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PROLOGUE

THE MAKING OF MAPS



To pierce the skin, they used a sliver of broken glass. It was shaped like a dagger and came to a needle-sharp point. Danny had pulled it from the slew of loose stones and pebbles at the cave mouth. He had folded an empty crisp packet around the widest part of the sliver so that he could grip it without the sharp edge slicing into his palm. Ellie swallowed nervously as she studied the makeshift tool resting in her brother’s hand. He had used it on himself first. Now it was her turn.

“Ready?” asked Danny.

Ellie nodded.

“Give me your foot, then.” He held out his other hand, palm upward, creating a cup for her heel to rest in.


Ellie hesitated. “Umm…” They were sitting cross-legged on the rough ground outside the cave entrance, facing each other knee to knee. They were both barefoot. Their summer sandals rested in the pebbly dirt beside them. Ellie glanced at Danny’s heel and saw the glistening trails of blood there. She swallowed, turned her head away, and looked down at her own foot instead. The hollow place beneath her anklebone was smooth and unbroken. She thought of the dagger point puncturing the soft skin and a shudder ran all the way from the base of her spine to the top of her skull. Quickly she disguised the shudder with one of her habitual head flicks. Her long, dark hair lifted from her shoulders, swinging back to form one shining length that fell nearly to her waist.

“Does it hurt?” she asked casually, tucking a few stray hairs behind her ears.

Danny looked at her with his clear gray eyes full of a weary patience. “Ye-es,” he said.

Ellie had to smile in spite of her nerves. Danny was only six years old to her ten, but he was the boss. As far as Ellie could remember, he had been born that way.

“Ready?” repeated Danny.

Ellie stopped smiling and bit her lip as she returned to studying the glass dagger. Danny had washed it clean with water from his bottle, and the sliver gleamed brightly in his hand. She grimaced in an agony of indecision. “Umm…”

She turned to look down at the housing on the lower slopes of the hillside. Their new house was on the outer edge of the development, in a raw-edged road that still had a building site at the end of it. Ellie counted along the rooftops until she reached the house where her mum and dad were trying to hack a garden out of the compacted square of earth the builders had left behind. Mum’s going to kill me, she thought, gazing down at the little house. I’m supposed to be the one in charge.

“Ell-iiee!” said Danny, out of patience now.

Ellie jumped and swung back to face him again. She took a deep breath, uncrossed her legs, and stuck out her bare foot.

“Go on, then.”

Danny gripped her heel and turned it so that her foot was resting in his lap with the inside of her ankle facing upward. He balanced the glass sliver on his thigh next to her foot and picked up a broken pen that was leaning against a large stone. Black ink dripped from the pen when he tilted it over her foot, pooling in the hollow below her anklebone. Danny discarded the pen, picked up the sliver of glass, and brought the pointed end into position.

Suddenly Ellie could not bear to look. Instead, she stared intently at her brother’s face, taking in every detail. The top layer of his thick, fair hair had been bleached nearly white by the sun but, underneath, it was dark with sweat. His eyebrows were drawn together in a slight frown of concentration. The tanned skin covering his broad cheekbones was speckled with freckles, and there was a smudge of dirt across the bridge of his nose. As he leaned over her foot, his lips parted and the tip of his tongue poked through the gap where one of his first teeth had come out.

Argent wouldn’t flinch, thought Ellie wildly as a panicky pulse began to flutter at the base of her throat. Argent would be brave. She wouldn’t make a sound….

The first jab burned into her ankle. “Oww! O-o-www!” she cried, but Danny did not stop.

“I’ll be quick,” he murmured, punching through her skin again and again and creating a spiral of fiery pinpoints. “Hold on.”

Ellie clenched her fists and held on. She held on for the sake of the extraordinary summer they had just spent together; a summer that had begun with a move to a new part of the country at the start of the school holidays. While their parents had sorted out the house and settled into their new jobs, she and Danny had spent the long, hot days exploring the town, the wild coastline, and the sheltering hills. At first they had felt lost and unreal in their strange new surroundings. They had no history there, and the place felt as hollow to them as a film set; a facade with nothing behind it. So they had created a history of their own. They had acted out the story of a girl called Argent, who loved to visit the dragon cave on the hillside above her village. The story had grown stronger with each passing day until, finally, Argent and her village felt as real to them as the modern town where they lived—and an alternative landscape lay just under the surface of the hills like a tattoo under the skin.

“All done,” said Danny, dropping the shard. He unscrewed the top of his water bottle and dribbled cold water over Ellie’s ankle. Black streaks of ink and red streaks of blood were washed away in the flow. Danny grabbed a handful of the front of his T-shirt and wiped her foot dry.

“There,” he said, leaning back to study his handiwork.

Ellie stared at her foot. A tiny black spiral tattoo now nestled below her anklebone. Danny slid his foot forward to rest against hers. He had an identical tattoo on his ankle.

Ellie peered down at the paired tattoos. The pattern reminded her of the spiraling descent of the dragons in Argent’s world, when they had to leave their home high above the clouds to come down to earth. “What are they?”

Danny frowned at the tattoos. “Not sure. I think—maps.”

“Maps?”

“Sort of,” said Danny. “So we remember.”


Ellie looked at him. “So we remember what?”

Danny lifted his head. His gray eyes were flat and unfocused. Ellie felt a chill climb her spine. “Danny? So we remember what? Where we’ve been?”

“No,” said Danny, his voice strangely off-key. “So we remember where we have to go.”

Ellie sat up straight and stared at her brother with wide eyes. “Stop it. You’re scaring me.”

Danny blinked. When he looked at her again, his gray eyes were clear. He pulled his eyebrows down into a puzzled frown. “What?”

“You were…”

“What?”

“Danny, you were talking funny.”

“Was not!”

“You were.”

“Well, you look funny,” retorted Danny.

“Do not.”

Danny picked up his bottle of water and poured it over her head. “Do now.”

“Oh! You!” gasped Ellie, yanking her cold, wet T-shirt away from her back.

Danny jumped up and ran, leaving his high laugh floating in the air behind him. Ellie struggled to her feet and cleared the water from her eyes. Danny was already halfway down the hillside, leaping barefoot over the tufty grass with his sandals clutched in his hand. Ellie set off in pursuit and, by the time she caught up with him at the bottom of the hill, they had both forgotten the strange incident outside the dragon cave.

Once they were back home, they had to endure their mother’s fury over the tattoos and take a painful and humiliating trip to the emergency room for anti-tetanus jabs. The sting of the jabs subsided more quickly than their mother’s anger, but even she finally forgot about the little tattoos and then…. Well, then the garden grew over the raw clay and they both settled into the town, starting school and finding friends. Life moved on, and the years went by. So we remember, Danny had said, but little by little he and Ellie both forgot everything about that summer. They had no need to remember.

Until five years later, when Danny reached his eleventh birthday.










ONE

MISSING



The birthday cake was a rectangular slab, encased in white icing. It was so big it took up half the kitchen bench. Ellie leaned against the fridge, looked down at the cake, and frowned. There was something about the shape and color of the slab that made the skin of her arms roughen into goose bumps. It reminded her of something else. Something disturbing…

Ellie straightened up, rubbed the goose bumps away, and made herself concentrate on the immediate problem. What to do with the cake? To make it fit into any of their storage tins, she would have to cut it into quarters and, somehow, that felt wrong. Danny was the only one who should be cutting this cake.


Ellie reached out and gently traced her finger over the words that were piped across the top of the cake in blue icing: “Happy Eleventh Birthday, Danny!” Arranged below the slightly wobbly writing were a miniature chocolate fishing rod and a marzipan trout that bore a more than passing resemblance to a large, brown, speckled slug. Ellie smiled and felt the breath catch in her throat both at the same time. Less than twenty-four hours earlier, she had been trying to mold that same lump of marzipan into a lithe, fishlike shape when Danny had burst into the kitchen.

“Whoa! Slug alert!” he had yelled. “Big slug! On my cake!”

“It’s not a slug, stupid. It’s a fish.”

“Really?” Danny had hitched his new fishing tackle higher onto his shoulder and opened the back door. “Must be a new species. Or a mutation.”

“Go away. Go—fish.”

“‘Scientists admitted today that they were baffled by the horrific slug creature found on Danny Brody’s birthday cake—’”

She had picked up a wooden spoon and sent it flying across the kitchen, but Danny had dodged behind the back door.

“Missed,” he had crowed, sticking his head back into the kitchen to grin at her.

“I hope you drown!” she had yelled, and Danny’s high laugh had been cut in half as the back door closed behind him. That was the last time she had seen him. Her brother had gone fishing on the morning of his eleventh birthday and he had not come home again. Now, a day and a night later, Danny was officially missing.

Ellie felt her eyes sting with tears as she stared down at the cake. I hope you drown! Those were the last words she had said to him. “I didn’t mean it, Danny,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean—” The words choked in her throat and her eyes widened with horror as she suddenly realized what the cake reminded her of. The white slab with “Danny” written across the top looked horribly like a marble tombstone.

“No!” The word came out in a fierce hiss. “He’s not dead!” Blinking away tears, she opened a drawer and yanked out a clean tablecloth. She threw the cloth over the cake and turned her back on it.

Picking up a plate of toast and honey, she left the kitchen and walked down the hallway, passing the closed door to the living room where her dad was talking to two police officers. She climbed the stairs and edged into Danny’s room, stepping over the mushroom piles of clothes that were growing all over the carpet. Mrs. Brody was sitting on Danny’s unmade bed, clutching his pillow to her face.

“Mum…? I’ve brought you something to eat.”

Mrs. Brody nodded.

“And I’ve cleared all the party stuff away. I threw out the sandwiches. Everything else is in the fridge. Except the cake.”

Mrs. Brody nodded again, then, with her face still buried in Danny’s pillow, she took a deep, shuddering breath and wailed until her lungs were empty.

Watching her mother slump down onto Danny’s bed, Ellie felt a lonely terror prickle up her spine. Danny was missing. Really missing. This was the sort of nightmare that only happened to other families. She looked around Danny’s bedroom. A bowl of soggy cereal was sitting on his desk, and his Xbox game had been left on pause. She turned to the door, half expecting him to come hurtling in, grab the handset, and continue his game. The doorway was empty. Suddenly desperate for something to do, Ellie put the plate of toast on Danny’s desk and bent to pick up his clothes.

“Leave them!”

Ellie jumped. Her mother was glaring at her from red-rimmed eyes.

“Sorry.” She dropped the clothes, and her mother slumped back onto the pillow. Ellie stood for a few seconds, at a loss. It was as though two members of her family had gone missing. First Danny had disappeared and then, overnight, her mother had been replaced with this strange, wild woman who howled and snapped and refused to come out of the den she had made.


Downstairs, the front door slammed. For one second, two, there was silence, and Ellie held her breath. When quick, light footsteps started up the stairs toward them, she and her mother both turned to the doorway with identical expressions of hope.

“Danny?” called Mrs. Brody, hastily putting the pillow back in its place and smoothing out the creases. “Is that you?”

“Only me. Sorry.” Lisa appeared in the bedroom doorway, smiling sympathetically. Ellie tried to return the smile but only managed a disappointed grimace. Mrs. Brody groaned and hid her face in the pillow again. Lisa did not seem to mind at all. Ellie supposed that she must have learned to cope with all kinds of behavior in her job.

Lisa was one of the two police officers who had been talking to Mr. Brody downstairs. She specialized in family liaison work and she did not wear a uniform. Instead, she was dressed in creamy linen trousers and a pink, fluffy sweater. Her hair was soft and fluffy too. She was slim and pretty, with a smooth, round face and big blue eyes. When Ellie had answered the door to her earlier that morning, she had presumed the well-groomed blonde standing on the doorstep was there to sell cosmetics, but to her surprise Lisa had produced a police ID card and stepped across the threshold with a sympathetic smile.

Lisa and her sympathetic smile had been there ever since, making pots of strong tea and giving regular updates on the police search. Before her arrival, Mrs. Brody had been almost demented, but she was much calmer now, and had already come to rely on Lisa’s reassuring presence. Ellie had to admit that the liaison officer was good at her job, but there was something about that Mary Poppins smile that was beginning to grate on her.

“I heard the front door slam,” said Ellie. “Who came in?”

“No one came in,” Lisa replied. “That was your dad going out.”

Ellie frowned. Her dad never left the house without shouting a good-bye, even when he was only nipping down to the postbox at the end of the road. All through the desperate hours of the previous night, when he had lurched between sitting statuelike in his chair and rushing out to search the dark streets again, he had always let them know when he was leaving the house. Why not this time?

“Was he upset?” she asked.

Lisa turned to look at Ellie, and suddenly there was nothing soft and fluffy about her at all. “Upset?” she asked, her eyes as sharp as tacks.

“You know. After the interview…”

“Why would your dad be upset about having a chat with us, Ellie? He wants to help us find Danny, doesn’t he?”

“’Course he does,” mumbled Ellie. Lisa’s piercing gaze was making her uncomfortable. She found herself looking down at her feet, even though she had nothing to feel guilty about. With an effort, she raised her head again. Lisa was still staring at her, waiting for her to say something else. Ellie kept her mouth shut for five long, silent seconds before the soft, fluffy version of Lisa appeared again.

“I’m sure you’re right, Ellie,” she said, smiling sweetly. “My colleague Sergeant Donaldson would like to talk to you now. If you’re feeling up to it, of course.”

“Of course,” said Ellie.

“Don’t worry,” said Lisa, turning to Mrs. Brody and giving her a mother-to-mother sort of look. “I’ll sit in with her—make sure she’s all right.”

Ellie wondered whether Lisa actually had any children of her own.

Mrs. Brody nodded dully. “Thank you.”

Lisa smiled and headed downstairs again, but Ellie hesitated in the doorway.

“Mum?”

With a great effort, Mrs. Brody lowered the pillow and gave Ellie a wobbly smile that nearly broke her heart. In two strides she was at the bed and hugging her mother close. Under the sour, metallic, wild-woman smell of stale sweat and fear, the familiar mother scent was still there. Ellie took a deep breath, then pulled away as tears threatened to overwhelm her.


“Drink that tea while it’s hot,” she ordered, backing out of Danny’s room. She blundered downstairs and stumbled into the living room after Lisa. Still blinded by tears, she made her way over to the sofa and sank into the saggy cushions. Lisa sat down beside her and Ellie realized that, despite her earlier irritation, she was grateful to have her there. At least she knew Lisa a little. She had been in the kitchen when Sergeant Donaldson arrived, and all she had seen of him was a dark silhouette through the frosted glass of the front door and then a glimpse of a broad, uniformed back as her dad had shown him into the living room.

Sergeant Donaldson had not spoken, but Ellie knew he was somewhere in the room with her now. She could smell boot polish and an unfamiliar after-shave. She swallowed, suddenly nervous, and clasped her hands together to stop them from trembling. The armchair in the bay window creaked as someone levered themselves out of it. Ellie looked up, but her eyes were still blurred by tears and, as Sergeant Donaldson moved across the carpet toward her with a heavy tread, all she could see was a dark shape large enough to block out most of the light from the window.

“Here,” said a deep voice with a strong Borders accent.

Something white floated in front of her face. It was a tissue. Ellie took it gratefully, and Sergeant Donaldson waited while she wiped the tears from her eyes and blew her nose. When she raised her head again, her vision was clear, and she got her first good look at him. He was tall, with a square, open face and thick, dark hair. Ellie guessed him to be in his mid-thirties. He was carrying a bit too much weight, but there was plenty of solid muscle, too—enough to make the Saturday night drinkers think twice about causing any trouble. In contrast to Lisa’s perma-smile, his expression was stern as he studied her, but his brown eyes were surprisingly gentle.

“All right?” he asked. “Just let me know when you’re ready to start.”

Ellie nodded, and Sergeant Donaldson returned the nod before tramping back to his chair.

“Good girl,” cooed Lisa, patting her knee. Ellie grimaced. She was fifteen and, after the last twenty-four hours, felt closer to ninety, yet Lisa was treating her like an eight-year-old. Ellie sat up as straight as she could on the saggy sofa and looked over at Sergeant Donaldson.

“I—I’m ready, Constable.”

“You can call him David, if you like,” said Lisa. “Then we’re all on first-name terms.”

Sergeant Donaldson shifted uncomfortably in his chair, and Ellie guessed that he would very much prefer it if she did not call him David. He cleared his throat and held up an official-looking form. “This is the standard next-of-kin questionnaire we use in Missing Persons inquiries,” he explained. “We try to go through it with all members of the immediate family, but…” He hesitated.

“But what?” asked Ellie.

“But some people find it quite—difficult.”

“Why?”

“These questions are designed to help us build up a profile of the missing per—of Danny. Some of them are quite personal. If at any point you need to stop, just let us know and we’ll have a break.”

“And a nice cup of tea,” added Lisa.

Ellie felt the bile rise in her throat at the thought of swallowing one more mouthful of Lisa’s thick, brown tea, and suddenly all the hours of helpless waiting rose up inside her too, in a great surge of frustration. She wanted to scream at them to get on with it. Danny was out there somewhere and they were all sitting around, drinking tea and doing absolutely nothing. She wanted to, but she didn’t. Instead, she kept her head down and gave her usual timid performance.

“Please…Please just…I’ll be all right.”

Sergeant Donaldson nodded and got straight into it. “Tell us about the last time you saw Danny.”

“Yesterday morning, just after nine. He was going fishing, and he came through the kitchen on his way out.”

“What was he wearing?”


“Jeans. A white T-shirt. And a green padded jacket—the sort with loads of pockets and stuff. He was carrying his new fishing gear and a pair of waders, but he was wearing trainers for the walk down to the river.”

“What brand?”

“Um, Nike, I think.”

“You think?”

“I’m sure. Nike.”

“And the style?”

“Style?” Ellie screwed up her face as she tried to remember. “Is it important?”

“If we know the brand and style, we can identify the sole print. It might help in the riverbank search.”

Ellie thought hard but eventually had to shake her head. “Sorry. I don’t know.”

“No problem. How was Danny?”

“How was he?” Ellie remembered his high laugh, cut off when the back door closed behind him. “Happy. He was happy. He loves fishing. And he was looking forward to his birthday evening.”

“So you had no reason to think he wouldn’t come home?”

“No. Six of his friends were coming round to tea and they were all going out to a movie afterward.”

“Did all his friends arrive?”

“Yes. Everyone. Except Danny.”


Ellie looked over at the stack of brightly wrapped presents in the corner, remembering how the six boys had sat waiting for Danny. The day had darkened and the streetlight outside the house had flickered on, but still Danny had not come home, and the tension had grown as the minutes ticked by. Finally the boys had looked at one another and then risen to their feet together, muttering apologies. They had headed for the front door in silence, despite Mrs. Brody’s shrill offers of sandwiches and promises that Danny would be along any minute.

“Does Danny have many friends?” asked Sergeant Donaldson, breaking into her thoughts.

“Loads,” said Ellie. “You should try going into town with him. He knows everyone!” She smiled. Whenever she walked through the town center with Danny, it took twice as long as walking through on her own. He was on first-name terms with the most unlikely people. The last time they were in town together, Danny had stopped to chat with the local fishmonger, the street cleaners, and two American tourists he had never met before. He had even called out a greeting to the crazy old bag lady who spent her days pulling a cart around and around town on the same circular route.

“What about enemies?”

Ellie shook her head. “Everyone likes Danny.”

“Would he tell you if he was being bullied?”

“I think so,” said Ellie.


“Would you say you’re close?”

“Close?” Ellie had girlfriends at school who hated their younger brothers. Sometimes she played along with their moaning, pretending she hated Danny, too, but the truth was, she loved him. She had loved him ever since she was first introduced to him, a tiny baby lying in a plastic crib next to her mother’s hospital bed. She had taken one look and her love for him had uncurled in her chest and had been growing there ever since. Ellie swallowed hard, forcing back the sob that threatened to leap from her throat. “Yes,” she said simply. “We’re close.”

“How did your last conversation go?”

Ellie blinked.

I hope you drown!

“Um…”

I hope—

“Ellie?” Sergeant Donaldson was watching her closely.

“Fine. It went fine.”

—you drown!

“It…We…we were just, you know, joking about. He was laughing when he left the house.”

Sergeant Donaldson watched her for a second or two, then looked down at his checklist and made a mark with his pen. “Moving on. Did Danny have any distinguishing marks?”

Ellie frowned. “Like what?”


“Birthmarks, for instance. Or moles. That sort of thing.”

“No. He gets freckles in the summer. That’s all.”

“Or scars,” suggested Sergeant Donaldson. “Has Danny had any operations? Any accidents?”

Ellie thought hard, picturing her brother and working her way down from his head to his feet. She could not think of a single scar. He had never had any operations, and the only injury she could remember was a cracked rib, sustained when he had cannoned into a tree on his sled two winters ago. It seemed that Danny had led a charmed life. Until now. “No,” she said. “No scars.”

Sergeant Donaldson made two more marks on his checklist. “I’m guessing no tattoos in Danny’s case,” he muttered, almost to himself. He was already making another mark on his checklist, when Ellie’s sharp intake of breath made him look up again.

“But he does!” whispered Ellie, staring at Sergeant Donaldson, her eyes wide. “It was just over five years ago—I’d forgotten all about it!”

“Danny had a tattoo done when he was six years old?” asked Sergeant Donaldson, his eyebrows rising in disbelief.

“He did it himself,” explained Ellie.

“Oh. I see. Can you describe it for me?”

Ellie bent, rolled up her trouser leg, and pulled down her sock. There it was, the tiny black spiral tattoo, nestled below her anklebone. “It’s just like this one,” she said, sticking out her foot. “In the same place and everything.”

As Sergeant Donaldson and Lisa both leaned forward to study the little tattoo, Ellie gazed over their bent heads, her eyes unfocused. Suddenly she was back on the hillside five years earlier, sitting at the entrance to the dragon cave, knee to knee with Danny. The fresh tattoo on her ankle had been stinging more than the worst nettle rash, but she had momentarily forgotten all about the pain because her brother had just said something in a strange, flat voice that had sent a chill climbing up her spine.

Ellie shivered on the sofa as she remembered that strange moment. What was it he had said? The tattoos are maps of where we have to go. That was it. Ellie frowned down at the little tattoo in the hollow of her ankle. How could that simple black spiral be a map?
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