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“I must keep my eyes closed...” Katia reminds herself. She unlocks the heavy wooden door after a struggle and replaces the old key in the pocket of her summer dress. “If I keep my eyes shut…I won’t see him.”  
She doesn’t venture in, but glances at her phone. It’s already past noon. Lara and Ella haven’t arrived yet. They’re late… over thirty minutes. It’s so typical of her sisters. There are no messages, and she’s been waiting… in the sun. 
“I should’ve brought my jumper…” she curses regretfully and looks at her bare arms. They feel sore.  Katia gently rubs the redness on her skin and shakes her head, angry at her carelessness.  Next time she’ll pay closer attention to the weather before she steps out. 
Her gaze wanders down the narrow path and into the distance across the field towards the house. Shielding her eyes from the overhead sun with one hand, she waves a tissue near her face with the other. There is no sign of them. She cannot wait any longer.
Katia steps nervously under the arched doorway. A hard push doesn’t open the unlocked door - the hinges are rusty and stiff from disuse. Perhaps, the small side door would be a better option, it’s the one that’s normally used. After another forceful thrust, the obstinate door opens, bringing down a cloud of dust. A draught of cold air rushes at Katia … a shiver runs through her. She looks around the square chamber before she enters. It’s bleak and cheerless inside – the stone blocks near the windows are broken, and there’re these black drapes, hanging from the walls with garlands of Iris all white, trailing down over them… And oh… what’s this fragrance… it’s so familiar… it reminds her of the sickly-sweet odour of the narcissus on the burial mounds nearby. Katia narrows her eyes, then quickly wraps her crimson scarf around the lower half of her face. A second later she explodes into a fusillade of sneezes. What good has she gained by coming here? Her eyes skim over the crude altar at the far end then focuses on the dais positioned in the centre of the stone floor. Violet drapes of satin cover the sides. An open casket is placed on the marble top of the dais. Around the funerary box six candles burn, each firmly fitted in silver candlesticks - they had belonged to her grandmother. She walks warily towards the middle of the room. 
So, intent on watching the casket, Katia doesn’t notice the small door in the far corner of the chamber open. Lara and Ella slink into the hall, snickering. They seat themselves on a stone bench hidden in the shadows on one side of the entrance. Ella grips onto her skeleton key firmly, careful not to let it drop onto the slate floor. It’s the only key like it and it’s in her possession – she enjoys the power that goes with it – she’s now in charge…and has access to all of her granddad’s property. But the tip of the metal shaft cuts into her palm and nearly slips through her fingers. Quickly she tucks the key into her pocket.  Just above them hangs a degraded piece of art depicting the family estate.
As Katia approaches the bier, a restless inner voice intrudes her thoughts. She wavers in the uncertainty of her emotions. Her forehead furrows…does she feel empathy for her grandfather or is it outrage? 
Standing beside the coffin, Katia can’t restrain herself…she must have a glimpse inside… see her Granddad, perhaps for the last time. She leans forward and looks long into the funerary box. She shudders. His hair is combed back over his balding head, his white beard long, his face thin. She sees an old man with skinny hands, his nails now a bluish colour. He is no longer the same robust grandfather. She feels tears gather.  Katia bites her lips. The bunch of Iris placed on his chest triggers a repeated volley of sneezes. 
Both Lara and Ella burst out laughing.  They join Katia at the coffin. Ella pushes aside one of the candlesticks. She rests her elbow on the edge of the casket and with her chin resting on her palms, she gazes at her grandfather’s face.
“I couldn’t resist…,” Ella chuckles. “…I couldn’t help it, really!”
 “I couldn’t help it either,” sniggers Lara. She lifts her dead grandfather’s hand and drops it back onto his chest.
“Oh…I see…” Katia replies, not sure if she should be embarrassed by her unconventional family. Their callousness bothers her. They had no real interest in him or his welfare, they didn’t really like him enough even when mum and dad were alive. Grandad had babied her…so they were extremely jealous… even now. 
 “It was all so funny,” Ella exclaims.
“Do you mean me sneezing?” Katia replies feigning humour… “…were you laughing at me sneezing?” 
“I wasn’t laughing at you…,” Ella glares at their grandfather, “…only at the way things are.” 
“Oh…okay?” Katia feels obliged to carry on the conversation and feigns her interest… “what do you mean by… at the way things are?” The chill in the air and their hollow voices echoing through the chamber disturbs her. Surely, they don’t mean it. He has given them a home… he took them into his own care… after the accident. Still, they hurl insults, are thoughtless and rash. Grandma would be so upset if she were here. Mum and dad too. Grandad has suffered…so much… after it all happened. She has the urge to escape but Ella grasps her shoulder.
“There’s something else…can you guess what it is?”
Katia shakes her head, overwhelmed by her confusion. Just then a van pulls up outside. Ella checks her watch and looks out of the window. 
“Oh…they’re here…”
Katia follows her sisters out of the chapel. A black hearse is parked outside the gate in the country lane. The back doors of the vehicle are open.  Ella greets the drivers. She ushers the men in while Katia waits with Lara outside. The men soon return, bearing the coffin. Katia gazes down upon the wooden lid as they walk past her, quite unsure of the day’s incidents. Both Ella and Lara alarm her… they behave like juveniles despite being…what …over twenty? 
Observing her sister, Lara nudges Katia gently, “You can collect the ashes tomorrow if you like?”


Katia reaches for the urn on the mantelpiece in her bedroom. She glides her fingers over the earthen vessel. Her granddad is in there. It feels surreal.  He’s now just ashes and fragments of bone. She hurriedly places the urn back in its resting place, unsure of what she should do next. Her gaze drifts to the window alongside her. Never has a week seemed so long to her before. She opens the glass panes and looks into the distance over the fields. Though it’s mid-morning, there is a soft coolness in the air. Katia closes her eyes and breathes. Just a couple of deep breaths removes her lethargy. The weather is pleasant, a little overcast, but she prefers it this way. Her eyes follow the track she knows so well between the chapel and the burial mound. The ley lines Grandad spoke about spring to mind. Their shared campfires on warm nights remind her of his voice. This strange but familiar world has a secret history and charm that will now remain silent forever. What could’ve happened to Granddad? She remembers her excitement about the letter offering her the post. This was an opportunity she couldn’t miss – to be an archaeologist at Crugy Fairn will allow her to discover more about her own people. The jumble of stones, some in circles, the oval-shaped mound of earth, human bones, pottery are arguably the most impressive she’s seen so far in all her excavations. Grandad had encouraged her… to leave, to pursue her dreams… “without disturbing too much,” he would say. His enthusiasm over the phone was so apparent when she shares her discovery of a ridgeway track from the underground chambers through a tunnel to the River Neath nearby. He seemed well six months ago before she left home. Her sisters never mentioned he was sick… she should never have left him alone with Ella and Lara. Tears threaten. 
An unexpected “wock, wock, wock-a-wock, wock” startles her. It’s the raspy chatter of a magpie on the ledge below the window.  The bird suddenly takes flight. Her eyes trail the magpie’s path over the expanse below towards the isolated burial mound.
She thinks of the knoll. The urge to visit becomes overwhelming. There is a cool refreshing breeze, and though it is overcast, the sun might make an appearance later. She does not want Ella and Lara to know where she is heading. Both are in the front room. From the cupboard, Katia grabs her jumper, stuffs it into a backpack along with a head torch and her phone. She warily heads downstairs with the urn. 
The house is almost quiet except for the cat on the sill of the bay window in the hall. It yowls at a feral on the other side of the glass. The household scavenger was a beloved companion for both her grandparents. She feels quietly grateful that Coal is still at home. 
Ella sneaks into the hall… “I’m glad you waited…,” she comments with a sardonic grin. She watches Katia with narrow eyes. “Remind me again…where are you going with that?”  
Katia hadn’t heard Ella enter. The urn nearly slips from her hands. Her heart beats fast. She can feel her sister’s glare.  She’s about to answer, but then she notices Lara walk through the doorway behind Ella.
“She’s going alone… on her own!” Lara sneers. Eager to press her point home, she raises her hand, gesturing at the urn…but this time Katia interjects…her eyes uneasy.
“For you, it may be funny…,” she retorts indignantly, “Just like at the chapel…but if it is, I don’t see it.”
“What are you going to do about it?” Ella chuckles with a careless glance at the urn before she spits out with a strange viciousness, “You can fling that where you want, then catch the train tomorrow morning.”
For a moment there’s a silence. And then, Lara quietly comes towards Katia and puts out her hand to touch her shoulder…
“I might have agreed with Ella…” Lara looks across at her twin and adds… “but I guess it’s not your fault…the investments…the estate…the…” but before she can finish Ella grabs Lara’s arm and pulls her away. Katia is confused… she has not inherited any of this.
Ella casts a swift eye at the front door… “It looks like you ought to carry on with that on your own…,” she pauses to reflect… “…we two are just “sour cynics” …aren’t we Lara?” 
“Yup, that’s what Grandad said!”

It’s a long walk but that doesn’t irk Katia. After half an hour she stops midway and glances around for a brief mental calculation. On one side, the woods skirts the undulating fields, on the other, a trail of meandering steps leading to the chapel are crudely cut into the slope. The same carved out path connects the burial mound.  
“Let’s see…from here it’s quarter of a mile to the chapel and another mile further to the mound.” 
Katia trudges up the slope towards the set of steps, her backpack securely strapped to her shoulders. As she ventures forward up the rocky stairs, she holds on to the urn tightly, clasping the vessel close to her chest.  The moss-covered stones feel slippery and unsafe under her shoes. 
She looks at the chapel. In some parts of the wall, the stones are broken. The wooden beams around the edge of the roof are giving way. As she goes past the side of the structure closest to the path, a half loosened stone block crashes to the ground, missing her by inches. She starts back and hurriedly looks up. There is an aperture in the stained-glass window just above her. To her horror, a man’s hand quietly retracts back through the opening into the church. The hand is no longer there but there is a gap between the stones in the windowsill. This couldn’t be possible, there is nobody on the grounds except for her twin sisters and her. She climbs the stairs as she can without slipping to gain access to an open space away from the chapel. Though she has rarely been cowardly, in this instance Katia does not dare turn her head to look back over her shoulder. Instead, she makes a concerted effort to distance herself. But then she hears an echo of footsteps scrambling down the rough steps behind her. She turns around. Clambering down the hillside is a tall, broad-shouldered man, his head obscured by a cap. Who the hell is he? 

Katia hurries now, heart racing, angry at her own fear. She must reach the burial site…today. She stops and listens hard but cannot hear anyone following her. Finally, she arrives, the mound looms over her, its doorway a dark mouth, partially hidden in the bracken and tall fern. Relief floods her…a flash of heat… 
There it is… the giant capstone resting on the upright stones, the chamber … the one under the Northern slab is perfect – what a wonderful place to scatter the ashes or bury the urn - she can’t quite decide…what would Grandad prefer? 
Katia swiftly switches on the torch clasped around her head and enters the concave cavern beneath the mound. There’s a chill in the air as usual… the smell of earth and stone excite her. Between half a smile and a tear, she traces her fingers over mud and bits of rock along the side walls.  Her heart beats faster and faster as she scrambles through the passageway towards the centre circle.  The light illuminates the knotted roots that twist their way through the overhead roof and between the columns of blue slate. 
Echoes of her steps soften as she approaches further into the chamber. The radial convergence of the ring stones is close. As soon as she enters the circle, a strange solace penetrates through the loneliness that surrounds her. How bizarre…she wonders…and places the urn in the centre of the circle. She sits down crossed-legged on the ground beside the container. Then to her astonishment, she sees something sticking up between two slabs. 
Covered by earth and stone, only a corner is visible. As an archaeologist, she can hardly conceal her excitement and her urge to investigate. But as a granddaughter, she should restrain her emotions until the ashes have been dealt with respectfully. After a few long moments, the archaeologist wins. She scrambles across to the two slabs and pulls out a trowel from her bag to delicately scrape away at the earth. Her fingers glide swiftly over the protruding corner.  The object is hard, probably metal. She is hyper-focused, confident the find will unravel the mystery surrounding her grandfather. 
Katia digs carefully until the earth is loose, gently clearing away the soil, and lifts the item out of the hollow cavity. Discoloured by mud, the object appears to be a recent metal case the size of a child’s lunch box. The container is firmly fastened by a security lock. Frustrated, she gives the box a quick shake - the content slides smoothly along the length of one side but scrapes strangely against the other. Unable to open it there, Katia carefully places her newfound treasure into her backpack. Her eyes refocus on the urn. What would Granddad want? She once more finds herself in a dilemma. Suddenly it dawns on her. Of course, the urn should be placed in the gap between the stones. She breathes a sigh of relief, knowing her grandfather would cherish being here. Carefully, Katia places the urn where the box was and closes her eyes. After a moment of silence, she utters a few heartfelt words: 
“Grandad…I’ll miss you… and I’m sorry…” 
She packs the earth back in, just as it had been. No one must find out that she had found the mysterious box.


All covered with mud, Katia stops under a rocky precipice… the narrow track cut into the cliff face doesn’t feel safe. It’s dusk and as far as her eyes can reach, the landscape is already a silhouette of trees and hills. It will soon be dark. She must hide the metal box somewhere… soon… before she arrives at the house. Ella and Lara will suspect something when they see her… coated in dirt. They’re sure to sneak into her room and rummage through her things or even look inside the shed and around the bushes. 
But where? What should she do with the box?
A short distance down is the chapel, maybe just for the night, she could hide the metal case inside - below the altar or in the tabernacle. At this thought, she recalls the man, who was at the window earlier. He could be in there… waiting. She feels panic surge through her.
Exasperated, Katia leans against the rock face, and clenches her hands, she mustn’t let her fear and imagination win. For a second, a breeze blows around the precipice. Every part of her feels cold. Katia shivers: trying not to wobble too much, she folds her arms across her chest…tugs herself tightly. Then it occurs to her… of course, she must plan, of course, she must be cautious… 
Katia stares at the chapel; “There comes a time when you must decide what you’re prepared to risk…” she hears herself say, copying Grandad’s voice.
She thrusts her hand into her pocket… but the key… it’s in her other dress. What should she do now?
A moment later, her ears catch a familiar sound.  She looks up and then straight ahead. And…ah…there they are… the geese… flying from the lake near the house… towards her, heading for the marshes near the chapel. They are returning to their roosting grounds. Her heart beats fast… of course, what better place than the birdwatchers cabin. It’s been abandoned for years: the place is overgrown with ferns and infested with empty nests. She had wanted to clear away the mess this summer, but then her job offer for Crugy Fairn came up. Ella and Lara have never shown any interest in the birds or the cabin; they prefer lounging round on sofas watching rubbish reality TV. 
Her eyes rest on the chapel. Damn… she’s wasted too much time pondering over her sisters; she can now barely see the stones. The light is fading fast. It should take about half an hour to get to the cabin, but if she cuts across the hillside, and then takes the track through the forest, she’ll reach the marshes… in about fifteen minutes? She treks down the hill away from the chapel.

It’s dark by the time Katia arrives at the cabin. Only now can she switch on her head torch. It’s her only source of light - how could she have forgotten the spare battery? Holding her breath, she pushes back the broken door. Inside, out of the dark, a noise… something launches into mid-air. She freezes… swishings and clickings swoop around her. She ducks, shines her torch out of the open door as half a dozen bats skim over her head, soar out into the trees. 
Indoors, she scans the area with her torch, peers about, checks there are no other inhabitants before she ventures further in. The place is a tangle of twigs and moss smothered in bird and bat poo. She covers her nose with her hand. The ground is damp, the stench nauseating. Still, it’s the perfect place to hide the box from her sisters. Katia makes her way to the far top right corner… and stops. She can’t see the trapdoor, but she knows it’s there. The access hatch, flush with the floor, is covered by muck and dead leaves. Under the lid, Grandad stored his wooden telescope box, his binoculars and notebook. The cavity is long and deep… it has enough room for her box. Hurriedly, she rakes and scrapes away at the grit and vegetation with her trowel. And soon… there it is… the ring. Excitedly she pulls the metal loop. Nothing happens. The trapdoor remains tightly shut. A bit more scraping is needed. She continues to loosen the soil in the gap. After a few more tugs, hah… it opens. She coughs, starts back: a foul and mouldy stench hits her. The hole is dank and dark but it’s not empty… her matryoshka doll is standing upright, pushed into one corner. What’s it doing here? Quickly she lifts it out and stares at it. The colours have faded, parts are chipped… it’s so old. She remembers her excitement when Grandad gave it to her on her ninth birthday.  All her friends had one then. She separates the first doll, then tries to detach the other nine inside but cannot free them. She’ll try later. Katia slips the doll into the side pocket of her backpack. She takes out the box, places it inside the cavity, covering the container with twigs and dirt, closes the trapdoor, and covers that too. All done. She slips her trowel into her backpack and steps outside. She’ll be back tomorrow.

Katia stops abruptly at the sight of the house; she will have to face her sisters. How is she going to justify being covered in mud and returning so late? She imagines then cornering her, asking questions. Especially Ella… A couple of pints at the pub. It’s eight o’clock - and of course, she can make use of the washroom. Grandad was always a welcome guest at the Dog and Duck. She feels safe there, knows the landlords, James, and Sarah.
Entering, she breathes in smells of draft beer, feels a rush of emotion at the sight of the bar, the tables, the dim lights. Granddad loved it here. There is a cheerful sense of companionship amongst the regular tipplers… robust husky voices, mingle with a pleasant feminine buzz. Aromas of sausages and mash. She’s hungry.
After a quick but thorough wash, and a chat with James and Sarah, she chooses to settle down in a dark corner near the window with her pint. It’s a good place to watch without being noticed. Then she sees a man, no more than two paces away from her, pick up a cap from the wooden floor. She recognizes it at once as the one worn by the man at the chapel. 
What should she do… has he seen her? For a moment he stands still. Silent, his back to her. He seems quite young… in his early thirties… she can’t see his face, but his stature looks the same. He pockets his cap, awkwardly moves to the door. At a table near the exit, he reaches for a curious walking stick lying on it. She’s horrified. The silver cane with the bulldog head is her grandfathers… she had always seen him with it ever since the horrible road accident… years ago. He never drove after that… too distressed by it. All her family… her mum, dad and grandma died… Grandad wasn’t the driver, yet he couldn’t endure the pain and guilt that he was the only one who had survived. Ever since, Ella, Lara and she had lived with him on the estate. Grandad was never truly happy after that.
Still staring straight before her towards the door, she sits in silence… watching. The minutes tick. He rummages through his pocket for a few notes and coins. 
Then, as the man opens the door, someone calls from across the room “Hey… wait.” 
Katia turns sharply… “You left this…” someone shouts and rushes to him and hands him something… some kind of note… a letter.
Katia narrows her eyes, as she tries to focus on the person… she can’t quite see in the dim light. She leans forward. Ella. 
What has this man got to do with her sisters… and her grandfather? And his death? If there have been any ill-doings, can she stand before a judge and swear, give testimony against her sisters? – they might go to prison.
Katia watches the two intently. After a hushed exchange, they both step out, shutting the door behind them.

Katia is awake. Five O clock. She turns her head to gaze out of the open window. The robins, blackbirds and thrushes are already chirping outside. After last night’s episode at the pub, she feels heavy, disheartened, uneasy. There’s a lump of dread in her stomach. She must leave the house before Ella and Lara wake. There’s no proof of her suspicions over Granddad’s death. The certificate says he died of pneumonia. It’s very odd… and his will… all the estate to Ella and Lara? Something is definitely not right here. She was much closer to Grandad than the other two. What did happen to Grandad? The will, the estate are the least of her priorities.
Katia groans, and buries her face in her hands… the struggle to find answers is overwhelming. She must do the right thing…what would he want her to do? It was archaeological responsibility to the dead: not let them, their wishes, their memories be abused; their dignity, respect, honesty must be preserved. She’s doing archaeology all this questioning, unearthing for his sake as much as for her own… the same ethical principles should apply for him?
In less than an hour, she’s out of the house, with her backpack and all its contents and one additional item: a book she and her Grandad used. They each had a copy. As she crosses the field towards the chapel, she spots Coal slinking along the hedge - he’s been out scavenging. He’s heading home probably for some more food and a nap. She’s glad she’s seen him and knows he’s safe. He’ll be quite happy with his treat of tuna and some extra bits of fish she had left in his bowl in the kitchen.
Nearing the top of the hill, not far from the birdwatcher’s cabin, she hears the crunching of hooves on the slightly worn trail over bare rock. The sheep are trying to halt, reluctant to continue over the slippery surface, but those behind are pushing them forward. She remembers her Grandad let the farmers graze their animals on the estate to help keep the grass and scrub in check. 
After another forty-five minutes of walking, she reaches the narrow track between the trees and down to the water's edge. Katia pushes back the cabin door, enters, and retrieves the box. She places it in her backpack and quickly leaves. She hadn’t thought out the security number properly before. Grandad had taught her how to use cyphers. She wonders if this can be the clue to unlock this mystery box… but what is it?

At the edge of the forest, just off the track, she sees an unknown figure coming down the hill towards her. A woman, short, with bent shoulders and a cane in one hand. Katia wonders if the sheep are hers.
“I’m thankful I spotted you… I’ve something I must tell you…” the woman says, breathless, her voice shaking.
Katia looks at her… unsure. The woman has her Grandad’s walking stick… “I’m sorry… I don’t recognise you?” 
“I’ve heard them talking about you… and I’m scared.” 
“Talking about me? Who are you?” Katia suddenly thinks of the man in the pub.
“I’m Alec’s aunt… Rosa, I live with him… I know all about what they’ve done…”
Katia listens silently, not sure what to expect… yet eager to know how the woman got her Grandad’s cane.
“He’s been doing it for years… and he’s very good at it. He makes counterfeit documents and forges signatures. He does his work at home… he’s getting deeper and deeper into it. But now he’s not so sure… he’s scared.”
“Why?”
“Something to do with your Grandad…and your sisters.” She pulls a note of paper, explaining she found it in Alec’s room, on the table. He was in a hurry to leave… to meet Ella last night… he forgot to get rid of the draft.
“It’s a half-written letter to your sister. I think amid all her threats to expose him, he is willing to confess. I think he gave her the real note yesterday.”
“Oh!” Katia is taken aback… confused… was it the note that Ella returned to him at the pub last night? Katia tries to probe the woman… “…the letter doesn’t say much, just that he’s going to expose her. What did he do?”
“Your Grandad’s will is counterfeit… a fake,” 
Whoa, her suspicions have been confirmed… but where is the original will? She must continue to push the woman… find answers… “What happened to Grandad - he was perfectly healthy?”
“I don’t know… I’m not sure… Alec… is not a murderer!” she says indignantly.
“Why are you telling me all this?”
“Something happened to your grandfather, but it wasn’t Alec. Now he’s uneasy and that makes me uneasy.” The woman shrugs… “he just keeps muttering about your sister… I’ve come to ask you to do something, so she doesn’t implicate him. That’s all.” She snatches back the paper from Katia’s hand… “I must go now…and don’t tell anybody you met me.” Hastily, in a hesitant sort of way… she hands the silver walking stick to Katia. 
Rosa turns, scurries up the hill to where the sheep are.

Katia stares after the woman and thinks she must now quickly decipher how to break the double security code on the lock. Hurriedly, she returns to the forest and finds her familiar secluded spot, under her favourite oak tree, where she comes to think and read. The oak’s broad base serves as a backrest and there is a shallow hollow drop for her books. She feels safe here. The raised ground gives her a vantage point over the area around her. 
Now, sitting with her backpack on her lap, she pulls out the box and examines it. A quick glance around reassures her… nobody’s there. She can at last sit alone and think… and break the code. Then excitement grasps her… the doll… she’d forgotten all about it. Quickly Katia lifts the matryoshka out and tries to detach each piece. She can only unscrew the first one; all the others, nesting inside each other, are stiff. She tries to twist again and again…
Frustrated, she picks up a rock, tempted to smash it…  It seems the only way. Then, to her surprise, she sees something etched into the base of the doll. Katia turns the matryoshka over… the letters BDXIE stare back. Placing the doll on her lap, she makes a note in her book, but as she leans forward and reaches for her bag, the doll rolls off her lap and falls onto the rocky surface below. Her pulse beats fast as she picks the matryoshka up - the compartments are now loose. 
Eagerly, she unscrews each doll, until she reaches the smallest of them all. Removing it, there’s a paper rolled inside. It’s a picture of three identical images of a pinecone. Katia thinks of the maths mystery her Grandad taught her. She gets 13 pine spirals for each image. With both codes decrypted, first, the letter sequence equates to 241095… her birthday, and then the second correlates with PI and the Fibonacci sequence unravelling to 131313. It works! She unlocks the box. 
When she opens the metal case, to her surprise inside there’s is another smaller, unlocked box in the shape of a little wooden book. She opens the cover but finds nothing in there… it’s empty. She knows her Grandad put the second box in there for a purpose. She must try harder. Lifting the little book box out of the original container, she slides her fingers over each side… and then yes… as she expected, it has a false bottom. She slips this off, and below she finds an official bonded paper, sealed in a plastic packet. The document is Grandad’s will. All the Estate has been bequeathed to her. Just then, she hears something rustle behind the tree. Rapidly, Katia places everything back into her backpack, and hides it in the hollow of the oak. 
Then, to her horror, she feels herself jerked to her feet. Half-stunned she doesn’t recognise the person tugging her. Regaining her senses, the stature is familiar. She feels the blood rush to her face… she bites her lip. Holding her tightly, staring and grimacing, is Alec. 
“So, you want to know the truth?” His voice is hard and has an undercurrent of bitterness. His eyes bore into her and she shrinks away. 
Where is all this going to end?  She is stretched almost to breaking point. Is he going to harm her?... His tight grasp on her shoulder has a power and strength that’s terrifying. 
He pulls out a hand-written note and hands it to her. She holds her breath. 
“Here, it’s yours…my confession. You’ll have to ask your sister about your grandad’s illness - his pneumonia. They stopped his medication.”
She strains to hear his words, but his voice is just a mutter. Her sister’s connection with an accomplished criminal, a fraudster, astounds her. But worse still, how could they have done what they did to Grandad? 
She doesn’t have the remotest idea of how she should handle it all. Her heart aches with a desperate longing for her grandfather.
“All right, I suppose I’ve done what I want to do… and you’ve got my confession… I’ll go now.” 
“Well, there’s one more thing…,” she responds quickly, with a gentle voice, careful not to intimidate him.
“What…?” growls Alec. 
“Was it you at the chapel?”
Alec’s eyes narrow… “Ah… I bet you thought I was going to hurt you… just like you did now… but I’m not crazy… I don’t do murder.” 
 “It’s your sisters… you should worry when you get home…,” 
“Why?” 
“They want to scare you, so you’ll leave here…they have plans to sell.” Alec throws his hands up in the air and turns to go.
Katia catches her breath,
“But… how do they know you?” 
“Lady… I’m done… that’s all I have to say.” Alec glances at her and leaves.

At home, in the dimly lit living room, Katia tries to console herself. She’s troubled. Her grief she knows is quite irrational. Ella and Lara are not home… they left before she returned. Opposite her, on a table, are two unfinished cups of tea from earlier that evening. She’s not sure where they’ve gone. Something’s not right about the way they’ve left.  Their wardrobes are partially empty, and just a couple of cases are missing. Do they intend to return home soon? The coincidence of her having learnt the truth and them being gone is odd. What are they thinking? The uncertainty overwhelms her. What might they do? Where will all this end? 
She hears a noise in the bushes near the house. Something’s outside. Fear grips her. Who could it be? She approaches the window; cautious. It’s been over an hour since dusk; she can scarcely see through the darkness. A sudden scratching sound startles her. Katia jumps back. Her heart races. Eyes stare at her through the glass… they’re a familiar yellow. Coal? Thank God. He’s on the outer windowsill. He’s returned home for his dinner. She lets him in and lies down on the couch to catch her breath. Coal jumps up beside her. Of course, the sofa is his favourite place to sprawl out too. It’s nice to have him here…close. She’s relieved by his company. If only grandad were here too. Next morning she’ll visit him at the mound.

A peculiar shattering sound interrupts Katia’s sleep. She sits up and looks around. It’s morning…yet still shadowy grey… no sunshine filters in. A draft of air blows through the open window. Without any warning, there’s a brilliant flash outside, a startling crackle, then loud rumbles. Damn, thunderstorm. The raindrops begin. Their rhythm transports her to the day Ella, Lara, and she, when they were little, splashed about in puddles, their rain-streaked faces laughing, their shoes getting wet. Then all at once, she remembers yesterday, it comes flooding back: Ella and Lara’s sudden departure, Rosa, Alec. She falls heavily against her pillow. What should she do with a situation like this? 
The sound of the heavy downpour annoys her. She must visit the mound; grandad’s ashes are there. It’s the closest she can be to him, it’s crucial – she needs to feel his comfort and reassurance. Katia walks to the window. She looks down at the garden, then glances over the fields and hills. Outside, everything is sodden. The track up the hill to the mound will be slippery, she might have to give it a miss. Of course, unless it clears up after she showers and dresses. 

The persistent din of the rain against the window hurts her ears. Katia looks at her watch. It’s already three. The hours have dragged on endlessly. Stretched out on her bed, her attention darts between her book and the downpour outside. Katia glances at her backpack on the chair opposite. It will all have to be unpacked now. Nearly half the day has passed. She’ll just have to change her plans. Katia strides across the floor, opens the bedroom door and peeks outside.  The narrow corridor with its large skylights is much brighter than her room. Then to her amazement, something scurries past her, dodging her toes. She staggers back. A mouse, scuttles, rushing along the wall, down to the end of the passage. What’s it doing upstairs… where’s Coal…where’s her cat? The creature disappears through the gap under the door to her granddad’s study. She pushes the door ajar. Katia steps inside.  
Everything is just as she recalls. A natural calm embraces her. On Grandad’s desk, a picture of him draws her to the table. She settles down in his chair, leans forward and gazes earnestly into his face. He seems so alive; his eyes are staring back into hers.  She feels a reassuring sense that he’s there with her, yet she’s still agitated by all the unanswered and impossible questions. What must she do? Should she expose Ella and Laura? But they’re family… but grandad’s family too? He cannot be forgotten.
Trying to figure this out without her grandfather is overwhelming. Where is her strength, where is her courage? She sits up straighter and gazes at her grandad’s picture - here it is, with grandad’s memory in this house, on this land. Then strangely, a shiver passes over her, a sense of hope and strength of purpose envelops her. Through the window, she notices the rain has stopped. Her finger follows the outline of her granddad’s face. She feels a sense of freedom. There is no resolution yet, but there’s also no immediate urgency to come up with decisions today. Her mind is clear. Grandad’s memories will be preserved with respect, honesty, and dignity. Soon, she will find calm and peace for herself and some sort of solution with her sisters. Till then she has Coal, the precious family cat for company. 
The rest of Katia’s story will continue in later chapters of this Novel.
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