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1
            Prologue

         

         The car’s engine growled like an animal on the hunt, painted steel gleaming beneath the crescent moon. Lynx shifted gears as stone buildings rose on either side, their roofs broken open to the sky. Empty doorways were heaped with rubble and the rusted shells of vehicles lay peeling on the cracked tarmac street. A hot wind blew, and through the open window Lynx could taste dust and desert sand, and just the faintest salt tang of the sea. They would soon run out of road.

         Brick dust ground beneath the wheels as the car skidded into a turn, the motorbike up ahead leaning so steeply that its rider’s knee almost scraped the ground. Lynx’s lip curled with satisfaction. It wouldn’t be long now. The Wildcats would run their quarry down and haul her in for justice.2

         Lynx’s car was painted the same mottled black-and-dun as the desert cat that had inspired its owner’s name. It was a low-slung speedster pounded together from the scavenged parts of other vehicles, custom-built for speed and raw power. It had a snarling mouth scrawled across the front grille and gleaming eyes on the headlamps. Its throttle barked like a wild thing.

         Hearing the screech of brakes, Lynx glanced in the rear-view mirror and saw the others following. Leo’s vehicle was big, a hulking mass of gold-sprayed steel topped with a mane of rusted metal mesh. The sandy-haired boy hunkered low behind the dashboard, slamming the stick forward, high wheels jouncing over piles of strewn stone. Behind him came Tigress, her night-black car streaked with blazing orange stripes. She overtook Leo on the inside, grinning through sharpened fangs as she scraped past his front bumper and swung in behind Lynx.

         But Lynx didn’t smile. This was no time for games. If they allowed the traitor to escape, their bosses would not forgive them. And as group leader it was Lynx’s responsibility to ensure that things went smoothly, that the woman up ahead on the silver motorbike was run down and brought back. The Wildcats’ reputation, their growing notoriety as the most dangerous pack of road hogs this side of the Rockies – all of it was on the line. 3

         Then Lynx heard a sound and felt a thin shiver of glee. It was a low rushing roar, steady and close. The wind blew stronger, cooler, as the buildings opened out to reveal nothing beyond, nothing but the high moon and the distant stars, and the glittering black expanse of the sea.

         The bike slowed, the rider’s helmeted head jerking anxiously from left to right. She’s taken a wrong turn, Lynx thought. She’s backed herself into a corner. And she knows it.

         The biker twisted the throttle as she turned north, following the tumbledown seafront. The road was old concrete, parts of it subsiding into the risen ocean. The bike weaved smoothly around these open sinkholes but Lynx was forced to slow the car, feeling the way forward. Leo leaned on the horn and Lynx made a rude gesture, sure it could be seen through the rear windscreen.

         The motorbike was heading for a long steel pier that branched from the waterfront and out into the dark waters of the Gulf. Beyond it a flickering orange haze lit the horizon, low clouds reflecting the glow from the old city of Houston. The city itself was broken now, an empty, flooded ruin. But The Five had rekindled the oil refineries north of town, their flames burning day and night, their generators gleaming against the dark. To 4Lynx it was almost magical, an echo of the days when the whole skyline would’ve been lit up like the sun. Before civilisation fell, and the continent went dark.

         The bike turned on to the pier and Lynx could hear boards rattling under its wheels. What was the traitor doing? She’d intentionally put herself at the Wildcats’ mercy, with nowhere left to go. Lynx weaved around the last of the potholes and followed her on to the pier, where steel struts groaned and the weather-worn hulks of old burger stands and amusement arcades framed the wide wooden walkway. Clowns and elephants watched with flaking eyes as the Wildcats fanned out, blocking any chance of escape. But the motorbike had stopped, its rider twisting to face them. She removed her helmet, glanced briefly at the comwatch on her wrist, then held up a hand.

         “That’s far enough,” she called, her face pale in the moonlight. On her back Lynx could see a bulging canvas pack, stuffed with all the contraband medicine she’d taken from The Five’s stores. “You’ve got me.”

         The three vehicles slowed and Lynx scanned the circular platform at the end of the pier. There appeared to be no other exit, no hidden walkway or stairs. The only way out was the way they’d come. The Wildcats slid to a halt, switching off their engines to conserve gasoline. For 5a moment all was silent, just the lapping of the waves and the tick of cooling metal.

         Then Lynx unbelted and opened the door, straightening with one hand on the roof. The traitor watched with dark eyes. “You ran me down,” she said. “I thought you would.”

         Lynx frowned. “Did you honestly imagine you could get away clean? You must think we’re dumb as a box of rocks, us and The Five.”

         The thief shook her head. “Not dumb,” she said. “Just … busy. The Five are overstretching themselves, Lynx. Between the pill factory and the refinery and the farms, not to mention this crazy scheme about bringing the states together… It felt like a good time to get out. I only took enough to help me get started.”

         “People rely on those meds,” Tigress put in. “Insulin and antibiotics – those are lives you’re playing with.”

         The woman snorted. “Come on, you don’t care about that, and neither do The Five. They care about profit, and they care about power. They just want to be in charge, to tell people like us what to do. Well, not me. I don’t need those freaks telling me what I—”

         “Hey,” Leo barked, slamming his door. “We don’t use that word.”

         The thief’s face broke into a smile. “Freaks? What other 6word is there? I don’t know why they are like they are, but Brad, you know as well as I do that it ain’t natural.”

         The boy’s face flushed. “Leo,” he growled. “My name’s Leo now.”

         She snorted. “Oh right, I forgot. Sorry, pussycat.”

         “Quiet,” Lynx snapped. “The Five told us to bring you back. They didn’t say in how many pieces.”

         The thief laughed. “I’m sorry, I just… I know you think you’re tough, and there are probably a few folks out there who are actually scared of you. But when I look at you, I just see three kids. Three kids with ridiculous hair and stupid names who, one of these days, are going to get themselves in way more trouble than they can handle.”

         “Shut your mouth!” Leo snarled. “We’re the Wildcats – what are you?”

         The thief glanced at her watch, and back towards the sea. Then she shrugged, smiled and winked at them. “I’m leaving,” she said, replacing her helmet and firing up the bike.

         Lynx cursed and dropped back into the car, turning the key. The motorbike was already moving, gunning towards Leo just as his engine rumbled into life. There was a space between the cars that the bike might just slip through, but Lynx knew it was pointless; the Wildcats were still faster, and there were three of them. 7

         Then something unexpected happened. The bike twisted again, wheels squealing as it made a sharp spin in the centre of the platform. Lynx watched open-mouthed as the thief hit the throttle, making straight for the end of the pier. There was a gap in the rusty railing and the traitor aimed for it, seemingly determined to throw herself headlong into the ocean. The bike cleared the pier and shot out into open air, wheels spinning furiously.

         Then over the rush of the sea Lynx heard another sound, the low moan of a foghorn. Leo had already jumped from his car, sprinting to the railing and looking down in disbelief. Lynx joined him, gripping the cold steel with both hands.

         A battered fishing boat chugged from the shadow of the pier, waves slapping against her hull. The motorbike lay on its side in a tangle of green nets, the woman sprawled beside it on the deck. As they watched she picked herself up, raising a hand as the boat rumbled away into the dark.

         Lynx pounded on the railing so hard it hurt. “I should’ve seen that coming.”

         
             

         

         “Yes, you should.”

         The dark-haired man crouched, frowning coldly. The scar above his right eye gleamed in the low electric light. Behind him on the wall was a huge, featureless painting, 8black like the mouth of a cave.

         “You should’ve guessed she’d have a plan,” the second man added.

         “You should’ve anticipated her moves,” said the third.

         “Instead you let her make a fool of you,” the fourth added.

         “You let her make a fool of us,” the fifth finished bitterly.

         Lynx wanted to protest, but what was the point? The Five were right, as always. The thief had escaped and the Wildcats had been powerless to stop her.

         The black-suited brothers took their seats, the long table framed by painted slabs of pure darkness. Even after three years, Lynx could barely tell the men apart – one had a scar above his eye, another a few grey hairs, but in all important respects The Five were completely identical. And that was precisely as it should be – they were united, unassailable, they wore one face and spoke with one voice. They were the ultimate power in the city of Houston and far beyond.

         “We’re good to you, aren’t we?” One leaned forward, his face gleaming like polished plastic.

         “We feed you,” one of his brothers chimed in.

         “We clothe you,” added another.

         “We give you our trust.”

         “We don’t question your … lifestyle.”9

         Lynx flushed, but it was true. The Five’s support had never wavered, even when the girl who had been their best driver had come to the realisation that they weren’t a girl any more.

         “We encourage you to be whoever you need to be.”

         “We’re on your side, no matter what.”

         “And all we ask in return is that you and your friends are loyal.”

         “That you do your best.”

         “And this, tonight … this doesn’t feel like your best.”

         “Is that a fair assessment?”

         Lynx nodded slowly. “Maybe, but—”

         “No buts, Lynx.”

         “No excuses.”

         “There’s only one thing for it.”

         “One way to fix this.”

         “Don’t you agree?”

         Lynx sighed. “You want me to bring her back. And the goods too.”

         The Five smiled in perfect unison and Lynx had to suppress a shiver. Sometimes their behaviour was so synchronised that it was downright uncanny.

         “The goods aren’t important.”

         “Or at least, they’re less important.”

         “We want the thief.”10

         “We have to make an example of her.”

         “Prove to everyone that you can’t steal from The Five and get away with it.”

         They leaned in, their elbows on the table.

         “This is an important time for us, Lynx.”

         “Big things are happening.”

         “There’s going to be a gathering.”

         “Out in the desert.”

         “A great celebration.”

         “A grand unification.”

         “And we’d like you to be there.”

         Lynx nodded. “Sirs, I’d be honoured to—”

         “But you can only come if you bring a friend.”

         “A guest.”

         “You know who.”

         “Of course you do.”

         “Find her.”

         “Bring her.”

         The first leaned in again, so close that Lynx could see nothing but his emerald eyes, flecked with gold, the white scar shining above the right one.

         “Or don’t come back at all.”
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            1

            The Tower

         

         The red-brick hall was streaked with sunbeams, shimmering down through the water and illuminating the faces of beasts and men and gods. In the flooded gallery the silence was deep, just the whisper of the waves above and the soft shifting of silt and sediment on the flagstone floor.

         Joe had visited many such places in recent weeks, drowned museums and sunken palaces, vast and old and elegant. He wished he’d been able to see them before the Wall broke and the water came, when these halls were full of sound and people. London had been a living city then, one of the last in the world. Now it was just like everywhere else, flooded and broken and washed away.

         But there was still beauty here, if you looked at it the right way. The walls of the gallery were almost bare, 13stripped clean by the first salvage crews to pick through the flooded city. But a few paintings still hung in place, waterlogged beneath cracked panes of glass. Figures and landscapes bled into one another; painted eyes leaked colourful tears as drop by drop the sea absorbed them.

         Shouldering his pack, Joe kicked through an empty window and angled up towards the surface. He could see the outline of the skiff overhead, a black oval surrounded by floating flotsam, the crust of rubbish and loose soil and plant matter that covered the still, brackish water inside the Wall. He broke through, spitting out his mouthpiece and taking a lungful of fresh air.

         Kara sat up in the boat, rubbing her eyes and sweeping back her lank yellow hair. Joe swam towards her, objects bobbing in his face – a blue teacup, a wad of matted paper, a lump of earth with grass still clinging to it. He pushed them aside, taking hold of Kara’s outstretched hand and climbing over the skiff’s wooden gunwale.

         “Having a nice snooze?” he asked, sipping from a bottle of chemically filtered water to wash the salty taste from his mouth. “Dreaming about how wonderful I am and how much you lurve me?”

         Kara raised an eyebrow. “I was just catching up. I didn’t sleep much last night.”

         Joe snorted. “I know. You kicked me six times.” They 14didn’t really need to share a bed any more – they had their own place now, with two whole rooms. But they still did it, mostly out of habit. “Are you worrying about something?”

         “I’m fine,” Kara said, a little too quickly. “You were taking your time so I dozed off. What’s so fascinating down there anyway?”

         Joe looked up at the sheer face of the museum, the high brick wall throwing the skiff into shadow. He shrugged. “It’s just an interesting place. A bit old and spooky, but I like it.”

         Kara got to her feet. “This whole City’s old and spooky. And I don’t like it at all.”

         She stood in the prow, gazing out over the filthy, encrusted water. Buildings jutted from the brine, concrete towers and church spires and chimney-topped terraces, all silent and shadowy under the shifting sky. There was no sign of any other boats or salvage teams, but that was hardly unusual. The first days following the Flood had been a free-for-all, the rescue efforts hampered by a mad scramble as looters and City refugees came in and grabbed whatever they could. But in recent months, order had been restored – the new authorities had locked London down, and now the only ones allowed to dive inside the Wall were those with an official licence and a 15signed permit. Both of which Joe had, largely because the person the Shanties had chosen as their new prime minister happened to be his old schoolteacher, Miss Ella King.

         “Well, we’re not here on a sightseeing trip,” Kara said, turning back. “Come on, let’s see what you’ve got.”

         Joe opened his backpack, tipping out the objects he’d been sent to find – four metal sculptures, misshapen and abstract, with appendages sticking from them almost like arms.

         “What are they supposed to be?” Kara asked, wrinkling her nose. “They just look like more junk.”

         Joe crouched, studying the bronze blobs. “I think they’re sort of cool. Like, I don’t know, like thoughts or something. Ideas you haven’t quite finished having.”

         Kara rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I just don’t see why our buyer would pay so much for them.”

         “Maybe she thinks they’re cool too. Not everything’s about money.” Joe squinted up at her. “How much will this bring us up to, anyway? Have we saved enough for Canada?”

         That had been Joe’s dream for as long as he could remember – to escape the hectic floating slum they called the Shanties to a place of trees and mountains and peace and quiet.16

         “Not quite,” Kara said without looking at him. “Soon, though.”

         “Maybe we should’ve gone with Nate,” Joe mused. “It might have been fun to see where the Mariners live.” The Ark Neptune had set sail the day before, under orders from the Mariner High Council to return to its home port of Frisco, thousands of miles away on the far coast of America. Their friend Nate had wanted them to come along, but Kara had flat-out refused.

         “Fun?” she snorted now. “I’ve had enough of those floating loonies to last a lifetime. I know, I know, they’re not all bad. But I still don’t think I’m ready for a whole city full of them.”

         “It’s just that you said we could leave the Shanties,” Joe complained. “But we still haven’t.”

         “We’ll go when the time’s right,” Kara snapped. “Stop pestering me about it.”

         Joe felt a quiver of unease. Kara had always had a quick temper, if someone deserved it. But recently it seemed like she was annoyed at everyone, even Joe. He supposed it had something to do with growing up; Kara was sixteen now and he’d heard people got in funny moods at that age. Joe was still only eleven, or at least that was his best guess. His parents were the only ones who’d know for sure, and he hadn’t seen them in quite a lot of years.17

         “Hey, that’s weird,” Kara said suddenly. “D’you think they’re meant to be up there?”

         She was gesturing across the water, between the towers to the concrete Wall on the horizon. The Wall was a perfect oval, a smooth, sheer-sided bowl enclosing the entire City. Once it had kept out the rising water but now there was a huge crack in it, a ragged cleft where the bomb placed by the Mariner terrorist Redeye had torn out the foundations. It was towards this gap that Kara was pointing, and as Joe shielded his eyes he saw dark figures up there, scaling the shattered stone.

         “Maybe it’s a construction crew,” he mused. “Maybe Miss Ella’s finally found someone mad enough to try and patch it up.”

         “Maybe,” Kara said doubtfully. “But I don’t see their boat. And what’s that noise?”

         Joe held his breath and listened. Beneath the lap of the waves he could hear a steady drone, growing in volume. “Sounds like a motor. A jetski or something.”

         “There!” Kara said, grabbing his arm. “Look!”

         Facing them was a wide expanse of open water with just a few scattered buildings poking through. This had once been the path of the River Thames, Joe knew, though it had been paved over even before the Wall went up. Now along the ancient watercourse something was 18moving – not a boat or a jetski but a sort of bulge below the surface, travelling under its own power. It was flanked by two similar shapes, something trailing behind them in the water.

         “I think Nate told me about these,” Joe recalled. “The Mariners call them DPVs, diver propulsion vehicles. It’s a sort of propeller that you hang on to and it pulls you through the water.”

         “Perfect if you don’t want to be seen,” Kara pointed out.

         “You think they’re looters?” Joe asked. “Maybe we should go back and tell someone.”

         “Looters with Mariner tech?” Kara wondered dubiously. “And they look like they know exactly where they’re going.”

         Joe traced the vehicles’ path, looking east along the Thames. “London Bridge is that way,” he said. “And the Bank of England, but there’s no money left in it.” Since he’d started salvaging inside the Wall he’d become fascinated by the old city; even the names seemed to have a strange kind of magic. “And there’s St Paul’s, the Tower of London, the Monument, but it’s all been picked c—”

         “Wait, go back,” Kara said. “Did you say the Tower? Isn’t that where they’ve been keeping—”19

         “John Cortez,” Joe finished, looking at her in horror. The Mariner captain had masterminded the attack on London in which thousands had died; Kara and Joe had very nearly been among them. His imprisonment in the Tower had been a symbolic act – he had all but destroyed this great city, now he languished in its most infamous jail.

         “Nate always said Cortez had friends,” Kara said. “A whole network of supporters, right across the globe. What if they’ve come to bust him out?”

         Joe reached for the skiff’s outboard motor. “We have to go back. We have to tell someone and—”

         “And risk them getting away?” Kara asked. “Not on your life. Start her up, quiet as you can.”

         Joe thought about protesting but he knew it was pointless. Once Kara got an idea in her head she’d see it through, whatever the consequences. He tugged the starter cable and the engine rattled, kicking out wisps of grey smoke.

         “What if they’ve got guns?” he asked, steering along the stone face of the gallery.

         “We’ll just follow them for now,” Kara said. “See what they’re up to, then decide what to do.”

         Refuse stacked against the bow as they moved into the sunlight, weaving through the line of buildings that would once have marked the south bank of the river. 20But as they passed over the submerged span of London Bridge and scanned the open water beyond, Joe realised that the divers had vanished.

         Kara gestured and he cut the engine. “Where did they go?” she whispered. “D’you think they saw us?”

         “I don’t know,” Joe said. “But look, there’s the Tower up ahead.”

         The medieval prison rose from the water, a sturdy square of grey stone ringed with crenellated battlements. Its corner turrets were topped with pale domes, tattered flags fluttering in the breeze. The outer wall was almost entirely submerged, just the top few feet rising from the waves.

         “What if you’re wrong?” Joe asked. “What if they’re just ordinary looters? They might not be going there at all.”

         “Then we’ll tell the guards and they can report it,” Kara said. “But either way we—”

         A loud crack sounded and something struck the boat, splinters flying from the gunwale. Kara dropped, pulling Joe down as a second bullet punched right through the hull, embedding itself in the starboard side. Water began to gulp through the hole.

         “They shot at us!” Joe said. “I told you they would.”

         “Clever you,” Kara muttered as they peered over the 21side of the skiff.

         The divers were some distance away, clinging to the upper branches of a leafless, sunken tree. The tallest of the three held a rifle and was loading more bullets into the chamber. One of the others gestured but the tall one ignored them, taking aim. Joe and Kara ducked as the shot passed inches overhead, thudding into a nearby building.

         Then they heard motors whine as the divers dropped back into the water, activating their propellers and curving towards the Tower. Kara yanked the starter cable and the engine rumbled as she steered in pursuit.

         “You’re crazy,” Joe protested. “Those shots were meant to scare us off!”

         “They didn’t work,” Kara said through gritted teeth.

         “But we’re sinking.” The water was past Joe’s ankles and still pouring in. “We’ll never make it.”

         “So we’ll go as far as we can then swim,” Kara said. “But I won’t let them free him. I just won’t.”

         Water splashed over the prow as the skiff picked up speed and Joe scanned the passing refuse for something to bail out with. He grabbed a plastic bowl, but it had so many holes in it that it barely made a difference.

         “Look,” Kara said, pointing. The three figures were climbing on to the Tower’s curtain wall, wearing blue-black 22wetsuits with hoods and built-in breath masks. Even from this distance Joe could see they were Mariner-made. “We’re coming after you,” Kara growled. “Just you w—”

         The skiff tipped suddenly, water gushing over the port side. Joe snatched for his pack as the boat flipped, but he was too late to save the bronze sculptures. They sank rapidly into the black depths.

         “So much for getting paid,” he grumbled and Kara smiled sadly, treading water.

         “I’m sorry, Joe. But this is more important.”

         They swam in the direction of the Tower, through a bobbing archipelago of metal cans and plastic containers. At last they reached the battlements and Joe pulled himself up, stopping to catch his breath. But Kara didn’t pause, hurrying along a stone walkway towards a small, steel-roofed guard tower. Joe picked himself up and followed.

         The door stood open and Kara gestured for him to stay back, peering inside. Then she beckoned to him. The guardroom was low and dark, the walls made of rough, ancient granite. But it was empty, a door on the far side standing wide.

         “Where is everyone?” she asked. “Shouldn’t there be someone on duty?”

         “Maybe the Mariners paid them off,” Joe whispered. “Or, you know, killed them.”23

         They followed another short walkway, pushing through an arched wooden door into the main Tower. For a brief moment Joe thought the high-ceilinged room was crowded with people, all standing in silence. Then he saw that they were only dummies, plastic figures sealed in glass cases, wearing plush robes and frilly dresses and suits of steel armour. Another casket was stacked with swords and pikes and battleaxes, and Kara eyed them keenly as they passed. But to Joe’s relief she left them alone, exiting the room into a long stone corridor.

         Now they could hear something up ahead – a sustained hiss, like escaping steam. Kara slowed and Joe huddled behind her, creeping towards an opening at the end of the hall. Light danced on the walls and suddenly he recognised the sound for what it was: the whine of a cutting torch.

         They peered into a small, enclosed antechamber. The torch was being operated by two of the wetsuited Mariners, crouching by a steel door and attempting to shear through the padlock. The third stood a little way back, the cowl of his wetsuit pulled back to reveal a shaved head and a broad, tattooed neck.

         “I told you,” Kara whispered to Joe, her words almost drowned by the noise of the torch. “They’re trying to free Cortez. We have to stop them.” 24

         “Wait,” Joe said. “That guy’s twice your size – you can’t—”

         But Kara was already moving, keeping low as she ducked into the room. She crossed the floor in two bounds, grabbing the standing Mariner around the waist and using her weight to drag him off his feet. He landed hard and Kara straddled him, shoving him flat on his back before he could cry out. His rifle skittered away and Joe ran to grab it, hugging it to his chest. The other Mariners hadn’t even glanced back – the torch was too loud and they were engrossed in their task.

         Kara pinned the fallen Mariner, taking hold of his arms. But he was a big man, and strong; he broke loose and swung at her, splitting her lip. Kara’s face flushed with anger as she shifted her weight, driving her fist into the man’s stomach. He let out a wheezing cry but Kara hit him again, smashing his cheek, drawing blood. Then she bent double, wrapping both hands around the big man’s throat and squeezing as hard as she could.

         “I won’t let you take him!” she hissed. “Cortez has to pay for what he—”

         “Kara!” a voice cried. “Stop!”

         The noise of the torch had ceased and the other Mariners had turned to see what was happening. One jumped to his feet, tugging back the hood of his wetsuit 25to reveal a pale face, stricken with horror.

         “Nate!” Kara breathed, letting go of her victim. “What are you…? Why are you…?”

         The Mariner boy held up both hands as he stepped closer. His companion put down the cutting torch and reached to her waist, tugging out a small pistol and training it on Kara.

         “Nate, who are these … children?” she demanded, her eyes flicking to the rifle in Joe’s hands. Quickly he placed it on the floor and stepped away.

         “It’s Kara and Joe,” Nate said. “The ones who… The ones I…” He looked at Kara with pleading eyes. “Just let the big guy go, I promise I can explain.”

         The tattooed Mariner lay prone, red bubbles breaking on his lips. Kara glared at him then she got to her feet, facing Nate. “Go on, then,” she said. “Explain to me why you’re trying to free John Cortez.”

         “We’re not freeing him,” Nate insisted. “It’s not like that. We’re just taking him away.”

         “Away?” Kara asked. “Away where?”

         “To the Neptune first,” Nate said. “Then back to Frisco. He needs to answer for what he’s done.”

         “That’s why he’s in here!” Kara objected. “He’s going to be tried and punished.”

         “But he’s not safe,” Nate insisted. “I mean, he’s not 26secure. As we’ve literally just proved. My aunt Sedna can explain it better than I can – if you come with us to the Neptune she’ll convince you that—”

         “No!” Kara shouted. “I’m not going anywhere with you, and neither is Cortez.”

         “Friends, please. You mustn’t fight over me.”

         Joe looked up, his heart thumping. The cell door was swinging open, the lock dropping in pieces to the stone floor. John Cortez had grown painfully thin since they last saw him, his ice-blue eyes sunken into his narrow, watchful face. Between his fingers were ragged flaps of skin, the remains of the webbing he’d had surgically attached to his hands.

         “Don’t move,” the closest Mariner said, turning her pistol on Cortez. “Not one step.”

         “But what is all this?” he asked. “I thought you’d come to kill me, but then you started yelling at each other.”

         “They’ve come to take you home,” Kara said spitefully. “To a nice little cell back in Mariner country, where you’ll be warm and cosy and—”

         “It’s not like that,” Nate snapped. “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Kara. We’re taking him, it’s been agreed.”

         “Agreed by who?” Kara demanded. “I didn’t agree.”

         “You’re right.” Cortez smiled at her. “I’m perfectly 27fine where I am.”

         “Shut up!” Nate and Kara snapped simultaneously, then the boy shook his head.

         “Look, there’s two choices,” Nate said. “You can either put up a fight and lose, and watch us take him. Or you can come with us and, I promise, my aunt will tell you exactly what’s going on.”

         “I think he’s right,” Joe put in, bracing himself for Kara’s anger. “I mean, they’ve got guns and we haven’t. But we should go along and find out what it’s all about. Shouldn’t we?”

         Kara seethed silently, grinding her teeth. “Fine,” she said. “But it had better be good.”
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            The Prisoner

         

         The Neptune was moored a mile south of the Wall, in the vast concrete wilderness they called the Badlands. The great ship lay in a shallow harbour between two fallen tower blocks, looking from a distance like just another large, steel-sided tanker. But Kara knew there was much more to it – the Neptune was an Ark, a floating town, home to over three thousand Mariners.

         Nate and his companions had used an inflatable dinghy to transport Kara, Joe and their manacled prisoner back across the flooded city to the breach in the Wall, where more Mariners were waiting for them. They’d scaled the colossal rubble heap where the Houses of Parliament once stood, finding a small boat waiting on the far side. Now they were climbing a steel gangway to the Ark’s foredeck, where a diminutive, grey-haired woman stood 29leaning on a driftwood walking stick.

         “Hello, John,” she said as Cortez was shoved up the steps towards her. “You’ve been busy since I saw you last.”

         “Councillor Sedna Weaver,” Cortez said, his lip curling. “The boy says I have you to thank for breaking me out of that mudfoot sinkhole.”

         “Well, don’t think you’ll have an easier time of it with me,” the old woman replied. “You’re going in the brig until we reach Frisco, then I’ve asked the warden of Alcatraz to pick out a particularly damp and gloomy cell for you.”

         Cortez sighed, shaking his head. “We were on the same side once, you and I. What happened?”

         She laughed coldly. “You became a mass murderer. Take him away.”

         The tattooed Mariner seized Cortez by the collar, hauling him into the ship. Kara watched him go, wondering if it was for the last time.

         “Aunt Sedna,” Nate said, taking the old woman’s arm. “Meet Kara and Joe. Guys, this is my great-aunt. She came all this way to get me.”

         Sedna smiled fondly, creases forming around her eyes. “I didn’t come just for you, Nate. I’m here for this old Ark, too. You’ve both been away too long.” She clapped a hand on the Neptune’s railing. “And of course I came for 30John. He always did have a tendency to take things too far.”

         “You can’t have him,” Kara said. “He’s our prisoner – he belongs to the Shanties. You’ve got no right.”

         “I gave them the right,” a voice said, and Kara turned. A red-haired figure stepped from an open hatchway, crossing towards them. Ella King had been a schoolteacher, but after the battle she’d taken charge of the relief effort and saved countless lives. When she put herself forward for the post of prime minister there was never any doubt she’d win. She was one of the few people Kara trusted – or at least, she had been. “I called off the guards. I let the Mariners take Cortez.”

         “But why?” Kara spluttered. “He needs to be punished. I thought that’s what you wanted.”

         “He will be,” Miss Ella said. “Councillor Sedna has assured me of that. But she also told me why we can’t possibly keep him here. Cortez’s old network is still active. If they made a concerted effort to free him, we wouldn’t have the resources to stop them.”

         “John Cortez has questions to answer,” Sedna told them, gesturing between the buildings to the breach in the Wall. “The attack on your Shanties didn’t happen by accident, Kara. It was years in the planning. Cortez had help. He had funding. Someone stole that submarine 31from our dockyards and gave it to him. If I can find out who, I can bring them to justice.

         “There is a rift growing between my people,” she went on, her face darkening. “The Mariners have always been divided; between the isolationists who believe that our own needs must always come first, and those like myself who feel that we’re part of this world and we ought to be working for the benefit of everyone in it. But Cortez and his followers are more extreme than either. They believe the Mariner way is the only way, that we should force it on others whether they want it or not. Our only chance to root out this poison is to put their leader on trial, to expose John Cortez’s lies.”

         “I don’t know you,” Kara said. “How do I know you aren’t secretly on his side?”

         “Kara, she’s my aunt,” Nate said, offended. “You trust me, don’t you?”

         “I did, until you broke a terrorist out of jail.”

         Nate reddened, and Kara sighed apologetically. “Of course I trust you,” she assured him. “And I want to trust your aunt too. But how do you know Cortez will be safer with you? How do you know there aren’t some of his people on this ship right now, waiting for their chance to free him?”

         “Um, we could go too,” said a small voice, and everyone 32looked down. Joe blushed as his eyes met Kara’s. “That way you could keep an eye on Cortez all the time. Make sure he stays locked up.”

         Kara felt her heart thump. For a moment she was lost for words.

         “It’d be fine with me,” Sedna told them. “It might even be a good thing. Kara could appear before the Council, make another one of her speeches. Put a human face to the suffering Cortez caused, maybe even convince them to send more aid to the Shanties.”

         “But this is my home,” Kara said, looking desperately at Miss Ella. “I’m needed here. Aren’t I?”

         The teacher pursed her lips. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Kara, but not really. You’ve done your bit for the Shanties. And you know, there’s going to be a giant uproar when I tell our people I let the Mariners take Cortez away. If I could tell them I sent you along to watch over him…”

         Joe reached for Kara’s hand. “It could be good for you, too. For us, I mean,” he added quickly. “So many bad things happened here, it could help us forget about them. You did say we’d leave when the time was right. Maybe it’s right now.”

         Kara felt her stomach churn, acid burning in the back of her mouth. She knew what Joe was getting at – she hadn’t been herself lately. She’d been angry, bitter, 33frustrated. Was he right, could leaving the Shanties really be the answer?

         She thought about what Sedna had said, that she could get more aid for her people. They desperately needed it – trade had dropped off almost completely since the City flooded, and starvation rates were rising. And if she could keep track of Cortez, too…

         “I don’t think I have a choice,” she said, and Joe breathed a sigh of relief.

         Miss Ella smiled, and Sedna nodded thoughtfully. Nate’s grin was so wide his jaw was practically unhinged. “It’s going to be so amazing,” he said. “I can show you all the best places – we’ll have so much fun you won’t ever want to go home.”

         He spread his arms like he was going to hug her, but Kara backed away. “This isn’t about having fun,” she said sharply. “I’m going for the Shanties, and for Cortez. Not for a holiday.”

         And she turned and marched away across the deck.

         
             

         

         Kara stood at a high railing as the Neptune moved off, feeling the Ark’s massive turbines rumbling beneath her. Miss Ella had departed some time before, climbing into a small dinghy and heading back towards the harbour. The Shanties were a shrinking haze on the dark water, 34and she wondered how long it would be before she saw her home again.

         She shouldn’t have snapped at Nate, she knew that. He cared about her – a little too much, perhaps, but there was nothing she could do about that. She wondered if there’d ever come a time when she was free to just live her own life and not worry about what anyone else wanted. Even Joe felt like a burden sometimes, however much she loved him.

         She looked down at her split knuckles, remembering how she’d launched herself at the tall Mariner, ignoring his size and his strength as fury overwhelmed her. It was a scary feeling, but not an unfamiliar one. It was as though there was an angry force inside her, just below the surface, ready to rise up and overwhelm her if she let it. She wondered if this was how it started for Cortez, that he got so bitter at the world that he just stopped caring about the consequences of his actions.

         But would going to Frisco make that feeling better, or worse? Perhaps Joe was right, perhaps staying in the Shanties was making them both miserable. Everywhere she went there were ghosts of the past, echoes of the choices she’d made. She’d almost let Cortez burn to death that night on the submarine, and the memory of it haunted her. And sometimes she wished she had, and 35that haunted her even more.

         “They said you were on board,” a voice echoed suddenly from the dark. “I didn’t believe it.”

         Kara turned to see a girl in a blue uniform approaching across the deck, her hands clasped in front of her. To her surprise, she found herself smiling. Cane had been her enemy once, but in the end Cortez’s daughter had stepped up and done the right thing. They’d both been through so much; if anyone understood how Kara was feeling, perhaps it was her.

         “I didn’t know you were still here,” Kara said. “In the Shanties, I mean. I assumed you’d left when they took away the rest of your father’s people.”

         Cane blushed. “They asked, but I didn’t want to go. I’ve been helping out in a school near Stratford Ponds. Miss Ella set it up and I … I asked her not to tell you. I just wanted to be left alone.”

         Kara turned this over in her mind. Maybe it made sense, after everything that had happened. “But now you’re going home.”

         “I didn’t have a choice. Councillor Sedna wants me to give evidence to her committee.”

         Kara laughed. “You sound thrilled.”

         “I don’t really know what to expect,” Cane admitted. “My grandmother, my cousins, they were big supporters 36of my father. I’m worried how they’ll react when they see me. The family traitor.”

         “But you’re not a traitor,” Kara insisted. “You stopped things from getting a lot worse.”

         “That won’t be how they see it. I turned against him, that’s all they know.”

         “So you’ll set them straight,” Kara said. “You’ll tell them what really happened. Come on, you know what’s right and what’s wrong. Maybe they’ll try to tell you otherwise but you’re tough, you can handle it.”

         Cane blushed. “Th-thanks,” she said. “From you, that means a lot.”

         They were clear of the buildings now, and looking over the railing Kara saw a pair of huge hatches sliding open in the side of the ship. From these openings the Disc unfolded, rubbery blue material rolling out like the world’s biggest carpet. Mariners strode out, attaching the edges of the Disc to a ring of steel cables that swung down from overhead. The mighty raft snapped taut, riding the waves as the Neptune plied its way into the Atlantic.

         Kara sighed. “You know, I swore to myself I’d stay away from Mariners from now on. I just wanted to live a quiet life, keep my head down and be a normal person.”

         Cane laughed out loud. “I’m sorry. But Kara, you couldn’t be a normal person if you tried.”
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