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 What lasts, what changes, what survives?

 The Play of Gilgamesh by Edwin Morgan, adapted from the world’s oldest
surviving poem

 Hurt not the earth, nor the sea, nor the trees

Revelation 7:3
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 The sea is as near as we come to another world.

‘North Sea Off Carnoustie’ by Anne Stevenson
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Out on the world’s ocean, night is a black war-horse. The white ship bucks upon it like a ghost rider with no
reins.

A lone figure at the bow keeps watch, her eyes as dark as the night. She has lost the star. All through the night she tracked it, even when it
vanished behind cloud.

The North Star is an old friend. A steering star for the island fishermen, it was their lodestar to guide them home. For Mara, it was a stray
jewel dropped from Queen Cassiopeia’s crown, falling towards the Long-Handled Ladle that scoops up the soup of the stars. On clear, calm nights Granny Mary would take her out on to the island hills of Wing and show her the stories of the stars.
With a finger, Mara would pretend to join the dots of the Long-Handled Ladle, the studs on the belt of Orion the Hunter and the zigzag of Queen Cass’s crown.

If you stood at the North Pole, at the very top of the world, said Granny, the Star of the North would be right overhead. It never moves. All the
other stars wheel around that anchor in the sky. You can’t stand at the North Pole any more though, Granny would sigh, now the ice has melted into the sea.


Back then, when she was little, Mara couldn’t fathom the crack of sadness in the old woman’s voice.

Now the North Star is her only anchor. A flickering point of hope in a drowned world. The ice cap has melted, but if she can track the North Star
it just might lead her shipful of refugees, a floating village of desperate people, to land at the top of the world.

The world’s wind rises, boiling up a black brew of sea and sky. The refugees huddle closer as the wind wraps the ship in warrior arms and
rides it across galloping waves. Mara clings to the ship’s rail as her lodestar vanishes in the wild ocean night.
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The ocean has eaten the stars.

All that’s left are their crumbs. They litter a sea as dark as squid ink or the depths of a whale’s eye.

Tuck thanks his lucky stars for the dark and prays for the curfew bell. Meantime, he’s running so fast the tail of his faded blue windwrap
streams out behind him like a tiny gas flare from the oil rig that anchors the gypsea city of Pomperoy.

The oil lanterns on the boat masts above him glow like a host of shivering souls. If he keeps running till curfew he’ll be safe. As soon as
the bell clangs the rig flame and the boat lanterns snuff out and there won’t be a wink of light left in the ocean night. The gang of Salters on his heels will need cat’s eyes to catch him then.

There’s a shout close behind. Tuck rakes air into his lungs and makes a leap on to the nearest bridge. The bridge wire twangs and sways. His
long, gangly legs are shaking so hard they almost topple him into the water. He steadies his nerve, and his legs, runs along the bridge on to one of the ferries and – aah! – he’s knee-deep in squelchy sea tangle outside the reeking,
rickety Weeder shacks that cram the broad deck. Tuck turns around and – whack! – gets a face full of stringy ocean wrack that’s drying on a line of
rope. He fights his way out of the thick, knotty strands only to skid on a litter of sea cabbage – and ends up on his knees.

A Salter’s skittering on the cabbage too, right behind, close enough to grab a fistful of Tuck’s windwrap, when a great
clang sends a shudder through Tuck’s bones. He shakes off the Salter as the curfew bell tolls across Pomperoy. Now the rig’s great oil flare dwindles and snuffs out, along with every last lamp and
lantern in the boats and masts.

A whole floating city vanishes into the night.

All that’s left is a vast percussion beat. The clink-chank and knockety-knock of chained boats, cradling a huge human cargo, rocking them to sleep on the world’s sea.

Tuck makes it through the ferries and heads into the heart of a noisy throng spilling out of the casino ship, hoping to lose the Salters in the
crowd. From here, he’s into the maze of boats and bridgeways of Doycha. He keeps running and leaping till he reaches the slum barges then clambers on to the flat roof of one of the boat shacks that crowd the deck of the nearest barge.

He lies on his stomach and covers himself with his windwrap. The sack of stolen salt cakes are digging him in the ribs but he dare not move. A
clatter-clang of feet are chasing along the bridgeways. Soon, the shouts of the Salter gang are hot in his ears and the barge is swarming with men. Tuck crosses all his fingers and begs The Man in the Middle to send
him a wink of looter’s luck.

And Great Skua, he gets it. The clang of feet on the bridge to the next-door barge tells him the Salters are moving on.


The stolen salt cakes are making a hard pain in his side. Tuck shifts on his stomach and swallows a groan as the cakes begin to
crumble under his weight. He feels the sack burst and deflate. Salt pours out over the shack roof.

Still he dare not move. A stray Salter might have lagged behind. Tuck listens so hard his ears tingle and once he’s as sure as he can be
that the gang are all gone, he sits up.

What a waste of a night. Chased all across Pomperoy by a gang of Salters and all for a burst sack of salt. Tuck scoops up as much of the spill as
he can stuff into the pockets of his windwrap.

‘Gotcha, scummy barge rat!’

There’s a hard scrape of a laugh and a burning grip on his foot. A Salter’s got him by the ankle and he’s not letting go.

The worst crime in a city whose roots are pirate is not killing (there’s often a reason for that). It’s looting. Tuck has seen people
rope-lashed and hung from the Middle Bridges, all for a loot gone wrong. Ransack and plunder were once the lifeblood of Pomperoy, but there was a time when boats of prey grew scarce and the city’s taste for piracy turned in on itself. Pomperoy
almost ate itself up.

So every night that Tuck goes out on the loot, he’s risking his blood, if he’s caught.

Tuck kicks hard against the Salter’s grip. He doesn’t want to be rope-lashed or hung. It doesn’t matter that he’s only
taken a single sack tonight – looted night after night and resold on the barges, Tuck’s stolen sackfuls have been undercutting the Salters’ market price for weeks now.

They’ve been keeping Tuck and his Ma in style, those little salt cakes. Great Skua, so what? Tuck kicks harder. After Da died the Salters
took their boat and he and Ma ended up in a barge shack so he’s only taking back a snitch of what’s his. He and Ma have gorged on every delicacy he could spy on the market gondolas: sugar-kelp snaps, tangles
of ocean noodles, rainbow baskets of briny cucumbers, the finest seaweed bread, crisp-baked anemones. For the first time in a while, Tuck’s started to see some flesh on his skinny bones.

The Salter yanks on Tuck’s ankle so hard he’s brought crashing on to the deck. Tuck chokes as his neck is locked by an iron grip.
Blood rushes to his head. The sting of a knife grazes the skin of his throat.

Tuck feels his looter’s luck running out, faster than a trickle of salt.
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Dawn reveals a brutal ocean, a roaring grey desert of sea.

‘Mara.’

The ocean is so loud it almost drowns out Rowan’s voice.

Mara turns from the ship’s bow where she has been all night, though there’s been nothing to see but the dark. And now, as day breaks,
there is nothing but grey. She tries to smile at Rowan, but the blasting wind has made her face feel as rigid as stone.

Rowan throws a dirty blanket around her shoulders and hands her a plastic packet full of powdery yellow stuff.

 NOOSOUP, she reads on the garish label.

‘Gulp it down fast with some water.’ Rowan makes a face and hands her a water bottle. ‘Horrible. But it’s food.
There’s crates full of it below in the hold.’

Mara wipes her wind-streamed eyes with the blanket, smearing her cheeks with its dirt. She scrapes a dark tangle of hair from her face and
grimaces as she puts the packet to her lips, recoiling from the synthetic smell. But she’s weak with hunger so she forces it down.


‘Now,’ says Rowan, as she wipes her mouth, ‘tell me what happened. You vanished from the boat camp. I thought you
must be dead. But here you are with a fleet of ships in a mass break-out from the city.’ His haggard face breaks into a grin. ‘I’m impressed.’

Mara returns a wry smile, but it disappears as she begins her extraordinary tale.

After the loss of her family on the journey to the New World, then more deaths in the boat camp around the city walls, Mara wished she were dead
too. She was the one who convinced her people to flee their sinking island and make an exodus to the sky-scraping city of New Mungo. But inside the city wall she found a drowned netherworld at the foot of New Mungo’s great towers. There Gorbals,
Broomielaw, Candleriggs, Molendinar and the others survived as Treenesters in the ruins of a lost city. Mara saw the rooftops glimmering with ghostly phosphorescence under the sea. When Gorbals and the urchins were snatched by the sea police, Mara stole
into the sky city to find them. And there she met Fox, the grandson of Caledon, the architect of the New World.

‘Fox didn’t know about the boat camp,’ Mara insists. ‘He knew nothing about the outside world. The City Fathers make sure
of that. Up in New Mungo,’ she remembers, ‘it’s like living on an island in the sky. You forget about the outside world, just like we did on Wing.’

‘If refugees arrived on Wing, we wouldn’t have built a great big wall to keep them out,’ Rowan retorts.

‘What if thousands landed on our shores? What would we have done?’

After a long moment, filled by the roar of the sea, Rowan returns to the here and now.

‘How on Earth did you steal a fleet of ships?’


‘Fox wiped out the city’s communications. It was a big risk but he – he—’

Mara bites her lip, hoping the noise of the wind and the ocean drowned out the tremor in her voice.

‘The grandson of the man who created the New World helped you break out of the city?’ Rowan looks puzzled.

‘Fox wants to change his world. That’s why he had to stay.’ She feels Rowan’s eyes studying her face, trying to read the
meaning behind the catch in her voice. Mara rushes on; there’s plenty more to tell. Rowan looks increasingly bewildered as Mara tells him about the statue in the netherworld that is her image and the story the Treenesters say is carved into the
drowned city’s stone. It’s a promise left by their ancestors, they believe, that one day they would be rescued from the deathly netherworld. When Mara arrived and they saw her face, the face in the stone, they were convinced that she must be
the one to do that.

And strangely enough, she has. Though whether they will all find a home in the world, luck and fate will decide.

Mara has still to tell the tragic story of Candleriggs, the ancient Treenester, but Rowan looks exhausted and so is she. It’s far too much
to tell all at once.

And there are some things too painful to tell.

‘It’s crazy,’ says Rowan. ‘Our life on Wing was so hard and there were people dying in the boat camp and living in trees.
Yet all the while the people of the New World were . . . are . . .’ He breaks off, swallows hard, beyond words.

‘Living in castles in the sky,’ Mara finishes. ‘In luxury you wouldn’t believe, built by slaves the people know nothing
about.’

‘So who do they think built their walls and towers? Who builds bridges all across the sea?’ Rowan
demands. There’s a spark of anger in his weary eyes.

‘They never think about that.’ Mara grabs his arm. ‘If you’d ever been inside a sky city you’d see why. Rowan,
it’s amazing . . .’

In her mind’s eye she sees the vast cybercathedral which seemed to be created out of light and air, the silver sky tunnels sparking with
speed-skaters, the wild and savage beauty of the Noos.

Rowan is frowning into the wind. ‘This Fox . . .’

Mara’s heart skips a beat, but she is rescued from questions she is not ready to answer by a sudden cry. She turns to see her friend,
Broomielaw, struggling across the heaving deck with her baby in his papoose on her back.

‘What if the world is all ocean?’ says Broomielaw, crashing into Mara. They grip on to each other as the ship rolls up over a wave.
The other girl’s large eyes are shadowed and scared. ‘What if there’s no land? What if this is all there is? Ocean and ocean and ocean. I don’t like it, Mara. I hate this wild world. I wish we were all back inside the wall on the
Hill of Doves, safe and sound in our trees.’

Mara keeps a steadying arm across the sleep-slumped baby on Broomielaw’s back.

‘You weren’t safe,’ she reminds her friend. ‘The sea was rising. Sooner or later,
it’ll swallow up the Hill of Doves just like it swallowed my island, and then what would you have done? There’s land, Broomielaw, I’m sure there is, at the top of the world. It’s in my book.’

‘What if it’s a drowned land too?’

It chills Mara’s heart, that thought.

‘And it’s only the word of an old b—’ Broomielaw grimaces as if she’s swallowed an insect and spits out the
word ‘–book. What’s that worth? You shouldn’t trust those things.’

‘You lot trusted your whole future to a story set in stone,’ Mara retorts. ‘It’s your stone-telling legend as much as
anything that’s brought us here. You’ll believe in an old stone statue but not a book.’

‘You can trust stone.’

There’s an edge of granite in Broomielaw’s soft face.

‘A vast land of mountains locked in ice.’ Mara murmurs the words. She knows them off by heart; she’s been chanting them like a
mantra, over and over, to make herself believe they’re true. ‘If the Arctic ice is melted, the land must be free.’

But those mountains worry her. After all, the reason Mara’s people abandoned their island, Wing, was because the rising sea had forced them
further and further upland towards barren mountain rock. And they couldn’t survive on that.

Broomielaw squeezes her hand. ‘Sorry, Mara. I’m just so tired and the sea is making me sick. Baby Clayslaps couldn’t settle all
night.’ She gives Mara a look. ‘Like you.’

‘Oh, me.’ Mara pulls away.

Broomielaw grabs her arm. ‘Tell me about the sky city. What happened to you up there? Something bad, I can tell.’

Mara shakes her head. How could she describe the wonders and horrors of a New World city to a girl who has lived her whole life in the ruins of
the drowned world? Yet Broomielaw knows all about the cruelty of New Mungo towards those beyond its sky-scraping towers.

She also knows the pain of a broken heart.

‘Tell me,’ Broomielaw urges.


Mara hesitates. Rowan has gone into the control cabin and is deep in conversation with some of the boat-camp refugees.

‘I – I had to leave someone behind.’

And she killed someone, but she can’t tell anyone that. There wasn’t time to dwell on that in the panic to escape New Mungo but there
was time enough on the ship in the depths of the night.

She is rescued from Broomielaw’s probing by the ship lurching over a wave almost as sheer as a cliff. They hang on to the rail and hope for
their lives. Clayslaps howls, hurled out of his sleep.

‘Take the baby below deck!’ The wind whips away Mara’s words.

‘Come with me,’ Broomielaw yells back, fighting the wind to make for the stairs.

‘I’ll be down soon,’ Mara promises.

She turns back to the ocean. The exhilaration of escaping the city is gone. All last night, blanketed in darkness, she still felt close to Fox,
felt the ghost of him beside her, his kiss, the heat of his fingerprints on her skin. Now, in daylight, she is confronted with the ocean that lies between them. The adrenalin is gone and the only thing left is rock-hard grief that feels as if it is
crushing her from the inside out.

The wind calms a little. And so does Mara. Head thumping, she scrubs her eyes, turns around and rubs them again.

A long line of jagged grey teeth bite the horizon. The southern horizon. Not North, where the ship heads.

Mara races to the stairwell.

‘Land!’ she shouts.

A mass of sleepers rouses in an instant. When they surge on deck Mara curses at the stampede she has caused.
There’s a dangerous rush to the ship’s starboard.

Mara searches the mob and grabs Rowan. ‘It’s behind us. We need to turn back.’

But Rowan is shaking his head. ‘No, no, that land’s no good for us.’

‘We’ve sailed too far!’ The shouts go up all over the ship. ‘Back, turn back!’

‘It’s no good.’ Rowan tries to make himself heard above the din. ‘It’s all New World land.’

His voice is as frail as his body. No one hears – except Mara, who climbs on to the ship’s rail to look over the heads of the other
refugees.

‘You sure, Rowan? How do you know?’

But Rowan is pushing through the crowd, still trying to be heard. Yes, it’s high land, he’s shouting, but it all belongs to the New
World. Look! The sky above those mountains is swarming with air ships. They take off and land all day and night. There’s no chance of refuge there, he insists, not unless you want to be a New World slave.

Word spreads across the ship and people slump on deck or troop dejectedly back below stairs to the hold. Mara jumps down from her unsteady perch
on the rail.

‘I thought I’d got it all wrong again,’ she confesses, ‘but why didn’t we see it on the journey
into New Mungo?’

She doesn’t want to think about that journey, when the sea claimed almost everything and everyone she loved.

But she has Rowan. He is the last link with her island people and the life she lost. She has the Treenesters too and the urchins. She must keep
reminding herself of what she still has in the world because what is lost is more than she can bear.

‘We missed it in the dark,’ said Rowan. ‘We reached New Mungo at sunrise, remember? It was only
when I was working on the sea bridge that I saw there were high lands and found out it was a New World colony.’

That spell of slave labour has wrecked him. Mara wishes she could magic back the old Rowan: quick-witted, never-say-die Rowan, who explored worlds
through his hoard of books. Not this broken boy who, like her, has lost his world.

He’s watching her as she looks at the endless sea, trying to catch the tails of her thoughts. He always could, just as she could always
sense the weather of his moods. Now, Rowan’s misery engulfs her like an icy wind.

‘We’d never find it, Mara.’

He means Wing, their island, where Tain and the other old ones were abandoned to the rising sea.

‘We could try.’ Her voice cracks. It’s an empty hope.

A wave thunders on to the deck, crashing over Rowan’s head and knocking Mara off her feet. Another sends her shooting across the deck until
she smashes into the wall of the control cabin. Weak as he is, Rowan scutters across the slippery deck and grabs her. Together, they scramble into the shelter of the cabin.

Mara rubs a bashed shoulder, shakes soaking hair out of her eyes.

‘You want to play hide and seek with an island and a great big ship?’ Rowan wipes his streaming face on his arm. ‘In a sea like
this?’

They are sailing across the very ocean their island lies in yet it’s impossible to find it and rescue anyone who might have survived. Like
so much of the Earth’s land, Wing might already have slipped into oblivion under the waves.

Mara looks at the switches and buttons of the control deck, at the flashing numbers and symbols on the radar
screen. Fox programmed the navigation disk to take them due North; beyond that, they are on their own.

The reek of the ocean fills the cabin. Rowan thumps a fist on the control deck. Seawater splashes from his hair into bitter blue eyes and drips on
to the radar screen like tears.
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‘The sea is killing me.’

Gorbals the Treenester hangs over the side of the ship, making a noise like a clogged drain. His face is as grey as the day. A spell of slave
labour in New Mungo has left him a shaven-headed ragbag of bones, just like Rowan. But Rowan is a sea-hardy boy, used to the ocean. Gorbals has only ever known the dank waters of the netherworld within New Mungo’s walls.

Mara rubs his shoulder. ‘You’re alive. Remember how much you wanted to be free in the world.’

Gorbals groans and grips the ship’s rail as they ride an ocean surge. ‘I never thought the free world would feel so bad.’

A band of urchins barges past, almost toppling him over the rail.

‘Time we boiled them up and had them for supper.’ Gorbals eyes the urchins grimly. ‘Though the little rats would be tough even
if you boiled them till sundown.’

‘They’re just kids gone wild,’ says Mara, though she is as exasperated as everyone else. Abandoned by the world,
the urchins survived like human water rats under the bridges and in the drowned ruins around New Mungo. They seem almost as much animal as human with their thick, feral skin and wordless grunts. Yet they touch
Mara’s heart. Despite their wild nature the little ones, especially Wing, remind her of Corey, the young brother she lost.

Ibrox, the Treenester’s firekeeper, taps Mara on the shoulder. ‘They’ve got your bag.’

Mara glances down at her feet. Her backpack is gone.

‘Oh, the little . . . hey! Come back here.’

But the urchins have vanished, along with her bag.

‘My backpack – it’s got everything . . .’

Her cyberwizz, the precious books, all her treasured things.

‘Pollock and Possil,’ says Ibrox. ‘They’re your men. They could hunt out a black beetle in the dead of night.’

Pollock and Possil are found down in the hold, fighting through scuffling refugees to grab a share of food for the Treenesters from the
ship’s cargo of crates. Crammed with packs of dried foodstuffs, tins and water, the crates are being emptied as fast as they are broken open. Glad to escape the mayhem, they set on the trail of Mara’s bag.

Just as Mara is growing frantic, Possil brings it back to her. Pollock has the squirming culprit by the scruff of the neck.

‘Want me to wring his skinny neck?’ he asks, looking hopeful.

‘Let him go,’ says Mara, though right now she wouldn’t mind doing it herself. ‘They don’t know right from wrong.
They’ve had no one to look after them.’

Pollock narrows his eyes. ‘I’ll look after them – I’ll truss them up like a puck of rabbits and teach them what’s what.’

The urchin growls like a wild dog.

‘You’ll look after them?’ Gorbals gives a hard
laugh that ends in a sickly gurgle as the ship heaves over a wave. ‘You don’t even look after your own child.’

Pollock releases the urchin and strides over to Broomielaw and Clayslaps. He pulls a packet from a pocket of his tattered clothes, rips it open
and gives a bar of food to his baby son. Clayslaps grabs the sticky bar and puts it to his mouth with a delighted squawk.

‘Just as well Clayslaps doesn’t have you for a father.’ Pollock throws a sneer at
Gorbals, who gives another nauseous groan over the side of the ship. ‘What use would you be, you wet rag?’

‘Will you two never stop?’ mutters Broomielaw.

Mara exchanges a glance with Molendinar.

‘Once we’re settled, that lot will have to sort themselves out.’ Mol shakes her head. ‘Clay can’t grow up with
Pollock and Gorbals squabbling over his mother all the time.’

Despair crumples Broomielaw’s soft face yet Mara feels a pang of envy. Broomielaw has a chance to heal the rift between her and Gorbals.
Unlike herself and Fox, they have a whole future to sort themselves out.

But those kinds of thoughts engulf Mara in a misery she cannot bear. She must focus on here and now.

‘Stroma?’ She frowns down at the mucky urchin that Pollock set free. The child’s face is layered in so much grime it’s
hard to tell who it is. Back in the netherworld, Mara named each urchin after the islands now lost to the sea. Isn’t this Stroma? Or is it Hoy?

‘Oy!’ shouts the urchin.


‘Hoy.’ Mara smiles at the bedraggled child, then remembers he’s the pest who took her bag.

She rummages in the backpack, checking her precious possessions, one by one. The book on Greenland is safe and so is Charles Dickens’s
A Tale of Two Cities; she found both in the wrecked book rooms of the old university tower in the netherworld sea. The tiny black meterorite from the ruined museum, older than Earth itself, is safe too. And here are
the gifts old Candleriggs gave her when she fled the drowned city – a bottle of fizzy amber drink and a pair of red shoes. There are only crumbly fragments left of the sprig of herbs she took from the kitchen at home on Wing, but the bag is filled
with the green, head-clearing scent of rosemary, her mother’s namesake, and every time she opens it the ghost of her mother seems to waft through her.

Two things are missing: Gorbals’s book of charcoal-scribbled poems; she left them with Fox. And the bone dagger – Mara doesn’t
want to remember what she did with that.

But the most important thing of all is safe.

Mara takes out an apple-sized globe from her bag and cradles it in her palm. The cyberwizz is a relic of the old technology. When the oceans rose
and devastated the Earth, the vast datascape of the lost world was left in cyberspace. The Weave still hangs there like a cobweb in an abandoned house, a ghostly electronic network suspended between old satellites around the Earth. Once upon a time,
cyberwizzing through the sparking boulevards of the Weave was a game for Mara. Now, it’s her only connection with Fox.

The globe tingles to life at her touch. Colours drift across its surface like hazy clouds and the solar rods glow at its core. Mara clicks opens the globe and checks the small screen, keypad and wand inside. She digs into her bag and finds the halo, a sleek crescent that is her visor.

 All fine.

She lets out a long breath. Tonight, the cyberwizz will be her escape. It will zip her out of the nightmare of realworld, deep into the Weave,
where Fox will be waiting for her on the bridge.

That’s her hope. Her dread is that he never got out of New Mungo or made it down to the netherworld, safe and sound.

Tonight, she’ll find out.


 

A TRUE DUBYA
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It’s the looted salt that saves Tuck at the very last second from the lethal little knife at his throat.

He grabs a handful from the pocket of his windwrap and flings a crackle of salt. There’s a roar as it hits the man in the eyes. The
salt-knife slips from Tuck’s throat. The instant the arm-lock loosens from his neck, Tuck breaks free.

His long, lean legs outrun the Salter’s short, sturdy ones easy enough, but Tuck’s a stride too far from the short suspension bridge
that links to the next barge. Panic is a bad judge. He gambles on a leap. Against the odds he makes it but crash-lands on the bridge and hears his ankle crack. Now he has to hobble through a red blaze of pain. He struggles across the rusted wire bridge
that links to his own barge. At last he’s home on The Grimby Gray.

He’d be safer still if he was where he should be once the curfew bell has rung – inside his ramshackle barge shack, tucked up in his
bunk. But Tuck’s never one for doing what he should. So he hauls himself up on to the shack roof, his bad ankle jangling with pain, and scans the dark decks of the barges, just in case the Salter is lurking
somewhere. But the decks are quiet and still.

He’ll stay up here until his heart and his breathing calm. Ma doesn’t want to hear him huffing and puffing. She knows fine well what
he does. How else does he get his hands on all those extra rations of lamp oil, the baskets of smoked oysters and crabs, the best catch of the sea every day, not to mention those gluggets of seagrape beer Ma likes so much? Patching bridges and roof
shacks? He’d earn grit for that. Great at fooling herself, is Ma. Her mind shuts snap-hard as an oyster shell if there’s something she doesn’t want to know. It’s not the deaths that made her like that; it’s just the way she
is. But she never used to guzzle a glugget of seagrape bitterbeer every night.

She’s had a good glug tonight, he can tell; she’s snoring like one of the old dogs that snooze around the lagoon. The noise rattles
the shack roof. Tuck knots his windwrap tight around him and lies on his back with only the blanket of the night sky above.

 Better off up here.

He’s still there when a slice of sunrise, thin as a wire, prises open his sleep-locked eyes. Tuck thinks he’s in his bunk, turns away
from the light, rolls off the roof and lands with a crash among the two buckets of looted eels he’s forgotten he left outside the shack the other night.

‘Urth!’ he curses.

Landed right on his bad ankle too.

‘Tuck?’

Ah, now Ma’s up. And the buckets are spilt, the eels splattering on to the deck.

‘Sodden Urth.’

‘Tuck!’


There’s a weary creak of wood as Ma struggles out of her bunk. She fiddles with the broken window latch, the one she’s
been asking him to fix for many a moon, and pushes the shutters open.

‘Whassall the racket?’ she croaks, rubbing bleary eyes. She spies Tuck among the spilt eels. ‘In the name of The Man!
You’d better catch those eels, Tuck, before I grab you by the neck and . . .’

Tuck doesn’t wait to hear what she’ll do. He runs a string of curses through his teeth as he limps along the deck of the barge,
crashing into neighbouring shacks, tripping over fishing gear, seaweed stacks, pot plants and all kinds of junk, trying to catch the tail end of an eel.

He’s just about to close his fingers on one when next-door’s cat darts between his feet and trips him up. Now he’s flat on his
face, his bad ankle on fire, and it’s too late.

The eels slick down a drain. Tuck hears the slither and plop as they escape back into the sea.

No eels, a few crumbs of salt in his pocket, a druxy ankle and there’s no one to blame but himself.

The cat knows she’s in for it and tries to slink into the eel bucket. Tuck kicks the bucket and grabs the cat’s tail, yanks it hard in
revenge. The cat gives an outraged yowl.

‘Tuck.’

‘Oy, cut the racket out there!’ yells Arthus, the old grump from the next shack. A window shutter rattles open and Arthus’s
walrussy head looms out. ‘What a dubya. That’s what you are, boy, a true dubya.’ Arthus surveys the mess Tuck has made and pulls the shutter closed again with a whack.

Tuck gets to his feet. From his own shack there’s an outburst of wheezy coughs. No wonder he goes out looting. It’s better than
staying in this dump, getting yelled at and listening to Ma’s snores and wheezes, night after night.

Tuck limps back to his own shack. The dawn light glints in his Ma’s eye. With her beaky nose, pale face and nest of greying hair, she has
the look of an orange-eyed gull. A gull with its nest on its head.

‘Sorry, Ma.’

‘A sorry excuse for a son, thass what you are, Tuck Culpy. Phut – wheez. All that creaking on
the roof – you been up there all night again?’

Tuck shrugs.

Ma gives him a glinty glare. ‘You can just set off early and find yourself some work ’cause there’s no dinner now, is there? You
just kicked it back in the sea. I never know how we’ll live from one day till the – phut wheez – next.’

A fit of cough-wheezies halts her.

‘Rubbish, Ma,’ says Tuck. ‘We’re doing all right. Had a good glug of seagrape last night, didn’t you, eh? And a nice
basket of smoked oysters? Keeping you in luxury, I am.’

But she’s decided, as the neighbours are no doubt listening in now he’s woken them up, to pretend to be a proper Ma.

‘D’you think I sailed across the ocean in a bottle? Think I – phut-phut-wheez –
fell out of the sky? I know what you get up to. You wuzzn’t on that roof all night, Tuck Culpy . . . wheeez . . . hanging out with a no-good lot of curfew breakers, thass where you were. Be a good lad now and
knuckle down to some steady work, eh?’

Ah, he’s sick of her. Sick of looking after her and getting no thanks. Sick of her gorging on whatever he brings home then moaning about how
he got it. And most of all he’s sick of the strange guilt she somehow drums up in him, just because he’s alive and the others died.

Last year’s summer fever wiped out boatfuls of gypseas all over Pomperoy. It killed his little sister Beth and Grumpa, Ma’s old Da.
They’d hardly recovered from Tuck’s own Da’s death the year before, from a bone-rotting sickness he caught while raiding one of the toxic ships that ghost the oceans, ships full of scrap metal, oil and chemicals left over from the old
world. Da was on a scavenge scoop for bridge metal and wire, but he ended up scavenging his own death.

He’d known the risk. That’s why he wouldn’t take Tuck.

Now Da and the others are gone, there’s only Tuck left to look after Ma. Though they both survived the fever, Ma is a wretched shadow of her
old self. Tuck knows he’ll never be able to mend the great big rip in her life where little Beth and Da and Grumpa once were. All he can do is bring her home the fruits of his ill-gotten loot.

Ma’s still grumbling. ‘If there’s one thing I want before I – phut-phut PHUT
– lie down here on my bunk and die, it’s my son anchored and settled in a rock-solid trade.’

Tuck almost laughs at the show Ma’s putting on for the neighbours. Urth’s sake, how can he settle when the world’s all hurling
and wheeling, when the windsnap in the rigging is loud as thunderclaps day and night, when the boats are in a tug of war with the chains that bind the city together against an ocean that’s set on tearing it apart?

‘In the name of The Man, Ma, gimme peace.’

 Wheeez.

‘Go back to sleep,’ he mutters. ‘I’ll go find some work.’

Tuck clambers back on to the shack roof. His ankle’s still sore, but he tries a leap and lands, light as a
cat, on one foot, on the roof next door.

But Ma’s still going. He’s a disgrace, she’s yelling, always away out leaving his poor mother to fend for herself. One day
he’ll come back and she’ll have died, she will, in a corner, all alone.

But the wind’s against her. Soon she’ll be right out of his ears.


 

THE MAN IN THE MIDDLE
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Without a dodgy ankle, it’s easy to leap and scuddy across the boat shacks. They’re crammed close with rubbery
roofs, good for foot-grip, made from tarred strips of sea-scavenged tyres. Today, Tuck tries to leap and land on his good foot. Eyes of The Man, who cares about a foot? He’s alive! He might’ve been gutted like a fish by a Salter and ditched
in the sea last night.

Pomperoy is the shape of a flat fish. The Grimby Gray is one of the wrecked, rusty barges crammed with
shacks at the city’s tail end. The lagoon around the oil rig in the middle, where Tuck is headed, is its pumping heart.

At the edge of The Grimby Gray, Tuck hops across the wire suspension bridge (built by his own Da and
branded with the Culpy crescent) that connects to the neighbouring barge. He clears that, and the next. Now he’s in the huge region of Doycha, a motley maze of small boats. It’s said that Doycha has a thousand bridgeways, but Tuck knows there
are exactly eight hundred and forty-one.

He leaps from boat to boat, laughing whenever he earns a yell. Every so often his ankle throbs too hard and he sits down on a roof or hobbles on
to a swaying bridge for a rest, but cuts back to scuddying across the boats as soon as he can. They give him a straighter route than the bridgeways that link the boats. Though he could map a track across the bridgeways
blind.

Beyond Doycha, he zigzags a route along the bridges that run between the rusted hulks of the ferries and take him into the higgledy squalor of
Yewki. At last, he reaches the wooden walkways that surround the central lagoon. In the middle of the lagoon is the huge oil rig, the city’s anchor and fuel source, linked by the five suspension bridges that radiate from it like the spokes of a
great wheel.

All around the lagoon the market gondolas are being loaded up. By the time the sky has lightened the lagoon will be thronged with gondolas, each
one piled with a harvest from the ocean or the sky: seafood and scrap metal, plastic and driftwood, birds and eggs. Tuck is overtired and achy. The buzz of the market workers irritates like a swarm of flies round his head. Creeping round the empty city
after curfew is what he loves. Especially the lagoon.

Sometimes, deep in the night, strange winds whirl around the boat masts and upset the lagoon with scents of somewhere else. They fill Tuck with
curiosity and send prickles down his spine. The restless ruffles inside him only calm when the wind flies off across the ocean and the lagoon smoothes to black glass.

Tuck knows about glass. He even owns a bit. It belonged to Grumpa. The fragment of glass is the shape of a raggedy, three-cornered boat sail and
just fits into the creases of his closed hand. Once sharp enough to cut him, Tuck has rubbed the jagged edges smooth by scraping the Culpy crescent, his Da’s trademark, into the wooden walkways around the lagoon. The power of the glass is
that it can show you your very own self. And, better still, if you catch the sun’s rays inside it, you can train it to make fire.

 It’s a mirror, Grumpa told him. My old mum called it a
looking-glass. Everyone used to have them, some big as your face, even as big as your whole self. First thing you’d do in the morning was take a look in your mirror, brush your hair and your teeth, have a shave.

Grumpa would look wistful. The idea makes Tuck laugh. He can’t imagine waking up and staring at your own face instead of rushing out to fish
or load up a gondola or seal a leak in a rusted boat. Not that Tuck does any of that, himself.

He likes to look in the mirror, though it only shows his face in bits. Long, sun-bleached hair that blows across his face. Gypsea eyes, a deeper
blue than his faded windwrap, narrowed by sharp winds and blades of sun. Weather-tanned cheeks, scoured by salty air. His Ma’s mouth. His Da’s strong nose.

Grumpa told strange stories of how people once lived fixed to the Earth. He’d always use the old word, no matter what Ma said.

 Earth, he’d insist, rounding out the word. Not Urth. Earth! A good
old word. It’s you youngsters who’ve made it a curse.

It’s you oldsters who cursed it, Da would mutter, just too low for Grumpa’s crusty old ears. Tuck could hear, but Da would never
explain what he meant.

Tuck never could get his head around the idea of Earth. A world steady underfoot? That didn’t shift to the dance of the ocean? Even the word
Earth is odd. It always made him snigger when Grumpa said it, all proud and defiant, because Tuck couldn’t think of it as anything other than a curse.
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