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This book is a work of fiction, and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or events is purely coincidental. The characters are products of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously.
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Chapter One
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Isobel Miller sat in the passenger seat next to her mother as they drove into the picturesque village of Langham. The sun was shining, and the sky was sparkling blue without a single cloud. All the car windows were open, and the sweet sound of birdsong floated in on a soft breeze.

The vehicle turned down into the thick green tunnel of trees of Hollow End Street; their ultimate destination lay further down the road. Golden spikes pierced through the gaps in the canopy onto a mass of brightly coloured flowers that grew profusely on the bank beneath the tangled hedgerow. Running parallel to them on their right was the castle wall, behind which towered tall, dark pines, standing guard in their tranquil grounds of dappled light and shade, emitting a pleasant fragrance.

The scene would have been one of perfection to anyone other than Isobel, who hated it all with a passion. To the truculent teenager, it felt like she was being dragged into alien territory. She knew how it would all pan out; they would stay with her mother’s parents, John and Daisy, for a while, and then Isobel and her parents would move to another featureless box that her witch of a mother would attempt to brighten up with a lick of paint and new furniture. It would be house number fifteen; she had worked it out in her head, averaging it at one house for each year of her life.

Isobel glanced over and saw her mother’s hands trembling on the steering wheel. It’s coming up to her drinking time, she thought to herself. The pattern was always the same—a bottle of red wine with dinner, and when the last drop was consumed, she would begin weeping for her absent husband, Major Jacob Miller. 

The teenager was suddenly drawn from her thoughts by her mother’s voice. Isobel looked up at Jean’s wrinkled lips as she momentarily paused to suck on a cigarette. Then, the quivering voice continued.

‘It was your grandfather that told me about the skeletons. They were only discovered a week or so ago under the floor in the Black Horse pub.’ Jean paused for another drag on the cancer stick. ‘You know, the one that is situated next to that eleventh-century church. The landlord and some of his friends, including Gramps, were moving one of those old inglenook fireplaces to carry out some repairs. In the process, they damaged the flagstone floor and decided to level it all out and start again. It was quite a surprise when they found the skeletons. They had to call the police in case it was a murder.’

‘Ok, great, why are you telling me this random crap? It won’t make me want to live in this dump,’ Isobel replied, knowing her mother had thrown out the piece of information in an attempt to appease and distract her from her dark mood.

‘Well, isn’t that interesting?’

‘Mum, just don’t bother. Leave the storytelling to Gramps - he’s much better at it than you.’

Isobel lifted her legs up to place her hiking boots on the edge of the seat and began to suck her thumb in deep contemplation.

‘Oh, take that out,’ her mother scolded. ‘You’re fifteen now and far too old for that. And look what you’re doing to the seat with those filthy boots,’ she added in an exasperated tone.

‘Why should I when you smoke? That’s way worse, and you’re pregnant,’ Isobel snapped back but then complied. They both fell into a wounded silence. The teenager didn’t want to hurt her mother, but she despised the fake persona Jean wore for everyone except maybe her father. 

Just lately, they’d grown apart; her mother had become like a compassionless, empty shell, living in a cloud of Valium calm, whose only desires seemed to be materialistic. All this was in direct opposition to her interests, as she cared nothing for the mundane and frivolous. She hankered for something wild and reckless and was interested in the arts, history and music, but everything she introduced to her mother was received with shock and expressions of repulsion.

However, Isobel was able to remember a time when she had worshipped her mother when she had thought her beautiful with her long rust-coloured hair and dazzling smile.

She looked over at the frail-looking middle-aged woman with her swollen belly who scrutinised her face in the rear-view mirror and adjusted her now short hair.

‘Mum, you should really stop dieting now that you‘re pregnant,’ she spoke up, genuinely worried by her emaciated appearance.

‘Oh darling, you can never be too thin. You could do with losing a few pounds.’ 

‘Look, they still don’t have any street lights. I hate this place... it’s so lame, like time has been turned back,’ Isobel stated anxiously and fixed her gaze on the passing scenery beyond the car window. 

She knew her mother was tactically ignoring her comment, not wanting to have the subject of all her daughter’s anxieties dragged out into the open. The whole family were aware of her genuine fear of the dark, and now she was being moved to a place where, in the winter, she wouldn’t be able to see her way home from school.  

‘I sneaked into the grounds of Avernous castle when I was young with a boyfriend, but Lord Langley’s father chased us away.’

‘Oh, my god, Mum, you tell me that story every time we pass. I know you love this place, but I think it’s creepy. When I last visited the bungalow, there was no one to hang around with, and they were all backward country bumpkins. ‘Deliverance’, kids,’ Isobel ranted, wildly waving her arms about to express her frustration.

‘Darling, I know it is difficult for you with all this constant change, but your father plans to leave the army in a year’s time, and this would be a good place to settle. Also, I would like to have Granny at my side when your brother or sister is born. Please give it a go, it will be more fun than you think,’ Jean pleaded.

‘Mum, I’ve got nooo bloody friends - don’t you understand?’

Isobel’s mother didn’t reply as she was too busy trying to get another cigarette out of the packet with one hand.

‘You never listen,’ the girl muttered to herself.

Isobel knew that her new home was situated on the Pilgrims Way to Canterbury as her grandparents had lived there for as long as she could remember, but she had rarely visited them because her parents were always on the move.  Her father had been in the army for over ten years and had, of late, been discussing with Isobel’s mother his desire to lay down roots in the country. Previously, Jean’s elderly parents had travelled to their son-in-law’s various homes, but now they were finding the long journeys increasingly tricky. Also, this time, it was different as Isobel’s mother was having a baby and required extra help. 

That was another thing that riled Isobel—the thought of a baby. She was too old for a whinging brother or sister, and she loathed the whole idea. She turned her head and looked out of the window as tears of frustration tumbled down her cheeks. The moving air was like a furnace and dried her face instantly, leaving no evidence for any dramatic effect.

At last, the agonising journey was over. The line of trees petered out, and to her left was an oasis of brightness and colour where petals from a blossoming tree were falling lightly onto the gravel driveway, carpeting it with a delicate pink. The car crunched its way down towards one of two large bungalows that sat side by side, surrounded by beautiful gardens. At the far end was a glistening stream, behind which stood the tall, slender, silver frames of a poplar wood, and in the distance, soft rolling hills could just be seen.

Isobel hardly had time to settle into her new bedroom when the adults announced that they were all going to the pub in the village for a meal. As they walked along the country road in the fading evening light, Isobel’s granddad started one of his spooky tales. John Bridges loved nothing more than a good ghost story.  His various myths and legends had provided her with much-needed entertainment and the attention she had craved during her early childhood. She had always been grateful for the oasis of peace that his presence granted and had often wondered how her mother could have been the spawn of such gentle people.

They strolled along side by side. Isobel felt sheltered and warmed by her granddad’s tall, stooping frame, and she listened eagerly even though, from the first word, she felt the shivers run up and down her spine.

‘Of course, it all happened hundreds of years ago in medieval times, when Raymond Langley was the Lord of the old Castle, as the manor house hadn’t been built at that time.’ John paused, and once sure he had his granddaughter’s attention, he continued with relish. ‘What you have to understand, Isobel, is that in those days, everyone believed in God and knew if they committed a sin, they would go straight to hell. Jane Lacy was one of those God-fearing folks. Everyone at the time liked the girl as she was pretty and a devout Christian who attended the village church every Sunday.’

‘You mean your church?’ Isobel enquired.

‘Yes, the one by the pub. Anyway, Lord Langley employed her as a cook, and she was praised far and wide for her skills in the kitchen. Old Raymond liked her very much, but being a lady of good virtue, she shunned his advances.’ He stopped speaking and stroked his beard as though in deep thought. ‘Issy, I’m not sure this story is really suitable for you, especially with your fear of the dark.’

‘Gramps, I will be fine. You can’t stop now.’

‘Okay, but don’t do your wandering-around-the-house-at-night thing.’

‘I won’t, and that was years ago.’

‘Well, after some time, Raymond got bored—or perhaps it was to make Jane jealous. Anyway, he invited a distant female relative to stay, and soon Jane’s life became harder as she was expected to cook for the new special guest and a whole host of others who joined Raymond at night. The beer and wine flowed continually, and the parties went on for weeks.

‘At first, the ungodly behaviour scared Jane, as she feared for their souls. Then she became angry and one night decided that it was her duty to put an end to all the debauchery.’

‘What did she do?’

‘She put poison in the meals of Raymond and his special guest, who was now his lover. The next day, a group of knights who had been at the party found the couple dead and instantly blamed Jane.’

‘Gramps, that doesn’t mean she poisoned them—they could have died for other reasons.’

‘Well, these men decided they would enforce their own form of justice. Jane tried to run and escaped through a small door in the castle wall, but they caught her.’

‘Well, what happened?’

‘I don’t think I should tell you that bit.’

‘Please,’ Isobel begged, desperately needing to know the end and hated being treated like such a child.

‘Some of the men held her while the others dug a hole by the wall. They threw her in and lay rocks and old flagstones on her body until she was slowly crushed to death.’

‘Ha, that’s so cool.’

‘Issy, it’s just an old tale. I don’t suppose any of it’s true.’

‘So, did she become a ghost?’

‘Yes, she was buried not far from the bungalow. She has been seen many times on Hollow End Street crying and looking lost. Tourists have even gone up to her to offer help.’

‘Have you seen her?’

‘No, no, of course not,’ stated Isobel’s granddad, but his tone of voice was unconvincing. 

After their meal, they all walked home in the dark with John holding their one small torch. Isobel wondered how she would ever feel comfortable in a place that was so different from the warmly illuminated streets of the towns she had found so familiar. Secretly, she felt terrified as they walked through the dark throat of trees where the occasional shot of moonlight punched down onto twisted branches and the inexplicable shapes that moved in the undergrowth. 
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Chapter Two
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Peter Archer could not free himself from the technologically chaotic black hole of his attic bedroom. He was an only child. The books, pens, and an array of broken electrical items, which lay scattered over every surface, were like substitute companions. There were his many unfinished attempts to build the ultimate robot and numerous other projects. In the roof at the centre of the space was the oversized skylight his father Bill had made for him with the sole purpose of providing a home for his pride and joy, the most powerful home telescope they could find.

After finishing a sandwich his father had prepared for his lunch, Peter lay on his bed listening to music as the sun lanced through a smaller window that overlooked the front garden. 

Peter was an observer. He preferred to sit back and watch others rather than be at the centre of things. He chuckled to himself as he looked over at his kitten, who was trying to climb up the checked curtain, pulling out threads as he slipped on the shiny surface. It was the summer holidays, so he could stay frozen in place for as long as he wished—until it was dark, and he could look up into the night sky he preferred until the dark turned into light.

Beds were very familiar to the teenager, as he was bed-bound for much of his early years, which had been spent patiently waiting to get well to recover from one of his asthma attacks or other illnesses. In those days, he had resigned himself to his desperate situation and used books to escape from the pains of reality.

It was during that period of his life that he discovered the enticing magic of the celestial utopia. Soon, his passion for the immensity and finite details of the unfolding universe was all-consuming. He loved its clarity and cleanness, and there was no need for him to be a robust, healthy hero or a blood-and-guts fighter like his friend Oswald. The cosmos was the perfect mystery and something of value in which he could become engrossed. 

Most of all, he enjoyed baffling less-knowledgeable adults with his unanswerable questions. He remembered how he used to badger his father over and over with one particular problem. One time, when he was about six, and they were safely away from his mother, working on the vegetable patch, he had asked.

‘Dad, what’s at the end of the universe?’

His father had stood up straight, brushed the mud off his hands and looked at his son quizzically. ‘Wow, that’s a big question. Well, let’s see. Peter, I believe there is no end.’

‘But there must be. Everything ends.’

‘Space is curved. Think of it like an orange: you start at one point, and if you keep walking, you arrive back at the beginning. Here’s another thought for you: if you could travel at the speed of light, you would be home before you left.’ Bill chuckled to himself.

‘Yes, but what’s the orange in?’

‘Well, I don’t quite see what you mean, but I suppose it’s in nothing.’

‘What do you mean nothing? It can’t be nothing.’ Peter had shouted with exasperation.

‘Peter, I’m not sure I can answer that one.’

‘Ok, where did the orange come from?’

‘Oh, I know the answer to that. First, there was emptiness, and then in that space, there was a very dense particle that held huge amounts of energy. Well, it exploded, with a big bang and spread out. Over time, our solar system was formed and the whole universe. Although, don’t tell your mother I said that—you know how upset she gets by all this stuff.’ Satisfied with his answers to his son’s enquiry, Bill returned to his planting.

‘Dad, what was there before the ‘big bang’?’

‘Son, that’s enough. I’m busy. It would take a whole lifetime or more to figure that one out. Now look at these plants—doesn’t their perfection say it all? Everything is amazing. The fact that any of us exist at all is enough for me.’

Peter loved hearing his father’s voice.  He was a quiet, shy man and seemed nervous about expressing his views in front of his wife. He worked hard as a Landscape Gardener and spent most of his spare time tending to his own plants and speaking to John over the hedge.

However, Peter had learnt a long time ago not to ask his mother Emily anything, as she was deeply religious and mortified by any suggestions that God may not exist—at least not in the form that she understood. Now, as a teenager, he resented the way she believed absurd stories and would visibly flinch from anything that failed to fit into her view of existence. She was fanatical about her faith, and every Sunday, without fail, she would stride up the hill to the church and would be burdened with guilt if she failed to attend due to her son’s sickness or for any other reason. This caused a gulf between him and his mother as he cared equally vehemently in his belief that the truth lay in incontrovertible facts. The only common ground on which they occasionally met was with her love of horses, two of which she owned and kept in the stables on the last farm before the road petered out into a track that led over the downs.  

Emily’s real and frightening state of craziness had all started with the animals. One night not long ago, he had caught his father with a worried expression on his face, listening to one of Emily’s stories while they were cooking in the kitchen.

‘Bill, it was so frightening. The horses were uncontrollable, breaking free from their stables and running wild. We couldn’t get them back in; they were kicking out and rearing up. There was nothing any of us could do to calm them.’ 

Peter stood concealed behind the frame of the open door, concerned that if he revealed himself, they would fall silent. Periodically, he peered around the edge to see what was going on, but they were so engrossed in the dramatic events they remained unaware of his presence.

‘It was the birds,’ she whispered, and Peter saw tears coursing down her cheeks. ‘There was a huge black cloud of starlings and crows swooping down, blinding the poor creatures and pecking at them until they bled. We put coats on and anything over our heads to prevent them from pecking our eyes out. Look, look at my hands.’ Peter poked his head out and saw her outstretched hands covered in blood.

A week later, Peter came home from school and, on passing his parent’s bedroom, found his mother sitting on the bed sobbing, with her face buried in her hands. He sat down close and put his arm around her shoulder.

‘What’s up, Mum?’

‘All the fruit trees are dying, and your father’s spring vegetables have all withered.’

‘Don’t get upset about that, Mum. You know Dad will sort it. These things happen,’ he said sympathetically, wanting to cajole her out of her misery. 

Then, without warning, she venomously hissed, ‘It’s all your fault.’ 

‘No, it isn’t, how’s it my fault!’ he shouted, so shocked he immediately pulled away and stood up. ‘Are you crazy? Have you gone loony tunes or something?’

‘You’re infected with evil,’ she burst out. Her hands were wringing in her lap, and an ugly, tortured expression crumpled her face. ‘Your mad ideas. People like you have driven God away.’

‘Mum! Mum! You can’t believe that crap,’ Peter screamed as the tears brimmed in his eyes. He was desperate and torn apart by her unbelievable accusation.

The door slammed, and Bill walked in on them, both screaming at each other hysterically.

‘You’re no son of mine. Soon, there will be nothing but a never-ending night, and it’s your fault.’

‘Whatever, you stupid cow, I wouldn’t want to be your son; you’re crazy.’

Shaking, Peter ran from his mother and speedily climbed the ladder to his room, slammed the door, put his headphones on and listened to his music as loud as it would go while he lay weeping into his pillow.  Occasionally, he heard distant shouting; as far beneath him, he could just make out the sounds of his parents arguing.

The next day, his father gently explained to him that his mother had scalded herself while cooking and that she’d gone to the hospital. He also tried to reassure him that she hadn’t meant any of the harsh words that she had spat out at him. Peter chose not to listen—nothing his father said could take away his torment.  He had actively blanked his father out and continued to play with the Night Sky app on his iPhone. Peter knew what his father really meant was that his mother had finally cracked and been carted off to the insane asylum. 

It was a good thing that Emily had not been home, as a day later, Peter had drawn back his curtains to see a thick plague of toads covering the whole of his view of Hollow End Street. Obviously, it was some kind of natural phenomenon, but his mother would have read the toads’ appearance as a sign of impending doom. The strange thing was that he had also seen the figure of a small man in a black cloak picking them up and putting them in a bag. However, when he mentioned it to his father, he claimed not to have seen the creatures or the stranger.

That was over a week ago, and since then, Peter had retreated into the predictable world of science and facts.

The loud ticking of the clock was annoying him. It was dark, and at last, he could go and see if the ‘Seven Sisters’, which was the name he had given to a peculiar-looking group of stars, were still there. Peter had first spotted them on the night after the skeletons had been found in the pub. He had never seen them before and had been unable to discover their identity. It was exciting, but he was unsure who to tell and what reaction he would receive. 

He went to the small window, looked out, and thought of John and Daisy’s granddaughter, who had recently moved in with them. The last time he had seen Isobel, she had been about seven, smaller than most of her age, thin with long autumnal hair and fabulous, soft brown eyes.  They had never played together, as he was usually going through a bout of illness, but he had enjoyed watching her rollerblading along the road in her isolated little world. Once, she had looked up and smiled, and the sweetness of her face had never left his mind. However, when he saw her arriving a few days ago, he had been shocked—her hair had been cut short and dyed a bright red. Isobel wore a kind of cap, huge boots, tight jeans and a baggy t-shirt. She looked like some goddamn emo. What a transformation! Since Isobel’s arrival, his father had been prompting him to go and call on the girl, but he hadn’t been able to summon up the courage.  
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Chapter Three
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Oswald Hunt never reflected deeply on anything, as it was always too painful. He knew that his father, George, viewed him as the diabolical child who had killed his mother on the day of his birth sixteen years ago. The hatred was intense and mutual, and everyone who knew them recognised that they were both damaged humans. No one had ever tried to intervene in his or his sister Ariel’s plight. They were dismissed as eccentrics, just another facet of Lord Langley’s household.

Anyone would think that it would be wonderful to live on the grounds of such a beautiful estate, complete with a large fortified house and a ruined castle keep but it was far from a perfect life for Oswald and Ariel. The three of them lived in a dilapidated old farmer’s cottage within the perimeter of the castle grounds and had free run of the place. Their father was also the present Lord Langley’s Game Keeper, so more and more frequently, Oswald was made responsible for the birds in the falconry. Ariel was expected to carry out most of the household duties.

Oswald was a fearless fighter and had been excluded from school more times than he could remember, either for protecting his sister or Peter, his classmate and his one and only friend. The only reason he was permitted to enter the sixth form was because of his high exam results. The other children saw him as a challenge; the outsider was not welcome in their pack. He was grimy, someone to be driven away like a wounded animal. Oswald was preyed on from all sides. 

Although quite handsome with a tall, lean frame and dark gipsy looks, he appeared uncared for, his trousers were often too short; his dirt-grey school shirt was always half tucked in his trousers and half hanging out. His thick black hair was rarely cut, never combed, and on close inspection, was often flecked with sawdust from cleaning out the birds. Also, he was hyper-vigilant and always ready to pounce. He had boundless energy and was only ever calm when he was with animals. His wildness and energetic need for attention annoyed people in authority more than anything. However, within the village, he was tolerated.

Lately, Oswald found himself bored with the drudgery and futility of life, and he found himself wishing for a war or some catastrophe to liven things up. He wouldn’t have cared if the whole world were exterminated, except for three things: Ariel, Sir Lancelot, his golden eagle, and his friend Peter.

His sister was only one year older than himself, but from as far back as he could remember, she delighted him. Like a bird protecting its chicks, he had a desire to keep her safe under his wing. She was the one person who had always been there to soothe away his troubles. He loved to watch her doing her pop star routine as she jumped around on her bed singing to her favourite music. She had an impressive voice, and he firmly believed that one day, she would be a star. Together, they spent much of their time fantasising about how they would spend their vast riches. He would be her manager, and they would travel the world in a colossal campervan. She would be loved by everyone who set their eyes on her symmetrical face and her dark, seductive eyes. Oswald thought of her as his caged bird of paradise that one day he hoped to see fly free.

Oswald stood in front of the rows of cages. Each bird would have to be fed, one by one, and then taken out to be exercised. He was looking at the snowy owl sitting on its perch, blinking at him. He was there, as usual, to keep out of the way of his father.

‘Ill-tempered, vindictive scum. I hope he rots in hell,’ he grumbled to the creature that just regarded him dumbly. He was aware of his rumbling gut, but the moment he had smelt the reek of booze on his father’s breath, he had lost his appetite for breakfast. The whole situation seemed insoluble, and the older he became, the stronger the desire to escape grew. ‘Oh God, why can’t someone or something save us?’ Oswald pleaded to the empty sky. 

Oswald heard a faint rustling behind him and thought that his sister must have come to find him as her biggest fear in life was that her brother would become so frustrated with his father’s temper that he would run away and abandon her to the monster. Slowly, he turned around and found himself face-to-face with a beautiful young girl. She wore a long white dress that was mostly covered by a thick cotton apron, which did little to conceal a pregnant belly. She smiled tenderly, but her eyes were sad, and her beseeching white lips were trying to move.

‘I put a curse on them all for their cruelty, but alas, we no more remain. It be your task to finish this, my lad,’ she whispered in a piteous voice.

Oswald wanted to look away, but he was somehow dazzled by her presence. She reached out her hand and touched his shoulder. Instantly, all his anger decayed as calm was transferred through her fingertips into his anguished soul, and he felt still. Then, one by one, the quality and details of her loveliness began to fade.

The teenager was not left quivering or traumatised by the strange event—instead, he felt serene, as though his burdens had finally been lifted. He returned to his task of feeding the birds, and as he bent down to fill up a feeding bowl, he noticed blood dripping onto the ground. Oh no, not another nosebleed, he thought to himself as he desperately searched his pocket for a tissue. Finding nothing, Oswald pressed his shirtsleeve against the flood and hurried back to the cottage.
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Chapter Four
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‘Are we going shopping tomorrow, Mum? I want to see if they have got any good shops in this dump.’

‘Isobel, don’t be so rude. They have the same shops that you would find anywhere.’

‘I don’t want those crap chain stores. I mean my kind of shops.’

‘Please don’t talk like that in front of your grandparents,’ Jean scolded.

They were all sitting around the kitchen table having supper before bed. Isobel glanced at her grandparents’ embarrassed faces as they enthusiastically dunked biscuits into their drinking chocolate.  

‘Well, are we going? I am fed up hanging around on my own. It’s supposed to be my holiday.’ Issy whined.

‘I am afraid we can’t tomorrow, your gran and I are going to go to the hospital to have the baby’s progress checked.’

‘You cow, you promised me.’

‘I know, dear, but I am very busy at the moment, and you are old enough now to look after yourself. Granddad will be home but don’t go too far, stay near the house. I don’t want to have to worry about anyone else.’

Lazy bitch, she never cared about anyone else other than herself and the stupid baby, Isobel thought. She felt stung by her mother’s words, betrayed and more resentful than ever towards the precious baby who seemed to be taking up everyone’s attention before it was even born.

****
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THE MOMENT THE SUN rose the next day, Isobel was jolted awake by a loud banging that sounded like it had cracked open the sky, coming from the woods at the bottom of her garden. Isobel recognised the sound from the shooting ranges from when they were living on an army base.  Without further thought, she jumped out of bed, rapidly dressed and rushed down the corridor to the kitchen. There, she found her grandfather, John, sitting at the wooden table, calmly reading the paper. With his reading glasses balanced on the end of his nose, he looked over them as she approached and saw her obviously startled white face.

‘What’s the matter, Issy?’ he said as he stroked his grey beard and took off his glasses.

‘Did you hear that banging? It sounded like some people are having a gunfight in the woods.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about that. It’s just some folk shooting rabbits in the backfield. You will soon get used to the country ways.’

‘I thought it was some mad person come to kill us all.’

‘No,’ he laughed. ‘What would you like for breakfast? I am not great at cooking, but I do good bacon and eggs,” he said, standing up and unhooking the frying pan off the wall and placing it on the Arga. ‘Will that suit you, or I can do cereal?’ He was such a tall man compared to the rest of the family, who were all quite petite. 

‘Bacon and eggs would be fine, thanks.’ Isobel sat down, and then something caught her eyes on the front of the local newspaper—a picture of a magnificently ornate gold box, like a small treasure chest. She dragged the paper in front of her and began to read.

‘Gramps, it says the bones they found were ancient, very, very old.’

‘Yes, I have been reading the article, and it is exciting. Look what they say about the box they found.’

Isobel silently read on and was amazed by what she discovered. 

‘A mysterious box and bones have been discovered in a local public house, buried under layers of lead which took a long time to remove. Scientists with Geiger counters had been called because the pub owner, Mr. Leonard Parker, feared that the contents might have been concealed in such a way because they were radioactive. Eventually, the box was taken to the Museum in Canterbury. At first, it could not be opened as there was no apparent lock, but finally, the curator managed to find a trigger, and inside, they discovered a very large book.’

Isobel looked up. ‘Hey, Granddad, they are saying that they found a book bound in human skin.’

‘How do they know that Issy?’ John replied as he busily attended to his cooking.

‘The pores of human skin are different from those of pigs and cows. Also, they say the skin has a strange waxy odour.’ 

‘What else does it say?’ 

‘There are symbols embossed in gold on the front cover of a dragon biting its tail and
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