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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.

		

	
		
			87

			Tabby

			I’m not quite awake and not quite asleep, the events of the day going back and forth in my mind like a movie you don’t want to watch stuck on endless replay. All of it is tinged by sadness so deep I can’t move, frozen in place. Is there something I could have said or done to convince Ariel? Somewhere in the midst of analysing it all I must drift away.

			Then I’m nudged awake by urgent whispering inside my mind: ancestors.

			Isha needs you now.

			Isha?

			I open my eyes, find some chocolate root on the bedside table and swallow it down.

			I focus on Isha – not her face but who she is inside. Find her circle and then she is there.

			She’s in pain, so much pain.

			‘What’s wrong?’

			‘My parents. They . . . they both suddenly became ill, desperately ill.’

			She shows me her memory. They collapsed, unable to breathe – as if they both had extreme asthma attacks but they don’t have asthma. She called paramedics but they weren’t in time to save her mum; she died. Her father is almost holding his own in the hospital on oxygen, and they can’t work out why they became ill. What is wrong? And they won’t let her see him until they work out if it is contagious.

			‘Oh, Isha. I wish I could be there for you,’ I say, even as horror is dawning inside. Could it be?

			‘It was my choice to stay here, and you can’t come. I get that. But it gets worse. I just thought this was some horrible random thing, but then – the news. There’s more. It isn’t just my parents. There’s been reports of isolated cases all over the world. And one of them is the former Home Secretary, Denzi’s dad – he’s in hospital. I think all the others I’ve heard of that I can identify are parents of the Chosen.’

			Fear and pain and horror: it must be, mustn’t it? The protovirus – did we carry it? I explain what Phina told us earlier.

			‘It must be something they caught from us,’ Isha says. ‘What other explanation can there be? And your dad too. I’m sorry, but it was on the news just now. Your dad got sick too and . . . he’s died.’

			Ali? He’s . . . died? The shock is so much I almost lose connection to the dream and to Isha.

			I snuck away in the night. I didn’t even say goodbye. And now . . . he’s gone?

			What Isha said gets through to me now: people we’ve been close to. Panic and fear twist my gut. I hugged Jago. Sascha too. Apple was there, and Hayden. She still did that Silence for the Climate thing and must have been OK then, but how long does it take?

			‘Isha – when? From when you first saw your parents until they became ill – how long was it?’

			‘I don’t know . . . about two and a half days.’

			And what about all the random other people on the train, and before that – in Brighton. In that café where we had breakfast when we first got there. The hotel too.

			Phina must be behind this. Was it some sort of test of her protovirus? Did we carry it to our parents? Will it spread?

			‘Tabby? Are you still there?’

			‘Sorry. Yes. I’m going to find out what is going on. I’ll let you know. Thank you – for telling me. First I’ll gather the Chosen – can you tell them what you told me?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘Take care.’

			We hug each other, a more complete hug than if she were physically in my arms. It is all of us – every thought and feeling laid bare, and there is so much pain.

			I sit up, open my eyes.

			Can Ali really be gone?

			And what about Jago: is he all right? If he isn’t, Phina must know what is wrong, and how to stop it or fix it.

			She had better tell me.

			I’m up and through my door before the thought has even formed.

			Undersea is quiet – my sisters are sleeping – and with the quiet I can hear the throb of the sea and steady myself by feeling it with my hands trailing along the wall as I run. First, I wake Zara, Dimitra, a few others – tell them to gather everyone to dream with Isha.

			Then I go to Denzi’s door, tap on it.

			He opens it, looks out with sleepy eyes. ‘What’s going on?’

			‘I need your help. I’ll tell you on the way.’

			Ancestors show me where to find Phina’s rooms. Denzi follows and I tell him what Isha said as we run.

			The shock and horror I feel are echoed in his eyes. ‘My dad – he’s in the hospital?’

			‘That’s what Isha said. It was on the news. We’re almost there – Phina’s is the next door, around the corner.’

			Take care, Aslan says.

			‘Yes. She is our enemy.’

			Nothing is ever locked in Undersea. I don’t knock, just barge into a sitting room. It’s dark but lights come on automatically. It’s empty, two doors leading off.

			‘Are you here?’ I call out.

			Faint sounds come from one of the adjoining rooms. The door opens and out steps Ariel half asleep, but her eyes open wide when she sees me standing there, Denzi just behind.

			‘What do you want?’

			‘To speak to Phina. Is that her room?’

			‘Don’t wake her—’

			But I’m across and open the door. Her bed is empty.

			‘Where is she?’

			‘I don’t know. Probably in her lab – she works all hours a lot of the time. Why?’

			I don’t answer, go back out through her front door with Denzi, but now Ariel is following.

			‘Tell me what is going on,’ she says.

			‘Our parents are dead or dying. From our visits.’

			‘What are you talking about?’

			‘Isha told me. Her mum has died. My dad too. Denzi’s dad is in the hospital.’

			‘I’m so sorry if that’s happened. But what has this got to do with my mum?’

			‘It has to be her, what else can it be? Somehow we must have been carrying this protovirus of hers and given it to our parents. She must be behind this.’

			‘I don’t believe you. She wouldn’t do that.’

			I can see the panic on her face, the confusion – is she starting to question her loyalties?

			‘Let’s ask her,’ I say. ‘And see what she says.’

			When we get to the area where Phina’s labs are located, the ancestors don’t know how to get in but Ariel does. There’s a keypad, a code.

			‘A locked door in Undersea?’

			‘For safety. Some things she’s working on are dangerous.’ Then, as if she realises what she’s said, she flinches.

			We walk down a dimly lit corridor, labs to the sides through windows, mostly darkened. We go to the door at the end.

			Lights are on in this lab and we step through. There are all sorts of equipment, chemicals, benches, and that’s as far as I can go in labelling what I can see. It’s like a sci-fi movie gone mad. And there at the end is Phina, a series of computer screens in front of her.

			‘Ah, Ariel. And Tabby and Denzi too. Welcome to my lab.’ She takes off her glasses. ‘Is there something I can help you with?’

			‘My dad has died,’ I say. ‘Denzi’s is in hospital. Do you know anything about that?’

			‘You know? Oh, from Isha, of course.’

			Ariel is looking from Phina to me and back again. ‘You’re not surprised?’ she says, uncertainty in her voice.

			‘No, I’ve been monitoring the news,’ she says and glances at one of her screens – it’s the BBC. ‘Not everyone is like Cassandra who only trusts dreaming to find out things.’

			I glance at the screen and my breath catches. He’s there – Ali. Images of him from the geoengineering press conference. And even though Isha told me and I believed her, seeing him on the screen and the report that he’s died? It’s still a shock, as if some part of me was hoping it was all a mistake.

			Phina follows my eyes to the screen. ‘Few more deserving individuals could be found than this VP of Industria United, who launched geoengineering like it was a great accomplishment.’ She’s shaking her head. ‘Though it was useful in the end.’

			‘He was my father.’

			‘I’m well aware of that – I picked out all your parents very carefully, after all.’

			More things are slotting into place in my mind. ‘You picked them out, but not just for genetic reasons – but also because of who they were or would be. You must have made sure they didn’t have children in the usual way – what, did you drug them somehow? – and that they’d end up at the Penrose Clinic.’

			‘Yes, it all worked rather well.’

			‘And you always meant to kill our parents, didn’t you? You selected them to murder them and did it in the worst way: using their children.’

			She’s amused. ‘I haven’t got a crystal ball. If you want to consult one of those, talk to Cassandra. It was merely an opportunity that arose.’

			‘You sent us to them carrying this protovirus. Didn’t you?’

			‘Not exactly – it was activated by your phones.’

			‘What? The mobile phones you gave us?’

			‘Exactly.’

			‘How could you be sure who would get sick?’ Denzi says. ‘What about all the other innocent people we walked past or spoke to?’

			‘I was tracking your phones. I knew you’d have them close to you all the time after so long without. Once you were in proximity to your parents’ phone, I initiated an update sequence on yours. This caused a small reaction in the circuits which created and then released activation factor. All you had to do then was give them a hug or hold their hand.’

			‘We didn’t get sick,’ I say.

			‘Of course not. The Chosen – with the altered oxygen binding in your blood – are immune. I’d tested that already.’ She glances at Ariel. ‘The Circle are not but have been made safe here until the protovirus degrades and becomes harmless in the atmosphere. Now, if you could please excuse me, I’ve got to get back to work.’ She puts her glasses back on, turns to the screens.

			Ariel has stood there, still, all this time, but now she stirs. ‘I didn’t believe you’d do this. And you’re not even denying it, or explaining why? What about my dad? Did you do this to my phone – to kill him like that too?’

			‘Of course. Though I believe he made it to hospital in time. At least his demise hasn’t been reported.’

			Ariel – she’s rigid, her arms wrapped around herself. ‘You tested to make sure this thing wouldn’t make the Chosen sick. You mean you tested it on me, don’t you?’

			‘Indeed. I was sure you were immune but I am a scientist after all, and hypotheses must be tested.’

			‘And Tabby said I had a twin, that she saw her. Is that true?’

			‘Well, technically, no; we split the egg early to make two from one, before different DNA additions.’

			‘And she’s in a cage underwater at swim school?’

			‘No, of course not; we wouldn’t have left her there to starve after the place was destroyed in the hurricane. She’s been euthanised. She wasn’t a viable option.’

			‘That could have been me.’

			‘In a real way, it was. You’re the lucky half. Now, if you could—’

			Ariel screams and lunges at Phina, rakes her fingernails across her cheek. Denzi and I pull her back.

			Four stripes of vivid red are welling up on Phina’s face. She shakes her head, reaches for a tissue to dab it with. ‘Ariel, dear. The animal side of you is getting stronger.’

			Ariel is struggling against Denzi’s hold. And I go to her, a hand on each shoulder in front of her until she looks at me. ‘Let’s leave her for now. We’ve got to get the Chosen together – go to Cassandra, tell her we all agree now, take it back—’

			‘It’s too late,’ Phina says.

			‘What do you mean?’ I say.

			‘The update is scheduled to begin rolling out first thing tomorrow. It can’t be stopped. And I’d said that your father’s geoengineering turned out to be useful?’ She nods at me. ‘The one problem we had was distribution: how to get the protovirus everywhere around the world. That was solved quite easily in the end by surreptitiously adding our own contaminant in what they’ve been pumping out into the atmosphere.’

			‘But if you’ve already been doing this – you weren’t waiting for our decision. It was always too late. Wasn’t it?’

			‘Well, to be fair, without the activation factor, the protovirus is harmless and will degrade and disappear within days. But once my test of the system – using your parents – was successful, the programming for the updates was implemented.’

			 ‘You never meant to go by the decision of the Chosen unless it was what you wanted,’ Denzi says.

			‘Not at all. I was just certain it wouldn’t be unanimous.’ She glances at Ariel who seems frozen in place, as if she can’t take it in any more. ‘And Tabby, before you think of running to your dear great-grandmother Cassandra for her help, know this: she’s the one who had Cate killed.’

			‘What?’

			‘After Cate was arrested, Cassandra couldn’t reach Cate by dreaming like she used to, unknown to most of us it must be said. Anyhow, as I’m the one with the right contacts on shore, she came to me for help. To get someone in to see Cate, find out what was wrong, and the order was given to end Cate’s life if she could no longer be trusted to keep The Circle’s secrets. They carried out this task.’

			‘I don’t believe you!’

			 ‘The report back was that Cate didn’t communicate in a meaningful way. The conclusion reached was that her mental stability was in question, and so the order to terminate was carried out.’

			I’m staring back at her, appalled. Cate said she was a dead woman walking, her body without the rest of her. But somebody stabbed her. Cassandra didn’t know then what Cate had done – that her essence was gone. Is this true?

			Then Phina’s eyes shift to focus behind us where the door is opening. It’s Stacey and Elodie, and there in Stacey’s hands – a gun.

			‘Enough chit-chat,’ Phina says. ‘Could you please see them out?’

			Stacey gestures at us to go. They push us back out of the lab, down the hall and out through the door.

			‘Don’t come back. The code has been changed,’ Stacey says as it clicks locked behind us.

			Ariel moves away from the door; she turns and runs.

			‘Ariel, wait,’ I say. ‘Where are you going?’

			She doesn’t answer.

			She is kin.

			‘Can you reach her?’

			She hears me but does not listen.

			‘Denzi? Can you try to help Ariel? I’m going to Cassandra. If anyone can stop Phina, it’s her.’

			As I race off, each foot that thuds down is like a heartbeat – Cate’s.

			Did Cassandra lie?

		

	
		
			88

			Denzi

			Ariel has never run this fast. I keep her in sight but can’t get closer. When we reach the winding passage, I know where she is going: the sea dome. Why?

			When we get to the door with the winding hatch, it is already open.

			We go through.

			Many of the Chosen are here, but not as they have been before – there is something about their faces, the way they move. They are walking, circling around the dome. Ariel joins them.

			I grab Zara’s arm as she goes by. She turns to me, one eye open, one closed. Her face oddly blank.

			‘Zara!’ I shake her and she tilts her head to one side, looks at me, both eyes open now. Puzzled.

			‘Denzi?’ she says, then looks around, sees the others and their odd movements. ‘What’s happening? How did I get here?’ Then, like she remembers, her face crumples. ‘My mum and dad. And – oh. You don’t know. Isha saw it on the news after Tabby was gone – I’m sorry, Denzi. It’s your dad. He’s died now too.’

			It’s a blow deep inside, as if I’ve been kicked in the gut. I’d convinced myself he’d be all right – he was taken to hospital, they’d look after him. He didn’t always do the right thing – but just a short time ago he did, and he did it for me. I left without saying goodbye and he’s . . . dead?

			Fury rises up inside me, hot and red. Phina did this? I swore to protect my sisters in The Circle but the rage inside me isn’t reason, it’s reaction, and I can’t handle the war between protect and destroy inside me, I can’t . . .

			Something in me is changing – I’m changing . . .

			Before I can wonder what or how, I’m gone.
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			Tabby

			I’m running to Cassandra’s rooms. I ask my ancestors to tell her I’m coming.

			There is puzzlement: they tell me she does not answer.

			Something is wrong. Aslan.

			‘You can say that again.’

			It’s the kin. They are coming for the Chosen.

			‘What do you mean?’

			The Chosen are kin now. All of them have changed even though they are not in the sea. They want to leave this place.

			‘Denzi, too?’

			I said all.

			‘Where are they?’

			The sea dome.

			‘Can you speak to them, the way you can speak to the kin?’

			I’ll try. There’s a pause. They circle, caged – asking for help from the kin. They do not understand where they are or how they got there. They’re afraid.

			Do I go to them now? See if I can bring them back to themselves?

			But I need Cassandra’s help to stop Phina.

			Is that the only reason I came here? Cate is gone – I can’t bring her back – but I have to know if what Phina said is true.

			I’ve reached Cassandra’s door now and rip it open.

			She’s sitting on the floor, knees drawn against her. She looks up. ‘Ah, Tabby, child. I knew you would come.’ There are tears on her face but she’s smiling.

			I kneel down next to her. ‘You have to help me. Phina has locked herself in her lab and is going to trigger activation of the protovirus, and something is wrong with the Chosen.’

			She shakes her head. ‘None of that will matter soon.’ She’s half laughing, half crying. ‘The future voices – our voices – will be silenced. It was the only way.’

			I frown. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘The Circle will die so others may live.’

			Tabby – the kin are here. All the kin.
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			Denzi

			Fear, confusion – locked in this cave, but we don’t know how we got here so don’t know how to swim out. Above us we can see the sea but cannot reach it.

			Help us!

			Kin have come. All shapes, sizes; the deep gods – whales seldom seen above – too. They swim all around but can’t find the way either, and our panic is rising.

			The deep gods charge against the roof we can see through; again and again they strike, and strike against it hard and then harder while we watch, kin above and kin all around with me here also.

			Again and again they strike.
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			Tabby

			Aslan is showing me what the kin see – the water above the dome thick with so many of them, whales, too. And they are crashing into the dome? And then I can feel it too – the vibrations in the floor beneath my feet, in the walls around us.

			Can they break it? If they do . . . no. The sea will rush in?

			I begin to see what Cassandra has seen all along. She didn’t tell all The Circle to return to keep them safe as Phina intended, not at all. She brought them here to die. I turn to her, shake her. ‘You knew this would happen? And you just let it?’

			She smiles, serene. ‘Yes. It is the only way, Tabby. The future voices – our descendants – are silenced: we know this. I’ve seen it – I can see it on your face that you have too. We assumed this must mean the end for all of humanity on their poisoned planet. But I looked deeper: there is a real chance that we were wrong. Don’t you see? For the future voices of our descendants to be silenced, it is us – The Circle – who must die. If humanity takes the right path with the climate, there is still a chance that this planet will survive. We must die so they may go on.’

			‘No, you’re wrong! You have to help me stop Phina!’

			‘She will die with the rest of us. It doesn’t matter.’

			‘You don’t understand. Phina says the protovirus has already been dispersed around the world, that she’s set up automatic updates to mobile phones to activate it.’

			She frowns. ‘That can’t be right. I worked it all out – The Circle will be destroyed to save the rest of humanity.’

			‘Not unless we can stop Phina’s updates, and she’s locked herself in – we can’t get to her.’

			‘It doesn’t matter. They’ll die. The sea will claim them with the rest of us.’

			‘But will that stop her computers triggering the updates?’

			No. It won’t. They will automatically back up online if there is any disruption or problem with her systems.

			An ancestor – a voice I recognise. Yvonne?

			I used to work with Phina. I know her fail-safes. I can sabotage them.

			Thud, thud. The noise – the vibrations – increasing. I have to go there before it is too late.

			But with everything else there is one thing I want – need – to know above all others.

			‘Phina told me it was you who gave the order to have Cate killed. Is it true?’

			‘It was only her body. When you couldn’t hear us, she spoke to me – I told her. She forgave me.’

			Only Cate’s body: her arms that held me. Her lips that kissed my cheek. Her hands that held mine.

			Cassandra’s hand grabs my wrist. ‘It’s time. Take the knife.’ She gestures – the cloth on a table, the circular knife within. She wants me to harvest her – the blood ritual. The way she harvested Alicia when she was a child. But if I do, Cassandra and her memories will always be inside me.

			I shake my head, pull away. No, never. Not after what she’s done. She can die and be gone for ever, like Cate.

			We have to go now! Yvonne.

			I turn and run as fast as I can back to the door to Phina’s labs. Yvonne says the door code is changed using a regular mathematical sequence. She gives me different sequences to try – the first doesn’t work. The second doesn’t either. But on the third try the lock clicks and I push the door open.

			Stacey stands there – a gun in her hand still, but not held up. She’s scared. There is another thud, thud, and she flinches.

			‘What is that noise?’

			‘Whales and dolphins are attacking the sea dome,’ I say. ‘Soon it will be breached.’

			‘My sisters.’ She pushes past us and runs through the door, her gun clattering on the floor.

			I run for the lab.

			Wait. I need to take control of you to do this.

			I shield my thoughts. Yvonne wants me to let her take over my body, like I let Cate do once. Cassandra warned me to never do that again, that it was dangerous – I wouldn’t be able to get back in control unless the ancestor I’d let in allowed it. Cassandra, who lied about Cate, but I’ve no reason to think she lied about that. And it’s Yvonne, an ancestor Cate told me not to trust.

			The only way I can reprogram the system fast enough is if I do it – it takes too long if I have to tell you each keystroke. I have to finish before the system is flooded.

			I relay to Aslan what she has asked me to do.

			This is dangerous?

			‘Yes.’

			But hold on to me and I’ll hold on to you. The silver rope, knotted to my virtual hand, in his teeth. I’ll keep you safe.

			I relinquish. Yvonne fills me inside, tries me on. Pushes me away to a corner inside, but not so far away that I can’t see and hear what happens around her.

			She walks back, reaches for Stacey’s gun left abandoned on the floor. Holds it in her hand and goes to the lab at the end.

			Elodie and Phina are both there in such worried, focused conversation that they don’t see Yvonne through the glass in their door.

			She pulls it open and they turn.

			Phina frowns. ‘Put that gun down, Tabby. You know you’d never be able to use it.’

			Yvonne smiles. Pulls the trigger and Phina falls back, stunned, holding her stomach – there’s blood and the shock of it makes me retreat even more.

			‘Tabby?’ Elodie says. ‘This isn’t you. Who is there?’

			Yvonne gestures with the gun at Elodie. ‘Go. Over there on the floor. Next to Phina.’ She smiles. ‘I’m Yvonne. Do you remember me, Phina? Your trusted co-worker? The one you killed when you did the first test of your protovirus? I was gasping for air, begging for help. I have allergies and I thought – everyone thought – that that was what killed me. But it wasn’t, was it?’

			‘You worked that out, did you? Well done,’ Phina says. ‘And you’ve stolen this poor girl’s body, too. Why?’

			‘I’ve got what I wanted. Watching you die, like you watched me.’

			‘Let Tabby come back. Please,’ Elodie says.

			‘Be quiet!’

			I can hear but not feel the vibrations – the sounds are increasing. ‘What is happening?’ Elodie says.

			‘I thought I told you to be quiet? According to Cassandra, we’re all about to drown. Well, I won’t but you will. I don’t think it’ll be much longer.’

			Do what you said you would do! I’m shouting inside to Yvonne and feel her – me? – shake her head as if an annoying fly is buzzing around.

			‘Well yes, all right. But only because that’ll upset Phina more than dying: knowing her glorious weapon misfired before she died. Speaking of weapons, Don’t move,’ she says to Elodie. ‘Or you will join Phina sooner rather than later.’

			Yvonne turns a chair and monitor so she is facing the two of them. Lays the gun between her and them, and then her fingers are on the keyboard.

			Password incorrect.

			Again.

			Password incorrect.

			Again and again and again. And then, finally, it works. ‘Phina, for such a smart woman, your prime sequence passwords are so predictable.’

			I can’t feel Yvonne’s hands on the keyboard or know her thoughts. But I watch in awe as her fingers fly across the keyboard. As far as I understand, she seems to be searching files for something, then logging into something else. Can she do what she said she could – can she stop the updates going out?

			She’s cursing under her breath, trying another way . . . then, triumph!

			‘OK, got it!’ she says. ‘There, Phina. Your automatic backup is disabled.’

			Phina has pulled herself half up. She’s laughing and gurgling on blood. ‘Doesn’t matter. There is also a backup to the backup system you don’t know about. It’s in a submersible in a cave you’ll never find. The updates will be triggered in a few hours now.’

			What about the internet? Can we cut it off – would that do anything? I shout inside.

			‘Hmmm. It might?’ Yvonne thinks to me. ‘But it’s protected – there isn’t just an on-off switch. It’s spliced from the main ocean cable not far from here.’

			Let me back in! I can find this cable in the sea, destroy it.

			‘No. Never!’

			You’ll die if I don’t help you.

			‘This body is made to survive in the sea.’ But even as she says it her fear is growing.

			Then, confusion. There is something she doesn’t understand? Then things shift, change. It’s Aslan – he’s taking over, forcing her aside and she’s panicking. He’s pulling hard on something . . . it’s silver. Gradually I feel it wrapped around my hand: my silver rope – and it feels as if it is pulling me back into my body. Where I belong.

			I didn’t like her, Aslan says.

			‘I didn’t much, either. Thank you.’

			Is she gone?

			‘I don’t know. Yvonne?’

			What happened? How did you do that? Confusion, fear, but most of all rage at what she has been deprived of – another life, my body.

			‘None of your business.’ I push her back with the rest of my ancestors, tune them out.

			She’s back inside me where she belongs.

			The sea dome. Aslan shows me as it cracks. Breaks. There is an almost instant change in air pressure – rapid, intense, and Elodie cries out. Screams of terror sound all around us.

			Despite what Elodie has been, what she may have done, I would save her life if I could.

			I cannot.
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			Denzi

			At last: what is above us, keeping us from the kin, has broken.

			The sea rushes in to claim this place back, to join us. Where it was always meant to be.

			Water rushes in and through, taking us with it at first. Once it has begun to fill the space, we make our way back and out – and finally join our kin in the sea.

			Free at last.
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			Tabby

			With the pressure of all the sea above us, once water has found an opening it hurtles through Undersea.

			The labs at the centre are amongst the last to flood.

			My arms are wrapped around my head, but sounds bore into me with the rushing of my blood through my body: the screams of my sisters, all around, their terror, agony, last thoughts. I share ancestors with so many that I’m seeing and feeling it all through them and can’t blank it out no matter how hard I try. The weakest go before the water, the extreme pressure crushing breath from lungs. Others are thrown against walls, bones broken, skulls crushed, drowned if any life remains.

			I’m the last seer. I could dream, find their circles, keep them inside me with my ancestors.

			Be more and more crowded out until I can’t even think as myself.

			But there’s no time, no chance – if I stopped to dream, I’d drown. I need to get out, find the cables. Stop the signal.

			The lights go out. When the water finally rushes in, taking me in a dark, cold embrace, Elodie is already gone. Her heart? The pressure? I don’t know.

			Once it has equalised enough that I can move without being pinned back, I feel my way to the door and swim through to make for the broken sea dome – the way out.

			Belongings – furniture – bodies. All float in the dark water unseen, and the horror makes it hard to go on. Sometimes I have to move them to make way.

			I have to get out and to the surface before I run out of oxygen, and can feel its debt already.

			It’d be easy to give up.

			Let me take over, Aslan says.

			I close my eyes, pretend I am somewhere and someone else until everything fades away.

			I wake when we surface and breathe in deep. It’s not much lighter than it was far below – night-time, no stars, only a faint glow where the moon may be under a sky full of chemicals.

			A sky full of protovirus.

			I can’t process – even begin to understand – what has happened. What Cassandra knew was coming and didn’t try to stop.

			Phina: we have to find a way to cut off her backup signal.

			A submersible hidden in a cave, she said – that sounds like it would be hard to find. But what of the cable in the sea?

			‘Aslan, can we find the cable she has spliced on to for the internet? If we can destroy it, maybe we can stop the signal. Do the kin know where this is?’

			There is a pause. Then: They say there is a dead snake as long as the sea not far from here.
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			Denzi

			There is an endless snake that runs along the bottom of the sea: it threatens the kin. It must be destroyed. These thoughts are shared by all the kin and we leave our games, swim back down, deep, deep, to the very bottom of the sea.

			It lies there, dull and still, stretching on as far as sight in both directions. Surely it is dead already?

			No, there is life inside, hidden away. We must destroy it.

			This is the realm of the deep gods and they, the strongest of us all, take charge. They ram into the snake again and again. It does not strike back but neither is it broken.

			Kin say there may be another way if we can find it. A place where another snake joins to this one?

			We separate and search all along the snake, wary in case it should strike. We do not find another like it, but then I see there is something else – more a worm than a snake.

			The kin come to see. It is thinner than the long snake, but yes, this is what we seek.

			The deep gods smash into it again and again.

			Finally something gives. There is a dazzling flash in the water; I fear for the kin, but it is soon gone and they swim on unharmed. It breaks away, a dead worm from the snake.

			We thank the deep gods and surface together to breathe. We are hungry; there are fish to chase. We will dive now, but there is a sound. One I know but don’t know, and puzzled, I turn.

			A two legs with the kin – her mouth is moving and then there is the sound again. And the kin tell me to listen, to focus on the sounds she makes.

			Everything shifts, changes. The world around me and inside me also.

			I was in the dome, and now I’m in the sea? At the surface. Dolphins and the Chosen all around us.

			‘Denzi?’

			It’s Tabby next to me, concern in her eyes. My name: that was the sound I heard – Tabby saying my name.

			‘What’s happened? Why are we here?’

			‘Do you remember anything?’

			I frown, trying to go back. ‘I was in the dome. Zara . . . she said . . . my dad: that he died?’ And fury, and something shifted and changed inside of me. Then a flash of images almost too fast to follow runs through me and I gasp. ‘The kin, our kin. Deep gods – what are they? Some kind of whale?’

			And what we did.

			I’m taken over by horror and want to get away from myself again—

			‘Denzi? Please. Stay.’ Tabby’s hand on my shoulder.

			‘We destroyed Undersea?’

			‘The kin did. The Chosen called them and they destroyed it.’

			‘All our sisters? What happened to them?’

			She shakes her head, tears in her eyes. ‘Only the Chosen have survived.’

			‘I swore to protect them and this is what I’ve done.’

			‘It’s you, but not you. Another part of you inside. You were frightened, felt threatened and asked for help. That is all you did.’

			‘What about Phina and her updates?’

			‘We managed to disable her backups before the labs were flooded and her computers destroyed. But she said she had another backup hidden in a submersible in a cave we’d never be able to find. We found her link to the internet cable on the ocean floor. Smashed it. I don’t know if that will stop the updates or not.’

			That sinks in.

			‘How long until we know?’

			‘Isha said it was two and a half days from when she saw her parents until they became ill. I’m going home. I have to know . . . if my friends were infected too. I have to go, even if just to say goodbye.’

			My eyes focus on Tabby’s. I hold her hand to my face, and if we were the only boy and girl left in the world, I’d never let her go. But all around us the Chosen, the kin, splash and swim.

			‘The sea is our home. We are your pod. Stay.’

			She shakes her head, takes her hand away. ‘I can’t.’

			‘Do you want me to go with you?’

			She hesitates. ‘I want you to do what is right for you,’ she says, and looking into her eyes I know it is right to be with her.

			But I’m not free.

			‘I can’t leave the Chosen and fail at my promise again; they are all the sisters left. I have to protect them.’

			Eyes I thought I could drown in for ever are full of sadness. And understanding. ‘It’s OK. I get you, why you have to be here for them.’

			‘Will you come back to us?’

			‘Maybe, one day. But even if we succeeded in stopping Phina I still need to be there. To do everything I can to make sure all the gains that were made against climate change aren’t forgotten. I have to hold them to it, make things change. But you could come to me. To Hastings. Remember our place? Where we promised on the beach? I’ll go there at the summer solstice every year. You can find me there.’ Tears spill down her face. ‘I have to go now – I just have to.’

			Then she’s in my arms, trembling and holding on like she’ll never let go.

			But she does.

			‘Goodbye, Denzi.’
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			Tabby

			‘Aslan? Take me to Jago.’

			Now that Aslan is in charge, I’m free to go to the dreaming. To try to cherish some of the dead the way I saved Con. It scares me to think of so many more voices inside me at once. But they’re my sisters: I have to try.

			But when I close my eyes and reach for them inside, it’s too late. Their circles aren’t just dim, like Con’s was after he died, they’re gone. I’m caught in grief. The loss of so many, those I loved and knew intimately – I can’t begin to understand how I’ll ever be able to live and breathe without pain again.

			I focus: on here, now. The sea and the kin. I have to go to Jago; I have to know if he is lost to me like so many others.

			Aslan has first one kin and then, when that one tires, another take us speeding through the sea to get to Cornwall as soon as we can.

			It’s late morning when the kin take their leave near the shore, and I swim in until my feet can finally touch rocks and sand underneath. I’m walking the last steps to the beach, gathering energy, ready to run to Jago’s house. But when I step out of the sea, he’s there.

			‘Tabby?’

			Now we both run – to each other. He holds me close a moment, but then I push him away to arm’s length to study him. It’s been over three days since I last saw him; Isha said her parents were ill two and a half days after she went to them.

			‘Are you well?’ I say, finally. ‘No breathing problems or anything?’

			‘Do you mean, like Denzi’s dad?’ he says, hesitates. ‘And yours . . . do you know?’

			I nod. Tears in my eyes now. ‘We carried something to them that made them sick – something The Circle made. We didn’t know – they used us. I was so afraid you’d get ill too.’

			‘Nothing wrong with me. Bit tired from camping out at the beach all hours, waiting to see if you’d come back. And you did.’

			There are tears in his eyes now too. He’s well, so if the timing is what Isha said, maybe he hasn’t caught it. But what if destroying Phina’s internet cable didn’t stop activation of the protovirus?

			I was so focused on getting here, getting to Jago, that everything else was held away. Now it’s rushing back: the pain of what happened to my sisters, the terror of what may still come. And I’m shaking, overcome, my whole body wracked with sobs that I can’t control.

			Jago just holds me until finally I can’t cry any more.

			He pulls me down to sit next to him on the beach and takes my hand. ‘Tell me what you can
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