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Chapter One 
 

Dennis 

 
 

he gentle flump of a fly against the window caught his attention. Dennis 

eyed it as the fly repeatedly bumped against the pane. Stupid thing. 

Lucky to be outside and didn’t know it. He gazed beyond the fly and longed 

to be out in the Fall air. Why did the school have to be nestled against the Blue 

Ridge Mountains? 

Hiking on the trails, fishing in the river, or even rambling through the 

cemetery—better than being cooped up in a stuffy classroom all day. He closed 

his eyes and imagined trading places with the fly. Tilting his chair against the 

back wall, he rubbed the shark tooth hanging from his paracord necklace. You 

wouldn’t catch him trying to get into a classroom; he’d soar all over town—a 

short flight. Then he’d fly over Humpback Mountain to the Blue Ridge 

Parkway and zigzag along toward Asheville, North Carolina. 

“Hey, hey.” 

Maddie Harper’s voice made Dennis’s eyes pop open, drawn to where she 

entered the breakout room. His fingers froze then slid off the tooth. The way 

she looked oughta be against the rules. Her short plaid skirt, barely regulation 

length, flounced as she made her way through the room greeting friends. 

Not that she’d ever pay him any attention. His reputation for getting 

kicked out of schools got to Washington Academy before he did. A loser in her 

eyes, and he wouldn’t be around long enough for her to bother with. 

Dennis remembered the pep talk from his dad, Charles, before being sent 

to Washington Academy Middle School. A pep talk mixed with warnings 

about what would happen if he got kicked out this time. Charles had laced 

encouragement with threats while lecturing him with things like, “You’ve got a 

brain in your head, why don’t you use it?” The worst threat? Military school. 

Charles had gone on and on about how military school would straighten him 

out. 

Maybe Dennis should be thankful. In one lecture, Charles had said more 
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to Dennis than in the last six months, combined. Charles had even told him 

their chauffeur, Ben, would drop him off and pick him up every day. Like Ben 

hadn’t done the same thing at his past three schools. Dennis was surprised 

Charles hadn’t had Ben deliver the speech. Dennis talked with Ben a lot more 

than he did his dad because Charles traveled so much. 

Spencer Jackson pulled a tarantula on a string out of his pocket and 

dangled it behind Selena Woodham’s head. His buddies nearly fell off their 

chairs trying to suppress their laughter while Spencer inched the spider closer 

to Selena’s shoulder. 

Dennis shook his head. The Halloween decorations were barely up and 

Spencer was already busy playing pranks. Selena was so caught up in her 

conversation with Terese she didn’t flinch when the tarantula landed on her 

shoulder. Spencer used the string to brush Selena’s cheek with a fuzzy spider 

leg. 

Selena shrieked and bolted out of her chair. 

Spencer laughed so hard his face turned red. He bounced the spider on 

the end of the string. “Wooooooo. I vant to drink your blood.” 

Selena put her hands on her hips. “Get your Halloween stuff straight. 

Especially if you plan to scare the living daylights out of someone. Vampires 

don’t make ghost noises and the animal is a bat, not a stupid fake spider.” 

The door swung open and Ms. Rectanus bustled in. Maybe his class would 

find out why the entire seventh grade had been asked to gather in the Morgan 

room instead of their regular classrooms. 

She glanced in his direction as she passed. “Mr. Alexander, all four legs 

belong on the floor.” 

Dennis pushed off the wall and brought the chair down with a thud. 

Shifting the books she carried to her other arm, Ms. Rectanus didn’t break 

stride. “Mr. Jackson, put your toys away and take a seat.” 

Nearly late again, Rhonda Snodgrass scuttled through the door. Her frizzy 

light-brown hair stood out from her head. Dennis bet they could conduct 

electricity with her hair and snickered at the thought. She peered around the 

room for a seat, found one away from the rest of their classmates, and plopped 

down as Ms. Rectanus called the room to order. 

Chairs scraped and thudded against the floor, the sound mingling with 
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the paper rustling, whispers, and giggles. Dennis watched Rhonda as she dug 

a notebook out of her backpack. He didn’t understand why everyone picked 

on her so much. She wasn’t a knock-out like Maddie, but she wasn’t ugly. And 

she was funny. But Curtis Vanhouten was the only person he’d seen being nice 

to her. That surprised Dennis because Curtis seemed more the jock type than 

anything else. And jocks didn’t care about anything but sports. 

The room quieted. Ms. Rectanus stood at the front next to a projector 

hooked to a computer. “I’m sure you’re wondering why we asked you to 

deviate from the normal schedule and gather here.” The fluorescent lights 

winked off her glasses as she scanned the room and a smile curved her lips. “It’s 

not because we like to torture you, as I’m sure some of you are thinking.” 

Muffled laughter circulated the room. 

“Seventh graders at Washington Academy Middle School, upset with how 

teachers ran the school, staged a revolution last week. The bloodless revolution 

was successful and you are now in charge of deciding the new direction and 

new policies for the seventh grade.” 

She stopped speaking. Dennis sat straighter in his chair. 

Maybe this school wouldn’t be so bad after all. A revolution sounded 

interesting. 



 

4 



 

5 

Chapter Two 
 
Rhonda 

 
 

honda’s head jerked up when Ms. Rectanus said the seventh grade 

would be in charge. How cool. The teachers and the assignments 

almost made up for all the teasing she put up with. But this—a chance to put 

into practice some ideas floating around in her head? Brilliant. 

Ms. Rectanus waited for the chattering to stop. When it didn't, she held 

up her hand and the room quieted again. “You have two days to agree on the 

changes you want to make. But some things cannot be changed, either by state 

law, or by constrictions of money and location.” 

Her hand lowered and the room became so still they’d have heard a gnat 

sneeze. “The school year must be one-hundred-eighty days by law.” 

A few boys groaned. Did they honestly think the school would let them 

shorten the year? 

“Each day must have six hours of instruction.” 

Spencer Jackson booed. The jerk. 

Ms. Rectanus raised an eyebrow. “That is sufficient, Mr. Jackson. And 

before you get your hopes too high, teachers must be present.” 

Spencer frowned and Brooke Foxworthy giggled. He winked at her. 

How smug. He thought he could charm anyone with a wink and a smile. 

And the other girls thought he was so cute with his big blue eyes and dark hair. 

Ms. Rectanus ticked the remaining rules off on her fingers. “The school’s 

location and the classrooms cannot be changed. Only resources available at the 

school can be used to make the changes.” She looked directly at Spencer as he 

opened his mouth. “So parasailing cannot be added to the curriculum.” 

Rhonda suppressed a chuckle and pushed her glasses firmly into place. 

Ms. Rectanus had Spencer pegged. 

“Sixth and eighth grade must continue as they are and cannot be affected 

by the changes. And the end of grade test at the end of the year must still be 

taken.” 

R
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Whispered conversations broke out and Ellen Chandler raised her hand. 

Ms. Rectanus nodded at her. “Yes, Ms. Chandler?” 

Ellen cleared her throat. “You told us a bunch of stuff we can’t do. What 

can we do?” 

Ms. Rectanus smiled. “As long as you keep the rules I outlined in mind, 

you tell us. We need you to determine policy. What will the class schedule be? 

Are there any changes to the curriculum? What is the dress code? Any other 

rules? You decide what questions must be answered.” 

Rhonda opened her notebook. This exercise might be fun. Changing 

things around would be exciting. Of course, there might be a problem with 

getting everyone to agree. 

Ms. Rectanus shook the rain stick, the Washington Academy signal to 

stop talking. “The teachers will be present in the capacity of media and 

security.” 

Media? 

Flipping the switch on the projector, Ms. Rectanus pointed to the screen. 

“We will report on this exercise through a QuackerMe feed so your parents 

and any other interested parties can follow along.” 

Seriously? Mega cool. Rhonda chuckled. If the teachers reported 

everything, who would be the first to show up on the QuackerMe feed as losing 

their temper? 

Spencer grunted and leaned back. “Like anybody is gonna care. No one 

uses QuackerMe anyway.” 

Ellen glared at him. “Just because you aren’t old enough to have an 

account doesn’t mean no one uses QuackerMe, Jackson.” 

Spencer clenched his hands. “If you’re going to be quacking I’ll egg your 

posts, Chandler.” 

Tommy Bishop made quacking noises and Ellen flushed from the neck to 

the roots of her hair. A post about someone losing their temper might come 

sooner than Rhonda expected. 

The projector warmed up and the QuackerMe feed appeared on the 

screen. The QuackerMe ID, 7thGradeRevolt, already had a few quacks. 

The first.  

Rebellion is brewing! 
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And next. 

Bristol is uninterested in revolution. 

Oh my goodness. They had posted a link to a picture of the school dog. 

Another picture link. “Teachers are informed there has been a revolt!” If 

they continued to post pictures, it’d get interesting fast. 

The rain stick rattled and brought her attention back to Ms. Rectanus. 

“We have also scheduled an interview with the local online paper, so we’d 

like a few students to volunteer to talk about the revolution with them. The 

reporter should be here any moment.” 

Excited conversation broke out until the screen changed. 

Students see QuackerMe feed. 

A tingle went through Rhonda. Their classroom experience broadcast to 

the world. Amazing. It might even put their dinky town on the map. 

Ms. Rectanus leaned the rain stick against the projector table. “Well, 

you’d better start. You have lots to decide.” She sauntered to the back of the 

room. 

Maddie Harper jumped to her feet and strode to the front. “Should we 

make a circle so we can all see each other?” 

Leave it to Maddie to take control. She wasn’t bad, not like some others, 

but always had to be in charge. Rhonda hauled her chair to the forming group. 

As the circle assembled, Maddie grabbed the rain stick and clutched it to 

her chest. “Um, where should we start?” Her eyes darted to the back where the 

teachers sat. 

Pfft. They weren’t gonna help.  

Unsure, Maddie let her arms droop when no one paid attention or 

stopped their conversations, which was kinda funny to see. 

She laid the stick across the table and clapped her hands. 

So much for the rain stick. 

Maddie surveyed the rag-tag circle of girls. “Should we discuss as a large 

group, or do we want to break into smaller groups?” 

Selena Woodham pouted. “Who died and put you in charge?” 

“No one put me in charge.” Maddie put her hand on her hip. “All I’ve 

done is ask a couple questions. I don’t care if I’m in charge or someone else is.” 

Yeah, right. 
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“But we have to get organized. I mean, this is gonna be in the newspaper 

and it’s already on QuackerMe. I don’t want us to fail.”
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Chapter Fourteen 
 

Dennis 

 
 

ennis stopped at the base of the staircase. The memory of James 

wiping his name off the leader board flashed. If he didn’t want to take 

charge in a mock revolution, could they trust him in the real one? He wanted 

to know before they took a chance on the FBI seeing them. 

“James, can I talk to you for a sec?” He opened the door to the generator 

room. 

“Sure.” James followed him in. 

Dennis stood feet apart and arms crossed. “I have a question for you, 

which may sound silly, but I need to know. Why did you take your name off 

the leader board yesterday?” 

James’s eyes widened and his eyebrows rose. “That is a strange question. 

Why are you asking?” 

Dennis rubbed his chin. “We’re about to risk exposure by sneaking out of 

the basement. I hafta know I can trust the guys with me. If you didn’t want to 

be involved in the classroom thing, I wanna know you’re not gonna back out 

on me now.” He held his breath while waiting for James to answer. 

James put his hands in his slacks and nodded. “Fair enough. And my 

answer may sound as silly as your question. I took my name off the board 

because of my grandmother.” He leaned against the door. “From the time I 

was born, she harped on about me being the first black president of the United 

States. Then when Obama got elected, she changed it to the next black 

president of the United States. She died about two years ago and since then 

my mama has become obsessed with me getting involved in politics to honor 

my grandmother’s wishes.” 

He frowned. “I don’t want to be a politician. But she’s always after me to 

run for class president or to get involved with the student council. If I was a 

group leader, she’d pester me about what I ought to be doing and saying, and 

what policies I should vote for. So I took the easy way out and erased my 

D
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name.” 

Dennis nodded thoughtfully. “Gotcha. Thanks for telling me.” He held 

out his hand. “So I can trust you?” 

James shook on it. “One thousand percent. Those guys aren’t taking our 

school. Not if I have anything to say about it.” 

“Let’s go then.” Dennis led the way back to the staircase. 

“Trent, I’m gonna need you with me. James, I want you to go to the 

Morgan room and get a bunch of backpacks. Empty them out. Then go to the 

storeroom and find as much T-shirt fabric as you can, and some needles and 

lots of thread.” Thank goodness this school had a module on sewing. Basic, 

but they had the supplies. 

Confusion scrunched James’s face. “What color?” 

“Doesn’t matter. It just has to be cotton, so we can burn it.” 

James’s face cleared and he nodded. 

Dennis hesitated. “Oh, remember to turn off the lights in every room, so 

if the FBI cuts the power, they won’t know the generator kicked in.” The 

school had added self-dimming switches to help conserve electricity. 

Washington Academy ran on green principles. So if the lights turned off, the 

FBI wouldn’t think anything of it. 

As they climbed the stairs, the sound echoed eerily against the relative 

silence. Who’d have thought he’d be having such a great adventure at school? 

On the landing, Dennis held up one hand in caution and turned the knob 

inch by inch with the other. When the latch clicked open, he slowly pushed, 

hoping the hinges wouldn’t creak. Hunched over, he tiptoed to the exterior 

wall and peeked out the window without disturbing the blinds. 

Some men milled around chatting, but most watched, binoculars trained 

on the building. 

He motioned to Trent and James to join him, but keep low. Trent 

dropped to the ground and crawled toward him, followed by James. 

Dennis grabbed Trent’s neck and put his lips next to his ear. “Science lab. 

Stay low and quiet in case they’re listening.” He barely exhaled the words. 

Trent nodded and crawled off. 

He turned to James. “Meet us back in the basement. Go.” 

Dennis dropped to all fours and began the painstaking process of crawling 
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to the science lab. The way the FBI watched the school, but didn’t act? Freaky. 

Their push to keep this thing, whatever it was, away from the media meant it 

must be a huge secret. 

What concerned him more was how to get to the maintenance shed and 

back undetected. He wanted to check the fertilizer and what types of fuel the 

school used for possible bomb material. But ANFO bombs didn’t combust 

reliably, and they took a lot of material for a small blast. But he’d probably 

find the right stuff to make a fertilizer bomb—a more effective choice. 

He didn’t want to get caught outside, though. It’s not like they’d let them 

waltz back in. He’d be shipped to wherever they had the rest of the students. 

Once in the lab, Dennis and Trent stood. With no windows in the lab, 

the FBI couldn’t see any movement, but Dennis wanted to keep quiet in case 

they had listening devices. 

The lab was decorated in the same manner as all of the rooms in the house, 

with the exception of the basement. Each wall was split by a wooden rail 

approximately three inches wide, known as a chair rail. The wall was painted 

above the rail and the section below was paneled with wainscoting. The chair 

rail and wainscoting were supposed to keep the paint from being damaged. 

Trent touched his shoulder and whispered. “What are we looking for?” 

He put his mouth next to Trent’s ear. “Lighter fluid or rubbing alcohol 

or both. And matches or a lighter.” He cast about for the most likely place. 

Trent grimaced. “The stuff you’re looking for is in the locked cabinets.” 

Dennis pulled a knife from his boot. 

Trent’s eyes widened. “Dude. That is one seriously wicked lookin’ 

weapon.” 

Dennis grinned as he watched the light glint off the blade. “I keep it for 

cutting brush on hikes, mostly.” He strode toward the locked cabinets, inserted 

the knife in the gap and yanked up. The snick as the latch gave way was louder 

than their whispered conversation, but Dennis didn’t think it would mean 

much to those outside. 

A puff of air escaped his nostrils. Cheap lock. The door swung open. 

Trent grabbed the lighter fluid while Dennis nabbed the rubbing alcohol. 

Total score. An unopened box of wooden matches. Their arms were full when 

they turned from the cupboard. 
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Crap. They had to have something to carry all the stuff in. They wouldn’t 

be able to move through the school out of sight from watchful eyes with arms 

full of lighter fluid. Maybe they should grab some backpacks from Morgan and 

dump the contents. He hated to lose the time it’d take to crawl there. 

His eyes rested on the trash can. It’d be too big to carry, but the trash bag 

might hold the stuff. Hopefully, it wouldn’t break. 

Then an idea seized him. The plans showed an unexplained gap between 

this room and the next. Rhonda had said ol’ Silas Tucker had feared another 

breakout of war, or someone trying to invade his house. What if the gap meant 

a secret passage lay beyond the wall? He scanned the room. What would open 

the secret door? 

“Dennis, come on. We should go.” 

“Gimme a sec.” The more he thought about it, the more convinced he 

became. Anyone who was paranoid enough to build the tunnel they’d found 

was paranoid enough to build a secret passage. He closed his eyes to better 

remember the blueprints. The symbol doodled on the side—what if it wasn’t 

a doodle, but a key? 

When he opened his eyes, his gaze rested on the chair rail and a carved, 

decorative sailor’s knot. 

The same sailor’s knot doodled on the blueprint. Maybe it wasn’t a 

decoration. 

He put the rubbing alcohol and matches on the lab table and strode to the 

wall. He didn’t see any cracks in the wall, but he had to try anyway. He grabbed 

a sailor’s knot and tried to slide it first one way and then another. Nothing. 

“Dude, what are you doing?” 

“Looking for another way out.” He grabbed the next knot and repeated 

the process. 

Trent put the lighter fluid down and started at the other end of the wall. 

They tried every one, but all failed. Dennis had been so sure the sailor 

knot would reveal a secret passageway. Maybe two had to be moved in 

conjunction, but not one had budged. 

Frustrated, he reached out and gave the one closest to his hand a twist … 

and it moved. He suppressed the shaking in his fingers as he reached out to 

twist the knot harder. A panel in the wainscot popped open. His fingers curled 
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into a fist and he jerked his arm back in victory. He knelt before the panel and 

pushed it to the side. 

“Find a candle and bring me the matches.” He pulled the flashlight off his 

carabiner clip and flicked it on. Stairs. Spider web encrusted, but stairs, despite 

their age. 

Trent slid on his knees next to Dennis and handed him a candle and 

matches. He lit the candle and pushed it through the opening to the end of his 

reach. The flame burned bright. Trent looked at him with a broad grin and a 

twinkle in his eye. 

Dennis jerked his head toward the table. “Let’s put the stuff in a trash bag 

and see where this baby takes us.” 

While Trent bagged the bottles and matches, Dennis reached through the 

opening and broke the cobwebs to clear a path. Then he poked his head and 

shoulders into the passageway. The stairs went both up and down. The 

darkness and cobwebs made it spooky, but nothing would stop him from going 

down those stairs. He pulled his body in and moved to allow Trent room to 

come through. 

Trent crawled into the secret passage, and pulled their bag in. 

Dennis shone the light on both sides of the opening. He wanted to find 

the way back into the science lab before he closed the panel, in case the stairs 

led to a dead end. Ah, there it was … His new friend, the sailor’s knot. He 

twisted it, but it didn’t yield. 

Hmm. Did it slide? Yep. 

Tricky man, Silas Tucker. When he slid the knot to the right, the panel 

popped back into place. Dennis and Trent were now safely hidden in the 

passageway. 

He picked up the bag and crossed to the stairs, the bones of long-dead rats 

crunching under his boots. He hoped the stairs were solid after all this time. 

At the head of the stairs, he took a deep breath and his cheeks puffed out 

as he exhaled. Balancing his weight on his back leg, Dennis kicked the top 

tread with his heel. Firm and sturdy, time to give it a whirl. 

He looked at Trent over his shoulder. “Let me get about halfway down 

before you start. And be careful.” 

Trent nodded. 
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Hoping no termites had made these stairs their lunch for the past 

hundred-fifty odd years, Dennis stepped down. The tread creaked but held 

firm. He sighed and the release of tension trickled through him. He took the 

next few steps faster. When he reached the landing where the stairs turned, he 

signaled Trent to follow, then forged ahead. 

The stairs were narrow and Dennis felt the darkness close in as he 

continued. Sweat beaded his face, and his heart rate accelerated. His breath 

came in short bursts. Please don’t let this happen now. 

He thought he’d had the old heebie-jeebies under control. In his 

excitement of finding the secret passageway, he’d forgotten about his 

claustrophobia in the dark and the flashlight beam wasn’t enough to ward off 

his symptoms. His skin crawled and he wanted to run screaming the rest of the 

way down the stairs. Instead, he took a big, shuddery breath and wiped the 

sweat off his brow. 

Claustrophobia and fear of darkness—the long-lasting legacy of a mother 

who had been gone so long he’d forgotten her. But he’d never forgotten his 

terror the night she’d locked him in the closet, and hadn’t let him out until 

morning … right before Charles had returned from his business trip. Dennis 

had screamed until he lost his voice and had clawed at the door trying to get 

out until his fingers were bloody. 

Charles wasn’t the best parent in the world, but he’d never locked Dennis 

in a closet. In fact, when Charles had seen his bloodied hands, he had thrown 

Dennis’s mother out, telling her to never come back. And she hadn’t. 

He bit his lip. The last step in sight. He could do this. Taking each step 

with deliberation, he reached the bottom, put the bag down, and swung 

around to help light the way for Trent. 

His light caught Trent in the eyes and Trent’s heel slipped off the tread. 

The other boy tried to catch himself, but he slid down the next few steps.  

Dennis’s heart tried to jump out of his mouth but got stuck in his throat. 

He ran up the stairs to Trent. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” He extended his 

hand to help Trent up. 

“I think I’m just a bit shook up.” Trent grabbed Dennis’s hand. But as 

Dennis pulled him up, Trent blanched. “Ow. I can’t put weight on my right 

ankle.” 
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“Hang on to the rail.” Dennis knelt and shone his light on Trent’s ankle. 

Swollen to the point where they might have to cut off his shoe. He stood. 

“Okay buddy, here’s what we’re gonna do. You’re gonna get on my back and 

I’ll carry you down. The stairs aren’t wide enough for us to do this side-by-

side.” 

Dennis moved down a couple steps and Trent climbed on piggy-back 

style. 

“You’re gonna have to light the way.” 

Trent shifted his weight and his flashlight now pointed the way down. 

At the bottom, Dennis carefully slid Trent off his back then stood by his 

side. “I’m gonna be your human crutch. Lean on me. I want to get you to the 

group and then I’ll come back for our supplies.” 

They limped together toward what appeared to be a solid wall. Dennis 

played the light over the bare surface, and there it was … the sailor’s knot. He 

hoped nothing blocked the panel on the other side. So much junk had 

collected in the basement over the years, he couldn’t tell what they’d be 

walking—or rather crawling—into. 

He activated the release and the panel slid open. No light came through 

the opening, so this wasn’t a room where his classmates were. “Wait here while 

I check it out.” 

Dennis slipped through the opening, swung the flashlight around the 

room, and his jaw slackened. This had to be Silas Tucker’s supply hoard. Stacks 

of goods and weapons filled almost every crevice, including tobacco tins piled 

six feet high. And there was no door out. 

Cool. A secret room in the basement. They could use this if they had to. 

When he got back to Trent, he looked at the wall and saw another knot a 

little farther down. As soon as the panel popped open, light spilled in. 

Excellent. He poked his head through, motioned for Trent to crawl over and 

went through the hole. 

He almost laughed at the expression on Maddie’s face at his entrance.



 

83 



 

84 

Chapter Fifteen 
 

Rhonda 

 
 

addie gasped and Rhonda looked up from where she was poring 

over the documents. Dennis’s head poked through a hole in the 

wall. He crawled out followed by Trent. Both were filthy and Dennis had a 

cobweb that covered his hair down to his paracord necklace. 

Dennis stood and helped Trent up. He couldn’t walk? Curtis hurried to 

help bring Trent to the group. Their first casualty of the revolution. 

James sprang to his feet. “I’ll get some ice from the kitchen.” 

Once Trent was settled, Dennis disappeared back into the hole. 

Maddie put her hand on Trent’s shoulder. “Are you okay? What 

happened?” 

While everyone gathered around Trent, Rhonda took her flashlight and 

headed toward the opening. She knew the school had secret passageways. Most 

of her classmates had thought she was a nutcase. Dropping to her knees, she 

put her head through. 

Dennis inhaled sharply, dropped the trash bag he carried, and took a step 

back. “You scared me.” He patted his chest. 

She clambered into the passage. “Sorry. I wanted to see the mechanism.” 

He pointed at the wall. “The sailor’s knot. Sometimes you twist it and 

sometimes you push it, but get the right one and a panel will pop open.” 

Rhonda grinned and pushed her glasses firmly into place. “This is so cool. 

What does the other one open? Did you try it?” She didn’t wait for his 

response, but reached out to push the wooden knot. 

“It’s a storeroom.” 

Rhonda directed the flashlight beam into the room—the room on the 

blueprints without an entrance, she stepped inside. Cool. It must contain 

something special. 

Silas must have really liked tobacco. He had a bunch of stacked cigar tins. 

How long had he thought he’d have to hide in his secret room? The tins 

M
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puzzled Rhonda, but she didn’t know why. 

She poked her head out. “This is no ordinary storeroom. It’s a post-Civil 

War version of a safe room.” She cleared a cobweb from her path and took a 

step farther in. 

Then it hit her. Silas wouldn’t have kept tobacco in a safe room because 

he wouldn’t have used it. The smoke and scent would have told his pursuers 

where he was hiding. She stretched her arms and grabbed a tin off the top. The 

decades of dust felt gritty under her fingers. She pried the lid off. Definitely 

not tobacco, but something papery inside. She shone her light in the tin. 

Her hand shook and the lid dropped to the ground. She blinked. The 

contents didn’t change. The tin was full of five-thousand-dollar bills sporting 

James Madison on the front. Rhonda didn’t know whether they still made five-

thousand-dollar bills. She’d certainly never seen one before. Not that she 

would. Twenty-dollar bills, yes. And her dad had the occasional fifty, but never 

anything with three zeros after the number. 

Wow, Silas must have been richer than he’d let on. 

Careful not to breathe on the bills, she picked up the lid, put it back on, 

and put the tin back on the stack. With trembling fingers, she reached for the 

circular tin with an Indian statue on top. Heavier than she expected, it wasn’t 

filled with cigars. 

This time she set the lid down after she pried it off and before she pointed 

the beam at the contents. No wonder it was heavy. Gold coins filled the tin. 

Phew. 

She looked behind her, expecting to see Dennis. Why hadn’t he followed 

her in? They’d have to explore more later. She couldn’t believe this stuff had 

been here for so many years, untouched. 

Dennis waited for her in the secret passage. 

“What’s wrong with you?” He took a step forward. 

Did she look like she’d fall over? Her knees wobbled enough. “Uh, the 

store room? It’s full of money and I only looked in a couple things.” 

His head jerked back. “I thought it was his hiding place.” 

“Yeah. Apparently, he also wanted his cash hidden with him.” She rubbed 

the back of her hand across her forehead. “I don’t think we should tell anyone 

else about the room until this thing with the FBI is over.” 
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Dennis nodded. “But everything in the room belongs to the school, 

right?” 

Rhonda brushed her hands off. “Yep. According to Silas’s will, everything 

on his property with the exception of a few specific things are the property of 

the school.” 

“Do you think the thing they’re looking for is in there?” 

Rhonda scrunched her mouth to the side as she thought about it. “Nooo. 

With the clues we have, I think it’s down in the tunnel somewhere.” She 

glanced at her hands. Even in the dim light, she knew they were filthy. “Let’s 

get back.”




