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There was a mirror propped in the corner of the Paris underground hideout they called the Court of Miracles. Jed could see himself as he worked at the desk. He wasn’t sure what the reflection showed. A boy who could live forever? A man who had control of time? Jed was both of these things. Yet neither. Right now, all he could be certain of was that he was in need of a miracle.

The desk he worked at was stacked high with books. Littering the floor at his feet were crumpled sheets of paper; rejected notes and discarded diagrams. A clock ticked. And a lamp threw light across him. But Jed felt as if he was working in the dark.

There was a glass of water on the edge of the table. He was too tired to drink. The water rippled in pulsing swirls as a metro train rattled through the tunnels overhead, ploughing towards its destination.

He blinked his eyes. They scratched with tiredness. 

Ink dripped from his pen on to the scribbled notes in front of him. The blot soaked into the paper so that it totally consumed the words he’d written in a river of ink.

He took the ruined notes and screwed them up. Then he tossed the page away.

Suddenly a pain like nothing he’d ever felt before shot through his wrist. It was as if the nerves in his arms were being scraped over a cheese grater. His fingers shook and, as he pulled his arm tight against his chest to steady the convulsion, he knocked a stack of books over, sending them thudding to the floor.

He clenched his jaw, bit his lip and reached down for the books. But his hand caught against the drinking glass. Water splashed on to his skin, burning like acid.

Something was very wrong.

He’d felt uneasy before. Lightheaded, exhausted. There’d been times back in London, and then Prague, when he’d been overwhelmed by memories and fear. But this was different. This was new.

He recoiled and his shoulder caught against the clock. It fell, exploding on the uneven ground, a mess of escaping cogs and springs, its hands ripped clean away from the face, arrows now pointing in opposite directions.

Jed leapt up from the desk, desperate to stop whatever was happening to him. He pushed the chair back with his legs and it scraped across the flagstones.

‘Jed?’ Kassia was sitting on a makeshift bed in the corner of the room. ‘Are you OK?’

He didn’t answer her. He had no idea what he would say. How could he explain how he felt? Pressure was building in his chest. He was biting down so hard on his lip that a droplet of blood began to drip towards his chin.

He circled the chair he’d been sitting on as it rocked with the movement of being shoved so violently. He clenched his fingers around the back of the chair and a single splinter from the uneven wood wormed into his finger.

Kassia stood up too. ‘Jed?’

He lifted the chair, holding it out like some sort of shield. He took a deep breath and then he let out a sound like an injured animal, swinging the chair around as he moved, as if he could fight back whatever was surging inside him and making every part of him hurt. The chair arced against the books that teetered on the desk. They scattered as if they’d been fired from a gun. The chair kept cutting through the air, as if there’d been no resistance from the books in its way. Jed did not let go. And the howl grew louder.

‘Jed! Please! What’s the matter?’

But he had no words to make sense of this. He just needed to push the feeling away.

Jed staggered, the swing of the chair propelling him forward. His arm shook. His sense of balance was out of kilter. The light from the lamp was upturned now, directed only at the ceiling. The chair broke as it thudded against the wall, snapping like kindling wood.

But this was not enough to drive out the pain and the panic. Jed kicked the desk. It skidded across the floor.

His arm trembled. The convulsion swelled.

So Jed flung himself at the mirror and tugged it away from the wall. The polished glass slab rocked backwards and forwards, taunting him. Then it toppled, the glass shattering on his shoulders.

He sank to his knees, pulling his shaking arm in tight to his body and then pressing his other hand down on the ground. A shard of mirrored glass cut into his palm, searing open a scar that had taken months to heal. Blood mixed with water and ink amongst the debris. And Jed closed his eyes completely and let the darkness in.

 

Kassia knelt beside him. ‘Jed! What is it?’

The light from the lamp made his eyes look like they were burning red. ‘I don’t want to die,’ he spluttered. His hands were thrashing against the clutter of books and manuscripts. ‘Giseppi gave me all these! But nothing makes sense.’

Giseppi had brought them hope. This stranger who they’d met on the train as they’d raced away from Prague, and his beautiful friend, Amelie, had got them safely to Paris. Giseppi had shown them a place to stay in the underground of the city. He’d given them food. He’d given them safety. But he’d failed to give them answers. The books on alchemy he’d brought for them had offered nothing new, only yet more mysteries and never-ending questions. Kassia tried to grab Jed’s arms to stop them from moving but he lurched away, refusing to look at her. ‘We will find answers,’ she stuttered.

‘When?’ He clamped his fingers to his head, driving furrows through his red hair, smearing blood from the cut in his palm across his forehead. ‘I don’t know what to do, Kass.’

She reached forward again but was too scared to touch him. She felt maybe he would break into pieces in front of her. ‘You need to let us help you more,’ she said.

‘I don’t deserve your help.’

‘Jed, you can’t keep doing this,’ she pleaded. ‘Jacob fell from Notre Dame. It wasn’t your fault.’

‘That’s not what you thought at first.’

His words made her shiver and lean back on her heels.

For the first time he looked directly at her, his hands sliding down his face. ‘I’m so sorry.’

Now she looked away.

He rested his hands in his lap, palms upturned. ‘I had the answer, Kassia. The recipe for eternal life. And I destroyed it.’

She stared into his empty palms. Blood was trickling from the gaping wound in his life-line. It snaked round his wrist. ‘You couldn’t let Jacob have it,’ she whispered.

‘Couldn’t I? Maybe wanting the recipe just for me was wrong.’ Blood dripped from his hand on to the floor. ‘I’m so scared.’

‘I know.’ She wanted to say that she was too. But she didn’t. Instead she reached out one final time. ‘Here. Let me see.’

He lifted his arm. A bead of blood splashed on to a shard of mirrored glass. Then Kassia’s fingers connected with his.

There was a cone of light that seemed to emanate from his body. It stretched out and engulfed Kassia in a blazing shaft of brilliance. A second of total stillness and then the light retracted like backdraught in a tunnel, suddenly swelling again and flinging Kassia across the room.

She crashed into the far wall, her back crunching against the brickwork. Air surged from her lungs as she slid down into a crumpled heap on the floor. Slivers of broken mirror crunched into her legs and arms, her cheek pressed hard against the ground. She blinked against the swirling dust and grit as it lifted. And it was as if the dust rose and took shape, swirling and twisting in front of her. A black dragon, turning and turning, closing in and getting nearer and nearer.

She covered her eyes as light flashed like flame from the mouth of the dragon, scorching her skin as she cowered in the corner. And in the darkness behind her eyelids she saw the sun circling and circling, a ball of fire in a blackening sky; there was the sound of an engine, a train perhaps, careering towards her getting louder and louder; she saw a street littered with bodies, trees bending down, pummelled by incredible wind.

And then the wind was not just behind her eyes. It filled the room, whipping at the pages of the discarded books and chasing the dragon so that the beast of dust was close enough to touch. Its eyes were rings of light, blazing forward. Not eyes at all, but headlights. Of a car. Out of control and about to crash. Kassia pressed her back against the wall. She pulled her head down to her chest. And the image of the car exploded, cleaving the dust dragon into a million pieces.

It was silent.

Everything was still.

And Kassia could see that Jed was lying, unmoving, spread-eagled on the floor.

‘Jed! Please!’ she screamed as she scrambled across the floor towards him. She grabbed for his hand, pressing her fingers against the blood that trickled down his wrist, searching desperately for a pulse. Nothing!

She tried to focus. Knew that every second counted. She rolled him so that he was flat on the ground, his arms spread wide now, like he was pinned to a cross. She held her face above his. His eyes were rolled back, unseeing in his head. She couldn’t feel any breath. So she fumbled her lips against his and tried to breathe for him. Was this right? Was this how you did it? She tried to think of all the medical books her mum had made her study, but her mind was centring only on what was wrong: Jed’s heart had stopped beating.

She pulled back from his face and ran her fingers down his chest, feeling for where his ribs knotted together. She balled her hand into a fist and thumped down hard. Then she linked her fingers together, pushing down on his sternum. ‘Come on, Jed! Please!’ Again and again she pressed, her own heart thumping the repetitions.

Nothing. It wasn’t working. This could not be happening.

They were alone, in the underground of a city that wasn’t home. And with no one there to help her, the boy who was supposed to live for ever was just about to die.

She didn’t know how long she tried to bully his heart into beating again. She wasn’t sure how many of her own breaths she poured into his lungs. She was only sure that her arms were shaking and that every muscle in her body was screaming out for her to stop. But she didn’t. She pressed down again and again and again. Because giving up was not something she did.

The room grew darker. And the pain in her arms was so intense that she finally tipped forward so that her body fell across his as exhaustion overwhelmed her.

And then, so tiny and fragile she was sure she was imagining it, she felt his chest flicker. She clutched at the side of his face. The barest of breaths, like the finest lace on her skin. His eyes glimmered as if they searched for hers in the darkness. And they locked on tight.

Suddenly, Kassia and Jed were no longer alone. Dante was behind them. Giseppi shouting for others to come and help. Then hands moved around her, lifting Jed from the floor and carrying him to the makeshift bed in the corner.

Kassia didn’t have the energy to move. It was as if all the strength she’d had, she’d emptied into him.

Giseppi put Jed down on the bed. And from her position still crumpled on the floor, Kassia saw something fall from Jed’s pocket. It was a silver watch. The one which had once belonged to her father and which she’d given to Jed when she thought he was leaving her, back in London. The watch rocked on the ground amongst the dusting of broken glass and crumpled paper. The swallow bird engraved on the casing of the watch glinted and flickered. And even above the noise and the commotion of people battling round Jed’s bed to help him, Kassia was sure that the watch was still ticking.

 

‘He’s burning up,’ Kassia yelled in sign language. Her fingers moved so close to her brother’s face that Dante pushed her arms away, holding on to her for a moment as if he sensed that even though she’d climbed up from the floor there was every chance she’d fall down again.

Jed was thrashing about as if he was fighting his way out of some terrible nightmare. His lips were moving frantically, churning words, but none of them made sense.

Kassia yanked her hands free of her brother’s hold. ‘What’s the matter with him?’

Dante’s unmoving hands made it clear he didn’t have a clue.

Kassia shook her head as if trying to settle all the words that were clamouring for her attention. But, like her brother, she said nothing now that could be heard by other people.

Jed was over a hundred years old. His body had undergone linear reprogramming like some sort of immortal jellyfish, flipping his system back in time. He’d been studying Giseppi’s books for weeks, trying to make the change to his system permanent. And there had been no answers.

‘Exhaustion?’ Dante signed at last.

‘It’s more than that. He stopped breathing and …’ Her signs tailed away.

Dante pushed her shoulder, his face furrowed in annoyance, demanding she go on.

But Kassia struggled to find the signs she needed.

Dante stamped his foot hard.

The noise of his shoe against the flagstones, shocked her hands back into moving. ‘There was this light. It was so bright.’ She gestured, trying to show how the light had swelled, surged outwards and then folded. ‘And I got flung across the room and …’

‘You’re OK?’ Dante’s signs interrupted.

She hesitated. This time Dante gave her the time she needed. ‘It’s like we were connected. And I saw things.’

‘What things?’

‘Pictures. Like from his memory.’ She knew the words sounded weird so the signs were small as if she was trying to whisper them.

Dante nodded. He didn’t look confused. Or questioning. And this was enough for Kassia to fling herself forward and hug him.

He held her tight and then eased her gently away so he could look at her.

‘You don’t think I’m mad,’ she signed.

‘Oh, yeah. As nutty as a box of frogs. But I believe you. About what happened.’

They turned towards the bed. Amelie was sponging Jed’s forehead with a wet cloth. As she moved, the belt of coins she wore across her waist jangled softly. She mumbled in time with the sound, her soft French accent making her words almost like song as she tried to soothe Jed. Kassia felt a spike of emotion she didn’t fully understand.

Jed’s arms flailed against the covers of the bed.

Kassia looked at the mess of broken glass and shattered wood still strewn across the ground. Then she bent down and picked up her father’s pocket watch.

Suddenly, its tick was no longer reassuring.

‘What?’ signed Dante.

Kassia grabbed the newspaper that had been under the fallen watch. She jabbed at the top of the page.

‘I don’t understand,’ signed Dante.

‘The date.’

Dante was still confused.

‘It’s over half a year ago,’ said Kassia slowly, ‘since Jed climbed out of the Thames. It means he’s got less than six months left to find the elixir.’

Dante was still struggling to understand why this scared her so much.

Kassia signs were faltering and awkward and as she moved, she dropped the newspaper and it fluttered to the floor. ‘He’s closer now, to death, than he is to life.’

 

Kassia had been pacing up and down for nearly an hour. She could feel Dante watching her. But she avoided catching his eye. If she looked at him, then he’d ask what she was thinking. And she was scared to turn her thoughts into signs that she could see.

Suddenly, Jed called out from the bed again. The words were fragmented and jumbled. Rambling on and on about a man dying. And as she watched him, his eyes looked beyond hers as if he was seeing something far away.

Kassia couldn’t stand it any longer.

She grabbed Dante’s arm and steered him to the corner of the room, turning her back on all the others who circled Jed’s bed, so that the words she made with her hands were for her brother alone. ‘He needs a doctor.’

Dante flung his arms wide, as if he was throwing away any signs he had.

Kassia stood her ground. ‘We have to. Look at him!’

Dante folded his arms, refusing to answer – and then suddenly, as if the words were exploding out of him, his hands churned the air in frantic reply. ‘You think we just bowl up to a hospital and say, “Excuse me. I know he doesn’t look like it, but our friend is actually a hundred-year-old alchemist and he’s taken five doses of the elixir of life which have totally messed up his life span but he needs to take a sixth dose of the stuff or, instead of living for ever, he’s just going to die.” And you think we’ll say all that and they’ll just run off to the pharmacy and come back with a bottle of the good stuff. Job done?’

Kassia scowled. Jed was calling out again. She couldn’t bear to hear it. ‘I’m not talking about a hospital.’

‘What then?’

‘I want to ring home. Ask Nat? He might know what to do.’

‘Are you crazy?’ Dante flung his hands around. ‘All this! Months living underground, out of sight, off the radar so NOAH couldn’t get to us and you want to risk telling Nat everything. There are rules, Kass! About home and messages. You know we can never talk about Jed! If the call gets intercepted. If NOAH put two and two together, our cover could be blown. It could all be over.’

Kassia looked across at the bed and then she looked back at her brother and signed her answer slowly and precisely. ‘If we don’t ask a doctor what to do, it could all be over anyway.’
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