
[image: cover]



[image: images]



www.hodderchildrens.co.uk





 

 

 

Also by Helen Dennis:

 

River of Ink 1: Genesis

 

and coming soon …

 

River of Ink 3: Mortal

The Secret Breakers series:

 

The Power of Three

Orphan of the Flames

The Knights of Neustria

Tower of the Winds

The Pirate’s Sword

The Circle of Fire





 

 

 


‘Architecture has recorded the great ideas of the human race.

Not only every religious symbol but every human thought has its page in that vast book.’

 

– Victor Hugo





 


[image: images]



 




Jed was going to live for ever.

There was a glitch in the plan. An obstacle to overcome. But if that was solved, then he’d never die. He’d already survived imprisonment in a cage, drowning (twice), and drinking poison. So it was ironic that he was now travelling in the back of a death wagon.

Death was part of the plan. Dying in the River Neckar meant Jed and Kassia would escape NOAH, the organisation that wanted to know Jed’s secret. His secret at that exact moment was that neither of them was dead at all. Truth was, they were both very much alive.

‘You go Teufelsstein, right?’ Th e driver called over his shoulder to where Jed and Kassia were sitting hunched together on a hospital trolley. Jed was trying hard not to think about all the dead people who’d been carried in the back of the van before him. He looked down at the scrap of paper Charlie Monalees had given them before they’d left the hospital. ‘That’s what it says here. That’s a town, right?’ Jed had no idea where they were but they’d been on the road for at least half an hour. Charlie had obviously asked his driver friend to get them as far away from the hospital as possible.

‘Not town. What you say in English? Beauty spot,’ explained the driver in his heavy German accent. Then he laughed a little as if use of the word ‘beauty’ was particularly funny and part of a joke they should have understood.

Kassia looked across at Jed as if seeking reassurance.

‘We go miles from Heidelberg,’ went on the driver. ‘It’s fun yes.’

Fun was not the word Jed would have chosen. But the driver was obviously finding the novelty of being able to chat to his passengers highly entertaining. The screened section between the back of the van and the three seats at the front had been slid wide open. Jed watched as the driver glanced up at the rear-view mirror then knitted his eyebrows together as if he was troubled by what he saw.

‘Everything OK?’ Jed asked.

The driver looked back over his shoulder. ‘Not sure. Motorbike very close. I not like.’

‘You think we’re being followed?’

The driver wrinkled his face and then shrugged. ‘We find out,’ he said. He leant heavily on the accelerator and shoved the gearstick forward. ‘Hold on tight now!’

Jed gripped his fingers round the edge of the trolley.

The van thundered ahead and then lunged to the left. Jed and Kassia rocked to the side and Jed’s arm smacked against the wall of the van.

‘Is the bike still there?’ demanded Kassia. ‘We can’t see.’

The driver threw the van a little faster to the left before he answered. ‘He’s still there.’

Jed’s arm thumped again on the inside wall of the van. The back of a death wagon was not the best place to be if you were involved in a high-speed chase. Passenger safety for dead people was clearly not high on the list of priorities but as Jed’s arm thudded against the metal interior for the third time, he wished the back of the van had been fitted with seat-belts. And he wished he could see the road. There was a very real chance he was going to be sick. He looked at Kassia. Her face was turning green.

The van shifted once more to the left and the gears groaned as the driver forced the vehicle faster.

‘We should get in the front,’ said Jed, pointing one hand towards the open screened section, whilst gripping tight to the underside of the trolley with the other hand.

‘Really?’ Clambering through a tight space while the van was racing down the motorway was clearly not at the top of Kassia’s wish list.

The van lurched again and a black body bag ripped up from the storage space under the trolley, unfolded, and flapped towards them.

Kassia cowered backwards as the bag sheathed itself around her shoulders.

‘Seriously! We need to get into the front!’ Jed strained upwards from the trolley and flung himself to the opening in the partition. He held his hand to Kassia and she pulled at the body bag that had tangled itself round her like a cloak. It flapped free for a moment and then pinned itself against Jed’s torso as Kassia manoeuvred herself through the opening and launched into the front seat.

‘Good move,’ said the driver as he floored the accelerator again.

Jed was thrown forward so that his face crunched hard against the section of plastic screening that had not been slid back. ‘Nice,’ he muttered, his cheek pinned against the screen so that only half his face could move.

‘Take my hand,’ yelled Kassia.

Jed wrestled back from the screen and grabbed for Kassia’s arm. The body bag was now beating around his shoulders like wings. He tugged hard on Kassia’s hand and hauled himself through the opening, the body bag thrashing and flailing behind him. The hole in the panel was small, Jed was bigger than Kassia and the space in the front he was trying to climb into was more crowded now she was there. He could hardly breathe. He rolled sideways on to his back and thrust his shoulders downwards, turning his head to the right. Out of the side window he could see they were flashing past traffic. They were pulling alongside a bus to the right of them. A small girl was staring hard out of the window. Jed tried to smile as he pushed himself further through the hole, his body crumpling so that he was now face forward, pressed against the window. The body bag ballooned up behind him. His eyes locked on the girl’s in the bus.

The girl recoiled. She bunched her fists in front of her mouth; her eyes widened. Jed tried to work out why she was looking so horrified. And then the realisation hit him. She thought he was climbing out of the body bag! That she was watching someone come back from the dead!

Jed grappled with the body bag and tried to smile reassuringly at her, but the speed of the van and the pressure of his face against the window pane was contorting his lips. His tongue lolled to the side. The little girl was clearly not reassured!

‘You OK?’ yelped Kassia, finally ripping the body bag free and tossing it into the footwell before helping Jed swivel round into the third front seat.

‘I’m doing better than she is,’ he said, pointing at the girl in the bus who was now obviously in the middle of a full-blown panic attack.

Jed tried to make his face look comforting. He failed. The girl was screaming uncontrollably now.

Jed shrugged awkwardly, reached up for the seat-belt, and clicked himself into place.

The driver seemed to take this move as encouragement. ‘Now we go really fast,’ he grinned.

Kassia fumbled with the latch of her own seat-belt then hung on tight to the strap.

In the rear-view mirror, Jed could see a motorbike close behind them. The driver was clad all in black, his shoulders hunched, hands gripped tight to the handle bars. But there was another bike close behind, gaining ground, weaving through the traffic, pulling alongside the other rider. The first biker acknowledged this arrival with a nod of the head.

‘There are two!’ Jed yelped.

‘I know. I not like worry you!’ said the driver, pulling away from beside the school bus and ploughing down the centre lane.

He threw the van into the inside lane and the motorbikes swerved to keep close on his tail. Then he floored the accelerator again and pulled the van back across the three lanes of motorway traffic so that the school bus and the hysterical girl were just a memory. Jed could see Kassia’s fingers turning white as she gripped tight to the seat-belt. ‘Isn’t there a speed limit?’ she yelped hopefully.

The driver grinned almost manically. ‘Not in Germany!’

He wove the van between two small cars and the drivers blasted their horns. A third car braked sharply, weaving as it lurched to the right and tried to clear the lane. But the motorbikes pressed closer behind them. The gap between them was shortening.

‘We try something new!’ said the driver.

He pulled the van fast alongside a huge lorry that was travelling more slowly in the inside lane. Then he swung the van sharply in front of the lorry and leant heavily on the brakes. The wheels squealed and Kassia and Jed lurched forwards in their seats, the belt cutting hard across Jed’s shoulder. The van slowed. All Jed could see in the rear-view mirror was the looming shape of the lorry. The lorry driver was far from happy. He thumped his horn but the driver of the death wagon did not speed up. In the shadow of the huge lorry, the van was hidden. The motorbikes raced past, their riders scanning the road, obviously confused about where the van had disappeared to.

‘Nice one!’ said Jed, as the lorry driver blasted his horn again.

But the cover was short-lived. One of the motorbike riders was searching over his shoulder. He’d seen the van hiding in the shadow of the lorry and was dropping his speed.

‘U-oh,’ said the driver. ‘We try plan C.’

Jed was already sure he would not like plan C.

The driver glanced to his side, accelerated forward and ploughed down the narrow hard-shoulder lane. He undercut the slow moving traffic that was travelling down the inside lane. But the hard shoulder was narrower: the edging was uneven and the van bumped and bounced as it raced forward.

And just to the edge of his field of vision, Jed was aware of something advancing. It wasn’t on the road. It was on a track that was carving sideways towards them.

A train.

Any minute now the hard shoulder would run out as the train track turned and moved parallel with the road. Jed gripped tighter to the seat-belt. The track was running right beside them, the roar of the train audible now as the carriage charged along so close that the outside edge of the van was skimming the paintwork from the train. Sparks of metal and paintwork clouded the air.

Jed could see the hard shoulder was narrowing away to nothing. ‘We’re going to run out of room,’ he cried. If they didn’t move back into the proper lane of traffic they were going to be totally sandwiched between the train and the traffic moving slowly beside them. They’d be crushed like an empty drinks can.

In front of them, traffic was bunching together. There was a four-way junction ahead. And they were running out of road. Running out of space. And running out of time.

‘Hang on!’ bellowed the driver.

Jed couldn’t believe anyone could think such instructions were necessary! The hard shoulder was running out, the train almost close enough to buckle the side of the van completely. The junction clogged with cars. They were heading towards a major collision!

Jed pulled Kassia in beside him in an attempt to cover her head from the impact he knew would be coming. But the driver flung the gearstick hard and yanked down on the steering wheel, turning the van at almost ninety degrees. The wheels spun and the van ricocheted forward, cutting across the front of the mass of waiting traffic, like thread passing through the eye of a needle. The van hurtled sideways across the four-way junction.

‘Wahoo!’ yelled the driver.

Jed had no words. Cars behind them were spinning and shifting in the van’s wake. A post van slammed hard into the back of a delivery lorry, its bonnet snapping open and smoke belching out into the air. The train thundered past on the track to the side of them. And in the midst of the chaos behind, two motorbikes wove their way through the traffic.

‘Ah,’ winced the driver. ‘Not wahoo. We still have them.’

Jed tried to breathe deeply. But he was finding it hard to do anything other than hang on.

The junction behind them, they were now off the motorway and on a narrower road leading into a town. And Jed had an even worse feeling about this than he’d had about plan C.

The road-sign welcomed them to Bad Dürkheim. Jed could think of plenty of places where he was sure he’d feel more welcome. He peered out of the window and in the wing-mirror of the van he could see both motorbikes drawing ever closer. One bike was edging to the side, slipping round on the inside. In front of them was a roundabout. The bike was obviously intending to cut off their exit.

‘To the right, look!’ Jed blurted.

The driver turned his head and acknowledged the presence of the bike. They were metres from the roundabout. The bike was slowing. The exit would be closed off.

But the driver of the death wagon had other ideas. ‘You do it this way in England. No?’ He hit the entrance to the roundabout and instead of turning with the traffic flow to the right, he depressed the throttle hard and spun the van to the left into a stream of oncoming traffic. The sound of horns was deafening. A car swerved and mounted the roundabout, churning deep furrows in the grass. A second braked so hard it was tossed into a tailspin. Both motorbikes had turned in the opposite direction and, for a second, the van was free on a narrower road and heading deeper into town.

But Kassia had seen the obstruction ahead. ‘No!’ she yelled. ‘Watch out!’

Temporary lights were controlling the flow of traffic around a stretch of roadworks. The light was red. But the driver of the death wagon had no intention of stopping now. He tugged down hard on the steering wheel and the van mounted the pavement, demolishing daffodils and crocuses that had been planted to line the route. But flowers weren’t the only foliage in his path.

‘The tree!’ yelled Jed.

The trunk of a huge oak barred their route straight ahead. To the right was a deep pit in the road edged with traffic cones. A workman held a pneumatic drill in the air like an umbrella, cowering from all the rubble and earth that the van and following motorbikes were sending tumbling into the trench he was digging. The tree was getting closer. There was only one way to avoid it.

The driver turned the wheel again and the van bounced down the curb and on to the forecourt of a petrol station set back from the road. An elderly woman was stepping tentatively out of a gleaming red BMW. Jed braced himself. The van driver screamed through the window. ‘Entschuldigung!’

The old woman flung herself against the side of the car, just in time for the death wagon to career into the door she’d left open. The door was torn free of its fixings and hurtled into the air, spinning like a badly thrown frisbee.

The impact made the van shudder and for a moment the steering wheel rocked out of control. There was no time to shout another apology. The van sped along the front of the petrol-station shop, obliterating a display of newspapers. The papers cycloned up into the air and splattered on to the windscreen. ‘I can’t see!’ yelled the driver as the newsprint obscured his view.

Kassia reached across and jabbed at the windscreen-wiper control as the driver clung tight to the wheel trying to regain control. But the speed of the van kept the newspapers splayed flat against the glass, completely erasing the sight of the road ahead.

The driver yelled again, probably something very impolite in German. The only view out of the window was of repeated photographs of the German chancellor and headlines printed again and again in large red print.

Jed marvelled at the fact that no visibility at all didn’t mean the driver felt the need to slow the van down. Whether the papers were moved or not, he intended to keep driving.

Jed frantically unclipped his seat-belt, wound down his window and stretched out of the van, snatching at the newspapers and dragging them away from the screen. The wipers swiped backwards and forwards at his hand. ‘Turn them off!’ he yelled at Kassia.

She grimaced and the wipers stopped just as the van swung sharply round a bend in the road. Jed lurched back from the windscreen just enough to see that the motorbikes were still behind them. And they were gaining ground. He fumbled for the wiper blades and pulled himself back against the screen.

‘Now I only see you!’ yelled the driver.

Jed tried to peel himself back from the windscreen. But they were going too fast.

And he was pretty sure that even though the van hadn’t stopped before, what lay ahead in the road was bound to stop them.

The rubbish lorry owned the centre of the road. It was travelling slowly. The bin men were working as if in a choreographed dance, rolling the waiting bins from the street, latching them to the back of the lorry, where they were lifted and emptied. They then pushed the bins back neatly into place as if they’d never been moved. It was almost like watching a ballet. One, Jed realised very quickly, that was about to be rather rudely interrupted.

The van mounted the curb for the second time and Jed used the momentum to fling himself back inside the cab and re-fix his seat-belt. The fastener clicked into place just as the van took out its first bin.

The bins toppled like tenpin-bowling balls. Rubbish cannoned up into the air in waves of stinking and rotten confetti. Bin men ducked and swerved as if they were skating on ice, the ballet transformed into a scene from a badly directed horror movie. And the windscreen, which moments before had been obscured by newsprint, was now awash with household waste, cabbage leaves and broken eggs.

Behind them the motorbikes wove through the debris like slalom skiers in the World Championships.

‘I have a plan to lose them!’ yelled the driver.

Jed wasn’t sure how he stopped himself from laughing. ‘You have a plan!’ he bellowed.

The driver’s eyes were wild and sparkling. He turned the steering wheel sharply to the left. Ahead of them was a wooden gate with the words ‘Freizeitbad Salinarium’ painted on it.

Jed had no idea what the driver’s plan was. And he had no idea what the painted words meant. But neither of these things mattered as the fence shattered and splintered raining shards of wood around them and the van pushed forward.

‘You have got to be kidding me!’ yelped Kassia.

But the closeness of the motorbikes behind them was not a joke. And now they could see what the sign on the gate meant. The van was on the edge of an eight-lane outdoor swimming pool. And the driver obviously had absolutely no intention of stopping here either!

There was a narrow path round the side of the pool and a low wall marking the border. It was clearly not possible for the death wagon to drive on four wheels along the side as the wall was too close and the van wouldn’t fit. But this didn’t appear to deter the driver. ‘Lean!’ he yelled.

Jed presumed this was a German word he didn’t understand but when he looked across at the driver, he saw he had pushed himself as far to the left as he could and was gesturing for Jed and Kassia to do the same. Then he rammed the van forward, purposefully clipping the curb at the beginning of the wall with the left wheels of the van.

It took a moment for Jed to work out what he was trying to do.

The man was insane. He was going to do a sideways wheelie in a death wagon beside an open-air Olympic-sized swimming pool!

But somehow the thrust of the engine, the angle of the curb and the weight inside the van propelled the vehicle on to two wheels. It rolled heavily to one side, and the wheels on Jed’s side of the van bounced down on the top of the low wall edging the path. The driver gripped tight to the steering wheel. One wrong move here and the wheelie-ing van would ground on the wall or crash into the water.

From his raised position, Jed could see the drop below him. He held his breath. He closed his eyes. And the van slid forward, slicing along the narrow pathway with Jed, Kassia and the driver hovering above the open water.

There was a second when the van wobbled.

The momentum swung the van just a fraction to the side.

Jed braced himself for impact. To be engulfed in water yet again. But the water didn’t come.

When the wheels bounced back on to level ground the pool was behind them. They were safe.

Sadly, not so safe were the sunbathers and picnickers who were spread across the open grass at the end of the pool.

Jed peered through the remnants of cabbage leaves and egg yolks on the windscreen as swim-suited holiday makers, and workers taking a break from the office, scattered in front of them. Little children dropped ice creams; sun-worshippers scrambled to wrap themselves in towels; picnickers fumbled with plates of chicken legs and potato salad as the van carved a path through the middle of them. Behind them, grannies grabbed knitting; teenagers grabbed each other; and small children screamed as the motorbikes sped through the wake of discarded blankets and sun mats.

But it wasn’t what was behind them that was worrying Jed most. Directly in front of them, and blocking the exit to the street, was the tangled yellow tubing of an enormous waterslide.

It was totally clear, even from metres away, that the swoop and structure of the slide meant it would be impossible for the van to get around it.

Behind them the bikes were gaining ground.

But the slide was wide. And the hang of the shoot was low.

The engines of the bike were revving loudly.

‘I go for it!’ yelled the driver.

This from a man who hadn’t been deterred by speeding trains, roundabouts or temporary roadworks. But how was he going to go for it exactly? Did he intend to try and drive under the overhang of the huge yellow tubing?

Jed looked at Kassia in panic. ‘It’s too low!’ he yelled.

But the bikes were closing in. It was this or be cornered by them and surrender.

The driver glanced across at Jed as if waiting for confirmation. Jed shrugged. Then he braced himself.

The driver floored the accelerator. And the van pitched forwards, aiming directly for the huge yellow slide.

There was a moment when Jed thought they’d made it. The windscreen was filled with the yellow light reflecting from the underside of the slide. But then there was the sound of the crunching and mangling of metal. The van shuddered. And like the lid of a pilchard can, the top of the van began to rip back and separate from the carcass. The roof tore from position, and the now exposed edging of the sides of the van worked like serrated knife blades on the underside of the yellow slide. They cut deep into the plastic tubing, gouging an enormous hole. Water spewed down into the van, pummelling on to Jed and the others so they could barely breathe.

Jed tried to scream at the driver to keep moving, but his words were drowned by the gush and thunder of the falling water.

The driver’s foot was still hard against the pedal. The van edged forward, slicing free of the yellow tubing. There was a thud and banging from inside the back of the van. It was soon clear that the gaping hole on the bottom of the slide had not just deluged water down on them.

The screaming from the back of the van was terrifying.

Jed squirmed round in his seat and peered through the partition. A middle-aged woman wearing a spotty swimsuit and a floral pink bathing hat and goggles had been dumped by the slide on to the trolley in the back of the van. And her screams were unrelenting.

‘Get her out!’ yelled the driver, thrusting the van into gear again and ploughing forward as water gushed down from the severed slide. The bikers skidded and slipped in the waterfall behind them, but were still on their tail.

The woman in the back of the van was totally hysterical.

‘Get her and water out!’ yelled the driver again.

‘How?’ begged Kassia, spluttering and coughing.

The driver pointed to a release button on the panel at Jed’s side.

‘Really?’ Jed said nervously.

‘You have to! Weight slow us down!’

Jed was pretty sure that the onslaught on the wheels and bodywork of the van was probably the real reason the van was driving a little slower but he didn’t like to argue. Besides, water was sloshing everywhere and the pitch of the woman’s screams had reached a crescendo. He pressed down hard on the door release button. The rear doors flung open and the water from the slide cascaded out too, carrying in its wake the trolley and the middle-aged slide rider. The wheels of the trolley hit the ground and the trolley careered forward into the path of the bikers, who tore off to the side, their wheels spinning.

But they were not to be stopped. And neither was the death wagon.

Jed braced himself as the van spluttered forward towards another fence. This one, too, shattered and splintered like matchsticks as the van made impact.

There was a burst of exhaust fumes, and with the rear doors swinging wildly like broken wings, the van was back on the open road.

And even though the middle-aged woman in the floral bathing hat was far behind them, the bikers were only metres away.

The path was now a single track. The town of Bad Dürkheim was slipping into the distance. And the motorbikes were gaining ground.

Wind whistled through the cab, tossing cabbage leaves and newspapers in a swirling vortex, visible now through the space where the roof had been peeled away. The rear doors clapped together, bouncing open and closed with every turn in the road. And the driver gripped tighter to the wheel. ‘It’s you they want,’ he blurted, shouting to be heard over the roar of the wind.

‘You think!’ Jed roared back.

The road was narrowing, the driver scanning the edge for a turning. ‘I mean. I drive on. You get out. Good plan!’

‘Crazy plan!’ yelled Jed, as the driver shifted the gears and turned the van hard right at what was little more than a turning on to a narrow dirt track. They’d entered some sort of woodland. There was no real road and the van was bouncing on the path, lurching and rolling to the side as the engine groaned under the strain.

‘We make them think you still here,’ yelled the driver, ducking as branches from a low hanging tree strained into the cab.

Jed pushed the branches away and pulled Kassia closer. He didn’t care if she was embarrassed now. ‘How?’ he yelled desperately.

The driver turned the van to the left. The motorbikes were closing in, weaving through the trees with ease.

‘I slow down.’

Jed liked this part of the plan.

‘I turn sharp right. You open doors. And jump. They not see. I keep drive.’

The driver wanted to use the open passenger door as a screen. Trick the bikers into following the van while Jed and Kassia escaped.

The van hit a tree root. It rocked to the side. The engine squealed. Water sloshed in the footwell of the cab. The roar of the motorbikes was getting louder. They were streaking through the trees. Time was running out.

‘Ready?’ yelled the driver.

Jed was nowhere near ready. But the bikes were getting nearer. The van was struggling on the unmade road. If the plan was to work, then they had to do it now.

Jed looked across at Kassia. ‘You can do this!’ he said, not sure if it was a confirmation or a question.

Kassia’s face showed only terror.

Jed unclipped his seat-belt and fumbled to release Kassia’s. His hand hovered for a moment over hers. ‘OK?’

Her answer was lost on the noise of the engine.

‘The driver nodded and floored the accelerator one more time. ‘You near Teufelsstein. Where you supposed to do the meeting!’ He said. ‘I think you find the devil.’

Jed had no time to work out what he meant.

The driver flung the gearstick forward, then yanked the steering wheel down hard right. Earth and dust plumed up in the air. The engine squealed and the van shuddered as it spun. Branches dragged through the cab. Birds scattered, squawking and screeching.

‘NOW!’ the driver screamed, his foot hovering for just a moment over the brake pedal.

The van shuddered. The air crackled with engine fumes. Jed opened his door and flung it wide. Then he grabbed Kassia’s hand. They jumped. And the ground came up to meet them with a sickening thud.

The air punched out of Jed’s lungs. Dark spots spiralled in front of his eyes. Beside him, Kassia groaned.

He reached for her arm, scared to speak; as if using his voice would give their location away.

The sound of the death wagon was thinning. The motorbike engines were still loud enough to be close to them, though. Jed didn’t lift his head.

A motorbike slowed.

Jed’s heart was in his mouth. He pressed his body down harder into the ground, fighting the fear that the pressure would shatter his ribs.

He waited.

He could hear Kassia’s breathing beside him. The motorbike engine thrummed. The wheels churned leaves and clipped bracken.

They were going to be found.

It was over.

Then a shout. In German. Through the trees.

The engines revved sharply.

And the motorbikes raced away.

The air was still.

Jed wasn’t sure how long he lay there without moving. Minutes. Maybe hours.

Then, finally, he lifted his head. Kassia rolled on to her side and looked up at him. They were so close that their breath mingled and suddenly it felt wrong to be so near to her. ‘Are you OK?’ he blurted, scrabbling to sit up.

Kassia pushed her weight down on her elbows. Then she laughed.

‘OK. OK. Stupid question, I know.’

Kassia kept on laughing and then she doubled over and blew out a long breath.

‘I meant apart from the near drowning, high-speed car chase and jump into bushes from a moving vehicle, obviously. Apart from all that, is your day going well?’

She rubbed her hand across her chest and smiled at him.

He leant towards her and reached for a cabbage leaf tangled in her hair. She watched him for a second longer than was comfortable and then looked down at the ground.
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‘The motorbikes,’ she said quietly. ‘Definitely NOAH?’

‘Who else would want to chase a mortuary van?’

‘But they can’t know yet, can they? About us not really being dead?’

‘Can’t see how. We’ve just got to hope they only wanted to see the bodies.’

‘And when there are no bodies?’

‘Yeah. Well.’ Jed didn’t want to think about that. ‘Least we won’t be there for the big reveal. And there’s a chance that driver lost them. We have to hang on to that.’ He tried to look encouraging but he was pretty sure the conviction didn’t reach his eyes. ‘So? Any plans for the rest of the day?’ he said in a voice he hoped sounded jokey.

She pulled her knees up towards her chest. ‘This is Teufelsstein, yes?’

‘So our lovely driver said.’

‘I guess we find somewhere to wait for Dante and Jacob then.’

‘Sure,’ he said, jumping up and wiping the woodland debris from his trousers. ‘Let’s try and find somewhere quiet.’

 

Jed and Kassia had found a small clearing in the woods. There was a sign, tacked to a tree, with the word ‘Teufelsstein’ carved on it. So Kassia wanted to wait here. It was damp. It was getting dark. And the bark of the tree they were leaning against was digging into Jed’s shoulders.

‘They will come,’ Kassia said again, rubbing her hands together. ‘Dante will come,’ she said with even more conviction.

‘I know. I know.’ They’d been passing the same phrases backwards and forwards like shots in a tennis match for ages now, and with each utterance, Jed was getting less and less certain. Kassia would barely look at him. Her belief in her brother and her social worker was absolute. Jed was feeling less and less sure.

Jed wanted to talk about the possibility that something had happened. Something beyond Jacob and Dante’s control that had kept them from reaching the meeting place. But he couldn’t bear to voice the words aloud. Besides, Jacob and Dante not having found them yet wasn’t the only thing he was worried about. His mind was churning thoughts, like the motorbikes had churned leaves as they’d raced through the woodland. And nothing he could do would shake the thoughts away.

‘You’re shivering,’ Jed said gently to Kassia. ‘Here. Take my jumper.’

‘But you’re shivering too.’

‘It’s not because of the cold.’

She said nothing as he wrapped the jumper around her shoulders, but pulled it tight, fiddling with the cuff of the sleeve.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said at last, the words burning in the back of his throat. Everything was a mess. He sank his head into his hands, trying again to order the thoughts that were roiling there. Behind the pressure of his palms, the image of the dragon circled and spun.

‘Hey, come on, Fulcanelli. Cheer up! They will be here. And we didn’t die!’

He didn’t lift his head from his hands.

‘You don’t like it when I call you that?’

He took his hands away from his face and rested them in his lap. ‘I still can’t get my head round it, that I’m some guy from the 1920s. It’s too weird.’

‘We’ve been over this. Not weird.’ She hesitated a fraction too long. ‘Well, OK. A little weird. But wonderful. And at least we know it’s true now,’ she added. ‘The poison didn’t kill you. The river didn’t drown you. We can be sure. Fulcanelli the great alchemist,’ she said with a flourish. ‘It’s who you are.’

That’s what Jed was worried about. He looked at the creases in his palm. One line ran completely from one side to the other, totally unbroken. He wrapped his arms around himself as if he was doing the best he could to hold himself together. It meant he could no longer see the line on his hand. ‘Can I ask you something?’ he said quietly.

‘Sure.’

‘Do you think I should have done it?’

She arched one eyebrow. ‘Jumped from the death wagon? Well it had been at least a couple of hours since we’d had a face to face battle with NOAH and so maybe fronting it out and—’

‘Not jumping. I mean, taking the elixir.’

She paused. ‘You’re asking me if you should have drunk something that messed with your system and took you back to being seventeen and made it possible to live forever?’

‘Yeah.’

She hit him playfully on the arm. ‘Well if you hadn’t done, none of this would have happened.’

He winced.

‘Hey, come on, I’m joking.’

He was pretty sure it wasn’t funny.

‘Of course you should have made the elixir. It’s incredible. It’s wonderful. It’s what everyone in the world wants to do, isn’t it? Stop death.’ Her eyes were sparkling. ‘People are trying to do it all the time. Doctors, paramedics. Look what happened to me.’ She touched nervously at the welts at the base of her neck where the paramedic had attached electrical paddles to restart her heart. ‘Do you think the medics should have let me die?’

‘No. Of course not!’ How could she believe for a second he thought that! ‘It’s just, finding a way to live for ever is diff erent. Isn’t that playing God?’

‘Well if it is, then you won!’ She turned so she was fully facing him, the light of the moon framing her face. ‘If life’s a
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