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				In every adult there lurks a child – an eternal child, something that is always becoming and is never completed.

				Carl Jung

				Perhaps true imagination, nothing to do with fantasy, consists of seeing everyday objects with the eyes of the earliest days.

				Paz
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				The blades of the helicopter sliced the air. The engine throbbed. Kerrith Vernan leant against the window so she could see more clearly. Waves churned below as the ragged edge of the cliff-face drew closer. She was excited. Annoyed, but still excited.

				The man beside her was looking down at the floor and groaning loudly. He was one of the reasons Kerrith was annoyed. ‘Look at the view, Morgan. We’re nearly there.’

				He gulped and closed his eyes.

				‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, man. What use will you be to me if you can’t bear to look at things?’

				Morgan opened one eye. His face was twitching and there was a bubble of spit on his top lip.

				Kerrith wrinkled her nose. He’d better not be sick. That would just about finish her off.

				The helicopter banked to the left and the cliff was so close Kerrith was sure that if she leant out of the window she’d be able to skim her hand along the ridge of white chalk.

				‘I’m sorry, ma’am. You were saying.’

				‘Friedman’s mine. Of all of them, I’m the one to take him in. You understand me?’ She was covering her tracks; making up for the disaster of a few weeks ago.

				The helicopter dipped and Morgan put both hands up to his face.

				This was ridiculous. Level Five of the government code-cracking Black Chamber had decided Kerrith needed an assistant. Probably because of what happened with Friedman. She knew now that Morgan Summerfield was going to be no good to her at all.

				The beach was rushing up to meet them; the smallest pebbles and dust whipped into a swirling haze. Kerrith swung open the door and stepped out, ducking her head to avoid the churning of the rotary blades. She guessed Morgan was behind her. She didn’t check. She had a job to do.

				The landlord of the Birling Gap Hotel was having a bad week. A bird flu scare over Easter had pretty much driven away all his guests. Eleven residents was hardly what you called bumper holiday custom.

				He was used to the sound of the helicopter. Search and rescue around the cliffs was common. He wasn’t so used to the sound of thumping on the bar door.

				‘All right. I’m coming. I’m coming!’ Maybe things were picking up at last.

				The door was barely open before a woman had forced her way inside. Her sidekick in the suit tumbled in behind her looking almost as green as the wallpaper.

				‘This man,’ said the woman, waving a photograph in her hand. ‘He’s here?’

				The landlord took the photo. ‘Friedman. Yeah—’

				‘And he’s healthy?’

				It was an odd question to ask but then lots of discussions at the moment centred around the epidemic so the landlord wasn’t surprised. ‘He hasn’t got flu if that’s what you mean?’

				It was obvious from the woman’s scowl this wasn’t what she meant.

				‘He was injured,’ added the landlord. ‘Came here from hospital.’

				The woman’s eyes flickered. ‘Alone?’

				‘No, no. There’s a whole group of people. Friends of his, I think.’

				Something about his answer seemed to excite the woman. ‘You know you’re breaking at least seven of the recent epidemic quarantine regulations by letting them stay here together?’

				The owner knew that. He also knew that if he didn’t let paying guests stay when they wanted to, he’d be out of business.

				‘Who’s with him? I need names from the register. Hurry!’

				‘Guest details are private. I couldn’t possibly—’

				The woman stepped closer to the desk. ‘I think you’ll find you could.’

				The landlord reached for the register. He didn’t want any trouble. ‘A group of them. Booked in by some guy named Smithies.’

				‘He’s in charge,’ the woman snapped in the suited man’s direction and he scrabbled in his briefcase and took out a notebook to write things down.

				‘Two other old guys. Mr Bray and Mr Ingham. One of them’s got allergies but assured me it wasn’t the flu. A woman – Miss Tandari. Smithies’ secretary maybe. And the American guy with all the money – Fabyan. Settled everything in advance.’

				‘And children?’

				The landlord looked down again. ‘I’m not really happy about—’

				The woman slapped her hand on the desk beside the register. Her fingers splayed across the photo of Friedman’s face.

				‘OK. Five kids. The oldest one – Kitty McCloud. Think she’s injured a bit as well. Two boys, one of them quite a good musician, Sheldon Wentworth. And the joker, Hunter Jenkins. Two girls. Tusia something . . . can’t pronounce it. She’s Russian, I think. Plays a lot of chess. And the old man’s granddaughter. Brodie Bray. She seems the most shook up by everything.’ He looked up from the register.

				‘That’s all of them!’ snarled the woman. ‘All of the has-beens and wannabes who hang out at Bletchley and won’t leave MS 408 alone.’

				The landlord had no idea what she was talking about.

				‘Friedman’s room. I need you to—’

				‘Oh, no. I’m sorry. Like I say, guest privacy is something—’

				The woman closed her hand on the photograph and tightened her fist like a claw. Crumpled edges of the photo leaked through her fingers.

				The landlord put the register back behind the desk and reached for the keys. ‘This is against policy. I really shouldn’t—’

				The woman followed him down the corridor, her breath hot against his shoulder. The suited man and the crew from the helicopter were close behind.

				The landlord fumbled for the key and turned it in the lock.

				The woman pushed past him into the room.

				It was empty.

				The only sign the room had recently been used was the screwed-up Easter egg wrapper discarded on the end of the bed.

				Brodie saw the lighthouse clearly. The light was carving into the sky. And in the light a man was hanging and unless she reached him he was going to die. There was water all around her. She was fighting and struggling but instead of getting closer to the lighthouse she was getting further and further away. Like she did every night.

				And then, like he did every night, the hanging man slipped free from the light and fell.

				Brodie sat bolt upright in her bed. Her sheets had twisted round her in the struggle. She could barely move her arms.

				Her head was thumping but the noise wasn’t just inside her head. There was a banging on the window. And someone was calling to her just like the hanging man had called to her in the dream.

				Brodie fought free of the bedclothes and stumbled to the door.

				‘Hunter, what you doing? It’s the middle of the night.’

				He didn’t answer but pushed inside the room.

				Tusia had jumped up from her own bed and was fumbling her way into a dressing-gown.

				‘You OK, B? You look terrible.’

				‘It’s just . . .’

				Hunter rested his hand on her arm. ‘I know,’ he said quietly. She’d told him about the dreams. ‘And I’m sorry and everything. But Smithies sent me to get you both. He needs us all in the mansion.’

				‘What? Why?’

				‘We need to leave Station X,’ he said. ‘Now!’

				It took Team Veritas less than five minutes to assemble in the ballroom.

				‘I’m sorry,’ Smithies said. He was holding a newspaper in his hand. ‘It’s the only way.’

				Mr Bray took the newspaper article and read the headline aloud. ‘SEASIDE HOTELIER ARRESTED FOR ALLOWING GROUP TO STAY IN EPIDEMIC HOTSPOT.’

				‘I don’t understand,’ Miss Tandari said. ‘They sent Robbie back to us and now they’re closing in again?’

				Brodie looked across the room. Robbie Friedman was standing by the window. The man who fell from the lighthouse every night in her dreams had his back to the room, his shoulders hunched, his bandaged hands hanging awkwardly at his side. ‘They’re playing a game with us,’ Friedman mumbled. ‘I suppose they thought I’d die where they left me. They never reckoned my daughter would rescue me.’

				He turned and Brodie smiled awkwardly. It still felt so new to know that Friedman was her dad.

				‘They hoped that little game at the lighthouse would finish us all off. Put out the fire of wanting to know the truth about MS 408.’

				‘Yeah, well. They were wrong,’ said Sheldon.

				‘But it means they’re back on our case,’ said Ingham, flapping the newspaper again. ‘They didn’t expect us to keep going and they’ll be wanting revenge.’

				‘That’s why we need to leave,’ said Smithies. ‘For America.’

				‘The States?’ said Friedman. ‘You’re sure?’

				Brodie wasn’t convinced that Smithies was sure . . . but he was determined. There was no doubting that. ‘We’ve got to track down the lost Knights of Neustria ring. That’s our best lead.’

				Friedman held his bandaged hand up and winced from the pain. ‘Hold on. Knights of Neustria. Lost rings. I can’t keep up with all this.’

				Brodie thought that was probably an understatement. Since he’d been missing from the team and held captive by Level Five, the secret breakers had discovered so much. The most shocking news was that Friedman was Brodie’s dad and that he hadn’t betrayed the team or her mum when she was dying, even though they’d all believed he had. But there’d been other stuff. About MS 408, the coded book they were trying to read and that Level Five was so keen they left alone. There were so many gaps to fill in, Brodie wasn’t sure how Smithies could begin to explain.

				‘Start with the Knights,’ offered Tusia.

				Smithies blew out a breath. ‘OK. We think now that the five-hundred-year-old manuscript MS 408 was written by members of a secret society called the Knights of Neustria.’ He pointed to a chart where each of the knights they’d learnt about was listed under one of three symbols: a griffin, a phoenix or a branch. ‘The Knights wrote in code and left messages in all sorts of things like poems and pictures and songs.’

	‘And we think the messages were about the place called Avalon,’ continued Tusia. ‘And we don’t think it’s a made-up place any more. We found a monument to a girl called Renata and it said she’d been there.’

				‘And these rings you mentioned?’ asked Friedman.

				‘Belonged to the Knights of Neustria. We think there were three, like there were three original Knights, and we know that one of the rings was inherited by an American called Astor whose dad died on the Titanic.’

				‘And you think we should find this ring?’
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				‘I think we should leave this country,’ said Smithies, taking the newspaper and folding it precisely. ‘Level Five are obviously not happy you survived. We need to get as far away from them as we can. Tracking the ring makes perfect sense. It might have another message from the Knights on it.’

				‘And it could lead us to a map of Avalon,’ said Tusia.

				‘Now, hold on,’ warned Smithies. ‘We don’t know there’ll be a map. All we can do is keep hoping that if all the clues really lead to Avalon, like we think they do, then one day soon we’ll find some way of working out where it is.’

				Brodie was used to Smithies making his ‘cautious teacher’ speech. The adults on Team Veritas were always trying to make sure they took nothing for granted. They were making connections but nothing could be totally certain.

				‘Hold the ketchup,’ said Hunter. ‘I know the ring’s the thing we need to find. But you’re forgetting our other lead. We’ve got to track down a man named Beale.’
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				‘Beale?’ said Fabyan. ‘What’s he got to do with anything?’

				‘He was a servant. Worked in Shugborough Hall where we found that monument to Renata. After she died, he left England with Renata’s mother, Lucia.’

				Fabyan narrowed his eyes in concentration. The American businessman hadn’t been with them when they’d worked out those details about the servant. ‘Beale, you say?’

				‘Yep. When Lucia went back to Italy, the Anson family sent Thomas with her.’

				Fabyan looked even more confused. ‘Thomas? I thought you said his name was Beale?’

				‘Well, yeah. Thomas Beale. His full name was Thomas Jefferson Beale.’

				Fabyan’s eyes widened. His eyebrows lifted. ‘What was his name?’

				‘Thomas Jefferson Beale. Why?’

				‘Have you gone totally mad?’ Smithies had his glasses balanced precariously on the end of his nose as he stared at Fabyan, who was darting for the door, his arms raised above his head, his lips twitching. ‘I’ve just explained we need to get out of here. Level Five will want revenge and we need to be gone.’

				‘So we need to hurry, then,’ the billionaire urged, his red leather boots clipping against the floor. ‘There’s something we can’t go anywhere without!’

				He led the way out of the mansion, across the gravelled drive and past the stable block where the zebras were sleeping, to the Ice House. The small hexagonal building was being used as a storeroom for all of Fabyan’s belongings which had been shipped over from America. ‘Come on,’ he called, rushing inside and then returning with a hammer swinging madly from his hand. ‘We’ve got to take this with us!’
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Behind the Story

In 1912, the collector Wilfred Voynich discovered a selection

of ancient books hidden in a chest'in Mondragone Castle, Italy.

Among the texts was a manuscript written entirely in code.
It became known as the Voynich Manuscript.

For a century, academics tried to break the code. But o
single word or phrase in the 245 pages of the
Voynich Manuscript has been read.

In 1944 a group of code-breakers working for the US
government formed a Study Group to try and decipher the text. =
They failed. Between 1962 and 1963 a second Study Group was
formed. Eventually Americans joined with British code-breakers
based at Bletchley Park Mansion. They failed.

In 1969 the manuscript was donated to Yale
University and registered simply as ‘MS 408" It is kept hidden
__from general view in the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript
Library. Since that day, the secret code has remained unbroken. %,
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