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            In The Deadly Daylight, Alice England learned about exotic animals, allergies, and how to make a friend. Now, she, Violet, and Cal are back and faced with another mystery to solve!

            It’s summer holiday in Damocles Cove and Alice, Violet, and Cal are off to Archaeology Camp. Sure, it’s not the K-pop camp Violet wanted, or the days of video gaming that Cal was looking forward to, but Alice’s enthusiasm carries them all off to the mysterious Malkin Tower on the edge of the spooky Pendle Woods. The work is hard, and the findings are small, until one day a fellow camper turns up something unexpected. What is discovered in the dirt will plunge Alice and her friends into another murder mystery. Do curses really exist? Is a monster haunting Pendle Woods? And who is creeping around the tower after midnight?

            When camp ends and everyone is sent home without answers, Alice will need her signature logic, the support of her friends, and her special talent to solve the mystery of Pendle Woods and bring an end to a family feud that’s been going on for centuries.

         

      

   


   
      
         Praise for The Deadly Daylight


         
            ‘Quirky, dark and delightful, I loved trying to solve this truly engrossing mystery.’ Shirley Marr, award-winning author of A Glasshouse of Stars

            ‘The Deadly Daylight is an engaging novel with a full cast of larger-than-life characters, and even I didn’t pick the bad guy! Harrier sets us up nicely for the next book in the series, and readers will be left wanting more.’ Books & Publishing

            ‘The Deadly Daylight is a perfect-for-kids murder mystery. I loved spending time with Alice England, who cheerfully chooses coffins for everyone she meets, and Violet Devenish, who might finally have found a true friend. This is a fresh and curiously upbeat read with memorable characters, clever plot and satisfying ending. Prepare for secrets and friendships, life and death, quirks and cosy mystery.’ Cristy Burne, author of the Wednesday Weeks series

            ‘An engrossing, entertaining and enchanting novel, written with subtlety, sophistication and style, which older primary school and lower secondary readers, both girls and boys, should thoroughly enjoy. I loved it. I hope Alice and her friends have many more adventures in future Alice England Mystery series titles. Highly recommended.’ Magpies Magazine

            ‘The Deadly Daylight is an intriguing mystery that explores lots of interesting ideas.’ R. A. Spratt, author of the Friday Barnes and Girl Detective seriesii

            ‘I loved how the story kept me on the edge of my seat throughout the entire book. This book is great for people who love a bit of murder as well as a bit of mystery.’ Ashlee, 11 years old

            ‘Wow! This book was amazing. It had me hooked right from the start and it introduced me to the murder mystery genre. I can’t wait to read the next book in the series.’ Josh, 10 years old

            ‘A very suspenseful book. I knew that I would like it just from the title. I really liked how they explained what the title meant quickly and got straight into the action.’ Stella, 10 years old

            ‘If you liked reading Agatha Oddly and Friday Barnes you will love The Deadly Daylight. I really liked that Alice had to remember all the little details on the bodies at her Dad’s funeral home, it was very unique setting for a novel. It hooked me right from the start.’ Ivy, 9 years old

            ‘This is a wonderful book, full of plot-twisting events along with everyday drama too. The story hooks you right from the start by using a funeral home for the setting and including the unusual element of sunlight allergies. I really liked how the friendship between Alice, Violet and Cal helped solve the mystery.’ Ruby, 11 years old
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        Dedicated to the librarians.

You were beacons guiding me to great books when I was a child, and I’m still grateful today for the way you bring stories and knowledge to people, young and old.
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            CHAPTER 1

            A Complete Surprise

         

         If she could skip, Alice would be skipping with excitement, but her weak leg meant skipping was not an option. She’d tried ballet once, but the wobbly left limb made her fall over at unexpected moments and she’d had to admit that ballet wasn’t the activity for her.

         Alice contented herself with walking. She went along Wharf Road towards the Quay, passing the moored white yachts and rusty fishing boats. Gulls twitched to and fro on gusts of wind, screeching with the fun of it. Alice had called both Cal and Violet last night to arrange a meeting at the Quay but she’d kept the reason for the meeting a secret, hugging it to herself like a delightful present.

         Alice added a sort of a skip to her stroll and managed not to stumble. She’d been planning and researching for several weeks now and finally her efforts had paid off. All she had to do now was make the announcement to Violet and Cal, then spend the afternoon celebrating with her friends. Churros, Alice decided. Yes, that was the perfect celebratory food.

         She took the pedestrian footbridge, then crossed the parking lot to a cluster of wind-battered buildings: the 2Quay shopping mall. This was one of Alice’s favourite places, especially since Violet and Cal liked it too. Violet loved the accessory shops and using the free wi‑fi, Cal liked the arcade and sharing hot chips, and Alice enjoyed the splat of the ocean against the boardwalk and visiting the gemstone store.

         Life had been lonelier before she met Violet Devenish and Cal Lee – when it was just Alice, her father and their funeral home. Although she was still happy enough on her own, she liked having friends. There was a lot more fun. And noise. Both Cal and Violet talked fast, made a lot of jokes and laughed frequently, which took a bit of keeping up. They weren’t much alike, the three of them: Violet with her obsessive love of a Korean pop group called Moon Squad and YouTubers Alice didn’t relate to, and Cal with his nocturnal gaming habits and pet python named Ziggy. But they seemed to click together anyway.

         Alice turned onto the boardwalk where the new bubble tea shop had gone up – and there was Violet. She was sipping an enormous, bright-green drink, the straw tucked in under the shade-veil she wore over her face to protect her from the sunlight. Violet waved.

         ‘Hello, Violet,’ Alice said when she was within earshot. ‘What flavour is that?’

         ‘Pear and aloe. It’s a bit sweet, but nice.’

         Alice could imagine. She had explained to Violet after trying her second flavour of bubble tea that the lumpy syrups were not for her. Violet had been astounded. Even Cal seemed to like bubble tea – yes, he only drank it when Violet couldn’t finish one and gave it to him to polish off, but he certainly liked it.

         ‘Cal’s not here yet – no surprise,’ Violet added. ‘He’s in training.’ 3

         ‘What do you mean, in training?’

         ‘You know, with the school holidays coming. He won’t have to worry about getting to school in the morning, so he can stay up as late as he wants. He’s probably getting into practice.’ Violet took a long slurp of her drink.

         ‘Hey!’ It was Cal, his long black coat flapping in the breeze, his adored pet snake curled around one sleeve. He waved with his free arm.

         ‘Hello, Cal,’ said Alice.

         ‘Hey, Zombie Queen, Ultra-Violet.’

         Alice smiled. She loved her nickname. ‘Let’s get churros,’ she said. ‘I have an exciting announcement to make.’

         Violet raised her eyebrows and Cal nodded, adjusting the python. ‘Not so tight, Zig.’

         They bought a box of churros to share and walked down to the beach. The day was cool, despite being late spring, and rain had been threatening all morning. Even so, children were paddling in the little beach, squealing at the cold or plunging their plastic spades into the sand like small gravediggers. A few teenagers were on the pontoon in their swimsuits, being loud and daring one another to do risky things.

         The three friends sat down on a quiet part of the shore.

         ‘What’s your big announcement?’ asked Violet, manoeuvring a churro in under her veil to take a bite.

         ‘Well, Violet, your situation with your mother has been on my mind for some time, especially since she refused to let you attend the K-Pop camp you were so excited about.’ Violet made a sour face. Alice had expected that. ‘I have sympathy for you, but I also understand her hesitation. It’s only been a few months since your mum agreed to relax 4a bit about your allergy to UV light. I suspect she needs more time before she’ll let you to go away for a week without her supervision.’

         ‘You talk so weird, Alice,’ Cal said around his churro.

         ‘Yes, you often tell me that.’ Alice was only slightly derailed by his interruption. ‘Anyway, I realised that Luanne’s main concern was probably that no one else at the camp would understand your allergy or exactly how dangerous it is for you to be exposed to sunlight. It also occurred to me that, if there was someone else there who could be trusted to keep an eye on you, your mum might feel more comfortable about letting you go.’

         ‘Yeah, obviously. But no one I knew wanted to come with me,’ Violet reminded her.

         ‘Amy did,’ said Cal.

         ‘But her family already has some boring vacation booked.’

         Alice waited for them to become quiet. ‘Violet, I spoke to your mother and—’ She paused for effect. ‘She has agreed that you can go away to camp on the holidays, with me as your allergy buddy.’

         Violet’s mouth fell open, her light blue eyes shining with sudden comprehension. ‘What? Are you for real?’

         ‘It’s true.’ Alice couldn’t help smiling. ‘And Cal, I haven’t forgotten about you. There was a free spot for one camper who couldn’t pay the fee. I worked with your mother to apply, and you were successful. Congratulations, Cal – you’re coming to camp with us.’

         Cal looked stunned, although not quite as ecstatic as Violet. In fact, he didn’t look ecstatic at all. ‘Um, sorry Alice. I can’t go. I need to look after Ziggy. Mum won’t go anywhere near him.’ 5

         Alice nodded. ‘I anticipated that as well. The president of the Damocles Cove Reptile Owner’s Society has agreed to care for Ziggy. He thought Ziggy would actually be fine without you for the week of the camp, since they only need feeding every seven to ten days, but I was adamant that Ziggy should have proper supervision.’

         Cal frowned. ‘Adam who?’

         ‘Adamant. It means absolutely firm on a matter.’

         Cal still seemed unsure. ‘Uh, thing is, Alice, I’m not really into K-Pop …’

         Alice was momentarily baffled, then she chuckled. ‘I’m sorry, Cal – maybe I didn’t explain myself properly. It’s not K-Pop camp we’re going to. It’s archaeology camp. There’s an actual, real archaeological dig happening and they’ve invited a small number of high school students to come and help with the excavations.’ She looked at both her friends’ shocked faces, barely able to contain her excitement. ‘We’re going to spend a whole week digging in a forest for historical objects!’

         They didn’t seem as excited as she’d hoped. In fact, Violet appeared extremely disappointed.

         ‘Archaeology camp?’ Her nose was screwed up like she’d smelled something unpleasant.

         Cal was only slightly more positive. ‘It doesn’t sound too bad, I guess. There’ll be other kids there?’

         ‘Yes, of course,’ Alice assured him. ‘Including us, there’ll be seven students assisting a lead archaeologist, and two postgraduate researchers.’

         Cal stuffed the last churro into his mouth. ‘I’ll miss my computer.’

         ‘Your mum thought a break from gaming would be good for you,’ Alice said. 6

         Cal just rolled his eyes. ‘Will they at least have wi-fi?’

         Alice wasn’t sure. ‘I’ll get back to you on that. Perhaps they do in the guesthouse where we’re staying.’

         ‘We’ll be staying in a guesthouse?’ Violet looked cautiously interested.

         ‘Yes, an old tower on the coast, over two hundred years old.’ Alice considered whether to tell them the next bit. Yes. Honesty was always best. ‘About the house. It has a bit of a reputation.’

         Cal pulled a face. ‘Bed bugs? I’m out.’

         ‘No, of course not.’ Alice ran her fingers through the sand, working out the best way to say it. ‘Some people might find the tower’s history disturbing. The whole area has a strange history. It’s known as rather a mystical place.’

         Cal’s eyebrows rose. ‘A mystical place? Like, magical?’

         ‘In a way. There’s a history of witchcraft. And the guesthouse, Malkin Tower, is—’

         Violet gave a small shriek, her eyes lighting up. ‘Malkin Tower?’

         Alice was startled. ‘You know of it?’

         ‘TommyPotts did a full episode on that place! It’s cursed!’

         Alice had been talked into watching a couple of TommyPotts’ videos in the past. She found them grating and sensational, but knew he was popular with the kids at school and Violet’s latest favourite YouTuber.

         Violet had turned to Cal. ‘Did you see that episode?’

         He frowned. ‘Was that the one about the two witches casting spells on each other? And the haunted bottle things?’

         Alice was pleased they’d heard of Malkin Tower. ‘That’s just what we’re investigating – evidence of rituals 7in Pendle Woods and the practice of magic in the olden-days. The lead archaeologist, Professor Adeline Grey, studies the history of witchcraft. She’s a respected scientist. The current owners, the Demdikes, own a big section of the woods around the Malkin Tower.’

         ‘The Witching Woods,’ Violet supplied.

         ‘Otherwise known as Pendle Woods.’ The gleam of interest in her friends’ eyes gladdened Alice’s heart. ‘Rituals were supposed to have gone on in those woods. People have found a couple of artefacts, but no one’s ever done a proper excavation there. That’s our project. We’ll learn how to excavate objects that may be over two centuries old.’

         ‘What have people found so far?’ Cal asked.

         ‘Clay figures, bottles and other old carved items.’

         Ziggy the python had taken a constrictive hold on Cal’s arm, which meant for the next couple of minutes Cal had to try to convince the snake he was not prey. Violet was silent, sitting with her knees up and gazing across the water with her chin resting on her arm. Alice waited.

         ‘It’s not what I had in mind when I said I wanted to go to camp these holidays,’ Violet said at last. ‘But I suppose it sounds sort of okay.’

         When Cal had removed himself from the mortal danger of his python’s tiny coils, he added that he would really miss his computer, but agreed that archaeology camp sounded sort of okay.

         Alice was surprised that her efforts to set her friends up with a fascinating week of science and history hadn’t conjured anything more than an ‘okay’. But she supposed it would have to do.
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            CHAPTER 2

            The Question of Superstition

         

         At home, in the embalming room, Alice sat perched on the stainless steel bench. She leaned back against the hospital-green wall and watched her father work.

         He was dressing a body for the next day’s funeral. Thaddeus England was always methodical, fetching one neatly laid-out spotted sock at a time and easing it onto the foot with a delicate touch. Last of all came the smart black Mary Jane shoes.

         The body belonged to Ms Olivia Heffner. Alice liked her style of dress. Olivia had favoured retro fifties fashion and her family had arranged for her to attend her own funeral in a cream and black polka-dotted frock, soft cardigan and chiffon headscarf. When Thaddeus stepped back, that was Alice’s cue to take over. She slipped off the bench and fetched a large envelope containing a red beaded necklace with matching earrings and a diamond ring. There was also a well-loved baby doll.

         As Alice held the doll, gazing at its brown glass eyes and worn-off eyelashes, she found that it held a secret little story about Olivia that only Alice could see. Whenever 9this happened, Alice called the object ‘resonant’. Nobody but her father knew she had this gift.

         Olivia had been given the doll during a long stay in hospital when she was six years old. She had a condition that affected her lungs. Olivia had grown into a gentle, smiling young woman who adored children and babies. She had taught in a kindergarten and her dearest wish had been to have several children of her own, but her illness meant she was unable to have a baby. It also meant her life would be much shorter than usual. Ms Heffner was recently engaged to be married, and had been looking into adopting children, but her disease had caught up with her and she died in her sleep at twenty-eight years of age.

         It was a sad end for the family and the fiancé, but Alice could tell that Olivia Heffner had been a resilient woman who led a good life. The funeral service was bound to be well attended. It had become popular over the past few years to call funerals a ‘celebration of life’. Alice privately thought that only very few funerals really celebrated the lives of the dead – sometimes because the dead hadn’t lived particularly celebration-worthy lives. But for Olivia Heffner, it should and would be a celebration. Lots of tears, but plenty of good memories, especially for the kindergarteners who would always remember their kind teacher.

         She clasped the necklace around Olivia’s neck, then poked the earrings through her pierced lobes. The ring was last, slipped onto the third finger of the left hand, which rested on Olivia’s stomach. Alice considered the doll. How could she place it in the casket without ruining the attractive effect of Olivia in her delightful spotty dress? She tried the doll propped up in one corner, then the other.10

         Finally, she reached for Olivia’s arm. ‘Excuse me,’ she said.

         The arm was heavy and cold but not stiff. Alice tucked the doll into the crook of Olivia’s arm and rested the hand with the ring on the doll’s lace dress. She stood back next to her father, and they observed Olivia together in silence.

         ‘Beautiful,’ Thaddeus said after a few moments.

         Alice nodded. ‘She was a lovely woman, inside and out.’

         Her father gave her a sidelong glance. He hadn’t known for very long about Alice’s ability to sense things about the dead, and he still didn’t know specific details of how she knew those things. They didn’t talk about it. Alice preferred that, although she hadn’t worked out why.

         ‘So, only two more weeks of school,’ he said, pulling off his medical tunic to reveal a shirt covered in jolly little watermelons.

         ‘Yes.’ Alice followed him out of the embalming room, through the funeral parlour and into their home at the back of the building. ‘I can’t wait for archaeology camp. It’s going to be strange being away from home for so long, though.’

         ‘Strange for me, too. You’ve never been away for more than a night.’ He paused, which usually meant he was preparing to drop one of his puns. ‘Having you away camping for a week is going to be intense.’

         Alice thought about it. ‘Intense – in tents?’ He nodded, smiling. ‘We’re not sleeping in tents, Dad.’

         Thaddeus sighed, obviously disappointed that his pun hadn’t met her standards.

         ‘Have you ever been to Malkin Tower?’ she asked.

         ‘No. I’ve heard of it, though.’ Thaddeus washed his hands carefully at the kitchen sink, then checked on the chickpea dhal he had going in the slow cooker. ‘It’s quite a 11famous place in these parts. The witch stories, and all that. Are you staying in the tower?’

         ‘Yes. The owner, Mr Demdike, has turned Malkin Tower into a guesthouse now. The students will be sharing group rooms for girls and boys.’ Alice opened the fridge to search for a snack.

         ‘Will other families and tourists be staying there as well?’

         ‘No, we’ve got the whole place to ourselves.’ She gazed into the fridge. ‘I don’t think Malkin Tower is in high demand, to be honest.’

         ‘Why not? Because there aren’t any swimming beaches or amusements in the area?’

         ‘No, not exactly. The main problem is the online reviews. Malkin Tower has a reputation for being haunted, cursed and having terrible plumbing.’ She selected an apple, for want of anything more interesting.

         Thaddeus nodded. ‘Of course – the curse. I didn’t know about the plumbing.’

         ‘Malkin Tower’s a very old place, so plumbing issues are to be expected,’ said Alice. ‘But the curse is just mythology, of course.’

         ‘Remind me of the story, Alice,’ said Thaddeus. ‘It’s been a long time since I heard it.’

         Alice sat down at the kitchen table. ‘Well, it all started with two matriarchs who lived in separate houses across the woods – the Chattoxes and the Demdikes.’ Matriarch was a new word to Alice, meaning the woman in charge of a family or community. It had an impressive sound and she was glad of an opportunity to use it. ‘They offended each other and the Chattox woman used witchcraft to curse the Demdikes with bad luck.’12

         Thaddeus had sunk into the chair opposite, his watermelon-patterned shirt a spot of brightness against the dark tones of their home. ‘Wasn’t there a child who went missing from Malkin Tower, or something like that?’ he asked.

         ‘Yes, I believe so. A few children, actually.’ Alice munched her apple. ‘I haven’t read much about that because I’m mainly interested in the artefacts. The professor who’s in charge of the project says that the Pendle Woods are full of relics of witchcraft.’

         He watched her across the table. ‘I hope you’ll be safe, what with bad plumbing, curses and hauntings.’

         Alice stared. ‘I never thought of you as superstitious, Dad.’

         He smiled. ‘I’m not. It’s just that, the older I get, the more I realise how little people know about … otherworldly things.’ His smile slipped away and he glanced up at the photo on the wall behind her. It was a picture of Alice and her twin sister as newborn babies.

         Alice’s fingers went to the two pendants on the chain at her throat – her own and Victoria’s. She released it, then took another bite of her apple.

         ‘I don’t believe in curses,’ she said firmly. ‘I believe in science, and the science of archaeology is why I’m going on this camp.’ She leaned forward and looked into her father’s eyes. ‘You have nothing to worry about, Dad.’

         His smile returned. ‘Yes, you’re right. I don’t believe in curses, either. I just hope none of the other kids on the camp find it too discombobulating.’

         ‘I wouldn’t worry about that, Dad. Kids are very hard to discombobulate, these days. This is a chance to be scientific about the history of Malkin Tower, and even debunk the 13stories about the curse. Then maybe the reviews will improve – provided the owners also fix the plumbing.’
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         Two weeks later, the Damocles Cove High School students were released for the summer break by their acting principal, Ms Goodwill. She stood at the school gate, her curly hair pinned back by sunglasses atop her head, radiating positive energy and braving the fierce sea breeze.

         ‘Do productive things, Erin!’ she called as teenagers slouched past with heavy backpacks and cynical expressions. ‘Remember, we’re all lifelong learners, Matthias! Thinking never takes a holiday, Chelsea. Read every day, Bianca! Spend time outdoors, Vanessa! Swim in the sea, Alfie! Look at art! Unplug! Explore!’

         Violet and Cal had their heads ducked to avoid eye contact. Ms Goodwill was better than Mr Prince, the brawny ex-principal who’d recently left in disgrace, but no one wanted to be the target of Ms Goodwill’s special brand of sunny kindness. Alice rarely remembered to do the head-down trick, however, and Ms Goodwill’s gaze landed on her.

         ‘Alice! And Violet and Cal! What do you three have planned for the school break?’

         Alice paused, happy to talk about their imminent adventure. ‘We’re going to archaeology camp.’

         Kimberly Larsson and Jasmine Pang exchanged a look, then burst into giggles. Violet went pink, Cal ignored them, and Alice wondered what was so amusing.

         But Ms Goodwill stared at her rapturously. ‘This is what I mean!’ she cried. ‘This is just the sort of thing I 14love to see my students doing during term breaks. Where’s the camp being held?’

         Violet and Cal waited a short distance away as Alice told her all about the camp. Ms Goodwill nodded, her curls bouncing like preschoolers on moon-hoppers.

         ‘I know the Pendle Woods well! One of my best friends comes from there – Jenny. I spent a few vacations at her old family home when I was a girl. She lives here in Damocles Cove now, but I know exactly the spot you’ll be excavating in, because her property includes part of those woods.’

         ‘Is she a Demdike?’ asked Alice. ‘Was it Malkin Tower where she lived?’

         ‘No, not Malkin Tower – Jenny’s family lived in Gothor Hall on the other side of the woods.’

         ‘Oh, she’s a Chattox?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Are the Chattoxes friendly with the Demdikes, these days?’ Alice asked curiously.

         ‘Er … I’m not too sure.’ Ms Goodwill’s face was unusually serious for a few moments, perhaps remembering her childhood visits. She shook herself. ‘Well, it sounds absolutely wonderful! You three have a fabulous time and I can’t wait to hear all about it when you get back.’
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            CHAPTER 3

            A Diverse Crew

         

         Thaddeus volunteered to take Alice, Violet and Cal to Malkin Tower. The drive took about an hour along the coast road from Damocles Cove. The further south they went, the more dramatic the countryside became, until the world seemed to fall abruptly into the ocean. Great limestone cliffs swept down to the sea like sheared bone, and only a flimsy railing stood between Thaddeus’s car and certain death. Terns swooped and soared on gusts of wind.

         Guided by a weather-beaten sign pointing to Malkin Tower, Thaddeus turned down a curved road leading away from the coast. For a while they wound their way alongside dense woods, fenced with barbed wire. Pendle Woods, Alice thought. They rounded a bend in the hill and the road ended at an open iron gate. Passing through, Thaddeus brought the car to a stop in the small parking lot. Violet gasped and Cal said, ‘Whoa!’

         Malkin Tower was a great, round limestone building with narrow windows cut into the pale walls, rising at least three storeys high. Flat-roofed and set on top of a green hill, it looked a bit like a fortress. Alice had read that it was constructed by convicts, using rough limestone 16blocks they’d cut out of the cliffs and transported on carts. For a moment, she stared in awe at the tower, astonished that people had built it by hand. It stood there, solid and proud against the backdrop of Pendle Woods, in total defiance of the violent winds coming off the western sea.

         Parents were helping teenagers unload bags and cases from their car boots. Three people stood assembled on the tower steps, observing the process. Alice recognised the grey-haired woman in the middle from the camp information: Professor Grey. There was a younger woman on one side of her and an untidy-looking man on the other.

         ‘It must be really fancy inside,’ Violet was saying.

         ‘There are no other houses anywhere,’ said Cal. ‘No shops, no businesses …’

         ‘What a beautiful old tower,’ remarked Thaddeus. ‘It’s quite majestic.’

         Alice agreed. She climbed out of the car and went around to the boot.

         ‘Let’s not prolong the goodbyes!’ the professor called from the steps. ‘Chop-chop! Grab your bags, kiss your parents, then come and get your instructions. Off you go, parents – long goodbyes cause hesitation.’

         Thaddeus helped them unload their bags and gave Alice a rueful look. ‘Oh, well. I suppose I’ll take a look around Malkin Tower another time.’

         Alice kissed him goodbye. She, Violet and Cal went to stand at the foot of the front steps with their gear as Thaddeus waited his turn to exit the car park. The other parents had also taken the hint and one by one they drove away, waving to their children.

         ‘I don’t get why your dad doesn’t drive a hearse,’ Cal said, watching Thaddeus steer his small car out 17through the gate. ‘Just think what an entrance we could have made.’

         ‘We haven’t had hearses in the business for years,’ Alice told him. ‘It’s more cost effective to hire them than maintain them.’ She wasn’t really concentrating on the conversation, however, because she was studying the three archaeologists on the steps of Malkin Tower.

         Professor Grey was short, wiry and sharp-eyed. She was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt that said ARCHAEOLOGISTS DIG HISTORY. Alice’s father would have complimented her on the pun if he’d had the chance. If she had to choose a coffin for the professor, it would be plain teak, no embellishments, with a single yellow rose placed on top.

         ‘Come on, then!’ Professor Grey was calling. ‘Bring your gear and gather round.’

         The two people with her must be Morris Heeles and Tansy Samesbury, described on the camp paperwork as ‘postgraduate researchers’. Postgraduate, as far as Alice had been able to determine, meant someone who kept studying after their university studies had officially finished. It sounded a little extreme.

         Morris Heeles was wild-haired and stout, dressed in a long-sleeved business shirt tucked untidily into black trousers. It seemed an impractical choice, given the warm day. Sure enough, he was sweating and had to remove his glasses twice to mop his face with a tissue. He wore a name tag that said, inexplicably, ‘Mouldy’ in black marker. His coffin would be a nice warm ash wood, with antique brass handles and a display of cottage blooms on top.

         Tansy was tall and thin and wore shorts and a T-shirt stained with dirt, as if she’d already been digging. She had 18big green eyes and not much of a chin. She would have a straightforward white casket, no bevelling to the edges, with stainless steel handles and a donation to her chosen charity instead of flowers. Tansy had been writing in black marker on a sheet of labels, but now she looked up and started calling out names.

         In addition to Alice, Violet and Cal, there were four more school students on the camp: Jane, Lance, Katya and Redferne. They eyed one another, but there wasn’t any opportunity for introductions because as soon as Tansy had finished sticking their labels to their shirts, the professor told them to pick up their gear.

         ‘Girls go with Tansy and boys with Mouldy. We’ll meet back here in twenty minutes to do an orientation. Get changed into practical clothes for walking in the woods, got it?’

         Inside, the temperature plummeted. Alice, wearing summer clothes, got goosebumps on her arms and legs. They were in a spacious, circular foyer carpeted in red, with staircases winding up a curved wall on each side. Wooden doors could be seen – one straight ahead of them and another to the left. The pale walls were hung with candle sconces and paintings of pointy dogs, pitchers of flowers and people standing around with horses, trying to look casual. Tansy pointed the girls right and boys left. Cal cast Alice and Violet a desperate look but followed the other boys.

         The girl labelled Jane went first after Tansy. ‘This place is incredible!’ Her dark eyes were wide with admiration as she gazed at the stone steps and the slits of windows in the walls. ‘It’s got so much atmosphere – it feels almost as if the building is alive.’19

         ‘The walls of Malkin Tower do breathe,’ remarked the girl labelled Katya. When the other three shot her startled glances, she explained. ‘It’s a scientific process. Every day, the air inside the limestone rock exchanges with the air outside. The rock warms up during the day, which expands the air inside it and forces it out of the wall. Then at the end of the day when the rock cools down, the air inside shrinks and sucks the outside air back in. The more porous the wall, the bigger breaths it takes.’

         Tansy looked impressed. ‘Very good. You’re interested in carbonates?’

         Katya, who had a pigtail of dense brown curls tied above each ear, shrugged. ‘Geology. All the sciences, I suppose. My real favourite is physics.’

         ‘But you came to archaeology camp?’ said Violet.

         ‘Well, I’m going to the Physics Festival in Port Cormorant straight from this camp. Then I have a week at home before I go to Math-Fest in Gimlet Bay. The only problem is, I can’t do both that and the South Coast STEM Expo.’ Katya sighed. ‘Devo.’

         They reached the second floor and Tansy led them along the curved hallway until they arrived at the door of a large bedroom. Inside, a great Turkish rug, woven with geometric patterns in red and blue, lay on the uneven limestone floor. Fat candles in iron holders lit the stone walls and the window was covered with a wooden shutter, making it as dim as evening-time.

         Alice was delighted. ‘This is perfect for you, Violet.’

         Tansy smiled. ‘As long as you keep the shutter closed, the room is safe for you to go without your protective clothing, Violet.’ 20

         Katya stared at Violet. ‘I was wondering about the veil. Solar urticaria?’

         Violet looked surprised. ‘You’ve heard of it?’

         ‘Of course. Fascinating.’

         Violet looked like she didn’t much enjoy being an object of scientific marvel. Jane chose the double bed with a mosquito net in the middle of the room. Violet pointed Alice to two singles side-by-side, nearest the door.

         Katya, who’d been busy examining the stone around the window, dropped her bag on the remaining trundle bed. ‘I thought I saw an ammonite fossil in the limestone,’ she said. ‘But I think it’s just a spiral-shaped carving.’

         Alice, who also liked ammonites, decided that Katya was going to make an interesting roommate. Tansy stood in the doorway and looked around at them all. ‘Welcome to camp, girls. The bathroom is further along the hall, just before you reach the stairs up to the next floor. I’ll be sleeping next door, but this bedroom is your space. I just ask that you keep it reasonably tidy while you stay here, out of respect for one another. I’m going to check on Mouldy and the boys. Come down to the foyer in twenty minutes, alright?’

         Jane swept her smooth hair back over her shoulder with one hand. ‘I’ll make sure they’re all down there on time.’ She shot Tansy a conspiratorial smile, as though being older gave her the same authority over the other girls as the adults. Alice would put Jane in a black coffin. It would be as glossy and sleek as a new car, with chrome embellishments and magenta lining. Dark red tulips on top.

         Tansy gave a vague nod and trotted back down the stairs. 21

         Jane made a show of reading all their name tags. ‘Katya, Violet and – ah, what does your sticker say? Alice. What year are you in?’

         ‘We’re going into year nine,’ said Violet.

         Katya was studying a portrait on the wall of a ship being tossed at sea and didn’t answer.

         ‘Well, I’m Jane. I’m doing my final year of high school next year. I’ve been on loads of camps – team building weekends and leadership conferences, et cetera. I’ve been elected Head Student of my high school next year too, so let me know if you find yourself feeling homesick or anxious, and I’ll provide support.’

         Jane smiled toothily at them and went back to her bed. Alice caught the tail-end of one of Violet’s eyerolls, but Katya took exactly no notice of Jane at all. She stood at the window and yanked open the shutter to peer out. Alice was glad Violet hadn’t taken her veil off yet. Maybe they could put caution tape across the shutter to remind people not to open it.

         ‘Look,’ said Katya. ‘You can see all the way to the ocean. Those trees in the woods are blackwoods. I wonder if we’ll hear any gerygones.’

         Violet frowned. ‘Any what?’

         ‘Gerygones,’ Katya repeated. She spelled it out, pronouncing the word ja-rig-on-ees. ‘It’s a threatened species of bird. They live in the Pendle Woods and have a beautiful call, but it sounds sad – a haunting sound, people say. I’ve never heard one myself.’

         Alice had never known how to pronounce ‘gerygones’. She was even more pleased to be sharing a room with this human goldmine of information. ‘I hope I get to hear it, too.’ 22

         Jane seemed to disapprove of the conversation. ‘We should be making up our beds and unpacking our clothes.’

         ‘The beds are made up already,’ Violet pointed out.

         ‘And there’s nothing to unpack into,’ Katya added, unzipping her bag nevertheless. ‘No drawers or cupboards. We’ll have to keep our clothes in our bags.’ She fished out several thick books, which she loaded onto her bedside table, bumping a little glass bottle onto the floor. ‘You might want to get changed, Jane,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘Your clothes aren’t suitable for wandering around in the woods.’

         Jane glanced down at her knee-length pleated skirt and blouse tucked into the waistband, shiny black shoes and the whitest socks Alice had ever seen. She looked like she was going to a job interview. Jane opened her new-looking roller suitcase in a disgruntled manner and set about selecting a T-shirt.

         ‘You’re science-mad, then?’ Violet said to Katya. ‘That’s why you came on this camp?’

         ‘Yes. I plan to invent a way to bring extinct species back into the ecosystem, some day.’

         ‘Oh, that’s wonderful,’ Jane said brightly. ‘How? Cloning?’

         Katya adjusted her textbook stack. ‘I don’t know. I haven’t invented it yet.’

         ‘What about you?’ Violet asked Jane. ‘Why are you here?’

         ‘I take every opportunity to expand my skills.’ Jane gave them another bright smile. ‘I don’t mind at all that I’m the oldest here, because someone’s got to be a role model, right? What about you?’ 23

         ‘I wanted to go to K-Pop camp,’ said Violet. ‘Mum wouldn’t let me, but Alice was able to talk her into this.’

         ‘Oh, I like K-Pop,’ said Katya. ‘Some of it, anyway.’ Violet looked pleased.

         ‘And you?’ Jane peered at Alice’s label again. ‘Alice?’

         ‘I’m interested in archaeology,’ said Alice.

         ‘Hmm.’ Jane sounded bemused. She turned her attention to unpacking items onto her bedside table: an array of charging cables, a book titled Effective People Management and a hairbrush that looked somehow high-tech and expensive. She moved a little bottle out of the way to make room for a sleeping mask.

         Alice was unsure why liking archaeology was an odd reason for coming to archaeology camp. She unpacked her Pocket Guide to Wildlife of the South-Western Coast and a piece of petrified wood she liked to hold while drifting off to sleep. There was a small bottle on her table as well – bright blue in colour. She picked it up to look at it more carefully, then held it out to show the group. ‘I think there’s a rolled-up piece of paper inside this.’

         The other three girls leaped on their own bottles. Jane had the longest nails and was the first to extract the tiny scroll. In her excitement, she forgot to be calm and leader-like. ‘It’s a poem or something! Listen:

         
            
               My second comes across the sea

               Perhaps to meet my primary

               My first doth purport amity

               My second offers buoyancy

               United is my hope for thee

               In this week’s activities

            

         

         24‘Um, huh?’ said Violet.

         ‘It’s a riddle,’ said Katya. ‘An old-fashioned riddle. Usually the first and second means words or syllables in this kind of puzzle.’

         ‘My second comes across the sea …’ Jane said wonderingly.

         Violet had pried her scroll out of her bottle now, clumsy because of her gloves. ‘Mine’s the same,’ she said, reading the handwritten words. ‘They’ve been put here for us to solve, I suppose.’

         ‘Boat?’ Alice was thinking on the first line of the riddle. ‘Sailor? Ship?’

         ‘Amity means friendliness,’ said Katya.

         Jane squinted. ‘So the first syllable is to do with friendliness and the second is to do with boats.’

         ‘Oh, I know!’ Alice exclaimed. ‘It’s friendship! United – put together. That’s what they hope for our week: friendship.’

         The other girls made noises of admiration.

         ‘That was kind of random,’ said Violet. ‘Fun, though. I wonder who made it and why?’

         Jane packed her scroll and bottle into her suitcase. ‘I love it. I’m so using that in my next team-building activity.’

         Violet took Alice to check out the bathroom. Despite the bad reviews, it looked fine to Alice. There were two showers with lockable doors, a separate toilet with a chain for flushing, and a row of old-fashioned porcelain basins in front of an ornate mirror.

         Violet looked inside a shower. ‘I really like how there’s limestone walls everywhere. Even in the showers. So natural-looking. It’s going to feel like showering in a waterfall.’ 25

         ‘There are even candle sconces in here,’ said Alice. She tried the light switch and nothing happened. ‘They must have disabled the electric lights for you, Violet, in case of UVB. Very considerate. It will be quite a new experience, showering by candlelight.’

         They peeped into Tansy’s bedroom as they passed by. Tansy wasn’t in there. She had a double bed with a crocheted blanket pulled across it and a little wooden chair in the corner. An oil painting hung on the wall. It depicted a bowl of fruit and what appeared to be a dead quail, and was signed with the name Honoria Demdike.

         ‘Creepy,’ Violet commented, staring at the painting. ‘I’m glad that’s not in our room.’

         Katya and Jane joined them and they headed downstairs as a group. The boys were already there, seated on wooden benches along the walls. Cal looked uncomfortable out of his usual black attire. He wore a band T-shirt with faded jeans, and instead of his standard black boots with broken laces, he had on a pair of bright white sneakers that must be brand new – bought for the camp. He glanced at them unhappily more than once.

         ‘I’ll stomp on them for you as soon as we get outside,’ Violet whispered, and he went red but nodded.

         Tansy was hovering near the foot of the stairs with a clipboard, checking them off as they arrived. She used her phone to take a photo of them seated on the benches. ‘I’m in charge of documenting the week,’ she said, then glanced at the staircase on the left with a frown and addressed a boy labelled Lance. ‘Did Mouldy say he’d be down soon?’

         Lance shrugged. He was tall and seemed older than most of them – perhaps fifteen or sixteen. He looked strong, with tanned skin and hair like one of Violet’s K-Pop 26crushes, but his appearance was marred by a deep scowl. ‘He said something about checking his room booking and disappeared.’

         The boy labelled Redferne spoke up. ‘No, that’s not what he said. He said he was going to check his rune book – for a protective symbol we can put over the door.’ Redferne’s hair was red and curled like fern fronds – a marriage of his name and appearance that pleased Alice.

         ‘Redferne was telling us about the curse on Malkin Tower,’ Cal explained.

         Vexation crossed Tansy’s face. ‘There’s no need to be afraid. Curses are simply part of folklore. We’re all scientists here, aren’t we?’

         Everyone nodded except Redferne – and Lance, who was obviously too cool to admit to being either a scientist or anything else.

         Tansy changed the subject. ‘Did you all get your welcome message bottles?’

         ‘Yes!’ said Jane. ‘Friendship!’

         Tansy beamed. ‘Well done! You solved the riddle.’

         Jane smiled modestly. Alice was taken aback at this brazen claiming of the credit for solving the riddle and Violet threw Jane a dark glance.

         ‘It was written in the style of a Georgian riddle,’ Tansy explained. ‘Although Mouldy was supposed to explain this bit. Mouldy!’ she called.

         Mouldy appeared on the stairs, holding a book in his hands. He trotted down to join them, pushing his hair out of his eyes and panting a little. ‘Sorry, Tansy!’

         She nodded. ‘We were just talking about the riddle. Jane managed to solve it.’

         ‘Oh, good for you, Jane! The Georgian period is the 27one we’re looking at on this camp – the late 1700s through to the early 1800s.’

         ‘Professor Grey is hoping the excavations in Pendle Woods will uncover artefacts from that time,’ Tansy added.

         ‘Quite so!’ said Mouldy. ‘And the rhyming riddle, or charade as it was known, was a popular pastime from the Georgian era. While we enjoy streaming videos or updating our social media nowadays, they were playing card games, writing letters or guessing charades.’

         ‘I always thought charades was that game where you act something out and other people have to guess what it is,’ said Redferne.

         ‘Yes, that’s how we play charades these days, but back in the Georgian times it was rhyming riddles. We thought we’d test you with one of those to start off the camp and we’ll try other activities from the Georgian era during the week – just for fun.’

         Lance gave a faint snort as if to say this was not his definition of fun.

         ‘My contribution was the bottles,’ said Tansy. ‘I’ve collected many different sorts over the years. The square, blue ones were used for poison. They’re known as cobalt-blue because they were made from cobalt oxide. The multi-sided olive and amber ones were used for ink and got their colour from iron oxide in the sand. They all date from the 1800s – and they’re yours to keep.’

         Alice was thrilled. She loved old and interesting things and could picture the little cobalt-blue bottle sitting in between an abalone shell and a piece of haematite on her bedhead.

         ‘Now.’ Mouldy went back to his book. ‘I’ll just find this rune to protect us from the curse.’ 28

         ‘Not that curses are real,’ Tansy said, nudging him.

         ‘Not real, no, of course not!’ He chuckled. ‘Magic itself isn’t real. What’s real is the way people believe in it. Saying witchcraft isn’t real is like saying religions aren’t real – they’re very real to the believers. So, in that sense, a curse can be real, which is why you find people keeling over dead when think they’re cursed.’

         There was a heavy silence. Mouldy busied himself with riffling through pages in his book.

         Katya was the first to speak. ‘But if magic isn’t real, how can someone die from being cursed?’

         He didn’t even look up from his book. ‘By the power of suggestion. Although there’s far more to it than that. Far more. When you believe fully in something, it takes on its own life and power. Here!’ He looked up, eyes bright with excitement, and shoved the book in front of Redferne. ‘This is the one. A protective rune for you to carve on the door.’

         Tansy looked alarmed. ‘No carving anything on the doors, please.’

         ‘I could draw it on paper and stick it on the door,’ Redferne suggested, taking the book from Mouldy.

         ‘Oh, yes – that would do the trick, I suppose.’ Mouldy seemed doubtful. ‘Carving is better though. Shows you really mean it.’

         Cal took a photo of the rune with his phone so that Redferne could copy it later, and Lance watched the whole process with an expression of utter scorn.

         Just as Mouldy was putting away his rune book, Professor Grey arrived through a door on one side of the foyer. She was followed by a tall, moustached man of middle age, his silver hair combed back from a high 29forehead creased with worry lines. He wore a dark suit and a purple silk cravat. Alice knew about cravats from her work in the funeral home and liked them very much: they were a kind of silk scarf tied at the neck in a fancy style, generally worn by men. Examining the man, she had visions of a plum-lined mahogany coffin with silver handles. Irises and ferns for the floral arrangement.

         ‘Oh, good, you’re all here,’ said the professor. ‘I want to introduce you to Mr James Demdike, the owner of Malkin Tower.’

         Tansy took a photo of Professor Grey with Mr Demdike, then the professor nodded at the man – his cue to speak. He was rather a beautiful person – elegant and lean, with the air of a magician. However, he seemed alarmed to have been pushed into making a speech and stammered a little.

         ‘Oh, yes, that’s me – ha-ha, James Demdike at your service. Er, um, well, Malkin Tower. Let’s see. Built about two hundred years ago, so a young building by archaeological standards, but actually quite old. Let’s see – what else? Um, the place has been in my ancient ancestry right from when it was first fabricated but we’ve only opened it up as a lively lodging-house in the last year or so.’

         The other campers shifted and fidgeted on the hard benches as if impatient to get outside, but Alice was intrigued by the way Mr Demdike punctuated his speech with phrases all beginning with the same letter – alliteration. Her English teacher was very big on spotting alliteration in poems.

         ‘So, here’s wishing you a warm welcome to my distinguished domicile. I trust you’ve all settled into your rooms and hope you like the artworks by my Great Aunt 30Honoria, who was quite well-known in her time. You’ll have the whole place to yourselves this week.’ He paused, then added, ‘Just please don’t go to the top floor of the tower – that’s a private area where I live.’

         He seemed to have finished. Katya was rubbing her arms, which had goosebumps on them, and she shot a longing look at the door, but the professor was nodding at Mr Demdike to go on, so he jerked back into speech.

         ‘Er, you’re quite welcome to walk around the gardens, and you might even spy a spate of somewhat singular statues that are also quite seasoned. My grandfather was quite a keen collector. He loved antiques and imported several glorious Greek gods and goddesses for the garden.’ Alice knew many Ancient Greek myths and looked forward to seeing the statues. ‘What else? Um … oh!’ He pointed at a door. ‘I’ve provided the professor and her assistants my office as a temporary laboratory for doing research, analysing your finds and what-have-you. That door over there leads to the dining room, where you’ll have your meals. Breakfasts are continental, so you can help yourself when you get up in the morning. I understand you’ll be out early on the dig each day. What fun! Almost makes me wish I was a brisk-and-breezy boy again.’ He sighed and fidgeted his hands, looking like he couldn’t wait to get away.

         ‘Any questions?’ Professor Grey asked.

         ‘Apart from “What did he just say?”’ mumbled Cal.

         Redferne’s hand had gone up. ‘Are you still having trouble with the curse?’

         Mr Demdike froze momentarily.

         ‘Redferne,’ said Tansy. ‘I told you, the curse isn’t real.’ She shot a warning glance at Mouldy, who’d opened his 31mouth, presumably to make another point about curses being real to their believers. He subsided.

         ‘Ha-ha, the curse, that’s a good one!’ Mr Demdike’s amusement was so obviously faked that Alice felt rather uncomfortable. ‘Yes, there’s a harrowing history here – you know, witches and all that. But it’s all just fables and folklore. No, we haven’t been having any problems with a curse – ha-ha! Not to speak of, really. Any other questions? No? Excellent. Well, I’d better let you push on with your project. Wonderful stuff. Have a good afternoon and perhaps I’ll see you at dinner.’ He turned on his heel and hurried up the stairs.
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