Fine! I’ll go and ask Nate to play with me.”  He ran off down the corridor towards the main staircase before I could stop him. 

I was just about to go after him when Dominic grabbed my arm. 

“Let him go. We can still find it without his help.”

It hadn’t occurred to me to be worried that we wouldn’t find the diamond without him; I was just worried that something would happen to him. He had fled in the direction of the main part of the house; so more than likely, he would be with Nate, telling him what a big meany I was. 

With a certain reluctance, I went back through the broken doors to the left side of the house.

The first room on the left side of the corridor turned out to be an art gallery. Yet another room that Ezra had stolen to use in his Labyrinth. In this one, though, the paintings were very old. I opened the curtains to let some light in to get a better look. The paintings were beautiful and looked like they were painted by an old master. I could tell Dominic was in his element surrounded by all of these beautiful paintings just by looking at the expression of wonder on his face. 

“These were all painted by Antonio,” he said, not taking his eyes away from the paintings. “His signature is on the bottom.”

I looked at the nearest painting and could just about make out the letters ASA on the bottom right-hand corner.

“These must be worth a lot of money.” I mused. Even if they weren’t, the huge gilt frames surrounding them would be. I almost began to think that we might be ok even if we didn’t find the diamond. I was just about to say as much when I noticed something in one of the paintings near the far wall.

“Dominic, come look at this.” 

It was a painting of George. It was not the portrait, as such, that was interesting; it was what was behind George—a huge clock.

Have you seen a clock like this anywhere in the house?” 

“No, but it’s got to be here. Let’s check the rest of the rooms on this corridor and the one below. It’s big enough to spot easily.”

Dominic turned, not in the direction of the door, but towards the windows. He began to close the curtains that I’d just opened.

“What are you doing?”

“These paintings have kept remarkably well thanks to the fact they were in the dark. The sun will damage them. They really need to be kept in the proper conditions, but until we can get them to a museum, closing the curtains will have to do.”

The rooms along this wing were very similar to the rooms on this floor along the east wing. Beautiful bedrooms in bright colors with antique beds in each lined the corridor on each side. I only popped my head in each, as I didn’t want to waste time. If the clock was painted to scale, we’d see it easily with only the most cursory of glances behind each door.

I was disappointed when we got to the end of the corridor and had found nothing in the way of clocks. As in the east wing, there was a set of servants’ stairs down to the corridor below. Unlike the east wing, these were not suites of rooms. We hit the jackpot on the first room we entered. The room itself was not overly large, but it housed the biggest collection of clocks I’d ever seen including the huge one we’d seen in the painting in the art gallery above. Not a single one was working, and they all showed different times. Dominic pulled one off the wall and began to wind something on the back of it. Seconds later, a small tick-tick-tick sounded from it as he replaced it back on the hook. 

“We need one that says three o’clock,” I said, looking around at the hundreds of clocks that lined the walls.

“But we have no way of knowing if these clocks just stopped at the time they are on or were stopped at these times. You can see by the one I’ve just wound up that they work.”

“In that case, it’s better for us. We don’t have to wait until three o’clock at all. We can just move the hands to three o’clock on each one and see if anything happens.”

There were so many clocks; it was difficult to know where to begin. I picked up a small clock from a nearby table and carefully wound the hands until the time read three o’clock. Nothing happened. After replacing the clock, I turned to Dominic.

“We need to change the time on the large clock.”

“I concur!”

It took both of us to move the hands of the huge clock. The face of the clock had been set into the wall and filled most of it. It looked like it had been made for a clock tower and looked completely out of place in this small room.

We pushed the small hand to the number three and waited. Nothing happened.

“Maybe we need to wind it up for something to happen?”

“How?” I couldn’t see anywhere to wind it.

“Hmm.” Dominic examined the wall next to the clock face. He pressed down, releasing a catch, and the wall sprang open revealing a secret door. A small recess behind the clock face hid the internal workings of it and a huge bell. Dominic found the huge key to wind it and began to turn it. I had to help him as years of disuse had caused it to seize.

After ten or so turns, the clock began to tick. I ran out to the main room, followed by Dominic, just as the large hand clicked onto the number twelve. The resounding bong that followed nearly knocked me off my feet. I clamped my hands to my ears as the bell rang three times. When the resounding noise had stopped, and I was finally able to take my hands away from my ears, I noticed something strange happening. The clock seemed to be rearranging itself. The clockwork was now moving the face itself as well as the hands. The numbers converged in the center of the dial, making a circular shape. I peered closer and saw that there was a keyhole in the small hand. I pulled out the numbers key and turned it in the lock. Where the numbers now were, a small door opened to reveal a space—a space with another box. I pulled the box out and opened it.

With three keys missing, it was about time that one of the empty boxes wouldn’t have a key that fit, so I was surprised to find that, like the others, this one did, too. The key made for the box had a rectangular end, almost like a frame with what looked like a brush coming through the center.

“Don’t you think that this looks like the frames in the art gallery room we’ve just been in?” I asked, turning the key over in my hand.

“The brush in the center of it would certainly suggest that it’s connected with paintings in some way. Is there a clue on the box at all?”

I looked inside the lid, but all that was there was an X carved into the wood.

“The letter X.”

“Or the Roman numeral ten,” countered Dominic.

“Or X marks the spot!” at that moment, I knew what pirates must feel like, following a map to some long buried treasure.

“Are you guys ok?”

I turned to find Nate standing at the door with Elliott just behind him. He had a look of fear on his face.

“Yes, we’re fine. What’s the matter?”

“I heard this huge noise. I thought something had happened to you,” Nate came over to me and wrapped me in a bear hug leaving me unable to explain what the noise was. Fortunately, I didn’t have to as Dominic did it for me.

“It was a bell. We set it off, sorry.”

Nate let me go slightly and took a look around the room.

“Wow, what is this place?”

“It’s the clock room. We just found a key and we know where the next one is, it’s not actually too far away. Do you want to come with us to find it?” I added in a small voice. I hated when he was upset or in a bad mood.

“Yeah, I do.” He smiled and hugged me tighter. I almost didn’t hear when Dominic told us he’d meet us in the gallery or when he told Elliott to come with him.

“I’m sorry, Kim,” I just needed a break from it all. I got sick of going from room to room and getting nowhere.”

“It’s fine.”

“It’s not fine. We’re in this together. Elliott told me that Tom is getting some realtors over to check out the house. I realize now just how important it is that we find this diamond. This is your home and I don’t want you to lose it.”

“It’s your home, too, you know.”

“Not like it is yours. It truly belongs to you and Dominic. Your parents are buried here, heck, all your ancestors are. I don’t want you to lose it. When I heard that noise earlier, I thought something had happened to you. I don’t think I would have been able to forgive myself if it had.”

“I’m fine, honestly, everything is fine.”

“I love you Kimberly Roscoe.”

I was just about to answer that I loved him, too, when he brought his lips to mine and kissed me deeply, taking the words right out of my mouth.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter twenty three

 

We must have looked flushed when we turned up at the art gallery five minutes later, but Dominic was nice enough not to mention it. The next key was the easiest to find, so far. The clue to the art gallery was too easy. After counting ten paintings along, we found one I presumed to be Annabelle atop a horse. Behind her were the stables at Harland Estates and on the stable door, was the letter X. The painting swung forward to reveal a safe and, using the painting key, we were able to open it to find yet another box. It held a space for a key that was almost impossible to understand. The word ‘Buttercup’ engraved in swirls decorated the end of it. It was the one key that had confused me right from the start, but I had hoped that the box it came in would shed some light on it. Unfortunately, looking at the box, I could see that this was not to be the case. It was just a plain box with no markings of any kind on it at all.

“Buttercup, anyone?” I asked, but judging by the confused look on all of their faces, they were no wiser than I.

“Could it be out in the meadow somewhere? It’s the only place where I can think that buttercups would grow,” Dominic said as he shrugged his shoulders. 

I’d not ventured out into the fields owned by Harland Estates before. The grassland seemed to be endless, stretching almost as far as the eye could see to the east of the house. 

Outside, the enormity of a search of them became apparent.

“It goes on forever!” remarked Elliot, and it certainly looked like it did. At some point over the hills in the distance, there would be a fence marking the boundary of the estate, but that was impossible to see from where we were standing by the front door of the house.

“It’s just a field. Where could a key be hidden in a field? It’s nothing but grass and wildflowers.” Nate said, his eyes gazing into the distance.

“Some of those wildflowers are buttercups, though,” I replied. Even though I could see how impossible our task was going to be, I didn’t want Nate to get disillusioned again. “Besides, a nice walk in the fresh air will be good for us.”

Nate slipped his hand into mine and grinned. 

“Yeah, you’re right. Come on.” He set off, pulling me with him and whistling a tune. I had a sneaking suspicion, it was holding my hand that was making him feel so happy, rather than the thought we might stumble upon a diamond in the field. After two hours of walking around, I had to admit that even my enthusiasm had waned. We had covered so little of the grounds and yet had found nothing that would house a key box. Not unless it had been buried somewhere, and if that were the case, we had no chance of finding it. Even if we had access to the metal detector that Ezra had left for us in The Labyrinth, all the other boxes had been made out of wood. Besides, Annabelle wouldn’t have had access to such technology. Metal detectors hadn’t yet been invented, and this whole treasure hunt had been laid out for her.

The sky was beginning to darken; and so eventually, I had to call it a night. I think the boys were relieved that someone else had been the first to call the search quits.

Back at the house, we made a dinner of lasagna and vegetables. Everyone was quiet, deep in their own thoughts. Personally, I was feeling down about the whole thing. Laura and Tom would be back in twenty-four hours and we were only halfway through the hunt. None of us had the first clue where to find the next key box, and there were still three missing keys that hadn’t been brought back to us from The Labyrinth. The chances of us finding the diamond were slim and getting slimmer by the minute. It was too dark to continue searching the fields, and if we hadn’t found anything in the light, we surely weren’t going to find anything in the dark.

After I’d taken the last mouthful of lasagna, I had an idea. I pulled my backpack up and emptied it onto the table. The keys fell out with a metallic clatter. I quickly sorted through them and moved the ones we’d already used to one side. Including the Buttercup key there were nine of them. We didn’t have the first key that would have led to the falconry room, as that had never been found. If we did have it, that would bring the total to ten. 

“We are halfway through this hunt. Here are the keys we have already figured out plus there is the first key that Annabelle talked about in her diary, but we’ve never found. We have six keys left, and we know that three are missing.”

“Shouldn’t the buttercup key be on the side that we haven’t figured out yet?” pointed out Dominic. 

 “It probably should, but then I’d have to admit we are not even halfway through yet,” I replied with a grin. “I don’t know if we’ll ever find the key in the field, but we still have these keys,” I said, pointing to the remaining seven. “These are clues in themselves. If we can figure out which room we need to be in just by looking at the key, then we can bypass some of the clues.”

“That’s cheating!” said Elliott, and I had to laugh.

“Yes, it is cheating, Squidge, but with twenty-four hours left to go, I’m willing to break the rules.”

 I lined up the keys neatly in a row in front of me. Dominic took all our dirty plates from the table and came around to look at the keys.

The first looked like a bush of some kind with fruit growing on it. They were round like oranges. The next had flames. One had some kind of bowl with something splashing out of it, one had something that looked like bamboo, the fifth had a knife and fork, and the last, nothing but an arrow pointing down.

“The knife and fork could be the banquet room,” I said hopefully.

“Or the kitchen,” replied Nate.

“This one could be either of those places, too,” said Dominic picking up the bowl key. “It looks like it might be soup or something.”

“What about the arrow key?” I said. “If we hold it up as if we are going to turn it in a lock, the arrow points in whichever direction we hold it, but if we hold it up by the shaft, the arrow points down.”

“I would imagine that’s the way to hold it,” remarked Dominic. “The arrow is pointing towards the shaft and the end of the key. Perhaps the key after this is hidden in the cellar?”

“I’m not going back down there if it is!” I said and a trickle of fear ran through me. I’d only been down there once and that was when we escaped from The Labyrinth for the second time. A small manmade river had brought us back here, and we had sneaked through the cellar to escape.

“I’ll go check it out. I’ve been down there a few times.” Dominic picked up one of the flashlights that had fallen out of my backpack and disappeared through the door that I knew led to the cellar. 

By the time the rest of us had washed up and put the crockery away, Dominic was back.

“There is nothing down there. At least, if there is, I can’t find it. We need the clue on the box to figure that one out.” 

The rest of the night was spent searching both the kitchen and the banquet room to no avail. By the time we all went to bed, I had to admit that we did need the clues on the boxes to find the next key after all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter twenty four

 

The next morning, Nate wasn’t there when I woke up and even the smell of bacon cooking wasn’t enough to make him appear. I followed the smell to the kitchen where I found Dominic and Elliott eating a cooked breakfast.

“I’ve saved some for you,” Dominic pointed to two loaded up plates, one for me and, presumably, one for Nate.

“Have either of you seen Nate this morning?” I asked as I joined them at the table. 

Both boys shook their heads. I was just about to start to worry when I heard footsteps on the stairs and turned to find Nate with a book in his hand and a huge grin on his face. 

“What’s up with you this morning? I was beginning to worry.”

“Buttercup! It’s not in the field at all, and we are all stupid.”

“Elaborate,” I said, dismissing the insult.

“I knew I’d heard the word buttercup before, but it wasn’t until the middle of the night that I remembered where. It was in one of the books in the library I’d read the other day. It was in an inventory of the house that was written when George and Annabelle moved in. Buttercup was the name of one of the horses. If we’d been more observant, we’d have noticed the engraved plaque next to the painting where we found the last clue. The painting was called Annabelle and Buttercup. The clue wasn’t on the box, but on the painting. I didn’t want to wake any of you, so I went and checked out the stables. Look what I found hidden.” He pulled a small box out from behind his back.

I jumped up and kissed him on the cheek.

“You did it!”

“I did. It was pretty easy to find. The letter X was carved into the wood of one of the stalls. That’s where I found it.”

The key with the orange tree fit it perfectly, which was both a good and a bad thing. Good, because we were one step closer to finding the diamond, and bad because none of us knew where to start looking. On the inside of the box were two parallel lines. Not the best clue I’d ever seen.

“It’s too cold to grow oranges here. Further south maybe, but I doubt they’d survive up here.”

“Would they even have had oranges here in that day and age?” asked Nate. “I would imagine that oranges would have only been available only to the richest of people if at all. I guess we can go and look it up on the internet, see when oranges first became available this far north.”

“We don’t need to,” Dominic replied. “We know that Antonio knew what an orange looked like or else he wouldn’t have been able to mold this key into the shape of one. It’s more than likely that he knew oranges from growing up in Portugal. It’s pretty hot there, so I would imagine he had an endless supply of them when he grew up. I think you are right about not being able to grow oranges this far north, but what if there is someplace that is kept hot in the house or gardens?

“The gardens would be way too cold most of the year. I guess maybe you could grow oranges if there was a greenhouse, but there isn’t one,” said Nate, picking up a fork and slicing into a piece of bacon. 

“There may have been a greenhouse that’s subsequently been pulled down or fallen down. I doubt a greenhouse would last for two hundred and fifty years.”

“Ok,” replied Nate, chewing while talking. “So let’s forget the greenhouse idea. It could be that there is a room somewhere that is painted orange, or has orange trees painted on the walls. Did any of you see a room like that yesterday?”

Dominic and I shook our heads in response. 

“Did you check out every room in the house, or is there somewhere that we have missed?”

I thought back to every part of the house, the front, the back, and both sides. There was just one part of the house we hadn’t checked out yet.

“The rooms further down from the library. We still haven’t managed to open the doors along that corridor yet and the whole floor above it,” I said, finishing my breakfast.

“That’s right. We managed to see everything along the corridors above, but we never ventured that far down.” Dominic stood to leave but then noticed that Nate was still eating, so he sat back down to wait. I could see the frustration in his eyes. I felt the same. I just wanted to be off, searching the house, having an adventure, and Nate was eating so slowly. I filled the time until Nate finished by washing the rest of the plates and finally got Nate’s from him, which I washed quickly.

 It was easier to go up a floor and check the corridor there rather than start on the ground floor, as the door had already been opened, thanks to Dominic and his crowbar. Unfortunately, the whole corridor had nothing but bedrooms. They were as ornate and beautiful as the bedrooms in the east wing, but none of them were painted orange nor had any reference to oranges or orange trees. The servants’ stairs at the end of the corridor took us down to the ground floor. I was surprised to see only three doors that we could choose to go through. One of them was the door that would take us to the corridor to the library, so there was not much point in going through that one. The other looked like it led to a room, which would be next to the library, and the final one was at the end of the corridor. If my calculations were correct, it would bring us out in the back tower, a few floors down from the falconry room. The fact that we had started our adventure there made me think that we had come to the right place. I pulled out the orange tree key in anticipation, but when I tried it in the lock, it didn’t fit. I pushed the handle down and the door opened. It hadn’t been locked in the first place. 

I was to be very disappointed in the room we found. It was empty apart from a staircase that wound round the room to the circular floor above. On climbing the stairs, I found that room also empty. Whatever these rooms had been built for, they had not fulfilled their purpose before the whole house was locked up. They hadn’t even been used for storage by the look of it, as there was nothing in either room. There was certainly nowhere to hide a key. Even if there had been, there was nothing to suggest that either room had ever seen an orange, let alone grown one. Both rooms were dark with tiny windows, so there wouldn’t be enough sunlight for orange trees. I felt completely deflated. I’d been so sure we’d find something. With all the amazing rooms in this house, the two circular rooms were a letdown for sure.

Nate must have been able to see it in my face because he put his arm over my shoulder and gave me a quick squeeze. 

“There’s still the other door to try. You never know, it might have a huge treasure map on it with a giant X saying, ‘Here’s the treasure!’ The last clue was marked with an X.”

I punched him playfully on the shoulder. I knew he was making fun of me, but I couldn’t help but grin at his goofiness.

I opened the door along the corridor, the last room in the whole house that we hadn’t checked. When I walked in, I was to be disappointed again. It was another empty room. The drapes were pulled across the windows, so it was dark, but enough light escaped the corridor behind us for me to see that the room held nothing at all. It was a large room, though, and unlike the others in the house, had no rugs or carpet, but instead, a white mosaic tiled floor. The walls were also white, which made the room look washed out and drab.

“Open the curtains, Elliott. Maybe the floor in here is a clue.” I doubted it. Even in the dark, I could see it was just a random pattern of swirls and concentric circles, but I wanted to be sure before I wrote the room off completely.

There looked to be five sets of double curtains, which seemed to make up nearly the full wall opposite the door where we were all standing. Elliott ran to the second set of curtains and pulled one back. Within seconds, the whole room was a riot of color. I could barely believe it. The room had come alive.

 

 


Chapter twenty five

 

 “Nate, Dominic, quick, help Elliott with the other curtains!”

 I ran to the last pair and drew them back quickly. The room flooded with the light of the morning sun and with it, the most amazing picture I’d ever seen. The whole outside wall was not a wall at all but a series of stained glass windows. It explained why the walls and floor were white. They were painted with light. The sun shone directly in through the windows.

The whole effect took my breath away.

“There is something wrong with this room. Why is it so bright?” Nate asked, eyes wide with wonder.

“The sun is shining through the windows and projecting the images from the stained glass onto the walls and floor. Isn’t it stunning?”

“The sun rises in the east. This is the west wing of the house. The sun shouldn’t shine in here until the afternoon. It’s too bright for...” He looked at his watch. “Nine twenty-five am.”

In all my awe of the room, I’d not registered it, but he was right. The sun did look like it was shining directly through the windows. As the stained glass was colored it was not easy to just look outside, but I found a small square of transparent glass and peered through it to the outside. This was the one side of the house I’d not seen from the outside. I knew that there was a copse of trees to the left but I’d not seen what was directly at the side. When I saw what was there, I could barely believe it. Huge mirrors, positioned at just the right angle to catch the morning sun and shine it directly into this room. There were hundreds of them, and they all seemed to be attached to a massive wooden board.

“Guys,” I said, not tearing my eyes away from the small square of glass. Come and see this.” Nate and Dominic found their own bit of transparent glass to look through, but Elliott wanted to look through mine. With a great deal of reluctance, I pulled away to let him look.

“Oh wow!” exclaimed Nate. Those mirrors are positioned perfectly. I’m willing to bet that they move, depending on the position of the sun. I don’t know how Antonio did it, but he was a genius. After midday, the sun will be over the house, and the mirrors won’t be needed. He managed to find a way to keep this room hot throughout the day, no matter what time it was. It wouldn’t work so well in winter or on a cloudy day, but on a day like today, it is an amazing way to keep this room warm.”

“Oh, of course! What a dummy!” Dominic clicked his fingers and we all looked over to him.

“Watch who you are calling a dummy,” I grinned at him. I had a feeling he’d thought of something important.

“We have rooms like this in England. Ok, well, not quite like this, but rooms that have a wall at the bottom and glass all the way round from halfway up. You’ll never guess what we call them?”

“Erm? Hothouse?” I guessed.

“No, an orangery. Orangeries are hot rooms, so called because they supposedly get hot enough to grow...”

“Oranges!” we all chorused.

“Bingo!” he replied. 

“So where is the next clue?” I asked, looking around at the beautiful walls. “The last box had two lines carved into the lid, but I don’t see anything in here that has two lines like that.”

I looked at the picture on the wall created by the light streaming through the stained glass windows. Years of dirt on the windows had left them grimy, but the mirrors outside did an amazing job of letting in lots of light. I could only imagine how dazzling it would be if the windows were cleaned. There were five distinct images that came together to form one large image that filled the whole room. The middle image was the largest. A man and a woman were depicted in glass. I recognized them immediately. It was George and Annabelle. It was nothing like the staid portraits that hung elsewhere in the house. This one looked more like the cover of a modern day romance novel, with George standing heroically, legs apart, one hand on his hip and the other around Annabelle who was clinging on to him in an almost simpering fashion. While George looked off into the distance, Annabelle gazed up at her husband adoringly. I could imagine that this room would cause quite a stir in the age it was built. I guessed it had not been open long enough for anyone to see it. Each of the other windows had the portrait of a boy, four of them, the last being a baby. It was George and Annabelle’s four sons. Even if I didn’t know the history of the house, their names were written on panels above each of them. The background consisted of the, now familiar, view of the house and rolling hills and bright flowers. The whole thing was mesmerizing.

“I don’t see any oranges,” said Elliott, and he was right, there weren’t. There were plenty of flowers and trees, and I could even see some apples, but there were no oranges on the wall at all.

“There doesn’t need to be. I told you, this room is called an orangery.” Dominic ruffled Elliott’s hair, which Elliott shook off.

“So, say you are right and this is the orangery. Where is the next clue?” I repeated. No one had given me an answer yet.

“Two lines, huh?” Nate said, thoughtfully. He brought his fingers up to his chin and rubbed them there, apparently deep in thought. “Could it have been the number eleven?”

I thought back to the lines carved on the inside of the box. “It could have been, but I don’t see the number eleven here anywhere either.”

“What is George wearing around his neck?” asked Dominic, changing the subject. 

I looked to the figure of George once more and saw that he had a pendant around his neck, almost like one of those medallions men wore in the seventies. 

Just like the last clue, it had a cross. It wasn’t a crucifix though. Just an equal armed cross in the middle of the circular medallion.

 

“X marks the spot! Again!” remarked Nate.

Moving closer to the window, I traced the cross in the glass with my finger. I couldn’t see how anything could be hidden. It was glass. I stepped back to let the light shine through. Maybe I had to follow the light and see where the X was projected onto the wall. Crossing the floor to where the X was, I could see nothing, just a blank expanse of wall with the projection of the family over it. 

“Eleven o’clock!” Maybe we have to wait until eleven o’clock?” Dominic said, looking down at his watch.

“I don’t think that can be the case,” replied Nate, “It would depend on the time of year as well as the time of day as to where the glass projects its picture on the wall.”

“Actually, it wouldn’t. In the afternoons, yeah, you are right, but in the mornings, the light is coming from one place, the mirrors. You said yourself that they must move according to the time of day, but I bet that wherever the sun is in the sky, no matter what time of year, the mirrors all concentrate on one spot. Right here in this room.”

I had no clue what they were talking about, and I wouldn’t have liked to guess which was wrong or right, but I could see by my watch that eleven o’clock was more than an hour away.

“We can’t hang around for an hour. We have to keep moving.” I said, frustrated that we were once again having to wait.

“Keep moving where?” asked Dominic. “This is where the next clue is; I know it.”   

The next hour went by excruciatingly slowly. Every minute seemed to take an hour. I spent the time imagining what this room could be if Tom were to turn it into a hotel. It would make a great ballroom or conference suite. It was certainly large enough. I could just imagine people dressed up and dancing on the tiled floor. I sat and ran my fingers over the tiles. They were not flat like I had thought, but slightly rounded like thousands of white pebbles on a beach. I wouldn’t like to wear high heels on such a floor.

“It’s eleven o’clock!” Dominic said, lifting me from my daydream. 

“Finally!” replied Elliott in a mock exasperated tone that almost made me laugh.

We all ran to the spot on the wall where the X medallion was projected. There was nothing there. No keyhole, no secret button. The whole wall was flat. A small mirror hung at a slight angle, but looking behind it, I could see that there was nothing there.

“So much for that idea!” said Dominic, but as he spoke, the light hit the mirror on the wall and bounced the beam to the tiled floor. Looking down, the effect was amazing. A small beam of light with an X projected perfectly right in the center of one of the tiled swirls. I got to my hands and knees and saw a small hole right where the center of the X was. If it wasn’t for the beam of light shining directly on it, I probably wouldn’t have noticed it, but I could see by the shape of it that it was a keyhole. I quickly pulled out the key and turned it in the lock. A mechanism began to whirr and a small square opened up in the floor to reveal a hollow.

I quickly pulled out the box and opened it. Not for the first time, I was surprised when one of our remaining keys fit. What were the odds that we hadn’t gotten to the missing keys yet? This one was the one that looked like a bowl with water splashing out, or soup, it was hard to tell. 

“Is there a clue in the box?” asked Nate, peering over my shoulder.

There was something engraved in the lid, but it was in a foreign language, more than likely Portuguese. 

“Nate, do you have your phone on you?” I asked, but he was already ahead of me. I watched as he typed the foreign words into the translator app. 

“The mermaid’s tail,” he read out loud.

“The mermaid’s tail? What does that mean?”

“I know!”

We all looked at Elliott

“What do you mean, Squidge? You understand the clue?”

“I’ve seen a mermaid here. It was in one of the bathrooms in those huge rooms on the other side of the house.”

“A bathroom? There wouldn’t have been indoor plumbing in the eighteenth century would there?” The main part of the house had plumbing, heating, and electric, but I’d seen nothing to suggest any of these things lay behind the locked doors. They were much more modern additions to the main part of the home. “Are you sure it wasn’t just a dressing room?”

“It had a bath in it, and there was a mermaid on the wall.”

“A house like this might have had a bath,” said Dominic. “Even without indoor plumbing, the servants would have brought hot water up from the kitchen. Anyway, why are we discussing this? Let’s go check it out.”

I’d looked in a lot of the huge suites of rooms in the east wing, but I’d not checked out every single room. It was entirely plausible that I’d missed seeing a bathroom. Elliott, with his childish enthusiasm had been running in and out of everywhere. It turned out he was right. There was a bathroom attached to one of the beautiful rooms. The key was not a bowl of soup after all but a bath with water splashing out. A mosaic mermaid decorated the wall. There was a recess just by the mermaid’s tail just as the clue had said. Unlike the other boxes, this one was very easy to find, and the key was for the box rather than the room or place where the box was hidden. The key that fit the slot inside the box was the fire key. Flames rose up out of the end. There was no ambiguity about it. The clue was definitely fire; however, this time there was nothing engraved on the box to help us to know where we needed to go next. This time we had only the key to go on. 

“I don’t suppose that you saw a bathroom with a fire mosaic did you, Squidge?” I asked although I could have already guessed the answer.

“Nope!” replied Elliott, who raced out of the room ahead of us. 

I looked down at my watch. It was eleven thirty. The last clue had only taken us thirty minutes to find, thanks to Elliott. I wanted to feel hopeful that we might actually do this, but I had a feeling that the next clue was going to be much harder to find.

“It’s a shame that we didn’t do what you said earlier and try to skip a few keys. This one has no clue on the box, so we are going to have to figure it out with only the key.” Dominic had a point.

“We didn’t know that though, did we? I’m glad we’ve followed the clues so far; it feels like we’ve accomplished something. This hunt was set out for our great-great-great-grandmother, or whatever she was to us. It’s about time that someone finally completed the quest.”

“You forget that Ezra has already done this.” Nate pointed out. “You know, he might have already taken the treasure that George left for Annabelle, and this is just a wild goose chase.”

“Yeah, but he put the diamond there, didn’t he? You heard him on that video. The diamond is in The Labyrinth. You said yourself that he meant this house.”

“Hmm”

“What does hmm mean?”

“Since when did Ezra tell the truth? I just don’t want you to be disappointed if we find nothing but an empty room.”

“We won’t!” I countered. I knew that Ezra was completely insane and that his word was not to be trusted, but I had a feeling that we were going to find the diamond. I needed to get to the end of this search. Even if we didn’t find what we were looking for, I still needed to fulfill the quest, if not for us, then for Annabelle, who had not gotten further than finding the location of the second key. 

 “Guys!” cautioned Dominic who could see me getting angry. Usually, it was Nate who managed to calm me down when I blew up, but this time it was Nate who was the one making me angry. “The key?” 

I pulled my attention back to the matter at hand. 

“Fire? Are there any rooms that have fire depicted anywhere? Did any of the paintings in the gallery have fire on them?”

“I’ve not seen any,” replied Nate, and Dominic shrugged his shoulders.

“Squidge!” I shouted and Elliott reappeared from the east wing corridor. “You are good at spotting things. Have you seen fire anywhere?”

“No.”

“Ok. Let’s think about this. We can eliminate any historical fires that might have happened as this trail was laid out when the house was brand new. None of us have seen any pictures depicting fire in any form. The only thing I can think of is the fireplaces and there are loads of them.”

I tried counting them all in my head. Most of the bedrooms had a fireplace, which accounted for all the chimneys we’d seen on the roof. 

“The biggest fireplace in the whole house is in the parlor,” said Dominic. “It’s also the only one I’ve known to get any use.”

“Let’s start there then,” Nate said. I was glad to see he was still interested in helping with the search even though he didn’t believe in it. 
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Chapter twenty six

 

Standing in front of the huge fireplace took me back to the very start of the treasure hunt. It was here that I’d first seen the huge portrait of George with the falcon and put two and two together to come up with the first hiding place. Below the portrait was a large stone fireplace with a grate. We’d not used it since moving in, but some burnt embers showed that it had been used at some point in the recent past.

“Ezra used to like sitting in front of the fire. Before he was really ill and confined himself to his room, he spent most of his time here just watching the flames.”

It didn’t surprise me. The Labyrinth had plenty of fireplaces, all of which, I imagined were based on this very one.

Nate bent down and put his head up the chimney.

“Pass me a flashlight!” His voice echoed in the small space. I fished one out of the backpack and handed it to him. 

“There’s a bit of stone that juts out up there, and another just above it. I think it’s a handhold for climbing. Dominic. Give me a leg up would you.”

Dominic cupped his hands allowing Nate to be pushed up the chimney. After a couple of seconds, his voice echoed down eerily like a ghost.

“There is another secret passage up here. You might want to come up.”

As the first foothold was quite high, we would all need someone to help us get up to it. Unfortunately, that would mean one person would have to be left behind. 

“I’ll get a ladder,” said Dominic, providing a solution to the problem. 

The climb up the ladder was pretty easy to the foothold, but from then on, the going was much harder. I have no idea how George or Antonio had expected Annabelle to climb up there. A huge eighteenth century dress would have been hard enough to walk about in, let alone climb up a chimney. Perhaps George would have volunteered to go up for her. We climbed a lot further than I thought we might and with the only light source the flashlight held by Nate, it was both difficult and pretty scary for me. I was glad when I finally reached Nate with Dominic and Elliott right behind me. Nate pushed the stone wall, which slid aside revealing a secret passageway. 

This house was a warren of passages and secrets. I tried to figure where in the house we were. We had climbed a long way up the chimney, so I believed we were near one of the rooms on the third floor. That would put us close to Ezra’s suite of rooms. The corridor went straight forward before taking a sharp left after about ten feet. Wherever we were in the house, I was pretty sure it was the west wing. At some point soon, the passage had to end because Ezra’s bedroom was in this direction. 

Nate suddenly stopped in front of me. I banged into him; and Elliott, who’d been walking behind me, walloped into me. 

“Sorry,” said Nate, “There is a door of some kind here. It’s made out of wood.”

He fumbled about for a minute or so until he located the switch that opened it. It didn’t open inward or outward, but slipped to the side. Behind the door, were coat hangers full of clothes.

“I think we’ve come out in a closet!” exclaimed Nate; and when he pushed the clothes to one side and opened the next set of double doors, I could see he was right. We all climbed out.

“This is Ezra’s bedroom!” said Dominic looking around. “I brought him his meals up here sometimes.”

The room looked like Ezra had just left. The bed was unmade and drawers and cupboards were opened. 

“Was he always this messy?” I asked and then shuddered as I realized that this was the room where he died.

“He wasn’t messy at all. He liked order and cleanliness at all times. I think this mess was caused by the police when they searched his suite of rooms for any connection to The Labyrinth.”

I looked at the floor. Ezra’s clothes lay scattered all over it. They’d certainly made a mess. Not that I cared too much. All these clothes would have to be thrown out or given away anyway. 

“Well, we didn’t find the next box anywhere along that corridor, so it must be here.” I said, not relishing the prospect of searching through Ezra’s things.

An hour later, the room was spotless, but we hadn’t found the box. I’d packed all of Ezra’s clothes in a couple of suitcases I’d found and deposited them outside in the corridor. All the rest of Ezra’s things were dumped in boxes ready to be taken out in the trash. The few bits and pieces we did find that might be worth something were put aside, and it wasn’t a completely fruitless search, as we found three thousand dollars rolled up and hidden in a shoe.

“It’s not here!” I said, stating the obvious.

“The police must have found it and thought it was important to the investigation,” replied Dominic, sitting on the newly made bed.

I pulled my phone out, dialed the police station number and asked to be put through to Lt. Burnley or Sgt. O’Rourke. It was Sgt. O’Rourke that answered once I was patched through.

“Oh, it’s you!” was her less than welcoming response when I told her who it was. “You’ve not been playing hide and seek again, have you?”

“No, nothing like that. I was just wondering if the police found a box belonging to Ezra when they searched our house. It would probably be made out of wood, about ten inches long, three wide and three deep.”

“I don’t know, let me check.” She moved away from the phone, but I could hear some muffled mumbling. From the tone of the mumbles, I think she was complaining about me bothering her. 

“Yes, we found a box like that. Do you need it back because I think we are about done with it. There is a load of other stuff that needs to be brought back to you. I could get one of my colleagues to drop it all off tonight if you like.” I could tell she was trying to sound professional and keep her irritation with me out of her voice.

“No, you don’t need to do that, I was just wondering if you could open the box for me.”

“Open the box?”

“Please, if it’s not too much trouble.”

I heard her sigh and then move away from the receiver. It took her so long to come back that I was beginning to wonder if she had cut me off. Obviously, the box was not close at hand. Eventually, she came back on the line.

“I’ve got the box; inside there is a kind of groove. It looks like it might hold one of those keys of yours. It’s that kind of shape.”

“What does the end look like? Not the actual key part but the other end?”

“It’s kind of circular with bits pointing out. Kind of like a cross with a circle in the middle.”

I immediately knew which one it was. I pulled it out of my bag. It was the one with a knife and fork on it, crossed on a flat circular shape, which I assumed to be a plate.

“Thank you. Is there anything written on the inside lid of the box?” I asked, feeling excited. We were so close to the end of the treasure hunt.

“No,” I felt the wind deflate my sails until she added, “Oh, hang on. There are two numbers, seventeen and twenty-three. That’s all.”

“Ok, great, thanks. Tom and Laura are coming home tonight so I could ask Tom to swing by the police station tomorrow to collect Ezra’s belongings.”

“Thank you, it would save us a lot of time if he would do that.”

I said goodbye and hung up the phone. Holding the knife and fork key aloft, I showed the boys.

“This is the next key. Kitchen or banquet room, which do we think?”

“The knife and fork suggests more of a place where you’d eat food rather than prepare it,” answered Dominic.

“Banquet room, it is!”

We’d used the room many times to eat although it was really too big for the five of us, well, six if you included Elizabeth. I much preferred eating at the kitchen table, it was much cozier, but Laura felt it was a waste to have such a huge dining room and not use it. So most nights, we had our evening meal there. 

The room itself was quite austere compared to the flamboyant style of the rest of the house. It felt much more in keeping with a house of this time period with dark wooden paneling on all the walls. Perhaps George had told Antonio he wanted one room that wasn’t so brightly colored.     

“Sgt. O’Rourke said there were two numbers engraved into the lid, seventeen and twenty-three. What do you think that could mean?” I asked. 

“It’s a pretty big room and there are a lot of panels. Maybe we have to count twenty-three along and seventeen down,” replied Nate.

“Or seventeen across and twenty-three down,” I said “but where would we begin counting? The door? One of the corners?”

“I think it would be quicker to each pick a wall, and starting from the right of each wall, tap every panel until one sounds hollow,” said Dominic. “There are four of us and doing it that way will probably be quicker than trying to figure out where we are supposed to start from.”

He made a lot of sense, so we divided up the task into a wall each. I got the hardest job, as my wall was the long side with the door in it. Nate took the opposite wall with all the windows, and Dominic and Elliott took the shorter walls on either end. As it was, Dominic was right. We had only been tapping for three or four minutes before Nate shouted us all over. Right in the center of the wall, between two windows, one of the square panels sounded slightly louder and a little echoing, indicating it was hollow. He pressed down on it, and it shot to the side so quickly that if I’d blinked while watching it, I’d have thought it had disappeared. Another of the boxes was hidden inside. Nate opened it up. Again, it matched one of the keys we had, the one with the bamboo on it. It was then that I realized that after this, we only had one key left. The probability of the missing keys all being in the last three was so low that I hadn’t for a second thought it would happen. I thought the missing keys would be interspersed randomly among the ones we’d found. I’d been expecting to have to figure out the clues just from the keys we had even if we had to do without the missing ones. I could only hope that the last key, the one with a teapot on it, was indeed the very last key because if it wasn’t, we’d never find the treasure. 

In the inside lid of the box was the word, “China” which fit with the bamboo key, but didn’t help us in any way figure out where we were supposed to go. After a full thirty minutes of scratching our heads and not coming up with anything, we retreated to the kitchen for coffee and a snack. 

“We’ve been in every room in the house. Ok, we might have missed the odd cupboard or dressing room, but aside from that, we’ve been very thorough with our searching,” I said, standing at the end of the kitchen table. With all eyes on me, I felt like I was holding a conference. “Can anyone remember anything about China in any of the rooms? Is it painted anywhere? Are there any references to it anywhere?”

“The only place I can think of is the library,” replied Dominic. “I’ve not seen a specific book on China, but there is a pretty big travel section. Ezra was a big fan of travel as you know, and he enjoyed reading about other countries almost as much as visiting them. It’s possible that there is an old book on China in there.”

I sipped my coffee and looked at my watch. It was four o’clock in the afternoon. Tom and Laura would be home in a few hours. Even though they would not stop us from searching for the treasure, I knew Tom would want Dominic and I to give him a definitive answer about selling the house. Without the diamond, we would have no choice but to agree to it. From then, it was only a matter of time before he had realtors looking around. 

Back in the library, I went straight for the travel section. Dominic and Nate came with me, and between us, we picked up quite a few books on China and any other book that might have mentioned China. Dominic also picked up a few ancient atlases. 

The table was still strewn with books that we had gotten out from the last time we were here, most of which were from the family history section and the art books featuring Antonio Serras-Antunes.

“Squidge!” I shouted. Elliott had raced off up the winding staircase to the top part of the library. “Can you clear some space on the table for us, our hands are full.” Elliott raced down the stairs and pushed the books to one side. I made a mental note to put all the books back in the correct places once we had finished this quest. We’d left it in quite a mess. The three of us dumped our books on the table and proceeded to go through them one by one, discarding the ones that were too modern to be the right one. I was hoping that one of the books would be hollowed out and have the box inside. Elliott sat and looked at our ever-growing, discarded pile as we flicked through each book for clues. Half an hour later, we had a huge pile of books that had been printed much later than the eighteenth century, a couple of old atlases which were extremely old but held no clue to the key and a travel journal, which was interesting to read but seemed to be written by someone who was connected to neither the house nor Antonio. I didn’t know why, but as it was the only book remotely likely to hold any sort of a clue, I began to read through it.       

Fifty-three pages later, I’d not gotten any further in finding the next clue, but I had read an interesting story of travelling through China in the eighteenth century.

It was a shout from Elliot that tore me away.

“Look at this, Kim. This looks Chinese.”

He brought an old leather-bound book over to show me. Even though it looked old, I could see it was much more modern than the time period we were looking for. As he got closer, I could see it was an old photo album. He plunked it down in front of me and opened it to a page about halfway through. The black and white photo showed a little boy aged about three or four, standing in a room with a huge fireplace. The room was unmistakably the parlor. I recognized the fireplace we had climbed up a couple of hours ago. The painting of George and his falcon gave it away even if the fireplace hadn’t. 

The little boy was more than likely Ezra, but it wasn’t him that held my attention. It was the decoration of the parlor. I could see quite a bit of the parlor walls behind little Ezra, and they were unmistakably Chinese themed. With the photo being in black and white, I couldn’t be sure, but I was willing to bet that the wallpaper was red. Chinese fans had been painstakingly painted onto the walls. 

The caption below read ‘E in the China Room.’

I grabbed Elliott and planted a big wet kiss on his cheek, much to his horror. 

“Guys, the key is in the parlor. Ezra must have redecorated, but it was once known as The China Room.” I turned back to Elliott “Where did you find this, Squidge?”

“It was on this pile of books with some papers.”

“Come on, let’s go find a diamond” I grinned.

Nate picked up the photo album and the papers and followed me out, along with Dominic and Elliott.

Once in the parlor, we began our search. There were a lot of antiques and knick-knacks to check, although a lot of them were either too modern or discounted because they weren’t Chinese in origin. In fact, there was very little that was Chinese left in the whole room. Dominic pulled all the paintings away from the wall to check behind them, Nate tapped on the walls looking for hidden recesses, and Elliott and I checked everywhere else. In the end, it was a creaky floorboard that gave the hiding place away. The room had varnished dark wood floorboards with a large red patterned rug filling most of the floor.

Pulling back the rug, I located the squeaky floorboard and from there, it was just a matter of using the crowbar to pry it up. The key we had opened the box that would hold the next key.   

The last key we held fit the recess in the box exactly. It was the one that had confused me the most, the one with an arrow that pointed towards the shaft of the key.

“I still think it means go down,” said Nate.

“But I already checked the cellar. I don’t think it’s down there,” replied Dominic.

“How strange is it that the last three keys are the ones that weren’t found in The Labyrinth?” I said, “It could have been any of them, and it’s the last three. It does make this so much harder. If we find the next clue, we won’t have a key to help us get to the next one. Maybe I should call Sgt. O’Rourke again and see if any of them turned up.” Even as I said it aloud, I knew I didn’t relish the idea of speaking to her again. She really didn’t want to speak to me the last time I called her. I doubted she’d have a change of heart now.

“Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it,” said Nate. “We still have this key. What does the clue on the box say?”

“P3.”

“P3? Is that the whole clue?”

I looked over the whole box in my hand, but P3 was the only thing it said. 

“Any ideas?”

Judging by the blank faces around me, ideas were slim to non-existent

“Parlor, umm, peacock room…” Dominic trailed off.

“We’ve already found key boxes in those rooms. I don’t think that there are any more in there,” I said.

“Me, neither, but they are the only rooms I can think of beginning with P and there are only two of them,” he replied. 

“Only one really, you’re forgetting that the parlor used to be known as the China Room.”

An hour later, after much discussion, we were no nearer to figuring out where the next key box was, but we were closer to dinnertime. It was with much frustration, on my part, that we had come so far and gotten stuck at the final hurdle. 

Dinner was a very somber affair, with the realization that, if we didn’t come up with something soon, our chance would be over. 

Just as we were washing the dishes, the front door of the house opened and our treasure quest ended. Tom and Laura were back.

 

 


Chapter twenty seven

 

“Hi Guys!” Laura ran over to us and hugged us all, one by one. “How did you do? Did you find any treasure?” The look of excitement on her face almost made me laugh. It would have if I hadn’t felt so miserable.

“I’m just amazed they survived a few days without managing to get lost or stuck in a secret passage or something,” Tom quipped, good-naturedly. 

“There are secret passages, and we did get stuck!” said Elliott with a boundless enthusiasm.

“We didn’t find any treasure, though,” I said, picking up Elizabeth from her car seat. “We are stuck on a clue. P3. Does that mean anything to either of you?”

If I’d hoped either Laura or Tom would suddenly have a brainstorm, I was to be disappointed. Both shook their heads. Laura filled the kettle and started to make us all a cup of coffee.

“I need to speak to you all, especially Dominic and Kim, but Nate and Elliott, you should hear it, too.” Tom began. He sat down at the table and we all followed suit. I already knew what was coming. This was going to be about selling the house.

“I know that this house belongs to the pair of you. The last thing I want to do is sell it, but we have to be realistic. It came with a lot of antiques, but it didn’t come with enough readily available cash to keep it up. Ezra giving this to you in his will was not the blessing it first seemed, but yet another despicable act by the lunatic he was. He must have known that we wouldn’t be able to afford to keep it up. We’ve barely been here five minutes and already the bills have swallowed a large portion of the money he did leave behind. It would be different if the house was in a fit state to open as a hotel, but it’s not. Most of the house is inaccessible.”

“We managed to open all the doors. The whole house is open now,” I butted in.

“It is?” Laura’s eyes gleamed when she heard this, but one look at Tom’s face, and she lost the excitement in her expression. She handed the coffees out and took the spare seat next to Tom.

“If they haven’t been opened since the late eighteenth century, they won’t be plumbed for water, there will be no electricity going to them. We can’t afford the bills as they are. There is no chance that we could afford to install modern conveniences. There is a little money left. It’s enough for us to have a nice normal life if we move back to the farmhouse. If we sell this house, we could live a very nice life, a comfortable life. We could go on vacations to Europe; all of you could buy a nice car each. None of us would have to worry about money ever again. Dominic, you could go home to your family or you could bring them over here, whichever you like. You’d have enough money to buy a nice house for them.”

“Our mother is buried here. We found her grave.” Dominic looked at Tom, who in turn, looked startled by the revelation.

“Oh, Kim!” Laura stood up and hurried over to me. She put her arms around me, and being careful not to squish Elizabeth, hugged me tightly.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know.” I looked over at Tom. I could see he was finding this difficult. Tom loved us. He wouldn’t be making us sell the house if there was any conceivable way that he could afford to keep it.

“It’s ok, Tom,” I reached out my hand to hold his and he gave me a sad smile.

“I’ve got a realtor coming to see the house tomorrow at ten. If you’ve managed to open the whole place up, that will help matters greatly. Jane Bradley also called and rescheduled a meeting. She’s asked me if I’ll sell her some keys. Do you know anything about that?”

 “The keys are the clues to the treasure hunt. Three of them are still down in The Labyrinth somewhere, but as they’ve already began to excavate it, I don’t think we’ll find the full set.”

“I got the impression she’ll be offering quite a lot of money for them, in the tens of thousands. It won’t be enough to save the house, but it’s something.”

Tens of thousands! I doubted that she’d tell us the true value. I had no intention of selling my keys to that woman, though. 

“I can’t sell the house without your permission. Nor do I want to take any money from you. All the proceeds from the house sale will be split equally between Kim and Dominic. If you permit us to live in the farmhouse, I’ll carry on working and pay you for it. Of course, if you don’t want…”

“You can have the farmhouse,” I said and Dominic nodded his head in agreement. “You don’t need to pay us anything. It’s yours.”

“Thank you, Kim, Dominic; you are both very understanding. I’m so very sorry that we have to do this. If there was any other way…”

I went to bed early that night. I was glad to see Tom, Laura and Elizabeth, but the fact that I’d failed weighed heavily on me. We were so close to finding the diamond, but at the same time, so far away. I couldn’t get the clue out of my head, but I still didn’t know what it meant. P3? 

“P3, P3, P3!” I recited out loud to myself, although it didn’t help any. My door opened quietly, and when I looked over, Nate walked in.

“Want some company?”

I moved over on the bed to give him space. He came and lay down next to me. 

“I’m sorry about the house, Kim. If it makes you feel any better, Tom is torn up down there. He feels terrible.”

“It’s not his fault, though, is it? What else can he do? I’m just upset that I couldn’t find the diamond. Why would Ezra not leave us enough money to keep the house? He must have wanted us to have it; otherwise, he would have left it in his will to someone else, a charity maybe.”

“He was insane, Kim.”

“He thought I’d find the diamond. I completely failed.” I burst into tears. I couldn’t help it. “We’ve been through so much in the last year, and it feels like it was all for nothing!”

“I wouldn’t say nothing good has come of all this,” he wiped a tear from my cheek. “I’ve found something I want much more than a diamond.” He kissed each eye, and when he pulled back, his lips were wet with my tears. I moved forward to kiss him and tasted the salt of my own tears. 

He kissed me back and this time, didn’t stop. For the first time, neither of us wanted to wait anymore. It was a night of new discovery and of gentleness, and when I finally fell asleep, my head on Nate’s bare chest, The Labyrinthian Diamond was the last thing on my mind. 

 

 


Chapter twenty eight

 

Before I even opened my eyes, I felt a sense of enormous wellbeing, of peace and of happiness. It was almost like my sadness at not finding the diamond had not happened at all.

When I opened my eyes, though, to find that Nate was not there, my heart plummeted. 

Where was he? Why had he left? With some horror, I wondered if he had thought last night was a mistake, and he’d decided he didn’t want me anymore. It was thoughts like these that caused me to jump out of bed and fling on my robe. I ran to the door, opening it wide and crashed right into Nate, who was coming from the other direction.

“Ow!” I flew backwards with the impact and landed on my butt.

Nate, ever the gentleman, tried not to laugh as he helped me to my feet.

“Where were you? I thought…”

“Kim, look at this. Sit down. I’ve got something to show you.” The look of excitement on his face led me to obey. In front of me, he laid out some papers. They were very old, stained brown with age, but immediately, I could tell what they were. They were plans of the house.

“Where did you get these?” I looked up at Nate in amazement

“I couldn’t sleep last night. I couldn’t help but think of you and how much you love this house. I remembered that we still had those books and papers from the library where Elliott found the photo book, so I decided to take them back. I put the books back on the shelves, but when I looked at the papers, I saw that they were plans for the house. They show everything, apart from the secret passages. But that’s not the most exciting part. Look here,” he pulled the large piece of paper with the kitchen level out and placed it on top. At first, I couldn’t see what he was so excited about, but when I did see it, I shrieked. 

“P1, P2, P3. What are these rooms?” Three small rooms led off from the kitchen. I could see them on the map, but I’d only seen one of them in real life.

“You’ll recognize P1 as the pantry. I think P2 and P3 are also pantries, but at some point, they have been blocked off and sealed up. If you look at P2, there is a secret passage leading from it to another part of the house and a secret room. I wonder if that’s where the boys went when they got stuck. It would explain why it has been blocked off.”

There was just one thing that I didn’t understand. If it had been blocked off, how did Ezra get to it unless he knocked the wall down and rebuilt it?

“That’s just it. I don’t think Ezra did find it. I don’t think he ever got that far. All this time, you’ve been wondering why it was the last three keys that we didn’t have. We all thought that the missing keys were down in The Labyrinth somewhere, but they weren’t.”

“Because Ezra never took them down to The Labyrinth in the first place because he never found them.”

“Exactly!”

“But surely, he would have seen these plans? P3 is clearly marked on it. Why didn’t he knock the wall down in the kitchen? I can understand why he didn’t as a child, but surely, when he inherited the house, he could have knocked it down and carried on the search?”

“He didn’t find this page. When I took the others down to the library, I quickly realized what they were. I spent a good twenty minutes looking at each piece of paper. There is one for each floor. But then I noticed that there was a floor missing—the kitchen floor. I looked all over for it but couldn’t find it. I even traced my steps back up here in case I had dropped it. I searched all the shelves with the history of the house and the Harland family, and I still couldn’t find it. It was only when I went to put these papers back on the shelf we had gotten them from that I noticed a very small crack down the back of the bookcase. I’m afraid I broke the whole set of shelves trying to move it, but it was worth it. This page had fallen down the back at some point, probably before Ezra was even born.”

Excitement coursed through me. We knew where to go next. 

“Can you go to the tool shed and find a big hammer? We need to knock a wall down.”

I ran downstairs to the kitchen. The pantry was on the left. Next to it was blank wall. At some point, it had been plastered over, and it was impossible to see any evidence of any rooms behind it. No wonder it had never been found. 

Laura arrived in the kitchen with Elizabeth before Nate did. She seemed more surprised to see me than I did to see her.

“What are you doing up at this time?”

I looked at my watch. It was 4:38 in the morning. I hadn’t realized it was so early.

“Nate found something, a plan of the house. There are two secret rooms behind this wall. They were built as pantries but got walled up years ago. There is a secret passage behind one and the next clue behind the other. Nate has just gone to get a hammer to knock the wall down.”

Laura’s eyes widened. “How exciting! I just came down to warm a bottle for Lizziebiz here. I didn’t expect to come down to find the treasure hunt back on.”

At that point, Nate came in with the biggest hammer I’d ever seen. 

“Guy’s, I really want to see what’s down there, but wait until I’ve warmed Lizzie’s bottle. There will be dust everywhere!”

She was right. We were going to make a mess. I ran upstairs and found some old sheets, which I used to cover the worktops and kitchen table. Laura picked up the warmed bottle, and with a wink, she left with Elizabeth. 

The noise made by Nate and the hammer was sure to wake up the rest of the house, so he worked quickly. He started on the third pantry, as that was where the next clue was. There was really no need for us to knock down the wall of P2, the second pantry. At some point in the future we would, but now was not that time. When Nate had knocked a big enough hole for us to climb through, I shined my flashlight through it. At first, it looked empty, but when I shined the light on the back wall, I saw an x engraved into one of the bricks.

Nate climbed through, while I waited in the kitchen. He was back within a minute with a box, and a smile on his face. When I opened the box, I saw that Nate had been right. In the center of the box was, not the recesses we’d found in the other boxes, but a key, a beautiful key with a cross at the top of the shaft and a mouse in the middle of the cross. 

“This key hasn’t seen light in two hundred and fifty years.” I pulled it out of the box and held it up to the light. It was equally as beautiful as the other keys. Jane Bradley would probably swap her granny for this. 

“What have you done?” 

I jumped at the voice from behind me. It was Tom. Just one look at his face told me he wasn’t happy with the mess we’d made of the kitchen. Looking around I could see why he was so upset. Bricks and dust lined the floor. Even with the dustsheets down, it was going to take ages to clean up.

“Sorry, Tom,” I said. “I’ll get a brush.”

“A brush? There’s a big hole in the wall! Did you forget that I have a realtor coming this morning?”

“You can show him an extra room now,” quipped Nate. 

Tom just sighed and massaged his temples.

“Just get it cleaned up quickly.” He turned and left, without getting his breakfast. 

Dominic and Elliott appeared half an hour later and helped us clean up. Elliott begged us to knock out the wall to Pantry 2 and the secret passage, but Dominic seemed more interested in the key.

“I’m sorry, Squidge. I think Tom will blow a gasket if we make any more mess. Besides, we have to figure out the next clue,” I said and ruffled his hair.

“A mouse?” Dominic said. “There could be mice anywhere in this house. The cross makes me think of the chapel, though.”

“That’s what we thought, too. The clue on the box is the number three. Not much help, but since when have these clues been easy.” I said. As we were now searching against the clock, we all skipped breakfast and headed straight for the chapel. 

“There are three angels up there,” pointed out Elliott.

“They were painted after the treasure hunt was set up, Squidge. The paintings have nothing to do with the hunt. We need to look for something that was here over two hundred years ago. Is there anything that there are three of?”

The only thing in the chapel was the organ, the pews, a lectern at the front, and holders, which I assumed were for flowers, nailed to the wall at intervals around the wall. I saw nothing to do with a mouse. We split up. I took the end with the organ. Nate and Dominic took a side each and Elliott kind of ran around everywhere else. Walking up the aisle to the huge organ, which was so large that its pipes took up most of the wall, I noticed bits of the walkway scattered around the floor where they had fallen when the balcony fell with us on it. We were so lucky not to have fallen along with it I had just reached the organ when Elliott called out. 

“A mouse! I found it.” I turned around. He was just behind me. “Look, Kim.”

I looked down and saw a small wooden mouse carved into the base of one of the pews. When I checked the other pews, they all had mice carved on them. 

“I guess we are in the right place,” I said, “Which pew is the right one? They all seem to have mice on them.”

“The third one from the front,” said Nate, coming up behind me. “The clue was the number three, remember?”

“How do you know it’s not the third back on the left?” I asked.

“The mice are only carved onto the pews on the right. The ones on the left have squirrels.”

When I looked to my left, I saw that he was right. 

Nate bent down and pushed the mouse. It didn’t go in but it did swivel. Underneath was a key hole. I passed him the mouse key, and he turned it in the lock.

A secret compartment sprang open, releasing another box.

Inside the box was the plainest key yet. It looked like a normal key. There was nothing special about it at all. If there was some sort of clue on it, I wouldn’t be able to guess it. On the inside of the box was a tune. Unlike the notes on the box that held the music room key, this wasn’t hidden in any way.

“Pass me that,” said Dominic, taking the box from my hand. He walked up to the organ and tried to lift up the lid. It wouldn’t budge. He pulled out the key from the box and inserted it into the keyhole on the lid. I held my breath as he tried to turn it. Surely, it couldn’t be that easy. The lock clicked, and the lid opened to reveal a full set of piano keys.

I threw my arms around Dominic in excitement, giving him a shock in the process.

“Calm down,” he grinned.

“We are so close to the end!” I squealed. “Can you play the tune?”

“Course, I can!”   

The tune, engraved on the inside of the box looked extremely complex to me and it didn’t help that it was so small. I held it up in front of Dominic, so he could play it. Even at such close range, he had to squint to see it. 

He pressed down on some pedals with his feet, which caused a funny noise in the pipes. When he eventually started to play, the sound reverberated around the chapel hauntingly. It was a beautiful melody although every so often Dominic would drop a note. When he stopped, we all looked around with bated breath, waiting for something to happen. When nothing did, I turned back to Dominic.

“Nothing happened. Do you think it’s because you dropped a couple of notes? Can you try again?”

“I didn’t drop a couple of notes. One of the keys isn’t working. I’m actually amazed that any of them work to be honest. They are so old.”

“This organ probably hasn’t been played in over two hundred years,” said Nate. “Amazing!”

“Do you think we’ll need to fix it before we can get trigger the next clue?” I said, contemplating looking up antique organ specialists on my phone. 

“I can have a look. See if I can fix it,” Dominic replied. He opened up the front of the organ and something fell out. “I think I’ve discovered the problem with the broken key. This was stopping it from working.” He held aloft another box. 

“This is the last key!” I almost didn’t want to open it. Surrounded by my family and the paintings of my ancestors, I suddenly felt a rush of emotion as Dominic handed the box to me. I looked up, high on the wall to where Annabelle stood, along with George and opened the box.

A folded piece of paper dropped out leaving behind a key. This one was in the shape of a heart with a heart shaped ruby in the center and tiny pearls surrounding it. There was no clue in the box lid. I picked up the note and carefully unfolded it. 

The paper was in remarkably good shape for its age, and the handwriting was neat. Before I started to read, my eyes ventured down to the signature on the bottom. This was a letter from George to Annabelle.

My Dearest Annabelle,

Without you I am nothing, this is all for you. I have already won my treasure, and I am the luckiest man on earth to be with you every day of my life. My heart lies with you, but your prize lies with your heart.

Forever,

George

“What does that mean?” asked Nate. “Is it a clue?”

“I know where it is!” I rushed down the aisle to the door of the chapel, just in time to bump into Tom and Laura.

“What on earth was that racket? It’s a good thing we were already awake,” said Tom, stroking Elizabeth’s head.

“It was the organ. We’ve got it working.”

“Great!” replied Tom, his voice heavy with sarcasm. “Were you trying to entertain the whole town?”

“I know where the treasure is!” I rushed past them, not leaving either of them time to complain about the organ any more  

I could hear the footfall of my family behind me as I rushed down the corridor to the entrance hall—where Annabelle’s heart lay. I remembered it from her diary. Her heart lay right here with George. She was standing on the third step. An old-fashioned carpet runner covered the stairs. It was easy enough to rip up from the bottom step. When everyone else reached me, I was pulling at the third step. When Dominic saw what I was doing, he moved me to one side and used the crowbar. The top of the step came up with a crack. I hoped I was right because I didn’t want Tom being even more upset with me. After all, his realtor was due in a couple of hours. 

Underneath the step was a lever. With a great deal of excitement, I pulled the lever. At first, I thought nothing had happened, but then a loud click echoed around the entrance hall.

“What was that? What happened?” I looked around. I couldn’t see anything different, but something had occurred. 

“It’s a secret door!” yelled Elliott who had been standing at the bottom of the stairs. We all rushed around to the side of the stairs. The paneling to the underside of the stairs had opened to reveal a secret room. 

I flicked on my flashlight and walked through the door, my heart beating as I realized that no one had seen this room since the treasure was placed. 

There in the center of the room was a portrait of four little boys. It was the most exquisite painting I’d ever seen, so lifelike and yet ethereal at the same time. It was simply the most stunning painting I’d ever seen in my life. Elliott ran right around it, looking for something.

“Where’s the treasure?”

It was then that I realized.

“The painting is the treasure, Squidge.” Annabelle wouldn’t have been impressed with jewels or money. Her treasure was her children. This would have been worth more to her than any trinket, and George knew it. 

“But where is the diamond?”

“This treasure hunt was never about the diamond. Sure, it started off that way for us, but after finding the blocked up pantry, I knew that we wouldn’t find the diamond here. Ezra never found this room. We are the first to come into this room since the painting was placed here.”

“So where is the diamond?” repeated Elliott.

I looked at my family. They all looked back at me earnestly. 

“I don’t know.”

There was a silence as it all sunk in. No matter how beautiful the painting was, it would not be worth enough to save our house.

A part of me wanted to cry, but Laura put her arms around me. 

“I’m so proud of you, Kim. You did it. You found Annabelle’s treasure.”

The words felt empty. I felt like I had failed. 

Dominic brought out the painting. In the light, it looked even more stunning, its colors vibrant and dazzling. 

I smiled a sad smile. If only Annabelle could have seen this, she would have loved it. 

“I don’t want to sell this painting.” I don’t know why I said that. It had, more than likely been painted by Antonio, which would have made it worth a lot of money. Its condition was remarkable, considering its age. George or Antonio had chosen the perfect place to hide it.    

Laura held me tight. 

“We won’t sell it.”

 

 

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

AFTERWARDS

 

The realtor had given the impression that we’d get a lot of money for the house. It was enough for none of us to ever have to work again. I should have been happy, but I wasn’t. I didn’t want to go back to the farmhouse. It held nothing but bad memories for me. The police were still digging up The Labyrinth and would be for months. It was that huge. If Harland Estates sold quickly, there was a good chance we’d be back at the farmhouse while the construction firm was still digging. I didn’t want to leave my family, but the thought of going back there made me feel sick. With some of the money from the house, I could go to a top university. I could afford to study anywhere in the world—London, Paris. I’d not thought about my dream to become a doctor for a long time but, without the big house, there was nothing keeping me here beyond Tom and Laura and Nate. Dominic had already mentioned that he thought he might go back to England. I don’t think he wanted to leave Harland Estates any more than I did, but there really wasn’t enough space for him at the farmhouse. I idly wondered if Nate would come with me wherever I went. He had his future, too, although he still didn’t know what he wanted to do with his life. I saw him working as a professor at a university somewhere. He didn’t have the same attachment to the house I did, but I knew he didn’t want to go back to the farmhouse either. I walked over to my window and sat on the sill. To the left, the sun basked the fields in a pink evening glow. I could just see a glimmer of light where it reflected off the lake in the far distance. As I followed the horizon, I could just about make out the city, so many miles away, but just visible. The town was much, much closer, but even that looked like a toy village with its tiny houses and shops. I brought my gaze closer to the grounds of Harland House. I followed the driveway down until it rounded the copse of trees and I couldn’t see it anymore. The ornamental gardens were to the left of the driveway and beyond that the hedge maze.

It was then that Ezra’s last words came back to me.

“The Diamond is in The Labyrinth and you, Kimberly, have the key”

The Diamond is in the labyrinth! I thought back all that time ago to Nate telling me the difference between a maze and a labyrinth. A maze had many paths to choose from, but a labyrinth was a continuous path. Ezra’s Labyrinth was not a labyrinth at all; it was a maze of rooms. Nate had then thought that this house was the labyrinth, but again, it wasn’t really either a maze or a labyrinth. It was just a house with many secrets.

From above, I could see the whole path through the hedges. I traced it. It was one path. It twisted and turned, but there was only one route to take. The hedge maze was a labyrinth.

Could it be that simple?

Ezra told me where the diamond was. He told me! We’d turned his words into something so complicated, could it have really been that simple?

I pulled my robe and slippers on and grabbed my backpack. Emptying it on the bed, I rifled through the keys until I found the ones I was looking for—the one that Antonio had made for the Peacock room, and the one Ezra had chosen as the end key in The Labyrinth. It was the most beautiful, the most ornate. Of course, it could be the wrong one, I could be wrong about the whole thing, but I didn’t think so. 

When I opened the main door, a blast of cold wind hit me, and I wrapped my robe more tightly around myself. The early morning light shone pink in the sky, and I could see my breath. I ran through the ornamental garden and into the entrance of the labyrinth. The hedges were high and cut out some of the light, but there was enough there to see where I was going. I followed the path, twisting and turning. The hedges needed a trim, as my robe kept getting caught on stray branches. Not once in all the time we’d been here had we thought to go into the labyrinth. I think the only reason was that we were so caught up in the house and following the treasure hunt. The turns of the path were now getting sharper and sharper, telling me that I was close to the center. I turned the last corner, which brought me out into a circular space. At first, disappointment coursed through me as I saw that it was empty, but then I saw a small hole in the very center of the labyrinth. The center flagstone was circular. I pulled the key out from my pocket and turned it in the small hole. A click told me I was on the right track. There was a small groove on the edge of the flagstone into which I inserted my fingers and pulled. The flagstone came up to reveal a blue silk-lined recess and in the very center was the biggest diamond I’d ever seen. I’d finally found it. The Labyrinthian Diamond. It sparkled brilliantly, almost pink in the morning sun. I looked upwards towards the sky and breathed “Thank you, Ezra.”


 

Epilogue

 

 

Dominic’s huge family were the first guests at The Harland Hotel. There were so many brothers, sisters, nieces, nephews, cousins, and his adoptive mother, who on meeting me, gave me the longest, tightest hug I’d ever had. Tom and his new construction company had done an amazing job of converting the house. Word had gotten out early about the secret passages and the house’s connection to The Labyrinthian Diamond, the most expensive diamond ever sold at auction. It helped that Nate, Dominic, and I retold our incredible story to every news outlet that would hear it. I published a couple of books about our time in Ezra’s labyrinth entitled The Labyrinthians and The Labyrinthian Diamond. With all the publicity, Harland House Hotel was already fully booked for the first year and a half. I had asked Tom to keep some of the rooms as they were and so the music room, the orangery, and the wonderful playroom in the attic remained. The only changes being made to them was the introduction of electric lights and some general maintenance. 

I held Nate’s hand as I looked out over the grounds. For the first time in my whole life, I knew I was home.

The End   
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