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For my fellow Pathans.


We too are worthy of taking the helm.
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EYSTUROY, THE FAROE ISLANDS, NORTH ATLANTIC OCEAN



Hope had abandoned them to the wrath of all the waters.


The great Old World floods had done more than exile humanity to the depths of the oceanic abyss. They had also ravaged humankind of all faith and, like expiring pockets of air, sucked out any belief they would ever again live in peace.


How else could it be explained?


Ari sat deadly still, copper-skinned knuckles frozen around the submersible’s controls. The air had left his lungs; a rock, more jagged and leaden than the surrounding submerged mountains, formed inside his chest and thrust up into his throat. His eyes flickered as he absorbed the shifting deep around him.


The ocean was on fire.


They faced a tsunami of mighty vessels. Savage. More ferocious than a battery of starving barracuda. Powerful current producers, lasers, and explosives shot and rippled in every direction from the vessels’ stocky underbellies. All around, the water wrinkled as merciless weaponry pinned his people’s crafts in spheres of contained pressure. The vessels exploded before his eyes. Waves unfurled and rocked his sub. And still, he could not move.


Here, where harsh winds ravaged the ocean’s surface hundreds of feet above them, where the North Atlantic Ocean skirmished with the winding Norwegian Sea, the hostile environment had mostly protected the people of Eysturoy from them. The location had been chosen for the surrounding high ridges that shielded his community from the most perilous elements. Its wild and rugged terrain, always reduced to a dense darkness at the first sign of trouble, was often enough to deter the predatory fiends who’d annihilate his people in a fierce heartbeat.


But the adverse surroundings had proven no obstacle for the beasts today.


Huge beams floodlit the area as the hostile intruders highlighted the precipitous landscape. The revealing light accentuated every cliff, and lower down it snuck behind rooftops sitting on the submerged plateau, exposing the inhabitants. Family, friends, neighbors.


Ari peered into the vast and seething swells of the sea where the unbearable cost of the human and Anthropoid clash already drifted aimlessly within its rolling waves. Bodies. People he knew. Lance—the gentlest of all his friends. Gone.


His father’s words were merely an echo now: Trust in the community’s defenses, son. Do not leave the home—never let anger get the better of you. And his recent threat: This is your final warning, Ari. Put yourself at risk again and I will send you to Gideon’s in London.


So he was supposed to let matters continue as they were? Accept the losses?


Lance. His insides lurched. He bared his teeth and his nostrils flared.


Why must they hide? They were always cowering in the dark hoping they weren’t discovered. Why not blow the enemy’s crafts apart, feed their bodies to the great whites?


He blinked and swallowed, his breathing raspy now. A heat burned its way through his insides, inflaming his loss. His desperation. His hands shifted on the controls.


Ari charged headlong into hell.














Omnia mutantur, nos et mutamur in illis
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All things change, and we change with them















CHAPTER ONE



LONDON, CHRISTMAS DAY, 2099


The Old World Heritage Society demands a respectful distance be kept from all revered ancient London sites. This respect can take a deep dive into one of those endless chasms in the wild because honestly, I just don’t understand what’s so sacred about ruins.


I turn down the blaring punk rock music ricocheting off the submersible’s interior and peer into the murky green-gray depths once more for any hint of a watchful Eyeball; the tiny spherical cameras could be anywhere. The current looks clear. I steer past the fluorescent face of Big Ben and edge closer to the center of the former Houses of Parliament, toward the soft illumination of the Memorial Candle. A small number of patterned rabbitfish remain transfixed by the commemorative shaft of light. A traditional reminder of the looming anniversary, the lilac ray beams up through the city’s waters as far as the eye can see.


God, how I love staring at it every year.


Sometimes the Memorial Candle is all of humankind echoing up through layer after layer of current and wave and pressure, breaking through the liquid skin of the surface and reminding the universe: Hey, we’re still alive, still going down here! Other times the glow is a greeting across forever, a trillion Old World hugs and laughter and memories and dreams reaching down through the ages, lighting our way.


Sixty-five years tomorrow. Only sixty-five years ago all of this was air, not water. Like, there was nothing all around. Nothing in between structures, below people, or above their heads. Humanity carried on outside as if they were safely inside. Imagine being out in the open without the security of the water, exposed to the whole universe like that? Surreal.


My Bracelet flashes. I check the caller ID on the plain flexi-band around my wrist. “Accept.”


Theo’s holographic face materializes above my Bracelet, his smile reaching his pale-blue eyes. “You on your way, Leyla? There’s a money pot with your name on it. We have a clear window—pair of Eyeballs passed by not ten minutes ago, so we’re good for another hour. You’d think they’d take Christmas Day off, but nope.”


The money pot. I straighten, pushing my shoulders back. I really, really need it. Being a driving instructor doesn’t pay nearly enough, and if I get the reply I’m waiting on, then I’ll need every penny of the pot. I have to win today’s sprint.


As if he’s guessed what I’m thinking, Theo nods. “You’ve got this, I know it. And I know you don’t want to borrow, but—”


“Hey, I’m fine, really I am. But thanks. On my way now.”


“Great, we’re all gathered by the bridge. Everyone’s here. And, erm, Tabby’s getting, you know, ‘impatient.’ Ouch, Tabs!”


His twin sister’s face squeezes into the frame, with Tabby rolling her piercing blue eyes. “Ignore him, Leyla. Hmm, bet you’re out by the Memorial Candle, all lost at sea again and—”


“Oi,” Theo says. “Just cos you’re a bot, doesn’t mean everyone is. Ouch!”


Every time Theo says “Ouch” I actually flinch as I grin; Tabby’s nails are always pointy and red, as if she’s drawn blood in the jab.


“I’ll be there in a minute,” I say. “And, Tabs, leave Theo alone!”


The Clash’s guitar riff resumes its rightful place at full decibel as I rise. The current is calm. I push the throttle all the way forward and hurtle toward Tower Bridge and my friends.


Light from the countless solar spheres a thousand feet up on the ocean’s surface highlights the watery depths. Beneath me, early morning London is a giant interlocking puzzle of domed titanium buildings interspersed with acrylic transport tunnels—all shadowy shapes and misty lights. The inky body of the Thames passes by, the memory of a river. Londoners feel attached to the legendary trail of deeper water, and its former banks are kept perennially lit. The city glimmers around me. Festive and commemorative signs are everywhere.


I approach Tower Bridge where the sprint will begin.


The sight of the bridge always lifts my spirits. I’ve spent more time hanging out here with the twins than any other location in London, our grouped subs giving the adults plenty to moan about.


Rapid movement near the Tower of London to my left catches my eye and I squint: Is someone watching me? But it’s just a glistening oarfish slipping out of one of the upper windows of the White Tower. The creature panics, heading straight into the crab-like machines laboring on the tower’s moss-ridden walls, before its flat silver body dives out of sight. I dip and zoom through the construction’s middle, seaweed hanging off every remaining part of the smashed-up bridge deck, and spot the other subs waiting for me.


The twins are in their blue twin-seated craft, a joint seventeenth birthday present given to them earlier this year. I can just about make out their faces. Even in this murky environment, their platinum-blond hair is clearly visible, and the world is instantly that much brighter.


I peer at my competition. Eight subs of various sizes and models—all the usual contenders. I mustn’t underestimate Malik; he’s been paying me for lessons, and he’s getting faster every week. We each chip in with the money pot, and the winner takes it all. Losing always hurts, because I know the coming week will be tough minus my contribution to the prize pot. I used to sprint solely for the thrills, but things are different now. And this week’s festive pot is much bigger than usual.


“All right, let’s do this.” Keung, contender and organizer, addresses us all via group broadcast. “The check-in cars are ready and waiting. Stop points are: St. Paul’s, Clio House on Trafalgar Square, and finally, the Island Housing Project. Usual rules apply—anyone misses a single check-in and the sprint is forfeit for them, et cetera, et cetera. Theo’s monitored the route for Eyeballs, and we should be all right for traffic violations for the next hour. Any questions?”


None. We move to line up at the walkway of the bridge. I give everything the once-over.


“Okay… Ready?” Keung asks.


Here we go. As usual, I’m driving Tabby’s compact but powerful single-seated scarlet number. The cockpit offers a 360-degree scope of my surroundings. Perfect. The more I can see, the safer I am. I hope. I scan once more for the telltale blip of an Eyeball hovering in the depths, despite Theo’s assurance. I can’t afford a traffic violation; three of those and my driving instructor’s permit is revoked. Thankfully he’s never wrong, though, and there’s no sign of the titanium spheres.


Theo’s a technical whiz kid and will happily spend entire weeks fiddling around with the bits on the huge table in his room. It’d drive me up the walls if I didn’t get out into the waters regularly. He’s studied the Eyeballs, recording the exact routes and shifts of the remote cameras.


“And in three… two… one… GO!”


The vessels move. The water churns and heaves, and my sub sways. Bismillah. I glance below, push forward on the joystick, and dive until I’m just above the enormous solar-fuel storage pipes. Phosphorous fibers are strewn over them, the celebratory illuminated strands mingling with the green algae worlds inhabiting their surfaces.


The music resumes with an album from the last decade, and I race toward St. Paul’s, climbing, falling, and swerving in time to the beat. My mood soars, my heart expands.


I hurtle over a colossal protein plant before whizzing above rows of obsolete rooftops jutting out from the ground like Old World gravestones. The brilliant white light of the tall streetlamps illuminates the shadowy grid of streets like ancient moonlight from forgotten skies.


St. Paul’s looms into view. The check-in car hovers above the cathedral, its lights on the antiquated landmark’s partial dome, and a humongous halibut descends inside via the open roof. The destruction was the result of an Anthropoid attack two decades ago—one of the terrorists’ most brutal. I flash until the car acknowledges my attendance. Lights appear in the block of flats next door, the cube-like resin-and-acrylic structure blinking into life. London’s waking up.


I tear away in the direction of Trafalgar Square and zoom through street after street, passing block after block, over all the ruin and decay and life of the city’s seabed.


My biggest weakness when racing is I’m easily distracted. It’s maddening. A sight here or there and my thoughts drift and I’m lost at sea, as Tabs puts it. Not good.


Traffic’s still at a bare minimum this early, only the odd craft around. I get to Clio House in record time. The giant construction is Great Britain’s largest historical-reenactment hall yet, but I prefer the twins’ Holozone; it’s more private and we never have to dress up. I check in and move on.


A quick glance and there’s a car way behind me, its lights low. It might not be a contender, but I can’t take any chances, not today. There’s a flash of illumination below as the first Underground train of the day whooshes through the transparent tunnel, startling the nearby creatures as usual. I dip toward it, skimming the debris on the ocean floor. The corroded skeleton of a bus thickly carpeted with moss and a telephone box trapped under an enormous statue—a man riding some kind of animal—lie coated in breadcrumb sponge. Both have attracted a group of inquisitive herring. I press on.


Last check-in now. I head straight for the towering shadows of the Island Housing Project. The lofty housing looms ahead.


The towers were built to reach out above the waterline after the floods, part of another failed global initiative. Scientists hadn’t foreseen the devastating levels the water would finally settle at, and the housing was fully submerged—now with no connection whatsoever to the world above.


The check-in car’s waiting by one of the rooftops. The whole roof is witness to Old World hope, rigged with all manner of survival resources, including a helipad. I hurtle away, headed straight back for the twins at Tower Bridge. A glimmering shoal of salmon split and dart out of the sub’s way, flickering in unison. My eyes narrow as the water ahead clears. I stiffen.


It wasn’t the sub that caused the salmon to scatter.


A bulky shadow rises from the depths, pausing in front of me.


My pulse races. It’s oily black and as wide as the sub. I don’t recognize it, which means it could be anything. It turns its head and swims straight for me. Two narrow milky-white slits for eyes stare as it advances. What the—


I swerve, gripping the throttle and joystick tight, and luckily miss the animal by inches. But the turn is too sharp, and the sub lurches before spinning out of control. I take deep breaths as I counter the spinning by repositioning the wings.


I mustn’t let the panic win. I’m safe. I’m at home, in London. This isn’t the wild, and there’s nothing to fear.


At last the whirling slows down, enough for me to notice the creature’s shadow slinking away back into the depths. I shudder. Movement ahead catches my eye and a circular yellow sub speeds past me, toward Tower Bridge. Malik. No.


I push the throttle all the way forward, pull back on the joystick, and climb waves that have turned choppier. Come on. I see the bridge, its pulsing lights beckoning me. Malik is directly below me now, racing toward it. I head into a forty-five-degree dive at full speed. I hold my breath. Come on, come on… Malik is fast.


But I’m faster. I pass his sub and keep pushing forward as I level. Please let me be the first. My eyes scan the scene, spotting only the twins’ craft. I lean right, soaring over the bridge and working my lights like mad. My Bracelet flashes, the twins’ voices bursting into the sub.


“You did it!”


Yes. My shoulders relax. If the solicitor’s firm gets back with a yes—please, God—then the money’s as good as spent, and I’d have been in trouble without it.


I run a diagnostics and the sub’s fine. Phew. And I know I didn’t hit the creature, thank goodness. I should spend more time on practicing stabilizing the sub when it whirlpools like that. Conquer that panic somehow. A freefall. It’s the only way.


No. I’m never, ever trying a freefall again. One terminated attempt months ago was enough terror for a lifetime.


As we wait for everyone to finish, the twins and I finalize plans for when I join them later this morning. The idea is mostly to feast, play endless games in the Holozone, and watch the live draw for the London Submersible Marathon—the annual obstacle race through the capital.


The arduous course is a big deal—huge. But there are only a hundred places, so nobody really expects to land one. Imagine having the chance to race an obstacle course as big and dramatic as the London Marathon! To ensure the actual route itself remains a secret, additional race boundaries are randomly installed throughout the city, and every year the exact obstacles and challenges are always concealed, too. It’s an incredibly tough undertaking. Thrilling, but seriously demanding.


“Enjoy this morning with your family, won’t you, Leyla?” Theo says.


My insides do this wild flip thing as I remember I’m this close now to the best present ever—some real McQueen family time—and I can’t stop grinning as I head home.


I speed up once more, belting out the lyrics to the ’20s pop-rock playing. At last I steer onto Bankside, slowing down as I pass my long block of flats. The one-story basic construction isn’t much to look at but remains watertight—I’m lucky. I do a quick scan of the immediate area to ensure there are no vessels lurking in the shadows today.


The sub grinds to a halt by my own bay on the parking wall, and I dip its nose into position, maneuvering until I hear it lock into place. The vehicle’s seal emerges from around the edges of its body, a large oval shape of robust, watertight material extending to meet the seal surrounding the dock. I shift around in the seat, my smile wide. I’m this close now. With the seals joined and the vessel safely locked and watertight, any trapped water is sucked out. The craft’s dome then slides back just as the hatch to the building releases, granting me access. I unbuckle and jump down into the compact space. Once the exterior door is secure again behind me, the interior hatch is released and I rush through into the long and gloomy corridor.


Covering my nose to block out the wretched damp, I sprint along the resin floor, passing rows of gray metal doors on either side. The pale-blue walls are full of cracks, the paint chipped, and blotchy mold spreads in all directions.


Soon as I gain entry to the flat, Jojo leaps around, wagging her tail. “It’s almost time, baby.” I shed my jacket and pet the Maltese pup.


I bounce on my toes in the narrow hallway outside the lounge, catching my breath. Any second now. Jojo’s too intrigued to remain still. The fluffy white puppy circles my legs, only taking a break to watch the thin lounge door with her ears cocked.


Heavenly notes rise from behind the door, melodies of Christmases past. Jojo takes a step back, her brown eyes fixed on the entry. I scoop her up and take a deep breath.


It’s time.


The door slides open. I step into the compact room and my hand flies to my mouth, fathoms of warmth spreading inside me. Jojo leaps down, wagging her tail and jumping around, but I can only focus on one thrilling sight.


Papa stands by the expansive window.


“Salaam, Pickle! So what do you think?” He smiles his usual lopsided smile, his bright hazel eyes twinkling. He points at the faded-red festive jumper he’s wearing.


My pulse races; I stare, unblinking. “Salaam, Papa. I… I think it looks pretty fab.” Warmth flushes my cheeks.


The “festive” design he’s wearing is actually a map of some far-flung solar system that fascinates my papa with its remoteness and possibilities. All the colorful planetary spheres look like baubles, though, and over time it’s become his “Christmas” jumper. It was a gift from Mama, before I was even born.


I should say something, but I watch, speechless, my smile wide.


“There’s my little queen.”


I turn toward the soft voice. My petite mama stands by the far wall, beside the towering turquoise vase she painted for Papa, smiling with arms outstretched.


“Come on, my beautiful gul—come give Mama your strongest hug. My little Leyla.”


“Salaam, Mama.” I move closer. I feel both light-headed and super awake at the same time. A comforting heat radiates from my chest and ripples throughout my body. Her green eyes, sand-colored skin, and lengthy ebony hair are seriously uncanny; we’re identical. My Kabuli peree, Papa always calls us—his fairies from Kabul.


Like always on special occasions, Mama’s wearing a traditional Afghan kameez. The vivid hues of the long, flowing dress seem to seep into the air around the room, instantly brightening the dreary space. An Old World rainbow after the rain. She tilts her face and smiles. Tiny beads dangling from the silver tika that sits on her forehead dance with the movement.


“You want to do the honors, Pickle?” Papa winks.


I might cry as I dart to the cabinet, careful as I pull out the most brilliant snow globe ever. It’s a McQueen family tradition to bring it out on special occasions. I hold it high for them both to see, and Papa’s face especially lights up. I cup the globe’s smooth surface.


These small-scale spectacles, mostly of the Old World, are avidly collected. The more ancient the scene inside, the dearer the cost. Sometimes it’s a row of houses on a bustling street, a hillside with trees and flowers, or a busy children’s playground.


I prefer the less desired watery scenes.


I shake the globe and catch my breath. Tiny rainbow fish and sparkly jellyfish bob in the turquoise ocean around an inviting submarine, a warm glow emanating from its windows. It’s so utterly perfect. A whole world right here in my hands.


The Christmas carol ends, and a favorite festive song replaces it, loud and merry. I laugh, setting the globe down as I nod along to the music. Everything is heavenly. I might burst any second now. It’s too much. Could joy actually bubble over and spill out? God, I hope not, because I want this sensation to last forever. I break into dance moves, shaking my body on the spot beside an excited Jojo. Papa chuckles. Mama smiles.


I beam. They both look so happy. My skin tingles. It’s all sheer magic. I’d never expected to feel this good.


The melody resounds in the small space. “Are you waiting for the family to arrive-rive-rive-rive—”


I stop mid-twirl as the song falters.


“Are you sure youuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu…”


Jojo growls at the harsh electronic notes. I clutch my stomach. My eyes widen; I spin around to Papa. He’s talking, but the words are indistinguishable.


He flickers into vivid colored lines.


Then he’s gone.


“No! No, no, no…” A sudden coldness spreads inside. I turn to Mama.


There’s no one there.


“No, not yet, it’s too soon. Please.”


Jojo stops barking and stands still. It’s dark and quiet. I blink rapidly to cut short the prickly sensation at the back of my eyes and try to swallow past the ache in my throat. The weight of my chest will crush me. The water outside causes rippled, ghostly shadows on the moldy walls. The auxiliary lighting comes on and casts a thick gloom over the still lounge.


I’m alone.















CHAPTER TWO



I press my face against the window in the dimmed lounge and stare out into the patchy darkness. Jojo, cradled in my arms, whines.


“Hey, no need to feel afraid, you daft mutt,” I whisper, trying to swallow away the lump in my throat. “It’s only a power cut. I’ve got you now, baby. Everything will be all right, you’ll see.” I kiss her on her button nose.


I glance over at the far wall again. I’ll be lucky if I hear from the solicitors today; it’s Christmas Day, after all. But there’s a small chance, and I pray the power cut is a short one.


I pull the colorful blanket closer around us both, Papa’s light citrus-and-herby scent still very much present in its threads. I spent months crocheting the bright squares from various unwanted woolens. Papa insisted it was the best Eid present he ever received. My chest tightens.


Of all the moments for the power to fail, curse it. It had taken Theo days to perfect the clips once he unearthed them from Papa’s album files, to ensure both cuts would look like one real scene. Still, it was only a projection. To think I’d secretly entertained the idea Papa might actually come home this morning—a compassionate release by the authorities.


I hang my head. Mama’s spirited laugh from the footage plays in my mind. I was only three when it was recorded, so I can’t recall the actual memory. I take a deep breath. “God bless you, Mama. Rest in peace.” Mama suddenly passed away in her sleep a year after that recording.


“Hang in there, Papa, wherever you are,” I whisper, placing my hand on the window and fixing my gaze on the familiar unknown stretched out before me. Detained in a facility in London is all I’ve been told of his whereabouts. Somewhere out there in the city, in its obscure and cloudy expanse, is my whole life. The routine ache pulls at me, tugging away at my insides and latching on to every thought. His absence is unbearable.


I tap my feet and glance over at the far wall again. Come on.


White emergency lighting beams through the green-blue of the early morning waters that stretch high above me. A lengthy form shoots past, startling Jojo. She tucks her head into my jumper. The shape slows down. An eel. It wriggles against the window and swims away, rising to follow the taillights of a four-manned security sub. All around the water fluorescent and phosphorous lights flash by as a mixture of police, ambulance, and structural integrity vehicles speed past.


“Looks serious, Jojo.” I nuzzle the puppy, trying to ignore the obvious dread: Could the power cut be Anthropoid related?


A large Newsbot—resembling a sphere of crushed wreckage and blipping lights—whizzes by the window. Moments later a number of them, each bearing the logos of various news stations, race through the waves trailing the vehicles. It’s serious, then.


A ping sounds as the power returns, and the dim auxiliary lighting in the room is replaced with sharp illumination. The communications wall of the lounge flickers back to life, information tailored to my interests displayed across its surface. Yes.


In the kitchen I command the Tea-lady on and hurry back to the wall with a steaming cup of kahwah. A calming blend of saffron, cinnamon, and cardamom fills the air.


An alert pops up: I’ve not paid my monthly Explorers Fund installment. I bring up my bank balance, pulling a face as I check it. I wave the alert away and skim each message as I dress Jojo.


The Landrovers are up to their usual scams and are “this close to discovering legendary dry land,” if only they have my “regular financial support.” I scowl. Yes, quick as you can, five hundred pounds and Bob’s your uncle: dry land.


Firstly, there’s no dry land up there—only a few mountain peaks. Secondly, discovering dry land wouldn’t even begin to solve my problem.


There’s another alert from the authorities demanding I end the constant petitioning and complaints regarding Papa’s arrest. Not bloody likely.


I throw my hands up as I reach the end of the morning’s post. There’s no message from the solicitor.


“Jeeves?” I call out to activate the Housekeeper.


“Good morning, Miss Leyla. How may I assist you today?” The voice coming from my far wall never changes, as people find it familiar and reassuring.


“Jeeves, a file was playing this morning when the power went out. Is it possible to replay it?”


Jojo’s already trying everything she can think of to shed her festive outfit.


“I am sorry, Miss Leyla, but the power cut destroyed the file. Anything else I can help you with?”


I’ll never get to watch the whole thing now. I swallow past the disappointment. “What caused the power failure? I want to pay some Christmas visits—the twins and Grandpa. Has the power cut affected my routes?”


Jojo gives a triumphant yelp as her festive hat rolls off her head. She catches me glaring and scampers.


“Miss Leyla, the power cut was due to an incident in Marylebone. Although authorities initially suspected foul play, emergency services now report an earthquake as the cause. Your intended journeys are not affected by the subsequent travel restrictions. Would you like me to order you a cab?”


Foul play. I gulp. The Anthropoids can go back to whichever hell they came from.


They’re artificially designed humans. They were created by desperate Old World scientists to breathe freely underwater, bear massive pressures, and possess great strength—all so they could help the survivors after the disaster when machines wouldn’t be enough. But instead they developed heightened levels of rage and loathing, bloodthirst and barbarity. And they turned on us.


Their sole aim is to destroy. They’re incredibly sly. In the water a genetically designed transformation takes place. The layer of skin acting as gills is an undetectable permeable design—making them even more dangerous to us. They’ve proven a truly terrifying mistake that humans have been paying for ever since.


Only last year one of them seized the opportunity to take innocent lives when a submersible caught in an earthquake hit trouble. Instead of aiding the family of four, an Eyeball caught the Anthropoid using specialized tools to cause vehicular damage. Within moments the sub’s body had been pierced, and by all accounts the family inside succumbed to the pressure before the water had even filled the vessel.


If it weren’t for Prime Minister Gladstone’s relentless efforts to find and stop the Anthropoids, many more lives would be lost to the deadly creatures. As if the natural environment isn’t enough of a threat already every time we’re out there.


“No need for a cab, Jeeves, I have Tabby’s sub. Have you run today’s search of Papa’s files? I submitted what you’ll be looking out for.”


“I have indeed, and nothing to report, Miss Leyla. Anything else?”


I sigh. “Keep running the daily scans, please.”


There has to be something in them that can help prove Papa’s innocence—even though the connections I ask Jeeves to look out for have become increasingly vague. It’s been three whole months since Papa’s arrest, and I’ve found nothing to shed any light on the vile accusations against him.


I pass by a now stark naked and contented Jojo. “Oi, you muppet. I’ll have to dress you on the way there now. Try and be good today, Jojo!” The puppy hangs her head, before jumping into the hammock Papa made for her and swinging away. “Oh no you don’t, you lazy sod. We’re headed out to the twins’ in a minute.”


Not many people own real pets. They’re as expensive as antiques. I’m incredibly lucky. Jojo was a gift from someone Papa helped a couple of years ago when their substandard property started showing signs of pressure damage. Papa lent them what little money we had, for a deposit toward a safer dwelling. It’s one thing replacing a virtual pet—that’s heartbreaking enough. Losing a real one’s unimaginable.


My Bracelet flashes: Gramps! I transfer the call to the far wall, and Grandpa’s face fills the space. Jojo wags her tail at the sight of him and he chuckles, his light-green eyes almost disappearing between the heavy bags beneath and the bushy gray eyebrows shading them.


I move closer. “Salaam, Gramps! Everything all right?” I narrow my eyes. “You look paler than usual.”


“Shalom, child. And nonsense, I feel as fit as a fiddle!”


Grandpa moves back from his own communications wall so I can see him in his study. He lifts his cane and performs a brief and woeful jig meant to pacify me but succeeds only in worrying me further. I stare at his beloved, weathered face. Within a fortnight of Papa’s arrest, Grandpa suffered a heart attack and still hasn’t fully recovered.


“As long as you’re eating properly, Gramps. Any drip-dry cupboards when I’m over this evening and you’ll be in serious bother.”


“That’s why I called, Queenie.” Grandpa drags a chair over and sits in front of the screen. He lowers his gaze. “The son of a good friend has stopped by, and I’m afraid I’ll be rather busy today. Could we meet up after he’s gone?”


“Oh, I see.… All right, but you must enjoy the day, Gramps, whatever you do.”


“I promise to. I’m sorry, child. I shall miss you, of course. You’ll still be busy, I hope?”


“Oh yes. Headed for the twins’ as soon as we’re ready.”


“Good, good.” Grandpa’s expression grows serious now, concern etched into his face. He smooths the gray-white jumble of hair on top of his head. “Remember, you promised you would stay alert out there.” He’s trying to keep his tone light, but his eyes cloud over. “You haven’t noticed anything else untoward, have you?”


On several occasions over the past few weeks I’ve had this feeling I’m being followed. Each time, I seem to catch the glimmer of a vessel’s lights just before they’re dimmed. Voicing my suspicions to Gramps was a bad idea, though. He rip-currented me by insisting I need someone to watch over me.


I most definitely do not.


“I told you, I can look after myself, Gramps. Please don’t worry. But… if I am being followed around, do you think it could be related to… you know—to Papa?”


Grandpa’s traumatized by Papa’s arrest. I can’t risk upsetting him by talking about it, and yet that day is the only thing I can think of whenever we chat.


None of it makes any sense. Grandpa was with Papa at the time; they’re both astronomers and worked together at the Bloomsbury laboratories. Police stormed the building and took Papa away. Despite Grandpa’s frail health, he’s worked tirelessly since, desperately trying to get some answers as to exactly which prison Papa’s being held in and how they can accuse him of such a terrible crime without a single shred of evidence. Why is the case “too sensitive to allow family and friends contact with him”? No, none of it makes any bloody sense at all.


Grandpa shifts around in the chair. “Anything is possible, child,” he says, his voice low. “If you do suspect someone is on your tail, head straight to a safe place. Please. You’re a smart scone, Queenie. You must remain careful.” He straightens, his gaze flitting around the room behind me. “I wish you would have a rethink about moving in with me, child. It would only be until your papa was back. But you shouldn’t be—”


“You know I love you, Gramps. But I can’t move in with anyone.” I wring my hands. “I’m really sorry. But it would just feel like I’m giving up on Papa. He’s going to return any day now, inshallah. In fact I’m waiting on a solicitor’s reply right this minute.”


Thank goodness I’m sixteen and have a choice. A month younger at the time of the arrest and I’d have been declared a ward of the state unless I moved in with friends or family. I need to stay focused on helping Papa, be here for when he returns.


Grandpa turns to the side, distracted. I think his visitor has entered the room. “I have to go now, Queenie. You must pop around soon as I’m free. Enjoy yourself at the Campbells’ and give that scallywag Jojo a big hug from me.”


I bite back my disappointment; another exchange that hasn’t revealed anything new about Papa’s situation. “Will do, Gramps. See you soon.”


The room is small anyway, but sometimes, like now, the walls really close in. I unfold a large canvas screen beside the album wall. Hanging inside the screen are all my cherished hand-drawn maps from over the years, Papa always budgeting to buy me the paper. They’re of all the waters around Great Britain.


I trace a little note pinned to one of the maps. I fished it out of Papa’s bin when I searched his room, looking for answers after the arrest. It’s just a work memo containing a few everyday reminders for himself and coordinates for Cambridge—Papa traveled all over for his work—but it’s handwritten, and seeing Papa’s handwriting comforts me. Besides, the authorities took most of his belongings and I’m not throwing away what’s left.


Movement on my wall catches my eye as an avatar pops up in the corner with a company logo: Dickens & Sons, Purveyors of Legal Advice & Services. The solicitors—finally!


I wave the message open. “Play.”


“Miss McQueen. Thank you for your enquiry regarding legal representation for Hashem McQueen. Unfortunately, we are unable to take on your father’s case. We advise you to continue with your search for suitable representation. In this ongoing climate, where our numbers continue to drop and our very survival is at risk, the charges of exploiting the seasickness by aiding and abetting citizen suicides are indeed grave. Good luck, and good day to you.”


What…? No way. I shake my head. “Reply.”


“Mr. Dickens,” I begin, “my papa is innocent. The police have made a terrible mistake. He never encouraged seasickness sufferers to take their own lives. He helped them wherever he could. There’s absolutely no evidence to back the accusations up—surely that counts for something? Please reconsider. You were my last hope. Whereabouts in London is my papa? Why won’t they let me visit him? Nobody’s arrested and then never heard from again. Please, help us.”


He never came home, I want to add. One day three months ago he went to work as usual but never returned. What’s going on? I swallow past the hard lump in my throat. My chest is suddenly constricted, my ribs like prison bars. I gulp for air. “Send.” The message disappears.


The grid of information on the communications wall dissolves. “Rule, Britannia” plays as the wall displays a picture of the Great Briton of the Day. The solemn voice begins:


“Today’s minute’s silence is in honor of the venerable William the Conqueror, who among other achievements compiled the Domesday Book. Inside its pages, time has been preserved forev—”


Oh, not now. “Sleep, Desktop.”


I rub my arms and then wrap them around me, staring into nothing. It’s true that the seasickness takes many lives. It’s a horrific disease the waters brought with them. It comes on slowly; you have to watch out for the signs. First, people stop talking about the future. It doesn’t seem to offer them anything anymore. Some will gladly go hungry just so they can spend that money buying Old World relics instead. Many start obsessively following the Explorers’ progress and can’t accept that an exact date for returning to the surface isn’t yet available. And then there’s the sadness that swallows sufferers whole. That’s when some take their own lives.


I know one thing for absolute certain, though: Papa helped any sufferers he encountered. He tried to give them hope. He knew hopelessness was at the core of the seasickness, and he always did everything he could do to instill optimism in everyone he ever knew.


I walk over to the window and gaze out at the shifting waters. How do I help Papa now? Dickens & Sons were my last legal hope.


A persistent shape, first far off and then drawing closer, teeters on the edge of my vision. I swing my gaze and gasp; Jojo leaps down from the hammock and darts over, straight into my arms. She remains still, totally transfixed.


A dolphin. It must be at least two meters long. I place my hand on the window. What does the creature feel like? If only I could touch it. It looks so happy and carefree.


Apparently most sea creatures had different natural habitats and patterns of migration before the disaster. Many are now attracted to the lights of vessels and buildings, but I’ve never known a dolphin to come this close before. It swims even closer. It’s a bottlenose, gliding effortlessly as if it is the water, as if a part of the ocean before us has taken form.


“Look, Jojo, it’s smiling at us,” I whisper.


The creature stops. It turns its head and follows whatever has caught its attention until it’s out of sight. I suck in a quick breath and slump against the window, welcoming the sudden lighthearted feeling.


Hope is all I have right now; it’s as unending as the oceans—and I must hold on to it.


I just need a miracle.















CHAPTER THREE



The stars twinkle above us; a midnight-blue sky that every so often rewards us with a shooting star. A gentle breeze whispers through the greenery, the moonlight casting a subtle incandescent glow. Everything about the scene is utterly magical.


“Camping” is so cozy, definitely my favorite of the Holozone programs. Jojo stays alert, gazing upward with a low growl. An owl’s hoot breaks the silence.


I reach for dessert, despite having eaten too much already. It’s early evening; I’ve been at the twins’ for hours, and Christmas dinner seems like ages ago. Luckily one of our favorite restaurants was moving through the area, and the blanket spread before us now bears an assortment of scrumptious sights and smells. I pile the plate with some mango pudding, a coconut bun, ice cream, and a banana fritter. Mmm. Theo grins at my hoard.


I raise my eyebrows. “All I know is, Ramadan’s for fasting—and all other occasions are for feasting. Also, do you have any idea how much running I had to do during Ripper’s Revels earlier? Ripper himself was after me! I’ve never played so many back-to-back games.”


“Lightweight.” Tabby grins, chewing on a juicy rib.


Theo leans forward for some jelly and cookies. “Reckon anyone from London will win a place this year?” he asks.


We’ve been chatting about the London Marathon for an hour now.


I shrug. “You never know; we did have a lot of northerners participating last year! Imagine… traveling through all that water to be here for the event.” I shudder.


Theo fixes his gaze on me. “Leyla, I was thinking… maybe you could join us next time we leave the city to—”


I shift, scowling. “Not this again, Theo.”


“Please,” he says. “Mum could make you papers in no time because you’d be traveling with us; no need to wait two years until you’re eighteen.”


I glare at him. “Why do you always have to bring this up? Crossing the borders can get stuffed. I’m not interested in the rest of the country, accept it.” They couldn’t pay me to venture out there in the wild. All the unknown spaces and creatures and endless dangers lurking everywhere. I wrap my arms around myself.


Tabby tilts her head to one side, her eyes narrow. “You can’t avoid leaving London forever, you know. And you’re missing out on so much, Leyla. You need to see all our hotels; the footage doesn’t do them justice. Theo’s got all kinds of tech wizardry going on.”


Vivian Campbell, the twins’ mother, took over the family hotel business after her husband’s untimely death two years ago, when the stretch of tunnel his train was traveling through collapsed. Each hotel is designed to mimic a specific Old World era, furnished in relics and memorabilia of the age. They’ve even become tourist spots in their own right. Theo’s only real interest in the family’s business is the high-tech illusions he lays on for the guests.


“And you’ve missed all my nationwide comps,” Tabby continues, lathering cream and jam onto a scone now. “I’ve another one in Wales, in the new year. Wish you could see me give them a good bashing.”


Tabs is gifted at several martial arts disciplines. I’ve watched her practice and I’m certain I developed sympathy bruises each time.


“She’s not kidding.” Theo holds his hands out in front of him as if to protect himself. “She’s been training in here with samurai and ninja warriors. Her opponents are in for a shock. Yesterday she had us battling on board a ship on the Aegean Sea. Apparently we were saving the Roman general Julius Caesar. Those pirates never saw her coming!”


Tabby smooths her hair. “Not one of those gormless gits had the balls to take me on.”


I finish eating and draw my knees up to my chest, resting my chin on them. My hair falls around my legs. “It’s just not my cup of tea.” Better to stick with what you know—always.


It goes quiet. Jojo chews on her tartan dress. She yelps and jumps when Müller, the Campbells’ latest Housekeeper, materializes beside her. He’s wearing only football shorts. He sticks his chest out, flicks back a golden ponytail, and acknowledges me with a wink. I can’t help giggling.


The twins take it in turns choosing a new Housekeeper every few months; all the programming remains the same, just the image and personality change. Tabby’s choices are always funny. Currently it’s a famous German footballer from the ’20s.


Tabby looks Müller up and down and blows him a kiss.


The Housekeeper returns it before addressing her. “Your Highness—”


Theo snorts and we all start giggling now.


“You requested an alert for the viewing of the marathon draw.”


“I did,” Tabby says. “Thank you, Müller, that will be all.”


He flickers out of sight.


“Cease Play,” orders Tabby, and in an instant the Old World vanishes before us.


We’re in the gleaming space of the Holozone, the largest room in the Campbells’ home. The virtual installment was a gift from the twins’ late father for their thirteenth birthdays.


We jump up and remove our sensors and lenses. The siblings tower over me despite only a year between us. As we head to the lounge I spot their mother, and Tabby and Theo go on ahead while I pause to speak to her.


Vivian, a carbon copy of Theo except with shorter hair, tilts her head at me. A sad smile lights up her kind blue eyes. “Stay over, Leyla. You could watch the anniversary commemorations here with us instead of going to that overcrowded pub tomorrow.”


“I’d love to, Viv. Except… Papa and I always watch the anniversary broadcast at the pub and even though he won’t be with me this year, I still want to do it. I’m not going home just yet, though. We’re all watching the marathon draw first.”


Vivian nods sympathetically and her eyes dim. “You want to be more careful than ever out there, love. Those beasts wreaked hell in the Faroe Islands last week.” She shakes her head.


I grimace. “I saw that. It was a horrific attack.”


A shadow passes over Vivian’s face. “I simply don’t understand how they dare get so close to our communities.” She shudders and wraps her arms around herself. “Sometimes it seems as if there’s just no hope for us. We were never made for this world. We were created for day and night. Not a perennial darkness. Is it any wonder”—she lowers her voice—“so many suffer from the seasickness. Such hopelessness… There’s no cure for that. Meanwhile those horrors are multiplying, breeding like sunfish.”


I tuck my curtain of hair back from my face so I can ensure Tabby is out of earshot. “Viv, please. What if Tabs heard? She’s still recovering.…”


Vivian bites her lip and throws a hesitant glance in the direction of the lounging area.


“We might survive that evil,” I continue. “There’s more to living down here than the Anthropoids. We’ve endured a massive change in the planet. And well, I know it’s obviously nothing like living up there, but… we’re still alive. I really think that should be the main thing, Viv—the fact that we still are, not where we are.”


Vivian looks at me, uncertainty in her gaze. “Oh, sweetheart, you’re young and so naive to still carry hope in the face of such dispiriting facts. But you mustn’t worry about Tabitha—Theo and I are committed to keeping her spirits up. Don’t take up that burden on top of your own, love. I would never reveal my worries in front of her.” She lets out a long sigh and her shoulders droop. “I’m well aware the seasickness could return any moment and reduce her once again to some shadow of what—”


“Leyla!” Tabby shouts, beckoning me from the open living space ahead.


Vivian and I turn to see Tabby and Müller dancing together rather suggestively.


“Tabitha!” Vivian admonishes and dismisses the Housekeeper, and we both let out a much-needed laugh.


“Oh, before I forget! Here you go, love.” The twins’ mother produces a tiny vial from her pocket. She leans over, opens the bottle, and pushes the tip to my nose. “Oh, just smell that. Real Old World earth! Not that replica rot they try and fob you off with down at the markets. Happy Christmas, sweetheart.”


I give Vivian her gift. I found a turn-of-the-century garden gnome at the markets several months back. The millennium baroque is her favorite Old World period—she was even recently awarded honorary member of the Millennium Baroque Committee. Despite all its cracks and glued parts, the gnome still cost a small fortune; thankfully I was allowed to pay in installments. I knew she’d love it.


“You know, just sometimes”—her eyes grow wistful and bright as she hugs the gnome—“when I’m able to ignore the waters, it kind of feels as if I’m part of the Old World, you know?” Her Bracelet flashes. “We’ll continue this later, love. It’s wonderful to have you around.” She kisses my forehead and moves to take the call.


I join the twins in the lounge. The Campbells’ home is a sleek and glossy space. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrap around the open-plan living area that alone is larger than our entire boxy flat. Each mansion in the affluent neighborhood is uniquely designed. The pearly smooth sphere of a Maid-bot passes by me and gets to work polishing a cabinet displaying a host of Tabby’s martial arts trophies and awards. My heart flutters; Tabby’s placed her gift from me right in the center of the shelf. The detailed origami model is of a twelve-year-old Tabby dancing with her dad, capturing her most favorite moment with him.


A breath hitches in my throat every time I remember the twins will never see their dad again. I can’t even imagine how that must feel. An unbearable thought.


Theo’s face suddenly lights up. “Your present! I haven’t given it to you yet!”


“Another one? But we’ve already exchanged gifts and you spent hours creating the holographic scene for me.”


He frowns. “Fat lot of good the family scene did. Rotten luck that, the power cutting off when it did.”


I squeeze his arm. “I don’t need to have watched it all to know I loved it. Best present ever.”


Theo dashes off and returns in seconds. “Ta-da!” He holds up a long thin gift.


I unwrap it carefully, not wanting to ruin the lush paper; it would make a perfect origami model. “A brolly! Oh my gosh, thank you, it’s stunning!” The umbrella’s frame is bronze-colored and the fabric purple. “I’ve held one once before when the Royal Preservation Society ran one of their open days. But that was all rusty and broken, and this is beautiful.”


“Okay, it’s not a real brolly,” Theo says and winks at me. “It’s—”


“Only a flipping weapon!” Tabby announces, her face gleaming.


My mouth falls open. I’ve never carried a weapon before; I stare at it, shifting around in my seat. A secret weapon. Designed to look like an innocent umbrella. I’m kind of thrilled.


“You can’t be living on your own and not have some sort of self-defense, Leyla,” Theo says. “I saw Miss Petrov come out of the Tax Office in Civic House twirling a parasol, and it came to me—I could design you a weapon disguised as an accessory! And I know you love the idea of rain. Oh, and that see-through tip is a brilliant light.” He puts a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “It’s very safe when not activated, so don’t worry. But it’s either this or you move in with us. All right, let’s get you familiar with it.”


Within minutes the brolly is adapted to my unique handprint, and I know how to use it. It has an immobilizing spray that I can top up with the thinnest canisters I’ve ever seen, and a tase function that I’m sure I’ll never use. Tiny indented buttons along its length control the different parts. The brolly’s fantastic. Scary, but fantastic. I grin and Theo mirrors it.


I leap into an embrace. “I love it. You’re amazing, Theo. Thank you so much.”


He smiles and waves my words away.


“Marathon Draw!” Tabby shouts just as the screen switches to Elvis, and the corners of my mouth lift instantly.


We all cheer. He’s Papa’s favorite presenter, too. His attempts at the American accent alone are always hilarious. The Black impersonator is at the BBC Studios, wearing a white satin jumpsuit open down to the navel, where it’s cinched with a rhinestone-studded belt. Thick gold-rimmed glasses cover his eyes. He straightens his glittering collar, runs a hand over his glorious pompadour wig, and points at the camera with a brilliant smile.


“Well, hello there, y’all lovely people of Great Britain. Merry Christmas! Of course I’m Elvis, and I’ll be back hosting the 2099 London Submersible Marathon in just two days’ time. Tonight, I present the live draw. So let’s do this, folks. Only three minutes to go. You can watch the upcoming Today’s Terrors of the Deep”—he grimaces at the idea—“or nip to that loo, and grab those drinks and snacks!” He curls his lip to say, “Thank you very much,” and laughs heartily.


Today’s terrors flash on-screen: a cunning current near Ireland that will drag you halfway across the world where blind critters feast for days on your corpse, and a creature that looks like a cross between a mammoth eel and a demon. I shudder and jump up. Not today, thanks.


I make a dash for the loo, then grab a snack for Jojo. When I get back, the draw’s begun. A host of random numbers flash on a grid beside Elvis, changing too fast to read, and once he stops the screen, the highlighted number is matched against a register of all the entrants.


“Nobody we know!” Theo says, just as I’m about to ask.


Only one hundred names will be drawn. The odds of knowing a contender personally are tiny, but there was Jack Taylor two years ago. I try not to think about what happened to him.


The Campbells’ Butler comes in with drinks. The robot’s red “eyes” take in my presence, and he greets me with a nod. I relax as I sip my drink and get swept up in the draw.


Elvis calls out name after name, impersonating the original twentieth-century artist when he can. Before we know it, we’re almost done. He checks his latest number against the register, and we see the name just before he announces. “Entrant number ninety-four, Camilla Maxwell!”


The room erupts. “We know her!” we all shout at once.


We cheer the place down and message Camilla to congratulate her as Elvis draws the remaining names until finally, all one hundred contestants have been selected. The presenter breaks into song and dance, swiveling his hips. We turn to each other in celebration, drinking and analyzing the results.


I try not to let the disappointment get the better of me. It was always a small shot anyway.


“Can’t believe Camilla will be taking part!” Theo says.


Tabby waggles her eyebrows. “Amazing how the chief historian’s daughter’s name is drawn the first year she ever enters, isn’t it?” She shakes her head, grinning. “Anyway, the media’s going to go absolutely barmy! Camilla will be the marathon’s perfect, shining star this year, just you watch. She’ll hate the attention, poor thing. Argh, so exciting! Only two days—”


“Well, y’all are the luckiest folk around because everyone’s back in the game!” Elvis’s voice suddenly booms over our own, though with less verve than it normally carries.


We pause and turn to the screen.


“That’s right, folks, the final draw will be repeated!” His expression then turns uncharacteristically somber. “Fellow Britons, in the true spirit of the Marathon Committee’s pledge for full transparency, I can explain the disregard for the previous draw for hundredth place. It transpires the entrant has, in the time since applying for this most prestigious of Great Britain’s sporting events, been identified as an Anthropoid—and dealt with accordingly. There is no cause for alarm, and today is a day for national celebration, y’all!”


My stomach churns, heavy, and from the looks on the twins’ faces they feel the same way. If an Anthropoid managed to dupe the registration process, then we’re not as safe as we think.… We’re still vastly underestimating their cunning.


Anticipating viewers’ concerns and a dip in excitement, Elvis cuts to a live statement from the committee’s director, Mariam Khan, who reassures everyone the oversight will never be repeated. The broadcast then replays several of the marathon’s promotional clips. The presenter returns and with much flourish is soon preparing to once more select the final lucky entrant.


Tabby folds her arms. “How dare those beasts try it, though.”


“Bloody hell.” Theo shakes his head. “But at least they caught its identity in time! And Elvis is spot on—let’s not give them the satisfaction of ruining the draw for us.”


“True,” Tabby says. “And, Leyla, you absolutely have to watch the marathon here with us!”


“Promise I will. Least we’ll all be rooting for the same person this year!” I say, checking the time. Jojo’s looking a little tired; it’s late and her Bliss-Pod’s at home, too large to fit into the sub. “Tabs, I’ll need to start thinking about heading back soon.”


“Aw, stay longer, Leyla. And at least let Jojo stay over if you’re not going to. You’ll be back around here tomorrow anyway. There’s a—”


“Leyla Fairoza McQueen!” Elvis says.


We all look at one another. Silence. I shake my head, frowning.


Theo’s mouth falls open. He turns to the screen. “Rewind. Stop. Play.”


Elvis grins as he plays out the now much-hyped redraw for the last, coveted place. “And last of all, folks—it’s now or never—entrant number one hundred is… Leyla Fairoza McQueen!”


The silence in the room continues for another three seconds.


And then we scream. It can’t be! We jump up and down. And shout. I feel hot. The twins’ pale faces are flushed with color. I can’t believe it. I can’t think clearly.


It was my first ever entry as I only turned sixteen a few months ago. Nobody ever really expects to win a place!


Elvis is reading out instructions to the chosen contenders, but I’ll have to rewatch it later. My Bracelet flashes: congrats from an ecstatic Camilla, and then a message from the Marathon Committee. I must register with them at Westminster in the morning. They’ll need to carry out further health and vehicle checks, in order to complete the full registration.


Contenders always talk about this moment, and it’s true—it’s so utterly surreal. The mere two days between the draw and the race itself is meant to add to the thrill, but I can’t even think straight! With the odds against getting picked, many entrants hardly practice once they’ve entered. Others have a whole timetable for training, though—even enlisting professional help. Thank goodness for my weekly sprints. But still, we’re talking a whole obstacle course.…


Oh my God, I’ll finally be able to pay some bills and come up to date with my installments toward the Explorers Fund!


“Tabs,” I whisper. “Erm, your car. Is it all right to—”


Tabby rolls her eyes. “Don’t be daft! I’d be honored if you drove it in the marathon! Good job you’ve had some practice in it, you need something you’re really familiar with.”


“Thank you so much. Oh my God…”


We all scream and jump up and down again. My Bracelet won’t stop flashing now—congratulatory messages from acquaintances and distant family members in Tokyo, Pretoria, Berlin, Kabul, and New York.


Grandpa’s left a very worried message, his voice small. I move to a quieter corner and message him back. “Please try and not worry, Gramps. I know it’s a challenging and difficult course. But there’ll be tons of safety measures in place, and I’ll be all right. Speak to you soon. Please stop worrying!”


Tabby beckons me over, her eyes and mouth wide. “Don’t forget, the prizes are mega! I know it’s a tough one—the toughest, but if you could somehow rank in the top five, you’d nab yourself a brilliant prize, Leyla! They’re always—” She stops as the screen catches her eye, and she lights up. Theo and I both turn to see and groan.


It’s Finlay Scott, the last London Marathon champion, drinking champagne, surrounded by adoring fans. He congratulates the contenders and wishes them well.


“Remember,” he says, tipping his glass. “Whatever your heart desires…”


I catch my breath. Suddenly every sound around me is drowned out and heat spreads from my chest to my face. Just like that, there’s a shifting of the tides.


I turn to the twins, breathless. “He’s talking about the Ultimate Prize.… Don’t you see? I have to win the marathon. So I can ask for Papa’s freedom.”
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