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‘O, wonder!


How many goodly creatures are there here!’


The Tempest, William Shakespeare (1611)
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Dream
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By the light of a silvery moon I lean out of the window to stare at the last great city on earth so I will never forget it.


How it looked: paper-blue squares, shadows. How it sounded: the silence of the grave. How it smelt: acid, water, smoke.


I try to drink everything in, remember every detail. Faded adverts on the top of apartment blocks, fire escapes hung with drying clothes, twinkling lights on skyscrapers in the distance.


I wonder what will go first. These things, us, or the city itself. All the places I’ve ever known. The glass towers, the deserted houses of the Culdee Sack, the stinking slums of Waste Town, maybe even the chimneys of Facto.


Right now, in the moonlight, the river running through the city looks still and solid, misted like a mirror when you breathe on it. The Ams, now as broad as a sea. Far on the horizon, I can see the white glow of the Amsguard. Nine concrete columns supporting giant steel gates, still keeping the world’s sea at bay. Only a week ago a crazed dog and his dark wild would have opened the gates to wash this city away, if we hadn’t stopped them.


But even with Dagger no longer around – gone who knows where – the water has risen up over us once already. There’s nothing to say that it won’t happen again. Next time it might not even matter whether the Amsguard is open or shut.


Who am I kidding?


Everything is fine. We won. We are safe. I should be happy. But instead, I am as flat as the River Ams itself.


If I didn’t know better, I’d think the city had been abandoned. It’s the dead of night, and it’s so quiet you could hear a mouse shiver. If only there was a mouse shivering by my side.


Until we find her, no matter how many skyscrapers and factories we build, we won’t bring our world back. Because she has the Iris. The DNA of all the animals and plants we lost to the red-eye, collected and secretly stored by Polly’s parents in a page of her notebook, as microdots. A page the mouse was hiding in her cheek pouches. She ran off when Skuldiss confronted us outside this flat. And now . . .


I don’t want to think where she might be.


Besides, I should be asleep. Dad says I still need time to recover after Dagger’s attack on the Amsguard. Is it any surprise that I’m wide awake, with a million unanswerable questions spinning around in my brain like a mini-cosmos? I wonder if looking at the real stars in the real sky instead will help. I gaze over the rooftops, towards the haze of bright spots that start swimming before me, and my eyes begin to close.


As they shut, I hear a noise.


A drone in my ear, the buzzing of a fly. An ordinary fly, so small it could fit on my fingernail.


*Come with me,* it says.


So I climb out of the bedroom window and sit on the ledge, my legs dangling in the air.


The fly takes off into the night and I’m no longer hanging over the windowsill, but flying out above the city. At first I worry my feet will strike aerials and chimneys, but when I glance downward I can see not rooftops but things I remember from the countryside. Animal bones gleaming white through tangled branches. A foaming waterfall. The smokeless chimney pots of a big house. Searchlights criss-crossing a cliff.


A lake hidden within a ring of trees.


We keep on flying right up high, till even that water is just another glinting mirror on the surface of the earth. We soar to where the air is thin and hard to breathe, burning my throat. I start to hear cracks and explosions. I don’t want to look below, but my feet are growing hot. The world of forests and seas beneath me has become a cracked black ball, oozing with molten fire.


*The planet, what’s happening to it?* I say, but the fly doesn’t reply and keeps on buzzing ahead. Next we’re among the stars, floating and tumbling. They are so bright and beautiful that for a moment I forget the explosions.


The buzzing stops and the fly disappears, leaving me in the middle of space, every star looking so far away. Everything else is empty blackness. I am small. I am all by myself. Which is when I start to fall.


Crashing through space so fast –


Burning through earth’s atmosphere –


No cloud can break my descent –


The sea, the Island, rising up to meet me at such a rate, spikes and ridges and hard edges zooming into view. I brace myself for impact –


Which is when I open my eyes again, gasping for breath, sucking in more air than there can be in the sky.


For a moment I have no idea where I am.


The world is just shadows, which harden into lines. Faded curtains frame the windowsill I’m slumped over. Behind me are low ceilings, a dusty ultrascreen and a doorway. I fall back on to the sagging mattress.


My heart hurling itself against the thin wall of my chest like a rubber ball, I gulp in more air, calming myself. I’m not out in the city, or falling from space. I’m in our new home, Aida’s flat in the deserted Maydoor Estate.


Or at least our new home for the time being.


And I’m not alone any more either. I must have screamed, because now other shadows are coming into the room, stretching towards me.


The tallest of them can scarcely squeeze his horns under the door, but he manages somehow, his warm breath on my neck.


*You cried out in your sleep, Wildness,* he says.


I reach and touch his flank. *I think . . . I maybe had my first animal dream. Or you might call it an animal nightmare. Do you get those as well?*


*Impossible!* says the oversized cockroach, marching across the tatty rug I have instead of a duvet. *Humans can’t experience our dreams. They are visible to us and us alone.*


*Nevertheless . . .* muses the stag.


My new friend the rat doesn’t say a word for a change. He curls up on my pillow, beginning to doze. The wolf gives me a funny stare, cocking his head, the expression in his eyes unreadable.


Before I can tell my wild more about the dream, human shadows are filling the room too. They are laying hands over my arms, touching my brow and checking the sling fixed tight across my torn shoulder (a sling that once was my favourite scarf).


‘Are you OK, Kidnapper?’ says Polly, using the name she has been calling me since I first broke into her house. ‘You screamed loud enough to wake the whole city.’ The toad at her feet bellows indignantly, as if he is particularly cross at being woken.


‘Yes,’ I say. The second word of my new human speaking. It makes things easier. One word easier, to be precise. I still can’t add ‘I think’ or ‘I hope so’, so I rub my injured arm instead. I wonder if I will ever be able to say more words.


‘Hmm,’ grumbles Aida as she chucks herself on to the end of my bed. ‘Attention seeker, if you ask me. What you making that row for, waking us up, if you not being murdered? Tell me that.’


‘Is it still the fever from your injuries?’ says Polly, patting my brow again.


‘No.’ I begin to shake . . . and shake and shake. I’m not feeling cold. In fact, I’m burning up – but I’m also shuddering, my teeth chattering, unable to stop moving.


‘Now, Kidnapper,’ she says. ‘I can’t guess what was in your dream or why it was so frightening, but remember, it was only a dream.’


‘Yes,’ I say, trying to smile. She’s right of course. I know that outside this window hundreds of animals who answer to me are keeping guard over our enemies in the Four Towers. The surrounding city is damaged but not destroyed. The mouse is safe somewhere, I am sure, looking after the one thing that could help us rebuild this planet.


I am also in a flat surrounded by my wild, my best friends and some of our parents sleeping next door. Home, just how I want it to stay for ever and ever. But none of that can dislodge this sharp pain deep inside – as if my dream has left me with a stone blade shoved between my ribs.


I can’t explain it more than that. I have never felt this way. Not even when Mum died, not when I thought Dad had abandoned me in Spectrum Hall. Not when we lost Sidney, or when I found myself trapped in the Underearth and feared I might never see daylight again.


This feeling is different. It keeps on hurting, even as Aida leans forward to take my injured hand, a curl of loose hair falling over her ear. ‘It OK,’ she says. ‘We here, you know.’


But I hardly hear her words through the fog now freezing around my heart. A smoky mist of thoughts and fears that are as cold and black as deepest space. They all amount to the same thing though.


The feeling of being completely and utterly alone.









Part 1:
Something
in
the
Water
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Today is the day I am meant to rebuild the world.


I didn’t expect it to begin with a rat sticking his tail in my face.


*Good morning, dearest friend! Time to rise and shine!*


*Do you have to shove that right up my nose?* I splutter, pushing him on to the floor with my working arm.


*But it’s an ancient rat greeting,* he says, scrabbling back on to his feet. *Many rats would take that as a great honour.*


*I’m sure they would. But many thirteen-year-old boys, including this one, would take it as a super-gross start to their day.*


*If I didn’t know how much you loved me, I could almost think you were mocking me, dear friend,* says the rat, his eyes narrowing. *But you would never do a thing like that, would you? Not to a rodent who saved your life.*


For a moment I feel ashamed, remembering everything he did, the scar on his hind leg still sore and bare. Then I remember he also did just jump on my face for no good reason. *Of course not. Now beat it before I change my mind.*


With a shake of his whiskers the rat scurries away to the main room next door. I rub the sleep from my eyes. Images from last night’s dream flash before me, but I try to block them as I stumble after him.


Dad is sitting up groggily on the sofa bed. At first I wonder if he’s woken with a badger from the new wild on his head. Then I realize that’s his hair.


Polly’s parents, Mr and Mrs Goodacre, are in the kitchenette, boiling up tea from weeds she found in the communal garden downstairs. That and a few stale cartons of Formul-A we found stored in one of the other empty flats are all we’ve been living on. I can’t remember when I last wasn’t hungry.


Wolf and my stag are both awake and blinking in the light, curled up on a mat by the built-in fire-effect heater (which doesn’t work). The toad puffs up in his box of soil and water next to them, swollen with rage at being disturbed before midday.


Polly marches out of the tiny box room she is sharing with Aida.


‘Phew! It’s so stuffy in here,’ she says.


‘I’m afraid these flats weren’t designed for six people and a stag, a wolf, a rat and a toad to share,’ says Mr Goodacre, stroking his long nose.


‘Not to mention the General,’ says Polly, pointing to the orange cockroach scouring the kitchen counter for stray crumbs.


‘Yes, how could I forget the joy of sharing a flat with one of those?’ he mutters.


‘You being rude about our friends and my home, mister?’ says Aida, the last to emerge.


‘Not at all . . .’ he begins, going quiet as Polly glowers at him, in the way she does at anyone who lies to her face.


‘Anyhow, let’s get some fresh air in,’ she declares, and ties her borrowed dressing gown extra-tight around her waist, stomping forward to open the door.


But Aida lays a hand on her shoulder. ‘Wait,’ she says. ‘We meant to be in hiding. Anyone could be out there. What if it not safe?’


Everyone looks at their feet. Because we know they’re all still there. Just through that thin wooden door, down some steps and across the road lie the Four Towers. The headquarters of Facto, who spread the red-eye disease, who got rich off Formul-A in return and who tried to kill us for exposing them. Every single one of them waiting for their moment to seek revenge.


Selwyn Stone in his museum of stuffed beasts. Captain Skuldiss on his magic crutches. The young-old Littleman, Aida’s former gang leader turned traitor, the cullers with their weapons.


Since the day we stopped the floods, and created the new wild, we haven’t seen or heard any sign of them. Now even the ultrascreens are silent, gathering dust like the one in this flat. The windows of the Four Towers are dark, the lights running down the sides of the chimneys dead, the doors and gates locked from the inside.


And covering every inch of the building and yard are hundreds of animals from the countryside and the city: my new wild, united until the Iris is found and activated.


The entrances and exits are guarded by my wolf’s mother, the undisputed leader of the pack. No longer serving the dark wild, she has returned to her rightful place as a guardian of the last creatures left alive on earth.


Facto’s helicopters sit lifeless, their screens and windows pecked to smithereens by the starling and her flock.


Even the tops of their chimneys are blocked with nests made by seagulls from the Ring of Trees.


Shrikes, yellowhammers and redpolls circle the whole site, monitoring any skylight or hatch that could be used as an escape route. (Which would be hard, as the black spiders covered every single possible exit with their gummy webs.)


*Not a soul to be seen, alive or dead. We’re all safe,* say my grey pigeons from the windowsill outside, delivering their daily news report from the Towers.


*Not a soul to be seen,* says the white pigeon, tumbling in to land just behind them. *We’re all dead.*


So we should feel safer than ever before, and yet . . .


‘Come on! It’s broad daylight on a sunny morning,’ says Polly. ‘Nothing bad ever happens in broad daylight on a sunny morning.’


Polly was always good at not being scared of things, but since her capture by and escape from Facto, she doesn’t seem frightened by anything. I think I like the new Polly, but I’m freaked out at the same time.


Even in broad daylight on a sunny morning.


‘Apart from sneezing fever,’ says Mrs Goodacre, bustling around with mugs of hot weed tea for everybody. ‘That’s never nice to get on a sunny morning.’


‘You can’t get sneezing fever in a city with hardly any flowers or trees left,’ replies her daughter with a roll of her eyes.


‘At least something good has come out of all this end-of-the-world business then,’ says her mum, beaming as she hands me a cup of steaming brown water.


I clasp the mug tight, not caring that it’s too hot to hold. I’m enjoying being distracted by the burning sensation.


I just turned thirteen years old. All the people and creatures I love most are in this flat. Even if it is smelly and too small for us. But we have been shut up in here for over a week now. Beyond the door lies a flooded city that needs rebuilding. Beyond that, a whole planet without animals that we could help reboot . . . if only we could find the mouse with the answers.


There is so much to do . . . it feels impossible to even know where to begin.


Dad is sitting up on the sofa bed beneath the silent ultrascreen, with at least two of the buttons on his shirt fastened. (Which, even if they are in the wrong holes, is not bad for him.)


*When do you think we can go out?* I ask him in the animal voice, looking at my tea.


He runs a hand through his thick hair. *I’m not sure, Kes. Your arm isn’t fully healed yet. Besides . . . I’ve already, you know, lost you twice . . . So forgive me for not wanting to let you out of my sight just yet.*


I love my dad but suddenly I miss my mum more than ever before. It’s a physical ache, like a chunk taken out of my side. She would have known the right thing to say.


Then my heart jolts as I hear a knock.


Followed by several more knocks.


A solid, hard rapping.


Nobody moves in the crowded flat.


The knocking continues, growing stronger and louder. It sounds like it could bust the front door off its hinges as it bends and buckles with each thump, the chain rattling.


It sounds like the outside has waited for us long enough.


It sounds like the outside is about to come in.
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‘I think there’s someone at the door,’ says Mr Goodacre, stroking his long nose again.


Polly gives him another of her special looks.


‘At least they haven’t broken the door in,’ says Dad, blowing on his tea. ‘People who knock first go down well in my, er, book.’


He’s right. Selwyn Stone didn’t knock when he came and took me to Spectrum Hall. Aida’s bike-riding Waste Mountain Gang didn’t knock when they came looking for the Iris. Now there are words coming over the hammering. ‘Open up! I know you’re in there.’


‘Wait a minute,’ says Aida. ‘I know that voice.’ Before any of us can stop her, she strolls over to the door, unhooks the chain and pulls back the bolts.


It’s a boy. A boy with a grimy numbered sweatshirt and a purple Mohican.


‘123!’ snaps Aida. ‘I told you to manage our crew at the mountain. What you doing here?’


‘Sorry, boss.’ The boy named after the numbers on his top wipes his nose on his sleeve. The second-in-command of Aida’s gang still looks rat-faced but . . . let’s just say I’m more keen on rat faces than I was. ‘I know you told me to stay there, only . . .’


‘Only what?’ demands Aida. ‘An order is an order.’


123 shrugs and points behind him. We peer round the edge of the door at the empty concrete balcony, a few pigeons pecking around in the corners.


‘I don’t get it,’ says Polly.


The boy stretches out his thin arm even further – to the world beyond. At first all we can see are the tall columns of the Four Towers opposite, layered in the multicoloured scales of birds and butterflies guarding them.


‘I told you about them,’ says Aida, but 123 shakes his head.


‘Yer not looking,’ he says.


‘Oh,’ says Polly. ‘I see.’


And then I do too.


He’s pointing not across but down, at the crowd of people gathered in the street below. Not the rest of the Waste Mountain Gang. Not cullers in armoured suits or angry Outsiders from the Quarantine Zone, but ordinary people.


The men and women we hurried past in the centre of Premium. Old, young, fat, thin, every sort. They fall silent as we gather on the balcony to take a look. Their shoulders are hunched, their faces downcast, as they shuffle around, like they’re waiting for something or someone.


*What a lot of new friends,* says the rat gleefully as he peeks round the door frame.


*They are not friends, you idiot rodent,* snaps the General. *They are enemy intruders. Prepare to be repelled, invaders!*


I rub my arm. It’s fighting talk but there’s only a handful of us. And hundreds of people filling the street, the crowd stretching around the corner and beyond for who knows how far.


It can’t be, but it’s almost like the whole city is outside our flat.


Aida snorts. It’s not the kind of thing that impresses her. ‘What?’ she says. ‘What they want?’


123 cracks his rat-face into a big smile, with dry lips and a crooked gap between his front teeth. ‘They made me come. They wouldn’t take no for an answer. Because they want you,’ he says. ‘Every last one of you.’


Before I can use my good shoulder to shove the door shut on 123 again, he jabs me hard in the stomach.


‘Nah, not like that, dummy! They want to say thanks and stuff, don’t they? For saving their city.’


Aida scowls. ‘You going to stand there all day letting the cold in? Or come in and tell us what going on?’


123 closes the door behind him and goes straight to the kettle, making himself a cup of tea as if he’s been staying here as long as us.


‘Help yourself, why don’t you?’ says Mrs Goodacre with no trace of a smile, folding her arms.


Our guest leans against the kitchen counter with his drink, trying to ignore the rat nibbling his laces. *Another new friend in this tiny nest of yours!* says my rodent. *Do you think he will stay forever?*


*I hope not,* I say, but even that just makes him more excitable.


Then 123 explains. ‘You don’t get it, do yer? They saw you all on the ultrascreens, when we told ’em how you stopped them animals, the flooding and all that.’


123 was able to hack into Facto’s network after I trapped Stone and his cronies in the control tower, and the Waste Mountain Gang broadcast the truth over the ultrascreens.


‘So?’ says Aida.


‘Well, it stands to reason, don’t it?’


‘Spit it out!’


His face colours and he gives another gap-toothed smile, cowering from Aida even though she didn’t raise a finger. ‘You’ve gotta understand, boss. People lost everything . . . homes, food . . . everything.’


‘Last I checked, that’s the way it’s been for a long time,’ she says, picking at the mismatched fingerless gloves dangling on string from her wrists. ‘What’s your point?’


‘My point is, now them lot have gone dark for the moment –’ he gestures with his thumb to the factory opposite the flats – ‘everyone else has seen what you can do via the ultrascreens, learnt how Facto were lying to ’em over the virus, formula – the whole lot. They reckon you’re in charge now.’


‘If only we were, young man, if only we were,’ says Mr Goodacre with a sigh and another stroke of his nose.


123 steps back in disbelief. ‘I’m not joking! What about the bridge? It’s nearly swept away, it’s not safe. There’s the damage them animals did before the floods. Plus a power station needs repairing, the streets are full of washed-up motors . . .’


‘Hey,’ says Aida. ‘We saved them from the storm and the animals. We didn’t destroy no bridges.’


‘That as maybe, but who’s gonna fix it? It’s all well your animals keeping Stone and his crew locked up in them Towers, but who’s taken their place? That lot outside want some answers. Who’s the leader now?’


The room goes extra quiet. I can sense everyone’s heads turning towards me, including the stag, who gives me one of his most penetrating stares. The kind you can’t hide from.


Our visitor stabs the air with his finger. He doesn’t shush because everyone else has gone quiet. In fact, he gets louder. ‘You don’t get it, do yer? You saved us and exposed Facto’s lies. You brought the animals back and stopped the floods.’


He pauses and turns to the others, as if challenging someone to come forward and disagree with him. But no one does. And he is definitely pointing at me.


‘It’s you they really want, mate. The one who can talk to animals. They want you to help them. They think you’re the boss-man.’


There’s a long silence, during which the only sound is the odd cry from the birds across the road. Aida jabs me in the belly, hissing, ‘Well, say something then. Or do something.’


But before I can, Dad bounces up from the sofa in an explosion of beard and undone cuffs. He barges round the room, scooping up our mugs as if it was a competitive sport.


‘Right!’ he barks. ‘The tea party’s finished. Thanks for coming, young whatever your name is . . . time to go home now!’


123 holds his ground. ‘I’m sorry to be out of turn, yeah . . .’ he begins.


Dad slams his hand on the sideboard, and one of the empty mugs topples to the floor with a smash.


‘Well, you are out of turn,’ he says. ‘You are children. Yes, even you, young lady,’ he says to Aida, who is giving him a stare that normally puts people straight into intensive care. ‘You are – all of you – incredibly brave, and wonderful young people. But you are still only that. Only young. I will not have you getting drawn into . . . the politics, rows over money, power struggles . . . strictly grown-up stuff – out of the question! So you jolly well . . . go back out to those people right this second, and . . . and tell them that, you know, these are our children they are talking about.’ He turns to me, his badger hair quivering, his cheeks hot with colour. Even Aida flinches. He is like a shuddering engine that could overheat and explode at any moment. ‘Kes, I have failed you enough times in the past. Never again. I don’t care how many broken bridges there are. All I want – in fact, all I have ever wanted . . . is to keep you safe!’


‘Well said,’ murmurs Mr Goodacre behind him, and his wife nods in agreement.


Rat leaps up into my sling, shivering. He doesn’t like it when we argue. The boy with the Mohican sucks his teeth and looks away.


‘Fine,’ he sneers. ‘See if I care. I was only trying to help.’


And with that he has disappeared as fast as he arrived, Aida’s calls for him to stay drowned out by the slamming of the door.


‘Now, everyone, all of you, into Kester’s room, while the grown-ups decide what to do next,’ says Dad, glowering, his fists still clenched.


For once, no one disagrees with him.
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My room is cramped and stuffy. For what feels like hours I sit on the end of the bed, staring out of the window, while my friends pace up and down either side of me. They are fuming mad.


‘Why do you always do what your dad says, Kester?’ It’s never a good sign when Polly uses my first name. ‘I thought you were a Kidnapper, but it turns out you’re just a goody-goody.’


I want to snap back that I have never done what Dad tells me to. Leaning forward, I breathe on the window to create a mist for writing – and then stop.


Perhaps she’s right. I have always done what Dad said, or at least what he wanted. I helped him find a cure for the virus. I rescued him – twice. What about what I want?


‘Never knew my dad, and my mum went a long time ago. So I don’t listen to anyone but me.’


Aida’s mum was a journalist who disappeared when she discovered what Selwyn Stone was really up to inside the Four Towers. But she vanished before she could tell Aida or anyone her secret.


‘Yes, that’s very clear, thank you,’ snaps Polly.


‘So? I don’t see you out there taking on your Mr Dad and Mrs Mum, do I?’


‘And you are doing what exactly in here?’


‘I’m not messing with the Prof, not in that mood,’ mutters Aida, looking at her shoes.


I thump the bed in frustration. Like the rat, I hate it when we row.


Except this time, I get their point. Why didn’t I stand up to Dad? We have to leave this flat, find the mouse and finish what we started. The world can’t rebuild itself. I’m not sure anything out there could be more frightening than Dagger or Captain Skuldiss.


I spy the ghost of my reflection in the window.


My pale, hungry face. I’ve lost more weight than I realized. My arm in a sling. Who am I kidding? I may be thirteen years old but that still makes me just a kid. Maybe we should leave things to the grown-ups for now.


The worst bit is that I still can’t tell anyone how I feel, apart from Dad. And right now he’s the last person who wants to hear.


I lean forward and breathe on the glass again, this time making a nice fog, in which I write




DONT KNO WHAT 2 DO





The girls stop pacing at the squeak of my finger on the windowpane. They stare over my shoulder at the letters, and the fragments of city we can make out through them.


‘You still don’t get it, do you, Kidnapper?’ Polly says. ‘Well, Aida and I had a chat last night.’


‘A real long chat.’


I wonder if I’m dreaming again. A week ago these two hadn’t even laid eyes on each other, but now they’re inseparable? I should never have left them to organize the escape from the Four Towers themselves. It’s gone to their heads.


They sit on the bed, either side of me, and I’m worrying what might follow. To my surprise, Polly reaches across to take Aida’s hand and clasps it tight. Next she takes my injured hand. I can’t help blushing, which I hate myself for, making me blush all the more.


‘Listen to us because you’re listening to yourself too much. You did lots of amazing things: saving the city from floods, rescuing us, making the two wilds friends again.’


‘And even though you lost your mouse, and the Iris,’ says Aida, picking at the fraying edge of the rug with her other hand, ‘you will find them again. You good at all that finding stuff.’


‘You’re not going to have to be a hero by yourself any more,’ Polly says. ‘Aida and I don’t agree on everything. In fact, we only agree on one thing. Which is . . .’


‘We ain’t going anywhere,’ says Aida, gripping my good hand, as tight as a bird’s claw.


‘Exactly,’ says Polly. ‘We’re all three of us best friends. We’re never going to leave you again, and you must promise the same. Whatever we need to do to find the mouse and rebuild our world – from now on we’re all three of us doing it together. And that, Kidnapper, is an order. So let’s shake on it.’


I look into her dark eyes, and we do, but Polly doesn’t release my hand.


‘It needs to be binding,’ she says. ‘You need to swear an oath on a sacred object.’


Last time in the garden, when Polly first told me the truth behind the Iris, it was my dad’s life she made me swear on to keep her secret. I can’t think of any sacred objects lying around Aida’s flat.


She grips my hand and wrist tighter. I wince.


‘No,’ she says. ‘We need something real this time. That we can use to always remind ourselves of our promise, even if we get separated.’ She scratches her nose. ‘Because that might happen once or twice. Although never for long!’


Aida grunts in agreement and we scan the room for anything worth swearing an oath on, but neither peeling wallpaper, dusty curtains nor the lifeless ultrascreen in the corner would be right.


Polly grabs something from the floor by my bed. ‘How about this?’


She opens her palm. Inside is a battered pile of green plastic. A pile that used to be my digital watch, that Dad sent messages on when I was rescuing the last wild, that made the light that saved me from Dagger.


The watch-camera-torch that was Mum’s final gift to me.


I imagine her again as she hands it over, smiling despite the illness, being strong for me, being a mum – and I push the picture out of my mind. She’s gone, and she’s not coming back. I have to keep reminding myself.


Dad repaired the watch after my first journey, but he hasn’t been able to rescue it since its bashing on the Amsguard, not out here away from his lab and his tools. A waterlogged battery, a cracked screen and a fraying strap where the dog tore at it, trying to bite my hand.


This pile of plastic will never tell the time, or take a photo, or shine a light again. But that still doesn’t stop me gasping with shock when Polly, with a few quick tears, rips it into three bits.


Two straps and a face.


‘A part each,’ she says. ‘Don’t look so upset, Kidnapper. As long as we stay together, so does your precious watch.’


Grim-faced, I swear on the parts never to leave them again. As do my friends. Aida unravels a few loose threads from the fraying rug we’re sat on, and feeds them through the remains of my favourite-ever present.


One buckled green tongue of a strap around her neck. Another around Polly’s, a skinny plastic dragon tooth. And a cracked digital face around mine. We stare at each other for a moment. Polly’s right. My gift from Mum may not be technically sacred, but the effect is the same.


Our pledge is real. And I know exactly what we need to do.


*


It’s later that evening, and we have been summoned back into the main room. Dad calls it a ‘conference’, but in fact it’s a lecture on how we need to rest, stay indoors and keep out of trouble until ‘the picture becomes clearer’.


‘You mean you don’t know what to do yet?’ Polly says.


‘It’s not that simple, my dear girl,’ groans Mr Goodacre. ‘There is a power vacuum, as your friend explained, which means the streets outside could be extremely dangerous. Who knows who might be roaming them? They could be even worse than Facto. Besides, how could any of us actually help?’


Aida spins on her heel, frowning. ‘I dunno,’ she says. ‘Someone needs to clean this mess up, that for sure. There might be all sorts of loot in them abandoned houses and cars—’


‘This is an emergency, not an opportunity, my good young lady thief,’ says Dad.


I’ve had enough of this. I glance at Polly and touch the watch face round my neck. That is her signal, and she steps forward. This time, she is being brave for all of us – just as we agreed in my room.


‘I can’t believe you’re having this conversation,’ she says to the grown-ups. ‘You should be ashamed of yourselves. For even thinking this is only about bridges or power stations. But most of all, for telling us we couldn’t do it because we’re children. That’s the worst reason ever!’


‘Now mind your tongue, Polly,’ says Mrs Goodacre. ‘That’s a professor you’re talking to. It’s unlike you to be so bold.’


‘If he’s a professor, he should know better. As should you, Mum. I don’t want to make you cross. But did you forget so fast? The real reason why we shouldn’t be helping them?’


She bends down to pet her toad in his plastic box of soil and water. He stares at us like only a toad can while she strokes his head.


For the first time, I understand that my wild regard Polly in a different light. Because they cannot speak to her, they have accepted her as a friend of mine. But I don’t reckon they’ve ever looked at her the way they are now.


The stag, standing as tall as he can in the cramped flat, gazing at her with his deep brown eyes. Wolf licking her hand with his tongue. The rat leaping on the wolf’s back. (Much to the annoyance of the General, who was happily fast asleep there.) The pigeons in a row on the window ledge, tilting their heads at her.


She crouches down to stroke the wolf and the rat. ‘You didn’t forget her, did you?’ And she glares back at her parents.


‘Before anyone repairs a single bridge we need to find the mouse.’ I’ve never seen three adults act so shifty at once. ‘Never mind keeping out of trouble. Trouble can look after itself. What about the planet you want to rebuild?’


She picks her toad up out of his box and holds him so tight to her chest it looks like his eyes might bulge clean out of his head.


‘What about the Iris?’
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The next morning, we are up on the flat roof of the Maydoor Estate, perched on dead air-conditioning units in the sun to plan our search. Ventilation pipes curve out of the concrete like gaping worms, watching us in open-mouthed silence as we work.


Dad sketches a rough map on the back of a paper tablecloth we found under the sink in Aida’s kitchen. ‘If we’re going to do this,’ he sighs, ‘then we should at least . . . you know, do it properly for once.’


We argued long into the night, and it wasn’t until we were all yelling at each other, and the wolf begged us to stop because his ears were almost bleeding with the pain of so many high-pitched voices at once, that the grown ups gave in and agreed to let us look for the mouse.


Under certain conditions.


(Well, one condition, in fact. That we follow Dad’s plan. So I suppose Polly was right after all. Again.)


First, he divides the city into quarters.


This estate is where we last saw the mouse alive. While Aida and I distracted Captain Skuldiss, she leaped out of Polly’s rucksack. With the General, they managed to evade the cullers’ stamping boots and the Captain’s robotic crutch, disappearing into the night. The General headed to the Waste Mountain to summon the stag and the wolf. The mouse ran off elsewhere . . . with the vital information we need to rebuild the world balled up in her cheek pouches.


*If you’d told me to ask where, I would have,* snaps the cockroach when I try to find out where she went. *I had my orders, she had hers. I am a military insect. I don’t question orders, I either give them or follow them.*


If only we’d made a specific escape plan, I say to myself, for the millionth time since she disappeared. I just told her to go somewhere safe. Yet she is still a stranger in this huge capital. Where could she be?


This isn’t the first time we’ve tried to look for her of course. As soon as I could walk again after my fight on the Amsguard, I paced the walkway outside, calling for her.


I started calling the moment the sun came up, and kept on calling until it had sunk deep behind the glass towers far across the river. I yelled into cracks in the floor and hollered into drains. I tapped my good fist against every brick, every vent, until the skin was ripped from my knuckles. Not one squeak did I hear. Not one tail shake did I see. If she is doing the Dance of Disappearing Forever, then it is the quietest and most invisible jig she has done yet.


While Dad draws, I shade my eyes against the dazzling sun and stand up to look at the view. I get a panoramic vista of a city which is washed out and washed up – but not washed away.


The River Ams, which once flowed steady and straight between the north and south banks of Premium, has spilt over those borders completely. It has spread out through the surrounding streets in spindly tentacles of water the same colour as Mrs Goodacre’s tea. From up here it looks as if the mighty river itself is combing through the neighbourhood, searching – like us – for something it can’t find.


It is pretty too, the rippling strands bouncing flashes of white light up into your eyes, a series of coded signals we can’t decipher. But can I hear an animal calling me? Is that a cry, floating through the hot air . . .?


‘So, Kes, if you’re listening . . .’ Dad coughs extra loud and pats the map with his hand. I squeeze back in between the others, huddled over the tablecloth. Dad explains that as he can talk to animals too, he’s going to lead the grown-up search party. Mr and Mrs Goodacre will use their knowledge of plants to look in the park, as they know which bushes, hedges or trees might make the best hiding place for a small furry rodent.


Then he says they’re going to search the roads around our old home and the Culdee Sack. I think it’s unlikely the mouse would choose to go back there. Although it was where I discovered her last time, so she might have thought it was a safe bet. Equally though, we don’t know what’s left of our house after the floods. Dad wants to find that out too, I suggest.


*Absolutely not,* he insists, in the animal voice, his eyebrows springing up. *Finding that mouse of yours is my . . . what do you call it? . . . top priority.*


We agree – remembering our earlier visitor – that if the search takes us to flooded areas in need of repair, we will help where we can.


‘And everyone, remember, don’t just listen out for the mouse – there might still be people trapped in their homes who need rescuing,’ says Polly.


‘But be careful, like we agreed! Promise you won’t go anywhere you won’t be able to get out of again,’ tuts her mother.


Dad is insistent that the girls and I only search close to our new home. As it happens, I’m still convinced that the mouse won’t have gone far from the Maydoor Estate if she could help it. She knew how important the pieces of paper from Polly’s notebook crunched up in her cheeks were. So we are going to comb every inch of this estate, the surrounding streets and the riverbank until we find her.


‘I can imagine her squeezing into a hole and getting stuck,’ says Polly on her knees, shining a torchlight across the fluff and dust trapped in the air-con grilles.


‘I reckon she waiting on the other side this road till she think it safe,’ says Aida, standing right on the edge of the roof. She focuses her homemade binoculars, looking towards the abandoned perimeter fence of the Four Towers.


‘Perhaps you don’t need to be so near the edge, dear,’ says Mrs Goodacre behind us.


We’re interrupted by something crawling over my feet.


Two somethings crawling over my feet, to be precise.


*I have made a great new friend,* announces the rat, pulling his lips over his yellowing fangs. *This cockroach and I are best pals forever.*


They must have followed us up the fire escape.


*It’s more of a professional relationship, if you don’t mind,* says the General, marching over the rat’s back. ‘Cockroaches don’t tend to make friends with rats, as a rule.*


*A friend is a friend,* says the rat, only a flicker of desperation in his eyes.


I’m not sure how long this new alliance will last, but it’s given me an idea. *Well, friends—*


*Colleagues,* interrupts the cockroach. *Comrades serving your Wildness together.*


*Buddies and best love chums for life,* Rat says with a curl of his tail.


And I begin to form a notion of how our search party could be completed. It’s tricky with one arm in a sling, but I kneel so I’m at their level.


*Well, comrades and, er, friends – I think you could use your new . . . partnership . . . to help us find the mouse.*


*A mouse?* sniffs the rat. *Why do you want to find a mouse? Isn’t a rat good enough for you, dear friend for life?*


*More than good enough. But this mouse just happens to be carrying the information we need to bring back every single animal we lost to the berry-eye plague. Imagine how many new friends you might have then?*


The rat is silent for a moment, rubbing his snout with his front paws as he thinks. *New friends?* he says eventually. *Best new friends?*


*Better than best, I reckon. Now, here’s what you need to do . . .*
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Premium may have looked glittery from the roof of the Maydoor Estate, but once we are down in the streets the city feels dirty and brown.


We discover that some roads are OK if you don’t mind getting your feet wet. Some you can only cross on the back of a stag. And some are like brand-new rivers, dotted with car roofs, traffic lights and ultrascreens poking out from the water like they have been dumped there by mistake.


I say rivers, but actually they are more like ponds – they’re not running. They’re just sitting and stinking. The only creature who actually seems happy is Polly’s toad, who bounces on ahead, dripping with excitement.


*What is that smell, Wildness?* says the stag, as we splash our way down a muddy avenue, stepping around an obstacle course of the most random rubbish, from fallen trees to strings of sodden clothes, twisted around lifeless Facto surveillance cameras. *It is not one I recognize.*


I shudder. It’s nothing good. Everywhere smells of damp and decay. I had banked on the mouse being able to stay hidden and safe from the cullers. I hadn’t thought about whether she’d be able to stay dry too.


‘Look,’ says Polly, pointing to a long, patchy black line that someone seems to have painted across the front of all the houses. ‘A flood mark. That’s how high the water came.’


The line runs above every front door and ground-floor window. Then I see that it isn’t paint at all, but a paste of compressed soil and twigs smeared across the buildings by the force of the water.


The last time we walked past these houses it was pouring with rain, the lawns filled with packs of dogs from the dark wild keeping their owners cowering inside. The wolf by our side stops to taste the air, as if he can still smell them.


Now the people who survived the floods are out in the sun, armed with mops and brooms, pushing water into drains and untangling power lines from where they have wrapped themselves around branches.


Where we can, we help. Polly and Aida heave a smashed outdoor ultrascreen (my arm is still not strong enough for that) off someone’s dented car, blown there by the force of a storm. We help pick up about a thousand scattered scraps of paper from a front garden. Piece by piece, we lug soggy furniture out from a flooded basement on to dryer ground. One couch is so waterlogged and heavy, the others can’t even begin to lift it. Luckily, bobbing around in the waist-high water, I find a drawer stuffed with belts and braces, which I turn into a makeshift harness for the stag. The watching crowd cheers as he drags the sofa out into the daylight.


Polly returns tight-lipped smiles. Aida gives sweeter ones, while I just hope no one notices her also scooping up anything that sparkles – watches, necklaces, loose change – and stuffing them into a wheelie case that she found by the side of the road.


The only things Polly picks up are plastic bags. ‘They get everywhere, and besides, you never know when you might need one.’


I’m not really paying attention though. My movements are mechanical (and restricted), my facial expressions distracted as if I’m not really choosing to make them. It feels like every cell in my brain is focusing on only two tasks.


Calling and listening for my mouse at every step we take. My head turns at the tiniest movement – a flag flapping in a gutter – and I twitch at any sound – the squeaking castors of a bleached office desk, being pushed along the pavement like a cart, piled high with bundles of clothes and bags.


Me riding the stag, the wolf by our side, the pigeons swooping in the air – occasionally grabbing bags and toys stranded in high branches and dropping them down – we cover as many streets as we can, calling out down every one.
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