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In the night, snow had fallen. It had covered everything, shrouding the desert and transforming it. Nothing looked like it had done before. It was hard to tell what was alive, and what was dead.

Rock poked through the snow like fingers. Tree branches looked like arms forced into thick woollen jumpers. Birds huddled together, and none of them sang.

The river was a mirror of ice. It no longer flowed, as if time, like the water, had been frozen.

But Jed knew that time hadn’t stopped. His heart raced and the scars scorched across his chest pulsed with pain.

Jed knelt beside the river. From far off it might have looked as if he was praying, though he said nothing. His hands rested on the ice. The cold burned him and he did not pull away.

Suddenly, from the window sill of the church in the rock behind him, a bird flapped her wings and rose into the air. Her feet and feathers sent snow tumbling. As Jed turned his head, he thought the falling snow looked like smoke. A phoenix rising from white, hot flames.

The bird circled above him, writing her route across the sky. And then, even though Jed scrunched up his eyes to see her, she became blurred, just a smudge in the clouds.

Jed turned back to face the river. He pressed his palm on to the skin of snow that covered the ice. His reflection swam into view like a boy rising from the depths and fighting to be free. The face he saw seemed unfamiliar, distorted by the cracks and bubbles in the ice.

Jed drew his hands back. He had no idea who the boy in the river was any more. He had no idea what to do or where to go. Anger boiled inside him. He flung his arm behind his head and drove his fist into the ice. The surface cracked and splintered like glass. The boy in the river disintegrated, then disappeared. Jed’s fingers plunged into the water. Cold scalded deep into his skin. A tiny streak of blood swirled free from a reopened gash in his palm, eddying in a circle on the surface of the water, before it diluted then disappeared like the reflection.

He pulled his hand free and held it to his chest. Blood from the cut in his life-line leaked on to his shirt. He rubbed his wrist, then dug around in his trouser pocket for something to wrap around his wound. A large, silver watch fell from his pocket.

Kassia had given him the watch back in London, when the adventure had been just beginning. It had belonged to her father.

Jed felt his insides turn to water, churning like the broken river.

Jed had been there the day Kassia’s dad had died. It had been his fault. He had told her that, when they’d stood together inside the Dark Church in Karanlik Kilise, Turkey, barely thirteen days ago. She had looked at him and anger had raged behind her eyes, scaring him in the same way as he was scared now by his own reflection.

She and Dante had left. By now they would be back in London. And he was here in Turkey. Alone.

Blood trickled slowly on to the casing of the pocket watch. A single swallow was engraved on the back, its wings thrown wide in flight.

Jed looked up to the sky again. He could no longer see the bird from the church. The phoenix was gone.
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And so there it was again. The same thought spinning back to him. Kassia was in London, hating him for what he’d done. And Jed was here. Hating himself.

He took a deep breath, pushed the watch into his pocket, then wrapped his injured hand awkwardly with a tissue.

The water in the river had settled. No longer frozen where he’d driven his hand through the surface, but calm and still. And his reflection had returned.

He might not understand who the boy in the river was. But he knew that staying would solve nothing.

He turned and walked carefully across the snow, seeking out the path that led away from here.

He knew now that the time had come.
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It was raining when the plane landed at Heathrow. The sky was mottled grey and closing in, making it look like it had been shrunk by all the water.

The pavements were puddled. Cars were driving as fast as ever, spraying pedestrians with dirt from the gutters, while cyclists wobbled and wove in the wake of big red buses. A black taxi screeched to a standstill as an elderly man and lady tottered on the edge of the kerb, arms extended painfully by bulging shopping bags. Tinny music pumped from shop doors and strips of electric lighting flashed white above them, as if the solar system had been dragged down by all the rain and re-strung between the shop fronts of London.

‘It’s nearly Christmas,’ said Kassia in sign language, turning her face away from the driving rain and moving her fingers as quickly as the cold would allow. ‘I’d forgotten.’

‘Thought you’d forgotten how to talk, too,’ signed Dante. ‘You’ve barely said anything since Istanbul.’

Kassia shrugged. ‘There’s nothing to say.’

‘Really? No reason? No brief summary about why we had to come home? After everything we’ve been through?’

‘Not yet,’ Kassia signed. ‘I can’t explain it all twice.’

It was her brother’s turn to shrug. ‘Are you sure you’re ready for this?’ They’d turned the corner of Fleet Street. The door to the flat they’d both grown up in was visible.

‘It looks the same,’ Kassia signed tentatively. She knew this didn’t make any sense. The whole flat had been gutted by a fire just after Easter. But the rebuild was impressive. It looked just as it had. Maybe the paint was a fraction duller. Though this didn’t seem possible. Their mum had a thing about cleanliness. She’d washed the old door with carbolic soap at least once a week.

Kassia shivered. And it wasn’t from the cold.

Supposing things were just as they’d been? Her mum would be so cross. Kassia and Dante had been away for months with hardly any contact with Mum or Uncle Nat. Any discussions had been via email and even those had been in code. The organisation which went by the name of NOAH had been tracking their every move since they’d got involved with Jed. In fact, NOAH had been responsible for the fire that destroyed the flat, although the insurance company claimed it was started by faulty hair-straighteners. The truth was, though, knowing that NOAH would stop at nothing to catch them meant that any messages sent back home were at risk of being intercepted. So they’d tried not to take many risks. The last message had been from Paris, and that felt a lifetime ago.

Dante moved his hands in sign again and Kassia realised that she must look nervous. ‘Are you sure you’re ready?’

Kassia nodded.

Dante took a key and fumbled it in the keyhole. He shook his head and dropped the key back into his pocket. ‘New lock,’ he said. ‘Obvious. Brand new door.’

Kassia nodded again, with a little less confidence.

Dante pressed the doorbell.

There was no sound. But the lights flashed off inside the flat.

Kassia watched Dante’s reaction. It was clear he hadn’t been expecting this. The old system of alerting deaf people to the arrival of visitors using light instead of sound had been his dad’s idea. And Kassia guessed her brother had expected that in the rebuild this feature would have been dropped. His mum must have asked for it, Kassia thought, and this made her feel strangely lightheaded.

Kassia reached out and pulled her brother’s finger off the doorbell. The lights flashed back on.

So things were just as they had been. Kassia stood up straight, trying to make herself look brave. Nothing had changed.

But when the front door opened, it was clear that everything had changed.

Their mother, Anna, stood there. She leant her weight against the doorjamb as if the door was holding her up. As if she would melt and flow away into the puddles on the pavement if she let go.

Her hair was scraped away from her face, tied tight in a ponytail, but tendrils curled loose, untamed, wispy and wild.

Deep lines ran from the edges of her eyes. Time had clearly been scoring a space on which to write.

Anna’s mouth opened and closed. But no sounds came.

Then she crumpled to her knees.

And Kassia knelt down too, half in the entrance to the flat and half in the street, and it didn’t matter that the rain soaked her legs or lashed down on her shoulders, because her mum was holding her and breathing into her hair in long, spluttering sobs and reaching out for her brother who sank to his knees beside them. Three figures bowed down in a doorway in the fading light of Christmas Eve.

For the first time since leaving Turkey, Kassia allowed herself to cry.
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Kassia sat on the end of her bed. She supposed it was her bed because it was in the room that used to be hers. But this room looked nothing like it had before the fire.

The walls were bare of timetables. There were no charts or schedules. Instead, there was a neatly framed picture of the sea pinned to one side of the lilac room, and a fan of peacock feathers attached to the other. There were no stacks of school books or revision guides. There were fairy lights around the headboard and a dream catcher hanging at the window.

It did look like her room. But not her room here. It was like her room in her dad’s house in Spain.

Anna stood in the doorway. She held a plate in her hand, smiled and put it on the cabinet beside the bed. On the plate were chocolate biscuits.

Kassia twisted her fingers together in an attempt to hide her surprise, then looked down at the carpet. It was purple, flecked with small pink flowers. ‘The room’s beautiful,’ Kassia mumbled.

Her mum sat down beside her.

‘So are you,’ Anna said, gazing towards the carpet too. Kassia noticed that her mum was wearing outside shoes. ‘I missed you both so much.’

Her mum looked fleetingly at Dante, who was in a chair by the window, and then repeated her words in sign. The next sentence was muddled and flustered as her fingers tried to keep up with the words from her mouth. ‘I hoped and hoped that you would be back for Christmas and I just thought if maybe there was a way to …’ She reached for the plate of biscuits and thrust them towards Dante.

He took one but Anna held the plate in front of him, so he took another and balanced them on his knees so his hands were free to sign. ‘That’s enough chocolate, Mum. Thanks. Don’t want to shock the system.’

Kassia watched her mum stare at him, as if checking he was really there.

‘You put up a Christmas tree,’ Kassia said quietly. ‘Bought us presents.’

Her mum nodded. ‘I thought if I kept believing …’

Kassia felt her stomach clench. ‘In Christmas?’

‘In you. That you’d come back.’

The knot in Kassia’s stomach tightened. Something that felt like guilt pressed hard around her throat. Everything was so confused. Nothing about this day was like Christmases from before, and yet …

She watched as her mum held the plate of biscuits in her hands. Chocolate in her bedroom. Fairy lights. Sitting together early Christmas morning. Maybe it was like Christmases from the past after all. But ones long ago, before her dad had died. Before Christmas had been an interruption to a work schedule.

From somewhere outside, Kassia could hear Christmas music playing.

‘It was so complicated,’ Kassia blurted. ‘There wasn’t time to tell you.’

The plate of biscuits wobbled as Anna placed it back on the cabinet. ‘Tell me now. Tell me everything.’

And so Kassia did.

She explained about Jed.

She talked about him climbing out of the River Thames, on a clear day at the very end of February. She went over how he couldn’t remember who he was, or why he was in the river. And then she told her mum about the missing part of the story and what he’d finally remembered.

He was an alchemist.

Not a modern one, messing about with chemicals in test-tubes in some fancy modern laboratory. But a real alchemist. From over a hundred years ago.

Of course he didn’t look this old. He’d used alchemy to make the elixir of life and it had worked. It had made his whole system do a kind of rebooting. This happened sometimes in nature, with things like jellyfish, Kassia added, when her mum looked totally horrified. Kassia agreed it was more than a little weird with humans. Linear reprogramming, it was called, and it had taken Jed’s body back to an earlier version of himself. The memories of all he’d been and all he’d done before had been lost. But they had gradually returned.

Kassia faltered here, her words so quiet that it was really only her hands that were talking.

But Anna urged her to go on, her eyes narrowed as if maybe if she focused hard enough then what Kassia was saying would make some sort of sense.

Kassia explained that the whole elixir thing had been the reason NOAH were after Jed. A National Organisation concerned with ‘Absolute Health’ saw him as the answer. A way of getting the recipe for immortality. Their plan was to sell the secret to the highest bidder. They would be in control, then, of who lived and who died. The ultimate elixir would give them ultimate power.

Except Jed didn’t remember how to make it.

And that wasn’t only a problem for NOAH.

There was a catch with how the elixir worked. It had to be taken six times to make the transformation of Jed’s body complete. He’d only taken the elixir five times. He needed one more dose. And he needed it quickly. Before the last day of February, in fact.

‘Why then?’ cut in Anna.

‘He climbed out of the Thames on the last day of February. He must take the elixir before he reaches that date again. Midnight. February the twenty-seventh. That’s when the year is up.’ Kassia’s signing faltered now.

Anna looked across at Dante. ‘And if he doesn’t take the elixir within a year?’ she signed, her eyes still narrowed, the lines at their edges deep.

‘Jed will die.’

The three of them sat in silence for a moment. Kassia watched the dreamcatcher sway slightly in the draught from the window. Dante put down his half-eaten biscuit.

‘So we had to find the recipe,’ Kassia signed at last.

‘All this time, you’ve been looking?’ Anna asked.

‘Looking. And trying to get away from NOAH.’ Kassia saw her mother bristle. ‘But we did come really close to the recipe.’

‘Not close enough?’

Kassia shook her head. ‘Jed was getting ill. I guess his body was desperate for the sixth elixir. He started to remember things. From before.’

Dante leant forward, clearly sensing that now was the time for the real explanations about why they were home.

‘He remembered the days he’d taken the elixir,’ Kassia said. ‘And one of the days was in 2003.’

Anna’s confusion matched that written across Dante’s face, but Kassia ploughed on.

‘A particular day in 2003. The day Dad died.’

Kassia could see that Dante’s jaw was tightening. She didn’t stop.

‘Jed was there. And Dad’s death was Jed’s fault.’

Dante bolted from the chair, his hands pitched wide, scratching through the air to find the signs he needed. But the only sign he found was the one for ‘Dad’. His fingers banged against each other again and again, making the word over and over.

‘I couldn’t tell you in Turkey,’ Kassia pleaded. ‘I couldn’t get my head round it. I needed to get away.’

‘Dad?’ Dante signed again.

Anna stood up too and took Dante’s hands and held them apart so the signing stopped. But the word hung between them, as it always had.

Kassia swallowed her sobs. The dreamcatcher struck the glass of the window, like fingers rapping to be heard.

Anna steered Dante back towards the chair and eased him down. She knelt between her son and daughter and for a moment she held on to them both so that they were joined in a chain.

Then Anna released their hands to sign. ‘Did Jed crash your father’s car?’

‘No. Dad was driving after Jed.’ Kassia’s answer fumbled through her fingers. ‘But if Jed hadn’t been in trouble, Dad wouldn’t have been following him.’

‘Did Jed mean your dad harm?’

Again, Kassia’s fingers stuttered on the words she made. ‘I’m not sure.’ Then she shook her head, remembering the story. ‘No. He didn’t mean to hurt him.’

‘So the crash was an accident?’

‘No!’ Kassia signed indignantly. ‘Dad was shot at!’

‘By Jed?’

‘By NOAH.’

Anna wiped her face with the back of her hand. Kassia could see her mum’s fingers were wet as she carried on signing. ‘So the people who harmed your father were the ones who wanted to harm Jed? But you’re blaming him?’

Kassia looked at the floor again. The pink flowers swam in and out of focus behind her tears.

‘Kassia?’ her mum said gently.

‘Jed shouldn’t have been there,’ Kassia blurted defensively. ‘It’s all connected. A giant loop, like the ouroboros, and it all leads back to Jed.’

‘And that makes him to blame?’ signed Anna.

‘No. But …’

Anna sat up. She looked first at Dante and then Kassia but her signs were directed to the space in between them, as if she wanted there to be no chance that either of them would misunderstand. ‘Your dad was a good man.’

Dante’s hands shot forward in answer. ‘You stopped speaking to him! You made him move out!’

Anna stared at her own fingers, watching her words so she would make them clearer. ‘Life is complicated. It’s not clear and uncluttered. There aren’t always just good and bad decisions. Your father and I disagreed.’

‘About me?’ Dante’s hands shouted.

‘Yes! Amongst other things. Life was hard for a while and we had the chance to make it right. But things went wrong.’

‘What are you saying?’ Kassia said.

Anna shook her hands as if her fingers were cramping and the signing hurt her. But she carried on, slowly forming each word. ‘The fire destroyed everything here. Our plans. Our timetables. All the things I thought were important. But there was one box. Jed found it, I think, in your wardrobe, on the day he started speaking.’

‘The box of things from before Dad left? Pictures I’d made? My stories?’

Anna nodded.

‘But the fire burnt everything?’

‘Everything in the flat,’ said Anna slowly. ‘I was angry. That Jed had seen that stuff and so I took the box and I gave it to Nat. To get rid of. But he didn’t. It was at his house before the fire. So it survived. That box was all I had left.’

Kassia remembered the contents of the box. Childhood paintings, a plasticine tortoise, a paper snowflake. All stuff from before the timetable and the charts that Mum had become obsessed with after Dad left.

‘I promised myself,’ Anna went on, ‘that if you and Dante ever came back, I’d do all I could to make things better. That whatever happened in the past, we’d make the future right again. Time is so precious.’

Kassia folded her arms across herself and she was surprised to find she was shaking. Maybe from exhaustion; maybe from the shock of being back after so long away; or maybe something else.

Silence lengthened between them, before Anna moved to sit on the end of the bed. Kassia sighed, then because she had no idea what to do next, she laid her head on her mother’s lap. She hadn’t done that for years. She closed her eyes as her mother smoothed her fingers through her hair. The only sound was the noise of the rain. And the dreamcatcher’s gentle clicking on the windowpane like the ticking of a clock.

‘Sometimes,’ her mum said quietly, ‘there are things you cannot change. You just have to change the ones you can.’

Time was precious. Jed had only weeks left to find the elixir. But it was too late now.

Even if Kassia wanted to change things, Jed was half a world away.
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Reverend Solomon Cockren, the chaplain at St Paul’s Cathedral in London, slammed the book down on the end of the large oak table. The noise echoed round the library. The Wren Library was rarely used. And the ornate room, ringed by huge wooden shelves loaded with leather-backed books, was rarely accustomed to such noise. ‘Enough is enough,’ he growled.

Victor, a boy with buzz cut hair and eyes the colour of spilt oil, pressed his hands heavily on the discarded book. ‘You think you’ve told me enough!’ he snarled. ‘You haven’t told me anything! I need to know about my father! You promised to tell me all there was to know about Orin Sinclair.’

Reverend Cockren spun round. The edge of his cassock fanned in the air like huge black wings, and the white stole around his neck flapped behind him. ‘I’ve made a lot of promises, Victor. Some are harder to keep than others!’ He paced backwards and forwards, the stole a streak of white on either side of his arms. ‘Sometimes the weight of the work of one’s father is a heavy burden to bear!’

‘You’re not making any sense!’ the teenage boy snapped at him.

‘Well, maybe life is just one big riddle.’

Victor’s forehead wrinkled in contempt as he swept the discarded book from the end of the table and on to the floor. It splayed open, its pages creasing and crumpling as it fell.

‘You have to give me time!’ groaned Reverend Cockren. ‘I have to be sure I can trust you!’

Victor stood up straight, his arms spread wide in surrender. ‘You can trust me!’ he shouted.

Reverend Cockren reached for the boy’s arm, and pushed up the sleeve of his shirt to reveal a tattoo of a unicorn in chains. ‘Really? You live with NOAH? You wear their mark! How can I trust you?’

Victor tugged his arm away, grabbed his coat from the back of a chair and stormed towards the door. ‘I will be back, old man,’ he yelled. ‘I am risking everything to see you. They cannot know I’ve been here.’

‘So maybe I need proof of your loyalty!’ Reverend Cockren called after him.

Victor shook his head as he hurried down the stairs from the library and out into the main body of the cathedral. Reverend Cockren followed, trying desperately to keep up. Then he took a key and hastily opened a side door and ushered the boy into the street outside.

‘You understand that NOAH don’t work alone, don’t you?’ the Reverend muttered. ‘If I anger them, I upset people in very high places.’

Victor looked skyward, as if the chaplain was making reference to an otherworldly power.

‘People in government,’ snapped Reverend Cockren. ‘NOAH doesn’t do what it does alone.’

As Victor turned away, the Reverend blurted, ‘I need time to be sure which side you’re on.’

Victor spun round. ‘Time is running out!’ he snarled.

Reverend Cockren raised his hand to touch the boy’s shoulder, but Victor shrugged it away and pulled his coat around his shoulders. He turned his head into the biting cold and hurried down the steps, taking them two at a time, glancing back only once before he strode off in the direction of the river.

Reverend Cockren turned the key over and over in his hand. The metal was cold against his skin.

There were few people outside and those that were ignored the enormous building looming down on them. Most were in London to celebrate. Early revellers who wanted the best view of the firework display to mark the end of one year and the start of a new. The chaplain used to play a game when he stood on the steps of the cathedral. He tried to guess the stories of those who hurried past him and the game would amuse him. Now there was no fun in it. He’d learnt that people’s stories were so much more complicated than the tale that could be seen on the surface.

As Reverend Cockren turned, he noticed three people walking closely together, away from the direction taken by those striding towards the river. A teenage girl, who was clutching a bunch of flowers, her mother, perhaps, and an older boy. There was something familiar about them.

The girl stopped, for just a second. She looked up at the cathedral and her face, flushed by the cold of the day, suddenly darkened as a shadow moved across it.

Reverend Solomon scuffed his feet against the ground, kicking back through his memories. He struggled to place the girl, but the image blazed frustratingly. There was something about her. Something he recognised. Before he could locate her amongst all the faces in his mind, he saw something else. On the other side of the steps, hidden from the view of the girl with the flowers, a red-headed boy looked towards the door.

No searching in his memory was needed to remember this face. It was the boy from the river. He was staring at the cathedral as he had done all those months ago, lost and afraid.

Reverend Cockren stumbled back inside, slammed the side door and fumbled with the key. He leant against the wall, waiting for his heartbeat to slow.

It didn’t.

It was still racing when the chaplain reached his office.

He fumbled in his desk drawer, rummaging through leaflets and rejected sermon notes, until he found what he was looking for.

A tiny notebook with a thick, black cardboard cover. A circle, a square and a triangle had been branded on the front. Another mark. Not for NOAH. This time the mark was for the Brothers of Heliopolis.

Reverend Cockren flicked through the pages, scanning the names. Many had been scored through, rewritten or substituted with alternatives. The name he needed was written in green ink across the top of a clean page. It was an unusual name for a Frenchman. It sounded more like the name of a clown.

Reverend Cockren put the book on the desk beside the telephone. Then he lifted the receiver and very carefully, sounding out each number aloud, he dialled.

 

The number 101 bus pulled to a halt in front of the entrance to the City of London Cemetery and Crematorium.

‘Mind as you go, now,’ said the driver, as the last few passengers shambled down the steps and on to the pavement. ‘Happy New Year to you all,’ he called, in a way that made Kassia think perhaps his shift was over now and he was more than a little looking forward to the midnight celebrations. ‘And don’t you all go forgetting,’ the driver added, ‘that it’s bank holiday service tomorrow, so make sure you check the Sunday timetable!’ He belly-laughed. ‘Although of course I’m thinking there’s a fair to middling chance yous lot will spend tomorrow kipping, sleeping off your partying.’

Kassia thought this an odd comment to make to a group of passengers being dropped off at a graveyard, but from the way the driver pulled the bus away from the kerb and headed towards the depot, she supposed it was his own need for sleep tomorrow he was really thinking about.

Kassia tightened her grip on the bunch of huge red poinsettias they’d got from the florist. They were beautiful, although there were one or two browned petals around the edge of the bunch, probably because the driver had insisted on turning the heater on the bus up to full power. She fidgeted awkwardly with the shrivelled petals, hoping to catch them before her mum noticed. But Anna tapped her hand gently. ‘They’re perfect,’ she said.

Kassia left the brown petals where they were. She wasn’t sure she’d ever heard her mum use that word before. Unless she was adding the words ‘not’ or ‘far from’ in front of it. It sounded odd all on its own.

The three of them made their way along the central avenue of the cemetery. The crowd who had got off the bus at the same time as them thinned away gradually, making their way towards various graves and ornamental angels. By the time the three of them reached the turning for their father’s grave, they were the only ones left on the main path.

Dante stopped short of the gravestone.

Kassia noticed instantly that the border of the grass between the headstone and the slab on the ground was a little high. She looked up at her mum. Anna said nothing. Not to them, at any rate, although Kassia was sure she heard her whisper something towards the grave.

Her mother never spoke to her dad. They’d been through that. There was no need to start talking to him after he’d died when she’d given up conversation with him while he was alive, and yet Kassia was sure her mother was muttering something gently.

Then her mother did something else Kassia had never seen her do. She knelt beside the grave and lifted a bunch of wilting flowers from the vase at the base. Who had brought those flowers? Her mum? Last week? But she …

Kassia froze.

Suddenly, it was no longer important.

Kassia reached out her free hand to clutch Dante and then pointed.

There was a single orange rose lying on the top of her dad’s headstone.

Kassia dropped the bunch of poinsettias and darted forward to pick up the rose. ‘It’s Jed! It’s Jed!’ she babbled.

Dante laughed as he signed his answer. ‘Well, it kind of isn’t Jed, is it?’ he mocked. ‘It’s a rose.’

Kassia waved the single stem in front of him and tried to answer, although holding the rose made signing so awkward she had to drop it again. ‘Jed left the rose,’ she scrambled with her fingers.

‘Now hold on,’ signed Dante, looking a little more serious. ‘It could just be a Christmas or New Year thing. You know, that the staff here do. A kind of nice gesture, which no doubt we pay for in our ground fees.’

Kassia waved her hands wildly. ‘Do you see any other single orange roses? On any other graves except this one?’

Dante took a while to answer, humouring her by looking around. ‘Well, no. But Jed’s in Turkey,’ he signed, as if she was a very young child and couldn’t possibly be expected to follow the conversation. ‘What makes you think that Jed could be the one who put the rose here?’

‘It’s orange!’

Dante stared sharply at her, making it clear that simply relying on the colour choice wasn’t a good enough answer.

Their mum leant forward, grabbing his hands in an attempt to interrupt. ‘Orange is the colour of hope,’ she said.

‘I told Jed that once.’ Kassia nodded enthusiastically. ‘He’s been here. I know he has.’

Kassia watched her mum and Dante exchange glances. Dante certainly didn’t need to use signs to make it clear what he was thinking.

‘Supposing he has come back,’ Kassia ploughed on. ‘And—’

‘I thought it was over.’ It was Dante’s turn to interrupt. ‘I thought, after all you said. After knowing what you did, then …’ He stalled.

Kassia looked across at her mum. Anna knew orange meant hope. And her mum had said all that stuff about changing all the things you could when Kassia had told Jed’s story. ‘But if he’s back,’ Kassia signed cautiously, ‘and if the rose is from him, then don’t you think he could be trying to say he’s sorry?’

Dante flung his arms towards the sky. ‘You’re impossible, Kass! We went across the world for Jed. We lived underground for him, risked all we had for him. And it was you – ’ his hands were raging now – ‘it was you,’ he said again, ‘who gave up on him. You were the one who let him go.’

‘Maybe I was wrong. Maybe it’s all much more complicated.’

Dante’s signs were enormous. His arms couldn’t stretch any further to contain them. ‘Complicated! That doesn’t even come close to what this is!’

Anna got up from her knees, last week’s flowers and the new poinsettias mixing in a muddled mess on the gravestone. ‘So maybe it should be simple.’

Dante stared at her.

‘While you were both gone,’ she said, ‘and after everything got lost in the fire, I realised that I’d been fighting so long and so hard to be in control. I wanted to force what was into something new,’ Anna went on. ‘Maybe I should have just tried to move on with what happened and let life run its course.’

This was too much for Kassia. What had happened to her mother? And what had any of this got to do with Jed and the very real possibility that he was back in London?

‘You seem to have done a lot of thinking while we were away,’ signed Dante.

‘When you lose what’s important to you, it makes you think about what means most,’ said Anna. ‘It’s like I told you on Christmas Day. When Nat gave me the box of things you’d made when you were young, it all clicked somehow. They were the only things that survived the fire. And I realised then that it wasn’t the timetables, or even the flat that meant most. It was being with you two.’

Kassia didn’t know what to say. She reached down for the rose. ‘Mum, we kind of noticed things have changed for you. But what does this mean for us?’

‘I think you need to ask yourself what you want,’ Anna said quietly, ‘now that you’ve lost everything.’

Kassia looked at the rose. The edges of the petals overlapped in a tight and perfect circle so it was difficult to see the end or the beginning of the ring. ‘If Jed is back in London,’ she said, the rose now moving effortlessly with her hands as they signed, ‘I want to see him.’

‘London’s a big place,’ signed Dante. ‘If he’s really back, he could be anywhere.’

Kassia turned the thought over in her head. She gripped the stem of the orange rose tight between her fingers. ‘I know where he’ll be,’ she said.

 

Victor Sinclair was lying on his bed. The novelty he felt about his bedroom in The Shard building, right in the centre of London and overlooking the River Thames, never got old. When NOAH had first brought him to live with them nearly a year ago, and rescued him from the nightmare care home, Etkin House, where he’d been forced to live since his parents had died, he couldn’t believe it was possible to stay anywhere so posh. It still seemed like this should belong in someone else’s life, and he wondered if he’d ever really feel at home here.

He gazed at the poster of the constellations stuck to the ceiling and tried to breathe deeply. He’d heard this deep breathing business was a good way of coping with anger and stress.

It wasn’t working. He was still mad. Why would no one, anywhere, ever give him any straight answers?

He threw a tennis ball at the ceiling. It landed somewhere between Orion’s Belt and the edge of the Plough like it had done the last hundred or so times he’d thrown it up there. The paper of the poster was beginning to wear away from the repeated bashing and it made it look as if the light of the stars was fading.

Suddenly, there was a knock at the door. Victor jumped and the tennis ball landed squarely on his nose on its return descent from the stars. He swallowed a string of swear words as his eyes smarted with the pain.

Brilliant. Now he was angry, confused and had a broken nose. Could this day get any better?

He sat up on the bed as a thought dawned on him. The day could certainly get worse if the person beyond the door doing the knocking was Cole Carter. Victor rubbed his face as the knocking came again.
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