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Chapter 1.


How It All Started


The ghost train rolled slowly into the dark tunnel. Alex was sitting in an open carriage and he shivered as a damp mist swirled around him. He felt frightened and excited at the same time because he didn’t know what to expect. Wolves howled in the distance as the train picked up speed and clattered along the track. Suddenly, a large black spider dangled in front of his face and made him jump. “Oh no!” he shrieked. A moment later some ghostly white figures leapt out in front of him, wailing and moaning, “Woo-oo-oo-oo!” As the figures faded into the darkness, he thought, “ Whatever is going to happen next?”


The ghost train gathered speed and swayed wildly around the bends. Alex’s eyes were screwed tightly shut and he hung on as best he could. “This must be the craziest thing I’ve ever done!” he muttered. All of a sudden, he heard the brakes screeching and the train slowed down, finally emerging from the eerie surroundings of the dark tunnel. Alex opened his eyes again and blinked in the bright sunlight as the ghost train ground to a halt at the end of the track. He climbed down from the train and was aware of somebody talking to him.


“Alex, Alex are you listening to me?” He shook his head to clear away the daydream and realised he was sitting in the kitchen at home. His mother was trying to catch his attention, but he had drifted away, remembering the best day of his school holidays. It was springtime and he’d been taken to the funfair by his parents. What a brilliant time he’d had riding on the merry-go-round, crashing the bumper cars and whizzing down the helter-skelter. He’d even won a huge blue teddy bear on the coconut shy stall but, best of all, was that ride on the ghost train. It had all been great fun. But now, here he was, sitting at the kitchen table with his mother talking to him about boring everyday stuff. He drifted off again, thinking about the rest of his holiday, which had been uneventful and so disappointing.


For a start, his big sister Clare had gone to visit their grandparents in the countryside. They lived in a 400-year-old farmhouse in Rutland, grew all their own vegetables and had llamas grazing in the field behind the house. Clare enjoyed staying with them, doing the sorts of things she didn’t get to do as a ‘townie’, like climbing the trees in the orchard or maybe picking tomatoes in the greenhouse and sometimes even helping to feed the llamas. That was why she had not been around to keep Alex company for the whole of the spring holiday.


Alex thought the house seemed empty without Clare. Usually, music could be heard drifting from her bedroom or he could hear the sound of her voice on the phone chatting with her friends. But now everything was strangely quiet.


Alex’s best friend Reuben had gone away too, staying with his cousins down by the coast. Alex really missed Reuben because he lived close by and, usually, they went to the park together to play football after school. His other good pal, Manny, was stuck indoors with a nasty cold and Alex hadn’t seen him at all, not even on the day he’d gone to the funfair.


Then there was Amelou, the girl who lived next door and was oh-so bright and chatty. Amelou could kick a ball around in the back garden just as well as any boy, but even that had not happened recently because it just kept on raining. Only one day had been sunny and warm. Luckily, that had been the day of the funfair when Alex came back with the blue teddy bear he’d won. He hadn’t known what to do with it – and so he gave it to Amelou.


The holiday was drawing to a close and, for once, he was pleased to be going back to school. He was half listening to his mother, as she carried on talking to him about tidying his bedroom, doing some shopping, and blah, blah, blah, when suddenly his ears perked up.


“By the way, I’ve just had a surprise phone call from dear Aunt Melissa. She wants to take you to the Great Museum of History this afternoon, Alex. Now isn’t that nice?”


“Yes Mum” said Alex, with no excitement in his voice. Then he thought, “I’ve never been to a museum before. Really not sure I want to go, especially not with Aunt Melissa.”


Well ‘dear Aunt Melissa’, as his mother called her, was a curious lady with a brusque manner. And what a sight she was to behold – with plenty of copper-coloured curls sticking out from underneath her favourite green felt hat and a pair of pointy black-rimmed spectacles dangling from a silver chain around her neck. On her mouth was smeared a dazzling red lipstick, making her look like a pantomime dame. Nobody was allowed to disagree with Aunt Melissa, as she was a very ‘knowing person’, having spent hours in the library reading up on subjects like ‘Countries of the World’ and ‘Creatures Great and Small’. Her favourite saying was, “Well, I certainly know what I’m talking about.”


Aunt Melissa lived in a quaint terraced house filled with tortoiseshell and marmalade cats. The place was scattered with china teapots and cut-glass vases filled with dried flowers that had been there for many years. Faded lace curtains hung at the windows, casting a pale sunlight over her dusty living room. Her cats would snuggle into tartan blankets on the squashy worn sofa, which was so big it took up most of the room. Whenever Alex visited Aunt Melissa for tea, he wanted to cover his ears because, in that shrill voice of hers, she rattled on endlessly about everything and nothing at all. Anyway, Aunt Melissa had offered to take him to the museum and that had to be slightly better than wandering around the house aimlessly.


The morning seemed a little brighter now, even though his mother insisted on taking him to the supermarket first. He wasn’t quite as grumpy as he might have been, zooming up and down the aisles for packets of pasta and washing powder to put in the trolley, which was soon filled. Luckily, the supermarket wasn’t very busy so they moved quickly through the checkout.
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Back home again, Alex helped unpack the shopping as his mother made lunch. He hurriedly ate mouthfuls of fish fingers and baked beans and had just cleared his plate when the doorbell rang. Alex’s mother opened the front door and there stood Aunt Melissa. She looked extremely colourful in a flowing cape of violet mauve and, as usual, her favourite green felt hat was sitting on a mass of copper-coloured curly hair. Today she was wearing a lipstick that was as bright a red as you’d find in a punnet of strawberries.


“My goodness, she looks just like a witch!” thought Alex.


His aunt didn’t even say hello.


“Are we ready to go?” she demanded, peering down at him through her black-rimmed specs.


“Yes, Aunt Melissa,” he replied, grabbing his jacket.


“Have a good time and enjoy yourselves,” said Alex’s mother, as she stood on the doorstep and watched them walk down the road towards the bus stop.




Chapter 2.


An Outing To Remember


Alex and Aunt Melissa sat on the top deck of the bus heading towards the Great Museum of History. Alex looked out of the window at the people walking by with their umbrellas up, as Aunt Melissa wittered on about the antics of her precious cats.


It didn’t take long to get to the museum and once they’d stepped off the bus, Alex looked at the imposing grey building in front of him.


“Gosh, it’s even bigger than I imagined,” he thought.


Aunt Melissa marched up the stone steps and through the huge carved wooden doors, with Alex following close behind. Aunt Melissa bought tickets at the entrance and they approached the turnstile. Once inside the museum, Alex immediately spotted a souvenir counter and started walking towards it.


“Not now Alex, we’ll have time to look at all those things later!” said Aunt Melissa sharply.


She took him to a gigantic plan of the museum that was displayed on a wall and studied it carefully for a minute or two.


“Hmm, where shall we go first? I know, this looks interesting,” she said, pointing her bony finger towards a sign that read ‘Creatures of the Past.’


She walked briskly along the corridor and up the main staircase, Alex hot on her heels. At the top of the stairs was a display of huge dinosaur skeletons and Alex’s eyes nearly popped out of his head at the sight in front of him.


“Wow! Just look at the size of those enormous creatures! Earth must have been a very frightening place to live in, millions of years ago,” he exclaimed.


Aunt Melissa ignored his comment and said in her usual ‘knowing’ manner, “Now over here is the Pterodactyl.”


Alex stared at the gigantic beast that was towering above them and thought to himself, “I’ll bet that dinosaur could have eaten a whole tree in one mouthful and roared loud enough to take the roof off this museum!” Then he said out loud, “I must come here again, but next time I’ll bring Clare, Reuben, Manny and Amelou, because they won’t believe what I’ve just seen!”


He would happily have spent the whole afternoon wandering in and out of the dinosaurs, but it was not to be, as Aunt Melissa hurried him along to the next grand hall.


“Historical Costumes from 200 to 300 years ago,” announced Aunt Melissa, reading the sign on the door. Inside were many doll-like mannequins and models, wearing clothes from centuries past. There were ladies in beautiful silk embroidered dresses, with sparkling jewels and pearls around their necks. They peered out from behind fans of feathers and lace and gazed at the people passing by.


The gentlemen wore heavy velvet jackets, trousers called ‘knee breeches’ and wigs made out of long, dark wavy hair. Alex thought they looked very uncomfortable.


Moving along, a boy mannequin dressed in clothes from days gone by, stared out at Alex. He was wearing a white shirt with lace ruffles down the front and brown corduroy knee breeches. On his head sat a three-cornered hat called a ‘tricorn’, similar to the hat worn by the Lord Mayor of London. On his feet were black leather shoes with big shiny buckles on the front.


“How on earth did he play football dressed like that?” asked Alex.


“Don’t be ridiculous Alex! They didn’t play football in those days,” retorted Aunt Melissa.


“I’ll bet they did,” he said under his breath. He felt pleased to be living in the present day and lucky enough to put on clothes that were soft and easy to wear, unlike all that stiff and heavy clothing from the olden days.


“Alex, come along, I think we’ll visit the Great Hall of Wonders next,” said Aunt Melissa and abruptly she marched along the corridor with Alex trying to keep up. The archway before them opened into another splendid hall. With a roof made of clear glass, everything looked light and bright. The hall was filled with huge statues and other items from around the world. Alex went over to where a colourful totem pole stood. It was carved out of a single enormous tree trunk and had brightly coloured bird heads and motifs painted all around it. He gazed at it with curiosity and saw that it was over 100 years old and came from Alaska in the north west of America.


In another area was a grand Egyptian sphinx made from limestone, its face worn away by wind and desert sand over many thousands of years. Alex read what it said below. ‘A sphinx is a mythical creature with the head of a man and the body of a lion.’


“How strange is that,” thought Alex.


Next to the sphinx and carved in white marble, a stately Roman emperor stood in his great chariot and he was waving to the crowds. Alex imagined he could almost hear the crowds chanting at this impressive spectacle.


Then something caught his eye in the middle of the Great Hall of Wonders and Alex walked up to take a closer look. It was a magnificent bronze falcon with its wings spread as if ready for flight. It looked very real – Alex felt he could almost touch the bird’s enchanting feathers. With mysterious eyes like black diamonds staring right out at him, he thought this bird was most magical and fantastic. He took a few steps back and continued to gaze at the wonderful vision. Aunt Melissa came over to him and then read the plaque below the falcon.


‘Orion’s Messenger – From a Place and Time Unknown.’


“What does that mean Aunt Melissa?” queried Alex.


Well, for once Aunt Melissa wasn’t all knowing.


“It appears I cannot tell you anything about this falcon, except that his name is Orion’s Messenger.”


“How on earth do they know his name if they don’t know where he comes from?” asked Alex.


“That’s a very good question,” said his aunt, who was becoming more irritated by the moment. She turned around and spotted a museum attendant leaning up against the doorway.


“Good afternoon, would you be good enough to tell us more about the statue in the middle of the hall?” she piped.
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“You’ll be meaning Orion’s Messenger, Ma’am. I wish I could tell you as much about ‘im as I can about the others. The truth of the matter is, I can’t tell you anything at all. People comes from far an’ wide to see ‘im, and ‘ees much admired, but it’s a real mystery ‘ow ‘ee came to be ‘ere. Sorry I can’t ‘elp you any more than that, Ma’am,” said the attendant, doffing his cap at her.


“Oh dear and tish tosh!” exclaimed Aunt Melissa. This was the first time during their visit that she hadn’t been able to impress Alex with her knowledge and she snapped at him, “We’ve spent enough time in this hall so let’s move on now!” She turned to the attendant once again, “Direct us to the Antique Clock Hall, would you?!”


“That-a-way, Ma’am,” he said, pointing to a walkway close by and wished for the hundredth time that he knew more about the mysterious statue called Orion’s Messenger.


Aunt Melissa strode off and Alex was none too pleased at having to leave the Great Hall of Wonders – but where Aunt Melissa went Alex had to follow. She led him into a smaller hall with a dark ceiling and a strong smell of polished wood. The constant sound of tick-tock and striking chimes filled the air from a vast array of old time pieces. Tall grandfather clocks with swinging pendulums lined the walls next to gilded clocks surrounded by cherubs and delicate flowers. On display behind glass cases were some clocks so small they were almost the size of a large watch but covered in coloured enamel and precious jewels. They even had skeleton clocks, which allowed Alex to see quite clearly inside the clocks and also showed how they worked.


This hall was not as amazing as the Great Hall of Wonders or as exciting as the hall with all the dinosaurs. But Alex was surprised that clocks came in so many different shapes and sizes. He thought he would never look at the kitchen clock in the same way ever again!


After a while, Aunt Melissa tapped him on the shoulder.


“My feet are aching, Alex, I think we’ve seen enough for today, so let’s go home now,” she grumbled. And, before he had a chance to say anything, she took his arm and together they marched out of the Antique Clock Hall and down the central staircase towards the front entrance. On the way out, Alex spotted the souvenir stall.


“Oh, Aunt Melissa, please may I buy something from the museum as a memento to take home,” he asked.
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