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A Note from the Author


Dear Reader,


Welcome back to the submerged world of the future. Just a quick note from me before you dive right in.


Humanity living deep underwater has been a fantasy I’ve indulged in since childhood. I’m absolutely fascinated by the thought of our contemporary world completely submerged. A landscape where our current way of life is still very much visible, except it now exists deep below the waves. I’ve always found the surreality of such a setting utterly exciting.


It means everything to me that you would choose to read the Light the Abyss duology (The Light at the Bottom of the World and Journey to the Heart of the Abyss). The series is the first to feature a British Muslim main character in a sci-fi and also the first western science fiction or fantasy novel to feature a lead of Pashtun ethnicity. I myself am a British Muslim of Pashtun ethnicity, and so its representation is another reason the story is incredibly dear to me.


The Light the Abyss series is about surviving and embracing change. It’s about valuing our differences and not being afraid of them. It’s about reflecting on the past with a clear mind and looking around us now with clear hearts. It’s about the unwavering pursuit of truth, no matter how painful. It is about never giving up hope. And above all, it’s the realization of a long-held dream—of finally bringing to life the inescapable vision of humanity residing in the deep.


It’s very touching to know that you wish to revisit my beloved Leyla in her underwater world and join her as her journey for answers deepens in every way. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. May you always find the light in everything you do.


London Shah














 




Where were we going now, and what was reserved for the future?


Jules Verne
















 




10 DOWNING STREET 
THE UNITED KINGDOM


THE PRIME MINISTER


September 21, 2035


The Official Secrets Act binds the inviolability of this message. It is purposed solely for the attention of the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.


Dear Rt. Hon. Prime Minister,


I congratulate you in advance now on your appointment as leader of this great nation of ours. I know you will agree with me when I say that to guide the United Kingdom is the highest honor. One that comes with untold responsibilities. I pen this letter to you because I must bring to your attention a matter of utmost gravity and sensitivity, and deepest regret. I urge you, as you read on, to please find it in your good self to remain magnanimous toward all involved. These are uncertain and testing times.


With the impending asteroid 2030 FM31 resolved on colliding with Earth and driving us into subaqueous existence, we are on the cusp of a catastrophe unlike any humanity has faced. It has at times forced us to consider solutions previously deemed unconscionable.


Project Amphibios was an initiative conceived by certain parties involved in Operation Ark and seated on the Resurrection Council. The scheme would see two hundred artificially designed humans, Homo amphibius, created solely for the purposes of a workforce. Entirely unaffected by the environment themselves, they would aid the survivors after the disaster. Technically the scheme is a success. Amphis can safely breathe underwater and remain immune to its pressures. A marginal increase in body strength further ensures they would be up to any task assigned to them. In hindsight, however, the project was a profound error in moral judgment.


Those who knew of the scheme have arrived at a unanimous conclusion: We cannot in good faith proceed with this project. These are human beings. The only difference between us is their ability to remain extant underwater. They must be allowed to freely live out their lives, and not exist as a labor force for ours. I have proposed a thorough sterilization program, after which they will enter into society where they will live among us as equals. Which brings us to the crux of this note, my Rt. Hon. friend.


For their sakes, and the stability of our nation, it is of great consequence nobody else be made aware of the true identities and abilities of the amphis.


I implore you to help right our wrong by ensuring this note is passed on to all subsequent prime ministers until such a time when amphis no longer exist.


Yours sincerely,


Stephen John


Prime Minister of the United Kingdom

















TRANSCRIPT OF THE PRESS CONFERENCE WITH PRIME MINISTER GLADSTONE 
THE CABINET ROOM, 10 DOWNING STREET, GREAT BRITAIN


JANUARY 20, 2087


PM GLADSTONE    [clears throat] Good evening, my fellow Britons. [pause] I swore when campaigning that I would always be forthright with you, the people of a once great nation. The safety of Britons is my top priority; it always has been. And after much deliberation, it’s with a heavy heart that I must now share with you a very serious matter. In doing so, I’m breaking a sworn oath of office, but I feel confident you’ll understand why I must. Secrets and lies were never my vision for leading this nation. Questions will be taken at the end. Thank you. [deep sigh] There’s no easy way of saying this. The fact of the matter is: We are not alone. There lives among us an—an unnatural species. Artificially created humans. [inaudible murmurings] This species is the result of a disastrous endeavor by Old World scientists. It’s been down here for as long as we have and—


REPORTER    Sir! Prime Minister Gladstone, when you say “artificially created humans” can you—


PM GLADSTONE    If I might finish, please. But yes, artificially designed humans, fashioned in some ill-founded hope they would help us once humanity was relegated to this darkness. It was a reckless venture—one of the more alarming of the countless errors the scientists made. Physically, these beings look just like us, but do not be fooled. They’re nothing like us. They—


[inaudible murmurings]


REPORTER    Prime Minister, are you saying there are rogue humans out there and—


PM GLADSTONE    Please, I must insist on silence in the room until I’ve finished speaking. All of your questions will be answered at the end. And I’m saying this species is here, walking among us. These—these aberrations are our friends, neighbors, colleagues. They are around our children. [inaudible murmurings] They have abnormal traits—


REPORTER    Such as? What traits, Prime Minister?


PM GLADSTONE    Inhuman capabilities. And, crucially, they exhibit no telltale signs of such. We must—


REPORTERS    —Sir! How can they be identified?


—How could this have been allowed to happen?


—Are we in any immediate danger?


—What about your plans for the surface?


—Why the cover-up? Why are we only hearing of this now?


—Could we see some proof of these—


PM GLADSTONE    Order! That’s better. Right, I’m afraid any further interruptions will result in the responsible party escorted out of the room. I understand how distressing and confusing the information I’m presenting you with is, but I really need you to employ patience and hold off questions until the end. [sigh] Now, if these creatures carry any ill intent toward us, and there’s no proof they do not, then we’re looking at a foe as formidable as the abyss. All is not lost, though. If I might remind everyone, I was elected on my surfacer policies. You placed your faith in me and I will deliver. Getting us out of this darkness and living up on the surface of the waters instead is what we as a nation want. It’s what we need. And it’s our right. This is not who we are, and we won’t bow so readily to this life as the Old Worlders did. As for identification, we’re currently in the process of developing a fail-safe test that would recognize these creatures, these Anthropoids if you will, so that we can eliminate the threat. As we speak, my cabinet is working hard on establishing, in almost every major settlement, a branch of the AWC—the Anthropoid Watch Council. Following today’s broadcast, you should all find a specific AWC information booklet waiting for you. It’s paramount you absorb every word in it. Your lives, and the lives of your loved ones, may depend on it. I want to say nobody is in any immediate danger, but that would be highly irresponsible of me. Stay alert, stay safe. They are cunning and we don’t yet fully know what they’re capable of. It’s very likely they took control of the laboratories they were held at and slaughtered every scientist and technician present that day. But they underestimate our will. We are Britons. And we don’t cower in anyone’s presence. We once ruled these waves. We can do so again. Together we can fight both foes—the environment and these Anthropoids. We will overcome this madness and resume our rightful place at the top of the world, once more a great nation—the greatest. Right, yes, I will take your questions now.














 




Tous les changements, même les plus souhaités ont leur mélancolie, car ce que nous quittons, c’est une partie de nous-mêmes; il faut mourir à une vie pour entrer dans une autre.
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All changes, even the most longed for, have their melancholy; for what we leave behind us is a part of ourselves; we must die to one life before we can enter another.


Anatole France
















CHAPTER ONE


EYSTUROY, THE FAROE ISLANDS, NORTH ATLANTIC OCEAN, FEBRUARY 2100


The early morning waves of the North Atlantic Ocean roll wild around us, murky gray swells crashing into the submerged mountains and obscuring everything in sight with their churning. The submersible sways in the turbulent current and my heart races as I peer into the water. From our undercover spot among several huge boulders, all we can see is an unforgiving gloom.


Papa is sitting still beside me, his gaze fixed on the blurry forms outside. At last he takes a breath and speaks. “This is not what I wanted for you, Leyla.”


He narrows his eyes when we sense a change. We twist and turn in the double-seated sub to peer into the cloaked surroundings from every angle.


As dark as it is with our craft shut down, there’s no mistaking the telltale shadow of the vessel passing way overhead now, even when they’re using minimum light. Only those wishing to stay concealed would risk these waters without full illumination. We should be safe on this ridge. I shut down the craft the moment it settled on the ledge so that nothing would give us away. Our fate now depends on how long they’re prepared to spend in the area, and whether they decide to max out their vessel’s lighting. There’s no missing us if they do that.


It was Oscar who alerted us to the patrolling security sub. I always leave the Kabul in stealth mode on these trips so they didn’t trace her, and I’ve instructed the Navigator to move her a little. As long as nobody gets a visual on the submarine, she’ll be safe where she’s hiding now, hovering away between several imposing cliff faces far above us.


“They’ll be gone soon, Papa.” I keep my eyes on the shadowy presence that doesn’t seem to be in any hurry.


This is not what I wanted for you. I twist my hair around my fingers. I’m letting him down, or at least causing him to worry.


“It’s not what I wanted for myself either, Papa. But what choice do we have?”


The craft rocks again and I pray the boulders aren’t suddenly lodged. The mountain ranges around here make for great hideouts I’ve found these past few weeks, but they’re not without their risks. If only these depths were clearer, but they’re murkier than even the deep gray-blue of the altitude we keep the Kabul at.


“I’m still not convinced these excursions are the best way to search for his community, Pickle.” Papa sighs heavily as he strokes Jojo’s white fur. The lazy Maltese puppy curled up in his lap and fell asleep soon after the submersible set off.


“It isn’t ideal, but how else are we meant to find Ari’s people? And you insist on coming along when you really don’t need to. You and Jojo should be sitting comfortably back on the Kabul. We can stay in touch throughout. I never take more than a couple of hours.” I’d worry a lot less about him if he remained on board the submarine instead of joining me on my searches.


Sometimes I have nightmares where I’m back in our flat in London and Papa’s left for work. Jeeves delivers a message: The Blackwatch has taken your father again. Other times Papa’s out there in a submersible and a net falls over the craft. The worst of the past few weeks seem to have merged, and every nightmare is so bloody real I’m shaking with relief when I open my eyes. They cannot get their hands on him a second time.


“We’re not doing this again, Pickle. If you must make these trips, then I come along with you.”


Something materializes from the thick gloom to my side and I startle. The enormous round shape, as tall as the vessel, draws closer. It heads straight for us, slowly circling the sub. I hold my breath as it returns to the front. It looks strange, like a mammoth fish missing the latter half of its body.


“A giant mola,” Papa marvels.


The hardened-looking creature is at least three meters tall and yet almost flat, its small mouth open in an O shape. I wave it away frantically as if it can understand me. It mustn’t draw the security sub’s attention to this spot. At last, the fish meanders on.


I face Papa just as he turns to gaze out to his side, and I slip my hand in his; he squeezes it tight.


He hasn’t voiced it, but ever since his return he’s been uneasy when left on his own. I can hear the low music he has playing all night, and he never used to sleep with a Lumi-Orb glowing. I hate the authorities so much. What they put him through at Broadmoor… He was in that hellhole of a prison for over three months. After weeks of them trying and failing to get him to reveal the names of everyone sympathetic toward amphis, they left him to rot in a freezing-cold, bare cell. When he caught an infection and the extended fever severely limited his movements, his condition escalated. We found him almost lifeless. He had several viral and bacterial infections, a raging temperature that had him delirious for days, and most heartbreaking of all, he was critically malnourished. Though he already looks like a completely different person to the one we’d broken out of Broadmoor, thank God, all I see when I look at him is a mind and body that’s been through hell. He runs his hand now over very short dark-brown hair that still hasn’t grown back long enough to curl. I had to shave his head because it was full of lice. But he’s here, and sometimes I still can’t believe it.


It’s been just over a month since his rescue. A month since the prime minister’s right-hand man, Captain Sebastian, placed a hefty bounty on our heads and labeled us terrorists—Britain’s number one enemy, to be exact.


A month since Ari was dragged away from us.


A creature slinks into view as it becomes interested in the dome of the cockpit, gliding its body all over it. The Faroe Islands seem to draw the eeriest critters. The seconds stretch into minutes, and still the security sub circles the area. All I see, though, no matter where I look, is Ari’s face.


It’s hard to picture this part of the world as his home, impossible to imagine him once swimming out here. It’s actually terrifying placing him in such an environment. He’s too bright, too intense for such a grim setting. His dazzling gaze, so beautiful and tender. He’ll randomly pop into my head and then it’s a struggle to focus on anything else. Often his face taunts me at mealtimes, and I’ll see him as he was, when we’d sit to eat together in the viewport. The way he smiled his small, secretive smile. Then I have to quickly steady myself because I really, really miss him.


And the mere thought that somebody might’ve hurt him shreds my insides.


I replay that moment over and over, how his then warm, affectionate expression turned so fierce when the net dropped around him and he found himself confined. The way they hauled him up through the waves as if he were an animal. How his features twisted in disbelief at first, and then in wild rage and resentment.


My heart sinks now as it always does every time I allow myself to think about him. It starts with wonder and ends in such emptiness.


Papa sighs as he shifts around in the seat. “This is their reality every day, Pickle. A life in hiding. It’s no way to live.”


Ari and his people aren’t even Anthropoids. That’s the name the current government gave them, Papa explained to me, in order to label them as something animal. But they’re human beings—Homo amphibius to be exact. The scientists who created amphis knew their makeup, their DNA, was entirely human, and that the only difference between them and us is they can breathe underwater. I wish I’d known earlier; all those years I’d used the term Anthropoid for them.… I’m filled with shame anytime I remember. It was too dangerous to ever let me know the truth about the so-called threat of the Anthropoids, so Papa kept it from me to protect me and fully intended to tell me everything soon. But then he was arrested.


The minutes tick by as we sit, tense, my stomach hard. It’s the third time we’ve found ourselves in this particular situation, and it doesn’t get any less unnerving. But we hardly have any alternative. “I don’t enjoy these daily trips either, Papa,” I say gently. “But I can’t stop now. Someone from Ari’s community will spot us—they have to.”


“It’s too risky.…”


Papa’s biggest worry is the authorities capturing me on one of these searches. And it always reminds me of his arrest. More specifically, that I still don’t know exactly why he was apprehended and imprisoned. Unfortunately he isn’t yet ready to talk about it. But he’s been through enough, and I know he’ll share that with me, too, as soon as he’s ready.


“If they spot us, I’ll aim for a dense group of peaks like the ones behind us now. Our craft’s tiny compared to theirs, and the clusters of rock will give me the upper hand, Papa. I’ll play cat and mouse in the mountains until they run out of power.”


“Out of the question.” He gazes away into the water, deep in thought, before shaking his head softly. “You are so much like your mama.” His voice always turns wistful whenever he mentions her. He releases a long sigh. “I must keep you safe—”


“Papa—”


“Hear me out, Pickle. No matter what you say, it’s my job to ensure your safety. You’re my child. It doesn’t mean I don’t think you can’t look after yourself. It only means I need to look after you, too. Look at me, Leyla.”


I meet his gaze and he breaks into a small, tender smile. Oh how I’d missed this lopsided grin of his all those months he was gone.


“I know I say it often, but you need to believe it. I’m so proud of you. And your mama… Soraya would have been the proudest. Even an adult would have struggled with what you’ve had to bear these past months. Leaving London in a submarine… I feel as if I hear about somebody else’s journey, not yours. You used to feel uneasy if I even spoke of life beyond London’s borders. And then… then you had to suffer all that. What did I put my Pickle through?” His voice fades and he swallows.


“You put me through nothing, Papa. You didn’t cause it—they did. It was my decision to go looking for you. And I know I was rash with some of my choices, I see that now. But you’re back, and that’s the main thing, yes?” I rub his arm. “And now we must find Ari.”


Papa pats my hand as he looks away, nodding. “Knowing you didn’t go through all that alone is a balm whenever I think too much on everything that happened to you.”


“We wouldn’t be here without him,” I whisper.


At last, it’s been a full ten minutes since we caught a glimpse of the security sub. I cup my Bracelet with my other hand to shield its light, just in case, and bring up my wrist.


“Oscar? Verbal communication only.”


Even dimmed, the immediate glow about my wrist puts me on edge, and I let my hair fall around my hands.


“My lady?” The Navigator’s whimsical voice is always instantly comforting.


“Oscar, we can’t see any sign of them anymore. Please check the area?”


It takes only seconds. “My dear, the rogue vessel is in motion some two leagues to the west of your location now, traversing in the opposite direction to ourselves. Any instructions?”


Papa utters a prayer in thanks.


I blow out my cheeks with relief. “All right, you can show yourself now, Oscar,” I say, swiping his projection toward the cockpit so we can see him as I power up the craft.


I turn to Papa. “We carry on, yes?”


He nods and focuses on Oscar. “What is the status of the Kabul?”


The Navigator’s affectionate gaze takes us in, and he dips his head with a warm smile. “All is quite satisfactory on this end, sir.” He brings a crimson tulip to his nose and inhales it.


“Still, remain in stealth mode,” I instruct him as I check the dashboard. “And don’t take your eyes off the tracking system.” The last time I stopped worrying and relaxed, a net fell out of nowhere, closed around Ari, and took him away.


A school of vividly striped mackerel immediately scatters from view when the sub lights up the water.


“Understood, my lady.” Oscar tilts his head. “I do trust entirely in the Kabul’s flair for secrecy. The submarine is in her element when she must remain discreet. As ladies often are!”


We can’t help grinning. The craft rises above the boulders and I take in the phantom silhouettes that surround us, all the endless, jagged peaks of Eysturoy.


The Navigator clears his throat. “Next time, my lady, perhaps I might suggest a smidgeon of firepower?” His doleful eyes shine. “I dare say it worked wonders the last time.”


“Steady on, Oscar. We had no choice the other evening. But I’ve told you, we only fire in defense. Not to mention we don’t want to waste our resources—you never know when we’ll suddenly need the sub’s full might.”


“Of course.” He straightens his silk cravat and nods. “Most prudent, my lady.”


I dismiss the Navigator and we move on, the sudden lights and movement causing Jojo to stir awake. The puppy stretches in Papa’s lap. She’s been amazing for his recovery.


Negotiating the surrounding landscape as carefully as I can, I keep a lookout for any sign of a community. Papa, too, has his eyes peeled on the depths.


I steer by mountains now that look like towering water wraiths. All the churning here is maddening as the water breaks against the rock. As I round a pitch-black ridge, movement ahead catches my eye and I slow down. Wow.


Papa leans in. “Why have we— Oh… mashallah.” His face lights up when he spots the mesmerizing sight.


It’s several colossal chains of salps all merged together, and they’re breathtaking. The gossamer form drifts directly in front of us now, glowing away. We watch as the lengthy, translucent creatures sway on the current. I can’t believe such delicate animals can survive this tempestuous environment. Vivid orange lights dot their insides. They float away from sight.


And my breath hitches at what they reveal.


In the creatures’ wake, suspended in the water mere feet from the sub, is a whole group of amphis. People breathing underwater.


Jojo jumps up in Papa’s lap, her ears pricked.


“Alhamdulillah!” Papa says, thanking God. “Remember, there’s nothing to fear, Pickle.” He greets them with a wave.


They hover side by side, each carrying a laser gun, though the weapons aren’t pointed at us. Hair fans around their faces, floating on the current, and the water flows freely in and out of their mouths as they stare back at us. My stomach quivers despite myself. But there’s also relief—an entire wave of it washing over me. At last.


Papa communicates with them in sign language. It’s how they interact with anyone not in the water. “I’m Hashem McQueen,” he says. “I’m Gideon Abraham’s son, and this is my daughter, Leyla. Gideon may have contacted you about us? It’s been unsafe for us to keep in touch with him, with anyone at all. We’re looking for Ari Sterling’s family. He was with us when they took him.” He also lets them know about the security sub in the area earlier, and they nod as if already aware of the fact.


They talk among themselves, their mouths moving exactly as if they were chatting inside and not actually hovering in a world of water. I can’t look away.… It’s unbelievable. They can hear one another out there.


One of them moves closer and signs right back. “Follow us,” they say, before turning around and swimming away.


Despite my slight unease, I straighten in my seat. This is what I wanted. I’ve spent weeks searching for these people.


Ari. I slip my hand into the pocket of my sweater and wrap it around the smooth rock in there. I have faith in you, Leyla, he’d said, when he gave me the ancient flint tool. At last, we might be a little closer to finding him.


I reach for the throttle to my left, push it forward, and follow in their trail.















CHAPTER TWO



We are fast, Ari once told me, but it’s gripping to watch them in action. One moment there’s nobody there, and then someone will suddenly appear, spearing back to the vessel to ensure we’re still following. Though they’re using a slightly different variant of sign language to the version I’d learned from Jeeves, it’s easy enough to grasp. As they reach a wide clearing between several craggy peaks, they dive. I grab the joystick to my right and, pushing it forward, do the same.


Ridge after ridge looms around us as we descend. It’s a startling sight, all spectral and gloomy. How can even a single person survive at these depths, never mind an entire community? The water turns impossibly denser.


What would Theo and Tabby think if they could see us now? If they knew we were heading for an entire amphi community? I haven’t seen or heard from the twins since we chatted at Cambridge about six weeks ago. What I wouldn’t give to hear from my friends again, to see their faces. And Grandpa’s. I know what Gramps would say if he saw us now; he worries so much. There’s a familiar tugging at my heart.


The group we’re following stop diving. They signal to us and disappear around several cliff faces. As we catch up with them up, we find ourselves between two great ridges. They beckon us on. I spotlight every beam we have, but nothing.


“If they were easy to locate, there wouldn’t be any of them left alive,” Papa says quietly.


Sure enough, as they continue on, it becomes challenging for us to keep on their trail, and I find myself relying on every exterior lamp. I shake my head; not in a million years would I have found this place on one of my daily searches. The seabed comes into view. Though there’s nowhere near as much debris here as we have in London, there’s still too much. Cars, crates, the tail of a plane, huge container drums, and even furniture lie beneath us. Endless random shapes covered in rust, breadcrumb sponge, and coral.


“Almost there now,” they say.


As we draw closer, it becomes apparent that unlike cities around the country, there are no streetlights here. I can’t believe it; they somehow survive without either streetlights or solar spheres. At last as we glide through a broad cave-like passage and enter an open stretch of water, they pause and turn to us, indicating we’ve arrived.


Papa and I lean in and peer at the sight before us. We turn to stare at each other, before focusing again on the view all around us. It’s as if we’re inside a mountain. Colossal walls of rock surround us with no gaps in between. Then we notice the lights.


Expansive ridges jut out from the surrounding cliff faces, and oh goodness, on each one illumination glimmers from homes.


It’s an entire community.


We haven’t seen or spoken with anyone in over a month and the sudden sight of all this humanity has me light-headed. Papa and I turn to each other and grin. Even though it’s only the homes that are lit up, it’s such a welcome sight after the gloomy journey to reach the place. I sense a sudden yearning inside, an ache that brings Ari’s face crashing into my head. I know he isn’t here, but still—it’s the closest I’ve felt to him since his absence.


The sub sways. Even tempered by looming rock faces, the current remains choppy here and the waves crash against the towering stone and ledges.


“Where there are no mountains to shield them, they build their communities in layers,” Papa explains. “That way if they’re attacked, they can hope to hide as the outer layer is obliterated. With any luck, security forces assume they’ve destroyed the place and everyone in it, and move on. It’s easier than starting again from scratch. Many also construct an entire facade to hide the real settlement. Despite a lifetime of developing skills for hiding, though,” he says, his voice growing tense, “too many communities are still discovered and…”


He can’t finish, but he doesn’t need to. Ari told me how the authorities slaughter them indiscriminately. Innocent people, including children. Because they’re different.


A woman waves to catch my attention, and on her instruction I head toward a shaft of light indicating a moon pool. The silhouettes of inquisitive fish scatter as we move into the illumination.


“But I don’t understand how they’re still found, Papa. I mean this is the most hostile environment I’ve ever been in. Their existence is barely visible to anyone. How do security forces know exactly where to search? They can’t send subs into every pocket of Great Britain. Do you think it’s possible they have surveillance tech nobody knows about?” The sub rises.


He shakes his head. “I doubt it, Pickle. The Cambridge lot take care of that side of things, and they’re good. No, it’s just who the Blackwatch are; they’re ready and waiting all the time. As soon as someone in the communities slips up security-wise and gives the location away, the authorities move in.”


The craft bobs to the surface of the pool. The brightly lit room is in stark contrast to the darkness outside. I log the journey—it took us weeks to find this location, and I’m not losing it—and then I bury the info in case someone unsavory gets their hands on the sub.


Those who were guiding us surge through the water beside us and I jump in my seat. They climb out of the pool and disappear into a small row of cubicles lined up against the far wall.


Our sub moves to the very end, where Papa and I exit the vessel and enter the airlock to depressurize. As soon as we’re in the clear, the sealed door before us opens and we step into the rest of the space. Those who were dripping wet only moments earlier are already waiting for us, dry and changed.


“A lifetime of practice,” Papa says, grinning as he catches me staring.


They didn’t even need to acclimatize, and it’ll never be short of astonishing to me. I hold out my arms for Jojo, and as Papa hands her over to me, his gaze moves past me. His grin abruptly disappears. I whirl around to see several people pointing weapons at us.


“It’s okay,” Papa says to the nearest woman. “We’re friends, I assure you. Please, contact Gideon Abraham.” He turns to me. “It’s fine, Pickle. They have good reason not to trust us.”


“Hands where I can see them,” the woman insists, her voice firm and her gaze wary.


Jojo whines and I comfort her.


They search us. A small guy then moves to a corner and speaks hurriedly into his Bracelet.


“That way,” says the woman, and thrusts her weapon in the direction of the door.


Two others join us, and soon we’re flanked by three armed people and walking toward who knows where. I will my heart to stop racing as we move through the pool room’s hatch.


“They’re wise to be cautious,” Papa says, his voice low as he leans into me. “They’ll see we mean them no harm. Your grandpa works with the communities this far north, so one of them will have to have heard of him.”


Weirdly I don’t think my pulse is racing only from fear. In fact, I feel we’ll be all right. I think my heart’s thump-thumping because Ari, Ari, Ari. We found his community; we’re with his people.


The huge hatch leads into a corridor. The woman escorting us through pauses when her Bracelet bleeps, and she moves away for a whispered exchange. A moment later she rejoins us, nodding briefly to the others. They lower their weapons and walk away, taking with them any tension I was feeling about being here.


“Please follow me,” she says. “Ben will be with you shortly.”


Papa gives me a reassuring nod and we follow her.


Once we’re through a second watertight door at the end, we find ourselves in a brightly lit interior. The place is sprawling. The air is filled with the aroma of baking—bread, I think. The space is surprisingly warm, both temperature-wise and also in its rugged, hearty decor. It’s snug, all woods, mellow colors, and cozy textiles, and portraits and bookcases everywhere you look. Never in a million years could I have guessed this place existed in the surrounding darkness, at the heart of such a baleful landscape. Or that these people might live like this.


Back in London, I hadn’t even imagined their homes. I can’t believe how little I knew or understood about a whole people, how I was aware only of the few differences between us instead of the many ways in which we’re exactly the same. And how oblivious I was to our treatment of them. Color floods my cheeks as I recall Ari’s words to me:


You people…Always content with your own lives no matter what’s going on with somebody else, somewhere else—as long as you’re fine. Always believing everything you’re told.


The delicious smell grows stronger as we pass a large room, its door open. An enormous oven burns at the center of the kitchen, and it’s a bit like the model the twins have, its induction plates glowing red hot. Various pots simmer away over them. Its sides radiate warmth throughout the entire space. We move on until finally we enter a large room filled with at least a dozen people, and it instantly falls silent.


“Please wait here,” the woman says, gesturing to a couple of chunky armchairs.


I look around the warm, bright space, taking in the faces turned toward us now. What are they doing here? Do they all live here? A few nod in greeting, while others throw cautious glances our way before whispering among themselves.


It wasn’t too long ago that the sighting of a single amphi on the news would leave me frozen to the spot. And now I’m surrounded by them—people of every color, race, size, and age. And even the odd child. It’s hard to imagine them in the water, hard to picture them attacking us. These people show no hint of being less than us in any way. All the lies and warped news footage swirl around inside my head as my eyes flit across the room. Years of being told amphis are the most violent species ever, when in reality they’re a people who’ve been brutally victimized, their families and communities ripped apart by the very people meant to protect us all.


Since his recovery, anything new Papa tells me about Ari and others with the same abilities, and where the government is failing us, continues to leave me stunned. Like how Papa and many others all around the country always worked hard to uncover and spread the truth about amphis, and did whatever they could to protect them. And that they’d always been friends with them and even visited them in secret.


Ari had told me how the original two hundred were marked for sterilization, but the disaster struck earlier than anticipated. They escaped confinement and chose to live quietly on the fringes of society, and nobody was the wiser. But then the current government needed to rationalize their single-minded goal of returning to the surface at all cost, and suddenly we lived among the most evil things to have ever been created and our lives were infinitely more in peril down here. The word “Anthropoid” swept in like a rogue wave.


Ari’s words come back to me, how he pleaded with me to understand when I went into shock on discovering he was one: We are human, Leyla. We are you. We lack nothing—we only possess more. Hardly anything he said at the time registered with me. I was stunned to realize I’d been traveling with what I’d always been led to believe was our greatest enemy.


A man and woman around Papa’s age enter the room and hurry forward to greet us.


“Ben Sterling,” says the man. He’s tall and pale with curly blond hair, and wears a haunted expression as he fixes warm brown eyes on us. “Ari’s father. Welcome to our home.”


I catch my breath. I’m actually in Ari’s house. I battle a surge of emotions as I try to quickly focus.


Ari’s mother, Ruby, is also pale and blond. I realize now Ari might possibly be an adoptee.


Ruby insists we have something to eat, but we settle on warm drinks.


Most of the room empties and Ben waves us over to a set of sprawling sofas in the corner. Ruby sits beside her husband, and a few others join us.


“Please,” says Ben, clasping his wife’s hand and leaning forward. His gaze flits frantically between Papa and me. “Tell us what happened. Where is our son?”















CHAPTER THREE



Ben and Ruby sit stunned as I tell them everything that happened when Ari was taken. His horrified face flashes before me again and again as I recall the events.


When I’m done, Ben stands, his face grim but determined, and starts pacing the room. Ruby’s expression is somber, her eyes clouded as she processes everything. My heart goes out to them both. I wish there was something I could do.


“Okay,” Ari’s mother finally says, her face tight and jaw set. “So what are we going to do?”


“He’s a fighter, our lad,” Ben says, clearing his throat as he turns to Papa. “He’ll be hanging on, wherever they’ve taken him. And if I know him, he’ll be giving them hell.” A brief glimmer of pride crosses his face, and Ruby nods absently in agreement.


“Papa told me,” I say to her, “about how frequently your community go missing.”


She swallows before speaking. “Very rarely do we ever see them again. But Ari will return to us, love. I know he will.”


“Now that we finally know more about my son’s fate, we can adjust our searches for him,” says Ben, rolling back his sleeves. “We can’t waste any time.”


The minutes stretch as Ari’s family and neighbors discuss the best way to organize an extensive search for him. Ben includes us in the discussion even though I don’t have much to offer and end up mostly just listening to them as I feed Jojo a snack. Papa has plenty of experience to share, though, and for the first time in my life I see this side of him in action as he displays extensive knowledge of the security forces and their sly tactics.


“I wish we were coming together under very different circumstances, Hashem,” Ben says after a while. “I’ve heard plenty about everything you’ve done for our people down south. I was honored when Gideon asked if Ari could accompany your lass.” His face falls every time he says Ari’s name. “And sorry about the ‘welcome’ you received,” he adds. “It’s difficult to relax around others until we know for sure they can be trusted. We were on the lookout for you, too—ever since we stopped hearing from Ari. He’d updated us on the breakout, but then you all fell off everyone’s radar soon after.”


“That’s when we knew something was wrong,” says Ruby with an empty stare. “Ari would never go that long without checking in with us, without assuring me he was okay.”


Ben rubs his face. I notice the deep shadows under his eyes. “But we had to balance searching for you with ensuring the community wasn’t made vulnerable as a result,” he says. “It’s been very slow going.” He takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly before narrowing his eyes and turning to Papa. “Talking of protection… We were in the middle of a meeting. Hashem, you heard about the small settlement in Tórshavn?” Papa shakes his head. “Two days ago,” Ari’s dad continues. “Half a dozen dead and the rest were lucky to escape with their lives. No sign of the firepower they used this time either. The attack came as they slept.”


It goes quiet.


How was I so completely oblivious to all this back in London? What is bloody wrong with us? I can’t get rid of the images forming now, the possibilities of whatever took place in Tórshavn. First those people were here, living and breathing among us, and now they simply no longer exist. I don’t know where to look. I can’t help the overwhelming sense of resentment and frustration and anger flooding me now. The shame and the horror at what’s been unfolding in our name. Without taking action to fix things, though, my feelings mean nothing.


“As for those they take alive, we don’t know what they do with them.” Ben rakes his fingers through his curls.


Not knowing where Papa was or why they’d taken him, and having to endure that endless silence from officials, was unbearably difficult. My heart goes out to Ben and Ruby and everyone else waiting on news of loved ones.


“I have a lot to catch up on,” Papa says, his expression grave. “And as soon as we have secure communication on board, I’ll reach out to my contacts down south, find out what they’ve heard about this latest attack.”


Ben waves a hand as he remembers. “Ah yes, of course, you haven’t been in touch with anyone. Feel free to contact Gideon and anybody else while you’re here. Our systems are secure.”


Papa and I stand immediately.


“Oh yes, please,” I say to Ben, before turning to Papa. “I really need to speak to Grandpa and Theo and Tabby.”


“This way.” Ben leads us out of the room.


We make our way down a small passageway lined with more framed pictures. My breath hitches when I spot Ari in one. I pause and stare at it; it looks like some kind of celebration here at home. The little girl in the photograph must be Freya, his sister. The entire family looks relaxed and happy. Ari’s bright eyes are lit up and as intense as ever, his black, shoulder-length hair falling in waves, and oh dear, I absolutely must touch the picture.


“Pickle?” Papa’s paused ahead, watching me with his eyebrows squished together. I swiftly drop my hand and hurry along, my cheeks heating.


Despite its compact size, the communications room is impressive. All manner of technical equipment and anti-tracking systems are up and running, and I know Theo would happily spend an entire day inspecting it all. Ben shows us what to do before leaving the room.


First, we get in touch with Grandpa. He answers immediately and my heart lurches when I see him on-screen.


His pale-green eyes light up as he catches sight of Papa and me. “Ah, shalom, Queenie! Hashem… At long last.”


“Salaam, Gramps!” Oh how I’ve missed him. Papa is almost tearful at the sight of him.


Grandpa is sitting in his study, blinking repeatedly as if he, too, can’t quite believe it. He smooths down the jumble of white hair on his head as we quickly catch up. I’ve not spoken with him since we said our goodbyes back at the Mayfair Hangars on New Year’s Eve, just before I set off in my submarine to search for Papa. We bring him up to speed on all the immediate stuff.


His eyes shine with tears as Papa briefly answers his questions about his time at Broadmoor.


“Isolation?” Grandpa asks, his eyes wide with disbelief. “It’s bad enough they’re imprisoning people without a trial. All those people kept from interacting with another soul. It’s inhumane.”


I quickly cover what we’ve been doing since Papa’s rescue.


Grandpa keeps shaking his head in disbelief. He tells Papa everything going on in London. Then he explains how the authorities have shut down their labs.


Papa and Grandpa are astronomers. They worked together at the laboratories in Bloomsbury until the day of Papa’s arrest. They live and breathe for researching our universe. Gramps goes on to update Papa with everything going on with Bia and the Cambridge lot.


“I’m checking in with them next,” says Papa. “You look tired, Gideon. You must rest and we’ll be in touch again very soon.”


After we wrap things up with Grandpa, Papa inspects all the equipment while I contact the twins. Seconds later, Theo’s face fills the screen.


His eyes widen. “Bloody hell, am I glad to see you!”


Warmth radiates through me at the sight of him. Jojo barks joyfully.


Theo peers closer. “How are you? Where are you? What’s going on?”


We keep interrupting each other until finally we’re over the shock of speaking again, and catch up.


“And then Bia updated your granddad after you broke your dad out of prison—Neptune, I still can’t believe you did that!” Theo says. “Gideon brought us up to speed with everything that went down. We’re helping him wherever we can. Your granddad’s bloody brilliant with all his covert stuff.” His eyes shine. “I’ve been in touch with the Cambridge lot through him, and do a fair bit of work with Charlie. He’s amazing—works really hard to keep amphi communities safe. Loves his gaming, too!” Theo can’t help beaming now; he’s the most advanced gamer I know.


“That’s fantastic about helping Gramps! Yeah, Charlie’s great. Up until Papa’s arrest, they used to work together looking out for the southern communities, and Charlie’s saved so many lives.”


Theo blows his cheeks out. “Mum’s in shock about everything we’ve learned. And she’s been really worried for you after what that treacherous little git Sebastian pulled off, slapping a price on your heads like that. Can’t get over what you’ve been through. And your dad being held in Broadmoor after all that—Hey, Mr. McQueen!” Theo’s mouth falls open as he spots Papa. “Oh wow, you’re all right, you’re safe. How—”


“Leyla!” Tabby squeezes into sight next to her brother. “Oh, Mr. McQueen, I’m so happy to see you! Holy Neptune, you don’t look so good.” Theo’s twin sister frowns. “What happened to your hair? What’s going on with you guys? You’ve got to stay in touch! I’m so sorry about Ari, hope he’s okay. I still can’t believe he’s an Anthro—I mean amphi, sorry. We went into shock! He was on board your sub when we were saying goodbye. I was this close to one of them. And—”


“Tabs!” Theo says, scowling as he turns to face his sister. She rolls her eyes in response.


I shake my head. “Tabby, they’re not what we’ve—”


“I know! But it’s still all a bit shocking!” Her face darkens. “And we found out what caused the underground to collapse the day Dad died. His death could’ve been prevented if the government had done their jobs properly, but instead they held back on funds and killed all those people. I hate the lot of them. They need to answer for their crimes. As for that sly shit, Sebastian, calling you Britain’s number one enemy… wish I could wipe that friggin’ sneer off his face.”


Theo shakes his head, his expression hardening. “He seriously wants locking up. It should be him in Broadmoor.”


I hate our government for so many things, and their incompetence leading to the death of the twins’ dad is one of them.


We talk more, eager to cover as much as we can in the short time we have. I can’t believe I’m actually chatting again with my best friends. My face warms. It’s been too long since I last heard their voices. I wish I could touch them, hug them.


“How did you cross into foreign territory?” Theo folds his arms. “You have papers?”


I bite my lip. “I couldn’t risk applying for permission. I didn’t want to do anything that left a trail. And it was too risky getting in touch with you to ask about it, so I checked the map for the least patrolled entry points, rose high, and sped through.”


Theo’s eyes widen. “What if you run into a security check? Okay, I have a mate who sorts out travel papers. Like, impossible to tell them from the real thing, believe me.”


I can’t nod fast enough. Being here without the necessary legal permissions is always on my mind anytime I go out there.


“Faroe Islands…” He taps his chin. “You’re in Danish waters, I think. I’ll get onto it right after and send them over soon as they’re done. And let me know should you need papers for anywhere else, okay? You don’t want to be without them.”


“Wow, thanks, such a relief.”


Papa joins me. “Theo, Tabby, it’s so good to see you. And how is Vivian? You must tell me everything.”


The twins update him on their mother and everything else going on back in the capital. They explain how some people are starting to question everything that’s happened to me.


“They all watched you in the marathon, Leyla,” Tabby says. “They saw the interviews and witnessed what went down during the prize-giving ceremony. People aren’t happy about the PM not granting you your Ultimate Prize request to set your dad free. And they were livid when the committee asked for your sub back, you know. They really disagree with the bounty on your heads. Folk know you’d never even hurt krill.” She flicks her short, platinum-blond bob. “Unlike me.”


“Oh, speaking of the sub, we can keep in touch now!” Theo says, smiling. “You still using the same Bracelet I gave you?” He nods away when I confirm. “You don’t have to worry about them tracing you anymore. I came up with a program that safeguards all contact from the Kabul and blocks things our end, too. I didn’t have any way of getting it to you safely before now. Forwarding it on to Ben’s number. Transfer it to your Bracelet right away, and then pass it on to Oscar to upload it to the submarine’s communications systems. We couldn’t let you know until I’d found a way to remotely shield the Kabul’s network. But this way you can message anyone as long as you’re certain nobody’s monitoring things on their end. I already ensured your grandpa secured all his equipment. So get in touch with us whenever you want!”


“What? Oh wow! You’re certain?” I can’t believe it. At last we can chat regularly with Grandpa and the twins. We’re no longer alone. We found Ari’s people and we can keep in touch with everyone!


“Absolutely,” says Theo, beaming. “Speaking of Oscar, is he operating okay? And what about the tracker I sent you at Cambridge, did it work?”


“Oh, Oscar’s been a dream, thanks so much for him. As for the tracker…” I grimace. “We got the info, but it left the trace you warned it might, and Bia found out.”


“What!” Tabby leans in. “Your granddad didn’t tell us about that! How did she respond?”


Bia and her brilliant covert group in Cambridge push back against everything the authorities do, from inside their state-of-the-art hideout known as the Den. Ari and I stopped by there in our search for Papa. It became clear Bia’s lot knew more about his situation than they were letting on; they even had their own rescue plans underway. But they wouldn’t trust anyone else with the info. With Theo’s help, I managed to uncover details that would eventually lead me to Broadmoor, and Papa. I was rumbled, though, and Ari and I found ourselves surrounded, with a very angry Bia demanding I return the stolen info. At that exact moment, Blackwatch chose to hit the place and we managed to escape. Thankfully with the information intact.


“I’m sending you what I discovered,” I say to the twins now. “But basically the government has been outright lying about the surface, about us returning to it any day. Living up there’s impossible. Scientists have tested and proven it. It’s too hostile and won’t be habitable for several decades at the soonest. It’s all there in the Explorer reports. They’ve been tampering with them and releasing contradictory accounts.”


The twins’ eyes widen. “What the actual hell,” says Tabby.


I was stunned when I saw the proof. Those meant to be looking after us are ignoring all the science and warnings and instead continue to pour vital funds into pointless projects for living up on the surface. And at such a heavy cost to our lives right now.


Theo and Tabby bring me up to speed with everyone back in London.


“And Malik has the seasickness,” Tabby suddenly adds quietly, her voice flat now.


“Oh no…” My chest tightens. Poor Malik… It’s hard to imagine him anything less than his spirited self. He was always my main competition during our weekly sub sprints around Tower Bridge.


A flicker of hope surfaces in Theo’s eyes as he leans in. “Your granddad told us how Bia’s lot discovered major info on it early last year.” His gaze shifts to Papa, and he raises his eyebrows. “Did you know they treat the condition very differently abroad, Mr. McQueen?”


Papa presses his lips together in a slight grimace. Mention of the seasickness always triggers painful memories for him; the government used the illness to frame him and have him sent to Broadmoor. They had accused him of exploiting those suffering by encouraging their dying by suicide. A revolting lie that didn’t even make sense. He’d actually been doing the opposite—trying to think of whatever he could to help them fight the terrible, deadly inertia.


I nod at Theo. “Papa knows; he told me about it.”


We were wrong about the seasickness. A report I saw on one of the files I’d swiped while inside the prison had Bia declaring the government solely responsible for it. But Papa recently explained how that report was several years old, and he filled me in on what they’ve learned about the condition since.


Around a year ago, Bia’s group managed to access classified files belonging to Westminster that revealed international scientific data. We now have a much clearer understanding of the seasickness. Though the government does make it so much worse with all its pervasive nostalgia for the Old World, and especially the unrelenting fearmongering of this world, they didn’t actually create the seasickness. Its roots lie in how we’ve always struggled with living down here in the deep. Our minds still haven’t adapted to the environment. It’s a debilitating sense of claustrophobia, a malaise that requires proper remedy. Instead—and despite having access to medical findings that disclose real, proven treatments—the government insists it’s uncontrollable, that it’s just another of this world’s deadly aspects. And our only solution is to ensure sufferers somehow increase their exposure to the Old World.… It’s infuriating.


We talk some more before I have to cut short so Papa can catch up with Bia and everyone at Cambridge, but we promise to speak again soon.


I forward Oscar the file Theo just sent, so the communications system on board the Kabul can be secured. I notice Papa’s smile as he stares away into space. The difference in him after chatting with Grandpa is immediate. It’s the first time since that godforsaken prison that a smile’s lingered on his face.


I’m thinking about rejoining the others so Papa can have some privacy for his call when there’s a knock on the door, and a girl I recognize as Ari’s sister pops her head around. She wanders in, around ten years old and a perfect blend of Ben and Ruby. I’m now certain Ari was adopted. Stopping beside me, she crosses her arms and tilts her head. “Where’s Ari?” she asks, narrowing her round brown eyes.


“You’re Freya, right?”


Her curls bounce as she nods. Her expression is torn. “When’s Ari coming home?” she asks. “We haven’t seen him since he left for London before Christmas.”


“I’m so sorry but I don’t know where he is. I wish I did.… But your dad and everyone are doing all they can to find him. Hopefully he’ll be back very soon.”


“In time for Aunt Linde’s wedding? It’s coming up. He has to be here for it, he promised me he would be.” She unfolds her arms and puts her hands on her hips. “If he isn’t here by then, I’ll just have to go looking for him myself.” She stops to smile at Jojo, who wags her tail in response. “Neptune, I can’t believe you have a real dog! Want to see my rock collection?”


I turn to Papa and he nods. “I’ll be along as soon as I’ve caught up with everyone at Cambridge, Pickle. Being able to contact Bia is such welcome news.” His expression turns pensive. “Charlie will be waiting for information from me. He’s done so much to help, but I was his primary source down south. Without my input his hands will mostly have been tied.”


I leave Papa to catch up with everyone at the Den, and follow Freya out of the room, making sure to touch Ari’s face when I pass his picture. Freya chats nonstop, taking it upon herself to show me around.


I try to imagine her brother here. How is Ari around his own people? What is he like with his family? How does he move around in this space he calls home? Please, God, let him be all right, wherever he is.


As we pass a couple of hatches, Freya points out the corridor that leads to their pool room.


“Does everyone have a moon pool?” I ask. “Back in London, only the houses of the rich or those considered important have one.”


I realize now maybe all the homes here have access pools. I’d never given it any thought before. Imagine, a pool instead of a front door hatch. It’s fascinating and still a little terrifying to think a part of the floor in your home opens onto the abyss. We have one on the Kabul, but that’s a vessel. This place is stationary and it feels surreal.


Freya looks confused for a moment before her eyes widen. “Oh, that’s because you can’t swim, right? Every time you want to go out, you have to use the subs. Even for five minutes! They do it all the time on-screen and it takes forever.”


I grin. “Compared with just diving into and climbing out of a pool, it’s definitely more bothersome. And we can swim, just not…”


Freya continues the tour. Their home is hearty and spacious. There are hydroponic gardens of every size dotted around, random structures filled with fruit and vegetables all growing in the artificial light. Back in London, only the rich can afford their own gardens and the rest of us make do with what passes for fruit and veg from the London Markets. The Kabul has her very own garden, though, and maintaining it is an absolute joy. I continue to picture Ari living here as we walk on. “You’d never think it was this big inside!”


“Most community meetings are held in our house,” Freya explains. “And there are extra rooms in case anyone needs somewhere to stay after an attack.”


She says it so casually, so matter-of-fact, and I realize she’s probably never known a time when the threat of an attack didn’t exist. It’s the saddest thought.


“We have even bigger buildings, like the hospital on the ledge above. And this”—Freya beams as a door slides open—“is my bedroom!”


It’s a bit like Tabby’s room back in London, all sleek spaces and soft lighting. Holographic posters of the latest music bands hover around the space, and she seems to be in the middle of a game of Whack-a-Seahorse. I haven’t seen the vintage game for years. The old-fashioned neon hoops from a decade ago glimmer around the room, and every time a seahorse materializes over one, you have only two seconds to reach it and whack it back inside the ring. Tabby loved the game when we were younger, her reflexes impressively fast even back then. A sure sign she’d grow up to be a martial arts champ.


Jojo makes herself at home on Freya’s bed, while I rush toward the large spherical window that’s curved outward. It’s as if I’m inside a bubble as I peer through the clear acrylic.


I gaze out, looking down, and as soon as my eyes adjust to the current I see a large portion of the community on a ledge opposite to this one. Plateaus of every size jut out from the surrounding jagged cliffs, and on each flattened space sits a maze of homes all lit up. Specks of yellow light glimmer like floating lanterns blinking on the current. My heart soars at the sight.


I whip my head around to Freya, who’s busy dragging a sparkly poster of a trio of dancing girls across the room to reposition it beside a blue wardrobe. “I can’t believe this place,” I say. “It’s like you live in a hollowed-out mountain. Do you feel safe when you’re out there?”


Freya nods, joining me in the bubble. “If we ever suspect anything, we lock the pools and switch off all lights. Crafts can only reach us from either the secret long way around, like you did, or from up top.” She jabs a finger upward. “But we have all kinds of security at work up there now. We’d know if a vessel were headed our way long before they got here. It doesn’t happen often, but when it does, we send out distractions. So yep, we’re safe since our security was updated after what happened at Christmas.…” A haunted look breaks out on her expression. “They think they killed us all because they destroyed the decoy homes on a more visible ledge higher up.” She ends far quieter than she’d started.


“I’m so sorry, Freya. I know Lance died in that attack.”


Ari’s face flashes before me, his expression dark as grief pooled into his eyes when he told me about his friend’s death.


Freya stares into the space. “Lance was racing over to our house when he got caught up in the attack. Ari left to save him even though Mum and Dad begged him not to go outside. Just when my brother found him, Lance was hit. His sub exploded right in front of Ari, did you know?” She gazes up at me now, her eyes wide. “They never discovered the rest of the community. Dad says we would’ve lost so many more lives if they had.” She blinks, her gaze so helpless it tears my insides.


“Don’t forget to show me your rocks,” I say, suddenly desperate to see her smile again.


Freya darts away from the window to grab a rusted tin box from under her bed. “Check it out!” she says proudly.


I join her to inspect her rock collection. Beautiful stones in every shape and texture.


“Mine’s the best hoard of anyone’s.” She flashes a smug smile. “I don’t just put anything in my pockets, you know. Sometimes I spend ages finding the best rock.”


Freya holds up a hand when she remembers something, and hurries to a shelf to grab a Medi-bot. She pulls up her dress and tends to her left leg where there’s a dressing on her thigh. The instrument removes the old dressing and starts cleaning the cut. Her right leg is a prosthetic limb, one of those translucent models with the lights and wires pulsing away inside.


Ari’s words come back to me the night he had the nightmare on board the Kabul. He told me how security forces had attacked a group of them one day as they traveled to a wedding. The community lost many, including children. Freya lost her right leg and was lucky to have survived.


“Are you all right?” I ask when she winces as the Medi-bot does its job. “Do you need any help?”


She whips her head up, slight panic in her brown eyes, and swiftly commands the door shut. “Yes, I’m fine,” she says hurriedly, lowering her voice. “And I can take care of it myself. It’s only a tiny cut; you mustn’t tell Dad. He worries too much and if he spots this scratch, I’ll never be allowed out again.” She blows her curls out of her eyes.


“How did you get it?”


“Out looking for rocks by the rift. The lights there are so cool, especially after a sandstorm.” She pauses when she sees me frowning.


“The rift is lit up?” I ask.


She laughs. “Bioluminescence! When I wouldn’t stop swimming out there to collect the rocks, Ari insisted on going with me. But he’s not here and Dad doesn’t like me being out there alone, even though it’s dead close and I can look after myself. So I sometimes sneak out when they’re still asleep in the mornings, poke around for the best rocks. You have to watch out for the eels, though, so slippery.” She pauses to check the Medi-bot’s work before returning her focus to me and tilting her head. “Nessie’s not real, you know? If she existed, I’d have seen her by now. All that stuff about her swimming around these parts is bonkers. And that footage from last year was fake.” She rolls her eyes. “I did a better tech job when I told my mates I was at a concert in Seoul.”


I grin, and then ponder her words. The rift sounds scary as hell.


Back in London, before my world turned upside down, I’d have loved hearing how spirited Freya was. Despite being terrified of almost everything myself back then, others’ adventures fascinated me to no end. So I hate that right now my only thought is concern for Ari’s sister. I’m thrilled she has something she enjoys—she should be able to do anything and everything. And I’m also terrified for her. It feels like I’m suddenly getting a glimpse of Papa and myself, and I shift on my feet.


“There’ll be good reason why Ari insisted on going with you. It must be dangerous. You have to be careful, Freya.”


She sighs. “Not you too. I can take care of myself, you know.”


My Bracelet flashes: It’s Charlie. “Freya, I won’t be a moment.”


“Oh, you can take that in here,” she says, and leaves the room.


Charlie’s thin, pale face pops up, and his eyes brighten when they spot me. “Leyla—and Jojo’s with you!”


His grin is contagious and I instantly feel lighter. Jojo jumps around at the sight of him. She took to him right away at Cambridge and wags her tail nonstop now.


“Just finished chatting with yer dad,” Charlie says. “He’s speaking with Bia now. Right, I wanna know everything that’s happened since the breakout!” Charlie, along with many others Bia sent from Cambridge, helped us fight the prison’s extensive security patrols.


The Den looks as busy as ever behind him. He glances over his shoulder now and pauses as someone approaches. I recognize Jas as he comes into view. The Blackwatch attack on the Den was frightening and I panicked when Jas chased me. I used the immobilizing spray in my brolly to stop him in his tracks. Jas doesn’t take his eyes off us now as he walks by. Charlie turns back to me as soon as it’s clear again, a thin line appearing between his eyebrows. He shrugs it away and we continue.


When I’m done summarizing what happened after we rescued Papa, he brings me up to speed with the Den, taking care to also pay Jojo the attention she’s seeking. Bia’s hard at work as usual, identifying communities at risk of being discovered, ensuring they receive help in time, and working with her contacts to keep tabs on the government’s many questionable actions.


“Not possible to save everyone, though.” His face falls. “You guys don’t know any more about what went down at Tórshavn, do you? That one’s got me well and truly stumped. No news of how they attacked, and half a dozen dead…”


I shake my head. “Ben’s as mystified as you lot. They can’t find a trace of any firepower at all. Papa told me security forces sometimes get to the communities right before you guys intend to. That’s odd, right? Like, these people were undiscovered for that long and then as soon as the Den finds out, they’re attacked. You don’t think they could be listening in?”


Charlie presses his lips into a thin line and his expression turns heavy. “The sights we’ve met when we get there too late sometimes…” He shakes his head. “But if they were tracing us, they’d be onto every community we’re protecting; they’d have all been wiped out ages ago. Our security’s off the wall. Even when Blackwatch attacked the Trading Post that time you were here, they never discovered the Den beneath. If there’s a weak spot, it ain’t us, Leyla.”


He cocks his head. “Wait, hold yer horses. Are you serious thinking they might be tapping in?”


I shrug. “I’m not really sure, but it just doesn’t make sense, you know?”


He bites his lip, worry clouding his gaze. “All I know is we’re the best at what we do; everyone’s skills in the Den are sound. But I’ll see what I can find out. Might pick Theo’s brains about this—there’s nothing tech-related he doesn’t know!” His eyes shine. “In the meantime, you mustn’t fret over it. Send us footage of Jojo playing around?” He brightens when I nod. “You ever plan on visiting us again?”


We finish chatting and I open the door to find Freya waiting. She looks past me and, eyes wide, darts back in to thwack a seahorse that’s materialized in the air over one of the glimmering hoops. Her Bracelet flashes yellow to indicate a hit and she beams triumphantly. We leave her room.


As we walk on, I can’t help wondering…“Freya, do you think I could please see Ari’s room?”


“But why? Boys’ rooms stink.”


“I don’t mind.”


“Well, only if I can hold Jojo.” She waggles her eyebrows and holds out her arms.


The puppy buries her nose in Freya’s sweater.


“Wow, thanks.” Freya holds Jojo close and points to the second door along. “Ari’s room. I’ll just be in my own showing off Jojo to friends,” she says over her shoulder as she walks back to her room. “Not going to let on she’s real, see how long they fall for it!”


“That’s great,” I say, her words barely registering as, pulse racing, I step into Ari’s room.
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