

		
Nina spins round, eyes widening as she sees me.
Grabbing my outstretched arms, she yanks me towards her with all her might, causing us both to fall straight through the doorway onto the floor. It’s thick with dust. Ugh. It’s a good thing Isaac didn’t come up here or he would have sneezed until he had no sneezes left.
Which in hindsight was the sensible thing to do.
Getting up onto my feet, my pulse is racing as I dust myself off. Lucky escape! Nina’s doing the same and I face doing something even harder than falling through a staircase with broken steps.
“Thanks, Nina. For you know, um…”
“Saving your life? Sure, no problem.” She grins so wide I can see all her teeth. I grit mine and smile back at her. It’s painful to realise that I am now in Nina’s debt. I’m never going to hear the end of it!
I stick my head outside the door. Isaac’s staring up at me, looking worried.
“Are you OK?” he stage-whispers.
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			[image: An attic space filled with stacked wooden crates and boxes, some covered with cloth, illuminated by sunlight streaming through a small window.  Description generated by AI]
		

		
I nod, giving him the thumbs up.
“Sorry,” I mouth back. “You were right.”
He gives me a look and I feel guilty all over again.
Why am I a magnet for trouble?
Isaac points to a room branching off from the corridor from where we came.
“Margery just went into that office,” he says. “She’s on the phone. Hurry!”
“OK. Ten-four.”
I turn back and survey the room. It’s dim and musty; the
only light sources are two narrow skylights.



	


		
Mysterious objects of all shapes and sizes line one wall, covered by white dust sheets. Wooden freight boxes line the other side, stacked on top of one another. Along the back are cabinets stuffed full of cardboard boxes. Some look sealed, others are open with items poking out.
Even in the dim light, I can see just how much stuff is stored up here. Nina is standing by a long table covered with bric-a-brac. I join her and see a display that reminds me of the Leighton-on-Sea car boot sale.
“Where are the coins?” I ask impatiently.
All I can see on the table are old clocks, stacks of plates, candleholders, watches and figurines. Each item has a round yellow dot stuck to it.“What’s that dot?” I ask.
“Anything with a yellow dot means it’s marked for the fundraiser. A-ha! Here they are.” Nina places a stack of coins in front of me. Each coin is sealed inside a clear plastic envelope. I rifle through but none have a hole in the middle, like our coin. I hold up one to the light but it is too dim to see the engraving properly.
Pulling the torch from my backpack, I spotlight the beam on the coin’s surface. The sinking feeling in my stomach is confirmed when I see that the coin, in fact all the coins, have English letters. They are not ancient
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Chinese coins! They look like collectable coins you find at the back of a Leighton-on-Sea charity shop.
“NINA!” I wave a coin in her face. “These look nothing like the rubbing of the coin we showed you. The letters aren’t even Chinese characters! And the person on these coins is the Queen! What were you thinking?”
“Are you sure?” She grabs the torch and coin off me to have a look but I can tell by the way her shoulders sag that not even Nina can spin this situation to make it right.
“You’ve led us down a dead end, all for nothing.”
Disappointment washes over me. Our one lead has vanished in smoke.
“It’s dark,” she mutters. “I’m SURE I saw something similar up here.”
My eyes dart around the room, which is packed with things covered in dust sheets.
“We might as well have a look seeing as we’re here,”
I suggest.
I walk up to a tall oval object draped in cloth. I pull the sheet to one side to reveal a full-length mirror on a wooden stand. I move about, checking under every sheet, only to uncover a wardrobe, an umbrella stand, two bookshelves and a stuffed bear.
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Frustrated, I pull the cover back over the bear’s head.
“I don’t even know what I’m looking for,” I groan.
“And we’re running out of time.”
I look over to see Nina rummaging through the cabinets against the back wall. Resigned, I join her.
Pulling out one box, a cloud of dust erupts in my face.
“Euff!” I peer inside but it’s filled with what look like Victorian dolls. “Random.” Storing it back, I look inside another which contains musty folded clothing.
Half-heartedly, I pull a third box down. The lid is not
sealed so I pull the cardboard flaps open to see a dark wooden lid. The lid has brass fittings on all four corners and two inlaid brass dragons facing each other. In the space between the dragons is a circular indent. A coin-sized indent. Around the edges of the box are some Chinese characters carved into the wood.
I stare for a few beats, a sense of recognition bubbling up inside me. Somewhere inside my head, I hear the echo of Mr Tsui’s voice telling me the story about the diplomat’s box:
 He had with him a wooden box, identified by two dragon heads carved on top, facing each other. The box could only be opened with
an ancient coin as the key.
Could this be the box?!
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			[image: A decorative rectangular box with intricate dragon designs, Chinese characters, metal corner protectors, and two drawers with ornate handles.  Description generated by AI]
		

		

I carefully pull out the wooden box. With it comes a small index card with notes scrawled in black ink:
Ornamental Chinese box. Date unknown.
Excavated near Rocky Bay Beach. 1923
My gasp catches Nina’s attention. She comes over and peers at the box.
“What’s that?” she asks.
“Nina,” I say, my heart pounding in my chest.
“I think our coin belongs
with this box!” Quickly,
I relay Mr Tsui’s story.
Before I’m finished,
Nina’s pulling out a
pair of white gloves
from her red school
blazer pocket.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“Stand back, Felix, leave this to me. I know how to
handle these objects. I’ve been trained by professionals.”
Stepping aside, I watch in eager silence as she takes the box out, holding it in the air. It’s rectangular, about the size of a Kleenex tissue box. The wood has a
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dark glossy sheen. Two brass handles hang from both sides and at the front are two separate compartment drawers decorated with brass inlay.
“Whoa.” I reach out to touch the top where the coin indent shape is, but Nina pulls it away.
“Hey,” I protest. “I found it.”
“That’s not the point. We don’t want to damage it. I’ve heard about this box before. Margery told me that it was found during the first wave of development in Leighton-on-Sea. No one at the museum’s been able to figure out how to open it since.”
She gives it a gentle shake.
“Sounds empty,” she comments, shaking it again, but nothing can be heard from within.
“Let me hold it. Please?” I ask.
The genuine plea in my voice works. She puts the box on the floor and peels off her gloves.
“Wear these first.”
I do as I’m told, then pick it up. It’s a lot lighter than I expected. The brass fixings are tinged green with rust.
I run one finger into the coin-shaped indent on the top of the lid, feeling the intricate Chinese characters carved in the wood. One character looks more familiar than the others.
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			[image: A bold black Chinese character symbol on a white background.  Description generated by AI]
		

		
“Whoa!”
“What is it?” Nina asks.
I put the box down and pull Isaac’s etching from my
back pocket.
Nina peers at it. “That’s the rubbing of the coin
you found?”
I nod, then I look from the paper to the box and back again. I was right! The character from Isaac’s pencil rubbing is exactly the same as the character engraved on the lid.
The sound of humming interrupts our stunned silence.
“What’s that?” Nina asks.
But I know exactly what it is.
It’s the Transformers theme song! Isaac’s warning us that someone is on the way.
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