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About the Book


Grimsdon is in ruins. Three years ago a massive wave broke its barriers and the sea flooded this grand city. Most were saved, some were lost – and some were left behind.


Isabella Charm and her best friend, Griffin, live with three other children in the top of an opulent mansion. They’ve survived with the help of Griffin’s brilliant inventions, Isabella’s fighting skills and their vow to look after each other.


But what will happen when a newcomer arrives in his flying machine? Grimsdon is full of hidden perils, from bounty hunters to sneaker waves. Could Xavier’s daredevil risks put all their lives in danger?


‘Part dystopian science fiction, part fantasy and part adventure – and altogether delightful.’ Magpies


‘Fast-paced and enjoyable from beginning to end.’ Viewpoint


‘Wow . . . This is a book filled with truth and heart.’ Kids’ Book Review
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‘Didn’t you know that water would be the end of me?’ cried the Wicked Witch.

‘Of course not,’ was Dorothy’s reply. ‘How could I?’


(From The Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum)




		
			Prologue

			It wasn’t exactly stealing – it hadn’t been that for a long time, not since the floods came and wiped away everything they’d known. 

			Isabella was with the other kids, searching rooms, looking through cupboards and drawers. This time they were in a grand building with tall ceilings and views overlooking the harbour, but the furniture was tattered, the walls smudged with mould, and a chill wind cut through smashed windowpanes. 

			‘Isabella, look!’ A young boy wearing a Superman shirt and a cape struggled to lift a gold candelabra. 

			‘Nice one, Raffy.’ Isabella took it from him and slipped it into a large sack. ‘Should be worth quite a bit.’ She wore long, black boots and a red coat with velvet trim, drawn in the middle by a thick, black belt. 

			‘And what about this?’ A girl younger than Isabella had entered the room, dragging a sword behind her. She had on a sparkling floor-length gown and a tiara perched on a mop of curly red hair. ‘I found it in the library,’ she puffed. 

			Isabella inspected the sleek blade and golden handle. ‘This will come in very handy, Princess Bea.’ 

			She tucked it into her belt. 

			An older boy sifted through the piles of junk scattered throughout and found an electric fan. ‘Not as glamorous as your sword and candelabra, but it’ll be useful. Other than that, someone’s been over this place pretty well.’ 

			He placed it into the sack, which Isabella tied shut with a rope. ‘We better go,’ she said. ‘In case anyone else decides to visit.’ 

			The older boy tried to hoist the sack over his shoulder, but his feet slipped out from beneath him and he fell on his back. The others ran to help. 

			‘Are you okay, Griffin?’ Isabella knelt beside him. 

			‘Sure I am.’ He straightened his crooked glasses and pulled himself upright, doing a very bad job of hiding the pain in his left shoulder. 

			‘You need to be more careful.’ Isabella stroked his cheek. 

			Griffin blushed. 

			From a balcony outside the room, a pair of dark eyes zeroed in on Isabella’s smile, on her hair that fell in long strands and her hand that touched Griffin’s cheek. 

			He’d been watching them for some time, following their every move. Waiting for the moment to strike. 

			He looked on as the other kids helped Griffin up and made a big show of dusting him off and straightening him out. He inched closer to get a better view ... which was when he heard the noise. A faint, almost imperceptible crack, followed by a shift beneath his feet. It was only slight, but he knew instantly what it was. 

			The balcony was about to collapse and take him with it. 

			He looked over his shoulder into the muddy water below. His hands reached for a drainpipe running down the building, but he was too late. In one sudden motion, the stone crumbled beneath him, breaking free from the mansion and plunging to a thunderous splash below. 

			Isabella was the first to reach the balcony doors, clutching a knife that she’d pulled from an ankle strap. She scanned the watery street that frothed and rippled, and searched the doors and windows of the buildings opposite but saw no-one. ‘Let’s go.’ 

			They hurried across the room and raced downstairs to a window just above the waterline. They lowered the sack into their dinghy before climbing inside, each slipping on a life jacket. They were good at quick getaways. 

			As she rowed, Isabella felt someone was nearby. She took one last look at where the balcony had collapsed, unaware that a boy was hiding in a room below, his back flat against the wall, heaving whispered breaths. There was a gash in his arm, and his hands were red and scraped from gripping the jagged ledge and hauling himself inside the mansion as the balcony fell. 

			He waited before sneaking a glimpse at the young thieves, watching them row down the street and disappear into a thick, rolling fog. 

			

		

	CHAPTER ONE
The Intruder
Xavier knew what he was about to do might cost him his life, but there was something about Isabella – the way she moved, the way she held a knife – that made it impossible for him to back out now. 
Standing on the rooftop, he looked out over the sunken city of Grimsdon. In the dawn light, he could just make out the islands of church domes, building tops and the uppermost arches of bridges encircled by swirling harbour currents and wisps of fog. 
Ruin was everywhere, in the stone walls plastered with algae and fringed with barnacles and in the crumbling mortar that caused buildings to lean like tired old men with broken windows like missing teeth. 
Xavier looked over it all like a king surveying his kingdom. Tall for a boy of fourteen, his long hair tied back in a ponytail, he pushed his sodden fringe out of his eyes and stared at the building opposite. 
It was like no other building in Grimsdon. Painted soft-pink, it was topped with a low wall that rose and fell in waves around the roof’s edge. Inside the wall, like a fairytale frozen mid-story, were stone statues of trees, a gingerbread house and a rearing horse carrying a sword-wielding knight. Rising from the centre was a water dragon with raised fins and a long, curling tail. Metal staircases with railings like spider webs ran down the sides of the building, weaving past windows of blue glass and wavering frames, as if melted by the sun. Carved into the wall were the words: 
The Palace

Amelia Goodhope, Artist

c.1960

A mischievous smile crept into Xavier’s lips. 
He pulled a spear gun from a holster slung across his back, took aim and pressed the trigger. A multipronged spear attached to a rope hurtled across the gap and caught on the edge of the roof. He tugged to check it was secure, took a deep breath and jumped. 
His body swung through the damp air. His boots bounced twice against the wall before he silently vaulted over a railing and crouched low on the stairs. A flick of the rope released the spear from the roof. He retracted it into the gun and replaced it in the holster. 
Taking a knife from his belt, he jemmied the window, slowly raising it without a sound. He climbed in and eased himself onto the floor. 
The room was even more magnificent from the inside. 
Chandeliers hung from the ceiling like clusters of diamonds. Plush lounges reclined on rich carpets. In the centre was a long dining table surrounded by throne-like chairs. 
But Xavier only took a few steps before a rope tightened around his boots and snatched him into the air. His knife fell to the floor. 
He swung from the ceiling by his ankles. His shirt fell over his face and his coat swept the floor as a small group of kids leapt out from behind lounges and inside cabinets. 
‘We got him!’ It was the young girl, Bea. ‘Nice work, Sir Raffy.’ She wore an oversized, purple gown with fur along the collar and hem. 
‘You too, Princess Bea,’ Raffy replied. This time his cape was tied around his shoulders over Batman pyjamas. 
They stood side by side, legs outstretched, slingshots aimed at the swinging intruder. ‘One wrong move and we get you with these.’ 
Xavier stared at the upside-down figures. As well as the two kids, there was Griffin and a small girl with short, dark hair, curled onto a lounge clutching a notebook. 
Griffin pounced on the knife and shakily held it out. ‘Who are you?’ 
‘Someone who just broke into your house.’ Xavier tried to sound casual. 
‘So, you’re a thief?’ 
‘I am usually, but not this time.’ 
‘You’re not a very good one,’ Griffin scoffed. 
Bea and Raffy laughed. The girl on the lounge opened her notebook and began drawing. 
Xavier tried to gather as much dignity as he could while swinging upside down. He pushed up his shirt that kept showing his bare chest. ‘And you’re not very good at protecting yourselves, are you?’ 
‘I’d say you hanging by your ankles proves we can protect ourselves just fine.’ Griffin jabbed the knife towards him, but it slipped from his fingers and clanged to the floor. 
‘Is that so...?’ Xavier paused.  ‘Griffin.’
Griffin gathered the knife. ‘How did you know my name?’ 
‘The same way I know those two are Bea and Raffy.’ 
The twins swapped a nervous look. 
‘Why are you here?’ Griffin demanded. 
‘Not sure why I should tell a bunch of kids anything. In fact I...’ His cocky smile was wiped from his face by a sword held against his neck. 
‘Because he asked nicely.’ It was Isabella. Gripping the handle of her new sword, she stepped from behind him and stood by his side. ‘And because you’re starting to get on my nerves.’ She blew aside her fringe, revealing a crimson mark on her forehead. 
‘I ... I saw the light on and thought I’d say hello. It’d be rude if I didn’t.’ 
‘You’re very considerate for a thief,’ Griffin sneered. 
‘What can I say? I was brought up with good manners.’ 
The sword pressed harder against Xavier’s neck. He drew in a sharp breath. 
‘I’m not sure why you think you’re so funny when your life could end with one small flick,’ Isabella whispered. 
‘To be fair, up until the sword bit I thought I was doing okay.’ 
‘Who are you and what are you doing breaking into people’s houses where you don’t belong?’ Isabella’s voice was edged with menace, as if she would pounce at any moment. 
The girl on the lounge looked up from her drawing. 
‘Xavier Stone, and I’ve come to help you.’ 
‘We don’t need anybody’s help.’ Griffin waved the knife. ‘We’ve been fine on our own for the last three years.’ 
‘Could we have this chat with me the right way up?’ 
‘We’re having it here,’ Isabella said. ‘Why do you want to help us?’ 
‘I’ve been watching you for weeks.’ 
‘You’ve been watching us?’ Griffin asked. 
‘Seeing how you live and where you go, and I can help you do it better.’ 
‘He’s lying,’ Griffin said. ‘We would’ve known if someone was following us.’ 
Isabella eyed Xavier carefully. ‘Prove it.’ 
‘Yesterday you stole this sword, a candelabra and for some reason a fan. The week before you found a big stash of canned food in St Stephen’s Church. Most nights you read books to each other or tell stories and wear fancy dress and act out plays.’ He pointed at the young girl on the lounge. ‘She doesn’t go with you but stays behind and draws.’ 
‘Her name’s Fly. She doesn’t talk,’ Bea explained. 
Fly gave Xavier a guarded look. 
‘If she has something to say, she draws or writes it down,’ Raffy added. ‘She’s an artist.’ 
‘If you saw us weeks ago, why have you waited so long to talk to us?’ Isabella asked. 
‘I had to make sure you were worthy of my help.’ 
Isabella moved closer and whispered, ‘Give us one reason why we shouldn’t cut you down and throw you into the river?’ 
‘How about you cut me down first and I...’ 
‘One reason.’ She held the blade firmly. 
Xavier swallowed. ‘You need me.’ 
Bea laughed. ‘Because you’re so good at–’ 
‘Breaking into people’s houses?’ Raffy completed his sister’s sentence. 
‘Normally I am. I guess I underestimated who lived here.’ 
‘You bet you did.’ Griffin’s chest puffed up. ‘Let’s get rid of him.’ 
‘Actually, I am starting to feel a little woozy, could I...’ 
‘I’m still waiting for that reason.’ Isabella stood dead still. 
‘Because of the Aerotrope,’ Xavier said. 
Griffin frowned. ‘The what?’ 
‘My flying machine.’ 
Raffy’s eyes widened. ‘You have a flying machine?’ 
‘A real flying machine?’ Bea followed. 
‘That’s how I got here.’ 
‘You want us to believe that you flew here?’ Griffin sniffed. 
‘He couldn’t have used our flying fox.’ Raffy shrugged. 
‘We pulled all the cables in before we went to bed,’ Bea said. 
‘If you let me down I can show it to you.’ Xavier’s eyes gleamed at the twins. ‘Would you like that?’ 
Bea and Raffy lowered their slingshots. ‘Yes.’ 
‘Where is this  flying machine?’ Griffin narrowed his eyes. 
‘On the roof.’ 
Fly wrote in her notebook and showed the page to Bea. ‘Fly wants to know why we didn’t hear it.’ 
‘It’s on top of the building next door. I thought it’d be more discreet that way.’ 
‘More sneaky, you mean,’ Griffin said. 
Xavier’s eyes flicked to Isabella. ‘Now is there any way you could let me...’ Isabella reached up and sliced through the rope. Xavier fell to the floor with a heavy thud.  ‘Down?’
He lifted himself up on his elbows and rubbed his head. 
Isabella held the sword tip to his nose. ‘Show us this machine. And it better be good.’ 

CHAPTER TWO
The Aerotrope
‘It does fly!’ From the top of their fairytale roof, Bea had climbed onto the back of the leaping stone horse and watched, wide-eyed, as Xavier’s flying machine approached from the building opposite. It was a bicycle with wings on either side, an umbrella-shaped cover and a cargo box at the back. 
‘It looks like a giant praying mantis.’ Raffy sat on the wing of the water dragon statue. 
‘It looks like a death trap.’ Griffin slumped on the doorstep of the stone house beside Fly. He looked down at her sketch of the contraption. In just a few strokes she had captured it perfectly. 
Xavier peddled fast, rising and falling on the wafting air currents. He flew between the buildings and staggered over the heads of the others, swerving between the statues before coming to a flawless stop. 
Xavier pulled a pair of leather goggles from his eyes and stepped off the machine. He kicked out a bike stand and hoisted the contraption onto it. 
‘Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the Aerotrope.’ 
Isabella pushed back one side of her coat, placing her hand firmly on the knife in her belt. 
‘The Aerotrope?’ Griffin asked. 
‘Yes. Good name, I thought.’ 
‘I’m surprised you didn’t call it Xavier’s Magnificent Aerotrope.’ 
‘You know, Griff, that’s a great idea. No wonder Izzy lets you stick around.’ 
‘It’s Griffin.’ 
‘No problem,’ Xavier winked, ‘Griff.’ 
Bea and Raffy climbed off the statues and circled the machine. 
‘Where did you find it?’ Raffy asked. 
‘I made it.’ 
‘Made it?’ Bea’s eyes widened. 
‘Yep. With a little ingenuity and a lot of smarts, there’s no end to what you can come up with.’ 
Fly and Griffin rolled their eyes. 
‘How does it work?’ Isabella asked. 
Xavier smiled and held out his hand. ‘Come, I’ll show you.’ 
Griffin jumped up, making sure to stand between them. 
‘The pedals operate the wings, which rotate in a figure eight. This pushes streams of air down and back, propelling the Aerotrope forward.’ 
He walked alongside one of the outstretched wings, followed closely by Bea and Raffy. Isabella and Griffin stood together, arms crossed. 
‘The wings are made out of a waterproof material, and I’ve made them rounded at the front and thinner at the back. It’s the best shape for flying.’ 
He tapped the bright-red bike frame. ‘This was a real find. It’s made from tough, lightweight carbon fibre and, because of its hollow frame, it floats in water.’ He pointed to two small floatation devices in the centre of both wheels. ‘These help too.’ 
Griffin noticed a powerful-looking front light. ‘How does that work?’ 
‘Batteries. I found a huge stash in a shopping centre when I went exploring.’ 
Bea and Raffy followed him to the tail. ‘This acts like a rudder for turning, and when I’m coming in for a landing all I have to do is tilt the wings and turn the tail downwards.’ 
‘How far can it fly?’ Isabella asked. 
A victory smile rose into Xavier’s lips. ‘As far as your legs are willing to pedal.’ 
He stood legs astride, hands on hips. ‘Inventors throughout history have been trying to perfect the flying machine,’ he said grandly. ‘From the ancient Greeks to Italy’s Leonardo Da Vinci and Australia’s Lawrence Hargrave – and now we can add Xavier Stone from Grimsdon.’ 
He took a low bow. 
Bea and Raffy applauded. 
Xavier turned to Isabella. ‘Impressive enough?’ 
‘Why are you showing us this when you could keep it for yourself?’ 
‘What’s the point of great inventions if you don’t share them?’ 
‘What’s the point if you can’t show off, you mean,’ Griffin mumbled. 
‘But why us?’ Isabella demanded. 
Xavier laughed. ‘I wasn’t about to help any of the  adults.’
Isabella scowled. ‘You don’t even know us.’ 
‘It’s getting harder for you to find food.’ He slapped the seat of the machine. ‘But with this baby, I can fly you to places filled with food that you haven’t been able to reach.’ He clapped his hands. ‘Would anyone like to be the first passenger on Xavier’s Magnificent Aerotrope?’ 
‘Can we have a go, Izzy?’ Bea and Raffy chimed. 
‘How do we even know it’s safe?’ Griffin asked. 
Xavier offered him an impish grin. ‘We’re living in a flooded city. Is anything safe?’ 
‘That doesn’t answer the question.’ 
‘Some questions aren’t that simple to answer.’ 
Griffin stepped forward. ‘Well, maybe that’s not–’ 
‘I’ll try it,’ Isabella said. 
‘Excellent.’ Xavier smiled directly at Griffin. 
‘Isabella.’ Griffin turned his back on Xavier and did nothing to lower his voice. ‘I don’t think we should trust this guy. We don’t know him.’ 
‘I have these.’ Xavier opened the storage box on the back of the Aerotrope and pulled out a helmet and life jacket. He handed them to Isabella. ‘Not that we’ll need it; I’m a very fine pilot.’ 
‘We only have your word on that,’ Griffin said. 
Xavier held his hand across his heart. ‘I promise that apart from when I was experimenting with earlier versions of the Aerotrope, I haven’t had a crash.’ 
‘So you  have crashed it?’ Griffin asked. 
‘Not this version.’ 
‘I’ll be fine, Griffin.’ Isabella put on the jacket and buckled the helmet. ‘Stay here and take care of the others. We won’t be long.’ 
Xavier climbed onto the flying machine and patted the seat behind him. ‘Your carriage awaits.’ 
‘Can we have a go when you get back?’ Raffy tugged at Xavier’s sleeve. 
‘We’d easily fit,’ Bea said. ‘We’re only small.’ 
‘That’s up to Isabella, I’d say.’ Xavier turned to Isabella. ‘Hold me round the waist.’ 
Isabella threaded her arms loosely around him. 
‘You’ll have to hold on tighter than that. It can get a little breezy up there.’ 
Griffin folded his arms across his chest. ‘How much longer do we have to stand here before you show us how magnificent you are?’ 
Xavier lowered his goggles over his eyes. ‘About twenty seconds, I’d say.’ 
He began turning the pedals. The stand held the Aerotrope’s spinning wheels above the ground. The wings slowly creaked to life, plunging down in a long sweep before dragging themselves upwards. 
Xavier pedalled faster. 
‘Ten seconds till take-off,’ he yelled. 
Isabella held on tighter. 
Xavier smiled even wider. 
Fly slipped beside Griffin and took his hand. Griffin squeezed it but didn’t take his eyes off the machine. 
Xavier pressed a button on the handlebar and a small pair of wings in the centre of the back wheels flicked open. He kicked back the safety stand with one foot and the Aerotrope bounced onto its wheels, moving forward across the roof. 
‘Stand by for take-off,’ Xavier shouted. 
But the flying machine wasn’t flying. 
Fly gasped, not wanting to blink. Bea looped her arm through her brother’s. Griffin’s eyes locked on the machine, watching every turning wheel, spinning cog and plunging wing. 
‘Please, please, please,’ Raffy whispered. 
But still the machine wouldn’t lift and headed straight for the small wave-like wall. 

CHAPTER THREE
The Flooded City
Finally, as if drawn into the sky, the wind caught under the wings of the flying machine, the tyres lifted from the ground and just cleared the edge of the roof. 
The twins jumped and hugged each other. ‘Go Izzy!’ 
Griffin’s shoulders dropped and he let out a sigh. 
Xavier pedalled faster and the Aerotrope rose even higher, soaring further away from the Palace. 
Isabella’s grip on Xavier’s waist loosened. She closed her eyes and felt the wind sweep past, buoying them as they sank and swam through the air. When she opened her eyes again, she looked over the city of half-submerged clock towers, church domes, marooned castle turrets and spired cathedrals. 
‘I told you there was nothing to worry about,’ Xavier cried. ‘I’ve done this loads of times.’ 
Row after row of building tops floated beneath them. There was a greenhouse with panels of glass crashed through by overgrown trees, lines of crooked and broken chimneys and a children’s rooftop playground with swings, monkey bars and roundabouts tangled in ivy. 
Xavier pushed the handles of the Aerotrope forward. He dipped closer to a large metal bridge that sat in the floodwaters like a castle surrounded by a vast moat. Isabella felt as if she could almost touch the laced crown-like ironwork. 
‘Bet you never thought Grimsdon could look so good?’ Xavier steered the machine into a corridor of derelict shops and department stores. He followed the course of the original river that wound past the Abbey of St Joan, tipped with gargoyles and praying angels and the medieval turrets of what once was the Queen’s castle. Isabella’s heart quickened when she saw a group of adults hunched around a fire on one of the battlements. They pointed and yelled as the Aerotrope flew over them. Isabella quickly looked away. 
The spires of one particular building poked out of the river like the spiked back of a dragon. The tower at the end stood upright like its proud neck and head. At the top, each side bore a clock with hands that had been rusted still. 
‘Parliament House,’ Isabella whispered. 
‘Some of it at least.’ Xavier pulled back the handles. ‘I want to show you something else.’ 
They flew higher, sweeping up so that they were only metres from one of the clock faces. 
‘I never knew it was this big.’ Isabella marvelled at the opalescent pieces of glass that made it glow. The hands stretched away from the centre for several metres, and above it were honeycombed archways leading to the belfry where the giant bells quietly sat in their holds. 
‘There.’ Xavier nodded towards an arch. It was filled with branches and leaves fashioned into a giant nest. They could hear huddled scrambling and the cries of robins. 
Isabella leant towards them and the Aerotrope tipped off balance. 
‘Whoa, careful now! No sudden moves,’ Xavier warned. ‘She’s a finely balanced machine.’ 
He turned to see Isabella’s broad smile, her face glowing with the reflected sunlight off the clock. For a moment, Xavier loosened his grip on the handlebars and the machine nosedived. He snapped round and quickly pulled it up. 
Isabella grinned. ‘Careful now. No sudden moves.’ 
Xavier circled the tower and headed back towards Isabella’s home. It wasn’t long before he saw the stone fairytale statues and small figures jumping and waving their arms. 
‘You want to see what she’s really capable of?’ Xavier asked. 
‘I’m game if you are.’ 
Xavier pushed the handlebars forward, sending the Aerotrope into a freefall. 
Isabella fell against him, gripping his waist tighter. 
Griffin saw the dive and stepped forward. 
‘What’s he doing?’ Raffy asked. 
‘Are they going to crash?’ Bea grabbed her brother’s hand. 
‘They won’t crash,’ Griffin said. ‘He’s done this before, remember?’ But the Aerotrope kept falling. ‘Pull up, pull up,’ he whispered. 
It was too late. The machine plunged between a maze of buildings. 
‘Izzy!’ Griffin sprang forward but tripped on the water dragon’s claw and was sent sprawling to the ground, his head striking the wall, his glasses flying from his face. 
‘Griffin!’ Bea shouted. 
Bea, Raffy and Fly surrounded him. 
‘I’m okay.’ He turned and dragged himself up, a fleck of blood dripping down his forehead. ‘Where are they?’ 
Fly took a hanky from her pocket and wiped his face. Bea handed him his glasses. 
‘Can anyone see them?’ Griffin asked. 
‘There!’ the twins pointed into the sky. 
Griffin spun round in time to see the Aerotrope swoop out of the buildings into a wide roller-coaster loop. He heard Xavier whooping over the wind – along with Isabella’s laugh. 
The machine sailed towards them, its wings smoothly flapping on either side of Xavier’s wide-stretched grin. It landed with the smallest of bumps, before coming to a stop. 
‘You did it!’ Bea ran to Isabella. 
‘What was it like?’ Raffy asked. 
Isabella climbed off the seat and undid her helmet, flicking her hair behind her. ‘It was brilliant.’ She took a deep breath, an irrepressible smile on her lips. 
‘But you fell,’ Griffin blustered. 
‘We didn’t fall, Griff.’ Xavier jumped to the ground. I was showing Isabella my fine skills as a pilot.’ 
Isabella noticed his bleeding head. ‘What happened?’ 
‘Nothing.’ Griffin wiped his brow with his sleeve. ‘It looked like you were going to crash,’ he said sullenly. 
‘That’s where you have to be careful, little man,’ Xavier said. ‘Not everything is as it seems.’ 
Griffin flicked out his knife. ‘What’s to stop us taking the machine and throwing you in the river?’ 
There was a brief silence. 
‘As well as the Aerotrope, I also have a covered rowboat called a Velocraft, and I can take you to the Haggle.’ 
‘What’s the Haggle?’ Isabella asked. 
‘It’s where the others meet and trade.’ 
‘The others?’ Griffin frowned. 
‘A bunch of kids, actually. Adults aren’t allowed. They scavenge things from all over the city and swap them. That’s where I found the bike for the Aerotrope. You can get a lot of useful things at the Haggle – if you know someone with the right connections who can get you in.’ 
‘Meaning you?’ Griffin raised an eyebrow. 
‘You betcha.’ 
The twins tugged at Xavier’s jacket. ‘Can we have a turn on the Aerotrope?’ Xavier looked to Isabella. ‘We all know now it’s safe.’ 
Griffin’s eyes locked onto a growing shape in the distance. ‘Sneaker wave.’ 
‘A what?’ Xavier asked. 
‘That.’ 
On the horizon a wave reached into the air like a giant, grasping hand. 
‘Oh, that’s what you call them.’ 
‘Everybody inside!’ Isabella yelled. 
Griffin dropped his knife, and he and Isabella hurried the children across the roof. The harbour waters gathered into a single, bulging wave and surged towards them. It rose upwards in an increasing roar, filling the air with ocean spray that showered over them. 
‘The Aerotrope!’ Xavier ran towards the machine. 
Isabella clenched her teeth and raced after him, catching him around the ankles so that he slammed to the ground. ‘There’s no time!’ 
Griffin watched as the wave was almost on them. It pummelled into buildings as it approached the Palace, crashing and rolling against everything in its way. He stood at the door of the roof, unable to move as the water reared higher. He tried to run to help Isabella but his mind had gone numb. His breath was shallow and his heart thundered. 
Isabella dragged Xavier to his feet and shoved him through the door. Griffin snapped back to life as they hurtled past. Fighting the squalling wind and thick spray of water, he and Isabella grabbed the handle of the steel door and pulled it shut, locking it firmly. 

CHAPTER FOUR
The Palace
A monstrous wave rammed into the Palace, smashing against the walls and filling the street. The noise wrapped itself around the house, flooding into their ears. Under the swill, in the distance, they heard the sharp sound of breaking glass and the creak of wooden boards. 
In the stairwell leading down from the roof, Bea hugged her brother. Fly sat in Isabella’s arms, hands pressed against her ears. 
In seconds, the sound faded, the water calmed and everything went quiet. 
‘That was closer than the others.’ Bea’s voice echoed off the walls. ‘They seem to be getting bigger.’ 
‘And more powerful.’ Raffy turned to Xavier. ‘What about the Aerotrope?’ 
Xavier jumped up and unbolted the door. The flying machine had been driven beneath the wings of the water dragon, as if the statue was protecting it. Xavier checked it out. ‘She’s tougher than I thought. Not even a scratch.’ 
‘It was lucky you and Isabella got back with the Aerotrope when you did.’ Griffin scowled. 
‘We would have been fine. The Aerotrope can fly right over them.’ Xavier handed Griffin his knife that was wedged against one of the wheels. ‘Why do you call it a sneaky wave?’ 
‘A  sneaker wave.’ Griffin slid his knife into the holster in his belt. ‘It’s when several smaller waves combine to create one powerful wave. They’ve always been around, but since the floods they’re more frequent and harder to predict.’ 
‘Griffin’s studied them,’ Raffy said. 
‘He’s the smartest person we know,’ Bea added. 
‘Is he now?’ Xavier raised an eyebrow. 
Isabella looked at the blackened clouds and gave Fly’s shoulders a squeeze. ‘Come on. Let’s go inside.’ 
Xavier locked the doors and followed them inside, running his hands along the smooth, curving walls of the stairwell that spilled into the main room like a waterslide. The ceiling wavered above them with the same effect, and at various points it flowed down into columns, as if they were stalactites that had reached down to the floor. 
Xavier sank into a throne-shaped chair before flinging his feet onto the table. Each chair back was in the shape of folded wings, and the table legs ended in lion’s feet. ‘The Palace, eh? Very posh.’ 
‘It was made by a famous artist who loved fairytales,’ Raffy said. 
‘Isabella thought we deserved somewhere special,’ Bea said. ‘Somewhere fitting our circumstances.’ She curtsied and giggled along with Raffy. 
Isabella and Griffin sat at the opposite side of the table beside Fly, who was drawing. 
Xavier glanced at her notepad and her picture of the Aerotrope. ‘Can I see the rest?’ 
Fly pushed it towards him. There were sketches of the river, the Palace, the kids. He stopped at one of Isabella staring out at the harbour, as if she was searching for something. And there were the others: beasts lurking beneath waves, creatures rising out of the ocean with long, scaly bodies and sleek, powerful necks, battling smaller sea creatures with sharp talons and dagger-like teeth. 
‘These are good,’ he said. ‘I especially like–’ 
‘What do you want?’ Griffin blurted out. ‘Why are you here? What did you come to steal?’ 
‘Nothing, I’ve got everything I need where I live.’ 
‘Then why break in?’ Isabella demanded. 
‘I wasn’t sure you’d let me in.’ Xavier’s confidence faltered. ‘When I followed you, I saw how much fun you have together. I’ve been so focused on surviving, I’d forgotten what it was like to have friends.’ 
Griffin huffed. ‘You expect us to believe you came here because you’re lonely?’ 
Xavier looked down, the angel wings of the chair rising behind him. 
‘What do you want in return?’ Isabella asked. 
He was quiet for a few moments. ‘To stay.’ 
‘With us?’ Griffin laughed in disbelief. ‘We don’t know anything about you.’ 
‘My name is Xavier Stone. I’m fourteen, my parents died in the floods, swept away as I tried to reach for them, and I’ve been on my own ever since.’ 
The room went quiet. Xavier frowned and looked away. 
‘We need to have a meeting,’ Isabella said. 
‘But there’s nothing to talk about,’ Griffin said. ‘He’s a thief who broke into our house, so we don’t want him here.’ 
‘Which one of us isn’t a thief?’ Xavier asked. ‘None of you actually  owns this grand house you live in.’ 
‘That’s different,’ Griffin said. 
‘Is it?’ Xavier held his stare. ‘I never stole a thing before this all happened.’ 
Isabella pointed to the other side of the dining room at a set of glass doors leading to a library. ‘You can wait in there until we decide.’ 
Xavier got up from his chair and entered the room. He closed the doors and gave one last look before turning and perusing the shelves. 
The children gathered around Isabella. 
Griffin got in first. ‘I say he goes.’ 
Fly flicked back to the drawing of the Aerotrope. 
‘It’s true. He has the Aerotrope,’ Isabella said. ‘We can get to places we haven’t been able to reach, like the Haggle he told us about.’ 
‘The people there could be dangerous,’ Griffin said. 
‘But it’s where Xavier found the bike for his flying machine.’ Bea shrugged. 
‘And you’re always looking for bits and pieces to help make your inventions,’ Raffy added. 
‘We’ve been through the houses around here,’ Isabella said. ‘We haven’t found any new sources of food in weeks. With the sneaker waves and storms, having to go further away using only the flying fox and the dinghy is getting too dangerous.’ 
Griffin shifted in his chair. ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about him. In three years, all we’ve needed is each other. Why should we let someone else in now?’ 
‘He could be useful. Plus, he’s older and bigger than us, and his strength will come in handy for defending ourselves and getting supplies for Sneddon.’ 
Griffin tried to puff himself up. ‘But you have me.’ 
Isabella smiled. ‘And I will always appreciate you for your many talents, but strength isn’t one of them.’ 
He shrank. ‘I’m not as puny as people think.’ 
‘I don’t think you’re puny,’ Bea chimed in. 
‘You’re one the smartest people I’ve ever met,’ Raffy said. 
‘And the nicest,’ Bea added. 
Fly slid her arm around his shoulder and nodded. 
Isabella watched Xavier choose a book and flop onto a deep lounge. ‘We can kick him out now or give him one chance. He makes one wrong move and he’s gone. Who votes he leaves?’ 
Griffin’s hand shot into the air. Xavier’s eyes looked up for an instant before turning back to his book. 
Griffin slowly lowered his arm. 
‘He has one chance, Griffin,’ Isabella said. ‘I promise. He so much as moves without my permission and he’s out.’ 

CHAPTER FIVE
An Invitation and a Warning
Isabella led the way to the library. She opened the door and the others piled in after her. The last being Griffin, who slumped, cross-armed, against a bookshelf. 
Xavier jumped to his feet and held the book tightly across his chest. 
‘You can stay,’ Isabella said. 
Xavier’s face spread into a smile and he held his arms out wide. ‘Who wouldn’t want me?’ 
Isabella plucked the knife from her ankle boot. ‘But you do exactly as we say.’ 
His smile wavered. ‘Absolutely.’ 
‘She’s fought against bigger thieves than you and won,’ Raffy boasted. 
‘I bet she has,’ Xavier said. 
‘Should we show him the house?’ Bea looked to Isabella, who gave a single nod. 
They grabbed one hand each and dragged him out of the library and down the long stretch of the dining room. Isabella followed and Griffin stayed behind – until he felt a small hand in his. 
‘I know, Fly. We took a vote and I have to accept that, but there’s something about his story I don’t believe.’ 
Fly leant her head against his arm. 
‘Come on,’ he sighed, ‘let’s join the tour.’ 
The dining room led to a wide corridor with rooms on either side. They each had king-sized four-poster beds, bright curtains and wardrobes bulging with clothes and shoes. 
‘This is our bedroom,’ Bea announced at one of the doors. 
‘We’re lucky.’ Raffy bounced on the bed. ‘The people who lived here must have had kids our age. There are loads of clothes that fit perfectly.’ He hoisted up his Batman pyjamas. ‘Almost.’ 
At the end of the room was a low door that opened onto a playroom. There was a yellow brick road painted on the floor that meandered between giant papier-mâché boulders and trees. A wooden cubbyhouse was surrounded by giant sunflowers. The ceiling was painted blue with bulging clouds, and on the far wall the Emerald City sparkled. 
‘Watch this.’ Raffy placed his hands on one of the boulders and opened it like a chest. ‘Toy boxes.’ 
Bea ran to an enormous wardrobe. ‘And this is full of costumes. We can be royalty or knights and fair maidens fighting dragons.’ She swung a wooden sword through the air. 
‘But wait until you see what’s next.’ Raffy sped past him and into another room. 
Xavier poked his head inside to see a series of stands with targets. Arrow holders and bows hung from the walls. 
‘This used to be another dining room,’ said Bea. ‘But we already have one of those, so we cleared everything out and turned it into an archery and knife-throwing room. Isabella’s aim is by far the best.’ 
‘She was also the fencing champion at her school,’ Raffy added. 
‘Who would have guessed?’ Xavier said. ‘What are you practising for? An enemy invasion?’ 
‘We’ve had trouble with thieving adults; we had to make sure they never came back,’ Isabella said. 
Raffy then led them to a set of frosted-glass doors at the end of the corridor. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, we give you the greenhouse.’ 
He opened the doors onto a thick garden nestled in a room made of glass. Scattered around were more statues, this time of two old gardeners, giant lady beetles and a birdbath shaped like a tulip. 
Xavier’s eyes widened. ‘No wonder you guard this place so well.’ 
Griffin and Fly sat on a stone bench surrounded by beds of spinach. Isabella stood by the door. Watching. 
‘We collected soil from pot plants and window boxes in nearby houses,’ Raffy said. 
‘And herbs and seeds,’ Bea added. ‘And now we have beans, broccoli, carrots – even strawberries.’ She picked one and handed it to Xavier. ‘Try one.’ 
When he bit into it, the rich strawberry taste made his mouth water and his tongue tingle. 
‘Is it warmer in here?’ He looked around the room, puzzled. 
‘That’s because of Griffin’s wave-powered heating system,’ explained Raffy. ‘The currents in the river are really strong, so Griffin installed a series of paddles just beneath the surface. The currents turn the paddles, which create energy to power the transformer that sends heat through those vents.’ He pointed at a series of openings in the wall. 
‘It works the stove, the lights and heats our water,’ Bea added. ‘Any spare energy is stored in power cells.’ 
‘What about water to drink?’ 
‘We built a rainwater tank that funnels filtered water to the kitchen and bath room,’ Raffy announced proudly. 
‘You set this all up?’ Xavier asked Griffin, who shrugged. 
‘I bet you topped your class every year.’ 
‘He did!’ the twins cried. 
‘He’s the smartest man in the world.’ Bea ran and hugged him. 
Griffin tried to untangle himself when Raffy joined in. ‘It’s true!’ 
Fly squeezed in between them and nodded. 
Isabella smiled. 
‘Well, if you all think he’s so smart, so do I,’ Xavier said. 
‘Don’t you–’ Griffin began but Xavier dived in before he could finish. The twins ducked and Xavier kissed Griffin on both cheeks. ‘You are officially my hero, too.’ 
Griffin wiped his face with his sleeve. ‘As long as you promise never to kiss me again.’ 
‘Oh, I’m not sure I can promise that. In fact I feel the urge to...’ He held his arms out again. 
‘Stop!’ 
The others laughed. 
‘All right, if you won’t let me kiss you again, can I ask something?’ 
‘What?’ Griffin asked warily. 
‘If you have hot water, do you also have a bath?’ 
‘Sure we do!’ the twins cried. 
‘We’ll run one for you,’ Bea offered. 
Raffy looked at Isabella. ‘Is that okay?’ 
Isabella nodded and the two raced back down the corridor. 
*** 

The bath was deep and wide and shaped like a giant shell. Steam filled the room and bubbles floated on top like fairy floss. 
‘We even put some of that smelly stuff in there...’ Bea said. 
‘Lavender or something.’ Raffy screwed up his nose. 
They left the room, closing the door behind them. 
Xavier sank beneath the thick froth and let the water swirl over him. He’d had a chill in his bones that he hadn’t been able to shake since the flooding began. A chill that no amount of coats or scarves or climbing around the city would shift, but for the first time in years, he felt as if he was thawing. 
He closed his eyes and enjoyed every warm, sudsy moment. 
Until the door flew open and he was met with Isabella. 
He stayed still, hoping not to disturb his cover of bubbles. Isabella tossed a pair of pyjamas onto a stool. They were blue with fluffy rabbits on them. 
‘Bunnies? My favourite.’ He laughed. 
Isabella didn’t. ‘We only decided to let you stay because you can be useful to us. But if you make one small move that shows me we can’t trust you, if you hurt these kids in any way, you’ll be on the wrong end of my knife.’ 
‘Don’t worry.’ Xavier shook his head. ‘I’ve seen you in action. I’m not about to mess with any of you.’ 
‘And tomorrow you’ll take Griffin and me to the Haggle.’ 
‘I’ll first need to...’ 
Isabella stepped closer, her voice calm. ‘It wasn’t a question.’ 
Xavier shrugged. ‘A trip to the Haggle it is. You need to bring something useful to be let in.’ 
‘Done.’ Isabella turned to leave. 
‘Those pictures of the sea monsters in Fly’s notebook. They’re not real, right?’ 
‘There have been some frightening times,’ Isabella said. ‘She has nightmares, and drawing helps her feel calm.’ 
‘Where did you find her?’ 
‘On a rooftop. All she had was a suitcase. On it was a label with a picture of a small plane and the word Dragonfly. She’s been Dragonfly ever since. Fly for short.’ 
‘Has she ever said anything?’ 
‘Not that we know ... I’ll leave you to your bath–’ there was the smallest of smiles edging into her lips – ‘before too many more of those bubbles burst.’ 
Xavier rounded handfuls of bubbles over his body as the door shut with a small click. 

CHAPTER SIX
The Haggle
‘Dad!’ Isabella held firmly onto the side of the rowboat. She could see the wave in the distance. Growing, strengthening, rolling towards them. 
‘Hold on!’ Isabella’s dad dragged the oars through the waves, trying to get them back to shore. 
The wind whipped into them, drenching their clothes and plastering Isabella’s fringe against her face. Her mouth and eyes stung with the salt water. Her hands ached with the cold, red and raw. Thunder cracked all around them as bulging steel-grey clouds pelted a wall of rain into the boat. 
The wave reared into the air like a breaching whale. 
Water pooled around their ankles. Isabella grabbed a bucket and started bailing. 
But it was no use. The sea washed over the boat. Her dad struggled to row harder. Little by little they edged towards the shore. 
‘You can do it, Dad!’ 
He gave another fierce tug at the oars and smiled through his exhaustion. Even with the bitter cold of the rain and sea, Isabella felt warmed by it. 
Then it hit. The wave blasted into the boat, spilling over them, folding them into its wake. 
Isabella held her breath. There was water everywhere, tearing her off her feet, dragging her further down into the sea. The wave passed over and she was thrown upwards into the wash. She drew in a long, gasping breath and spun around, looking for her father. She saw him in the heaving swell. He reached out to her. 
‘Bella!’ He struggled against a second wave, which rammed into him, pulling him underneath. 
‘Dad!’ Isabella swam towards him, could almost reach him, but he was swamped by a final wave. ‘Dad!’ 
She waited for him to reappear, for the wave to let go of him, waited until... 
‘Isabella?’
Isabella woke to see Griffin leaning over her, his eyebrows knotted in worry. ‘You were having another nightmare.’ 
‘Did I wake the kids?’ 
‘No, they’re on the roof,’ Griffin said. ‘All excited about the flight.’ 
‘The Haggle,’ she remembered. 
‘Was the nightmare about your dad again?’ 
She nodded. ‘Each time it’s the same. I can’t save him, Griffin.’ 
Griffin watched a tear fall down her cheek. He reached to wipe it away just as she sat up. He sunk his hands into his pockets as she ran the sleeve of her pyjamas across her eyes. ‘I better get ready.’ She threw off her blankets. ‘It got a bit cold up in the air yesterday.’ She rifled through her wardrobe. ‘Make sure you dress warm.’ 
Griffin turned to leave. ‘Will you be okay?’ 
‘Sure.’ Her smile was infectious but, when Griffin reached the door, he snuck one last glance. Isabella was staring into the mirror, her smile gone. She wiped her eyes again. Xavier walked around the Aerotrope, finishing his final checks before climbing on. ‘All aboard the Haggle Express.’ 
Isabella slipped her arms through her life jacket and settled onto the seat behind him. 
‘Are you sure there’s not room for one more?’ Raffy pleaded. ‘Look how little I am.’ 
‘Not this time, Raf.’ Isabella buckled the strap of her helmet. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll be flying before we know it.’ 
‘Are you sure it can take three of us?’ Griffin kept getting tangled in the straps of his life jacket. 
Xavier waved his hand. ‘You worry too much, Griffy.’ 
‘Just because he doesn’t worry about  anything,’ Griffin mumbled. 
Fly helped untangle the jacket and clipped the strap around his waist. She gave him the thumbs-up. 
‘Thanks, Fly.’ He stood still. All eyes focused on him. 
‘Um ... ready, Griff?’ Xavier asked. 
‘Sure.’ Griffin gave another tug on his already over-tight straps and clicked on a bicycle helmet. ‘Where do I sit?’ 
‘In the cargo box. Your legs can hang over the side.’ 
‘Is that safe?’ 
‘Depends if you decide to jump out halfway.’ Xavier smirked. 
Each time Griffin tried to step inside, his jacket jammed into his face until he worked out a way to twist his body and thread himself into the cargo box. 
Xavier pulled on his leather goggles and began pedalling. The wings on either side of them lurched to life. A small whimper escaped from Griffin’s lips. 
Xavier released the small pair of wings on the back wheels. He kicked back the safety stand and, with a few small bounces, the Aerotrope was teetering across the roof. 
Griffin’s head felt light. His breaths were short and his heart jolted in his chest. ‘Wait! I have to–’ 
But before he could finish the Aerotrope lifted over the edge of the rooftop and fell from view. 
A strangled cry wrenched at the air. 
Fly, Bea and Raffy rushed over in time to see the flying machine catch a strong updraft and loop skyward. The wind buffeted the Aerotrope so that it swung up and down like a horse on a merry-go-round. Xavier gave a cowboy yell while Griffin groaned and shut his eyes tight. 
The sun was only just managing to peek through small breaks in the clouds. It sparkled off waterways, windows and the ironwork facades of Grimsdon. 
‘There’s the Queen’s castle.’ Isabella pointed at the ragged crenulations of the castle wall. She turned to see Griffin, his face scrunched into a grimace. ‘Griffin, you’re missing everything.’ 
‘I’m okay with that.’ He kept his eyes shut. ‘Just let me know when we’re there.’ 
The city opened up beneath them. Pointed towers, smaller, barely visible buildings and the top half of a giant Ferris wheel, all swirled by the floodwaters. 
The Aerotrope dropped suddenly. Griffin screamed as it tipped sideways, faltering through the air until Xavier finally gained control and eased it back to a smooth flight. 
‘Sorry about that,’ Xavier cried. ‘Air pocket.’ 
Griffin hunched into a ball. ‘Why did I ever agree–’ 
‘Griffin, you have to see this,’ Isabella called over her shoulder. 
His hands clung onto the sides of the cargo box. He took a deep breath and slowly opened his eyes, which widened at the sight of the river far below them. His body slumped and his grip loosened. ‘I think I’m going to be sick.’ 
‘Don’t look down,’ Xavier shouted. ‘Not till you get used to it. Look left.’ 
Griffin’s head wobbled to the side, to see the rising majesty of the clock tower. ‘Parliament House?’ he whispered. 
‘That’s not the best part.’ 
Griffin followed Isabella’s pointed finger to the nest lodged inside the arches of the belltower. ‘Robins.’ He watched as the mother held a worm in her beak and the babies clambered to reach it. 
‘She must have flown a long way to find that.’ Griffin momentarily forgot his fear. 
‘Hold on,’ Xavier cried. ‘We’re going in for a landing.’ 
He steered the Aerotrope downwards into a sweeping circle. 
‘Oh!’ Griffin shut his eyes again and felt his stomach heave. 
The Aerotrope approached the roof, the wings tilted and the tail pitched down. It lurched back and forth, listing like a foundering ship, until it hit with a hard bounce. Griffin’s glasses flung forward and his head collided with Isabella’s back. Xavier squeezed the brakes as the machine ricocheted back into the air, swaying momentarily before thudding to an abrupt stop. 
Xavier pulled his goggles down around his neck. ‘Welcome to the Haggle.’ 
‘You couldn’t manage a more graceful landing?’ Griffin straightened his glasses and rubbed his forehead. 
‘It  was a little bumpy.’ Xavier dragged a chain through the wheels and around a flagpole before padlocking it. ‘But we’re here, aren’t we?’ 
‘Just.’ Griffin stumbled off the machine. ‘Why are you locking it up?’ 
‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Xavier said. ‘I like these guys, but I wouldn’t trust them.’ 
‘Great.’ Griffin tried to unclip his bike helmet, but his fingers were stiff from gripping the cargo box so hard. ‘He’s brought us to meet people he doesn’t trust.’ 
‘The Haggle is in Parliament House?’ Isabella asked. 
‘The  old Parliament House. I’m assuming there’s a new one somewhere a little drier.’ 
Xavier led them to a door where a crudely painted knife dripping red blotches sat, alongside the words: 
ENTRY=DEATH

Griffin gulped. 
‘They’re just kidding.’ Xavier waved his hand dismissively and opened the door onto a dim stairwell. 
‘Do you think they’ll let us in?’ Griffin’s voice echoed. 
‘If you’ve brought something useful.’ 
‘We have.’ Griffin gripped the handrail. ‘Who do we give it to?’ 
‘Raven. He runs the place.’ Xavier ruffled Griffin’s hair. ‘Don’t worry so much.’ 
‘I’m not worried.’ Griffin tried not to look worried until something scuttled over his shoe. ‘What was that?’ 
At the bottom of the stairs, Xavier opened a door onto an antechamber. ‘Welcome to Parliament House.’ 
The walls, painted in sombre browns and greens, were jammed with stuffy portraits of men in collars and ruffs, wearing strained smiles that looked as if they were sitting on chairs lined with pins. 
A set of doors opened onto a bigger room, its walls muddled with even more gloomy portraits, these ones graffitied with glasses, moustaches and wild hair. They stood on a floor painted with scenes of great battles: guns waved victoriously; cannons firing on enemy ships, sinking them in a blaze of fire and billows of smoke. Great and mighty scenes now scratched and dusty and obscured by crumpled blankets, mattresses and mismatched furniture. 
‘Some of the country’s greatest artists created this, thinking it’d be here forever. But it’s rubbish now, isn’t it?’ Xavier scuffed his boot across the hull of a sinking ship. 
‘Where is everyone?’ Isabella asked. 
‘I’ll show you.’ Xavier approached a towering door and tapped out what seemed to be a special code. A rattle of locks and bolts echoed from inside and two small boys dragged the door open slightly. They nodded at Xavier but shot glares at Griffin and Isabella. 
‘They’re friends of mine.’ 
The boys swapped cautious looks before opening the door wider and stepping aside. 
Xavier led the way into an enormous hall crammed with tables heaving with old appliances, tins of food, tools and toys. 
And there were kids everywhere. Talking, laughing, riding skateboards and kicking footballs. Some were breaking up furniture and throwing the pieces into fire drums dotted around the room. 
‘Where did they all come from?’ Griffin asked. 
‘Same place we did. Some were left behind, others abandoned, some chose to be here.’ 
A group of boys playing cards waved at Xavier. He waved back. 
‘And their parents?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Some kids still have them somewhere, others don’t, and the rest figure they’re better off without them.’ 
There were brief interested glances as they walked through the hall. 
‘I’ll trade this axe for your scooter.’ A boy held out a hatchet. 
A smaller boy scratched his chin. ‘Throw in that crowbar and you’ve got a deal.’ 
They spat on their hands, shook and did the swap. 
Griffin stopped at a large sheet of material pinned to the wall and covered in writing. ‘What’s this?’ 
‘The Code – rules you have to obey if you want to stay.’ 
Griffin read out loud: ‘A deal made is a deal in stone. A fight won fairly is a fight won. No theft among traders. All unresolved disputes will be settled by Raven.’ 
‘Which it looks like he’s doing now.’ Xavier nodded towards a tall, thin boy in a long, oversized coat. He had vampirish white skin and black hair that fell across his eyes. Two young boys stood before him in an area cluttered with lounges. One had a cut lip, the other had scratch marks across his face. 
Raven spoke. The boys nodded. One wiped his nose with his sleeve. They shook hands and slunk away. 
Raven stretched his feet out on an old table and began polishing a sword. 
‘Don’t say anything that’s going to upset him,’ Xavier said. 
‘Like what?’ Griffin asked. 
‘You know. Upsetting things. Wait here until I call you over.’ 
Raven slid the sword into its scabbard. He and Xavier exchanged an elaborate handshake where they clicked fingers, linked arms and bumped chests. They sat opposite each other. Raven’s eyes trained on the newcomers. Griffin shifted under his gaze. 
‘How well do you know them?’ 
‘Pretty well. They’re good kids.’ 
A few boys looked up from nearby tables before losing interest. 
‘Why should I let them in?’ 
‘Because they’re friends of mine.’ He turned his back on Isabella and slipped a small engraved knife with a curved golden handle from his pocket. ‘And because I’ll give you this.’ 
Raven turned it in his hands. ‘What else have you got?’ 
Xavier patted his coat pockets. ‘Nothing on me right now, but–’ 
Raven held up the knife. ‘Last new kid we let in left Fergus with a broken arm.’ He nodded towards a boy with his crudely bandaged arm in a sling. ‘How do I know they won’t cause trouble too?’ 
Xavier snapped into a broad smile. ‘They won’t, I promise, in fact I–’ 
‘What’s the hold-up?’ Isabella marched over, arms crossed. Griffin was a few steps behind her. 
Raven’s eyes zeroed in on Isabella’s. ‘I was deciding whether to let you in.’ 
‘And I was explaining why he should,’ Xavier said. ‘And that–’ 
Isabella cut through. ‘Xavier said we could enter the Haggle by bringing something useful.’ 
Raven sank back into his lounge. ‘And you think you have something I want?’ 
Isabella offered the smallest of smiles. ‘I know I do. Griffin?’ 
Griffin reached into his coat pocket and held out a cube, covered on each side with a reflective surface. 
‘What is it?’ Xavier asked. 
‘It’s an energy pack,’ Griffin explained. ‘It stores energy created by wind, water and the sun that can be used to create light or heat. All you have to do is–’ 
‘Where did you get this?’ Raven turned the device in his grubby fingers. 
‘I made it.’ 
‘And you use this to power things where you live?’ 
Griffin nodded. ‘We got sick of cold canned soup and baths.’ 
‘Not only that,’ Xavier boasted, ‘they’ve made a heating system for a greenhouse where they grow fruit and vegies.’ 
‘Can you show us how to do the same here?’ Raven asked. 
‘Sure,’ Griffin said eagerly. 
‘Give us a list of what we’ll need and we’ll get it.’ Raven got to his feet, pocketed the device and walked away. ‘You’ll hear if we’re going to let you in.’ 
‘We’ll  hear?’ Isabella asked. Raven didn’t answer. ‘We’ve given you a device for storing power, and all you’re going to give us is “you’ll hear”?’ 
Raven stopped momentarily. ‘I could have said no.’ He resumed walking. 
Others now gathered, tittering into their sleeves and whispering over each other’s shoulders. 
Griffin pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘He can’t do that, can he?’ 
‘Not to us he can’t.’ Isabella stood firm. ‘And that’s supposed to be good enough?’ she called. More kids looked up. ‘We can give you the technology to have a warm bath for the first time in years, which won’t be a minute too soon, and we’re supposed to wait around for your say so?’ 
Raven stopped and half-turned towards her. ‘I’m sure you reign in your little kingdom, but here you play by my rules or you don’t play at all.’ 
There were slapped backs and laughter from the other kids. 
Griffin’s jaw clenched and he ran after Raven. ‘Give me the energy pack. It’s ours.’ 
Raven turned and pushed him away like an annoying fly. Griffin fell to the ground, his glasses sliding across the floor. 
Isabella pulled her knife from her belt, stepped forward and hurled it with all her strength. It cut through the air and struck a wooden support beam only centimetres from Raven’s ear. The room snapped into silence. 
Raven stood deathly still. 
Griffin felt around for his glasses, the figure of Raven a towering blur above him. 

CHAPTER SEVEN
The Deal
The jokes, the card games, the soccer – everything stopped. There was the expectant hum of good sport about to happen. Those who hadn’t before, moved into position for a better view. They nudged elbows and huddled into groups, crouching to see between arms, standing on tiptoes to see over heads. Some whispered bets about who would win. 
The entire Haggle was suspended in delicious anticipation of what Raven would do to the girl who threw the knife at him. 
And they wouldn’t have long to wait. 
With a small grunt, Raven spun round and leapt at Isabella. He flew for her throat, coat flapping behind him, hands outstretched. 
‘Izzy!’ Xavier moved to help her but his arms were gripped by two large boys. ‘Hey!’ 
Griffin found his glasses in time to see Raven about to pounce. ‘Run, Isabella!’ 
But Isabella didn’t move – until the very last moment. 
Timed perfectly, she turned her body sideways, grabbing one of Raven’s arms and jutting her leg into his path so that it caught his ankle. She pulled him around, twisting his unbalanced body and flipping him into the air. He landed with an  oopph! on his back. 
Isabella stood ready. Raven lay still for a moment, catching his breath before leaping to his feet. He snatched his sword from the table. As he ran towards her, he withdrew the blade, tossing the scabbard aside. 
Griffin’s breath caught in his throat. He took one step but no more. His legs felt like iron and his skin prickled. 
Raven stomped closer, the sword held out beside him, ready to swipe. 
Xavier managed to drag himself forward, when two more boys joined in to hold him back. 
Raven swung the sword towards Isabella’s legs. She leapt, hoisting her knees to her chest, clearing the blade and turning midair so that when she landed she encountered his beetroot face and heaving chest, a snarl dripping from his lips. 
Griffin felt the last of his energy drain away and he fainted. 
Isabella seized Raven’s discarded scabbard and held it before her. Raven lunged and swung again. She met the sword blows as they rained down, denting the scabbard with each clash. 
For a split second, Isabella’s eyes met Raven’s. She winked. Raven sneered. 
With both hands Isabella drove the scabbard upwards, dislodging the sword from Raven’s grasp and sending it toppling to the ground. She sprang into the air and, with one perfectly timed kick to the chest, sent him sprawling once again onto his back. 
Isabella dropped a knee onto Raven’s chest. With one arm pressed across his throat, the other snatched a knife from her ankle strap and held it up to his face. 
Xavier finally pulled away from his captors when their grips loosened and their eyes widened in shock. 
Raven stared at Isabella, her fringe falling across her eyes so that he could just make out her unflinching stare. 
‘We’ve offered you a great treasure. What’s it worth?’ 
Raven’s eyes flicked to Xavier. ‘Is this how she always does business?’ 
‘Mostly.’ He shrugged. 
‘Griffin’s intelligence doesn’t come cheap. Harnessing power from the currents will allow you to have electricity, hot food – and that hot bath you so desperately need.’ 
There was a titter of voices. 
Raven’s body relaxed and he laughed. ‘You’re in.’ 
Excited murmurs rippled through the room – instant deal-making for who would be among the first to have a warm bath. 
‘And?’ 
‘Your first trade’s on the house. Whoever you deal with can come to me; I’ll sort them out from my stuff.’ 
Isabella leant forward. ‘Why should I trust that when I let you up you’re not going to want revenge?’ 
‘Because,’ he laughed again, ‘I may be a thief – and even a liar – but I’m not an idiot.’ 
Isabella wasn’t convinced. 
‘We have the Code.’ Raven flicked his eyes to the sheet on the wall. ‘Anyone who breaks that is out.’ 
Isabella threw a look at Xavier. He gave her a nod. She withdrew the knife slowly and replaced it in her ankle strap. 
She stood back warily while Raven got up. He rubbed his chest where Isabella’s knee had landed. ‘You’ve got a good amount of fight in you, and you’re strong. Where did you learn all that swordplay?’ 
‘She was the fencing champion at school,’ Xavier answered. 
‘And no-one thought to tell me?’ 
‘You never asked.’ 
Raven held out his hand. ‘Welcome to the Haggle.’ 
Isabella shook, gripping tightly. ‘Oh, and if you ever touch my friend like that again,’ she whispered, ‘you’ll find out  why I was the champion ... Ready, Griff?’ 
It was only then that Isabella noticed he was lying on the floor. She dropped to his side and patted his cheek. ‘Griff?’ 
He groaned and slowly came to. ‘What happened?’ 
‘We’re in.’ She and Xavier helped him up. ‘Thanks to you. And now we get to go shopping.’ 
They walked past a line of kids whispering excitedly. Isabella stopped at the wooden beam where her knife was embedded and snatched it out. 
‘I thought you said we could trust him?’ Griffin fumed at Xavier. 
‘I also said not to upset him.’ 
‘We had no choice,’ Isabella said. ‘I had to teach him that he can’t mess with us.’ 
Xavier smiled. ‘I think he got the message.’ 
‘I don’t like him.’ Griffin looked over his shoulder at Raven. ‘Who would attack a girl?’ 
Isabella frowned. ‘I can take care of myself.’ 
‘Sorry, I don’t mean you, but, well ... It just doesn’t seem right.’ 
‘They’ve had to defend themselves from intruders in the past.’ Xavier slung his arm around Griffin’s shoulder. ‘He was just mucking around.’ 
‘He pushed me to the ground and charged at Isabella with a sword.’ 
‘All right, he wasn’t mucking around, but it’s not like he was going to  kill you or anything.’ 
‘But he–’ 
‘We need some of those.’ Xavier picked up two bike helmets and handed them to Griffin. 
He looked further. ‘Walkie-talkies, anyone? King-sized hiking boots?’ He picked up a heavy knight’s helmet. ‘A little bit of medieval swordplay?’ 
He strained to lift the helmet onto his head and held out his arms. ‘How do I look?’ his voice echoed from inside. 
‘It’s an improvement.’ Griffin nodded. 
When Xavier tried to pull the helmet off, it wouldn’t budge. He tugged and panted. ‘Ahh ... Can I get a bit of help here?’ 
Isabella and Griffin swapped smiles. 
Xavier jerked at the helmet again. ‘Hey. Help me out.’ He took a few clumsy steps forward. ‘You haven’t had the chance to thank me for getting you into the Haggle.’ 
He bumped into a table and sent a collection of shoes bouncing to the floor. 
‘We’re just trying to find the right words.’ Griffin stifled a laugh. 
‘We should help him,’ Isabella said through a smirk. 
‘Do we have to?’ 
Xavier ran into another table. This time filled with knives and cleavers, which fell to the ground with a metallic  clang. ‘You can’t leave me like this!’ 
‘If we don’t help him he’s going to kill someone,  and he’s the only one who can fly the Aerotrope,’ Isabella reasoned. 
‘O-kay,’ Griffin sighed. ‘But I bet he’ll be just as annoying when he comes out.’ 

CHAPTER EIGHT
A Disturbing Discovery
‘Excuse me, Captain, but ... I think you really need to see this.’ 
A voice snarled from deep within a lounge chair: ‘Is it just me, Tyran, or do I remember saying I wasn’t to be disturbed?’ 
‘Ah, yes, Captain Sneddon, I remember that, too.’ The snivelling man shifted from one foot to the other. His puny body swam in his soiled clothes, and his face was blotched with smudges. His hair was a permanent windblown tangle that hadn’t seen a brush in years. His beard was no better. ‘But you see, this is something quite startling that I think, even though you said you weren’t to be disturbed, is going to make you want to be disturbed after all.’ He turned a cowboy hat in his hands: one hand was missing a finger. 
Despite the cabin being grand by ships’ proportions, this one was hemmed in by boxes brimming with jewellery and crates of antique vases and figurines. Famous paintings were stacked up against each other and, at the end of a four-poster bed overstuffed with furs and silken pillows, two chests sat side by side, filled with notes and coins that no-one other than the Captain had ever counted. 
He hoisted his body from the chair and, with his back to Tyran, replaced lengths of gold chain into a wooden jewellery box and pressed the padlock shut. When he turned, Tyran, who had never quite become used to the sight, flinched at the tiger snake curled around the Captain’s shoulders. 
‘You’ll understand, of course, Tyran,’ Sneddon’s voice was like the low rumble of an approaching storm. ‘If I get up and find you have wasted so much as a second of my time, you’ll be spending another night below deck with Albert and his delicious rats.’ 
Tyran’s face went pale. ‘Yes, Captain.’ 
Albert raised his head and stared at Tyran with cold, lidless eyes. 
Sneddon looked into a small, rounded mirror and ran his hands along either side of his hair, sweeping it upwards in a smooth, wave-like quiff. ‘Now, are we going to see this startling curiosity that is going to astound me, or shall I stand here and simply imagine it?’ 
Tyran, still clearly thinking about Albert and the rats, shuffled backwards. ‘No, Captain. I mean, yes, Captain. Um, follow me, Captain.’ 
The cabin door opened onto the upper deck of the clipper,  The Sea Serpent. The ship was anchored in the middle of a harbour that was once part of the Grimsdon River but whose shores were now buried beneath the floodwaters. 
On the main deck, beside a large telescope, was another man. Taller, broader, his shoulders created a man twice the size of Tyran, with hands as big as two dinner plates. His face, though, was no less grubby, and his hair and beard ballooned around his head in a dreadlocked clump. 
‘Ah, Mouse,’ the Captain intoned with a raised eyebrow. ‘This day just keeps getting better.’ 
‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’ The man called Mouse smiled, revealing a yellowing mess of teeth with a gap where his front tooth was missing. He looked through the brass-rimmed eyepiece and lined up what he was looking for. ‘It’s over there, sir.’ 
The Captain’s shoes echoed off the deck like the crack of a whip. He lowered himself in line with the telescope, closed one eye and peered with the other. 
Albert swung his head around to meet Tyran, who quickly shuffled away to join Mouse. 
Sneddon sighed. ‘It’s the usual dreary, watery, forsaken–’ Then he stopped as he caught sight of something very much  not the usual. 
‘What do you think it is, Captain?’ Mouse leant over Sneddon’s shoulder. 
‘Something I’d be able to concentrate on more clearly if I didn’t have your fishy breath steaming up my ear.’ 
‘Sorry, sir.’ 
Through the lens the Captain spied a winged machine that flapped through the air like a mechanical bird with wheels. 
‘A flying machine. How very fortuitous.’ He followed its route as it swayed through the sky. ‘They’ve landed on that building where the kids live.’ 
He watched a group of figures step onto the Palace rooftop and lift a bulging sack from the back of the machine. 
‘It’s Isabella and Griffin.’ The Captain squinted as a third figure jumped from the machine. ‘And it seems they’ve made a friend.’ 
The Captain smiled covetously. ‘They’ve been out collecting.’ He straightened up from behind the telescope. ‘I think it might be time to pay a little visit.’ 
‘But, sir, we’re not due to visit again until–’ Tyran was quietened by the hissing lunge of Albert. ‘Yes, sir.’ Tyran saluted. 
‘Right away, sir.’ Mouse followed with his own messy salute. 
‘And Tyran?’ 
‘Yes, sir?’ 
Sneddon ran his hand along Albert’s back. ‘Make sure they remember our deal.’ 

CHAPTER NINE
Courtesy of Byron P. Sneddon
‘You should have seen her.’ Xavier scooped up a spoonful of mashed potato. ‘She was amazing. When Raven pushed Griffin to the ground, she went for him – and this guy’s a lot bigger. Just  wham! There wasn’t time for me to even think about rescuing her.’ 
‘Isabella doesn’t need rescuing.’ Griffin jabbed at a piece of broccoli. ‘None of us does.’ 
‘Raven pushed you over?’ Bea asked quietly. 
‘It didn’t hurt.’ Griffin shot a look at Xavier. 
The wind picked up outside. 
‘What happened next?’ Raffy asked. 
‘Raven went on the offensive.’ Xavier shoved another spoonful of stew into his mouth. 
‘He attacked Isabella, too?’ Bea asked. 
‘With a sword – but she fought him off with his own scabbard and had him pinned to the floor before he knew what happened.’ 
Fly held out her notepad. 
‘What did I do?’ Xavier read. ‘I tried to help, but I was held back by these four huge guys and, like Griffy said, Isabella doesn’t need rescuing.’ 
‘Four huge guys?’ Griffin asked. 
‘Gorillas, they were.’ Xavier polished off the last of his stew. He patted his stomach and sank into his chair. ‘The only thing that would make that meal perfect would be a large slice of pecan pie with cream.’ 
‘Pecan pie,’ Raffy said dreamily, ‘with chocolate fudge sauce.’ 
Bea nudged him in the ribs and gave him a frown. ‘We’re not supposed to do that.’ 
‘Do what?’ Xavier asked. 
‘Mention foods we can’t have anymore.’ 
‘But I was just thinking I’d have the fudge sauce, too.’ 
‘Well, that’s too bad,’ Griffin said through gritted teeth. 
‘Fly?’ Xavier asked. ‘What would you like?’ 
Fly looked sheepishly at Griffin before she looked down and began to draw a rich brown chocolate cake with a thick layer of cream in the middle, speckled with strawberries. 
‘I love chocolate cake,’ Bea sighed. 
‘Anything else?’ Xavier teased. 
‘Ice-cream and custard.’ 
‘Now you’re talking!’ He clapped his hands. 
‘Smoked ham.’ Raffy rubbed his stomach. ‘I know I’m full, but I could find room for that.’ 
‘This isn’t helpful since there’s no way we can have any of it,’ Griffin warned Xavier. 
‘Isabella?’ Xavier ignored him. ‘What would be perfect for you right now?’ 
‘Come on, Isabella? It’s fun.’ Bea jumped to her knees and leant across the table. 
‘If you imagine it hard enough, you can almost taste it.’ Raffy licked his lips with a loud slurp. 
Isabella smiled. ‘A large mango, where the juice runs down your arms, no matter how hard you try to stop it.’ 
Raffy flopped forward in a dreamy haze. ‘Why didn’t I think of that?’ 
‘And for you, Griff, my old mate?’ Xavier asked. 
‘I’m not your mate, and I’m not doing this.’ 
‘I know,’ Bea exclaimed. ‘Christmas pudding.’ She turned to Raffy. ‘Do you remember how Mum used to make it with her secret spices?’ 
‘You could smell it all the way down the street. No-one else’s mum made it as good as she did.’ Raffy slipped back into his chair, eyes filling with tears. 
Bea snuggled up and put her arm around him. 
Griffin shot Xavier a cold,  I-told-you-so stare. 
‘I bet it was the best,’ Isabella said. 
‘Better than anyone’s.’ Raffy nodded. 
Fly wrote in her notebook and held it out to Xavier. 
‘Why don’t I use the Aerotrope to leave?’ he read. ‘I like it here.’ He threw out his hands. ‘I get to decide everything. No-one tells me what to do or when to go to bed. It’s all up to me.’ 
‘That part is good,’ Raffy said. 
‘What have you been doing since the floods?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Exploring, scavenging, building the Velocraft and the Aerotrope, reading–’ 
‘Reading what?’ Bea asked. 
 ‘Alice in Wonderland, Narnia,  The Wizard of Oz.’
Raffy sat up. ‘We’re reading  The Wizard of Oz. They’re about to enter the Emerald City.’ 
‘Actually, Griffin reads it to us,’ Bea corrected. ‘He does the voices better than anyone.’ 
‘Griffin’s talents just don’t stop, do they?’ 
Fly flinched as four loud raps came through the wall. Two men with wild, rumpled hair and long coats slid into the room through the broken window Xavier had jemmied open. 
‘Well, well, well.’ Tyran stuck his thumbs in the waist of his oversized trousers, which were held up with a snakeskin belt. ‘This looks very cosy.’ He flicked his fingers at the brim of a cowboy hat so they could see his yellowed smile and dark, lifeless eyes. ‘Mind if we join in?’ 
His buckled boots scuffed and jangled as he swaggered across the floor. He lay his hat on the table and leant over the pot of stew. He took a big swipe with a grubby finger and shoved it in his mouth. 
Fly screwed up her face. 
Mouse hurried to the table and did the same. ‘That’s real good.’ He picked up a spoon and shovelled in great mouthfuls, hardly stopping to breathe. 
Tyran flopped on a chair. ‘So, what have you got for us today, Queen Isabella?’ 
‘Nothing. You’re not due until next week.’ 
Xavier shrugged. ‘Who are these goons?’ 
‘Goons.’ Raffy laughed into his hands. 
Tyran shot him a silencing look. ‘Watch it, little man.’ 
Bea pulled Raffy closer. 
‘These gentlemen are Mouse and Tyran,’ Isabella said. ‘They live on the lone boat in the harbour.’ 
‘Sneddon’s men?’ Xavier asked. 
‘You know Sneddon?’ 
‘Tall guy. Ridiculous hairdo. Thinks he’s some kind of Lord of the Harbour.’ 
Tyran’s lip lifted in disgust and he moved in close. ‘What’s your name?’ 
Xavier reeled back and held his nose. ‘Xavier Stone, and you ought to do something about that breath.’ 
Tyran stabbed Xavier’s chest with his finger. ‘Sneddon is the guy who very graciously saves these kids from being turned over to the authorities.’ He sniggered before adding, ‘For a fee.’ 
‘You don’t pay these guys, do you?’ 
‘We made a deal and it’s none of your business,’ Griffin warned. 
‘But there  are no authorities,’ Xavier said. 
‘You’ve heard of the  government, I presume,’ Tyran protested. 
Mouse nodded, too busy with his potato and stew to say anything. 
Xavier laughed. ‘The government gave up any chance of saving Grimsdon years ago.’ 
‘How do you know that?’ Isabella asked. 
Xavier was momentarily stumped. ‘I don’t  know, obviously, but I don’t see any more rescue boats or any rebuilding.’ He turned to Tyran. ‘How exactly does Sneddon save these kids?’ 
‘The government stopped sending troops to look for survivors in the first year, then secretly employed bounty hunters to do their work. Each time they found someone, the government used it to prove how they hadn’t given up finding the lost – when that’s exactly what they’d done. The kid got a new home, the bounty hunters got paid, everyone was happy. Except some of you kids don’t want to be found.’ He patted Fly’s head. She pulled away and moved beside Isabella. ‘That’s where we come in.’ 
Tyran ran his good hand over his knotted beard. ‘The Captain does a deal with the bounty hunters, who agree to leave these kids alone. And each month they bring us goods for our services. We get what we want, they get left alone.’ 
‘It’s called,  offering protection.’ Mouse revealed a jagged-toothed grin. 
‘It’s called  blackmail,’ Xavier shot back. 
Tyran held his arms wide open. ‘Does it look like they’ve been captured to you?’ 
Xavier shook his head. ‘There’s the occasional thief crazy enough to enter the city looking for riches, but there are no bounty hunters and you know it.’ 
‘Maybe because they’ve been paid off,’ Griffin said with a warning tone. 
‘He’s smart, that little professor.’ Tyran’s smile was smug. 
Mouse wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and burped. ‘Captain thinks it’s a very fair deal.’ 
‘He also thinks that flying machine should be part if it,’ Tyran added. 
Xavier sprang to his feet, sending his angel-winged chair smacking to the floor. He slammed his hands onto the table, flattening Tyran’s hat. ‘That flying machine is mine, and I’m not part of any thieving deal you have with these kids. You even think about touching that machine and I’ll come after you, I promise.’ 
Tyran laughed. ‘What are you, thirteen, fourteen years old?’ 
‘Nearly fifteen,’ Xavier answered. 
‘And what are you going to do to me?’ 
‘It won’t just be me. I’ll be bringing my friend, Raven.’ 
Both men flinched. Tyran tucked a hand in his pocket. 
‘So you do remember him.’ Xavier’s tone had a mischievous tinge. 
‘You’ve had your say, Tyran,’ Isabella said. ‘And as today isn’t collection day, it’s time you left.’ 
Xavier lifted the squashed cowboy hat and tried with a few quick tugs to pull it back into shape. ‘Don’t forget this.’ 
Tyran snatched his hat with his good hand. ‘The Captain won’t like what you’ve had to say.’ 
Mouse lifted his bulky weight and lumbered after him. 
‘You think it’s smart upsetting those guys?’ Griffin asked after they’d gone. 
‘Those two can’t even manage to brush their teeth.’ Xavier picked up his chair and sat heavily. ‘I wouldn’t be worried about them.’ 
‘But what about Sneddon?’ Raffy asked. ‘He’s over three metres tall, wears a patch where he lost his eye in a fight with a shark and carries six different types of knives in his belt.’ 
‘He’s so strong,’ Bea said, ‘he can crush a tin can in his hands.’ 
Xavier frowned. ‘I think you’ve confused Sneddon with a character in your books.’ 
‘Why did you mention Raven?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Sneddon’s men tried to take over the Haggle. They caused a bit of damage, too, until Raven and the kids made sure they ended up in the river, with Tyran missing part of a finger as a warning never to come back.’ 
He wore a mischievous grin. ‘What if you refuse to pay?’ 
‘We can’t do that,’ Griffin said. 
‘But Griff,’ Xavier threw his hands into the air, ‘we don’t owe anybody anything. Not after what we’ve been through.’ 
‘Sneddon said if we didn’t pay him, he’d destroy us.’ 
‘Destroy you?’ Xavier laughed. ‘You make it sound like some kind of bad-guy film. The trouble with you, Griff, is that you’re not willing to do anything you’re afraid of.’ 
‘And you just want to be a hero,’ Griffin shot back. 
‘Adults are the reason we’re in this mess, which means they don’t get to tell us what to do anymore.’ 
‘And I don’t want to be on the end of a fight we can’t handle.’ 
‘But we’re smarter than them, so we’d be ready for anything they dished up.’ 
‘It’s true, Griffin.’ Raffy jumped from his chair and held up his fists. 
‘We’d outfight them and outsmart them.’ Bea circled her brother and wrestled him onto the floor. 
‘We can let him know we won’t be bossed around anymore,’ Raffy wheezed from Bea’s headlock. 
‘Sneddon better watch out if he ever comes across you two.’ Xavier laughed. 
‘This is serious,’ Griffin cried. 
Bea released her brother and they climbed back onto their chairs. 
‘Ask Raven about him,’ Xavier said. ‘He’ll tell you Sneddon’s not as dangerous as you think.’ 
‘There’s no point talking to Raven,’ Griffin said. ‘Everything has been fine making payments to Sneddon, so why stop now?’ 
‘What do you think, Isabella?’ Xavier asked. 
Everyone turned to her. ‘Maybe we should think about it.’ 
Griffin’s eyes widened. ‘Why?’ 
‘Xavier’s right, Griff. None of this is our fault. Maybe it’s time we looked after ourselves.’ 
Sneddon clenched his hands behind his back and stared out at the flooded waters of Grimsdon. Albert was asleep around his neck. ‘Is it my poor eyesight or have you returned without the flying machine?’ 
‘Your eyesight, Captain, is topnotch but, you see, there’s this new kid living at the Palace. Acted all bossy.’ Tyran looked at his squashed hat. 
‘He’s the one owns the flying machine,’ Mouse explained. ‘Said he won’t part with it.’ 
Albert began to stir. Tyran shifted to the other side of Sneddon. ‘Seemed to know we have no control over the bounty hunters.’ 
Sneddon stroked the snake’s back. ‘Have I ever told you that one bite from a tiger snake can cause paralysis and even death in as little as thirty minutes. Isn’t that extraordinary?’ 
Tyran gulped. ‘Ah, yes, Captain. You had mentioned–’ 
‘You wouldn’t think an animal this beautiful would be one of the deadliest snakes in the world,’ Sneddon tickled Albert under the chin. ‘And that the only way to save the victim from that swift and painful death is a special antivenene.’ 
Sneddon reached for a chain around his neck that held a vial of liquid. 
A gentle lulling of waves pushed against the hull of  The Sea Serpent.
‘Who is he?’ Sneddon asked. 
‘Huh?’ Tyran had turned deathly pale. 
‘The new kid. Who is he?’ 
‘They called him something like...’ Tyran screwed up his face. ‘Damian?’ 
‘No, that wasn’t it.’ Mouse said. ‘It was more like Raymond or–’ 
‘Fraser.’ Tyran pointed at Mouse. ‘Wasn’t that it?’ 
Sneddon closed his eyes and sighed. 
‘I’ve got it!’ Mouse interrupted with a toothless grin. ‘Xavier.’ 
Sneddon lowered himself down to the telescope and trained the lens on the Palace. 
He whispered just one word:  ‘Xavier.’

CHAPTER TEN
Something in the Distance

 The giant rolled its huge eyes around again, then declared. ‘I will give you my answer now. In my country, we do not do favours for each other. Everyone must pay for what he or she gets. Therefore, I will not send you to Kansas until you have done something for me.’


 ‘What must I do?’ asked the girl.


 ‘You must kill the Wicked Witch of the West,’ thundered Oz.


 ‘I can’t do that!’ exclaimed a dismayed Dorothy. ‘I don’t want to hurt anyone.’


 ‘You killed the Wicked Witch of the East–’


 ‘By accident...’


 (From The Wizard of Oz  by L. Frank Baum)

‘Ahoy there, me hearties!’ The voice drifted up from below. 
‘He’s here!’ Bea and Raffy leapt up from the lounge where Griffin had been reading and raced to the window to see Xavier’s Velocraft sailing between the buildings of their flooded street. 
‘It’s bigger than I thought,’ Raffy said, and the two raced down several flights of stairs onto the landing just above the water. 
The Velocraft moved at a good pace, hardly making a sound. It blended into the rain-coloured scene with its faded wood-brown body and thick dome of greying canvas with plastic windows sewn into the front and back. Fly scrambled beside the twins, her legs dangling over the edge, and began sketching in her notebook. 
The current hurtled past, curling around the metal stairwell, creating small bulges of water, as if creatures were struggling just below the surface before being dragged under. 
The vessel slowed down as it approached. Xavier poked his head out. ‘Raff! Catch!’ 
Raffy caught the rope as the Velocraft bumped gently into the stairs, and he quickly tied it to the railing. 
‘Good work.’ Xavier stepped onto the landing and ruffled his hair. ‘You’d make a great first mate.’ 
‘Can I climb aboard, Captain?’ 
‘I don’t see why–’ 
Raffy swerved around Xavier before he could finish and disappeared inside the vessel. 
‘He loves boats,’ Bea explained. ‘We used to go sailing with Dad when we were...’ 
‘It doesn’t get easier, does it?’ Xavier said. 
Bea slowly shook her head. A gust of wind blew through the street that felt threaded with ice. Xavier lifted the hood on Bea’s coat and tied the cords beneath her chin. 
‘Hey, Sis!’ Raffy cried from the captain’s seat. ‘It’s got one of those old-fashioned steering wheels. Like on a real sailing ship. Come and look.’ 
Bea’s smile was instantly back, and she jumped down the stairs to be with her brother. 
‘How does it work?’ Raffy asked. 
Xavier crouched down. ‘The wheel turns the rudder, and the pedals on the floor operate paddles under the boat – or you can use these.’ He pointed to a set of wooden oars hooked onto the inside wall. 
Griffin climbed out of the window of the Palace, clutching an armful of bags. He scanned the Velocraft from front to back with a cautious eye. ‘Is it waterproof?’ 
‘Waterproof and watertight. It’s so dry in here you’ll want to make it your new home.’ 
Raffy spun the steering wheel from side to side. ‘When do we leave?’ 
‘You’re not going anywhere.’ Isabella appeared over Griffin’s shoulder and climbed out with a life jacket. ‘For this trip we want to scavenge as much as we can, so we’ll need all the space we can get. You’ll have to wait until the next voyage.’ 
She held out her hand and helped the twins onto the stairs. Raffy snuggled into his sister’s arm, his face falling in disappointment. 
‘You can go next time, Raf,’ Griffin said. 
Raffy slapped his hands against his thighs. ‘It’s always next time when it comes to the good stuff.’ 
Griffin gently nudged him with his elbow. ‘We can read some more  Oz until they get back.’ 
‘Okay.’ Raffy nodded. 
‘I’ve got an idea,’ Xavier said. ‘How about I take you for your first flying lesson in the Aerotrope when I get back?’ 
Griffin shot Xavier an icy stare. ‘I don’t think that’s–’ 
‘Would you?  Really?’
‘I promise.’ Xavier held his hand to his heart. 
‘He’s only eight,’ Griffin seethed. ‘He shouldn’t be–’ 
‘Relax, Griffy.’ Xavier turned away. ‘I know what I’m doing.’ 
‘We better get going.’ Isabella looked at the grey, threatening clouds. 
‘In case you get hungry.’ Griffin handed her two apples. ‘And be careful.’ 
‘She’ll be fine with me, Griffo.’ Xavier’s grin spread across his face. 
‘Keep all the doors and windows locked,’ Isabella said. 
‘We will, and don’t forget to–’ But before Griffin could finish, a sudden, heavy rain washed into the street. 
Xavier quickly untied the rope and flung it in the Velocraft, while Isabella and Griffin lifted Fly and the twins inside the house. Griffin climbed in after them, turning in time to see Xavier take Isabella’s hand and help her aboard, pulling the canvas flap closed. 
Griffin wiped his face and watched the craft move away and disappear into the grey wall of rain. 
The deluge pounded on the roof. Isabella put on her life jacket and looked up warily. 
‘Don’t worry.’ Xavier settled back and pedalled. ‘The dome is made from an old circus tent. She’s very safe.’ 
The Velocraft tossed on the choppy passage of water when something heavy thudded against the bottom. 
Isabella gripped her seat. ‘What was that?’ 
‘A bit of debris. An old log or lounge.’ Xavier smiled broadly, until another hard collision lifted the boat sharply sideways, throwing them from their seats. Xavier fell on his back; Isabella landed on his chest. 
‘Or maybe something a little bigger?’ He shrugged. ‘Lucky you had me to land on. You could have really been hurt.’ 
Isabella dragged herself upright. ‘My hero.’ 
‘I knew you’d realise it sooner or later.’ Xavier scrambled back to take the wheel. 
Isabella rubbed her forehead. Xavier noticed the crimson mark. 
‘How did you get that?’ Xavier spoke loudly over the rain. 
She brushed her fringe over her face. ‘It’s a birthmark.’ 
‘It looks like a lipstick mark.’ 
‘Dad said it looked like the mark the Good Witch gave Dorothy to–’ 
‘Protect her from harm.’ Xavier smiled. ‘You are lucky.’ 
The rain stopped as if it had been switched off. 
They sat in silence, broken only by the waves clodding against the hull and echoing off the walls in narrow streets. 
‘Where were you when they floods hit?’ Xavier asked. Isabella flinched but kept a firm eye ahead. 
‘We’ve been all around here. We’ll need to search much further away.’ She fell silent. Her face clouded over. 
‘It’s okay if you don’t want to say. I just thought–’ 
‘Griffin and I were in the Natural History Museum on an excursion. We were on the roof where they have these telescopes set up to look at all the landmarks in the city. There were a bunch of us, but Griffin noticed it first.’ 
Xavier stopped pedalling. ‘You saw it?’ 
‘There was something moving on the horizon.’ She frowned. ‘It came so fast. Rising out of the river like a sea monster until it smashed over everything. The noise was everywhere.’ 
‘What did you do?’ 
‘Everyone crammed into the stairwell to get inside. Griffin and I tried to stay together, but I lost him. People were screaming, tripping over each other, and I think I must have fallen and been knocked out. When I woke up it was the next day, Griffin was kneeling over me and I was wedged behind the legs of a tyrannosaurus. Everyone else had left.’ 
‘And you weren’t rescued?’ 
‘For weeks army choppers airlifted people out. Or boats came when the weather was safe enough. We heard them day and night. After awhile, it became quieter and the choppers concentrated on picking up the people who didn’t survive.’ 
‘Why didn’t you go with them?’ 
Isabella rubbed her arms against the cold. ‘Griffin’s parents had been on a riverboat for lunch. They never could have made it.’ 
‘And your parents?’ 
‘Mum left us when I was little. Dad worked on the river. He was working that day. Without our parents, Griff and I had nothing to be rescued for.’ 
The river was calmer now that the rain had stopped. The Velocraft drifted past tall buildings smeared with mould and algae, drainpipes and gutters eaten away by rust, and doorframes splintered and rotten with damp. 
‘Did you really watch your parents being swept away?’ Isabella asked. 
Xavier shifted in his seat and nodded briefly. ‘I keep seeing the look on my dad’s face when...’ 
Xavier fell silent and pointed ahead. Sliding through the water in the distance was a rowboat crewed by two men. They wore long coats with hoods covering their faces. One figure sat rowing in the back, the other perched at the front, a gun resting on his knee. 

CHAPTER ELEVEN
A Foiled Escape Attempt
The man in front saw them first. He turned and alerted the other, who pulled the oars in and started the motor. The boat tore into a wide circle and careened into their street, leaving a spray of water behind them. 
Xavier pedalled furiously and steered the Velocraft into a narrow alleyway. The sound of the motorboat was getting louder. 
‘How good are you at climbing?’ he asked. 
‘Try me.’ 
They pulled up beside an old sandstone building. Isabella tied the Velocraft to the bars of a window, while Xavier withdrew his spear gun from its holster and aimed it at a balcony above. Pressing the trigger, the metal spearhead hooked on perfectly. He wedged the toe of his boot into a crumbled hole in the wall, hauled himself up to the balcony and vaulted over the railing. 
‘Are you sure you’ll be okay?’ 
‘I will when you stop asking questions.’ Isabella gripped the rope and began climbing. 
The motorboat tore into the alley. The man in front lifted his gun and aimed it directly at Isabella. The bullet struck the wall, covering her in a spray of stone. 
The gunman reloaded. 
‘Hurry!’ Xavier cried. Isabella scrambled up the rope. 
When she reached the balcony, Xavier hoisted her over as a second shot cut through the air, shattering a window beside them. 
‘Lucky this guy’s such a bad shot.’ Xavier retracted the rope and placed the spear gun in the holster. Below, the gunman unhooked a ladder from the side of the boat. Inside, Isabella spotted ropes, handcuffs and large cloth bags. 
She wrenched open the balcony door. ‘Let’s go.’ 
Once inside, she momentarily stopped. On either side of them were rows of shelves piled with books, reaching almost to the roof. ‘The State Library,’ she whispered. ‘I know this place by heart. Follow me.’ 
Isabella and Xavier ran, their footsteps echoing off the marble floor. Behind them, the balcony door slammed. 
Their pursuer’s great stomping footfalls came closer. He stared at the many rows, unsure which one to take, when he heard a pained cry. 
A crooked grin filled his face. He adjusted the rope slung around his shoulder and ran toward the sound. Xavier lay on the floor, clutching a twisted ankle. ‘Don’t shoot, mister. Please don’t shoot.’ 
Xavier tried to stand but collapsed to the floor again. The man’s smile grew even wider as he raised his gun. He was about to squeeze the trigger when a small sound from above caught his attention. 
He looked up in time to see Isabella leap from the top of a shelf to a heavy chandelier hanging from the ceiling. She sliced her knife through the cord. Both she and the light fitting plummeted, knocking him out and pinning him to the ground. 
Xavier jumped to his two perfectly healthy feet and slipped the man’s gun into his belt. ‘You’re good with that knife.’ 
Isabella jumped to her feet. ‘And you almost had me believing you’d sprained your ankle.’ 
‘I was in the drama club at school. Shall we take out the garbage?’ 
‘Definitely.’ 
They lifted the remains of the chandelier and tossed it aside. Isabella unhooked a set of handcuffs from the man’s belt and cuffed his hands behind him. Xavier took the rope and tied his ankles when something fell out of his pocket. 
‘Tranquilliser darts.’ Xavier kneeled down to pick them up. ‘So he didn’t want to kill us, just knock us out.’ 
Isabella searched his other pockets. In a wallet she found an identity card. Beneath a photo and a gold security chip it read: 
Jonathan M. Steal

Government Agent 3149

National Resettlement Program

Access Code: Red 

‘Resettle us where?’ 
‘Away from here.’ Xavier bent down and grabbed him under the arms. ‘Let’s do some of our own resettling.’ 
They dragged him through the aisles back to the window. 
‘Hey!’ Isabella called to the man in the boat below. ‘Missing this?’ 
They pushed the unconscious man over the edge and he disappeared in a splash. The second man waited for the agent to resurface before grabbing him by the scruff of his sodden clothes and lifting him into the boat. 
Xavier aimed the gun. ‘Now I suggest you leave.’ 
They watched closely as the man started the engine, sped to the end of the alley and disappeared around the bend. 
‘Well done, partner.’ Xavier tucked the tranquilliser gun into his belt. 
‘Do you think Sneddon sent them?’ 
‘I doubt it.’ Xavier saw her hands were shaking. 
‘Do you want to go home?’ 
‘No. We’ve come all this way to scavenge, and that’s what we’re going to do.’ 
Isabella turned back inside and walked between the shelves, past books on vampires, fairies and faraway worlds of princesses and evil warlords. They stopped at the end, which opened on to a rounded internal balcony. Above was a glass domed roof, and below was what used to be the entrance of the library and was now a pool with floating fragments of chairs and tables. 
‘Dad loved coming here,’ Isabella’s voice echoed off the water. ‘Sometimes we’d sit for whole Saturdays and not realise that time had even passed. My favourite part was upstairs. I’ll show you.’ 
Isabella ran round the edge of the balcony and up a set of white marble stairs. At the top was a room painted with a flurry of stories: Little Red Riding Hood knocking on her grandmother’s door; Hansel and Gretel leaving a trail of breadcrumbs in the forest; the Big Bad Wolf huffing and puffing beside Jack and his beanstalk. Long tables were strewn with books, pens, pencil cases and dome-shaped desk lamps – all abandoned in a great hurry. A carpeted well was sunk in the middle, lined with furry cushions. ‘Isn’t it great?’ 
Xavier sniffed the air. ‘Yeah, except for the smell of smoke.’ 
A metal clanging rang out from across the atrium. Isabella and Xavier dived into the cushioned well and peered over the edge. Through the swirling ironwork of the balconies they saw a hunched and bearded man who was muttering incessantly. 
‘Who’s he talking to?’ Isabella reached for her knife. 
‘I can’t see anyone else.’ Xavier climbed out of the well. ‘Let’s get closer.’ 
‘He might be dangerous.’ 
‘We beat those other guys.’ He grinned. ‘Come on.’ 
‘That doesn’t mean–’ Isabella tried to stop him, but he was already out of reach. She frowned and climbed out after him. 
The man continued his ramblings. His beard was grey and fluffy, while his hair stuck out in plaits of various sizes from under a long-tipped sleeping hat that sometimes bobbled over his face. He wore layers of coats tied at the waist by several scarves and a pair of slippers held together by neckties. 
As they drew closer, they crouched behind a large armchair. There were fewer books on the shelves and the man was surrounded by empty cans and sheets of newspaper. Broken pieces of furniture sat in teetering piles. There was a makeshift shelter made out of boxes and lined with rugs. Fishing gear was littered everywhere: clusters of sinkers, lures, hooks and fishing reels arranged in order of size. Rods leant against walls and books on fishing lay open on shelves and tables. 
He turned to a large, frayed teddy bear slumped on a stool. 
‘A mystery ... never said it would work ... silly things.’ He laughed loudly. ‘Always knew. Told them. Silly. Remember?’ 
‘Is he talking to the bear?’ Xavier raised an eyebrow. 
‘Looks like it.’ Isabella firmly gripped her knife. 
In the centre was a pot-belly stove filled with broken pieces of furniture. He bent down low and blew into the opened door. Smoke snaked upwards through a broken chimney. He reached over to a mound of books beside the stove. He opened one up, held the top by both hands and tore it in two. 
‘No!’ The word was out before Isabella could stop it. 
The man spun round, half-hunched, dropping the torn book to the floor. From a metal bucket at his feet he snatched a large fish with a pointed snout. ‘Who’rrye?’ He snarled. ‘Come awwwn! Lemme see ye!’ 
‘Time to go.’ Xavier made a run for it, but his foot caught on the edge of the lounge and he fell, the wind knocked out of him. Isabella sprang to help but the old man moved fast and was standing over them, his eyes alight with anger, his fists clenched, the fish pointed straight at them. 

CHAPTER TWELVE
Sea Monsters and Astrolabes
‘What are you going to do with  that?’ Xavier looked up at the pointed snout of the fish. 
‘Wave it ... threatening ... to spook ye. Never come back,’ the old man stammered. 
‘Do you think it’s working?’ 
‘Not yet.’ His face creased. ‘Soon maybe.’ 
Xavier swerved his head around the fish and jumped to his feet. The man stumbled back, holding the fish out like a sword. ‘Don’t come near ... intruders ... trespassers. What do you want?’ He squinted. ‘Are you real?’ He leapt forward and pinched Xavier’s arm. 
‘Ouch!’ Xavier rubbed at his sleeve. ‘A little bruised but, yes, we’re real.’ 
‘I’m Isabella and this is Xavier. We didn’t know anyone was here. We needed to hide from the men who were after us.’ 
The man calmed a little. ‘Men?’ He sniffed. ‘Haven’t seen any for a while, eh, Snowy?’ He turned to the bear again. ‘Not lately. Thought they gave up. Thought everyone did. Alone. All alone...’ 
He again fell into incoherent mumbling. 
Isabella stepped closer. ‘Who are you?’ 
‘I ask the questions!’ The old man thrust the fish in her direction, but it slipped from his hands. Isabella ducked just in time. It slammed against the wall and slid to the floor. 
‘Ooops. Sorry. Slippery ... tasty, but slippery. Apologies.’ He wrung his hands. 
‘Go on then,’ Xavier said. ‘Ask your questions.’ 
He opened his mouth, then closed it. ‘Got none.’ He flopped into a red, freying armchair and laughed quietly – until he sprang upright. 
‘Fish. I’ll cook fish.’ He raced over, picked up the flung fish and brushed it off. ‘Tasty. You watch.  Mmm mmm. Best ever.’ 
He tore clumps of pages out of the ripped book and twisted them into long strips. Isabella went to stop him but Xavier held her back. He wedged the strips between pieces of wood, and the fire was soon filling the stove. 
Laying the fish between two pieces of steel mesh, he tied the corners with wire and placed it on the flames. He sat in his lounge chair, a proud grin across his grizzled face. ‘Tasty. You’ll see.’ He tore some more pages and twisted them into strips. 
Isabella snatched her arm away from Xavier. ‘You can’t burn books.’ 
‘Can,’ the man replied. ‘Just did.’ 
‘But it’s not right. They’re ... books.’ 
‘They burn well. No other use for ’em.’ 
‘You could read them. Learn from them.’ 
The man burst into a throaty laugh that shook his body. ‘Too late for that. Wrote lots of ’em. No good. Might as well burn ’em.’ He shook his head.’ 
‘You’re an author?’ Xavier asked. 
‘No, I’m...’ He grabbed the handle of the wire mesh and held the fish in the air. ‘Can’t remember...’ He shrugged, flipped the fish and put it back on the fire. ‘I warned ’em. About the water. No-one listened.’ 
‘You wrote about the floods?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Yes, yes, yes. Books, articles. Lots of us did. All scientists.’ His bushy eyebrows sailed up his forehead. ‘That was me. A scientist. Ha! Ask Snowy. He’ll tell ye. Told them what they needed to do. Didn’t listen. Said it couldn’t happen. Ha!’ 
His body slumped; his eyebrows and voice lowered. ‘A few listened, not enough.’ He picked up a book. ‘If no-one listens,  no point talking.’
‘You knew the floods would happen?’ Isabella asked. 
He nodded. ‘We had proof.’ 
‘And the government knew?’ 
‘They asked me to...’ He clicked his fingers, searching for the word. ‘Write! To  write a report. Told ’em there’s more water today than at any other time in human history. Told ’em the city wasn’t prepared, needed to rebuild the barriers. They seemed convinced, then said no! Just like that.’ He frowned. ‘One year later, floods hit. My plan needed ten months. Sad waste.’ 
He leapt from his chair again. ‘Fish’s ready.’ He took it off the fire, removed the upper wire mesh and held it out to Xavier. ‘Try that.’ 
Xavier gingerly tore off a piece and nibbled a small corner. ‘It’s good.’ He threw the rest into his mouth. 
‘Huh!’ The old man again broke into laughter and held the fish out to Isabella. ‘Miss?’ 
‘Thank you.’ It was smoky and tender. ‘Who are you?’ 
‘I’m...’ The old man stopped. ‘Snowy?’ He looked to the bear, stroking his beard. ‘Don’t know. Huh! Forgotten.’ He threw some fish into his mouth. ‘Not all bad ... The fish are bigger, juicier. Never ate ’em before all this.’ 
‘How did you know about the floods?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Studied the ... the ... what do you call wind and rain and clouds?’ 
‘The weather?’ Xavier suggested. 
‘Yes, the weather, that’s it. Studied it for years. Found the book and the astrolabe. Proved it all.’ 
‘The astro-what?’ Xavier asked. 
‘Astro labe.’ He pointed to a globe made of multiple layers of metal rings with intricate markings on each one. ‘Trend estimation, finite differences, partial differential equations, weather patterns, cycles of stars and planets, Babylonians, Aristotle. Fascinating.’ 
Xavier raised a sceptical eyebrow at Isabella. ‘Yeah, fascinating.’ 
‘It’s all written here.’ He pulled a tattered book from a nearby shelf. It had a faded red cover with frayed threads. ‘Highly prized. Very rare. Certainly not for burning.’ 
Isabella took the book and carefully turned the fragile pages. They were filled with drawings of moons and stars, ancient astronomy equipment, graphs and charts with scribbled notations.  ‘Le Previsioni,’ she read. 
‘Means “Predictions”. Written a thousand years ago.’ The old man tweaked the bear’s cheek. ‘Caused a stir, eh, Snowy?’ 
‘You knew the floods would happen because of a metal ball and a thousand-year-old book?’ Xavier asked. 
‘Old things can be good.’ He drifted into mumbles and half-laughter. 
‘So you predict things like Nostradamus did?’ Xavier asked. 
‘Yes, but I’m better looking than him.’ He laughed and slapped his knee. 
‘Can you give us a prediction now?’ 
His head fell forward and he became serious. ‘You’ll laugh like they all did.’ 
‘We won’t,’ Isabella said. ‘We promise.’ 
The old man sighed. ‘The Skelene is coming.’ 
‘The Skelene?’ Isabella asked. 
‘A sea monster.’ 
Xavier laughed. Isabella gave him a death stare. 
‘Told you you’d laugh. People laugh when they’re scared.’ 
‘I’m not scared, it’s just a little ... impossible.’ 
‘They said the floods were impossible. Look at us now.’ He jumped up and scurried between two rows of shelves. ‘Many have seen ’em. Many believe.’ 
‘What’s he doing?’ Xavier asked. 
 ‘Shhh,’ Isabella whispered. 
‘Ouch.’ There was a clunk of falling books. 
‘Are you okay?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Yes. Fine. I...’ His voice fell away before he reappeared with a large leather-bound book. He sat on his chair and opened it with a groan. ‘In Norse legend, the Skelene rose from the deep.’ He flicked through the pages, searching. ‘Floating quietly on the waves. Sneaky thing. Sailors thought it was an island, but when a ship came close the Skelene pulled it under, ate everyone on board. Here!’ He pointed at an illustration of an oval-headed beast with bulging eyes wrapping its many tentacles around the hull of a ship. 
‘Really?’ Xavier sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. 
‘It’s all in here.’ 
Isabella read the title:  ‘A Natural History of Norway by Erik Pontoppidan, Bishop of Bergen, 1752.’ 
The old man turned through pages of sea creatures resembling serpents, giant finned dragons and colossal squid. ‘Ziphius, Pristis, Physeter, Architeuthis...’ 
‘And these are...?’ Xavier asked. 
‘Sea monsters,’ he answered, as if he were asking for one sugar in his cup of tea. 
‘Of course.’ Xavier shook his head. 
‘Based on sailors’ stories.’ 
‘The ones who weren’t eaten,’ Xavier reminded him. 
Isabella poked her elbow firmly into Xavier’s side. 
‘Hey!’ 
‘They usually stay away from the mainland but, with rising seas and flooding, they’re moving. Drawn by currents.’ His voice softened and he hugged Snowy. ‘Punishment for what we let happen.’ 
Xavier stared at him. ‘Sea monsters? Alive and well in Grimsdon?’ 
‘Never used to be.’ He shook his head. ‘Everything’s changed.’ 
‘You don’t think you just need to get out more? Take in some fresh air and get a bit of sun?’ 
Isabella leant forward on her chair and kicked Xavier in the shins. 
‘They created whirlpools, called Skagarag. Dragged ships to the bottom of the the ocean.’ 
Isabella read from the book: ‘Even the most experienced sailors feared the Skelene. Often, descriptions of the beast were sketchy, partly because of its size but also because the sailors who had seen her were so traumatised by the experience that they often lost the power of speech or simply fell into a crazed delirium from which they never recovered.’ 
‘And you believe this because it’s in a dusty, old book?’ Xavier asked. 
‘And because of the fish.’ 
‘The fish told you?’ 
‘No,’ the old man laughed. ‘Fish didn’t tell me. I can’t talk  fish. That would be crazy.’ 
Xavier shook his head and looked to Isabella. ‘Yeah, crazy.’ 
‘Last few months, fish’ve been leaving.’ 
‘Maybe they’re off on their summer holiday,’ Xavier offered. 
The old man leant forward and whispered,  ‘They’re scared.’
Xavier whispered back.  ‘Of what?’
‘The Skelene, o’ course.’ 
‘You’re basing your theories on a bunch of fish who have brains the size of a pea.’ 
‘Fish’ve been around for five hundred million years. Humans much less. Look at the mess we’ve made.’ 
‘Why are you here?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Floods.’ 
‘I mean, why are you still here? Why didn’t you get out when the rescuers came?’ 
‘It’s peaceful. No phones. No traffic or bad televsion. I...’ He turned away, picked up his bear and shuffled to the window in his slippers. ‘You can leave now.’ 
‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to ... Can we come back?’ Isabella asked. ‘We have a friend who I know would love to meet you.’ 
Xavier shot her a wide-eyed look. 
The old man remained at the window, staring, not answering. He held Snowy to his cheek. They began to leave when Isabella snuck one last peek and noticed he held a photo in one hand. It was of a woman holding a small, laughing girl. Isabella took the apples from her pocket and held them out. ‘I’m sorry we broke into your home.’ 
The man quickly shoved the photo into his pocket. He turned and froze. His wrinkled face creased even further, as if he had no idea what he was looking at. 
‘Please take them.’ Isabella held the fruit out further. ‘My friend Griffin grows them.’ 
The man reached out. His gloves were blackened and worn through at the fingertips. He took the apples as if they were rare jewels. 
‘They’re delicious. Try one.’ 
He put it slowly to his lips and took a bite. His face softened. A small laugh escaped from his mouth. 
‘We’ll go now.’ They turned to leave. 
‘You can come back,’ he said. ‘Can you bring more of these?’ 
Isabella nodded. ‘As many as you like.’ 
Xavier made sure they were out of the old man’s hearing before he spoke. ‘Are you crazy? Why do you want to come back?’ 
‘Griffin would love to see the astrolabe.’ She paused. ‘And I want to know more about how the floods happened.’ 
‘Does it matter?’ 
‘It might. That’s what I plan to find out.’ 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
A Murdering Madman

 Meanwhile, far to the west, the Wicked Witch was sitting outside her castle, surveying her kingdom. She had only one eye, but it was as powerful as a telescope. She could see everything in her kingdom. When she looked around, she spotted Dorothy and her friends. The Wicked Witch was very angry that they had dared to enter her kingdom. She blew hard on a silver whistle hanging around her neck, summoning a snarling pack of big, grey wolves. They had long legs, fierce eyes, and extremely sharp teeth.


 ‘Go find those strangers and tear them apart!’ commanded the Wicked Witch.


 ‘Aren’t you going to make them slaves, the way you usually do?’ asked the wolf pack’s leader.


 ‘No,’ snapped the Wicked Witch. ‘They would not make very good slaves. One is made of tin, one is made of straw, and the lion is a coward. That leaves a weak girl and her silly little dog.’


 (From The Wizard of Oz  by L. Frank Baum)

‘We’re here!’ Xavier jumped through the window. 
The twins leapt up from the lounge where they’d snuggled under a blanket with Fly. ‘What did you bring back?’ 
Xavier held out his hands as Isabella climbed in behind him. ‘Nothing.’ 
‘Nothing? You’ve been gone for hours!’ Griffin lay  The Wizard of Oz on the table. 
‘We met someone.’ Xavier sat at the table and took an apple from the bowl. 
‘You met someone?’ Griffin asked Isabella. ‘Where?’ 
‘At the State Library.’ 
‘An adult.’ Xavier took another bite. 
‘Who was he?’ 
Xavier screwed up his face. ‘Not sure. Interesting guy to talk to.’ 
‘You  talked to him?’ Griffin asked. ‘What if he was a murderer? What if he had a weapon?’ 
‘He did. He tried to attack us with a fish.’ 
‘A fish?’ Raffy asked. 
‘That’s silly.’ Bea laughed. 
‘And a bit smelly.’ Xavier sniffed. ‘And what if he was an interesting man who cooked us great-tasting fish and knows a whole lot about what happened three years ago?’ 
‘What was his name?’ Griffin asked. 
‘He couldn’t remember,’ Isabella said. ‘But he had an astrolabe.’ 
‘An astrolabe? A real one?’ 
‘What’s an astrolabe?’ Raffy asked. 
‘It’s like an ancient computer used to predict the position of the sun and planets and–’ 
‘And the floods,’ Xavier added. ‘Along with some kind of ancient book.’ 
‘What book?’ Griffin asked. 
 ‘The Predictions,’ Isabella said. 
Griffin sank back into his seat. ‘So it really exists?’ 
Fly held up her notepad:  What is it?
‘A book written by a philosopher called Galeotto over a thousand years ago. The Church and government accused him of challenging their authority and ordered the book to be destroyed. One man’s whole life’s work wiped out, just because he suggested the world worked differently than we thought. They say he went mad after that. Philosophers for centuries have suspected secret copies existed.’ 
‘It seems at least one does.’ Isabella smiled. 
‘So maybe it was good we spoke to this murderous madman after all?’ Xavier finished his apple and slapped Griffin on the back. 
‘He still could be a murderer.’ Griffin’s eyebrows knotted. ‘He’s just a much more interesting potential murderer now.’ 
‘He said he was asked to write a report for the government, but they didn’t like what he had to say, so they ignored him.’ Isabella’s voice softened. ‘He said if they’d listened to him, they could have prevented the floods.’ 
An uneasy quiet seeped into the room. 
‘But he also spoke to a stuffed bear,’ Xavier leant in, ‘so I wouldn’t rush into believing everything he says. Now, I think there’s just enough daylight left for a flying lesson – who’s interested?’ 
‘I am!’ Raffy sprang off his chair. 
‘Looks like it’s you, young man.’ 
‘Can I come, too?’ Bea pleaded. 
‘Don’t see why not.’ 
‘Maybe that’s not a great–’ Griffin’s words were trampled by the sounds of the twins racing to the rooftop. Fly closed her book with a scowl aimed at Xavier and went after them. 
‘They’ll be safe, Griffman.’ Xavier winked at him. ‘Trust me, I know what I’m doing.’ 
Griffin’s eyes drilled into Xavier’s back as he leapt up the stairs. ‘He’s reckless, Isabella, and that’s going to get us in trouble one day.’ 
‘I know he’s a bit mouthy.’ She looked over her shoulder to make sure the kids were gone. ‘But he helped fight off men who tried to kidnap us.’ 
‘Kidnap you? When? Are you okay?’ 
She nodded. ‘It was just a bit of a shock seeing three adults in one day. One had a card saying he was a government agent for a National Resettlement Program.’ 
‘Resettled out of Grimsdon?’ 
‘I think so.’ Isabella paused. ‘What if the government could have stopped the floods like the old man said? We’d still be in school; you’d be brilliant and topping every class; we’d still go to the movies and the library and Mrs. Gray’s bakery...’ Her voice cracked. ‘It’s getting more dangerous here. Sneaker waves, kidnapping agents, food is harder to find – and then there’s Sneddon and his men. Do you think it’s time to go home?’ 
‘This is home.’ 
‘For how much longer?’ 
Griffin wanted to hug her, to do something to take away how sad she looked. He wanted to tell her it would be all right, that he’d protect her. That at least they had each other. As he began to lift his arms towards her, she stood up. 
‘We better go upstairs or Raffy will stay in that flying machine all night.’ 
Griffin quickly tucked his hands into his pockets and followed her upstairs. 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
An Interesting Revelation
‘You, Griffin, are possibly the smartest man I’ve ever met.’ Raven gave him a slap on the shoulder that almost sent him flying across the room. On the table before them was a detailed drawing of a wave machine. 
‘Thanks...’ Griffin rubbed his shoulder. ‘The science is really quite simple, and if you follow these instructions it should work fine.’ 
‘And we’ll have energy for hot water and hot food?’ Raven shook his head in disbelief. ‘With wood harder to get, we’d kissed away hot baths years ago.’ 
‘To think you nearly didn’t let us in.’ Isabella smiled. 
The Haggle was in full flight all around them and seemed to be filled with even more kids than before – trading, reading, and playing handball and soccer. 
‘We had a visit from Sneddon’s goons,’ Xavier said to Raven. 
‘The little snakes have slithered out of their hole? What’d they want?’ 
‘Sneddon saw the Aerotrope and decided he wants it.’ 
‘Maybe he should try asking Santa Claus.’ Raven laughed.  ‘If he’s been a good boy.’ 
‘Xavier told me Sneddon tried to get you to pay him,’ Isabella said. 
‘He tried.’ Raven flashed a cheeky grin. ‘But we made it very clear we weren’t interested.’ 
‘How’d you do it?’ Griffin asked. 
‘His men threatened us with bounty hunters who’d turn us over to the police. They were pretty nasty about it ... even tried to burn the place down until one of them ended up on the bottom of the river.’ 
‘You killed him?’ Griffin’s throat tightened. 
‘Nah, he stepped onto a rotting floorboard and just ... never came back.’ Griffin gulped. ‘To make sure Sneddon got the message, we paid a visit to his little boat. 
‘We held him over the water by his feet. He almost fainted with the terror of it and began babbling,  “She’ll get me. Please. She’s after me. Don’t let me fall in.”’
‘She who?’ Griffin was wide-eyed. 
‘Maybe it’s that sea monster we heard about,’ Xavier whispered. 
‘Why does an adult who’s scared of water live on a ship in the middle of a harbour?’ Isabella frowned. ‘Who’s he hiding from?’ 
‘The cops? His old principal? The bogeyman? Who knows?’ Raven said. ‘But he must have done something pretty bad for him to stay out there.’ 
‘So they shouldn’t pay him, right?’ Xavier asked. 
‘I’m not saying that,’ Raven answered. ‘If you decide not to, there’s always the risk he’ll want revenge. You can never underestimate any opponent.’ He smiled at Isabella. ‘I know, I’ve done it.’ 
‘Why does he target us?’ Griffin asked. 
‘I’d say it’s those vegies and fruit you grow. You have something he can’t get anywhere else.’ 
‘Why didn’t you leave when the rescue boats came?’ Isabella asked. 
‘I don’t like adults telling me what to do, and this seemed a good opportunity to get away from them.’ 
‘Don’t you miss your parents?’ Griffin rubbed his arm. 
‘Probably as much as they miss me. I’d be in jail now if the floods hadn’t happened. That’s where my dad said I’d end up – and maybe he was right. I’ve quite a talent for stealing things and a temper that once landed a kid in hospital.’ 
‘Hospital?’ Griffin’s face lost colour. 
‘He left in one piece.’ He paused. ‘If Sneddon and his men give you any more trouble, we’ll help you out.’ 
‘Thanks, but we can take care of ourselves,’ Isabella said. 
‘I know that,’ he shot her a knowing glance, ‘but I’d love the chance to pay him another visit.’ 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
A Frantic Cry
 ‘Woo hoo!’ Xavier yelled into the skies as the Aerotrope’s wings flapped in the breeze. 
Griffin dug his fingers around the edges of the cargo box, his eyes clamped shut. ‘Tell me when we’re home,’ he mumbled. 
‘The city looks impressive from up here.’ Xavier leant out, tipping the Aerotrope to one side. 
Griffin yelped. 
‘Sorry about that, Griff.’ He could barely contain a broad smile. 
‘We’re nearly there,’ Isabella said. Griffin snuck a quick look of thanks. He was about to shut his eyes when he saw something in the distance. ‘Go faster!’ he shouted. 
The panic in Griffin’s voice sank into Xavier and he pedalled harder. The Aerotrope’s wings pushed through the air with more force, the wind flooding beneath them, propelling them forward. 
‘What can you see, Griff?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Something’s wrong with the building opposite the Palace.’ 
Isabella scanned the cluster of buildings, desperate to see what Griffin could see. Through wisps of cloud it began to appear. The building seemed to be leaning into the street. 
‘Faster!’ Her fingers dug into Xavier’s chest. 
Griffin made out the statues on the roof of the Palace, but as they got closer, he saw something else. Fly and Raffy were bent over the edge, searching below. 
‘No,’ Griffin whispered. His chest felt as if all the air had been sucked out of him. 
Xavier manoeuvred the Aerotrope so that its nose tipped downwards and they plunged lower. It was only at the last moment, just before they were over the roof, that Xavier tilted the wings and turned down the tail to reduce their speed. 
The Aerotrope slammed hard against the roof. Xavier gripped the brakes. He grit his teeth as the tyres skidded and bounced past the sculptures, stopping just short of the roof’s edge. 
Griffin had already undone his life jacket and torn off his helmet, flinging them aside. He ran to Raffy and Fly and dropped to his knees. He met Fly’s pleading eyes before looking over the edge to see Bea hanging off the building opposite, clinging to a cable. Her legs scrambled to get some kind of grip, but there was nothing. 
‘We were scavenging,’ Raffy panted through sniffling cries. ‘The building shifted to the side. We came back straightaway. Bea was last, but the cable snapped and–’ 
At that moment, Bea looked up. ‘Griffin!’ 
She gave a brief, hopeful smile before the building staggered forward again with a great yawning creak. 
‘Bea!’ Raffy leant dangerously over the edge. Fly and Griffin pulled him back and held him tight. 
‘We’ll get her.’ Isabella led Xavier to the Aerotrope, picking up Griffin’s life jacket from where he’d thrown it and tying it around her waist beneath her own. ‘You fly, I’ll abseil down and grab her.’ She snatched the harness from the cable box and slipped it over her head. 
They jumped aboard and within seconds Xavier had started her up. The wings came to life and the machine staggered forward. 
‘Isabella’s coming, Bea!’ Griffin yelled. ‘Hold on!’ 
The building tilted forward again. Bea’s scream tore into Griffin. Windows smashed and splintered into the river. Walls cracked and jagged holes formed where clumps of stone broke away. 
‘My hands are slipping!’ 
‘Please hold on, Bea!’ Raffy begged. 
The Aerotrope lifted into the air and quickly crossed the divide between the buildings. Isabella secured a rope to the frame of the machine, while Xavier flew over the spot where Bea dangled. She ran the rope through the harness and began to lower herself down. 
‘Izzy.’ Bea’s voice was weak. 
‘I’m coming, Princess Bea.’ 
Xavier held the Aerotrope steady. 
‘I’m almost–’ Before Isabella could finish, the building jolted downwards and sank whole metres. 
Bea slipped down the cable. ‘I can’t hold on.’ 
‘Just a little longer.’ 
‘I’m sorry, Izzy.’ Bea’s arms slackened, her legs stopped clambering and she fell. 
‘Bea!’ Isabella screamed as the figure of her friend became smaller and smaller until she splashed into the river below. 
Isabella unhooked herself from the rope and she plunged after her, slicing though the air before slamming into the tumultuous current. 
Griffin scanned the waves, desperately hoping for some sign of the pair. 
‘Where are they?’ Raffy tugged forward again, and this time Griffin and Fly only just managed to hold him back. Tears fogged his eyes and he gulped air through bursts of sobbing. 
Griffin rose to his feet. ‘Fly, stay here with Raffy. I’m going to help.’ 
Fly shook her head. 
‘It’ll be okay.’ His smile looked more like a grimace. 
He kicked off his shoes and flung his glasses behind him. He looked down. His head spun and his breath shortened. He lifted his trembling arms, ready to dive. As he went to jump his knees buckled and he collapsed. His upper body hung over the edge. 
Raffy and Fly pulled him back. Fly gathered his glasses and slid them onto his nose. Griffin dragged his body upright, clutching his wrist to his chest, racked by wheezing breaths. 
Another loud crack echoed from the collapsing building. The river churned and rolled restlessly. 
‘There she is!’ Raffy pointed at Bea’s red curls. She spluttered and gasped, her hands smacking the water, trying to find something to hold onto. 
‘She keeps getting dragged under.’ 
Fly held Raffy’s hand in a futile attempt to calm him down. 
Isabella emerged from the waves seconds later. She pushed her hair from her face and searched for Bea as another clump of stone broke away and smashed into the water only metres away. 
‘She’s there!’ Raffy shouted. 
Isabella followed Raffy’s finger and ploughed towards her, slamming her arms into the water. 
‘Please, please, please,’ Raffy whispered. 
Fly tapped Griffin on the arm and pointed a little way upriver. 
There was something stirring in the water. 
‘What is it?’ 
As if in answer to Griffin’s question, a curved back rippling with spikes curled out of the water before rolling back into the swell, pushing aside bulging waves on either side as it plunged below. 
‘It’s heading straight for them!’ Raffy pulled forward. ‘Let me go.’ 
Fly dug her fingers into his arm and held him back. 
‘Isabella!’ Griffin called. ‘Watch out!’ 
She looked up but by then the creature had disappeared. 
Bea tried to dog paddle against the current. She struggled to catch her breath between the waves that bullied into her. Behind, the sea beast again rose out of the water. 
This time, Isabella saw it. 
She paused long enough to take in the sleek movement of its arching back before she swam even harder, pushing against the waves, ignoring the pain in her arms and legs. 
Bea slipped beneath the waves again. 
‘Bea!’ Isabella stung with the panic of having lost her. She flicked her head, searching the roiling waves, and caught a glimpse of the tips of Bea’s fingers. She dived, grabbing at the water until she felt Bea and pulled her to the surface. Her body was limp and her eyes were closed. 
Isabella scooped her up and slipped her arms through the spare life jacket. 
Xavier lowered the Aerotrope as the collapsing building threw out another echoing groan and shifted downwards, showering more debris into the water. Isabella shielded Bea’s body with her own, careful to hold her chin above the waves. She threaded the rope from the Aerotrope through the harness before giving Xavier the nod. 
The machine slowly lifted. Water cascaded from their shoulders and hips. Again, the spiked back appeared through the waves, only metres away. 
Isabella turned to see the animal gaining on them and looked up to Xavier. His face was puce from pedalling as he struggled to lift the Aerotrope. 
The creature leapt from the water. With one last surge of energy, Isabella hauled her knees away from rows of hooked, razor-sharp teeth. 
That only just missed her. The jaws snapped shut and the creature plunged back into the waves. 
Griffin sighed and another yawning creak filled the air. 
‘The building’s going to fall on them,’ Raffy spoke through another sob. 
Xavier rammed his feet into the pedals, his legs burning from the strain. The Aerotrope slowly gained height as his two twirling passengers were drawn upwards. The street echoed as the building sank further. A piece of windowsill snapped and struck Isabella on the arm. A circle of blood blotched her sleeve. 
‘Izzy!’ Griffin watched helplessly as each agonising second passed. 
As the Aerotrope approached the Palace, the damaged building gave one last groan before disintegrating in a deafening rush of cracking timber, metal and smashing glass. Walls of spray and wind battered them, but Xavier wouldn’t stop pedalling. 
The Palace vibrated beneath Griffin, Raffy and Fly with the last of the collapse. The Aerotrope descended, lowering Isabella and her precious cargo onto the roof. 
Griffin took Bea from Isabella’s arms and gently lay her crumpled body down. 
‘Bea?’ Raffy patted his sister’s face. ‘Bea, please wake up.’ 
Isabella stepped out of her harness and knelt beside Bea, tearing open her life jacket. She tilted the young girl’s head back, pinched her nose and blew two short breaths into her mouth. She placed her ear to Bea’s lips to listen for breathing, but there was nothing. 
Fly and Griffin crouched on either side of Raffy. Xavier had landed the machine and stumbled over. ‘Is she okay?’ 
Isabella willed Bea’s deathly still chest to rise. Her face was bluish and pale. Isabella blew two more breaths and turned to listen. 
‘Please, please, please,’ Raffy quietly pleaded. 
The wind charged into them, turning Isabella’s soaked clothes into an ice blanket. Her reddened fingers struggled to bend as she tried again. She blew two more breaths into Bea’s mouth, but this time she came to life, coughing and spluttering bursts of water. 
Isabella folded Bea’s crumpled frame into her arms. ‘Welcome back,’ she whispered. 
Raffy kissed his sister on the cheek. ‘You scared me for a minute there.’ 
‘My throat hurts.’ Bea coughed. 
Isabella wiped Bea’s curls from her eyes. ‘I think you may have drunk quite a bit of that river.’ 
Xavier swooped Bea into a blanket and carried her inside. Griffin watched them enter the Palace. His shoulders fell as he cradled his injured wrist against his chest. Fly noticed it was scratched and bleeding. 
‘She’s okay.’ Griffin smiled weakly. ‘No thanks to me.’ 
Fly wrote on her notepad. ‘You’re my hero.’ 
‘Thanks, Fly, but if you ever need to be saved you should change heroes.’ 
Fly shook her head and stabbed him in the chest with her finger. 
‘All right,’ Griffin said, ‘but don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ 
Griffin waited for her to climb inside before he followed. He closed the door of the roof as a creature broke through the water below. It rolled through the waves and away from the Palace. 
And then it was gone. 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
A Suspicious Outing
It was early morning. Just after the hour when the sun would make another attempt at breaking through the clouds. The river flowed and bubbled through the gloom – through the cracks in the buildings, around broken telegraph poles and rusting street signs. 
But, otherwise, all was quiet. 
The door leading from the roof into the Palace opened, almost without a sound. Xavier stepped inside before carefully closing it. There was a small sigh of relief – until a stream of light snapped on. 
‘Where have you been?’ Griffin shone a torch into Xavier’s eyes. 
Xavier flinched and clasped one hand to his chest. ‘Is it just me or do you enjoy scaring people to death when you say hello?’ In the other hand he held a large bag draped over his back. ‘And where’d you get the torch?’ 
‘It’s a wind-up torch. The energy from the windup mechanism powers the bulb.’ 
‘Griff, you never cease to–’ 
‘Where have you been?’ Another light flicked on. Isabella sat in a lounge, her arm bandaged, a coiled rope nestled like a snake on her lap. 
‘Out.’ 
‘For a midnight stroll?’ Griffin asked. 
‘That’s funny. If you’re not careful, Griffy, you might develop a sense of humour.’ 
Xavier walked away but was stopped abruptly by the rope that lassoed him around the waist. 
‘Tell us where you’ve been or we’ll throw you from the rooftop,’ Isabella said. 
‘Pull any harder on that rope and I won’t be able to tell you.’ He grimaced. 
‘Where were you?’ Isabella demanded. 
‘I went to get something.’ 
‘From the Haggle?’ 
‘Not exactly.’ 
‘How “not exactly”?’ Griffin asked. 
‘Not at all, actually.’ 
Isabella pulled the rope tighter. ‘You have thirty seconds to tell me where you went and what you were doing.’ 
‘If you loosen the rope I’ll show you,’ Xavier wheezed. 
Isabella stepped over to him and shook the rope free. 
Xavier lowered the bag and rubbed his arms. ‘Almost lost circulation there.’ 
He opened the sack and lifted out a leg of ham and, very carefully, opened a round tin to reveal a rich chocolate cake. ‘They didn’t have ice-cream, but I was hoping Bea would forgive me. There are a few other things in here, too.’ 
‘Where did you get them?’ Isabella asked. 
Xavier shrugged. ‘Around.’ 
‘You found a fresh chocolate cake in a city that’s been flooded for three years?’ Griffin’s eyes narrowed. 
Xavier hesitated. ‘I went outside Grimsdon. To the parts that aren’t flooded. The cake was sitting on a windowsill, just begging to be mine.’ 
Griffin and Isabella exchanged glances. 
‘How did you get there?’ Isabella breathed. 
‘With the Aerotrope.’ He pulled a brass disc from his pocket. ‘I used a map and this compass. I was pretty good at orienteering before the floods.’ 
‘What’s it like?’ Griffin cradled his bandaged wrist to his chest. 
Xavier tried to make light of it: ‘Drier than here.’ 
‘Is it far?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Takes about half an hour. If you’ve got the wind behind you, it’s even faster.’ 
‘What if you’d been caught? What if they traced you back to us?’ Griffin asked. 
‘No-one saw me – and, even if they did, I’m just a clever kid with a vivid imagination, who made a flying machine. I don’t fly directly into towns, I stop on the outskirts where there are plenty of empty buildings and hide the Aerotrope before I go in.’ 
‘You’ve been before?’ Isabella asked. 
‘A few times. I thought the kids deserved a treat. Especially after yesterday.’ 
Isabella crossed her arms. ‘Why didn’t you tell us...’ 
Xavier put his finger to his lips and snuck the cake behind his back when he saw a bleary-eyed Fly holding a blanket and her notebook. 
‘Fly,’ Isabella said. ‘Sorry we woke you ... but we...’ 
‘We’ve got a special treat for breakfast,’ Xavier said. 
Fly tried to peek behind his back. 
‘It’s a surprise.’ He smiled. ‘Can you wake the others and set the table?’ 
She looked to Isabella, who nodded. 
‘After the kids have their treat,’ Griffin warned, ‘we’ll talk further.’ 
Once the table had been set, Isabella, Griffin and the kids waited at the dining table. 
‘What’s going on?’ Bea’s voice was still croaky from the day before. 
‘Fly wrote that you have a surprise for us,’ Raffy said eagerly. 
They heard a bang from the kitchen. 
‘Is he okay in there?’ Bea asked. 
Griffin crossed his arms. ‘If we’re lucky, he’s–’ 
‘Almost finished,’ Isabella interrupted. 
‘Everyone ready?’ Xavier cried out. 
‘Yes!’ Raffy shouted back. 
Xavier appeared from the kitchen wearing oversized red pyjamas stuffed with a pillow, a large fluffy wig and beard. He was wheeling a small cart covered with a large white cloth. ‘Ho, ho, ho!’ 
Bea’s eyes widened and Raffy’s face spread into a huge smile. 
‘Now, I know it’s not Christmas,’ Xavier said in a deep voice, ‘but I hear you kids have been so good that you deserve some early presents.’ He dived under the cloth and pulled out ham laid on a silver serving platter with a large loaf of bread. 
Raffy rubbed his stomach. ‘Please tell me this isn’t one of my ham dreams again.’ 
Xavier carved a slice and handed it to Raffy on a plate. He closed his eyes and sniffed.  ‘Mmm ... it is real.’ 
‘And now, Miss Fly.’ Xavier again disappeared under the cloth and pulled out a double-layered chocolate cake filled with cream and strawberries. 
Fly’s mouth dropped open. 
‘And with chocolate cake you need...’ Xavier handed over a small jug of cream and a bottle of fudge sauce. Fly unscrewed the lid and took a deep breath, a rare smile playing on her lips. 
Xavier’s voice softened. ‘And for Bea, who I hear has been especially good, we have this.’ 
‘Chocolate!’ Bea tore open the packet, broke off two pieces and gave one to Raffy. ‘Let’s do it together.’ 
The two watched each other, careful to eat the chocolate at the same time. When it touched their mouths, they sighed and fell against each other laughing. 
‘Let’s eat!’ Xavier announced. 
Plates circled the table and were filled with ham and thick slices of bread. Fly held out her notepad to Xavier:  Where did you get it all?
‘I went inland.’ 
‘Where there are no floods?’ Bea whispered. 
‘Did the police try and make you stay?’ Raffy asked. 
‘I was careful no-one saw me.’ 
‘What does it look like?’ Griffin asked. 
‘A long way after the floodwaters stop, there’s a lot of dry mud and empty houses. The outskirts of the city are marked by wire fences and watchtowers. I guess they’re looking out for any more floods.’ 
‘Or they don’t want people going out or coming in,’ Griffin said. 
‘Do you want to go back, Raffy?’ Isabella asked. 
‘No. It’s too mean. It’s better here.’ 
‘Too mean?’ Xavier asked. 
‘A few days after the floods, Bea and I were rescued. They took us inland to these huge army barracks to sort everyone out. There were people everywhere. They said, because they couldn’t find our parents, they were going to send us to live with other families.’ 
Bea put on a toffy voice: ‘There are so many of you children that we have to find new homes for, we simply  can’t ask people to raise  two.’ Bea looked Raffy up and down. ‘By the look of you both, I suspect keeping an eye on  one of you is enough.’ 
‘When I told them we wouldn’t be separated, they didn’t listen,’ Raffy said. 
Bea pointed a fork at Raffy’s chest. ‘You’ll go where we send you, and you’ll be grateful to have a home at all.’ 
The twins giggled. 
‘We escaped a few times–’ Bea said. 
‘But the police kept finding us and returning us to our separate houses.’ Raffy screwed up his face. ‘We hadn’t been separated since we were born. We weren’t going to start just because those snot-noses said so.’ 
‘We kept telling them–’ Bea began. 
‘But I think they thought we’d–’ 
‘Get over it and–’ 
‘Stay put.’ 
‘Silly things,’ they said together and giggled. 
‘We made a pact,’ Bea said. ‘We were going to go somewhere they couldn’t find us, and hide until they forgot all about us. So we came back.’ 
‘We found a dinghy in an abandoned house.’ 
‘One time I nearly lost Raffy overboard.’ 
‘We knew it would be dangerous, but we had to leave, so we sailed into Grimsdon and hid in an abandoned department store until Isabella found us.’ 
‘Can we have cake now?’ 
After they’d had their fill, Isabella led the younger kids into the kitchen to do the dishes, leaving Xavier and Griffin behind. 
‘You enjoyed being Father Christmas.’ Griffin stared from across the table. 
‘Don’t think I left you out.’ Xavier took a comic from his back pocket. 
‘Condor Man,’ Griffin whispered. ‘I haven’t seen one of these since I was ... How did you know?’ 
‘It was in your diary.’ 
Griffin’s eyes flared. ‘You read my diary?’ 
‘It was just sitting there.’ Xavier shrugged. 
‘I keep it under my pillow, in my room, which I never said you could go into.’ 
‘All right, but once I took it out from under your pillow and put it on the bed,  then it was just sitting there.’ 
‘I knew you couldn’t be trusted, from the second you broke into our house you stank of lies.’ 
Xavier winced and held his hand across his chest. ‘I’m hurt.’ 
‘Even now you’re lying.’ 
‘Why would I lie?’ 
‘I haven’t worked that out yet.’ 
‘Let me know when you do.’ Xavier sat back and nestled his hands behind his head. 
Griffin threw the comic back across the table. ‘You think all you have to do is hand out stuff and everyone will love you.’ 
‘Not as much as you wish Isabella would love you.’ 
‘You don’t know anything,’ Griffin hissed. 
‘I know you have a crush on her.’ 
Griffin slammed his fist into the table. ‘I don’t!’ 
Xavier frowned. ‘So what you wrote in your diary isn’t true?’ 
‘What is in my private diary is  private.’
‘So it is true?’ 
‘No,’ Griffin blustered. 
‘So the staring, the hanging off her every word, those long, pining looks you have whenever she leaves the room – that’s not a crush?’ 
‘I care about everyone here. We’re all we’ve got. If we don’t look out for each other then we have nothing.’ 
Xavier looked up as if he was trying to remember. ‘“How is it possible that each day Isabella is more beautiful and more kind. If only she would–”’ 
‘Stop it!’ Griffin slammed his hands onto the table. 
‘What’s going on?’ Isabella stood in the doorway. 
‘We were having a friendly chat.’ Xavier was all innocence. 
‘About what?’ 
Griffin straightened himself up, his cheeks smudged red. ‘About–’ 
‘Boys’ stuff.’ Xavier grinned. ‘You know, flying machines, football, hammers.’ 
‘Hammers?’ Isabella eyed them warily. 
‘They’re exciting once you get going. I’d better get the Velocraft ready for our visit to fish man.’ He whistled as he slipped past them. 
‘What was that about?’ Isabella asked Griffin. 
‘Something doesn’t feel believable about his story.’ Griffin clutched his bandaged wrist. 
‘None of our stories sounds believable.’ 
‘So why don’t I trust  him?’
‘Because he’s a show-off, and he’s probably added a few extra bits to make himself sound heroic.’ 
‘But how does he know that by going into Grimsdon he won’t be caught or lead people to us, or that telling us to stop paying Sneddon won’t get us into trouble?’ 
Isabella placed her hand on Griffin’s. ‘None of us knows the answers – and he can be annoying, I know, but he also helped save Bea’s life, and he didn’t hesitate for a second.’ 
Griffin felt the warmth of Isabella’s hand. ‘He’s earnt his place here, Griffin. At least for now.’ 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Voyage to the Bottom of the Sea
‘Sit, sit.’ The tassel on the old man’s hat swung around his head as he fussed with cushions and chairs. 
Isabella could see he had tidied up ... or at least tried to. There was still the same amount of junk, just in neater piles. He’d even dragged a small table beside the chairs, placed a cloth over it and put a vase with a plastic rose in the centre, along with a tin of toffee-coated nuts. 
‘Went exploring. Found a room I’d never seen before. Where they must have had...’ He clicked his fingers. ‘What do you call music, dancing, eating?’ 
‘Parties?’ Isabella suggested. 
‘Yes!’ The old man laughed loudly and held out a chair for Isabella. 
‘Thank you, sir,’ she said. 
He blushed, reached for the tin of nuts and cut it open with a knife. 
Xavier reached over and shovelled a few in his mouth before realising his mistake. His face soured and he stopped chewing. The use-by date had passed over two years ago. 
‘Oh!’ The old man’s hands flung into the air. ‘Found something else!’ 
Xavier spat the nuts into a bit of old newspaper as the man pulled a wallet from his pocket and handed a card to Isabella. ‘Driver’s licence.’ 
Isabella read the card and held out her hand. ‘It’s nice to meet you, Jeremiah Pain.’ 
Jeremiah shook her hand and smiled. ‘I haven’t heard it said for so long. Nice it is. And there’s this!’ 
He took out a business card. 
‘Physical Oceanographer.’ Isabella looked up. ‘What do they do?’ 
‘They work on tides,’ Griffin answered. ‘And study the influence of the ocean on climate.’ 
‘This is Griffin,’ Isabella said. ‘He’s the smart one who grows the apples.’ 
Griffin handed over a bagful with his good hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’ 
Jeremiah took a big whiff and placed the bag on the table. His eyes settled on Griffin. ‘A Griffin can see further than the rest. Half lion, half eagle. A protector: swift and dangerous.’ 
Xavier patted Griffin on the back. ‘I think you might have the wrong Griffin.’ 
He pulled away. ‘My mum liked the name.’ 
‘Sometimes we come late to who we really are,’ Jeremiah said. ‘I’m glad you’re back.’ His eyes tearedup. ‘I was afraid you wouldn’t. Especially after I’d almost whacked you with a fish.’ 
‘It’s lucky you have such bad aim.’ Isabella smiled. 
‘Is this the astrolabe?’ Griffin ran his fingers over the metal-ringed object. ‘It’s beautiful.’ 
Jeremiah wiped his eyes with his many scarves and nodded. 
‘Isabella said you used this to help predict the floods.’ 
‘And that the government didn’t take you seriously.’ Xavier shook his head. 
‘It was perplexing,’ Jeremiah sighed. 
‘Can I see  The Predictions?’
Jeremiah scampered to the shelves, wheezing as he brought back the oversized book. Griffin carefully turned the pages: on the thin, fragile sheets were drawings of flying machines, alien-like spacecraft and volcanic explosions. ‘It’s better than I ever thought it could be.’ 
Jeremiah grew teary again before he jumped a few times, clapped his hands and scooped up the stuffed bear. ‘We thought you’d come to see the Submariner.’ 
‘The Submariner?’ Isabella asked. 
Jeremiah looked a little sheepish. ‘My ark.’ 
‘You have an ark?’ Xavier laughed. 
‘Neighbours laughed, too. Built it in my backyard for the floods.’ His voice was unsure. ‘Would you like to see it? It’s quite special underwater. Peaceful.’ 
‘We’d love to.’ Isabella’s words brought Jeremiah’s smile flooding back. 
‘Oh, fun! You were right, Snowy, they want to. Follow me.’ 
He hurried to the marble stairs, where the ties from his slippers flopped as he jumped down each one. 
The lowest balcony in the atrium stood only a metre above the water in the foyer of the library. Bobbing beside it was a silver egg-shaped craft. A glass window rounded the front and on either side was a porthole, each siting above a metal fin. A ladder hugged one side, leading to an open hatch at the top. 
Jeremiah gave a bow. ‘Welcome aboard.’ 
‘You sure this is safe?’ Griffin looked the Submariner over. 
Jeremiah lay his hand across his heart. ‘You have my word.’ He held up the bear. ‘And Snowy’s.’ 
Xavier slapped Griffin on the back. ‘What more do you need, Griffman?’ 
Isabella climbed up the ladder and slipped easily inside. Griffin hesitated long enough for Xavier to hurry past and take the seat beside her. 
Jeremiah saw Griffin’s face fall. ‘After you, sir.’ 
‘I get a little claustrophobic,’ he whispered. 
‘You’ll be fine in front. With the window. You can help sail.’ 
Griffin took a deep breath and climbed inside. Jeremiah pulled the hatch shut behind them and gave several firm twists of a wheel to lock it. Inside were two rows of cushioned chairs, life jackets hanging in pouches and cupboards labelled food, drink and medical supplies. Several pairs of binoculars hung from hooks, and a large compass sat on the dashboard. 
‘It works like a submarine. There’s a thin cavity inside the walls.’ He nodded towards a small red tap. ‘To descend, we open this valve and the cavity fills with water: the Submariner becomes heavy and we sink! To surface, pump this lever and the water is expelled. When it’s empty, shut the valve and she floats.’ He pointed to a metal platform on the floor and grinned a Cheshire grin. 
‘At your feet is a treadle. Operates the fins on the side and underneath. And the lights. Push your toe first, then your heel. I can do it alone, but it’ll be faster with all of us.’ 
They each started pedalling as Jeremiah instructed, and the Submariner slowly sailed through an internal doorway into a large, stone entrance surrounded by tall stained-glass windows. 
‘Open valve,’ Jeremiah cried. 
Griffin turned the tap and the ship immediately began to submerge. He instinctively gulped a lungful of air as the water edged up the windows until it swallowed the Submariner whole. ‘Are you sure it’s watertight?’ 
‘Sure as my name is...’ He stopped and frowned. 
‘Jeremiah,’ Isabella reminded him. 
‘Yes, that’s it. Still getting used to it.’ 
The headlights cut through the murky water. Jeremiah steered the vessel outside. They drifted over the once towering doors that had fallen from their hinges and between two stone lions, standing upright, poised to defend the entrance to the death. 
‘It’s like driving in Atlantis.’ Xavier peered out the porthole at the grey, eerie scene, with its streetlights caked in barnacles, overturned cars and shopfronts with their smudged signs: Optometrist, Café, Chemist. Inside were fallen shelves, empty counters and clusters of toppled tables and chairs, swaying with the currents. 
Jeremiah steered the Submariner off the main street and down a side road that led to the harbour. It ended in a small retaining wall, collapsed in part, and as they sailed over it the harbour floor spread out before them. Spaghetti-like squid shot by and jellyfish drifted on the currents. Luminescent schools of miniature fish, sea dragons and seahorses disappeared in and out of an overturned car, shopping trolleys, a fridge – even a double-decker bus. 
‘Messy bunch, us humans.’ Jeremiah sighed. ‘Forgot to take care of what we had.’ 
‘What do you think happened to the people who survived?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Moved to new places. Can’t be good, though. Economies crumbling, people homeless, unemployed, animal species gone. Take a long time to recover.’ His laugh was sad. ‘Better off here, eh?’ 
A metallic thud echoed through the Submariner and it was wrenched sideways. 
‘What was that?’ Griffin gripped his seat. 
Jeremiah nodded at the front window. ‘I’d say it was him.’ 
 ‘Ahh!’ Griffin flinched as a giant, snub-faced fish nudged the window. It had a wide downward frown, and its fins stuck out from behind its head like elephant ears. Its skin was blotched brown and yellow and bore the scars of more than a few battles. He nudged the glass again. 
‘He likes you.’ Xavier smirked. 
‘He must be over two metres long,’ Griffin barely managed to say. 
‘He’s a bullhead,’ Jeremiah said. ‘Used to grow ten centimetres. More water, more room to move – they’ve adapted and become very large. They think the Submariner’s like them.’ 
Griffin shivered. ‘So we’re attractive to them. Great, I –  ahh!’
Another, even larger, bullhead came into view. 
‘Two admirers.’ Xavier laughed. ‘Looks like you’re irresistible today, Griffy boy.’ 
Without warning, the fish took off in a panic. Jeremiah searched through the window. ‘They’re spooked.’ 
‘By what?’ Griffin scanned a wall of reeds before them. Other fish darted in and out of sight, panicked and afraid. ‘What is it?’ 
‘Not sure.’ Jeremiah lifted a pair of binoculars off the hook. ‘Must be big to scare those bullheads...’ 
Griffin turned the shade of old porridge. 
The Submariner’s passengers squinted into the distance, waiting. The river had cleared of all life, leaving a watery emptiness. 
‘Maybe they’re just hungry,’ Griffin’s voice trembled. ‘And they saw something to eat. Or –  aahh!’
The reeds parted, and from the thick gloom the open jaws of a shark emerged. It charged at them, its many rows of teeth coming straight for them. It struck the glass, jolting the vessel backwards in a deafening  clang, flinging everyone from their seats. 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Beneath the Flood Barriers
Jeremiah scrambled into his seat, took a book from his pocket and hurriedly scribbled notes. ‘A great white shark. Never seen one this close to Grimsdon. Isn’t she a beauty? She’s sometimes known as a white pointer or white death.’ 
The others found their seats, rubbing sore knees and bumped heads as the shark charged again, this time with more force. 
‘Hang on tight!’ Jeremiah laughed. ‘Ohh, she’s hungry – will eat you as soon as look at you.’ 
The shark took another bite at the window. Griffin pressed his body into the back of his seat, unable to look away and barely breathing. ‘How strong’s this glass?’ 
‘We’re about to find out,’ Jeremiah said. 
The animal charged a few more times, its teeth scraping against the glass, before it gave up. The length of its sleek, grey body slid past, leaving them with one last flick of its powerful tail. 
‘About five metres I’d say.’ Jeremiah scribbled some more notes. ‘Wasn’t that something?’ He turned to Griffin, who was slumped forward. ‘Oh dear.’ 
Isabella reached over and gently stroked his cheek. ‘Griff? Are you okay?’ 
He lifted his snow-white face. ‘I will be, as soon as I remember how to breathe again.’ With Isabella’s hand on his face, the colour came rushing back in a bright-red blush. ‘Thanks, Izzy.’ 
‘It can be a shock seeing everything up close.’ Jeremiah began pushing the treadle. ‘It’s exciting! The river was polluted before the floods, almost lifeless, but it’s now filled with animals.’ 
‘Like your Skelene?’ Xavier cocked an eyebrow. 
‘The Skelene?’ Griffin’s voice wavered. ‘As in the sea monster Skelene?’ 
‘Jeremiah predicts it’s coming for us any day now.’ 
‘Oh, great.’ 
‘There’s something else out there,’ Isabella said. 
Slowly, the blurred outlines of a series of large objects became clearer. This time it was her face that whitened. 
‘The flood barriers,’ she whispered. 
Thick cobblestone bases as wide as their street sat before them, and on top were metal domes shaped like knights’ helmets. 
Jeremiah tugged at his beard. ‘I visit them a lot. Reminds me of what could have been. Marvellous, but never built to hold back so much water.’ 
Griffin snuck a peak at Isabella. 
‘Did you work here?’ Xavier asked. 
‘No, studied them. Practically lived on them for awhile.’ 
As they approached, one by one, more of the barriers came into view, standing like sentries across the riverbed in a long, forgotten row. 
‘So they were never enough?’ Isabella’s voice was faint. 
Jeremiah shook his head. ‘Not even close.’ 
Everyone had stopped pedalling and the Submariner fell quiet. 
‘Did you know Almaric Charm?’ 
A soft smile crept into Jeremiah’s face. ‘Almaric? Head Barrier Controller. Worked with him on the report for the government. He was good with a joke. I remember one about a pirate. What do you call–’ 
Jeremiah was stopped by Isabella’s downcast face. ‘Oh, I’m...’ He suddenly looked lost. ‘Bella.’ 
Isabella gasped. Griffin reached over and held her hand. 
‘Almaric talked about his Bella.’ Jeremiah shook his head slowly. ‘Bella the beautiful.’ 
‘Who’s Almaric Charm?’ Xavier asked carefully. 
Griffin blinked away his own tears and whispered, ‘Isabella’s dad.’ 
‘He worked on the river.’ Xavier only now remembered. 
‘He was here on the day of the floods.’ Isabella’s voice cracked. 
Jeremiah’s eyes settled on her. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
‘So my father knew the floods were coming?’ 
‘Yes. He hoped the barriers would hold, but with each new piece of evidence about the weather and oceans, he knew they wouldn’t. He came with me to Parliament to argue for new barriers. Told them what could happen if they didn’t listen.’ He sighed. ‘Your father was one of the good ones.’ 
The spectre of the barriers loomed silently over them. Isabella looked away. ‘Can we go home now?’ 
She said nothing all the way back to the library. As they left, Jeremiah twisted his fingers and creased his brow. ‘Will you come back?’ 
She nodded and gave him a weak smile. 
It wasn’t until Xavier steered the Velotrope into the landing at the Palace that she spoke again: ‘We’re going to stop paying Sneddon.’ 
‘What?’ Griffin asked. 
‘From now on, he can do his own scavenging,’ Isabella announced. 
‘Brilliant!’ Xavier cried. ‘That’ll teach him you’re not someone to be pushed around.’ 
‘But that’s crazy,’ Griffin spluttered. 
‘Griffin, what’s crazy anymore? The government knew this was going to happen and did nothing. They let families be ripped apart and houses flooded and a whole city become lost. All we have is each other. This is our family. We owe everything to that, not to some  adult floating in the harbour treating us like his slaves.’ 
‘What if Sneddon–’ 
‘Xavier’s right. It’s not our fault we’re in this situation, and it’s time we stood up for ourselves.’ 

CHAPTER NINETEEN
A Planned Attack
 ‘There you are.’ Xavier opened the frosted-glass doors of the greenhouse. It was late and everyone else was asleep, except Griffin, who was leaning over a garden bed, plunging his trowel again and again into the soil. 
Xavier crept towards him and perched on the back of a stone ladybird. 
‘Hey, Farmer Joe.’ 
Griffin flinched and the trowel flew from his hand. ‘Do you have to sneak in where you’re not invited?’ 
‘The way you were digging, you look pretty angry with that dirt.’ 
‘I’m not angry.’ Griffin grabbed the trowel and began jabbing at the soil again. 
‘Looks like it to me.’ 
‘Maybe you’re wrong.’ 
‘Maybe.’ Xavier took out his knife and began cleaning his fingernails with it. ‘Are you angry that Isabella has decided not to pay Sneddon?’ 
Griffin dug with renewed force. ‘I’m only agreeing to it because it’s what Isabella wants.’ 
‘But you don’t think it’s the right thing to do?’ 
‘No. I don’t.’ 
‘You could refuse.’ 
‘It’s important we stand together.’ 
‘Oh, so it’s not because you have a crush on her and will do everything she says?’ 
‘I told you, I don’t have a crush on her.’ 
‘But on the Submariner, you almost fainted until she touched your face.’ 
Griffin waved his trowel at him. ‘It’s none of your business.’ 
‘I can see the wedding now.’ 
‘Stop it.’ 
‘So you don’t like her?’ 
‘No!’ Griffin shouted. 
Xavier went back to cleaning his nails with his knife. ‘I guess that’s for the best. Someone like Isabella would need a different kind of man.’ 
Griffin hacked at the dirt. 
‘A man who was strong and brave and didn’t pass out at the merest hint of danger. Someone–’ 
‘Like you?’ Griffin spun round, his trowel millimetres from Xavier’s face. 
Xavier smiled and sat back against the ladybird’s head. ‘You know, Griffy, you’re right. Someone like me. I’d be perfect for her, in fact–’ 
Griffin flung the trowel and lunged at Xavier, grabbing him around the neck, driving him backwards into the ground. The trowel nicked Xavier’s cheek and the fall sent his knife skidding across the floor. 
Griffin pulled his fist back, but Xavier grabbed it and rolled Griffin onto his back in one swift move, pinning his arm across his chest. 
‘Come on,’ Griffin wheezed. ‘I’m not scared of you. Give it your best shot.’ 
Xavier laughed. ‘See? I knew you could do it.’ 
‘Do what?’ 
‘Stick up for yourself.’ He dabbed his sleeve at his bleeding cheek. 
‘I’m serious!’ 
‘That’s what’s so impressive.’ Xavier let go of Griffin’s arm and sat on the floor beside him. ‘Even though I’m taller than you, stronger than you and know more about defending myself than you, I believe you would. You’re braver than you think.’ 
Griffin sat up. ‘Why are you here? In the Palace? You could live anywhere.’ 
‘Apart from this recently inflicted pain in my hip and face, I like it here.’ Xavier looked down. ‘I’ve never felt more at home in my life.’ 
A drop of blood fell from his cheek. 
Griffin foraged through his pocket for a hanky. ‘Sorry about your face. I didn’t mean to–’ 
‘I deserved it. I was being a pain and you let me have it,’ Xavier said. ‘And I’m sorry for reading your diary. I didn’t realise it was such a rotten thing to do. I’ve been alone for a long time now, doing whatever I want. I shouldn’t have done it.’ 
‘It’s okay.’ 
‘You need to tell her.’ 
Griffin’s eyes widened. ‘I’d never ... what if she ... there’s no way ... please don’t tell...’ 
‘I won’t,’ Xavier promised. ‘Let’s deal with one hurdle at a time. The first is defending yourself. We’re in a world of sneaker waves, thieves and freakishly giant fish. You need to be strong and act at a second’s notice. It isn’t a time to be timid.’ 
‘I’m not timid.’ Griffin sighed. ‘I’ve just never been good at being ... tough.’ 
‘Let me tell you a secret: the most important thing about being tough is  acting tough. It’s fifty per cent bluff. And knowing a few self-defence techniques. Come on, I’ll show you.’ 
Xavier stood up, his fists raised. ‘Punch me.’ 
Griffin scrambled upright. ‘I’m not going to punch you.’ 
‘Oh, don’t worry, you won’t. I’m going to show you how to defend yourself.’ 
Griffin drew his good arm back and threw his fist. 
Xavier grabbed his arm, twisted his own body under Griffin’s and tossed him over his hip to the floor. 
Griffin straightened his lopsided glasses. ‘What just happened?’ 
‘Judo flip. I used to go to classes.’ 
Xavier helped him up and took him slowly through each step. ‘Grab your attacker’s arm, twist your body away from them like this, bend your knees so you can lift them onto your hip. Then stand up and use their own momentum to flip them to the floor. Now you try.’ 
Griffin picked himself up. ‘I’m not sure I can–’ 
‘Remember, fifty per cent bluff.’ 
Griffin took a steadying breath. ‘Okay.’ 
Xavier reached back and threw his fist. In seconds, Griffin had Xavier thrown to the floor. 
‘Ouch.’ Xavier lay on his back and winced. ‘Maybe Jeremiah was right. Swift and dangerous.’ 
‘Sorry.’ Griffin leant down to help him up. ‘My teachers used to say I was a fast learner.’ 
‘What was I worried about?’ Xavier rubbed his other sore hip. ‘You’ve got good instincts. You just have to trust you can do it.’ 
‘I was never very good at sticking up for myself at school,’ Griffin said. ‘Can you teach me more?’ 
‘I will if you promise to go easy on me.’ 
Griffin laughed. ‘That’s the first time anyone’s ever asked me that.’ 
‘That’s because they hadn’t met this Griffin before. Now come on, Mr. Fast Learner.’ He got to his feet. ‘I’ll show you a few more moves so that no-one will ever mess with you again.’ 

CHAPTER TWENTY
An Unwelcome Visit

 ‘You are a wicked creature!’ Dorothy cried. ‘Give me back that shoe. It’s mine, not yours – the Good Witch of the North gave it to me!’


 ‘But the Wicked Witch just laughed and danced around Dorothy gleefully. This made Dorothy so furious that, without stopping to think, she picked up the bucket of water she was using and threw it on the Wicked Witch. In no time, the Wicked Witch went from cackling to screaming in fear. Then, to Dorothy’s amazement, the Wicked Witch of the West began to melt.


 ‘See what you’ve done!’ the Wicked Witch screamed.


 ‘I’m sorry!’ wailed Dorothy, frightened by the sight. She had never meant to hurt anyone – not even a witch.


 (From The Wizard of Oz  by L. Frank Baum)

‘Well, well, well. Reading our little fairytales again are we?’ 
Mouse and Tyran stood at the doors of the library. Tyran’s knotted hair looked as if it was trying to escape from under his cowboy hat. Mouse had helped himself to an orange and was tossing the peel on the floor. 
Griffin was seated on a lounge with Bea, Raffy and Fly huddled around him. 
‘It’s like watching an episode of happy families whenever we come here. It’s so touching.’ Tyran pulled a grubby hanky from his coat pocket. He gave it an exaggerated flick and dabbed at his eyes. ‘Now, where’s Isabella?’ 
‘She’s scavenging,’ Griffin said. ‘And you’re not supposed to be here until tomorrow.’ 
Tyran shrugged. ‘We’re early. Where’s this week’s payment?’ 
Fly looked to Griffin. She took his hand and gave it a squeeze. 
‘We’ve decided we’re not going to pay you anymore.’ 
Tyran stared at Griffin for a good while before he burst out laughing. ‘Ha! That’s beautiful. For a minute there I thought you said you weren’t going to pay us.’ 
‘That’s exactly what he said.’ Raffy’s chest puffed out. 
Tyran’s voice lowered into a gravely snarl. ‘How about we give you a few seconds to rethink that position.’ He waited. ‘That should be long enough.’ 
Griffin tried to sound firm. ‘We’ve decided.’ 
Tyran and Mouse exchanged a cold look. Mouse’s hands dripped with orange juice. He threw the last of the peel onto the floor and grunted. 
‘Looks like Mouse isn’t happy,’ Tyran whispered to Griffin. ‘And he can get nasty when he’s unhappy.’ 
Mouse’s cowboy boots clod across the floor. Bea pulled her brother closer as he approached. 
He stopped at a small antique table and swept his hand into a vase, sending it smashing against the wall. 
Griffin stood up and herded the younger kids behind him. 
‘You can’t intimidate us,’ he said, barely breathing. ‘It isn’t our fault we’re living in a flooded city and ... and we don’t see why we should pay Sneddon when we’re busy looking after ourselves.’ 
Tyran laughed a measly laugh that whistled through his broken teeth. 
Mouse launched himself at the bookshelf and, with the force of his whole body, sent a stream of books cascading to the floor. He picked up a leather-bound copy of Tolkien’s  Lord of the Rings and reared back, ready to hurl it through the window behind them. 
‘Stop!’ Griffin jumped up, placing himself between the book and the river. ‘Okay, we’ll give you what you want.’ 
‘We knew if we gave you some time to think you’d see things clearly,’ Tyran smarmed. 
Mouse dropped the book on the floor. It landed face down with its pages crumpled and its spine bent. Fly sprang from the lounge and rescued the book, straightening out the pages and holding it in her arms, eyes trained on Mouse in defiance. 
‘After you.’ Tyran swung his arm out in invitation to Griffin, who stepped in front of him, drawing away from his rancid breath as he passed. 
In the greenhouse Griffin filled a sack with oranges and apples, while Bea, Fly and Raffy dug for carrots and potatoes. They added cans of soup, casseroles and beans from the kitchen, along with the gold candelabrum from the earlier scavenge. 
‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’ Tyran’s smile was twisted and covetous. 
Griffin shook his head. 
‘The flying machine?’ 
‘You can’t have that!’ yelled Raffy. 
‘It belongs to Xavier,’ Bea added. 
‘Children, children. No need to shout.’ Tyran adjusted his hat. ‘What if we just borrow it and bring it back when we’re finished?’ 
‘You’re lying!’ shouted Raffy. 
Tyran bent low and lifted Raffy’s chin. ‘Yes, I am. Ha! Come on, we haven’t got all day.’ 
‘We’re not going to give it to you.’ Griffin’s back straightened. 
Tyran slowly drew a knife from his snakeskin belt. ‘Do I look like I want to talk about it anymore?’ Griffin stood firm. ‘We’re not going to–’ 
With a flick of his wrist, Tyran sliced through the air, nicking Griffin’s cheek, drawing a line of blood. ‘Get it! Now!’ 
Fly ran towards him but Tyran turned on her. ‘Just try me.’ 
Mouse grabbed Tyran’s sleeve. ‘Let’s get the machine and go.’ 
Fly stared at Griffin. ‘I’m okay. It’s just a small cut. Let’s give them what they want.’ 
‘Now you’re being smart,’ Tyran said. ‘After you.’ He motioned towards the stairs with the knife. 
With Tolkien clutched to her chest, Fly joined Bea and Raffy as they climbed to the rooftop. 
The Aerotrope sat tethered by ropes to the surrounding statues, beside the rearing horse with its sword-wielding knight and the spread-eagled fins of the water dragon. Its canvas wings fluttered in the breeze, as if stirring in its sleep. 
‘Ooohhh, she is a beauty.’ Tyran stepped around its wings. ‘Be good to be in the air after all these years stuck on a ship. How does it work?’ 
‘She can be tricky to fly,’ Raffy said. ‘Xavier’s given me some lessons, but it’s going to take a while to master it.’ 
Tyran and Mouse looked at each other and exploded into laughter. ‘That’s because–’ Mouse’s hulking body jiggled and doubled over. 
‘You’re a kid!’ Tyran laughed. 
Fly ran and kicked him in the leg. 
‘Ouch!’ Tyran hopped on his good leg, cradling the other. ‘Why you...’ 
He lunged for Fly but Griffin leapt between them. ‘Stay away from her.’ 
Tyran’s smile slithered up his bearded face. ‘Or what?’ He shoved Griffin in the chest. 
‘Fly.’ Griffin looked over his shoulder. ‘Go stand with Bea and Raffy.’ 
The young girl clutched the book even tighter and shook her head. 
‘Please, Fly.’ 
She frowned and sighed before doing as he asked. 
Griffin turned back to Tyran. ‘It’d be better for you if you didn’t do that again.’ 
Tyran’s eyebrows raised. ‘Somehow that doesn’t scare me as much as you’d like it to.’ And again he poked him in the chest, this time harder. Griffin stumbled backwards, closer to the edge of the roof. He shot a look behind him. It was a long way down, and the river current swept fast along the Palace walls. His chest knotted and his head became light. He clenched his fists and whispered, ‘It’s not a time to be timid.’ 
Mouse scowled. ‘Hey kid, no need to play the hero. Just show us how this thing works and we’ll go.’ 
Griffin ignored him. He squared his shoulders and took a deep breath. ‘You’re going to regret this.’ 
Tyran’s face hardened. ‘Actually, I think it’s about to become one of my favourite memories.’ 
He charged, snarling like a wolf. Griffin bent his knees and, just as Xavier showed him, grabbed Tyran’s arms, twisted his body underneath and tossed him over his hip to the ground. 
‘Aah!’ Tyran howled and clutched his stomach. He opened his eyes to see Griffin, fists raised, ready for another attack. 
Mouse moved to help but Tyran held up his hand. ‘I’m okay.’ 
‘I think we should leave it there,’ Griffin said. ‘Take what we’ve given you and go.’ 
Tyran’s face was smeared with a murderous anger that built with each breath. He let loose a deep, guttural cry and hauled his body from the ground. He scooped up his knife and ran at Griffin. 
‘Oh dear.’ Griffin’s confidence drained and his legs turned to jelly beneath him. 
‘Get him, Griffin!’ Raffy shouted. 
Griffin straightened, planting his feet firmly as he faced Tyran head-on. He flicked aside the hand with the knife and seized the lapels of Tyran’s coat. He rolled backwards onto the ground so that in one smooth, arching motion he flipped Tyran into the air behind him, sending him hurtling into the river below. 
Fly waved as Tyran flew overhead and, taking a life jacket from the Aerotrope, tossed it after him. 
Mouse stared at the puny boy who had thrown his friend off the roof. ‘How did you–’ He heard Tyran’s cries for help. 
‘I’m coming, buddy!’ He was off. 
Bea and Raffy shared a quick look before they grabbed one of the tethering ropes of the Aerotrope and pulled it into a taut trip-wire. It caught Mouse’s cowboy boot and sent him flying over the edge of the Palace roof. 
Mouse’s cry drained away, ending in a generous splash. 
‘Nice one, sister.’ Raffy nodded. 
‘They said they wanted to go flying.’ Bea giggled. 
All three scurried over to Griffin, who was still lying on the ground, breathless and pale, his cheek still bleeding. 
‘You were great!’ Bea knelt beside him. 
‘They picked on the wrong person when they chose you,’ Raffy said. 
They helped him sit up. Fly dabbed his cheek with the sleeve of her jacket. 
‘How did you learn to fight like that?’ Bea asked. ‘You were like a superhero.’ 
‘A kung-fu-fighting superhero!’ Raffy jabbed and kicked in the air. 
‘Judo actually,’ Griffin panted, still trying to catch his breath. 
‘You were brilliant,’ Bea declared. 
‘It did feel good. Even though I thought they were going to kill me!’ 
‘No way,’ Raffy said. ‘They were outclassed! Can you teach me how to fight like that?’ 
‘Me too?’ Bea asked. 
Fly raised her hand, her face pleading. 
‘Sure,’ Griffin said. ‘But first, maybe I could sit here for a bit until my legs stop shaking.’ 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Battle on the High Seas
The ship listed from side to side, rolling with every wave that hammered into it, each one threat ening to pull them under. 
‘Dad!’ Isabella held onto the railing, which creaked and groaned as if it would splinter any minute. 
Isabella’s dad turned the steering wheel, trying to sail through the storm that had sprung up. 
Another wave spilled over the deck, pulling Isabella’s legs from beneath her so that all she had between her and the ocean was the dwindling strength in her arms gripping the mast. 
When the sea water drained away, she opened her eyes and saw her father had gone. 
‘Dad!’ She scanned the ship, the upper deck, the bow and stern before looking over the edge, where her dad clung to the railing beneath her. Her body cramped with fear. 
She crouched low and stuck out her hand. ‘Hold on to me!’ 
Waves battered against him, making it hard for him to breathe. Isabella reached further. ‘Take my hand.’ 
For a moment, in between waves, there was nothing between them. Her dad smiled. It washed over Isabella like a blanket. 
Then another wave erupted, smothering him. 
When it had passed, he was gone. 
‘Dad!’ She frantically searched the ocean. ‘Dad! Come back! 
Isabella woke, her hand covering her mouth to stop the scream threatening to leave her lips. Her blankets lay scattered on the floor. She looked out the window. There was no storm. No tearing waves. Just the moon spilling a milky quiet over everything. She dropped her hand and drew in gulps of air, feeling as if someone had wrung her throat. 
She grabbed the wind-up torch from her bedside table and crept down the long, silent corridor. At a set of double doors, she slowly turned the handle and tiptoed inside. A sleeping figure was curled underneath the covers of a large four-poster bed. Isabella’s feet trod carefully until she stood at the bedhead and switched on her torch. 
‘Hey.’ Xavier squinted against the light. ‘What’s going on?’ 
‘I want to go inland,’ Isabella said. 
Xavier blinked. ‘Now?’ 
‘Tomorrow.’ 
Xavier sat up and pushed his rumpled hair out of his eyes. ‘I only go inland alone.’ 
‘Well, next time you’ll have company.’ 
He shook his head. ‘It’s too dangerous for–’ 
‘A girl?’ 
‘Too dangerous for anyone. If the guards see us–’ 
‘They won’t. We’ll be careful.’ 
‘I don’t know if–’ 
‘Griffin and I tried to reach inland once, but we got caught in a storm. The dinghy filled with water faster than we could empty it. Griffin was washed out and nearly drowned. We only just made it back.’ She paused. ‘Maybe the flood didn’t reach my home in Harrowgate. Maybe my dad made it after all.’ 
‘And if he didn’t?’ 
‘I need to know.’ Isabella’s stare was unwavering. 
Xavier sighed. ‘Tomorrow then.’ 
Isabella turned to leave. 
‘Do you have nightmares every night?’ 
‘How did you know?’ 
‘Why else would you come here in the middle of the night? Are they about the floods?’ 
Isabella sat on the bed. The torch cast a soft light on her face. ‘It varies, but most nights my dad is in trouble, in the water,’ she whispered, ‘and I can’t save him.’ 
‘But that’d never be true – I’ve seen you in action. If I was in trouble, I’d want you to rescue me.’ Xavier smiled. ‘Do you want to know why I really came here?’ 
‘To play hero and show off your fancy flying machine.’ 
‘Yes, there was that, but mostly it was because of you.’ 
‘Me?’ 
‘You know how I told you I was following you and the kids?’ 
Isabella nodded. 
‘I wasn’t following  all of you.’ He paused. ‘I was following  you.’
Isabella frowned. ‘Why?’ 
‘The way you led those kids, you were brave and gutsy and full of confidence. Even when there were times you were scared, you never let them see it.’ 
‘I want them to feel safe ... or as safe as they can.’ 
‘That’s just it. The way you look out for each other is something I’ve never known. I saw you and realised I didn’t want to be alone anymore.’ 
‘What if we’d decided not to let you stay?’ 
‘Oh, there wasn’t any chance of that.’ Xavier shook his head. ‘Not when you found out how irresistible I was.’ 
Isabella laughed. ‘But you don’t need anyone, remember?  No-one tells me what to do or when to go to bed.’
‘I was lying.’ He gave a weak laugh. ‘At first I loved it. The freedom, the independence. I had the Velocraft and Aerotrope to scavenge. I didn’t think I’d want anything else. But then I saw you.’ 
‘Why didn’t you live with Raven at the Haggle?’ 
‘Raven?’ Xavier scoffed. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I like him, but he can be a bit mad. And those kids with all that noise? No thanks.’ He paused. ‘Are you sure you want to go inland?’ 
‘It’s time I found out.’ 
‘Okay. Inland it is.’ 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
A Trip Home
The Aerotrope lifted over Grimsdon’s building tops. The light from the faded sun sent a dull orange haze over church steeples, castle turrets and glinted off meandering streets of water. 
‘You okay back there?’ Xavier called over his shoulder. 
‘I’m fine.’ 
Isabella had been quiet all through the preparation. Griffin asked her if she was sure this was the right thing to do. He said he would stand by anything she wanted. Always would. He offered to go, but Isabella asked him to stay with the kids. She told him again how brave she thought he was to send Sneddon’s men away. Xavier slapped him on the back and said that would be the end of it – they were too cowardly to come back. 
Griffin stayed close to Isabella until the moment he said goodbye and watched her disappear into a grey cloud. 
The inland sea stretched far before them. It flowed further than Isabella had imagined. Rows of apartment buildings, the roofs of schools and hospitals – all peeked out from the brown and muddied world. 
As they flew further inland the water began to recede, exposing more and more of the streets. Cars and park benches lay on their sides. Post boxes and street signs were bent over. 
‘According to my map, Harrowgate is a little to the south of here.’ Xavier watched the needle of his compass flicker as he turned the Aerotrope into a gentle curve. 
Isabella’s grip tightened. Her long, red coat fluttered around her ankles as she searched below for the first signs of her home. 
Her mood lifted at the sight of dry land. 
‘Maybe Harrowgate made it.’ 
‘Won’t be long until we find out,’ Xavier cried. ‘Is there a landmark we should look out for?’ 
‘There’s a church in the main square. The tallest steeple has three gargoyles on top. Dad said they were to ward off evil spirits. We lived a few streets from there.’ 
‘Let’s go find your gargoyles.’ 
The wings of the Aerotrope circulated in a smooth rhythm. Licks of clouds swept past as they sailed above the outskirts of Isabella’s neighbourhood. 
A small gasp escaped her lips. ‘This is it.’ 
Harrowgate lay in ruins. It was as if a volcano had erupted, shaking the town to its foundations before blanketing it in mud. Many houses had collapsed roofs and doors were torn from their hinges. Everything was out of place. Streets were filled with toys and furniture. Lounges and televisions littered the yards. Microwaves and washing machines lay open, sunk in pools of hardened mud. 
‘There’s your church.’ 
The spire jutted into the air, just as Isabella had said, its three gargoyles hanging from its tip. Xavier tilted the wings and rudder downwards, slowing the flying machine and guiding it in for a landing. It came to a smooth stop on the roof of the town hall. Isabella took off her goggles and life jacket and walked to the edge of the building. 
There was a ghostly quiet everywhere. Shops, homes, the post office were all deserted. 
The wind played in her hair, the only reminder that this wasn’t another of her nightmares. 
Xavier kicked the brick chimney to see if it was secure before tying a rope around its base and throwing it over the side. ‘Are you okay?’ 
‘Harrowgate isn’t flooded,’ Isabella said. ‘Why hasn’t the government cleaned it up and rebuilt the town?’ 
‘They probably don’t want anyone living here in case it happens again.’ 
Across the square was a small, stately building, fronted by tall columns that rose up to a peaked roof. ‘That’s the library. We lived two streets behind it.’ 
Isabella took the rope and inched her way down the side of the building, finding footholds on window ledges and the sculpted heads of important men from the past. 
The mud crunched beneath their feet as they approached a small shop, its front window smashed. Inside, shelves had fallen against each other and the glass counter was cracked and silted over with grubby streaks. 
‘Mrs. Gray’s bakery,’ Isabella said. ‘Everyone came here for her cherry pies and chocolate éclairs.’ 
‘I thought you weren’t supposed to mention food you can’t have,’ Xavier said. 
Isabella smiled. ‘Oh, but they were good.’ 
She stopped in front of the library. ‘In summer the council would line up rows of chairs and show films on a giant screen just here. It was so crowded, as if the whole town had came out. Griff and I would bring pillows and blankets and spread out on the ground.’ 
It was only a few minutes’ walk along a short side alley before they were in Isabella’s old street, lined with terrace houses with small front yards. Scooters and bicycles lay tangled together; more cars were overturned or jammed against telegraph poles. In the centre of the road was a bed, sitting upright as if waiting to be made and carried back inside. 
As Isabella walked along the street her legs felt heavy, as if she was treading on quicksand. 
The gardens were overgrown and creepers had swarmed over fences, collapsing some, climbing up walls and invading windows and gutters. She stopped at one gate and pushed aside a clump of leaves to reveal the metal outline of a sailboat. 
‘This is Griffin’s house.’ The front door was long gone and the inside walls sagged with water rot. The roofs had partially caved in. She picked up a small toy car and put it in her pocket. ‘My house is three doors away.’ 
She counted the forty-two steps it took to get there. Something she’d done since she was little. The fence had been torn away, and beneath the strangling greenery in the yard she found the faded remains of a skateboard. ‘I rode this everywhere.’ 
‘Good with knives and a skateboarder, too?’ Xavier said. ‘You are impressive.’ 
They drew their knives from their belts and hacked through the weeds and creepers. They had to ram their shoulders against the door a few times before it fell off its hinges. 
Inside was a wreck. Furniture, books and lamps were thrown against each other in piles surrounded by muddied walls and floors. 
Isabella carefully stepped past each room until she came to her bedroom. The frame of her bed was slammed against the wall with the blankets gathered around it in a soiled mess. Her books lay splayed and buckled, her schoolbag torn and emptied, but above the mess, hanging on the wall, was one possession the water hadn’t touched: a photo of Isabella with her mum and dad. She lifted the frame from its rusted hook and removed the photo from beneath the glass. 
‘They look nice,’ Xavier said. 
Isabella didn’t answer. Tears ran down her cheek, soaking into the sleeves of her coat. 
‘I’m sorry,’ Xavier said softly. 
‘I guess I knew it would be like this, but a little part of me hoped it would be okay.’ 
She tried to stop them coming but couldn’t. Her body slid down the wall, shaking with sobs. 
Xavier crouched beside her. Isabella softened and collapsed against his shoulder. 
She’d been quiet for several minutes before Xavier asked, ‘Should we go home?’ 
Isabella shook her head. ‘Where are the best places to scavenge?’ 
‘But wouldn’t you prefer–’ 
‘We’ve come all this way.’ Isabella stood up and tightened the belt around her coat. ‘Let’s take back some real food.’ 
Xavier smiled. ‘I know the perfect place.’ 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
A Quiet Scavenging
Within minutes of reaching the Aerotrope, they were in the air, drifting over evacuated towns and suburbs, over empty streets and abandoned schools and playgrounds. 
And in the distance, Isabella saw the fence: a squadron of unwelcoming towers joined by stretches of wire mesh topped with coils of razor wire. 
‘How will we get in?’ 
‘I know a way.’ 
Xavier landed the machine in a clearing in a thick forest. 
‘We need to walk the rest of the way.’ He swapped his life jacket for a backpack. 
They wheeled the Aerotrope further in among the trees and covered it with branches and leaves. Xavier checked his compass and they walked through the dense woodlands. Isabella ran her hand over rough bark and across leaves, ducked under vines and breathed in the damp, earthy smells kicked up by her boots. ‘I’ve missed this.’ 
‘We’ve become used to a strange kind of life.’ 
They climbed higher into the forest until it thinned and they emerged on a narrow country lane on top of a hill. Below was a small village and beyond that, trapped by a long, rambling fence, was an endless sea of identical tents. 
‘What is it?’ Isabella asked. 
Xavier handed her a pair of binoculars. ‘One of the tent cities.’ 
Among the rows of tents, Isabella saw people washing clothes in buckets, dirt-smeared kids playing in muddy puddles and bony dogs sniffing through giant piles of rubbish. From one tent, a line of people holding bowls waited patiently. Scattered throughout were men in military uniform, rifles swinging from their shoulders. 
‘Who are all those people?’ Isabella asked. 
‘They’re from Grimsdon. There weren’t enough houses for everyone who was rescued, so they live in tent cities. The guys with guns make sure they don’t leave without permission.’ 
‘Why?’ 
‘In case they steal stuff or cause trouble.’ 
‘There must be thousands of tents.’ 
‘More, I’d say.’ 
The village near the tents was crisscrossed with narrow streets. The shops and church had bars across their windows, while the strains of children singing floated from inside the school. 
‘It doesn’t feel real.’ Isabella frowned. ‘Like it’s some kind of nightmare.’ 
‘Come on.’ 
Xavier looked around before sneaking through a gap in a hedge. Isabella followed and found herself in the backyard of a large house. 
‘Somebody’s home.’ She pointed to an open window on the second floor. 
‘If we’re quiet, they’ll never know.’ 
‘But...’ 
He hurried to a screen door that opened into a kitchen. He slipped off his pack and tiptoed into a walk-in pantry filled with food. 
Isabella’s eyes widened. 
He grabbed jars of homemade peaches and plums and cans of food, and stuffed them in his pack. There were bags of dried milk powder and pasta, cans of condensed milk, packets of chocolate biscuits and boxes of soap. 
When their bags were full, they snuck back into the kitchen. They heard something tinkle against the floor from deep inside the house and ducked behind the door. They peeked down the hall. In a drawing room at the end of the hall, they saw the arm of a rocking chair and a woman lean over to pick up a knitting needle. With a heavy sigh she went back to knitting. When Isabella looked closer, she saw the woman was working on a scarf that was gathering beside her on a pile of others as high as the chair. 
‘What’s she doing?’ 
‘Maybe she gets cold at night.’ Xavier was impatient to leave. ‘Come on, let’s–’ Isabella had begun walking down the hall towards the woman. 
She stopped when she had a better view of the room. Each chair, tabletop and window seat was overflowing with multicoloured scarves that tangled and dripped in great lengths. The woman had greying hair and thin, bony fingers and hummed as she rocked back and forth. 
‘I saw scarves like those on the kids from the tents. She must sit here all day knitting for them.’ 
Xavier took her arm and slowly led her away, the knitting needles clicking behind them. 
Isabella didn’t speak until they’d climbed back through the hedge. ‘She looked so sad.’ 
‘There’s nothing we can do about it.’ Xavier charged ahead. 
‘Maybe we shouldn’t have stolen her things.’ 
He turned on her. ‘They have plenty!’ 
Isabella recoiled. 
‘Sorry.’ He softened. ‘It’s just that people like that have more than enough to share. She won’t even miss it.’ He tried one of his winning smiles. ‘Come on, those kids’ll go wild when they see what we’ve brought them this time.’ 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
A Wicked Act
Another wave splashed over Isabella’s face. The water rushed into her house, pouring though windows and beneath doorways. It had quickly reached her shoulders and was rising even higher. 
‘Bella!’ 
She swam towards her father’s voice. 
‘Bella! I’m in here.’ 
Isabella tried to keep her head above the water, but it washed over her, filling the house, drowning out the sounds of her father. 
‘Dad! Where are you?’ 
His answer was muffled. Isabella dived down and swam through the open doorway. She tried to see her father through the floating furniture and cushions. She swam upwards to take in another breath, but the water had reached the roof. There was no gap, no air. Her chest ached. She had to breathe, she had to save her dad, she... 
Isabella sat upright in bed. Her heart drove against her chest and her throat was tight as she tried to force down deep breaths. Outside was the sickly light of an early morning filled with the grey of falling of rain. Inside and all around her was the usual confusion of sheets and blankets and pillows after another nightmare. 
Her head slumped into her hands. She began to breathe more slowly and her heart calmed. She threw her blankets off and slipped on her coat, hugging it around her. She shuffled through the dining hall towards the kitchen when she heard footsteps. She spun round to see Griffin. 
‘Isabella?’ His face was white. ‘Fly’s gone.’ 
Isabella’s eyes shot to the bay window. It was empty, the blankets in a mess on the floor, the rain falling harder against the glass. 
‘I can’t find her anywhere,’ Griffin said. ‘I’ve looked.’ 
‘Do you know how long she’s been gone?’ 
‘I’m not sure. I woke up about five minutes ago, and when I came in here she was missing.’ 
‘Wake Bea and Raffy. I’ll get Xavier.’ 
The rain fell with renewed force against the Palace as they woke the others. It echoed around them, pounding against the windows, while everyone gathered in the dining hall near Fly’s bay window. 
Isabella had retrieved her belt and boots from her room and was strapping her knife holster to her ankle. ‘Did anyone hear anything?’ 
‘No.’ Bea rubbed her eyes. 
A crack of thunder slapped through the clouds around them. 
Raffy frowned. ‘What’s happened to Fly?’ 
‘We don’t know yet,’ Isabella said, ‘but we’ll find her.’ 
‘Bea and Raffy, check the kitchen and spare rooms. Griffin, you check the greenhouse and I’ll–’ 
‘There she is.’ Griffin stared out the window. 
Across the street, on one of the rooftops opposite, disappearing in the grey veil of rain, was a small, lone figure. 
‘Fly?’ Isabella whispered. 
Her coat swept behind her as she flew up the stairs, followed quickly by the others. She pushed open the door leading to the roof and ran to the edge. The rain was ice-cold and so thick she could barely see in front of her. She stood beneath the wings of the dragon, water dripping down her face. 
In rare moments the rain thinned and she could see her more clearly. The building Fly was on sat beside the one that had collapsed and was now dangerously unbalanced. She’d been tied to a pole and wasn’t moving. Her head had sunk to her shoulder. 
‘Bea, Raffy and Griffin, prepare the flying fox.’ 
The twins hurried to the box with the gear and began preparing the harnesses, cables and pulleys. 
‘Xavier, you and I are going to get her.’ 
‘I’ll come, too,’ Griffin offered. 
‘We’ll need you to help Bea and Raffy get her back.’ 
Isabella sat on the edge of their rooftop and slipped on the harness. Xavier flung the cable and it hooked onto the sagging building. Griffin made sure the cable was taut. The second he gave the okay, Isabella clicked the harness onto the cable and leapt from the roof. She flew above the crashing waves and through the driving rain. 
When she reached the building opposite, she scrambled quickly onto the rooftop, released herself from the harness and slid it back along the cable to the Palace. Her boots splashed through the rain, avoiding dangerously sagging crevices. 
She gently lifted Fly’s head. Her skin was deathly cold. Isabella’s fingers pressed into her neck. 
‘Is she okay?’ Xavier appeared beside her. 
‘I can feel her pulse, but it’s weak.’ Isabella stroked her face. ‘Fly, sweetie. It’s Isabella. We’re taking you home.’ She spoke softly and calmly, the rain pelting into them as she took her knife from her holster and cut the ropes. 
Xavier held Fly under the arms. On cutting the last rope, she crumpled into his arms. He swept her from her feet and, carefully stepping over the worn roof, carried her to the flying fox. He slipped on the harness, tugging down hard to check that it was clipped firmly onto the cable. 
He winked at Isabella. ‘See you on the other side.’ 
With Fly cradled in his arms, he kicked himself from the wall and sailed towards the Palace. 
Griffin, Bea and Raffy reached down to lift her onto the roof. 
Xavier climbed up after her. ‘We have to get her inside fast.’ 
He sent the harness scuttling back to Isabella. He scooped Fly up, sagging and limp in his arms. Raffy held open the door to the Palace while Bea jumped downstairs, two at a time, to grab blankets and warm clothes. 
Inside, Xavier lay her on a lounge in the dining room. Isabella and Bea quickly changed her out of her wet clothes and into dry pyjamas. Raffy was towelling her hair, and Griffin cocooned warm blankets all around her. Isabella took her hand, rubbing it and whispering to her, ‘You’re back with us, Fly, where you belong. We’ll be here until you wake up.’ 
‘What happened?’ Raffy asked, his sister’s arm around his shoulder. ‘Why was she out there?’ 
‘It’s obvious,’ Griffin snarled at Xavier. ‘Sneddon’s punishing us for not paying him.’ 
Xavier shrank slightly. ‘I never meant for this to happen. It’s right that we don’t pay him. He’s a crook and a thief.’ 
‘You said that would be the end of it.’ Griffin’s face fired red. ‘That they were too cowardly to come back.’ 
‘I thought that–’ 
Griffin lunged at Xavier. He fell back, slamming onto the floor with Griffin’s hands around his throat. ‘You did this! Everything was fine before you got here and now Sneddon’s angry with us – and Fly’s had to cop it. Next time he’s going to do something worse, and it’s all because of you.  Why did you ever come here?’
Bea hugged her brother closer. 
‘Nothing was fine, you know that,’ Xavier struggled to speak. ‘You live in a drowned city and were being bullied by a madman on a ship.’ 
‘The same madman who attacked Fly.’ 
‘I didn’t know they’d–’ 
‘And now she’s lying here, and we don’t know if she’ll ever–’ 
‘Griffin?’ A small voice whispered from behind him. ‘Please let him go.’ 
Griffin stopped. 
‘Fly?’ Isabella asked. ‘Was that you?’ 
Bea grinned. ‘You spoke.’ 
‘Please let him go.’ Fly’s voice was scratched and uneasy. 
Griffin released his hands from Xavier’s neck. Xavier coughed and rubbed his throat. But Griffin heard none of it. He smiled and leant over Fly: ‘Welcome back.’ 
‘I thought it was time you stopped trying to kill Xavier,’ she said. 
Bea and Raffy laughed. 
‘Even though he can be annoying,’ Fly added. 
‘What happened?’ Griffin asked. 
‘I’m not really sure,’ she whispered. ‘I was in my window, drawing by the light of my torch. I heard a noise, like shuffling footsteps, then it went dark. Something clamped over my mouth. I was bundled into a blanket and then...’ She scowled. ‘I don’t remember anything else.’ 
‘We found you on the roof of the building opposite,’ Griffin said. 
‘The roof?’ Fly frowned. 
‘You were tied to a pole,’ Bea said. 
‘In the rain,’ added Raffy. ‘Isabella and Xavier rescued you.’ 
Fly paused. ‘Show them this,’ she said softly. 
‘Show us what?’ asked Griffin. 
‘That’s what they said.’ She pointed to her wet coat draped over a chair. ‘In my pocket. There’s a note.’ 
Griffin went through all the pockets until he found a soggy piece of paper. ‘It’s from Sneddon.’ He shot an accusing look at Xavier before reading: ‘Bring me the flying machine or be ready for more of this.’ 
‘He’s used to taking what isn’t his,’ Xavier said. 
‘Then we give it to him,’ Griffin announced. 
‘Griff, it’s important that we stand up to–’ 
‘Not when it means Fly gets hurt!’ Griffin shouted. 
‘We need the Aerotrope,’ Fly said. 
‘But what if you’d–’ 
‘I’m fine, Griffin.’ 
‘I knew she was smart.’ Xavier smiled. ‘She decides to speak, and the first thing she does is agree with me.’ 
‘Not all the time.’ Fly’s smile wavered with cheeky delight. ‘Sometimes you just like to show off and impress Isabella.’ 
Xavier spluttered. ‘No I ... It’s not like that ... I’d never...’ 
And for the first time since they met him, Xavier fell silent. 
‘It’s like Isabella says,’ Fly said. ‘We’re all we’ve got, and we have to stick together.’ 
Isabella had been quiet the whole time. 
‘Isn’t that right, Izzy?’ 
She looked up as if she’d been plucked from other thoughts and nodded. ‘And no-one is going to break us apart.’ 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
An Early-morning Encounter
Isabella waited until the Palace had long settled into sleep before she left. She pulled on a beanie, tightened the belt around her coat, laced up her boots and secured the holsters around her ankle and waist. 
During the fuss of a welcome-back feast for Fly the night before, she’d snuck into Xavier’s room, searched his backpack and found his compass. She opened his drawers and looked through his cupboards but didn’t find what she was looking for until her boot kicked his spear gun that was on the floor under a bunch of clothes.  Boys, she thought.  Why do they always have to live like a bomb has exploded in their room?
Now it was morning and she crept past the closed doors of the bedrooms and a sleeping Fly. She lifted a window on the lower level of the Palace so slowly that not even the hint of a sound was made. A rush of cold night air flooded over her. She drew in a quick breath, pulled the scarf up over her mouth and nose, and slipped her hands into leather gloves. 
With the strap of the spear gun across her chest, she stepped quietly out of the window and stole into the bitter air. 
The darkness of the early morning wrapped around everything. She pulled the window closed and switched on the torch. A sharp line of light directed her to the dinghy. She felt the cold of the sea seep into her as she lowered herself in. The needle on the compass jittered in the light of her torch. She found her bearings and quietly rowed away from the Palace. 
The harbour was unusually calm, with barely a stirring of wind. The oars slipped through the water, disappearing beneath the surface as if plunging into thick, black oil. 
As morning began to break, a thin line of light appeared on the horizon – and with it came the dark outline of a ship. 
‘There you are.’ Isabella’s breath came in frosted waves. ‘You will never touch Fly again.’ 
She switched off her torch. 
The ship was stolen, no doubt, from of one of Grimsdon’s old docks. It loomed large on the water, its three masts pointing into the sky, strung with a cascading web of ropes. It’s hulking body released sombre creaks as it swayed in slow motion on the gentle swell like a giant sleeping beast. It was loosely anchored by four thick chains. 
Isabella approached the boat, careful not to make any noise in case Tyran or Mouse were on guard duty. 
That’s when she felt it. A small wind nudging into her. She turned towards the horizon and saw the slightest of waves. Quiet and seemingly innocent. 
She wrenched the oars through the water, aiming for the shelter of the clipper, but it was no use. The sneaker wave was gathering in the distance – and she was directly in its path. 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Beneath the Sneaker Wave
The sea churned all around her, drawn by the pull of the sneaker wave rushing toward Isabella. She held onto the sides of the dinghy as it tumbled and rolled. A wall of noise increased with the swell of the rising sea. 
Then it hit. 
The wave poured over her, slamming her down as if by a giant hand. It tore her from the dinghy, rumbling her away from the ship at frightening speed. Her whole world became a din of noise and water, with no up or down. She fought against the currents that were tearing into her. She tried to find her way out, to reach the surface so she could take another breath, but the wave kept forcing her under. Her energy drained, her limbs weakened, she gave in to its throes and was sucked downwards into the darkness – until in one erupting force she was thrown upward. 
Isabella drank in a gulp of air and tried to get her bearings, knowing she was about to be dragged under again. She stole another breath and felt her body fall once more. 
But only briefly. 
She was lifted up through the waves, only this time she felt something beneath her. Something hard and uneven. 
Before she could make sense of what was happening, another wave rose above her. She flattened herself against the rough surface and held on tight, preparing for the flood, when she felt herself hurtling forward. 
Water sprayed all around as she was driven through the wave. She emerged on the other side as it swept behind her, colliding into buildings and tossing Sneddon’s boat as if it were a toy. It finally rolled away, and the river calmed to a peaceful lull. 
Isabella collapsed, her forehead resting against the strange, knobbled surface. Was it a piece of driftwood? Wreckage from a boat? She coughed and spluttered and her throat stung from the salty water she’d drunk. Her ears rang and her body ached, but she’d made it. She’d survived being caught in a sneaker wave. 
She slowly lifted her head. Her body was nestled in a small, bumpy hollow that she now saw was lined with fur. On either side, the deep emerald-green surface inclined upwards, as if she were surrounded by two small walls. Then the walls began to move. 
Isabella stopped breathing as an elongated neck rose into the air before her. It was fringed with a wavering black mane dripping great streams of water. The creature’s head was edged with flapping gills. It slowly turned and swooped down to Isabella’s face. Its long lashes fanned out before deep, brown eyes rimmed with red. 
‘The Skelene.’ She pulled a knife from her ankle. ‘Stop! Don’t come any closer or I’ll...’ 
The Skelene opened its mouth and ate the knife in one bite. 
‘Oh.’ 
A deep growl purred from within the beast, sending trembles throughout Isabella’s body and a rush of hot air into her face. She held her nose. ‘And you have bad breath.’ 
It came closer, nudging into her cheek. It sniffed a few times and purred again. Isabella lifted her hand and patted its nose. ‘It’s nice to meet you, too.’ 
The Skelene straightened its neck and turned away. Two enormous wings ending in sharp talons unfolded from the water, showering large drops over Isabella. 
She looked down and thought about trying to jump off, but the sea monster’s body was so wide she was sure she’d never make it. 
The wings  whomped downwards and the Skelene began to glide through the river. The water frothed and the wind swept past as the creature gained speed. Slowly, its huge body lifted out of the water and skimmed just above the surface. 
‘Whoah!’ 
The Skelene’s body dipped to the left. Isabella’s heart seemed to skip to a stop. Her body tensed and her grip tightened. 
‘Where are we going?’ 
It only took a few more seconds before she saw that they were heading towards the city. Her body relaxed and she began to breathe more easily. Even though the wind was cold, being nestled in the furry, knobbly hollow between the Skelene’s wings was like burrowing into a warm blanket. 
The sun had begun to trickle through some breaks in the clouds, throwing a thin orange glow over Grimsdon. They swooped above the buildings toward Isabella’s street. When they flew above the Palace, the Skelene held back its wings and slowly sank onto the rooftop. It lowered its right wing, which spread out like a gangplank. 
‘You’re too kind.’ 
Isabella climbed onto the top of the wing and slid off, landing close to the beast’s webbed feet. 
The Skelene bent low and nudged Isabella in the shoulder, sending her stumbling sideways. 
‘Hey! You’re bigger than me, remember?’ 
The Skelene straightened up, stretching to over three metres tall. It purred before sitting upright and releasing a small yelp. Isabella turned to see Fly with a blanket in her arms. ‘He’s called Herman.’ 
She gave the blanket to Isabella and held her hand out to the beast, who opened his mouth and seemed to smile. He took a few uneasy steps and rubbed his head against Fly’s hand. He let loose a low, rumbling growl. 
Isabella wrapped herself in the blanket. ‘This is your sea monster?’ 
Fly nodded. 
‘He’s been here before?’ 
‘Only twice. The roof hurts his feet. Normally he swims outside my window.’ 
‘He rescued me from a sneaker wave.’ 
‘I knew he would.’ Fly scratched his neck and the Skelene lifted his chin and purred again. ‘When I saw you were gone, I knew you were mad enough at Sneddon to go after him, so I asked Herman to help you.’ 
‘You talk to him?’ 
‘Not in words, but kind of in thoughts. It’s hard to explain, but he tells me stories about where he’s from. Where he’s been. He used to live in the waters around Iceland. He was drawn here by the floods. Kind of like us.’ She turned to Isabella. ‘Please don’t fight Sneddon.’ 
‘But Fly, after what he did to you, I–’ 
‘Please, Isabella,’ she whispered. ‘We can’t be without you.’ 
Herman nudged Isabella. A low moan trembled in his throat. 
‘Okay,’ Isabella said reluctantly. 
Herman lifted one of his webbed feet. 
‘He has to go. His feet hurt.’ The Skelene purred and nodded towards Isabella. ‘He said it was nice to finally meet you.’ 
‘You too,’ Isabella patted him on the nose. ‘Thanks for the lift.’ 
He stretched out his wings and brought them down in a rapid dip. Isabella was driven back by the rush of air. With only one more flap, Herman’s long, slender body lifted into the air. 
‘Isabella?’ Griffin burst through the roof door, followed by Bea and Raffy. ‘You’re here! Is everything all right? We heard a noise and–’ he stopped when he saw the flying beast. 
‘Am I still asleep?’ Bea rubbed her eyes. 
‘We all must be.’ Raffy frowned. ‘That looks like a dragon.’ 
‘It’s the Skelene,’ Fly answered. 
‘As in,’ Griffin swallowed, ‘the sea monster?’ 
Isabella nodded. ‘He’s called Herman.’ 
‘So he does exist?’ Xavier ruffled his bed-hair. 
Raffy watched the beast as it turned downwards and splashed into the water. ‘My very first sea monster!’ 
Griffin felt his knees buckle. ‘No-one said anything about him being able to fly.’ 
‘He’s very friendly.’ Fly took his hand. ‘And he saved Isabella from a sneaker wave.’ 
‘You were caught in a sneaker wave?’ Xavier asked. ‘How?’ 
‘I was on the harbour.’ 
‘What were you doing on the harbour?’ Griffin asked. 
‘I went to see Sneddon.’ 
‘On your own?’ Xavier blustered. 
‘You should have woken me,’ Griffin added. ‘Are you okay? What happened?’ 
‘I’m fine. The sneaker wave got me before I reached him.’ 
‘I can’t believe you went to see Sneddon without  me,’ Xavier scolded. ‘I could have helped you.’ 
‘With Sneddon maybe, but with a sneaker wave?’ Isabella flicked her wet hair from her face. ‘Even you’re not that good.’ 
‘This isn’t funny, Isabella.’ Griffin threw his hands in the air. ‘Sneddon is very dangerous. And so are sneaker waves. What if you–’ 
‘But I didn’t. Instead, I had a ride on a sea monster.’ 
‘Without me!’ Xavier and Griffin said in unison. 
But the others weren’t listening. Bea and Raffy were drilling Isabella with questions about the Skelene: Was it scary? Was his skin scaly or smooth? Do you think he’ll come back? 
‘I’m not sure. I hope so. Fly knows all about him, so she can tell us more – but for now I’m hungry. Let’s go make breakfast.’ 
They left Xavier and Griffin sulking on the roof until, reluctantly, they joined them inside. 
That night was clearer than usual. A long stream of moonlight lit up the harbour and, in the centre, the silhouette of the Skelene jumped and dived. Cradled by the blankets and cushions of her bay window, Fly’s giggles floated over the dining room. 
‘Is he talking to you?’ Isabella snuggled in beside her. 
‘No,’ Fly whispered, ‘just playing.’ 
‘You know when we found you on that building?’ Isabella asked. ‘Was that your home?’ 
Fly nodded. ‘My mother told me to pack my case when they knew the flood was coming. She said only to pack the essentials. My jacket, beanie, drawing books and crayons. But it came too fast. I was in my room at the top of the house and my parents had gone down to the garage to get the car out. I climbed onto the roof. The water was everywhere. I never saw them after that.’ She looked up. ‘I’m glad you found me.’ 
‘Me too, Fly.’ Isabella stopped. ‘That’s not your real name.’ 
‘No, but I prefer Fly.’ 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
The Skelene of Grimsdon
‘Today’s our lucky day, Snowy.’ Jeremiah skipped around in his slippers and clapped. ‘Very lucky. We have guests. And what fine guests they are. You said they’d be back, and here they are! Please sit, sit.’ 
Isabella and Griffin lowered themselves onto a lounge that Jeremiah must have dragged from some other part of the library, judging by the scratch marks across the floor. 
Griffin handed over a bag. ‘We thought you’d like this.’ 
Jeremiah looked inside. He rubbed the back of his fingerless gloves across his eyes. ‘Beans and oranges, ah! Carrots! It’s like Christmas.’ 
He pulled a hanky from his pocket and blew into it loudly. ‘Thank you.’ 
‘We saw your sea monster,’ Isabella said. 
‘You did?’ Jeremiah bounced on his armchair, sending great plumes of dust into the air. ‘He’s a beauty, isn’t he? Sleek, majestic. The king of the oceans.’ Jeremiah stood tall as he recited: 
 Below the thunders of the upper deep,

 Far, far beneath in the abysmal sea,

 His ancient, dreamless, uninvaded sleep

 The Kraken sleepeth.

He chuckled to himself. ‘Lord Alfred Tennyson wrote that in 1830. And here it is, the sea monster in our very midst. Isn’t it marvelous?’ 
‘I would have used other words to describe it,’ Griffin mumbled. 
‘I thought you said he was called the Skelene?’ Xavier frowned. 
‘He’s had many names over the centuries.’ 
‘This one rescued me from a sneaker wave,’ Isabella added. 
‘He did?’ 
‘I would have died without him.’ 
Jeremiah slapped his hand on the lounge again for another explosion of dust. ‘Well, that makes him even more magnificent!’ 
‘Fly calls him Herman.’ 
‘Fly?’ 
‘A little girl who lives with us,’ Isabella explained. ‘She talks to him, through her thoughts.’ 
‘They are highly intelligent.’ 
‘Do you think there might be other sea monsters?’ Griffin asked. 
Jeremiah tugged at his beard. ‘Since this one exists, there are bound to be more.’ 
Griffin slumped in his chair. ‘Great.’ 
‘We’ve come to ask you a favour,’ Isabella said. 
‘A favour?’ Jeremiah sat upright. ‘Yes, yes, if I can.’ 
‘Xavier and I went inland with a flying machine he built.’ 
‘Inland? On a flying machine?’ 
Xavier shrugged. ‘Any genius could have done it.’ 
‘It’s like you guessed,’ Isabella said. ‘There are a lot of poor people living in tent citites. Whole neighbourhoods have been wrecked and abandoned.’ 
Jeremiah looked pained. ‘Part of me hoped I was wrong.’ 
‘Do you know where the documents about the floods were kept?’ 
‘Parliament House. In their library.’ 
‘Do you think they’d have survived the floods?’ Isabella asked. 
‘The library is high enough, but maybe years of mould, water rats ... Who knows?’ 
‘Could you help us look for them?’ 
Jeremiah took Snowy and hugged him. ‘It’s in the past. Maybe we shouldn’t...’ 
‘I need to know why they did nothing. Why all those people are now suffering...’ Isabella looked down. ‘And to see if there’s anything from my dad. A letter or paper he wrote.’ 
Jeremiah paused. ‘Might be hard to get inside.’ 
‘We know some kids who live there,’ Xavier said. 
Jeremiah’s head tilted as if he’d misunderstood. ‘There are  kids living in Parliament House? 
‘Quite a few of them,’ Griffin said. 
‘There are more who survived?’ Jeremiah shook his head. ‘Did you hear that, Snowy?’ 
‘I can’t guarantee they’ll let you in,’ Xavier said. ‘Most of the kids have had pretty bad experiences with adults, so you won’t be very popular.’ 
‘But Jeremiah’s not an adult,’ Griffin said. 
‘Eh?’ Jeremiah pouted. 
‘I mean you’re not like the other adults,’ Griffin clarified. 
‘Oh.’ 
‘Still doesn’t mean they’ll let him in,’ Xavier said. 
‘It can’t hurt to try,’ Isabella said. 
‘It might,’ Xavier warned. 
Jeremiah tugged nervously at his many coats. 
‘They won’t hurt you.’ Isabella stood up. ‘They’ve learnt not to mess with us. Plus, Griffin gave them the technology to have their first hot bath in years, so they owe us.’ 
‘They have hot baths?’ Jeremiah asked dreamily. 
‘We can arrange one for you if you like,’ Isabella said. ‘Just as soon as we do some scavenging in Parliament House.’ 
The Submariner piloted its way towards Parliament House. The water bubbled past them and, to Griffin’s dislike, so too did the giant bodies of a fluther of jellyfish and the many-toothed jaws of a swarm of silver eels. 
‘Do you think we’re nearly there?’ Griffin’s voice trembled. 
Jeremiah checked his compass. ‘From my reckoning,’ his fingers scanned over his scribbled map of the watery underbelly of Grimsdon, ‘it should be right ahead of us.’ 
Slowly, the large stone foundations and lower floors of Parliament House wavered into view. 
‘Griffin, slowly raise her up, me boy.’ 
Griffin pumped the lever that expelled water from between the walls of the vessel. When it surfaced, Jeremiah quickly turned the valve, sealing the cavity. The Submariner bobbed silently beside the sandstone block walls of Parliament House. 
‘Are you okay?’ Isabella asked Jeremiah. He nodded and opened the hatch. 
After tying the Submariner to a metal railing, they climbed through one of the tall, arched windows and stood in a small anteroom lined with wooden panels and paintings of gentle countryside settings. Across the door was graffitied the words: 
ENTER AT YOUR PERIL! 

Below was a painting of a skull. 
‘Are you sure we’ll be okay?’ Jeremiah tucked Snowy up to his chin. 
‘It’s just their way of being funny,’ Xavier said. 
He opened the door onto a series of corridors until they approached the main hall of the Haggle. It brimmed with the usual tables and was alive with the sounds of kids. 
‘So many kids,’ Jeremiah surveyed the room. ‘They must belong to someone.’ 
A hush fell over the hall. All eyes zeroed in on the scruffy adult in the coats and tied-up slippers, carrying a toy bear. Isabella took Jeremiah’s hand and led them through the silent crowd, some with their mouths open, to Raven, who was seated at his lounge area. 
‘You brought an  adult?’ He stood and glared at them through his fringe. 
‘One of the good ones,’ Isabella said. 
Raven looked Jeremiah up and down. ‘He’d be very rare then.’ 
‘We think so,’ she said firmly. 
Behind them, kids with towels draped over their shoulders stood in a long queue that snaked from the bathroom. 
‘There was never any deal about an adult.’ 
‘I wouldn’t bring one here unless I knew I could trust him.’ 
Raven looked unconvinced. ‘I’ve never met one yet who  could be trusted.’ 
‘How are the warm baths?’ Griffin asked pointedly. 
‘They’re good, but I’m not sure even they’re worth having to put up with an adult.’ 
‘So you’d rather be without warm baths?’ Isabella asked. 
Raven sneered. ‘You have thirty seconds to convince me why I shouldn’t have him thrown out.’ 
Isabella smiled. ‘This is Jeremiah Pain.’ She gently took the old man’s arm and drew him beside her. 
Jeremiah wiped his hand on his trouser leg and held it out to Raven, who stared at the stuffed toy in the old man’s other hand. 
Xavier leant into him. ‘Okay, so he’s a little mad, but he’s harmless.’ 
‘Jeremiah’s a scientist who tried to convince the government that the floods were coming. He had a plan to stop them, but they wouldn’t listen.’ 
Raven scowled. ‘The floods could have been stopped?’ 
‘I believe so.’ Jeremiah almost bowed. 
‘Why didn’t they listen?’ 
‘We’re not sure,’ Isabella said, ‘but we think there might be some answers in the library.’ 
‘It’s in the far east wing,’ Jeremiah blurted. ‘I can show you.’ 
‘What’s the good of knowing now?’ 
‘My dad worked with Jeremiah,’ Isabella said. ‘He didn’t survive the floods and everything we had together is lost. This might be my only chance to find something that was his. Please, Raven.’ 
Raven’s whole body seemed to soften. ‘Okay.’ He stepped carefully over to Jeremiah, brushed his long coat aside and tucked an axe into his belt. ‘But the old man stays in my sight the whole time.’ 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
A Disturbing Revelation
The far east wing was tucked at the end of a series of long corridors, several spiral staircases and through an assortment of large and ornately carved doors, the last of which made Jeremiah stop: ‘This is it.’ 
He tried to open it, but it was locked. 
Raven slipped the axe out of his belt. ‘You’d better step aside old man, if you don’t want to get hurt.’ 
Jeremiah shuffled out of the way and patted Snowy. 
Raven swung the axe. Jeremiah flinched each time it gouged into the wood. With a few more swings, the lock clanged to the floor. 
Raven held up the axe before tucking it back into his belt. ‘It’s amazing what you can do when you get fired-up.’ 
The door creaked open into a high-ceilinged room with rows of shelves stretching into the distance. Metal ladders hung from the tops on rollers. 
Jeremiah took a step and then stopped. 
‘Are you okay?’ Isabella asked. 
‘It’s been a long time since I’ve had to face any of this.’ He shivered as if a chill had run through his bones. 
‘We’ll be here with you.’ She smiled. 
‘What are we looking for?’ Griffin asked Jeremiah. 
‘Anything that mentions the Flood Barrier Project. Under the Department of Sustainability. Dated five years ago.’ 
‘I was a pretty good snoop as a kid,’ Raven rubbed his hands together, ‘so this should be easy.’ 
They broke away and began searching through folders, letters, reams of research papers and endless notes from meetings. 
‘Is that all they ever did in Parliament, have meetings?’ Griffin asked. 
‘And lots of fancy dinners and parties while talking about their boats and holiday homes,’ Raven sneered. 
Raven pushed up his sleeves. Griffin noticed a scar running the length of his forearm. ‘Is it true you had fights with kids who ended up in hospital?’ 
Raven slunk his arm around Griffin’s shoulders. ‘Only the annoying ones.’ 
‘Oh,’ Griffin’s voice cracked and he went back to searching. 
He flicked through a bulky folder marked with a deep red ‘Confidential’ across the front. ‘There’s a report here about disappearing islands.’ He frowned and looked to Jeremiah. ‘Is that true?’ 
‘Oh, yes,’ Jeremiah said. ‘Small islands around the world have been disappearing for years.’ 
‘How do whole islands disappear?’ Xavier asked. 
‘Rising sea levels swallowed them up. Small ones, mainly, in the middle of oceans where no-one lived. Governments knew about it bit did nothing, as if the destruction would somehow stop if they just ignored it. But it didn’t. Soon islands with small populations began to disappear too.’ 
‘What happened to the people who lived there?’ Isabella asked. 
‘They were paid money to be quiet and relocated anywhere in the world they wanted to live.’ 
‘What a surprise!’ Raven said. ‘An untrustworthy adult.’ 
‘But look at how long this list is.’ Griffin turned through several pages. 
‘It’s longer than that. They must have stopped counting after a while.’ 
Xavier looked at the list. ‘I’ve never even heard of these places.’ 
‘Most people never have and never will.’ Jeremiah shook his head. 
‘Why didn’t we know about it?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Some people knew and even tried to tell the world, but was only when it began to affect us that people started to ask questions, but by then it was too late.’ 
‘And you tried to warn the government?’ Raven asked. 
‘With other scientists.’ 
‘And they did nothing?’ 
Jeremiah nodded. 
Griffin flicked further. ‘There are papers here by scientists and letters from sailors about the seas changing and acting strange – the disappearance of seabirds and fish; spiders moving in swarms out of the city.’ 
‘The month before the floods you couldn’t find one spider left in the city,’ Jeremiah said. ‘Most animals have a good sense of trouble ahead.’ 
They went back to their search, spread throughout the aisle. 
Raven retrieved a box from a high shelf and climbed down a ladder. He perched beside Griffin and lowered his voice. ‘How did you guys meet Xavier?’ 
‘He tried to break into our place but walked right into a trap. We had him swinging by his ankles.’ 
 ‘Really?’ Raven sniggered. ‘The way he tells it, you saw his flying machine and begged him to stay.’ 
‘But that’s not true, he–’ 
‘Don’t get upset,’ Raven said. ‘He was always good at telling stories. One time he convinced the principal he’d been away from school because his parents had died in a plane crash over the Congo.’ He laughed. ‘Got suspended for a month when the real story came out. Copped it from his dad pretty badly.’ 
‘So you knew him well?’ 
‘All through school. His parents were loaded. Never seemed to be around much. Travelled a lot for business. There were times when he’d stay at my house for days or weeks, and his parents never even called.’ 
‘Even so, it must have been hard not being able to save them.’ 
Raven squinted at Griffin through his fringe. ‘Save them?’ 
‘From the floodwaters. He tried to save them, only–’ Griffin stopped. 
Raven shook his head. ‘Looks like someone has been telling fibs.’ 
‘They’re still alive?’ 
Raven nodded. ‘They live in a posh house in Summerfield. Xavier sometimes goes back and gets fresh food. Cakes and stuff. Steals them even when his mum’s there. After the floods, his mother and father carried on as if nothing had happened. Parties, fancy clothes and social clubs. His dad was even making money out of it, don’t ask me how. Xavier had a big fight with them and left to come here.’ 
‘Why?’ 
Raven shrugged. ‘Adventure.’ 
‘Adventure?’ Griffin scowled. 
‘He was bored. Everything his parents did seemed so fake.’ 
Isabella waved a document in the air. ‘I found something.’ 
The others hurried over as she turned through pages. ‘There are some mentions of Jeremiah and the other scientists, plans to improve the flood barriers and even construct flood storage areas. This is from a session in parliament.’ She read out loud:  ‘With respect, I don’t see why we should waste any more time talking about this. This city is as likely to be flooded as it is to be taken over by sea monsters. Let’s deal with the facts and not the overactive imaginations of a few scientists wanting attention.’
Isabella read on. ‘It says Jeremiah Pain was ejected from the House for disorderly conduct.’ 
‘I’d been patient for months, but I lost it. Started yelling at them. Threw my shoe across the room, if I remember right. They dragged me away. All on camera for the world to see.’ Jeremiah’s smile had no trace of happiness to it. ‘That’s what I became; a troublemaker. After years of scientific work and study, I was made out to be a madman. After awhile, I started to believe it.’ 
‘What else does it say?’ Griffin asked. 
Isabella turned the page and her face lost all colour. 
‘What’s wrong?’ 
‘It’s a letter from my dad.’ She read silently. ‘It’s about why the government should act and then–’ She bit her lip. 
Griffin sat beside her and read the paper in her hands.  ‘We have to act now. We’re in charge of a world we’ve made sick, and we have the chance to change that. Every day my daughter, Bella, looks at me like I have the power to do anything. If I don’t do all I can to convince you, then I’ll have let her down. She deserves a world as beautiful as she is. All our kids do.’
Griffin reached out and wiped a tear from her cheek. 
Jeremiah wiped his own eyes before dabbing Snowy’s. 
Xavier looked through the rest of the folder, through more arguments for and against. ‘There’s something else.’ His eyes widened.  ‘I vote we turn down this expensive and wasteful idea and get back to the business of running the country.’ That part was written by Byron P. Sneddon.’ 
‘Sneddon?’ Griffin asked. 
‘The lunatic Captain Hook of the harbour used to help run the country?’ Raven scoffed. 
‘He lives here?’ Jeremiah asked. 
‘On a ship in the harbour,’ Griffin explained. 
‘Did you know him?’ Isabella asked. 
‘He was the advisor to the Minister who was about to approve our plans for the improved barriers. Sneddon was always whispering in his ear whenever the topic of the floods came up.’ Jeremiah frowned. ‘In fact, it was only when Sneddon became involved that the plans seemed to stall.’ 
‘Sneddon caused this?’ Raven’s look was icy. 
‘Not alone,’ Jeremiah said. ‘But he did everything he could to discredit the science behind what we were saying.’ 
Isabella folded her father’s letter and buttoned it into her coat pocket. ‘And now he lives in comfort thanks to us?’ 
‘I knew I should have finished him off,’ Raven said. 
All eyes turned to Isabella. ‘Let’s take what we’ve found and go home.’ 
Carrying boxes and backpacks filled with papers, they made their way through the long corridors back to the Haggle. Griffin stayed close to Isabella while Xavier stomped and blustered behind them. ‘At least we know one thing. We were right to stop paying Sneddon. He’s nothing but a thief and a liar. Standing up in parliament and telling lie after lie! But that’s all politicians are. Liars! Just to get what they want! Dirty, rotten...’ 
Griffin dropped his box and turned on him. ‘Tell her!’ 
Xavier stepped back. ‘Tell her what?’ 
‘Tell her why you’re here.’ Griffin’s jaw clenched. 
‘To help Isabella look for–’ 
‘No!’ 
‘What’s going on, Griff?’ Isabella asked. 
Jeremiah hugged Snowy close. 
‘Tell her about your parents.’ 
Xavier lowered the box he was carrying. ‘I told you, they died–’ 
‘They’re not dead. They live inland in a huge house with lots of money and the food you get is from them – the cakes, the ham, the chocolate. You steal all of it from your own parents, who are still alive.’ 
‘They’re alive?’ Isabella slowly laid her box on the floor. ‘The house we stole from,’ she realised. ‘That lady was your mother.’ 
‘Who’s the liar now?’ Griffin yelled. 
Xavier’s laugh was small and nervous. ‘It’s not the same–’ 
‘It is!’ 
‘Why did you lie?’ Isabella asked. 
‘I thought ... I didn’t mean to...’ 
‘Because the poor little rich boy was bored.’ Griffin jabbed him in the chest. ‘He wanted adventure and a bit of fun. Isn’t that right, Raven?’ 
Raven slunk his hands into his pocket and nodded. 
Isabella flew at Xavier, knocking him to the ground. ‘You lied!’ she shouted. ‘We’re here because we lost our parents. You’re here because you want to have an  adventure? You told us your family died. You said you watched them, that you couldn’t do anything to save them – and instead you  steal from them.’ 
‘Isabella, please. I only wanted to–’ 
‘You asked us to trust you and we did. How could you?’ 
Xavier said nothing. 
Isabella gave him one last push in the chest before standing above him. ‘Don’t bother coming back to the Palace. You’re not welcome there or in our lives ever again.’ 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Revenge
‘Griffin, wake up!’ 
Griffin dragged his eyes open and squinted against the dull morning light, until he realised it was Xavier leaning over and shaking him. 
He sprang upright and flicked Xavier’s hand away. ‘What are you doing here? Isabella told you you’re not welcome.’ 
‘Isabella’s gone, and so is the Aerotrope.’ 
‘She’s gone?’ Griffin pushed past him and pulled a coat over his pyjamas. ‘Have you checked her bedroom, the kitchen, what about the greenhouse?’ 
‘Everywhere. I think she’s gone to fight Sneddon.’ 
Griffin stopped. ‘She said she wouldn’t,’ he whispered. ‘We talked for hours last night. I asked her and she promised.’ 
‘She probably meant it, but it must have been too much. Thinking about Sneddon and all he could have done to stop the floods, to save her dad.’ 
Griffin felt his chest tighten. 
‘Come on, let’s go.’ Xavier tugged his sleeve but Griffin snatched it away. 
‘Why should I go anywhere with you?’ 
‘Because Isabella’s in danger. She’s angry and not thinking straight ... and I owe it to her because of what I did.’ 
‘We ready?’ Raven stood at the door. 
‘What are you–’ 
‘We came to get the Aerotrope and have it out with Sneddon, but Isabella beat us to it.’ 
He handed Griffin a knife and belt. ‘Take this.’ 
‘I’m not very good with–’ 
‘You’ll be fine.’ Raven’s voice was final. ‘Xavier told me you’re good in a fight.’ 
They ran into the corridor where they were met with a bleary-eyed Bea and Raffy, followed by Jeremiah. ‘What’s going on?’ 
‘We can tell you later,’ Griffin said. 
‘Is it Isabella?’ Bea asked. 
Griffin knelt down before them. ‘She’s gone out and we’re going to get her.’ 
‘Is it because of what Sneddon did?’ 
‘We think so.’ 
‘I worried this might happen.’ Jeremiah twisted the cords on his coat. ‘My fault, my fault,’ he murmured. 
‘Can we come too?’ Raffy asked. ‘We can help.’ 
‘I know you can, but the most important thing you can do now is look after each other until we get back. Can you do that for me?’ 
Fly appeared behind them carrying a sword. 
‘Don’t mind if I do.’ Raven tucked it into his belt. 
‘Will you bring her back?’ Fly’s eyes trembled with tears. Jeremiah placed his hands on her shoulders. 
Griffin smiled. ‘In time for a very big breakfast.’ 
The boys raced to the window leading down to the landing and Xavier’s Velocraft. 
Isabella struggled to control the Aerotrope. It was battered through the skies by wind and rain, lashed this way and that, swinging at impossible angles. Her arms ached with the effort of trying to keep the machine level. She snuck quick looks at Xavier’s compass attached to the handles and the harbour that wrestled in tangled waves beneath her. 
Sneddon’s ship appeared through the harbour mist. Another slap of wind forced the Aerotrope sideways and Isabella slipped from her seat. She gripped the handles and pulled herself back on, the pain burning into her arms and hands. 
She pedalled furiously, her fingers tense and her skin raw from the biting cold, but the ship was now in reach. She leant forward and brought the flying machine lower. It swooped and lurched like an injured bird until, at just the right moment, a small window of calm slipped between the flurries and Isabella landed with a jolt on the deck of  The Sea Serpent.
She collapsed forward with a heavy sigh and unhooked her frozen fingers from the handles. But before she could move, the sharp point of a knife found its way to her neck and her arm was held in a vice grip. 
‘A visit to us!’ Tyran slurred with glee, his hair bustling wildly around his head. ‘Captain will be so pleased, especially as this time you have brought him the machine.’ 
‘Yes, he will.’ Mouse bowed ever so slightly and held out his hand. ‘Milady?’ 
‘Take your hand away from me if you don’t want to lose it.’ 
Mouse looked offended. ‘But I was only trying to be nice.’ 
‘You could try for the rest of your life, but you’ll never achieve nice.’ 
His voiced hardened. ‘Now you’re just being mean.’ 
‘Where’s Sneddon?’ 
The ship lurched. Tyran almost lost his grip of Isabella. 
‘That’s “the Captain” to you.’ Tyran tugged her arm and the knife jabbed into her neck, piercing the skin so that a trickle of blood dripped onto the deck. 
‘You’ve got quite a talent for picking on kids. It must make you feel very powerful.’ 
Tyran shoved his face close to Isabella’s so that his putrid breath spilled all over her. ‘Push it too far, little girl, and we’ll show you just how good we are.’ 
‘Show me then.’ Isabella twisted out of his hold and kneed him in the stomach. He collapsed to the deck in a wheezing clump. She flicked a snap-kick at Mouse’s face, sending him stumbling backwards clutching his nose, blood dripping between his fingers. 
‘My nose!’ 
Isabella snatched her knives from her ankle and waist and aimed straight at them. ‘Now, if we’ve finished playing, I’d like to see Sneddon.’ 
‘Well, you’re in luck.’ Sneddon stepped out of his cabin on the upper deck and held out his hands. ‘I’m here.’ Albert was coiled around his neck, his tail dangling into Sneddon’s front pocket. 
The Captain stepped down to the main deck, holding the handrail ropes as the ship was rocked by the wind. 
‘My nose!’ Mouse whined through muffled sobs. ‘Captain, she...’ He caught sight of his bloodied hands and passed out. 
‘There go your good looks,’ Sneddon mumbled and walked over to the Aerotrope. ‘And you’ve brought my flying machine! That’s a good girl.’ 
Tyran managed to stand in a hunched pose. ‘But she–’ 
‘Is far more useful than either of you ever have been.’ 
Sneddon revealed a covetous smile as he circled the machine. ‘Ah, she’s a beauty. What can I give you? I have some lovely diamonds, a tiara – oh, maybe a sapphire ring.’ 
‘All I want is the truth.’ 
‘The truth?’ He sniggered. ‘Wouldn’t a sapphire necklace be much more–’ 
‘I know about your part in the floods.’ 
Albert’s head shifted towards Isabella. 
A wave heaved beneath the ship. Sneddon lost his balance momentarily. 
‘The floods?’ Tyran scoffed. ‘How could the Captain have anything to do with that?’ 
‘By doing nothing when he was told it would happen.’ 
‘Nonsense.’ Sneddon laughed. 
‘You’ve hidden on this boat all these years gathering jewels and antiques – and it was only last night I realised why.’ 
‘Can I help it if I like nice things?’ 
‘You’re going to use them to buy your way back into a very nice life inland. That’s why you needed Xavier’s Aerotrope.’ She turned to Tyran. ‘And he’s going on his own.’ 
Tyran frowned. ‘The Captain would never do that. He said we were all going.’ 
‘So it’s true?’ Isabella asked Sneddon. 
‘That we’ve had enough of this watery prison, yes, but your accusation about the floods only proves you’ve read too many of those ridiculous books.’ 
‘I have evidence. From Parliament House. Boxes of it. I am going to show the whole world what you did. People lost their city, their homes and their families because of you.’ 
Sneddon put on his best politician’s voice. ‘The floods were just a monumentally unfortunate case of bad luck.’ 
‘And you are a monumentally bad liar,’ Isabella said. ‘Jeremiah Pain told you, but you ignored all his warnings, all the research, all the  evidence.’
‘Jeremiah who? I simply don’t know what you are talking about.’ 
The wind caught in Isabella’s coat. Her fingers closed even tighter around the knives in her hands. ‘Oh, you remember. The scientist who threw the shoe in parliament?’ 
Sneddon hesitated momentarily. ‘Oh, him ... raving madman.’ 
‘Despite everything he and the other scientists said, you advised the Minister to vote against strengthening the city’s barriers.’ 
‘There’s no point getting yourself upset over–’ 
‘Despite what my father told you!’ she shouted. 
‘Your father?’ 
‘Almaric Charm, the Head Controller of the Flood Barriers.’ 
Albert raised his head higher. 
‘Ahhh.’ Sneddon pretended pity. ‘Terribly sorry about–’ 
‘You’re not sorry at all! You’re worth nothing after what you did.’ 
A wave splashed against the hull of the ship, exploding over them in an icy spray. The Aerotrope stumbled onto one wing. Sneddon calmly moved his soggy and slightly flattened bouffant from his eyes. ‘Which is just about how much you were worth to your father.’ 
‘You know nothing about my father.’ 
‘I know that if your father was so convinced about the city’s destruction, he mustn’t have thought much of you if he didn’t send you somewhere safe.’ 
The swell lifted the clipper so high that Isabella teetered across the deck. The Aerotrope skidded into the railing. Sneddon tried to reach for it but stumbled backwards when the ship descended down the wave, grabbing onto the mast for support. Albert tucked his head into the Captain’s coat. 
‘He cared about this city and the people in it!’ Isabella cried. 
Sneddon leant forward and smiled. ‘But not about you.’ 
Isabella charged at him, knives raised above her head, ready to bring them down, when her feet were snatched from beneath her. Her body smacked against the deck, and her knives went spinning away. Her head stung and her chest felt as if it had been crushed. With Mouse’s hands firmly around her ankles, Isabella’s body felt drained of all its energy. Her eyes grew heavy and the world blurred – everything went black. 
‘Glad you could join us again, Mouse.’ 
The slightly groggy Mouse smiled, his broken nose swollen and out of shape. ‘My pleasure, Captain.’ 

CHAPTER THIRTY
A Poisonous Betrayal
‘Go faster!’ Griffin shouted over the wind. 
Xavier pedalled, the muscles in his legs stinging with pain as the Velocraft crashed into waves that kept belting them back. Raven sat in the rear, his teeth clenched as he pulled harder on the oars. 
Griffin held up the binoculars. ‘We’re almost there.’ 
Sneddon’s clipper swayed on the harbour, enveloped by a creeping mist. 
‘Can you see Isabella?’ Xavier asked. 
‘Not yet, all I can see is – wait, something’s happening.’ 
He watched as a gate flung open from the deck of Sneddon’s ship and a long wooden gangplank extended. 
‘What can you see?’ Raven asked. ‘Is it Isabella?’ 
Griffin struggled to speak. ‘They’ve got her tied up and have forced her onto the plank.’ The ropes were wound tightly around Isabella’s body, digging into her arms and legs. She drew what breath she could into her lungs. 
Another wave rose beneath the ship, sending it tipping and swaying. Isabella stumbled along the plank before finding her balance. She bent her knees, ducking with the movement to avoid being thrown into the water. 
Tyran stood beside Sneddon within the safety of the ship’s railing. 
A blast of thunder filled the skies. 
‘Any last words?’ Sneddon stroked Albert. 
‘You never knew any bounty hunters, did you?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Only the ones who made the mistake of coming here and found themselves on the bottom of the river. Now we need to say our goodbyes so we can begin packing.’ Sneddon looked around. ‘I’m finally leaving this place – and not a miserable moment too soon.’ 
‘I’ll follow you inland and tell everyone what you did.’ 
Sneddon leapt onto the plank. Isabella staggered before regaining her balance. 
‘You will lie on the bottom of this river like all the others who can’t speak. Including your father.’ He stood before her defiantly, the wind whipping through his hair. 
Then, for a small moment, it looked like his resolve might weaken. ‘It didn’t have to be like this. You could have simply given me the machine and–’ He turned away. ‘Close the gate, Tyran, and finish her.’ 
Tyran nodded. He locked the gate and took an oar from the deck, slowly extending it towards her. He tried to give Isabella a small push. She swerved, avoiding the jab, and kept her feet firmly planted. He pushed harder. This time she stumbled back – a little. He sniggered and came at her again so that inch by inch she was forced along the plank until, with her last step, she felt nothing beneath her heel. She was poised on the edge, leaving very little between her and the frenzied waves. 
‘Bye bye, now,’ Tyran said. ‘I hope you enjoy the –  aaahhhh!’
The oar spilled from Tyran’s hand, smacking onto the plank and tumbling into the harbour. He fell back, crashing against the deck, clutching his leg, his face twisted in pain. A spear attached to a rope stuck out from his thigh. 
Sneddon spun to face the quarterdeck, where Xavier stood holding the spear gun and Raven a large sword with a gold hilt. 
‘Walk the plank?’ Xavier reloaded the gun and pointed it straight at Sneddon. ‘Isn’t that a bit Captain Hook?’ 
‘Mouse!’ Sneddon yelled. ‘Get them!’ 
‘I’ll deal with the big guy,’ Raven said to Xavier. 
‘Do your worst.’ Xavier released the first spear and reloaded. 
The ship swayed as the wind picked up and the waves pounded the hull. Isabella jostled forward, her toes poised over the edge of the plank, her breathing panicked as she managed to inch back to the centre. 
Raven leapt from the railing of the quarterdeck and landed squarely in front of Mouse. He held up his sword. ‘Bet you thought you’d seen the last of me.’ 
Mouse growled and tried to grab him, but Raven jumped back and swung his sword, cutting the hulking man’s arm. Mouse winced and his face twisted into a poisonous scowl. 
Xavier stepped down the stairs to the main deck, edging towards Isabella, the whole time aiming the spear gun at Sneddon. ‘Don’t make any sudden moves.’ 
Another gust of wind rushed across the deck. Sneddon toppled forward and Albert was thrown from his neck to the floor where he slithered away to safety. 
‘Albert!’ 
Mouse snapped a rigging pole and, grabbing it with both hands, swung it at Raven who blocked it with his sword. Mouse came at him with renewed force. Raven parried again and again but was slowly forced backwards. Mouse swung lower but Raven jumped, pulling his knees to his chest. 
‘You’ll have to do better than that.’ 
Mouse swung the pole harder and faster. Raven dodged and blocked, the force of each blow vibrating through his arms, until his back smacked into the railing and he lost the grip of the sword. 
It clanged to the ground just out of his reach. 
Mouse swooped on it with glee. ‘Look what I found.’ 
Xavier stopped. His attention flicked between Raven, Mouse and Sneddon, whose eyes were searching the deck. 
Mouse whisked the sword above him and brought it tearing down. Raven jerked his body aside and watched as the sword hacked into the wooden railing. Mouse tugged a few times, but it wouldn’t budge. 
‘Shame.’ Raven shook his head and dived under Mouse’s legs, racing across the deck followed by the giant. 
When Xavier looked back, Sneddon was gone. He scanned the ship. There were barrels, cabins and manholes leading down into the hull. But there was also Isabella. He leapt across the deck. 
Raven easily outran Mouse, leaping over piles of coiled rope and between strands of rigging. He sprang up stairs to the upper deck and, pulling his knife from his belt, cut through a rope attached to the topmast. He swung out Tarzan-style and, with his legs outstretched, rammed into Mouse’s chest, sending him sliding backwards along the floor, head slamming into the bottom of the mast, knocking him out. 
‘That took a little longer than I expected,’ Raven cried. ‘I’m all yours, Xavier.’ 
He hurried towards Xavier, who had reached the gate leading to the gangplank. 
‘Sorry I couldn’t get here sooner,’ he threw down the spear gun. 
‘I’ll forgive you,’ Isabella smiled. 
As Xavier flicked aside the lock, Sneddon appeared from behind a barrel, holding a gun. ‘That’ll be as far as this little rescue is going to go.’ Sneddon stepped over a whimpering Tyran, still clutching his injured leg. He had Raven and Xavier in his sights. ‘I am leaving this ship, on that flying machine, and I am going to take my rightful place back in civilised society with, as you guessed Isabella, the jewels you’ve been collecting for me over the years.’ He took careful aim at her. ‘So sorry you won’t be able to join me.’ His finger tensed on the trigger. 
Xavier’s eyes shot to the spear gun but, before he could move, a sudden wave lifted the ship, rolling it to the side. Isabella stumbled. Raven and Xavier were thrown hard against the railing. 
Sneddon was tossed backwards, the gun flying from his hand, the weight of his body coming down heavily on the tail of a concealed Albert. The snake sprang round, sinking its fangs into his leg. Sneddon screamed as another wave quickly followed, this one bigger than the last. 
The ship lurched sideways. Isabella tried to regain her balance, but her feet slipped and her body twisted. Bound by ropes, she plumme ted from the gangplank and hit the water with a stinging slap. 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
A Watery Farewell
‘Isabella!’ From the Velocraft, Griffin saw Isabella’s torpedo-like dive. 
Xavier jumped in after her. 
With his life jacket firmly secured, Griffin tied a rope around his waist and the seat of the vessel. He’d slipped his arm through another jacket when Xavier emerged from the river. 
‘Where is she?’ Xavier yelled. 
Griffin searched each wave, churned even more violently by the bullish rearing of the ship. Then he saw her, poking out of the waves. She tried to kick with both legs to keep her head above water but, with her arms and legs tied, the waves easily dragged her down. 
‘There!’ Griffin pointed to where she sank before launching himself into the harbour. The cold hit him, snatching the wind from his chest. He struggled to take in a deep breath and fought against the sickness that gripped his body. 
‘Isabella!’ 
He swam harder, pulling himself through the squall, not stopping until he reached them. Xavier struggled to hold Isabella above the water while Griffin slipped his knife through her ropes. 
‘Told you you were brave,’ Xavier cried. 
‘I’m trying not to think about it.’ Griffin’s knife sliced through the last of the ropes. 
Isabella had been weakened by her struggle and, as Xavier held her above the waves, Griffin helped her into the life jacket. He turned her on her back, tucked one arm under hers and dragged himself along the rope back to the Velocraft. 
Xavier swam past them and, using the rope to prevent being washed offcourse, reached the boat and climbed inside. When Griff was almost there, Xavier leant down and lifted Isabella out of the water. Her skin was tinged with blue and her body shook. 
Griffin scrambled in beside her. He threaded Isabella’s limp arms out of the life jacket and piled blankets around her. 
Xavier settled into the Captain’s seat. ‘Next stop, the Palace.’ He plunged his feet into the pedals and steered the Velocraft away from the ship. 
‘But what about Raven?’ Griffin asked. 
‘He’ll be fine,’ Xavier said with a cheeky grin. ‘Trust me.’ 
Griffin rubbed his hands along Isabella’s arms to try to stop her trembling. ‘Bit cold for a swim, don’t you think?’ 
‘I’m sorry, Griff.’ Isabella’s words were broken by her shivering. ‘I know I promised you I wouldn’t go after him, but he’d hurt so many people and I–’ 
‘It’s okay.’ Griffin smiled. ‘You were only doing what you thought was right. That’s just one of the million things I like about you. I was so scared when I saw you on the plank.’ 
Isabella laughed. ‘Me too.’ 
Griffin paused. ‘I don’t want anything bad to happen to you. If I had to face a world without you, it would be too hard.’ He lifted his hand to her cheek. ‘You’re still so cold.’ 
And, without even thinking about it, Griffin leant in and kissed her. 
Xavier turned and whispered to himself. ‘Braver than you think, Griffman.’ He flung the Velocraft’s cover aside and scanned the sky. ‘The Aerotrope has lift-off!’ 
Isabella and Griffin turned back to see Raven waving at them from the flying machine. ‘Looks like Sneddon won’t be going inland after all.’ 
‘Do you think we can expose him?’ Isabella asked. 
‘We have all those papers and, if Jeremiah came with us too, we’d have a great chance,’ Griffin said. 
‘Unless he doesn’t make it.’ Xavier watched the ship list dramatically to and fro. 
‘The sea isn’t that rough.’ Griffin scowled. ‘What could be ... oh.’ 
Alongside the ship, the long emerald-green neck of a sea beast rose from the water. 
‘The Skelene,’ Isabella breathed. 
‘And it looks like he’s brought a friend.’ Xavier watched another beast rise to the surface, only this one was bigger. 
‘There  are more.’ Griffin’s voice faltered. 
The two creatures circled the boat, creating a whirlpool that tossed it about in its centre until the swirling slowed to a quiet ripple. 
‘Do you think they’ve gone?’ Isabella searched the water. 
‘Do we have to stay and find out?’ Griffin asked. 
It was quiet, apart from the drizzling patter of rain. 
Xavier grabbed the binoculars. ‘There!’ 
The larger sea creature erupted out of the water. Her neck snaked up beside the hull, her winged arms unfurled and her long, curved talons clung on to the edge of the ship. She let out a piercing screech. The younger one mimicked with a smaller cry before it latched itself beside her, and both creatures rocked the ship from side to side. 
The Velocraft rolled in the wake of the waves. 
Griffin held onto Isabella tight. 
‘What are they doing?’ 
‘I’m not sure, but I think they might be standing up for you.’ 
The larger Skelene’s head snapped back and she let loose another cry. Huge waves spread out with each tilt until, in one great splash, the ship rolled onto its side. An explosion of foam wash burst from the ship as it began to take on water. The smaller Skelene stepped on the mast and it snapped like it was a toy. The ship bobbed upwards, but only slightly, before it took on more and more water. In one great, drawling moment,  The Sea Serpent slid into the sea, leaving a bubbling cauldron on the surface of the harbour. 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
There’s No Place Like Home

 ‘If you please,’ said the girl, ‘may I ask how I  am to get home?’


 ‘Why, Dorothy,’ Glinda said, ‘you have had the power to go home to your Aunt Em and Uncle Henry since the very first day that you arrived here. You can command your silver shoes to take you anywhere you wish to go.’


 ‘I’m glad that you didn’t go home right away,’ said the Scarecrow. ‘If you had, I never would have gotten my brains.’


 ‘And I never would have gotten my heart,’ said the Tin Woodman.


 ‘And I never would have gotten my courage,’ said the Lion.


 (From The Wizard of Oz  by L. Frank Baum)

‘Maybe she should stay with her new friends.’ Raffy sat with his hands squeezed between his knees. ‘What if she gets home and finds everything was destroyed by the tornado and Aunt Em and Uncle Henry aren’t there and she has to live with people who will make her eat cold porridge and scrub floors and–’ 
‘You know none of that is true,’ Bea reminded him. ‘We’ve read the story about a hundred times.’ 
‘Will we be okay?’ 
‘We’ll be fine, and Jeremiah has promised he’ll do everything to make sure that happens.’ 
‘Me too, Raf.’ Xavier sat on the end of the lounge. ‘And if anyone gives you any trouble, I’ll come round and personally sort them out.’ 
‘Still playing the hero.’ Griffin raised an eyebrow. 
‘Can’t help what comes naturally.’ 
‘You sure you don’t want to come with us, Raven?’ Isabella asked. 
‘I don’t belong inland. I didn’t even belong when I  lived there. And a whole bunch of kids would rely on me to run the Haggle. They’re noisy but I like them.’ 
‘You can always use the Aerotrope to visit us,’ Isabella said. 
‘Just might do that. Promise no knives?’ 
‘Promise.’ 
‘I better go before your rescue party arrives.’ He hugged Isabella and whispered, ‘I know now why Xavier wanted to be part of you all.’ 
Raven and Xavier went through their complicated routine of shaking hands, clicking fingers, entwining arms and bumping fists and chests. 
‘Be careful with my machine,’ Xavier warned. ‘It’s a work of genius.’ 
‘Which is why it’s about time she had a great pilot.’ 
Raven gave a final wave and disappeared up the stairs to the roof, leaving behind a heavy silence. 
‘Are we doing the right thing?’ Griffin asked. 
Isabella nodded. ‘Griffin, you’re the smartest person I know and you, Fly, are the most gifted illustrator, and Bea and Raffy, with all your ideas you’re destined to rule the world one day. It isn’t fair to keep any of you away any longer.’ 
‘I’ll miss living in the Palace,’ Fly said. 
‘Me too. But I knew from the time Xavier and I went inland that we had to go back. The world was getting on with life and we were hiding away from it. But I’m glad we did it and that I spent the time with all of you.’ 
‘Think of all those foods you can have,’ Xavier said. ‘Ice-cream, chocolate cake, pizza ... anything you want.’ 
‘That will be good.’ Raffy brightened. 
‘What will happen to us?’ Fly asked. ‘Will we still see each other?’ 
‘Of course,’ Isabella answered. 
‘But not like before.’ 
‘No. Not like before.’ 
‘And we can never go back.’ 
‘No, never.’ 
They sat in the grey light of the library. 
The sound of choppers buzzed in the distance. 
‘That’s them.’ Raffy looked scared. 
‘You’ve always wanted to fly in a helicopter,’ Bea reminded him. ‘Now’s your chance.’ 
Raffy whispered. ‘Will you always stay close, Bea?’ 
‘Always,’ Bea whispered back. 
‘Better get your bags ready.’ Isabella forced a smile. ‘Remember, there won’t be enough room for everything, just the things you can’t live without.’ 
‘First one finished packing gets the front seat,’ Griffin challenged. 
Raffy smiled and he and his sister were off. Fly went to the bay window to gather her things. 
‘I’ll go and make sure they don’t bring everything,’ Griffin said. 
‘Griff?’ Isabella handed him a small toy car. 
Griffin turned it in his hands to see his name scratched underneath. ‘It feels strange not going back home to Harrowgate.’ 
‘There’s not much left.’ 
‘We’ll be okay.’ He smiled and tucked the car in his pocket. ‘We found a new home once, we’ll do it again. I better check on that packing.’ 
Xavier loitered in the background as Isabella looked around their home for what would be the last time: the wave-like walls and staircases, the angel-winged chairs and wavering windows that stretched to the roof. ‘There aren’t many people who can say they’ve lived in a palace,’ Isabella said. ‘Thanks for going inland to get help.’ 
‘It took some convincing but eventually they believed me.’ Xavier sat opposite Isabella and looked her in the eye. ‘I’m sorry I lied about my parents.’ 
‘Why did you do it?’ 
‘They’ve never really liked me very much. I always felt they were disappointed they didn’t have a different kind of son. Dad did anyway. If they had been caught in the floods, they would have grabbed the silverware and antiques before thinking about me.’ 
‘That’s not true.’ 
Xavier shrugged. ‘We can’t all be lucky with our parents. Ever since I was a kid, there always seemed to be something more important for my dad than spending time with me. After awhile, when kids at school asked about him, I’d make up stories about how great he was and all the presents he’d buy and the trips he’d take me on. When you asked me about him, I did the same thing I’d been doing for years ... I pretended I had a dad who cared.’ 
‘He missed out then.’ Isabella smiled. ‘You are very much worth caring about, Xavier Stone.’ 
Xavier frowned and blinked away a few tears. 
‘What are you going to do?’ Isabella asked. 
‘Go back home. Work with Mum after school to help some of those kids in trouble.’ He laughed. ‘I hadn’t realised it before, but I’ve missed school.’ 
Fly carried her suitcase and snuggled in close to Isabella. 
Griffin appeared with Bea and Raffy, dragging bulging backpacks. ‘Hopefully they’ll make it inland without bursting open.’ 
The sound of the choppers grew louder. 
‘Just in time, it seems,’ Griffin said, and the others squeezed together on the lounge. 
‘Where’s Jeremiah?’ Fly asked. 
‘He said he wanted to clean up,’ Isabella said. 
‘It’s only his second bath in years,’ Xavier added. ‘We should let him enjoy it.’ 
‘If he ever gets out,’ Fly said. 
At that moment, Jeremiah appeared at the door. His plaits and bobbling nightcap were gone, his slippers replaced by shiny leather shoes and his wild, fluffy beard was gone. He was now a man in a suit, with almost neatly cut hair and clean fingernails. 
‘What happened to you?’ Raffy’s mouth hung wide open. 
‘Raffy!’ Bea scolded. ‘He meant to say, “you look great”.’ 
‘Thanks.’ Jeremiah tugged at his tie and shifted from one foot to the other. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I found these clothes in one of the wardrobes. They’re a bit big.’ 
‘I think you look handsome,’ Isabella said. 
‘Where’s Snowy?’ Fly asked. 
Jeremiah opened his jacket. Snowy was perched in an inside pocket. ‘I thought he could stay here while I try and look respectable.’ 
‘I don’t think the rescuers expected us to dress up for them.’ Xavier laughed. 
‘It’s not only for the rescuers...’ Jeremiah played nervously with his tie. ‘I owned some land in the country. With a small house on it. If it’s still there, I was planning to ask the government if you could all live with me.’ 
‘Live with you?’ Griffin asked. 
‘If you’ll have me,’ he answered nervously. 
‘Could we really?’ Raffy jumped to his knees. 
‘Do you mean it?’ Bea chorused. 
Isabella snuck a look at Griffin before Fly answered for them all. ‘We’d love to.’ 
Jeremiah’s tense shoulders fell. ‘Oh, that is good news.’ 
A loud clunk came from the roof and the slowing of whirring blades. There was a commotion of bags and scuffling feet and final goodbyes to the Palace as Griffin and Xavier followed the kids upstairs. 
In the quiet that was left, Jeremiah said, ‘Thank you, Isabella.’ 
‘For what?’ 
‘For breaking into my house and almost being attacked by a fish.’ He smiled. 
She smiled back. ‘You’re welcome.’ 
‘I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life in that library. I’d forgotten how nice it was to get excited about life and people and–’ 
‘And books?’ Isabella grinned. 
Jeremiah nodded. ‘And books. I was a good scientist. I put all I had into convincing the government to act. And I lost everything.’ 
‘Including the people in the photograph.’ 
‘Eliza and Milly.’ 
‘Was that the real reason you stayed?’ 
‘I let them down. I became so obsessed they hardly saw me. They’d been so patient and understanding, knowing it was important.’ 
‘Why didn’t they leave?’ 
‘Eliza wouldn’t. She refused to leave unless I came too. I begged her to go, but she could be quite stubborn when she wanted to. Part of the reason I loved her. You would have liked them. You remind me a lot of Milly. She was full of ideas and strong, too. She’d beat me in an arm-wrestle any day.’ 
Isabella’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I don’t feel so strong, and I’ve got this sick feeling in my stomach that I can’t make go away.’ 
Jeremiah took her hands in his. ‘It will go away. I promise. You will take all that strength and spirit and determination, and you will be brilliant. And I’ll be standing nearby to watch it all happen.’ 
‘Even though we’ve lived with sneaker waves and giant fish and a few thieving adults, going inland feels even scarier.’ 
‘Only at the beginning. Once you’re back at school and we’ve made a new home, it won’t feel scary at all.’ 
‘Do you think?’ 
‘I’m a scientist,’ he said. ‘I only come to conclusions when I have cold, hard evidence.’ Isabella laughed. ‘And you’ll be free to do more of that laughing. Not worrying about surviving and scavenging and people like Sneddon.’ 
Isabella hugged Jeremiah, squeezing him so tightly that the breath was taken from his lungs. 
When she moved away, he held out his arm. ‘Ready for your new life, Miss Isabella Charm?’ 
She wrapped her arm through his. ‘Yes,’ she said a little uncertainly, then with more confidence. ‘I think I am.’ 
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Can Isabella and her friends find somewhere to call home?


Isabella and her friends have escaped the floodwaters of Grimsdon for the modern world of New City. But will their lives be as wonderful as they’re led to believe?


Uncertainty and fear have brought dark times. Refugees fleeing the world’s rising waters have been imprisoned in a miserable camp.


From freakish, wild weather to the Garrison’s tough restrictions, the kids face new threats at every turn. Unlike the refugees, they’re heralded as heroes, but what does the mysterious Major General really want from them? Isabella is determined to learn the city’s secrets – but there are watching eyes everywhere . . .
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