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			For all those who chase the fish: resistance is never futile

		

	
		
			I had a dream, which was not all a dream.

			The bright sun was extinguish’d, and the stars

			Did wander darkling in the eternal space,

			Rayless, and pathless, and the icy earth

			Swung blind and blackening in the moonless air . . .

			Lord Byron, July 1816
The year without a summer

		

	
		
			
Prologue

			London 1941

			‘It’s too soon, she’s not ready,’ Mam says, but they ignore her and push me into the sickroom. My nose wrinkles at the smell – a mix of sickly sweet and foul, like something dead and rotting.

			But Alicia’s eyes are still open. ‘It is what it is, and what it must be,’ she says, her voice a bare whisper. ‘Come closer, child,’ she says, and when I don’t move, one of the aunties pushes me forwards.

			Her cold hand – a circle of bone – grasps my wrist.

			‘Leave us now,’ Alicia says and they go, even my mam. When the door shuts I want to run after her, but I’m so scared I can’t move.

			‘Cassandra, don’t be afraid. The Circle must be complete before it is too late. Now you have to concentrate. On the four: say the words with me.’

			She starts and I join in, my voice faltering at first, then stronger as I focus on each word and what it represents in turn:

			Sun . . . Sea . . . Earth . . . Sky . . .

			Sun . . . Sea . . . Earth . . . Sky . . .

			As we say the words again and again, the others begin to join us – past, present, future – voices that I’ve learned are different to my own, but that I can sometimes hear, whispering inside me. Today they are louder than whispers and somehow fill me with calm, acceptance. This is what must be.

			‘Good. Now take the circle.’ Alicia gestures to a table next to her, something wrapped in red velvet. I unfold it and inside is a ring of shiny metal bigger than my hand. I pick it up and cry out as the sharp edges cut my fingers, but I can’t let go – I mustn’t, the voices say, and the pain dims. Alicia grasps the other side of the circle in her hand and her hand is cut, too. Then she holds it up to her throat, taking my hand with it, and when I see what she means to do it is too late to try to stop it. She slides it across her neck and red, red gushes from the wound, pulsing with her heart. Warm and wet, it runs down my hand and arm.

			Her blood, my blood, the blood of all our sisters back in time.

			Everything they have been, lost and suffered is flooding from her to me with her blood. The pain, the terror, of so many lives slamming inside me, all at once – they push and shove to get to me before her blood drains away.

			She slumps back. She’s gone from her body but whispering inside me now with the others. I focus on her words – Sun . . . Sea . . . Earth . . . Sky – to still their shouts and cries, and gradually I steady inside. I’m as surprised as if I’d somehow brought a bucking stallion under control.

			All that has been, is now and will be is spinning around, with me at the centre of all the circles. Different paths lead to different circles, but there is sureness within me as to which will follow, one to another.

			Don’t, Alicia whispers inside me. Time is spinning, in flux. Don’t follow the thread, lest by looking you influence what will be. She tries to hold me back, but mesmerised, I follow them: this circle, then that, and another. This war – with its bombs, like the one that ruined Alicia’s legs – will end. More will follow.

			So much pain and sorrow men inflict and will inflict on themselves and each other; it’s overwhelming. I could be lost in it and not return. I try to draw back but it’s too late. I can’t unsee what is before me. Before all of us.

			How can this be? The future – it goes silent? I panic and trace back and forth, all possible ways, not just the one I see, but all circles lead to this:

			Nature – screaming – in the throes of dying. Humanity will do this to the earth and themselves, and then the voices will go silent for ever.

			It’s wrong, and the wrongness is pulling and twisting inside me so, and the fear, the panic, this can’t be what must come, it can’t, it can’t – and then I’m screaming too.

			Some small part of me is aware when the aunties return, tend to my hand and carry me away from this place. Where Alicia died and I wish I had done so.

			Much later, I revive enough to eat, to splash water on my face. When I look in the mirror, my hair has gone pure white, like Alicia’s was.

			But what does it matter?

			The end has begun.

		

	
		
			
Part 1

			Undersea

			Tabby

			@HaydenNoPlanetB

			When Industria United injected chemicals into the atmosphere to shield the earth from the sun, they said this would reduce global warming – that it would stop the sixth mass extinction, without having to radically change our energy production and use. This is madness. Consider the oceans: more and more carbon is being absorbed into the seas. The acidification that results prevents formation of shells and corals, and if it continues will begin to dissolve existing reefs. A quarter of all marine life is dependent on coral – they will be gone for ever if we don’t act now.

			#NatureIsScreaming
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			The wild sea is so close, tantalising me, offering a way out. How easy it would be to let everything end now, a time and place of my own choosing.

			I’m half-dead from their drugs already, and the temptation to finish the job and rob them of their prize is there. But there are too many of them and only one of me; even if I could bring myself to do it – to jump from this ship into the unknown, the howling storm and darkness – there is no real choice.

			One of them opens the door of a small craft fixed to some sort of crane on the deck. They call it a submersible and, from what Malina said earlier, it’s like a two-person submarine. It doesn’t look like any I’ve seen on TV – it’s small, mostly round. With the door held open now, I see the walls are so thick it is even smaller inside. They steady it and I climb in after Malina as directed, and she shows me how to pull straps down from the top of my seat to cross over on both sides to buckle myself in.

			The door is sealed. There are no windows, but external cameras project on a screen. The view shifts wildly as we are lowered from the ship to huge waves that surge and crash around us, throwing us side to side, and I fight against the memory that would take reason with it: the hurricane. Simone – my mother, even though I didn’t know her for long – trapped in our car next to me, drowning . . .

			Somehow I manage to push it away, to stay here, now.

			Once the sea swallows us whole, and we descend from the wind and rain, the maelstrom of the surface is hidden. The currents below are strong enough to make the submersible shudder and shake, but there is still a kind of peace.

			After a while, an increasing sense of pressure builds, both outside and in. It’s as if the sea and my blood are equal, and the air inside this vessel too thin; either my blood must explode out of my body or the sea will crush the walls. I hold my hands, fingers splayed, against the metal that encloses us – both pressing and being pressed – and my blood thrums, hot, as if it wants to join the sea on the other side. I’m not scared, not even in denial: it’s more that the sheer power of the sea we are descending through makes fear or not-fear irrelevant.

			‘All right, Tabby?’ Malina says.

			I ignore her, focusing on the power throbbing through my veins and the wall, but then the sound and shape of her voice, beyond the words, penetrates.

			Is something wrong?

			Keeping my hands on the wall, I turn towards her. She’s strapped in next to me, the controls – our lives – in her hands. Her eyes meet mine and I study her. As if that makes her uncomfortable, she soon looks away.

			Unflappable Malina – the queen of calm – is nervous. Why?

			‘You’ve come this way before?’

			‘Many times.’

			‘Is it different now?’

			‘It’s close. The pressure rating of this vessel: we are close and getting closer to its limits.’ She shrugs. ‘Rising seas give rising pressure, but I’m assured it is still within tolerance.’ I’m listening to her words and they give a reasonable cause for her disquiet – but that isn’t why she is nervous. It’s something else.

			What’s that? A low sound – eerie – almost outside hearing. Then it increases just a little, then a little more. It’s our submersible – it’s alive and in pain. We’ve been swallowed by a beast and are giving it indigestion. It wraps its arms around us tight and protests, groaning.

			‘You see now why we couldn’t bring Isha.’

			Isha was one of us at swim school, but in tank training – when we had to hold our breath underwater as long as we could, encased by glass and steel – she flipped out, lost it completely. She was claustrophobic. Imagine what this would have been like for her, inside a small toy tossed and crushed by the currents, the weight of water above increasing every moment?

			So they didn’t bring Isha, but what about the rest of us? Did anyone survive when the school was destroyed by storm surge? Or are there any others, like Isha, who weren’t there when it happened?

			Like me.

			And Denzi.

			I ran; I left him behind, lying still and motionless on the beach. The anguish of not knowing if he is alive or dead is tearing me apart. And what did I achieve? Nothing. They caught me anyhow. But there is no use asking Malina what happened to Denzi. I have already, many times, and she always refuses to answer.

			Thrum.

			The pressure increases inside me and outside the ship until, surely, we will implode and explode – both at once.

			Throb.

			It’s like being born, or so I imagine it must be – blood, pressure, pain. Just when I might scream from it, I sense rather than see that we have reached the end.

			Malina steers us towards what looks like a gaping black mouth – a nothingness, only distinguishable by being even darker than its barely-seen surrounds. We go through it and after a few moments she puts on lights – like the front headlights of a car, but weak in the dark water. Further in we go, and then the water moves; we sway. The opening we came through is closing behind us.

			Malina explained this before our descent. We go through a succession of locks – like canal boats go through to get to higher or lower water levels – but here it is the water pressure that changes. Pumps in each chamber make the pressure step down with each stage. The pounding in my head eases with each one.

			We stop in the last chamber, wait as water is pumped out of it and replaced by air. Then lights come on above.

			Malina opens the doors of our vessel.

			Instead of death, we are reborn.

		

	
		
			
2

			We step out on a rocky platform, to a space not much bigger than our submersible. Rough rock walls drip with seawater; the air tastes of rotting seaweed. The ceiling above is too regular to be a natural cave – was it carved out of living rock? It’s damp and cold.

			‘This way,’ Malina says and gestures to a sort of hatch in the wall. There’s a wheel on it; it’s tight to turn so she gets me to help her. It finally gives, turns around and around. She pulls on the wheel and a door swings out towards us. It’s heavy: must be almost a foot thick, to withstand the pressure when this space is full of water?

			We step through the hatch into a short hall and Malina pulls the door shut behind us, turns the wheel on this side to close it tight. We pass through the hall and into a square room at the end. Two women wait for us. One is Elodie, Simone’s mother, my grandmother. Even though I’d been almost sure she was in The Circle, there is still a stab of disappointment to see her here, as one of them. She’d been pretending to care for me when all along she was hiding who and what she really was. When I meet her eyes, she must see the accusations in mine; she flinches a little, looks away.

			The other woman is tiny – maybe five foot – with pure white hair and keen, sharp eyes. I’m sure I’ve never seen her before, but there is something about her that is familiar without me being able to say just what it is.

			She smiles. ‘Tabby, child. At last.’ There is emotion in her voice. ‘I’ve longed to meet you for so long. I’m Cassandra Penn; Catelyn, who raised you, was my granddaughter. Welcome to Atlantis, the First Circle of Undersea.’

			She’s Cate’s grandmother? It’s her eyes – something about the colour, yes, but more the directness of her gaze – that remind me of Cate. Then the rest of what she said sinks in.

			‘You’ve called this place Atlantis? Seriously?’

			‘Most legends begin in someone’s truth,’ she says. ‘This is one of ours, and has been for a very long time. Come. There is time for more introductions and refreshments before your initiation begins.’

			Initiation? What’s that? Before I can ask, the door behind her opens. Ariel comes through.

			‘Ariel! You’re alive?’ Relief wars with other emotions inside me as she grins widely and rushes over, grabs me into a hug, and I don’t know how to react. We were friends, or so I thought, but she must have lied to me about knowing about the Penrose Clinic, the IVF clinic behind what was done to us. And could it really be her in that CCTV footage, wanted in connection with the Hoover Dam bombings?

			Ariel makes it easy; she is, as always, in charge. She links an arm through mine. ‘Come on, time for a quick tour.’

			I glance back at Malina, my jailor, but she has turned to Cassandra.

			‘Go if you wish to do so,’ Cassandra says. ‘But Ariel, you must bring her to the meeting on time.’

			‘Of course,’ Ariel says. ‘Hurry, we haven’t long and there’s something you’ve got to see,’ she says to me.

			I follow her out the door she came in and down a hall. Before I can ask her anything – how she came to be here, if any of the others survived too – she begins to run, and I keep pace. We go through another door to a narrow passage that slopes up and seems to wind around and around. It’s dark but motion lights come on as we go, though we’re going so fast that we’re almost past them when they do, so the light is mostly behind us. There’s a sense of pressure in my blood once again, as if we’re getting closer to the water. And then we reach a door with a hatch. I help her unwind it and we step through into what is, at first, darkness. The air is cooler, damp; my eyes adjust, and then . . .

			‘Wow,’ I say.

			‘Told you – you had to see it.’

			I walk further into the room. It’s round, the ceiling curving upwards to a dome. And above us? The sea. All I can see in its inky depths are faint, moving shimmers – phosphorescence of some sea creatures. Gradually my eyes adjust, and I can see more: dim shapes of fish, squid, jellyfish, tentacles waving in the currents.

			‘How far down are we?’

			‘Twilight zone. About three hundred metres here: closer to five hundred below.’

			Silvery shapes come closer, look down at us. Dolphins?

			Ariel has stayed by the side where the ceiling is lower and they go to her, her hands outstretched against the transparent surface.

			‘Later,’ she says, waves and they swim away.

			She turns to me now. ‘It’s really good to see you,’ Ariel says. ‘I’m so glad you’re all right.’ Her words, so heartfelt – genuine – and despite everything, I feel a rush of happiness to see her again and know she is OK.

			‘You, too. But you were reported missing after the hurricane? What happened at the school?’

			‘It’s too long a story for now; I’ll tell you later. We better go or we’ll be late and incur the wrath of Cassandra. Believe me, that is something you don’t want to do.’

			She pulls the door back open and I blink as the hall lights come on. We wind the hatch door shut, then race back down the sloping passageways – faster this time – but when we get to the end and through the door there, we change to a fast walk.

			‘Nearly there now,’ Ariel says. ‘We’ve all been waiting impatiently for you to join us.’

			‘We? Who else is here?’

			She starts reeling off names from swim school, some familiar, some less so, but she stops too soon. Not enough names. And all girls?

			‘What happened to the boys? And the rest of the girls?’

			‘A long story.’

			‘I know, you’ll tell me later.’

			She tilts her head to one side. ‘Not exactly, but you will know.’ A trace of a shadow crosses her eyes but then there are footsteps coming towards us: it’s Zara, one of the girls from our swim training group.

			‘Hi Tabby,’ she says, and smiles. ‘I’m glad they convinced you to come after all.’

			Convinced? They hunted me down, kidnapped me against my will, did something to Denzi. Panic about what happened to him crowds back into my thoughts and I struggle to push it aside, to concentrate on here and now. Convinced isn’t even close to the right word, and I’m thinking what to say, what not to say, when there are other voices, footsteps – people converging from all directions to where we are.

			We go through a door to a large open space. What look like stone benches descend in rows along the sides, down to an open circle at the centre. It reminds me of the Minack Theatre in Cornwall that Cate took me to years ago, but the Minack was open air and cut into cliffs, over the sea. Here the seats go all the way around the stage below, and instead of the sea being below us, it is above. I glance up to what looks a smooth stone roof. The thought of all the weight of rock and then water between us and the sky? Well. As much as I love the sea, it’s a strange thing.

			Ariel must read my face. ‘It gets easier. I’ve almost stopped thinking about it.’

			Women and girls – all ages, including young children – are coming in through doors all around the room, along the wall above the benches. Most go down aisles and sit as they arrive, but there are more of the girls from swim school that Ariel named earlier, standing, chatting, to one side of the stage below. I follow Ariel down the stairs to join them. Soon they are all saying hi like I’m a long-lost friend, even ones I don’t really know, like Jess – the girl Denzi thought was using him to try to find me.

			Malina comes through the doors, descends to where we stand. ‘Seats please, girls,’ she says.

			I start to follow Ariel and the others, but Malina’s light touch on my shoulder tells me to stay with her. Again: something isn’t right with her. There’s a tension under the surface, behind her usual serene smile.

			‘What’s wrong?’

			‘Many things which may or may not come to pass. But do not concern yourself.’

			Above us, the seats are nearly full now; there are maybe five hundred people here? And although there is the usual chatter and shuffling noises you’d expect from so many settling themselves, in some way they are all looking at me, either directly or sidelong. It’s making me feel like a fly caught in a glass.

			A door opens above, and movement and conversation cease at once. There is total silence.
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			Cassandra and another woman step into the room. She’s familiar, though I can’t place her, but— Oh. Is that Ariel’s mum, Dr Rose? I saw photos of her online when I was searching for information about the Penrose Clinic: she’s one of the founders.

			Wait. Didn’t Cassandra say her name is Cassandra Penn? Penn and Rose: Penrose Clinic.

			They seem to be in charge here. If they also founded the clinic, it isn’t just connected in some way to The Circle: they are one and the same – they must be. The clinic that made designer sea-loving-swim-addicted babies like me; The Circle that caused disasters and threatens more if the world doesn’t act soon on the climate crisis. How does it all fit together?

			The two women pass through rows of seats to the open space at the bottom, opposite where I stand with Malina, and walk to the centre.

			‘Greetings, sisters,’ Cassandra says. ‘The time of the Chosen is nearly at hand, and the lost one is returned to us. It should be Catelyn to speak for her, but she was banished years ago and cannot come back to us now. In her absence, who will take her place?’

			‘I will,’ Malina says. She motions for me to stay where I am and steps forward.

			Cate was banished? Does that mean she was kicked out instead of left? She cannot come back: strange way to word the reality. She died, stabbed while in prison, waiting to stand trial for kidnapping me. Soon after Malina caught me, I asked her if The Circle was involved in Cate’s death. She said they weren’t, and I believed her when she said it. But that she’s not in charge here is clear; maybe they were, and she doesn’t know.

			I have to find out what happened to Cate. To even think they might have had something to do with her death fills me with rage. If they did, they will pay. I’m so focused on this that I hear what is said next as if from a distance.

			‘I challenge,’ says Dr Rose.

			There is a sharp intake of breath all around us that has me back and paying attention. Malina’s shoulders stiffen. Is this what she’s been worried about?

			‘On what basis?’ Cassandra says.

			‘Fourfold. First, lost to early observation, her training and allegiances are unknown.’

			‘We will get to know her and she, us,’ Malina says. ‘That is not a bar.’

			‘Perhaps. Second, she broke one of our most fundamental rules by speaking of us to outsiders, requiring interventions we’d rather not have had to make.’

			Interventions: my stomach twists, sick to think what they may have done to my friends.

			‘If she was not schooled by us, how could she know that was wrong?’ Malina counters.

			‘Ignorance is no excuse, but I grant extenuating circumstances. Third, she missed making her promise at the summer solstice, although she did make it after the fact recently.’

			‘That isn’t without precedent.’

			‘Maybe so.’ There is a pause and Dr Rose turns, looks around the room, her eyes seeming to rest on certain women. ‘When she finally made her promise, she included a boy. He promised with her.’

			The looks of shock all around are so marked – she might have said I promised with an alien from another planet. If today is representative, The Circle is only women and girls. But there are children – where are their fathers?

			Cassandra and Malina didn’t seem surprised when Dr Rose began her challenge. It was as though they were expecting her to say what she did, and Malina was ready with her answers. Until that last detail. They didn’t know Denzi promised with me; how does Dr Rose?

			The only other person who knew what we did was Denzi himself. If she somehow found out from him, then . . . Denzi couldn’t have died at the beach.

			It doesn’t mean he’s still all right – I doubt he would have told anyone what we did easily – but a flicker of hope burns bright inside me.

			‘Please adjourn while we consider these challenges,’ Cassandra says.

			All around us women and girls stand, file out. Silently, but there is something under the surface, reactions I don’t understand.

			Ariel glances back from the door – meets my eye. Her face is troubled, afraid, and it’s like she is trying to say something with her eyes. But then a woman comes behind her, says a few words, and she turns and is gone.
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			Malina takes me to what looks like a small sitting room and tells me to wait until she comes back for me. The door closes behind her.

			My head is reeling with everything that has happened – this place, the words that were said. Many of us from swim school somehow survived the hurricane and were brought here. The time of the Chosen – what does that mean? Are we this Chosen she refers to? And Malina was speaking for me – the lost one, according to Cassandra – and then these challenges were made? It’s all going around my head and I’m pacing around the sofa and chair and back again, thinking, when there is a light knock at the door.

			It opens, but it isn’t Malina. It’s Elodie.

			‘Tabby, darling. It’s so lovely to see you. Home at last.’

			‘Home? I don’t know this place.’

			‘You will, very soon. Come, sit. Let’s talk.’

			I look at her, stay standing.

			She sighs. ‘I’m sorry, Tabby. I understand that you’re angry at me. I was doing the best for you that I could in the circumstances.’

			‘Could you explain something to me?’

			‘If I can.’

			‘You’re here – so you’re in The Circle, which I’d guessed, anyway. But how does Simone fit into all of this? The Circle did something to my DNA, made me different. Was she in on it, too? And what about Ali, my dad – did he have any say in any of this?’

			‘Simone wasn’t in The Circle. And neither of your parents knew anything about it.’

			‘But you did. Didn’t you? And you didn’t tell Simone – your own daughter – the truth about the baby she carried. Me.’

			‘I couldn’t. But know this: she loved you. Ali did, too. Without knowing anything about how special you are.’

			I’m blinking, hard. ‘I know they did. But The Circle caused the hurricane that killed Simone, and you are part of that.’

			‘I never wanted that to happen. She shouldn’t have been there.’

			And she came because of me. It’s my fault: that’s what she means, isn’t it?

			The door opens and Malina looks in, hesitates when she sees Elodie. ‘Sorry to interrupt. They’re ready for you now,’ she says, and gestures to me.

			‘We’ll talk again,’ Elodie says and leaves.

			After the door closes behind her, Malina turns to me. ‘Is everything all right?’

			Nothing about this place or me being here could be anything approaching all right, but I shrug, say nothing.

			I follow Malina down the hall to another door. She knocks once, opens it. Inside are Cassandra and Dr Rose, who comes over to me now.

			‘I’m Dr Seraphina Rose; everyone calls me Phina. I’m chief scientific advisor to The Circle.’

			Now that she’s closer I can see something of Ariel in her stance, her bone structure. ‘Are you Ariel’s mother?’

			‘Yes, I am.’

			And what about the girl-fish under the CSME with Ariel’s face. Was Ariel twins? Was she your daughter, too? This is what I want to say but I keep it back. She’s not someone to mess with – I get that, even on short observation. It was finding that creature in a cage underwater that made me run away the first time: half fish, half girl, breathing underwater, eyes like Ariel’s but blank. How could she experiment on her own children? On any children. Me and others like me.

			‘You’ve already met Cassandra, but I’m guessing not officially? She is an elder and seer of The Circle.’

			‘Seer? What, like seeing the future?’ I say, remembering a dream I had once – that the future voices were all silenced.

			‘Cassandra, it is obvious how unschooled this girl is,’ Phina says.

			‘She lacks details on our history and organisation but her knowledge and application of the four are sound,’ Malina says. ‘Besides, the dreaming will deal with any knowledge deficit.’

			‘But at what risk? She needs to be tested. Many agree with me.’

			‘I’m aware of your supporters,’ Cassandra says, and sighs. ‘There is so little time.’

			‘Then it must be done at once.’

			Malina’s face – she’s alarmed. ‘We can’t withdraw the blockers until her training is complete.’

			‘Objection noted and rejected,’ Cassandra says.

			‘I need to reinforce her training—’

			‘As has been stated, there is no time,’ Phina says.

			‘She’s right,’ Cassandra says. ‘And there is steel in this one.’ She glances at me as she says this. They’re all talking about me as if I’m not even in the room.

			‘Have you seen? Will she prevail?’ Malina says to Cassandra.

			‘I haven’t looked and I will not. Do not question me on this any further.’

			Malina steps back as if she’s been slapped.

			‘Take her to her room for food and rest,’ Cassandra says, and when Malina doesn’t move, adds, ‘Now. Go.’
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			Sun . . . sea . . . earth . . . sky . . .

			‘Concentrate on each in turn,’ Malina says, but I haven’t had anything to eat and this isn’t very like rest. ‘Please,’ she says.

			I close my eyes and do it properly.

			Sun . . . sea . . . earth . . . sky . . .

			Blazing sun, too bright to look upon. Deep endless seas, less known to most than the stars above us. The green and blue of our earth, spinning in the sky, hidden by an abomination: chemicals deliberately injected into the atmosphere to shield us from the sun, geoengineering the sky to reduce the temperature of the planet with no regard for the harm this will cause. Ali – my father – works for Industria United; he was involved in doing this, and thinking about him and what he’s done makes me lose concentration.

			‘Focus,’ Malina says, and I try again:

			Sun . . . sea . . . earth . . . sky . . .

			‘Always remember,’ she says, ‘if ever you feel overwhelmed, return to this. It will keep you safe.’ Something very like words Cate often said.

			I open my eyes. ‘What are you scared of?’

			She sighs. ‘You are to be tested. Depending on how that goes, you will either be admitted to The Circle, or banished.’

			‘I don’t want to be here, so go on, banish me.’

			Malina shakes her head. ‘You don’t know what that means. You’d be banished to the outer circle of Undersea. You’d never be able to leave.’

			‘I’m already a prisoner, so what difference would that make?’ My anger is spilling out. I try to remind myself of my plan, the only one I could come up with while I remain their prisoner: get to know them, make them trust me, learn their plans and escape. And now I add, find out if they were behind Cate’s death. Anger won’t help, I know this, but it’s in me, on my face and I can’t push it away.

			‘Cassandra said Cate was banished. And she wasn’t in whatever this outer circle is.’

			‘Well, no, but only because we couldn’t find her.’

			‘Until she was in prison. Then you knew where she was. Was The Circle behind Cate’s death?’

			There is a sound, a change in the air, as the door opens behind me. Malina is looking over my shoulder with wide eyes.

			It’s Cassandra, with a tray. ‘I’ve brought some supper for you, child. And we need to talk. Leave us,’ she says to Malina.

			Cassandra settles the tray on a bedside table as Malina leaves. Her careful eyes – kind ones, with shadows I sense more than see behind them – study me, as she sits in the chair across from the bed where I’m perched.

			‘There is something of Cate in you. The way your eyes flash when you’re angry. The defiant look. I miss her so much.’

			The real emotion in her voice undoes me.

			My head droops in my hands. ‘I do, too.’ A hand touches my shoulder – a small gesture, but done just as Cate would have done when I was upset. I look up to her eyes. ‘I thought Cate was my mum, but she lied to me my whole life. Will you tell me the truth?’

			‘I will speak truth or stay silent if I cannot – much as she did with you, I’m sure. But choose your questions wisely; there isn’t much time.’

			‘You and Phina keep saying that: there isn’t much time. Time for what?’

			She tilts her head, looks at me as if her eyes are reading something inside my head. ‘There is a crisis in time coming soon,’ she says, finally. ‘We need you.’

			‘Why me? And what does that even mean?’

			‘I can’t tell you any more yet. You will learn it all if you pass the test.’

			‘The Penrose Clinic – is that from your names? Cassandra Penn, Seraphina Rose.’

			She half rolls her eyes. ‘A conceit of Phina’s, not mine. Somehow she wanted my name all over what she was doing.’

			‘So, the science behind what was done to us – that’s from Phina?’

			‘Yes. Very much so. We’ve been selectively breeding our daughters for many, many generations, but in the usual way – by choosing parents based on characteristics we wanted to enhance or lessen. This was the first time we did this so directly, using precise genetic methods.’

			‘You said before that Cate was banished. She wasn’t, was she? She left – took me – ran away?’

			‘She was banished in absentia – for just that crime.’

			‘But why did she do it – do you even know?’

			‘I can’t tell you her story yet. We still have to learn yours. But I will offer you a truth, unasked. Cate truly was your mother.’

			I stare back at her, shocked. I loved Cate as if she was, but she wasn’t. All the proof they tried to show me didn’t sway me, but then, I remembered. Being small, Simone reading me stories, even my soft toys I remembered from the nursery in Simone and Ali’s home. There was no doubt to me at all: they were my parents.

			I shake my head. ‘I don’t believe you. I remember Simone.’

			‘Well, Simone gave birth to you. Cate was your mother, your sister—’

			‘And my friend. Yes, she often said that. But how can all of these things be true at the same time?’

			‘There is something of The Circle in your DNA, and it came from Cate.’

			I’m frowning, thinking, and trying to make sense of what she is saying. ‘So, putting some Circle DNA in me from Cate was part of the genetic engineering that Phina did?’

			‘Just so. You are one of the Chosen of The Circle; your birth parents were carefully selected to meet certain genetic requirements. DNA from The Circle – Cate, in your case – was substituted in part of the human DNA. In a very real way, you are my great-granddaughter.’

			A connection to Cate I can cherish, but what does it mean in a wider sense? I make myself remember all the things The Circle has done. They caused hurricanes on the English south coast and New York that killed thousands – including Simone. Simone loved me so much, even though I barely remembered her; she was my birth mother, despite the rest of all this that she knew nothing about. And The Circle’s bombs destroyed dams in the US and China and killed even more people, too many to even get my thoughts around, more than I can feel as a real thing because of the scale of it all.

			And some of me inside is from them? I can’t begin to process how I feel about that.

			There is recognition, sadness, on Cassandra’s face – as if she understands what I’m thinking. That I need time, and may never want to claim her as mine.

			‘Did you hear what I asked Malina?’

			‘Yes. I loved Cate, very much. I would never have harmed her. Just as I could never harm you.’

			That directness of her gaze reminds me so much of Cate: it makes me want to believe her, but how can I? This organisation has ended so many lives.

			‘Is there anything else you want to ask?’ she says.

			‘The other stuff that was done to my DNA: why did they do this?’

			‘We were fairly sure you must have worked out the other addition.’

			The other, inside me – silenced by the blockers Malina made me take. Not that she knew it – she just meant to silence the voices, the chorus to my life. Always there if I listen to their whispers, sometimes so loud I can’t block them out myself. But she didn’t know about my other half, inside and always part of me. The one who can call dolphins, who saved my life when Simone drowned by doing just that. My kin. Apart from Denzi, I’ve never said this out loud to anybody, and it’s hard to do so now to someone I’ve just met.

			Someone who knows all about it, already. ‘Dolphins: DNA from a dolphin,’ I say, finally. ‘That’s it, isn’t it?’

			‘Yes,’ she says, and even though I knew it, it’s still a shock to have someone confirm it so calmly.

			‘But why?’

			‘That answer I cannot give you until you are in The Circle.’

			‘I don’t want this. Let me go.’

			‘I’m sorry, child. I felt that way myself, once – so many years ago. Once you join fully with The Circle, you’ll understand, as I did. It is part of you anyhow, and will come with you no matter where you go.’

			There is no escape. Shivers run up and down my spine. What they are, is inside me? I’m not like them, I’m not. I’d never destroy and kill like they have, and it doesn’t matter why they’ve done it – why doesn’t take the taint of wrongness away.

			‘How can you even begin to justify the things The Circle has done?’

			‘Judge more when you know more. Your knowledge of us is limited, and we have a very long history.’

			‘Thousands of years, according to those stone tablets found in caves. Was that from The Circle?’

			‘You found that online?’

			I nod.

			‘Yes. All true. I regretted ruining that archaeologist’s career, but it wasn’t yet time to risk exposure.’ She hesitates. ‘Nothing we have done was my decision alone; there are things I would have changed if I could. Yet at the same time, my hands are behind much of it. I can’t deny this or stay apart or make excuses. It is what it is.’

			‘So, The Circle has been around for thousands of years. How about this place – your Atlantis. You said you have had it for a very long time and it looks really old, but how can it be? That submersible technology can’t have been around for long.’

			‘There are some things our distant ancestors could do of which we have lost knowledge. Creating this place was one of them. But when I was a child, there was another way to come here, using tunnels under the sea. They were destroyed by bombs in the Second World War – accidentally, no one knew they were there. We maintained contact with our sisters here over many years until finally we had the technology – the submersibles and so on – to be able to join them.’

			‘That war was a long time ago. Does that mean some of you have lived down here all of their lives?’

			‘Some, yes.’

			‘How old is Atlantis?’

			‘We don’t know all of our history, or how far back it goes, or when this place was built.’

			‘The voices – past ones – can’t they tell you?’

			‘In theory. In reality, the further you go back, the fainter and more tenuous the voices become. The strength to go back that far is beyond what we can do – what I can do, at any rate.

			‘Enough questions for now. Have something to eat and try to sleep; you need your energy for what is to come.’

			She gets up, opens the door, looks back.

			‘I know this is hard for you. Focus on joining The Circle; then you’ll understand. And if you disagree with what we have done or will do, argue with us! You are one of the Chosen; we have to listen. Sleep well,’ she says and then she is gone.
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			I count down a few minutes after Cassandra is gone then try the door, expecting it to be locked. It opens. I look out into the long corridor we passed through to get here.

			Why would they lock it when there’s nowhere to go? I’m under the sea and, even assuming I could find a way out, I don’t know what the high pressure so far below the surface would do to me. I don’t know how to use a submersible even if I could find one.

			What next?

			I sit back on the bed next to the table where she’d put the tray. Sandwiches – fish, of course. The bread – it’s sort of pale green? Some kind of tea that doesn’t look like tea as I know it. There are many things to think about, but just now all I can do is remember how long it’s been since I’ve eaten. From what Cassandra said, many of them have been living down here for decades, completely cut off. They must have perfected living off the sea. I take a cautious bite of sandwich and it’s like nothing I’ve ever had before. The bread has a seaweed sort of tang, and there’s some interesting spices on the fish. Though weird, it’s all good and soon gone.

			Everything that has happened since we arrived is spinning through my mind. I don’t know quite what I expected to find at the stronghold of The Circle, but somehow, this isn’t it. Always trust your instincts – something Cate often said. My instincts are: no matter the things The Circle might have done, Cassandra cares about me.

			But that doesn’t mean I can trust her. Knowing some of the things they’re capable of doing, I can’t let my guard down with her, or with any of them. Even if her feelings are genuine, would I come first if there was a clash between me and what The Circle wants? I doubt it.

			If Cassandra really cared about me, why kidnap me and bring me here against my will? Why did they go to so much trouble to do so? That I’m part of their plans somehow is plain – and their plans, whatever they are, took precedence over any feelings she has about me.

			I thump my head with my hand, dismayed, when I realise I should have asked her about Denzi. She might be like Malina and refuse to answer, but I should have tried. His face fills my mind. How it felt to be close to him. He made me feel safe, in a way I haven’t since I was with Cate. Where is he now?

			We were on our way to meet with a policeman to tell him about the connection between The Circle and the Penrose Clinic. And The Circle found us, tracked us by the dolphins we love. I should have thought of that – pods of dolphins near the shore always attract attention. Anyhow, Malina told me they’d been tagged and were being tracked in case they led to me.

			I make myself remember: every bit of it. How they found the two of us on that beach and we ran for the sea – and then, something happened that made Denzi fall to the ground. He lay still, motionless. And I kept running.

			If Denzi is like me, doesn’t that mean that he’s one of their Chosen? If that is true, why didn’t they bring him here with me? Though there don’t seem to be any boys in this place.

			I sigh, lie back. Face the ceiling. I can’t get around the fact that just because it looks like one of them spoke to Denzi at some point about the promise, it doesn’t necessarily follow that he’s still OK now.

			Especially as it came from Phina. I get the definite sense that me being here doesn’t seem to be part of her plans. And Ariel is her daughter: has she been in on everything from the start? Did Ariel make friends with me because her mum told her to keep tabs on me? I know Ariel lied to me about Penrose. And that video in the news of a girl wanted in connection with the Hoover Dam bombings in the US – it was Ariel, I’m sure of it. These things make me think she must have been part of The Circle all along.

			Ariel seemed to make a special point of being my friend – she really sought me out – and now I’m questioning everything she ever did or said. I lived alone with Cate most of my life, always moving, never staying anywhere long enough to get to know people. Maybe that is why I’m so unsure of Ariel now. I have so little experience of friends: how do I even begin to judge her motives?

			Though there was Jago: we met on the beach, one of the last places I stayed with Cate. Apart from Cate, he was my first real friend. He went out of his way to help me when I was running from The Circle; his friends did, too. I don’t have any of these doubts about Jago. I know, in my gut, I can trust him.

			The other thing I should have asked Cassandra was about this test they say I have to do. Whatever it is, Malina was worried, even scared. Cassandra didn’t seem too pleased about it, either, though she said I have steel in me . . . Huh. Not feeling that at the moment.

			If I fail, I get banished – effectively imprisoned for ever by the sounds of things. So maybe passing their test and joining The Circle is what I must do to have any chance of finding out who killed Cate and what happened to Denzi, then learning The Circle’s secrets and escaping.

			I try the tea. It’s nice – a bit sweet, spicy, like-but-not-quite-like cinnamon.

			I stifle a yawn. I’m weary, right into my bones. I’ve slept little since Malina caught me and some of the kin in her net in the sea.

			At least they’re all right, even though I can’t sense them any more. She let them go when I agreed to go to her.

			Malina argued against stopping my blockers today, said I needed more training. What was it she said when I had the first injection after she caught me? That I was very sick, that the voices were dangerous if I didn’t know how to . . . individuate – I think that is the word. She’s scared I can’t tell myself from the rest of them; she said to focus on the four if I’m feeling overwhelmed.

			I lie down, pull the covers over me. It’s cold enough to want them here so far under the sea. Above, it has been endlessly hot for so long – that’s global warming for you – and it feels good to be warm and cosy under soft blankets.

			My eyes are too heavy to stay open any longer.

			No more blockers: how long will it take for the voices to return? For the other half of me to come back, to make me whole again?

			Rest . . .

			A blue eye inside a spinning circle. The eye is still, staring, the circle shines bright as it spins. Not able to resist, I reach for it. It cuts my hand. Blood – so much blood. Mine, then someone else’s?

			At first, I’m scared, then . . . centred. In the centre with all the circles around me.

			I’m so alone. Despair is gripping and strangling me inside . . .

			But then something is tickling, reaching for me. I struggle to push the dream away, to focus. What is it?

			Tenuous, at first – wisps, almost there, then gone, then back again. Is it my missing dolphin half coming back to me?

			I’m reaching inside myself, searching and seeking and now I’m sure it is there, but rejecting my outstretched hands. And THEN:

			All at once, I am whole! We are back, together, belonging to each other, and there is no sense of where one ends and one begins. We are one.

			It isn’t a great reunion.

			RAGE rips through me that is both mine and against me at the same time, so strong it’s bruising, incoherent.

			Until finally six words are shouted so loud inside me that I flinch:

			HOW COULD YOU BRING US HERE?

			‘It’s not my fault.’ I think through all that has happened and there is gradual understanding. But, if anything, the anger inside me is more intent, focused, in one place.

			It’s HER.

			‘Who?’

			An image forms in my mind, of Phina. But she is younger.

			She did this to me. To us. And all the rage – and pain – focuses on her. She is my enemy.

			‘Then she is our enemy.’

		

	
		
			
Part 2

			London

			Hayden

			@HaydenNoPlanetB

			The threat of fires to the Amazon gets the news coverage, but climate change is just as deadly to the world’s largest rainforest. Models predict that a tipping point turning the Amazon from rainforest to savannah could occur at as little as 20% deforestation. One in ten of all known species call the Amazon home – and it is already at over 17%. We must act now.

			#NatureIsScreaming
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			Another funeral.

			I didn’t know her well. Lily Ng was just a half-recognised face and name to me, but I had to be here. No matter how hard it is. I was there when it happened; the car that ploughed into our protest could have hit me, could have hit any of us. Bishan said we must stand together, especially now, just like we do for the climate. And I know he’s right.

			Numb unreality gives way to pain. Rage, too, at what happened to Lily and the other two whose funerals have been and gone over the last week. Each loss is – deserves to be – agony in its own right.

			But they also take me back to Eva’s.

			I’d missed that protest – the one where Eva was hurt and later died. I had a dentist appointment. Like dental hygiene is more important than the climate emergency? But Mum insisted and I caved, went to have my teeth cleaned.

			If not for that we’d have been together, Eva and me: best friends since we fought over who got the Superman costume at the first day of nursery. It was me who got her involved in climate protests to start with; it’s my fault she was there at all. If I’d been with her, maybe that bottle would have hit my skull instead of hers, or maybe I’d have seen it coming and pulled her out of the way. Or perhaps in the way that one small change can influence another, and another, until everything is different – maybe it wouldn’t have happened at all.
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