
[image: cover]


[image: images]



[image: images]

www.hodderchildrens.co.uk


[image: images]


 

 

 

Also by H. L. Dennis

 

SECRET BREAKERS

 

1. The Power of Three


 

Copyright © 2012 H. L. Dennis
Logbook illustrations © 2012 H. L. Dennis and Meggie Dennis

First published in Great Britain in 2012
by Hodder Children’s Books
This ebook edition published in 2012

The right of H. L. Dennis to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored or transmitted, in any form, or by any means with prior permission in writing from the publishers or in the case of reprographic production in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency and may not be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

A Catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 444 90839 8

Hodder Children’s Books
A Division of Hachette Children’s Books
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH
An Hachette UK company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.hodderchildrens.co.uk

www.franklinwatts.co.uk

www.orchardbooks.co.uk

www.waylandbooks.co.uk


For
Andrew and Jane
and for Sue and Barrie.
Thank you for all your wisdom
and friendship.



 

 

 

The book that once was white is white no more.
Made black with grease, and thumb’d its pages o’er.
Then, while it still exists, transcribe each page;
Once gone, ’tis lost to every future age.
And if so lost – some fault of ours, ’tis time –
An me! Thou gem of greatest price, adieu!

 

Taken from the Liber Albus
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At fourteen minutes past seven in the evening, the doorbell rang. Brodie didn’t think the time was important. Later, she understood it was part of the code.

There was no one there, just a package wrapped in brown paper propped against the ‘Sold’ sign outside the house. She looked along the street. A car pulled silently away from the kerb but its windows were dark. There wasn’t enough light to see inside.

Brodie picked up the parcel. It was heavy and badly wrapped, the paper torn and flapping. She remembered the gift she’d received months ago. A parcel which had begun her secret breaking adventure. This felt different. This felt wrong. There was no note, no explanation, just a small bronze statue of a dragon with a number daubed in thick red paint across its chest. 408.

The dragon was ugly; curling claws and eyes too narrow. It had no wings.

Brodie shivered as a pain bristled on her arm. Weeks ago she’d hurt herself on another ornamental dragon. The graze was still raw. So was the memory of that day. Kerrith waiting for her in the Music Room of the Royal Pavilion, ready to destroy everything Team Veritas had worked for. Brodie remembered how Kerrith had laughed as she stood in the centre of the room on the image of a wingless creature, just like the statue, woven into the carpet. Kerrith said the beast had no need to fly. He was the pendragon. King of them all.

Brodie held the statue. On the back there was a switch. She pressed it with her thumb and the pendragon rocked back its head. Its mouth opened. It breathed flames and its body burned white hot.

Brodie jerked her fingers away and the statue fell from her hand. It clattered across the step, its claws splayed, its mouth still open.

Fire from its throat died. But Brodie could still smell burning.

Then the ground began to shake.

 

The Director leant back in his leather chair and fiddled distractedly with the silver cuff links at his wrist.

At precisely 19.14 the phone rang.

The voice at the end of the line was sharp and clipped. ‘We’re ready to make the connection now, sir.’

The Director leant forward and pressed a red button on a small device near the back of his desk. At first glance the device looked like an audio speaker, but in the rim of the box was a tiny lens, obviously attached to a camera. The Director spoke slowly, as if unsure how well the device would register his words. ‘Sir, I’m greatly honoured you have—’

A voice cut him off. ‘We’ve no time for small talk.’ The words echoed round the room. ‘I need to talk action. Direct action.’

The Director had never met the man who spoke. As far as he knew, no one in the Black Chamber, in which he worked, ever had. The Chairman of Level Five was unseen. All-powerful – but unseen.

‘Yes, sir.’ The knuckles on the Director’s hands whitened and a bead of sweat glistened above his eye. ‘Direct action has been taken.’

‘You’ve sent out a warning?’

‘Yes, sir. We’ve made it quite clear they’re playing with fire.’

‘And you were discreet?’

‘Completely, sir. Enough to scare them. I singled out a few from the group, but they’ll pass the warning on. They won’t go back to Station X now.’

‘Good. Good.’ The Director could hear the pleasure in the Chairman’s voice. ‘I’d like to see, though, who it was we were dealing with.’ There was a whirring noise and the camera lens swivelled in its holdings. ‘Who caused such a threat to our operations here.’

The Director was embarrassed. The bead of sweat rolled down the side of his face and splashed on to a thin manila folder resting on the desk. ‘The operation was led by Smithies.’ He pushed a photograph into the range of the camera. ‘He had a team working for him. Sicknote Ingham, a previous employee of the Black Chamber. And Tandi Tandari, Smithies’ secretary there.’ More photos spilled from the folder. ‘And there were three children involved.’

The sound like a disgusted sniff echoed from the speaker. ‘Children?’

‘Oh yes. They did seem to have exceptional skills.’

The Director took three more photographs and fanned them out across the desk like a hand of playing cards. ‘Tusia Petulova,’ he said, jabbing at the first with the tip of his finger. ‘Junior chess champion. High achiever. All the usual attributes of a code-cracker. Her grandfather took over from Tiltman as senior GCHQ liaison officer.’

The voice urged him on.

‘Hunter Jenkins,’ said the Director, sliding the second picture into range. ‘Parents profess law at Oxford.’

‘Kid of lawyers, eh?’ The voice from the desk-top device sounded as if the words left a bad taste in the mouth. ‘And the last one?’

‘The most intriguing, sir. Another girl. Brodie Bray.’

There was a crackle at the end of the line as if for a second the connection had been lost.

‘Bray?’

The Director hesitated. ‘Alex’s daughter.’

There was a pause. Just a gentle hum lifted like steam from the speaker. ‘That’s all of them?’

The Director shook his head. ‘Bray’s grandfather was involved. He bought the huts at Station X. Activated some sort of English Heritage ruling so we can’t destroy the building. Meant the outfit would have been safe even though we’ve withdrawn our support.’

‘And the old man had enough funding to keep it going?’

‘No, sir. But they had Fabyan III on board.’

‘As in, Fabyan of the Riverbanks Labs in Illinois?’

‘His great-grandson. A billionaire, sir, with his great-grandfather’s eccentricities and love of the code.’

Air whistled from the speaker. ‘Big bucks from the States. Impressive. But that was all?’

‘No, sir. Not entirely.’

‘Oh?’

‘I believe this next recruit was perhaps the most intriguing.’ He smirked as he spoke.

The lens on the desk-top box moved as if someone had pressed it forward to zoom.

‘They involved Friedman.’

The photograph this time was old and grainy, creased at the corner. Friedman stood as a young man next to two friends.

‘An interesting photograph,’ the voice said and there was a hesitation the Director hadn’t heard before. ‘I wonder who took it.’

The Director thought this question an odd one.

‘So. They involved Friedman, did they?’ He repeated the words as if attempting to make sense of their meaning.

‘And how much did she know?’ he asked slowly. ‘The Bray girl?’

‘Know, sir? What do you mean?’

‘The details about her mother’s death.’

‘I believe, sir, she’s of the understanding now, it may not have been a simple accident.’

There was a pause. ‘And she knows about the involvement of others from the Chamber?’

‘Not precise details, no.’

There was a sigh. ‘Most acceptable work. You’ve shaken the ground under their feet just like I wanted. It will be very clear to them we’re deathly serious. Well done. I think we can presume our little threat from this band of has-beens and kids is over. Don’t you think?’

The Director angled the lens down towards the desk. He feared a close-up on his face would give away the fact that, despite everything he said, he wasn’t entirely sure.

 

The yellow and black police tape flapped across the end of the street. Lights spun on the tops of emergency vehicles as neighbours huddled in stunned silence.

Hunter put his arm around Brodie’s shoulder.

‘We could have died,’ whispered Brodie.

‘I know, B. I know.’ He squeezed her arm. ‘But we’re safe. We’re all safe. We got out in time.’

Brodie ran her fingers through her hair and pressed her hands against her face to drive out the smell of burning. She didn’t think it would ever go away. ‘He’s lost everything,’ she mumbled.

Hunter followed her gaze across the line of the police tape. Brodie’s granddad stood in the rubble of his former home. He clutched a metal biscuit tin to his chest.

‘Not everything,’ whispered Hunter. ‘He still has you. And whatever’s in that box.’

‘My mum’s things,’ said Brodie. ‘Me and a metal box full of papers. It’s all he has.’

Hunter lowered his head.

‘I’m so sorry.’ She was choking on tears, the words clogging in her throat.

‘Why are you sorry?’

‘Because you staying with us before we all went back to Station X was supposed to make things easier.’

‘It still did,’ he said quietly. ‘And anyway, if you hadn’t worked out what they meant by sending that dragon, we could have all been inside when the house went up.’

‘It was a code,’ Brodie said slowly. ‘The time – 19.14. The year of the fire in Louvain. The number – 408. The number of Voynich’s manuscript Level Five are so sure we should leave alone. And the pendragon. Dragon without wings. Ruler of them all.’ She swallowed. ‘Level Five of the Black Chamber did this and they meant us to know it was them.’

 

Brodie heard the vehicle approaching before she saw it.

‘What the Danish pastry’s that?’ blurted Hunter, as Granddad moved to stand beside them, the metal tin still tight to his chest.

A Volkswagen van was crawling up the hill. It was sprayed bright red and orange and had an extendable concertina roof raised high in the air like a chef ’s paper hat. Yellow curtains, edged with fluffy white pompoms, bounced against the windows, and along the side of the van, painted in garish green and violet, were a series of Russian dolls with huge maniacal grins stamped on their faces.

The van spluttered to a halt behind a police car. Each of the four huge exhaust pipes, tailing from the back, belched out thick black clouds of acrid smoke reeking of chip fat.

‘I guess it’s our rescue vehicle,’ offered Granddad, taking hold of Brodie’s hand.

Another rancid cloud of chip fat spewed out and the van shuddered. The extendable lid flopped forward like a deflated balloon before snapping back into place with a bang.

At the window, the pompom-edged curtains jerked to the side as a face appeared at the glass. Tusia was more weathered since Brodie had last seen her. Her auburn hair tied in place with a floppy red ribbon; her face earnest, lined with concern. ‘We came as fast as we could.’

The van backfired once more and this time the expandable roof collapsed entirely.

‘What the peaches and cream is this thing?’ asked Hunter, covering his nose to cut out the smell.

‘The Matroyska,’ Tusia said defensively, opening the door and jumping down to stand beside them. ‘It runs entirely on vegetable fat so it doesn’t damage the environment.’

‘It’s damaging me,’ spluttered Hunter, coughing into his hands.

‘You’d better get used to it,’ said Tusia. ‘My parents have donated the Matroyska for us to get around in. And by the look of things, we need to get away from here as fast as we can.’

A door on the far side of the Matroyska clicked open and Mr Smithies emerged, his face twitching into a nervous smile. ‘Hop in,’ he said, gesturing the three of them on board.

Tandi Tandari and Oscar Ingham helped Mr Bray towards his seat.

‘You sure you’re OK, Brodie?’ asked Robbie Friedman, who was seated at the back.

She didn’t answer.

‘Step on it, then,’ said Tusia, looking over at Smithies. ‘I thought you said we had to get everyone away as soon as we could.’

The engine chugged into life.

‘Where are we going?’ said Hunter.

‘Not Station X,’ said Smithies.

‘So where?’

Smithies slammed the Matroyska into reverse. ‘X means ten, yes? In Roman numerals. Station X was the tenth wireless intercept station in the war. And there were others. Lots of others.’

‘So where are we going?’

‘The ninth station,’ said Smithies. ‘We’re off to Station IX.’

 

It took them about two hours to get to Station IX. Smithies backed the Matroyska up carefully behind some overgrown bushes in an obvious attempt to keep the vehicle hidden. Tusia helped him cover the van with branches. ‘What is this place?’ she said, peering through the half-light.

‘A secret operations factory used in World War Two,’ said Smithies.

‘But it’s a mansion.’

‘Lots of the places used during the war were. The government was able to take over these great country homes and use them for the war service. This place was known as the Frythe. It was an exclusive hotel but the intelligence service took it over. They began to develop weapons here.’

‘Weapons?’

‘Chemical and biological weapons in various huts and cabins in the grounds.’

‘So while Station X was working as a code-cracking centre, Station IX was working as a laboratory trying to come up with ways to kill the enemy.’ Hunter was negotiating clambering over the bushes.

‘Exactly.’

‘So why are we here?’ said Brodie tentatively.

‘A hideout,’ said Smithies, leading the way across the gravelled drive. ‘Come on.’

Brodie hurried after him.

‘After such a direct attack from Level Five we need to keep hidden. This place has been empty for over two years. After the war it was bought by GlaxoSmithKline.’

‘Who?’ interrupted Hunter.

Tusia scowled. ‘One of the largest healthcare organisations in the world. Make vaccines, toothpaste, all sorts. They’re multinational, Hunter. Into making money.’

‘Oh.’

‘They owned the Frythe,’ went on Smithies, ‘but sold it in 2010 to be developed. And lucky for us, it’s been empty ever since. There’s plans to restore it to its former glory. But for now, it’s a place to hide.’

Brodie looked up at the huge mansion. It did little to make her feel better. The windows were boarded, the paint chipped and water pipes leant away from the walls as if they were trying to escape. Ivy clung to nearly every surface, making it look like the creeping vine was trying to hold the building together and stop it crumbling. Huge chimneys strained up to the darkening sky and the steps leading up to the doorway were barely visible through the overgrown grass choked around the edges. But if Brodie narrowed her eyes she thought she could imagine how it might have been once. A posh country hotel before war and industry changed it forever.

‘Come on,’ said Smithies, leading the way up the front steps to the door. ‘Inside!’

‘And how are we going to do that exactly?’ asked Hunter, taking note of the huge padlock on the door.

Sicknote moved through the group and took the padlock in his hand. Then he delved into his pyjama pocket and produced a key.

‘You have a key for an abandoned countryside mansion?’ exclaimed Hunter. ‘How the egg on toast did you get yourself one of those?’

Even in the growing gloom it was possible to see Sicknote was reddening a little.

‘GlaxoSmithKline,’ said Tusia, suddenly understanding. ‘The most well-known healthcare company in the world. I’m guessing Mr Ingham has some inside connections.’

Sicknote twisted the key in the lock. He mumbled something about how of course it was sensible to keep abreast of all the latest medical advances and how connections with a healthcare company was hardly something to be snooty about. Brodie didn’t hear it all. She was trying to take in the view inside.

‘It’s like Great Expectations,’ she said slowly.

‘You what?’ Hunter was confused again.

‘A story by Dickens. There’s a house like this. Totally untouched.’ She looked around her. Cobwebs stretched from every surface, softening every edge. Dust carpeted the floor. Everything smelt damp. But an incredible staircase curled its way upwards as if trying to escape the neglect the rest of the house had suffered.

Smithies led the way through the hall to a double doorway to the left. It wasn’t locked but rot in the wood had bowed the door, making it difficult to move. Smithies yanked it open and there was a cracking noise like the sound of gunfire. It echoed round the hallway and a startled pigeon flapped its way frantically towards them from a nest it had built in the open fireplace. There were a few moth-eaten sofas positioned around the room, a table littered with papers, and water dripped from the ceiling, puddling on the floor.

‘Nice,’ said Smithies awkwardly. ‘This will do us perfectly.’

 

Perfect wasn’t a word Brodie would have used about Station IX.

‘I think it’s like camping,’ said Tusia cheerily.

‘I hate camping,’ moaned Hunter.

They’d set up a sort of base in the main room as a quick look round the rest of the ground floor of the building told them the mansion was pretty much uninhabitable. No running water, no electricity and certainly no heating. In fact, even in the room they chose, vines and creepers had shattered much of the glass in the windows, so despite the boarding, cold air rushed in. Tandi attempted to build a fire in the grate after Tusia carefully moved the pigeon’s nest outside, but the chimney was so blocked the room filled with thick black smoke and they had to open the front doorway to clear the fog. The fire abandoned, they huddled in blankets brought in from the Matroyska and munched their way through biscuits and crisps Smithies had packed.

‘So what do we do now?’ said Hunter.

Smithies moved away so he didn’t meet his gaze.

‘We just sit here till the food runs out?’ Hunter added with more than a glint of panic in his eye.

No one seemed very sure how to answer him.

 

‘Sir, I’m sorry to interrupt.’ Kerrith Vernan stood in the doorway. She was gripping the door handle so her newly polished nails looked like claws. ‘I’m afraid we have a problem.’

The Director leant forward on his leather chair. ‘Problem?’ This wasn’t a word he liked to use.

Kerrith’s fingers tightened on the handle. ‘With the warning that was sent, sir.’

‘Go on.’ His jaw was rigid.

‘It’s about the dragon.’

 

Friedman and Hunter stood on the steps of the Frythe and stamped their feet against the cold. The rest were inside sleeping.

‘Did you let your parents know you were safe?’ Friedman asked. ‘You don’t want them to worry.’

‘I rang them,’ mumbled Hunter. ‘Told them I was fine.’

‘And are you fine? You must have been shaken too.’

Hunter bit his lip. ‘I’m worried about B,’ he said. ‘She’s flaky, like overcooked pastry, you know. She needs a focus. A story. Something to get her teeth into.’

Friedman stamped his feet again. ‘I know just the thing.’

 

‘Please. I don’t understand. I did what I was told and …’

The guard wasn’t in the mood for conversation. ‘And I’m just doing the same, mate.’

‘But I was following orders and …’

The guard pushed the man into the tiny cell, opened the sliding grille and peered through the frame. ‘Director’s not happy with yer, mate. What can I say? He needs to make you disappear.’

‘But I was following orders! Doing what I was told!’

The guard was losing patience. He scowled and slid the grille back into position. There. That was better. Now he could no longer hear anything the prisoner was saying.

He turned the key in the lock and then he walked away.

 

‘This isn’t a good idea, Robbie.’

Friedman was holding a book in his hand. ‘She needs something. We can’t just keep hiding here and not do anything.’

Smithies had his glasses on his forehead. He was concentrating hard. ‘But we can’t go on with the code after what they’ve done, can we? Isn’t it better we just tell them everything’s over? That’s what Level Five want.’

‘You want us to give up?’

‘I want us to be safe.’

‘And you think I don’t want that? For all of them. For Brodie.’

Smithies took his glasses down from his face and rubbed the lenses on his shirt. He pointed at the book Friedman held. ‘But all this will just renew her commitment to the code. It will make her think we believe we should go on.’

‘And isn’t that what you believe? Despite the danger?’

Smithies said nothing.

‘Come on, Jon. If you really thought it was over you’d send them all off, get Fabyan to pay the bank for the house sale, sort somewhere for Brodie and Mr Bray to live and it would all be finished. Instead, you’ve got us all holed up here. Waiting. What are we waiting for?’

Smithies reset his glasses on his nose. ‘We’re waiting to be sure,’ he said slowly.

‘Sure of what?’

‘Sure it’s safe to go back out there,’ he said. ‘But it is over, Robbie. You know that and I know that.’ His shoulders lowered as he walked away. ‘I just can’t bring myself to tell them yet.’
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Brodie stood in front of the bay windows. She’d turned the boarding into a sort of notice-board. Papers were pinned everywhere like ragged curtains.

‘OK,’ said Friedman, rubbing his hands together and throwing a wink in Hunter’s direction. ‘You’ve had two days, Brodie. Forty-eight hours to work. Are you done?’

Brodie grinned. ‘Team Veritas recap and introduction to Elgar all ready for you,’ she said.

Smithies winced and folded his arms.

‘Where’s Tusia?’ said Tandi.

‘Exploring,’ groaned Brodie. ‘But she said I could start. I can go over things with her later.’

‘Fine,’ said Friedman. ‘OK, Brodie. You’ve got five minutes.’ He clicked a switch on his stopwatch. ‘You’ll be marked for interesting facts.’ He pointed to Hunter, who was holding a piece of chalk poised ready to keep a tally chart on a section of floorboard he’d cleared of dust. ‘Off you go. Tell us the story of why we’re here.’

Brodie took a deep breath. For just a second she let her hand rest on the locket she wore around her neck. ‘MS 408.’

‘Which is?’

‘An unreadable manuscript we think’s written in code.’

‘Found where?’

‘In Europe. Mondragone Castle in Italy. Hidden in a chest.’

‘By?’

‘A book collector called Voynich and his friend Van der Essen. Some Belgian professor who travelled with him.’

‘And the Professor? Why’s he important?’

‘Because we think he may’ve found another book in the castle which was never made public. A code-book to MS 408.’

Hunter marked tallies on the floor. ‘And why do we think he found a code-book?’

‘Because when there was a fire at the library he worked at, he took one of the books stored there. One book only and hid it in a metal box in a garden.’

Mr Bray tapped the lid of his own metal box resting beside him. ‘Even in the middle of a disaster, some important things can be saved,’ he said.

Brodie smiled encouragingly before she added, ‘But the book from Louvain has never been found.’

‘And other attempts to read MS 408?’ asked Friedman.

‘Have failed because there’s no code-book,’ said Brodie. ‘And because the government doesn’t want people to look at MS 408. They’ve put a D notice on the document.’

‘Which means?’

‘Which means, “don’t touch”. Basically.’ Her voice trembled. ‘It means, leave it alone.’

Friedman glanced down at the stopwatch. ‘But we’re looking because …?’

‘Because Van der Essen left a note with his solicitors to be passed on to a team of code-crackers. The note was a puzzle and we called it the Firebird Code. And when we’d solved it, it led us to the Royal Pavilion in Brighton and to a silver box.’

‘Which was?’

‘Full of ash,’ confirmed Brodie. ‘So we thought. Well, it was full of ash. But it wasn’t just that. It was a music box. And it played an Elgar tune. So we think the composer Elgar might be important to this whole puzzle. That he might be linked to MS 408.’

‘Brilliant,’ said Hunter. He added a few more tallies to the floorboard chart.

‘So,’ said Friedman. ‘Elgar’s our solution and our lead. The end of the Firebird Code and the beginning to a new search. The music box Van der Essen wanted us to find must be important. Elgar must be important. So, Edward Elgar. What can you tell us about him?’

Brodie looked down to the biography Friedman had given her two days ago.

‘Two minutes twenty, BB,’ said Hunter, leaning over Friedman’s side and reading from the stopwatch. ‘Come on!’

‘Edward Elgar was born in 1857,’ Brodie said, counting off the facts on her fingers. ‘He was obsessed with codes. He even named his house “CRAEG LEA” which is an anagram of ELGAR and his initials and his wife and daughter’s.’ Brodie pointed to a sketch Tusia had made for her pinned to the boarding across the window. ‘His daughter was called Carice. That’s a mixture of Caroline and Alice, his wife’s names. So a coded name. And details. He was into details. Once he wrote in his music that he wanted a clarinet to play “silently” for several bars.’

‘Silently,’ laughed Hunter. ‘OK. What the pickled onion was the point of that?’

‘Warm-up,’ said Brodie. ‘Preparation. He knew the clarinet had a big solo coming up and he wanted the clarinet and the player to be warmed up.’

‘I like his style,’ said Sicknote, fiddling with the travel bands he wore around his wrists. ‘It’s good to be prepared.’

‘Yep. It was all about the detail and all about the code. He even hid codes in his music,’ Brodie said, glancing at Friedman for encouragement.

‘One and a half minutes,’ he urged.

‘One day he was daydreaming at his piano,’ Brodie ploughed on. ‘Playing this melody and his wife overheard.’

‘Wives overhear everything,’ mumbled Sicknote.

‘She liked it so she asked him to play it again. He did, but this time he changed the melody slightly each time he played it. Said each version of the tune matched one of their fourteen friends.’

‘So each friend was sort of coded in music?’ asked Tandi.

‘Exactly. And more than that, he hid something called a theme inside the music.’

‘What the bacon sandwich does that mean?’

‘The theme’s like the message of the music,’ Brodie explained, glancing again at her notes. ‘People know Elgar wanted the music to have a message because he wrote about that. But no one knows what the overall message was. It’s an “enigma”.’

‘Enigma?’ blurted Hunter. ‘What’s one of them?’ His hand was poised above the tally chart.

‘A puzzle or code. The piece of music Elgar wrote about his friends is called the Enigma Variations.’

‘So it’s fourteen different versions of a coded message about people he knew?’ said Hunter, enjoying the number reference.

‘Pretty much.’

‘But we don’t know what the overall message of the code is?’

‘No one does,’ said Brodie. ‘But maybe the answer’s linked with MS 408?’

‘Because of the link through the Firebird Code and the music box,’ Tandi said.

‘So looking at Elgar’s music could lead to a code-book for MS 408?’ said Hunter.

Brodie ran her hand over the wooden elephant statue brought from Station X and now fastened to the windowsill like a lucky mascot. Her hand slowed as if pierced by the point of the tusk. ‘The Firebird Code must mean there’s a link. We have to follow it. That’s what code-crackers do. Follow links.’

‘Anything else?’ pressed Friedman. ‘You’ve got thirty seconds.
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Brodie glanced at the notes. ‘OK. Elgar died in 1934. He reckoned people would hear his ghost whistling when he was gone. Up in the Malvern Hills because he loved them so much when he was alive. He said his music would still be out there.’

‘Fabulous,’ said Friedman. ‘Absolutely fabulous.’ He winked again at Hunter. ‘Five fact-filled minutes.’ He looked down at Hunter’s chart. ‘Well done, Brodie. I declare you the winner of the very last packet of prawn-flavoured crisps.’

Smithies stood up and moved to the front of the room. His face was blotchy. Pink around the cheeks. He rested his hand on the head of the Jumbo Rush Elephant. ‘You did great, Brodie. Really great. But …’

‘Don’t do it, Jon.’ Friedman’s voice was cracking.

‘I’m sorry, Robbie. We can’t just sit here and pretend any more.’

‘Pretend what?’ The packet of crisps crackled in Brodie’s hand.

‘Pretend everything’s all right and we’re still trying to break the code. We have to face facts. All of us.’ He shuffled his feet on the floor and several of the tally marks smudged and disappeared. ‘In all your recap and your details you ignored the one essential point, Brodie. Level Five have tried to kill you. Deliberately and purposefully, tried to destroy you and Hunter and your granddad. And no matter how loud the call of the code and no matter how long we hide ourselves here pretending we’re still a team, we have to face facts now.’ His feet moved again and this time the tally chart was rubbed clean. ‘Our attempts to solve the code have to end now. The risks are too great.’

Brodie opened her mouth to argue. She had no idea what she would say, but this didn’t matter because there was suddenly a rumbling noise from above their heads.

It began to snow. At least that’s what Brodie thought was happening. Actually great flakes of plaster were falling from the ceiling. There was a straining noise as if the whole of the mansion was like a bow being pulled back to fire an arrow.

Then the ceiling caved in.

As the dust and clouds of plaster cleared it was possible to see why.

Tusia was lying spread-eagled, swathed in debris on a sofa in the corner, wooden struts and ceiling tiles surrounding her as if she was a bird who’d made a nest. Her arms were outstretched and in each hand she held huge squares of cardboard which looked like badly formed wings.

‘Whoops,’ she groaned. And the sofa heaved beneath her and collapsed so she fell even lower towards the floor.

When the dust settled it was possible to see that, despite falling through the ceiling, Tusia was smiling.

‘Look what I found,’ she said. ‘Sir Edward Elgar.’

 

Tusia hadn’t actually found Sir Edward Elgar in the upstairs rooms of Station IX. She’d found copies of his music. Two huge records with the entire recordings of the Enigma Variations.

‘Incredible, don’t you think?’ Tusia said again, sweeping clods of plaster from her hair.

Brodie privately thought it was more incredible Tusia hadn’t died crashing through the ceiling but Tusia seem totally unfazed by the fall, as if she’d been sitting on the sofa all along. ‘So come on then. How’re we going to play them?’

‘Erm, Toots, a little awkward,’ Hunter said, taking a large clump of plaster from the top of her head.

‘Awkward? Why?’

Brodie could hardly put the words together so they made sense. ‘Smithies says we have to admit defeat. Go back to the real world and forget about the code.’

Even from under her coating of plaster dust, Brodie could tell Tusia blazed red with anger. ‘But no one was hurt!’

‘Not this time,’ said Smithies. ‘But we’ve got to face facts. Level Five have got serious now. This isn’t a game.’

‘We never thought it was,’ said Hunter, rubbing at his ankle which Brodie remembered had been injured in his fall in the Pavilion.

‘I don’t want this to end any more than you do,’ Smithies said. ‘My wife thinks I’m on tax office business and I can’t be gone forever. But if we go back to Station X and carry on with our search we’ll be in danger. And I can’t do that to you all. I just can’t.’

Tusia shook the remaining plaster from her shoulders.

Brodie wanted to argue. To say he was wrong. But she remembered the smell of the fire and the sound of the explosion and …

‘Let’s at least listen to the code,’ said Tusia quietly.

‘What?’

‘Let’s listen. To Elgar’s music. And then we’ll do as you say. But,’ she handed the records over to Brodie’s granddad, ‘we should finish with Elgar’s song, don’t you think?’

Brodie turned to face her granddad.

‘I’ll do what I can,’ he said.

 

The Director was pacing round the room. Kerrith looked down at the ground. He was cross. She was embarrassed.

‘We’re doing all we can to organise a news blackout. Kill the story before it starts.’

‘Sir?’

‘Heads will roll for this.’

Kerrith rubbed her neck.

‘But there’s no sign of them?’

‘None, sir.’

The Director stopped his pacing. ‘Good.’ He thrust his hands deep into his pockets. ‘Good. That’s good, then.’

‘And so …?’

The Director considered the question. He lifted his hands up to his face, pressing his fingers together as if he was praying. ‘I think we can relax, Miss Vernan. But to be safe, I’d like to track them. Find out where they are. I need men on the ground. Out there looking. Just to be sure. But they’d have to be incredibly stupid or incredibly brave to continue to look for answers after what we’ve put them through.’

‘Sir.’

‘But for now, I guess we can say mission accomplished. Job done.’ He laced his fingers through each other. ‘As long as the story of the explosion dies, then all is well.’

 

‘I’ve got it working,’ called Mr Bray suddenly from the corner of the room. Sheathed in grime was a long wooden unit. According to Mr Bray, this had been a state-of-the-art music centre in its time, housing a radio and record-player.

‘Nice one, Gramps,’ said Hunter. ‘Knew you’d do it.’

Sicknote gulped again on his inhaler.

‘So come on then. Where’re these records?’

Tusia handed them over, and Mr Bray slid one from the cardboard sleeve and sat the huge thick black disc on the turntable.
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