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      The mob was trying to derail the train.

      Up on the elevated Hammersmith and City railway line, a short distance from the ruins of Shepherd’s Bush Market and just back from where Goldhawk Road passed underneath the tracks, a ragtag group of men was hauling what looked like a thick silver rope up over the rails and passing it down to another group waiting on the street below.

      A crane hook the length of a man’s chest was attached to one end. A short distance from the second group, an old double-decker bus lay on its side amongst the debris in the middle of the street, its windows smashed in.

      ‘Pull harder!’ shouted a bare-chested man from up on the tracks. Tattoos covered his back and his hair was dyed blood-red. ‘Get it looped through the frame!’

      With a collective roar, the men in the street hauled on the wire rope. It stretched a few feet closer to the bus. Shards of broken safety glass crunched under their feet.

      Across the street from the railway line, occupying the first and second floors of an old redbrick building which had a boarded-up supermarket metro on its ground level, was a local bureau of the Department of Civil Affairs. Concerned faces watched from behind windows protected from thrown stones by bent and twisted sheets of wire mesh. Another group of men crowded around the entrance, keeping the government’s enforcers trapped inside.

      ‘Haul! Come on, haul it!’

      The men hauled, shouting and cursing. From somewhere further up the line came the faint blare of a train’s horn.

      Crouched in the shadows of an alleyway between two nearby buildings, David Silverwood watched the mob with a mixture of apprehension and excitement. It was the biggest mob he had yet seen, and the skeleton crew of DCA agents inside the bureau building had not even tried to engage them.

      With another collective roar of exertion, the men succeeded in pulling the wire rope as far as the bus. Two men hefted the crane hook in their arms and began trying to loop the wire around the rear window frame.

      Sirens wailed in the distance. David crept back into the shadows of the alleyway to the lowered ladder of a fire escape and climbed quickly up to the third floor roof. From here he had a much better view of the railway line and Goldhawk Road heading away northeast towards Shepherds Bush Common.

      The sirens were coming closer. A few streets away, two white vans threaded through the piles of debris, red roof lights flashing. David frowned. Just two? There was no way they could disperse a mob this size, but there were rumours that the DCA was spread as thin as it had ever been.

      The large clock on the wall of an old post office across the street read 3:44. Six minutes until the next train, by David’s reckoning. A couple of miles up the track towards central London, where the rails went underground for the first time, was the abandoned London Underground station of Melling Road Junction. In the days he had hung out there, the trains had always come through every fifteen minutes, starting at five past the hour.

      The vans came to a stop where an overturned car blocked the street. One of them made a hasty U-turn. David wondered if they would give up and go back, but then the back doors flew open and something stooped and cloaked leapt out onto the street.

      No.

      It couldn’t be. Not here.

      Another followed, taller than the first, something silver glinting in its hands.

      So … the rumours were true.

      Two men in DCA uniforms climbed out of the back of the van. One made a sweeping motion with his hands and the two stooped figures dropped into a crouch and bounded forward, up and over the piles of debris and lumps of fallen masonry clogging the road, closing the distance to where the mob had gathered with unnatural speed.

      David had never seen one, but he had heard the stories. In the last few weeks, the rumours had been everywhere.

      He ran to the far edge of the roof, cupped his hands over his mouth and screamed, ‘Run! Huntsmen!’

      A ripple of shock passed through the mob. The group in the street dropped the wire rope and scattered. The man with the powerful voice still screamed his commands, but only a hardy few were still listening as the rest climbed down from the elevated railway line, running after the others. As his last comrades deserted him, he walked to the bridge above Goldhawk Road and lifted his fists above his head.

      ‘Come on, you bastards!’ he screamed, beating one hand against his chest, brandishing a knife in the other.

      Something whistled through the air and a silver bolt struck the man in the shoulder. A second took him in the stomach, and he tumbled off the elevated railway line to the street below. Moments later the first of the Huntsmen reached him, dragging him back into the shadows beneath the bridge. David lost sight of them both, but the sound of ripping, tearing claws, and the screams of a dying man came piercing out of the evening air.

      The second Huntsman had gone in pursuit of the dispersing mob. It caught up with two men, claws slashing, downing them in one stroke. Then it dropped to one knee, lifted an arm, and something silver struck a third running man in the back, knocking him forward on to the bonnet of a burnt-out car.

      The clock above the old post office ticked over to three fifty.

      The train came roaring down the line out of the three-storey townhouses on either side of the tracks. Its wheels struck the wire rope and for an instant it seemed to slow as the wire went taut, dragging the bus a couple of feet along the tarmac. Then the wire rope broke free and the train powered across the bridge, roaring straight through the now-abandoned Goldhawk Road station and hammering on towards the Hammersmith terminus, disappearing between the residential buildings on either side of the line.

      As the train’s engine roar faded away, David scanned the streets for the Huntsmen, but they were nowhere to be seen. The last members of the mob had long dispersed, and the streets were nearly deserted. A couple of DCA agents had taken a few tentative steps outside their bureau building, but while the two DCA vans were still parked further up Goldhawk Road, of their occupants there was no sign.

      It was time to leave. David headed for the fire escape, but at the last moment a tickle of caution made him pause.

      He squatted, lowering himself flat to the roof, then eased forward until one eye could peer down through the rungs of the metal stairs at the street below.

      Breath caught in his throat. One of the Huntsmen was down there, sniffing at the ground like some kind of hound, its hood fallen back to reveal the top of a sparsely-haired scalp crisscrossed with silver wires.

      ‘Hey! Come on, let’s go!’

      A uniformed man strode into view. The Huntsman snorted and looked up, growling at the newcomer.

      ‘Time to go, you ugly bastard.’ A hissing filled the air and the Huntsman jerked and squealed, a sound that made David’s hair stand on end. With one last glance up at the fire escape, it slinked after its handler.

      It clocked me, he thought, remembering the way its human eyes had paused on his. It knew I was here.

      The handler led the Huntsman back to the vans. The other had already returned, standing tall with its head bowed like a friar at prayer, only the silver crossbow held in curved claws giving it away as something monstrous. David didn’t wait to see what happened next. Finding his nerves again, he hurried down the fire escape and away into the streets, crossing under the railway line and heading in a gradual arc towards the east, back in the direction of central London.

      A few streets away he came across a city bus picking its way through the debris. He climbed aboard, taking a worn, colourless seat among a clutch of glum, disillusioned faces.

      He peered out at the trash-strewn streets, wondering what had just happened, and what it meant for his safety.

      Twenty minutes later, he flipped the driver a coin and got off. He cut through a crowded market and across a sloping, overgrown park to a cluster of tall tenement buildings.

      In the apartment he had called home for the last two years, he ignored his flatmate, Taku, who was slumped on a ratty sofa in their sparse living room, watching old movies on a battered TV that had a crack cutting diagonally across the screen from left to right. He unlocked the room he called his own and then locked it again from the inside, adding an extra padlock as a secondary precaution.

      He sat down on the bed and tried to let himself relax.

      The Huntsman had smelled him. Had it not been for the intervention of the handler, he might be dead. No one could kill a Huntsman, everyone knew that. They were as close to invincible as a creature could get. According to word on the streets, even the government could barely control them. That was why they had been locked away for so long until the kids calling themselves Tube Riders had been bold enough to escape.

      Everyone he knew thought it was rubbish, this whole story about the supposed Tube Riders. What were they anyway, just some urban myth about kids who hung from the side of London Underground trains late at night, peering in through the windows? They were ghosts, apparitions, some said, the trapped souls of train suicides. They couldn’t possibly exist, and they couldn’t possibly have gone on the run from the government, causing an army of DCA agents to follow on their trail, bringing the Huntsmen back on to the streets.

      Most people thought it was bullshit.

      David reached under his bed for an old cardboard box pushed right back against the wall. He pulled it out and tossed aside an assortment of tatty books, dusty ornaments, and other junk to reveal a smooth piece of willow at the bottom. About fifty centimetres long, it had two rubber straps on one side and two metal hooks on the other.

      He gave a grim smile as he lifted up the clawboard and blew away the dust. Unlike most people, David knew the rumours about the Tube Riders weren’t just idle street talk. He knew they were true.

      Once, he had ridden with them.

      And if the government was hunting Tube Riders, he might be in a lot of trouble.
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      Lindon slammed a hand against the wall, the thick muscles in his arms rippling. ‘No, Sammy. You’re not going.’

      The teenager glared at him, his eyes defiant. ‘They need conscriptions, Lindon. It’s a job. It’s money. What else am I going to do?’

      ‘Go to school.’

      Sammy rolled his eyes. ‘Says the gangster who never spent a day in school in his life. Yeah, right, Lindon.’

      ‘I’m not a gangster. I’m a free man.’

      ‘None of us are free.’

      Lindon stared at his adopted brother for a long time. ‘If you join them, you’re no longer my brother, Sammy.’

      ‘I’m not your brother anyway.’

      ‘Fuck you.’

      ‘No, fuck you, Lindon. At least I’m doing something. At least I’m trying to make a change for the better instead of wasting my life jumping in front of trains.’

      Lindon grabbed Sammy by the throat and slammed him back against the wall. He lifted a fist, then paused with it hung in midair. Lindon’s fists had won many battles in abandoned factories and warehouses, but Sammy’s eyes were different to those of beaten opponents staring down the barrel for the last time.

      They held no fear.

      ‘That’s right, Lindon. Come on, smash me up. Do what you want.’

      Lindon dropped his hand and stepped back. ‘Sammy, don’t join them.’

      ‘I’m not joining them. It’s just work. They need soldiers. With any luck I’ll get stationed on the coastguard where all I’ll have to do is stare longingly towards France. Easy money, Lindon. Easier than any you’ve ever earned.’

      Lindon said nothing. Sammy held his gaze for a few seconds, then patted Lindon on the shoulder, lifted his duffel bag, and left. Lindon stared at the door for a long time after it closed. Then, with one sweep of his arm, he ripped the nearest shelf off the wall and sat down on a kitchen chair, his head in his hands.

      ‘Has he gone?’

      Lindon looked up at the doorway. Cah stood there, her mousy brown hair tied back from her angular face. She wore few clothes as usual, just a thin blouse top and a pair of shorts. He felt a momentary surge of arousal, but it quickly died away. Cah was too thin now. She had found her own way out of Mega Britain and was speeding towards it. There was nothing Lindon could do but watch and wave goodbye.

      ‘Yeah, he’s gone.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Lindon.’

      ‘Me too.’

      She cocked her head. ‘Will you jump with us later? I mean, I probably won’t jump, but I’ll come down.’

      ‘I’ll come. I have to go to the Tank first. There’s trouble.’

      ‘What trouble?’

      ‘I don’t know. Spacewell got a message for me.’

      Cah shrugged. ‘Okay then.’ She turned and disappeared back into the other room, where a broken sofa and a couple of old armchairs enjoyed a view of London’s suburbs. Lindon stared at the doorway for a few seconds, but since she had started up her new habit, he didn’t go near her until they went to bed. He couldn’t bear to watch her fade away, knowing there was nothing he could do.

      The apartment building he called home was a couple of hours from central London by foot, but Lindon took the tube. It was amazing that in a city so overgrown with decay and disillusionment the London Underground still continued as ever. It was like the immortal central coil around which everything in London Greater Urban Area revolved. Sure, there were regular strikes, closures, and breakdowns—as well as the occasional hijacking—but his grandfather had told him that was nothing new. The tube, he had heard, was the beating heart of London. When it finally died, London would die with it. Until then, the wheels of the failing city would continue to grind.

      He held the note crumpled in his hand as the train bumped along, remembering its unusual wording.

      Swimming time, L-Man. Anticipating a visit from the Siamese Queen. Urgent.

      It was from Spacewell, the weird little computer geek who technically lived in the apartment upstairs but spent more time in theirs than his own. Lindon had never figured out if that was how he received the messages from his own source, or if it was part of some elaborate joke that only Spacewell understood. Still, over time Lindon had come to realise they usually translated to the same thing.

      Get your ass over to the Tank.

      Who or what the Siamese Queen referred to, he couldn’t guess, but it had him intrigued.

      There were several ways into the Tank, the self-proclaimed criminal underworld of London GUA that had built up beneath the streets of the old Borough of Westminster. The easiest was by one of the many roads, left unblocked because it was easier to shoot someone when they had no cover. The roads weren’t a wise man’s choice though, regardless of whether you were known in the Tank or not. The more friends you had, the more enemies you had too, and dirty windows provided plenty of cover for eager gunmen.

      Westminster Underground station had long ago become a through-station, controlled as it was by the Tank. Lindon got off at Piccadilly Circus and walked down towards the Thames, the sawn-off remains of St. Stephen’s Tower looming over him like an open, lacerated maw screaming up at the sky. A couple of streets before the river he ducked into an alley, went through a door into an abandoned café and down a set of stairs to a basement. The north wall had been smashed through; a tarpaulin hung from a curtain rail to cover it. Lindon pushed past it, following a path lit by dim electric lights through the basements of several other buildings and then down a metal ladder out on to the Westminster Underground station concourse. A man stepped out of the shadows to interrupt him, but Lindon put up a hand, revealing a tattoo on his palm. The man nodded without a word and slipped back into the shadows.

      In a former ticket office, two men were waiting for him.

      ‘You took your time,’ said Rusty Pete, so-called for the red patches in his otherwise grey beard that many said were from the blood of men he had killed.

      Lindon shrugged. ‘London traffic, what can I say?’

      The second man stepped forward. Tim Cold’s grey eyes reflected his personality. ‘Quick tongues have killed better men than you, Lindon,’ he said, his face expressionless.

      Lindon felt uncomfortable in Tim Cold’s gaze. Clothes that hung off the man’s thin frame hid weapons everyone knew were there. ‘What have we got?’ Lindon said, trying to deflect Tim Cold’s attention. ‘Who’s the Siamese Queen?’

      Rusty Pete rolled his eyes. ‘Spacewell … unique as ever. The Governor’s right hand. Let’s go. They’re waiting.’
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      In a chamber of the old Houses of Parliament, fitted wooden seats lined up in rows either side of a stage, its walls covered with graffiti and water dripping from a hole in the roof, Lindon, Rusty Pete, and Tim Cold stood waiting for the new arrival.

      The doors opened and a tall, robed figure strode in, two men in uniform striding along on either side. Lindon fidgeted uncomfortably, recognizing the uniforms.

      Personal Guard.

      What are they doing here?

      It was said only a Huntsmen could take out a Personal Guardsman. If they were here, then the Tank had to be considered a threat.

      As the figure reached the foot of the stage, two soldiers in tatty military uniforms carrying a stretcher came in through the door. A bloody corpse lay on top.

      ‘There,’ the robed figure said, pointing at the ground at the foot of the stage.

      The two soldiers tipped the corpse off the stretcher. It thumped onto the wooden floor, half flopped on its side, then rolled onto its back. An eyeless, shredded face stared up at the shards of light coming in through holes in the ceiling.

      ‘This man is known to you?’

      Rusty Pete stepped forward. ‘I know him. Leonard Woakes. Controlled a recycling franchise in Fulham.’

      ‘Why did he lead a mob in an attempt to derail a train in Goldhawk Road?’

      Rusty Pete shrugged. ‘He always was a cocky bastard.’

      ‘This was ordered by the Tank?’

      Rusty Pete shook his head quickly. ‘No, of course not. No one here had anything to do with it.’

      The robed figure pulled back her hood. Lindon suppressed a gasp. She was burned and disfigured, half her face covered by a metal plate, but he remembered her. He had replaced her as leader of the Cross Jumpers.

      Dreggo.

      Was she the Siamese Queen? She had abandoned the group in a whir of violence and failure. How had she become the Governor’s right hand, capable of commanding the Personal Guard?

      ‘This place could be gutted and every man, woman, and child strung up to rot in the sun,’ she said. ‘If you lie to me I will personally ensure it. I’ll ask you one more time. Did this have anything to do with the Tank?’

      Tim Cold stepped forward. ‘We might be under the law here, but we’re loyal to the government.’

      ‘Music to my ears. I have a task for you. Compliance is not optional. You will do as I request or every one of you will die. Do you understand?’

      Lindon kept his head down, nodding along with the others.

      ‘Tube Riders.’

      ‘There are no Tube Riders,’ Rusty Pete said quickly. ‘That’s a myth.’

      Dreggo turned. ‘You.’

      Lindon slowly lifted his head. Dreggo was staring right at him.

      ‘You. I know you.’

      Lindon shifted. The powerful arms that had beaten the resolve out of dozens of hard men felt like jelly. Dreggo’s human eye and its machine counterpart stared at him. He wanted to wither and die beneath her gaze.

      ‘Lindon. That’s it, isn’t it? I remember you.’

      ‘Dreggo.’

      Rusty Pete and Tim Cold were staring at him too now. One of the Personal Guardsmen stepped forward, as if Lindon might dare to attack his old leader.

      ‘You look the same,’ she said.

      ‘Thanks. You don’t.’

      For a moment she shifted, the scar tissue around her mouth hardening. The human eye narrowed. ‘Observant, aren’t you?’ She swept an arm towards Rusty Pete and Tim Cold. Wires glinted beneath the folds of her robe. ‘Tell them.’

      ‘The Tube Riders are real,’ he said. ‘But they’re just kids playing a stupid game. They’re no threat to anyone.’

      Dreggo laughed, a raspy, watery sound that made Lindon shiver. ‘You fool. If only that were true. They pose a greater threat than you imagine, and they must be weeded out.’

      ‘I heard they escaped London.’

      ‘Five Tube Riders escaped. My concern is the others.’

      ‘What others?’

      ‘Our Huntsmen detected more than five scents in St. Cannerwells Underground station. Old scents, too old to follow.’

      ‘So?’

      ‘This gang has become a standard for the disenchanted. If others were to appear, staking a claim to the Tube Rider legacy, they might become a rallying call for the people. That can not be allowed to happen.’

      Tim Cold exchanged a glance with Rusty Pete. Lindon understood the meaning of that look. While London was in turmoil, the Tank benefited from all the underground criminal activity, and the government ignored it because it helped with the suppression of the people. If peace and order was restored to London GUA, those in power in the Tank would suffer.

      ‘What do you want us to do?’ Tim Cold said.

      Dreggo looked slowly from one to the others, as if memorizing their faces for future reference. ‘You will use what resources you have in order to hunt down any renegade Tube Riders and deliver them to the government, or if possible, in person to myself.’

      Rusty Pete tugged on his beard, his small eyes narrowing. ‘And in exchange?’

      Dreggo smiled. ‘You will be allowed to stay here, and allowed to prosper. And to live.’
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      With the board wrapped in plastic bags and stuffed into a tattered old rucksack, David took the tube across the city towards Finsbury Park. Going to see Raine was probably a waste of his time, but it was the only thing he could think to do. There were three other Tube Riders that he remembered, but Raine was the only one for whom he had an address. Even that was two years old. She might be long gone. Her flat was a couple of streets in from the northern perimeter wall. It was possible her building had been torn down and the masonry used for wall repairs.

      He got off the tube at Arsenal and walked the rest of the way as a light rain fell around him. The memory of the Huntsman meeting his eye had kept him awake the last two nights, his bed pushed up against his door, his one wardrobe pulled in front of the small second floor window.

      Raine’s flat was at the end of a cul-de-sac, tucked up in the shadow of a three-storey townhouse with boards over its windows. Raine had lived on the second floor, the downstairs flat abandoned. Afraid of bringing attention to his old friend, David circled the nearby streets for an hour until twilight fell. As he had expected, only half the street lights in the cul-de-sac were working, and he was able to approach Raine’s apartment under cover of darkness. Standing on the concrete walkway outside her door, he knocked quietly.

      ‘Raine? It’s me. David.’

      The growl of a male voice surprised him. ‘Who is it?’

      David stepped back from the door as it swung open and a bare-chested man stepped out, a potbelly and sagging muscles framed by the light from inside.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’

      ‘I’m an old friend of Raine’s.’

      The man looked him up and down. ‘I bet you are. What do you want?’

      ‘I … I was just in the area, and wanted to stop by.’

      ‘Who the hell does that anymore?’

      The man started to close the door, but a girl’s voice came from inside. ‘Wait!’

      David tried to see past the slovenly man blocking the doorway as a girl appeared, wearing faded jeans and a slip that revealed the press of breasts and a tight midriff. Jet black hair framed her face, the nearest clutch of strands on either side plaited into braids laced with coloured beads. Eyes so brown they were almost black widened at the sight of him.

      ‘This punk says he knows you.’

      The girl turned towards the slob with a look of contempt. ‘He does. Go in, Greg. Look after Jake.’

      Before David could ask who Jake was, a baby’s cry pierced the air. Greg gave a dramatic groan and lumbered back inside, pulling a door into the living room half-closed behind him. Awkward shushing sounds drifted out as the baby began to settle down.

      ‘I had no idea—’

      ‘Why would you? What do you want, David?’

      ‘Can I talk to you? I think it might be important.’

      Raine stared at him, as if wondering whether this was a joke. Then she nodded. ‘Not here. We’ll go up to the park. Just a minute.’

      She went back inside, hollering at Greg to look after the baby again. A groan of discontent came back.

      ‘He’ll be fine,’ she said to David. ‘Let’s go.’

      A single street light burning out of an ornate Victorian-style lamppost was all that lit up the small circular park at the end of Raine’s cul-de-sac. They sat side by side on the edge of a dry fountain, the water replaced by litter and weeds.

      ‘I left when I found out I was pregnant,’ Raine said. ‘I couldn’t carry on, could I? I didn’t bother to say anything, just stopped showing up. It was getting hard, seeing you with Marta.’

      David shrugged. ‘We broke up a month later. That was when I quit too.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Why did we break up?’ He smiled. ‘I fell badly one night and I wanted to quit. I wanted Marta to give up too before one of us got killed. She refused. That was about the whole of it. Tube riding was her life. I wasn’t.’

      Raine looked down. ‘I would have quit for you.’

      David felt a momentary pang of regret, but what was done was done. ‘But you’ve got the baby now, and Greg—’

      Raine scoffed. ‘That lazy prick isn’t the father. What do you take me for? Greg’s my cousin. He needed somewhere to stay. He acts like my protector but he’s as useless as he looks.’ She shrugged. ‘I don’t see the father.’

      ‘Well, I guess—’

      Raine put a hand on his thigh, squeezing tight. ‘David, this has been nice and everything, but what do you want?’

      ‘We’re both former Tube Riders, right? I think we could be in danger.’

      ‘I’m not a Tube Rider anymore. I gave up. It’s nothing to do with me. I heard something about Tube Riders and the Huntsmen, but I want no part of it.’

      David explained what had happened to him up at Goldhawk Road. ‘I think it smelled me. I think they could be hunting the rest of us.’

      Raine stood up and began walking away. David went to follow, but she turned around and held up her hands. ‘And knowing that, you came here to see me? What if they track you, David? What if they find my baby?’

      ‘I’m sorry. I was hoping you would come with me.’

      She kicked out at something hidden in the shadows. A piece of paving stone clattered away down the street. ‘That was always you, David. Always sorry. It’s time to stop being sorry.’

      As she walked away, he called out, ‘I’ll be at Melling Road Junction Underground station every Tuesday night. I’ll wait for you. I think we might be safer together.’

      Raine threw up a hand as if to swat him away, but she didn’t look back. Uncertain whether he had done the right thing, David headed for home. Maybe she would come around, maybe not.
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      Raine didn’t go straight back home after David left. She did a couple of circuits of the nearby streets, her mind awash with a flood of old emotions. She hadn’t thought about the Tube Riders in a long time. She was working part time in a supermarket two stops up the tube at Tottenham Hale and the rest of her time was taken up by Jake. Greg showing up had been convenient. He was a slob but harmless, and took enough care of Jake during the day while he sat in front of their old TV to allow her to work. Until then she had kept Jake in a back room of the supermarket while she worked, looking in on him every half an hour, suffering from a cut in her wages due to supposed missed work time.

      At the end of the street connecting to her cul-de-sac, she climbed up on to a pedestrian overpass and looked through the gaps in the houses towards an elevated train line cutting through as it arced towards the northern perimeter wall behind her. She’d heard the rumours too, that the Tube Riders had got out through one of the tunnels, clinging like barnacles to the side of an express train. It was a fanciful notion, escaping London GUA. Impossible now, because the tunnels were heavily guarded, in some places closed and the trains rerouted elsewhere. She turned to look up at the towering perimeter wall, a black shadow sixty metres high in this part of the city, spotlights sweeping around from the top, exposing the silvery glint of gun emplacements.

      Like most people, Raine had her horror stories of Mega Britain. Her parents had vanished, never returning from work one day, and her brother had been arrested for staging a political protest. She didn’t know if he was still alive, but every few weeks she would drop by her old house—now abandoned—and check for mail, hoping something would have come from the government to give her a clue as to his wellbeing. There was never anything. Aside from Greg and a sour-faced, borderline alcoholic aunt who lived in East Burton, she had no family left.

      Which made Jake all the more precious.

      She headed back to the apartment. Greg was asleep on the sofa, snoring loudly, but he had at least put Jake back into the crib and tucked him in. Her little boy, a little over a year old, was sleeping, his breathing coming in soft whispers. Raine brushed his hair out of his eyes, smiling at the way one of his hands was clenching and unclenching in his sleep, as if he was dreaming about some adventure.

      Who wanted to bring a child into this world? When she discovered she was pregnant, she had talked to several former doctors about termination, but without the money to go to a government-sanctioned hospital she was stuck with a backstreet job. In the end, she couldn’t bring herself to do it, and she had never felt a single moment of regret—not about keeping the baby at least. There were plenty of other things she regretted.

      Like not telling the father.

      Jake’s eyes suddenly popped open. He looked up at her and gave a little smile. It was amazing, she thought. He was just one year old, but he looked so much like his father. She hadn’t realised until tonight.

      He had David’s eyes, and his smile.

      ‘Why did you have to come back?’ she whispered, stroking the side of Jake’s face as the baby went slowly back to sleep.
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      The Huntsman had been whining for hours. Usually upon returning from a mission they would slink quietly back into their holding cells to crouch like wraiths in the dark, their hoods turned down towards the ground. Like most animals, they were afraid of pain, and the electrical stunners embedded in their bodies that could be activated from a handler’s remote were a useful deterrent against unrest. Sometimes though, like now, one of them needed putting in its place.

      ‘You gonna shut up or what?’ Jed snapped. He lifted his hand, holding up the small remote. He had set the stun to low. It was enough to hurt them but cause no lasting damage. A blast on high for more than a minute would kill one, but killing one was a death wish. There weren’t so many left that they could be tossed away like garbage.

      The creature whined again, dipping its nose towards the ground. Jed got a look at the human eyes peering over the doglike snout and grimaced.

      ‘I told you to shut up.’

      Jed jabbed the button on the remote and the Huntsman shuddered, its feet slipping out from under it. As it staggered back into a crouch, its head lifted and its eyes fixed on Jed’s. Its lips drew back in a snarl over long, hooked teeth.

      He tried to hold its gaze. Each Huntsman had just one remote. There was talk of installing them with a single override, but in the hands of an enemy the entire battalion could all be rendered useless at once.

      With the remote in his hand, Jed held the power. Without it, the creature would tear him to pieces.

      ‘You don’t want to look at me like that,’ he said. ‘You want some more? Do you—’

      ‘What’s going on here?’

      Jed turned. A pretty woman in a lab coat stood watching him, a clipboard in hand. Spectacles covered eyes that were slightly Asian. Brown hair was tied back in a ponytail but one strand had broken loose to trail down the side of her face.

      ‘Just trying to settle my dog. He’s restless tonight.’

      ‘He’s not your dog. Get out of here.’

      She pushed him in the chest, then turned away nonchalantly to look in through the bars at the Huntsman, as if it was Jed that was worthless and not this pathetic creature.

      ‘Hey, what are you doing?’

      ‘Get out of here or I’ll call the guard. I could have you thrown in there with him. Would you like that?’

      Jed put up his hands. ‘I’m going, I’m going,’ he said, turning his back on her. How the hell did women get given jobs down here? Dealing with the dogs was man’s work. Best place for a pretty little bitch like that was at home on her back.

      Pissed that he’d been talked down to by a woman, Jed headed for the elevators back up to the surface. His shift was long over; he just liked to remind his dog who was boss. There needed to be a mutual respect between a handler and his animal. Wasn’t that the way it was supposed to be?

      His pride was hurting. Luckily he knew a place where he could drown out his anger with a few jars of homebrew and find a willing woman on which he could vent his frustration.

      ‘I’ll be thinking of you, lab bitch,’ he muttered, one calloused finger stabbing at the elevator’s up button.
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      ‘Don’t worry about him,’ Mika said, peering in through the bars at the Huntsman crouched back by the wall. God, they were treated worse than animals, she thought, but there were men under those cloaks and behind those doglike snouts. Some had retained more of their humanity than others, but they all deserved to be treated better.

      The scientist who had designed the original prototype had died long before she was born, but she had met Dr Karmski, the man responsible for developing them into the killing machines they now were. She had taken an immediate dislike to him, particularly the way his eyes had run across her body as if sizing her up for sale, but she had admired his brilliance. He could do things with gene manipulation that no one else could, but even so, she had not been sad when he had disappeared, rumoured to have fallen foul of the Governor himself.

      She checked the Huntsman’s name plate above the door.

      Sorel.

      She would have to check the files for its background information, but the bullying handler was right, the Huntsman was playing up. Something was bothering him.

      ‘What is it?’ she asked. ‘Can you tell me?’ She didn’t doubt for a moment that the Huntsman would rip her to shreds if the bars of its cage were removed, but speaking to them with kindness had got her far better results than anger and scare tactics ever had.

      The Huntsman slowly rose to its feet. It was big one, she saw, nearly seven feet tall. The metal inserts that gave them their agility and strength often stretched their human limbs out of proportion, something that caused them great pain. Her heart started to thunder as the Huntsman moved slowly towards the bars, its face still hidden by the hood of its robe.

      The bars were close enough together to prevent it snapping its jaws or slipping a hand out to grab her. A low grumble came from the darkness beneath its hood. It sounded like purring.

      ‘Scent,’ it growled.

      ‘Scent? What scent?’

      Jaws appeared from out of the shadows of its hood, and furry, discoloured jowls drew back to reveal its vicious teeth.

      ‘Tube Rider,’ it said, its voice a low growl that carried enough menace to make a shiver tickle down Mika’s neck.
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      Taku stood back by the trees, taking a long draw on his roll-up cigarette. ‘Come on, man. There’s no need to be going down there.’

      David turned back to him, grinning. ‘What are you afraid of? Ghosts?’

      ‘Huntsmen.’

      David’s smile vanished. ‘I’m pretty sure Huntsmen wouldn’t have locked the gate.’

      ‘But just in case….’

      ‘Stay here if you want to.’

      David hauled the rusted metal gate across just enough to squeeze through. Heaps of dead leaves and litter had piled up inside.

      ‘Bro, it’s dark down there….’

      ‘Trust me. Come on.’

      David led the way down the stairs into the darkness. Behind him, the metal gate creaked in the breeze, leaves caught in its bars flicking against the metal like tickertape in a storm. He heard Taku’s footsteps but didn’t wait. The first corner was always the worst, where the gloom was greatest. Once you were past it on to the main passenger thoroughfare it got easier.

      Old ticket gates outlined themselves against the gloom. The empty counters of old sandwich vendors and newspaper stands appeared along the side of a wider area with a ruined ticket office in the centre, its windows smashed in, the glass almost all gone. One or two larger shops had shutters pulled down.

      There were fewer emergency lights than he remembered. Some had gone out, even their long-life bulbs eventually giving in. He didn’t know how long the place had been abandoned; it was ten years at least.

      He walked past the ticket gates and down an escalator so gummed up with trash and dirt that it looked like a regular staircase until he rubbed his fingers in the dust and felt the dried, cracked plastic of its old motion rail. At the bottom he saw the platform and a sudden wave of emotions washed over him like a dry wind billowing up from the train tracks.

      The platform opened up in front of him, lit by emergency lights in the tunnel roof, stretching at least a hundred metres from left to right. There were two lines of track, two platforms on either side and one in the centre, but all of the other exits had long been bricked over or demolished. There was only one way in or out.

      Behind him, Taku stumbled down the last of the steps. David turned to see the glow of another cigarette as Taku tugged on it in quick, nervous draws.

      ‘What the hell is this place?’

      David smiled. He took a deep breath, trying to calm a heart beating with both excitement and nostalgia. The last time he had walked out of here, he had never planned to return. Yet here he was, perhaps the last of his kind.

      ‘This is St Cannerwells London Underground station,’ he said. ‘This is where the Tube Riders used to ride.’

      ‘Come on, man, don’t slap me with any more of that Tube Riders bullshit. You know that’s just some crap made up to scare people. Wraiths of the underground, my ass.’

      ‘They weren’t wraiths, and never were. They were guys like us, playing a game.’

      ‘Yeah, whatever. They’ve gone now, in any case. They’re probably all dead.’

      David turned to face him, a smile on his face. ‘Not all of them.’

      ‘Bro, you’re not going to tell me….’ He trailed off as David opened the rucksack he had brought and pulled out the clawboard, holding it up so that the emergency lights glittered off the metal hook he had polished to a shine.

      ‘I used to ride with them. Things didn’t work out.’

      As Taku stared at him, a roar began building in the tunnel. David felt a sudden surge of adrenaline. His fingers wrapped around the rubber straps, holding the board firmly, tilted slightly up, the front a little higher than the back to take the jolt of the forward momentum.

      He dropped into a sprinter’s crouch, holding the board against his left side as Marta Banks had taught him. As the train exploded out of the tunnel he kicked off the tiles and bolted forward, running hard at a tight angle towards the train. Too close and you had no press momentum, too wide and you’d bounce right off. A mistake could mean death.

      The first three carriages were passed him when he leapt for the train, the clawboard swinging down towards the metal drainage rail along the top.

      His first thought was that he had missed.

      It had been more than a year, after all.

      Then the metal hooks clanged as they caught the rail, jerked harder on his shoulders than he remembered, then slid a little, showering him with bits of grit dislodged from the rail.

      He braced his feet against the side of the carriage as the train took him along, the lowered faces of the handful of passengers appearing static against the blur of the platform at his feet and the tunnel roof over his head.

      The breakfall mats were still there. He had noticed them on the way down, still piled up by the platform wall, a motley assortment of old mattresses, pillows, blankets, sofa cushions, even one or two car seats.

      It was time. He kicked upwards, his face flushing with heat as his hooks got stuck on a piece of grit an instant before moving, then he was falling backwards, sailing through the air to land with a soft thump.

      He lay on his back among the breakfall mats, staring up at the roof as the train thundered into the tunnel. In a couple of seconds it was gone, leaving just the sound of his ragged breathing and Taku’s whoops from further up the platform.

      His heart was thumping harder than the train’s wheels over the tracks. As Taku came running over, David crawled coughing and wheezing out of the dusty cloud kicked up by the mats. He crawled to the platform edge and wiped away the dust to reveal a number painted on the edge of the platform: 27.

      He looked up at the wall at the end of the platform, thinking that it seemed so much closer. Still, it wasn’t bad for a comeback effort.

      ‘Bro, what the fuck? You’re off your tits, man. Ha! That was awesome!’

      David grinned and held up his board. ‘You want to try?’

      ‘Never in a million years. That’s tube riding, is it? Just for the record, I wasn’t going to clean you up if you hit the tunnel wall. I’d have raised a glass to your memory, though.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘So tell me what’s the big secret? Why’d you hide that shit from me?’

      ‘I quit. Over a year ago. Broke up with a girl—you know how it is. You’re not a Tube Rider unless you ride.’

      ‘Well, you looked like you knew what you were doing.’

      David shrugged. ‘It’s been a while.’

      ‘So what now?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Taku tossed the butt of his rolled up cigarette down on to the tracks. ‘I know you, bro. It’s not like you to do something like that for a hobby unless there’s some reason for it.’

      ‘Well—’

      From somewhere up near the ticket gates came a girl’s scream.

      ‘What the fuck? We’d better bail, bro. Shit don’t sound good.’

      David climbed up from the platform and walked back towards the escalator. ‘Someone’s up there.’

      ‘No shit.’

      A cry came again, this time of pain, followed by the grunt of a man.

      ‘Let’s go,’ David said. ‘We have to help.’

      ‘Since when did you turn into a goddamn vigilante for righteousness?’

      ‘Since I realised that nothing will get better while we sit by and ignore all the bad stuff that’s happening,’ he said. ‘Come on.’

      Not waiting to see if Taku followed him, David headed for the old escalator, taking the steps two at a time, his clawboard held in front of him like a shield. He had fashioned his board out of an old desk, the wood strong and hard, tough enough to withstand the rigours of tube riding. The last thing you wanted when you were hanging from the side of a train at sixty miles per hour was for your board to fail. He had seen it happen, and it wasn’t pretty.

      The flicker of flashlights came from the concourse above him, the sound of several sets of heavy footfalls, and another lighter set, staggering, uncertain.

      ‘Grab her,’ came a man’s voice.

      A cry of pain, then the sound of a hard slap, followed by a submissive whimper.

      ‘You got her?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Kneel, you fucking whore.’

      ‘Wait, I’m first.’

      ‘Fuck you.’

      David gritted his teeth as he crept closer. He peeked around the corner at the top of the escalator and saw a young girl, no more than fourteen or fifteen, pushed to her knees, one man holding her hands over the back of her head. Another man stood off to the side, his arms folded, while a third man stood in front of her, unbuttoning his jeans.

      The one with his arms folded was tall but scrawny, but the other two were solid. The one holding the girl was older, perhaps in his forties, and wore a leather vest which exposed tattooed biceps. The other was younger, perhaps thirty, and wore a heavy trench-coat.

      With a sudden twist, the girl turned and swung a knee up at the man in front, missing his groin but catching him on the side of the leg. With an angry growl he punched her in the side of the head. David recoiled from the savage crack of the man’s knuckles on her cheek.

      ‘Hey, watch it,’ the scrawny man said, taking a step forward and lifting a hand as the girl went limp in the tattooed man’s hold.

      ‘Too late,’ Trench-coat said. ‘Get the fuck away unless you want some. Otherwise join the line.’

      He started to unbutton his jeans again. The girl moaned, her head swaying. David glanced behind him. Where the hell was Taku? He had no chance on his own, but he couldn’t just sit here and watch.

      His heart was thumping. His hands shook. Speed was his only weapon. He would have to be quicker than he had ever been on the tubes, or he and the girl were dead or worse.

      He wrapped one hand through a rubber strap on his clawboard, holding it against his side. Then he stepped out on to the concourse and walked quickly towards the men and the girl.

      The man holding the girl was the first to spot him. ‘Hey, what the…?’

      David swung the board up in a fast arc. The wooden edge cracked against the man’s temple. He groaned and fell backwards, letting go of the girl. As the board bounced backwards, David turned and swung it at Trench-coat, who still had one hand on his belt. This time his aim was a little off, and the board twisted in the air. The flat side of the clawboard connected with the man’s face, and the metal hooks tore a gash down his cheek, but the impact wasn’t as heavy as a side-on blow would have been.

      The man staggered but didn’t fall. One blind eye and one seeing one watched David with pure hatred as his fists came up.

      ‘Big mistake, crusader boy.’

      A fist like iron crashed into the side of David’s face, sending him sprawling. He swung the board around as a reflex, but Trench-coat stuck out an arm to knock it aside. He grabbed David’s shirt and jerked him forward. David ducked at the last moment to avoid his nose being smashed, but the clash of heads sent a clumping sound echoing through the abandoned station.

      As he hit the ground, David was only vaguely aware of a boot striking him in the stomach. Ahead of him, the girl was crawling towards the feet of the scrawny man who had backed away against the wall.

      ‘Lift him up,’ Trench-coat said to the tattooed man. ‘Let me have a look at him before I cut his throat.’

      Strong hands grabbed David around the shoulders and hauled him upright.

      ‘Who the fuck are you, man—?’

      Something metal flashed in the dark and Trench-coat staggered. David caught a glimpse of a tiny glowing light, then the knife flashed again. Trench-coat gave a wheezing gasp and fell backwards.

      ‘You coward!’ the girl screamed, as the scrawny man ran for the exit stairs. The tattooed man let go of David and backed up. Taku’s cigarette glowed and the knife gleamed in his hand.

      ‘Run home, asshole. Tell your friends to stay away from this place.’

      The tattooed man didn’t wait to be asked again. He turned and ran. David crouched, one hand on his head, the other on the ground. His ears were ringing and his cheek stung.

      In front of him lay the man in the trench-coat, blood pooling around him. Taku grabbed his legs and started tugging him towards the escalator. ‘I’ll put him on the tracks,’ he said. ‘He won’t be there long.’

      ‘You just killed that guy….’

      Taku shrugged. ‘No one’ll miss him. He’s London-gone now. Deal with the girl. I don’t know. Swear her to silence or something.’

      David had almost forgotten about the girl. She was sitting back against the wall, her legs pulled up close to her chest. Hard eyes stared out of a face that would be pretty in other circumstances. Her body was slender, her skin pale. He wanted to find her attractive, but all he could think about was the ringing in his head from the punch.

      ‘You want some too?’ she said. ‘You could have just asked my brother.’ She spat in the direction of the exit.

      ‘Your brother?’

      ‘That cowardly prick. He likes to watch. He won’t touch me himself because he knows I’ll fight.’

      ‘That guy was your brother?’

      ‘Yeah. Surprised? That too much of a tragedy for you? Where are you from, like Covent Garden or something? Stiff.’

      David smiled. ‘St. Cannerwells is my neighbourhood. Covent Garden would be nice. Not sure it’s as nice as it once was, so I’ve heard.’

      The girl shrugged. ‘Well, thanks for saving me. I’m not doing anything in return for you though. You’ll have to hold me down.’

      ‘I don’t want anything. I just couldn’t stand by and do nothing. My name’s David.’

      He held out a hand that hung comically in the air between them. The girl stared at it until he let it drop. Amused at his awkwardness, she gave a half smile. ‘Airie.’

      Taku’s footsteps echoed on the tiles of the concourse. ‘No time for chitchat. That weedy guy won’t be back but the tough will bring his mates for a rematch.’ He helped David to his feet, whispering in his ear, ‘Have I ever told you you’re crazy?’

      Airie stood up. She adjusted her clothing, pulling up her underwear and tugging down the ragged skirt she wore. A thin, patchy slip only just covered small, budding breasts.

      ‘What are you guys?’

      Taku winked at David. ‘We’re Tube Riders,’ he said.
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      As the nearly deserted train rattled through the tunnels, Lindon clenched and unclenched his fists, trying to keep his hands from cramping up. With his fingers stumbling, he unscrewed the plastic bottle and poured a little more of the water onto the rag, wrapping it first around one hand, then around the other.

      Underneath the cloth, his hands were swollen and sore. Fresh purple bruises filled the valleys between skinned, bloody knuckles.

      The fight had been tough. Not as tough as some, but tougher than most.

      He leaned his head against the window and closed his eyes. The bulge of notes in an envelope in his pocket was the only comfort. It was enough to cover rent for himself, Cah, and Spacewell for the next couple of months, keep them fed and looked after. It would keep the silence of Spacewell’s illegal Internet provider and give him enough left to buy something nice that might make Cah happy.

      Cah.

      He closed his eyes. He didn’t want to think about her, even though in less than half an hour he hoped to be in her arms, the only place he felt safe from the perils of London.

      But for how long?

      He snapped his eyes open. His stop was coming up, and dozing now might cause him to miss it. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      It had been a long fight. He was so tired. Few outside the gambling circles understood the nature of fist fighting. It wasn’t always three-minute brawls and bloodbaths. An experienced fist was hard like wood, but the bone of a skull was invariably harder. Most street fights were between a strong guy and a weak guy, and the weak guy quickly lost, but in organised fighting circles the men were well-matched. A longer, more brutal fight made for better gambling.

      Lindon’s stomach and back hurt far more than his face. Under his clothes, his lean, muscular body was a latticework of bruises and lacerations. For nearly two hours they had circled each other, trading body shots, waiting for an opening. Only a pair of light leather gloves was allowed, and you didn’t waste the strength in your fists on jabbing for the face in close fights. You picked off the softer body, slowly wearing down your opponent. Then, when your opponent made a mistake or dropped his guard, you were ruthless.

      The train pulled in, and an address system that sounded badly in need of repair announced his stop in a fussy, echoing voice. Lindon headed for the doors, patting the envelope under his clothes for comfort.

      A light rain was falling when he emerged onto the street. It was nearly midnight but a few people were still about, walking up and down the pavement in hurried steps, huddled under umbrellas. A car passed him, moving slowly, its chugging exhaust the only sign of decay, and he had walked almost half a mile before he heard his first siren of the night.

      Things were almost normal.

      Their tenement building was on the edge of an estate of several similar buildings. He had been offered a place in the Tank, but he liked to keep his distance. While he had designs on eventual leadership, once you gave yourself over to the Tank there was no coming back. Neither Cah nor Spacewell knew how involved he was, and he also had the other Cross Jumpers to think about. Moving into the Tank would imprison everyone around him by association.

      When he reached the ninth floor, a light was shining under their door. He knocked and Spacewell answered, the kid making him answer a series of stupid questions before letting him inside. Finally satisfied after Lindon regurgitated both his own, Cah’s, and Spacewell’s birthdays and favourite foods, the door finally swung inwards, and the thin, scrawny guy with the mop of unruly hair stared at him as if they were meeting for the first time.

      ‘You look tired.’

      ‘After twenty goddamn questions I have a right to be. Is Cah okay?’

      Spacewell shrugged. ‘She’s awake I think.’

      Lindon nodded. It was something. ‘Good.’

      Spacewell wandered back off to the room he had taken for himself and closed the door. Sammy had shared it with him, but Sammy had gone so it was now Spacewell’s alone. Lindon sat down at the table, his unease at facing Cah holding him back. He was late home; usually by now she would have already gone off to her other place.

      He closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, ignoring a loose one in the left side of his mouth. If it didn’t fall out it would tighten up again in a few days. He squeezed his hands together, feeling the tiny swellings between his fingers. He touched the tabletop, making sure he could feel the smooth wood under his fingertips. It was a recurring nightmare that he would one day hurt his hands so bad that he would no longer be able to feel Cah’s skin when he touched her.

      ‘Hey. You’re back.’

      She was standing in the doorway to the bedroom, one arm resting against the frame. She was wearing his favourite nightdress, the silk one he had stolen from an abandoned warehouse a year ago. It hung off her frame, her breasts holding it away from her stomach, letting it drape loosely over her cream-coloured thighs.

      ‘I’m back.’

      ‘I waited, Lindon.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Are you coming?’

      His body ached as he stood up, but he tried not to show it. Once she had resented his fighting, but now she accepted it in the same way he accepted what she had become. She knew his fighting kept guys from kicking in their door, just as he knew that what she did brought her comfort. It was an uneasy truce, but a mutual one.

      She didn’t wait for him, turning and heading into the bedroom. When he
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