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“People protect what they love.”
Jacques Yves Cousteau




MEET
THE CHARACTERS

The Clan

Raised in ancient forests, the Clan are a secret organization, trained from birth to be thieves, fighters, renegades, spies, and even assassins. They are seemingly without morals, but bound by a common code of discipline, and loyalty to their leader, the Prophet. Though comprised of young boys, they are descended from a long line of Clan dating back generations, who have had a shadowy hand to play in some of the greatest moments of history. Each Clan boy is named for a predatory wild animal, and has a stark black tattoo of that totem animal etched on their skin. The current alpha in this lawless pack is Wolf, a rangy athlete who is fast to anger, and wields discipline just like his namesake.
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Saker
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Named after his totem animal the Saker falcon, Saker is comfortable with his own company, dark-eyed and browed, alert, twitchy, testy. He was a loyal servant to the Clan until his early teenage years, when he was sent on a mission to India, to capture tigers for the illegal wildlife trade, and realized the terrible nature of what he was doing. Now he is obsessed with righting wrongs against animals. His actions begin with the symbol of a carved wooden bullet, with the head of a Saker falcon embossed on the bottom. These are sent to his foes, and followed by brutal punishment. His hope is that one day merely sending someone a wooden bullet will be enough to make them change their ways.
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Sinter was born into privilege, but her mother died when she was very young, and her father tried to sell her off into an arranged marriage. She dreamed of being a doctor, and when she was kidnapped by Saker, it seemed her world was caving in. Sinter would have never chosen a life of violence, but their life on the run has given her the opportunity to live out impossible adventures. Saker imbued her with the totem animal and tattoo of a tigress, and while she may not have been brought up as Clan, she has more than a little feline fire in her veins. She is a healer at heart and a defender of the vulnerable, and longs for a time when she and Saker can fight side by side once again.



PROLOGUE
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The plane taxied slowly down the runway, getting to the point where it could fire up the engines ready for takeoff. Beyond the windows, and outside the chain-link fence that surrounded the airport, was another grey, dull, depressing city. Saker was glad to be leaving. In a weird way, he was going home. In front of him, the air hostess went through the motions she had clearly done a thousand times before. She looked so glassy-eyed bored that Saker had a mind to start making silly faces at her, or to punch out the plane windows, just to see what she’d do. Anything to get her to stop her robotic performance.

There was another reason he wanted to punch the windows out. It had been a long time since he’d been on a plane. The last time, the walls of the thin metal tube had seemed to close in around him as if he was caught in a hunter’s snare. Saker would have to endure many hours inside that metal tube, totally unable to affect what happened to him. If the wings fell off, or the engines caught fire, he would just have to sit there, surrounded by screaming passengers, and let some pilot he had never even met take care of things. The only thing Saker hated more than enclosed spaces was not being in control.

After all, he’d been trained from birth to be a master of manipulating events to his own advantage. Brought up as a member of the Clan, a thief and assassin for hire, his skills and talents were closely linked to his totem animal the saker falcon. The saker is a ceaselessly active bird of prey, always alert for the presence of prey, then brutal and merciless in dispatching it. Saker, for his part, could never relax; head and eyes twitching, hyper-stimulated, too aware of everything around him. He’d broken free of the Clan, and had been on the run ever since, but those years of training ran deep in his veins. He would never change what he was: a hunter, a predator. It was the search for answers that brought him here, seatbelt locking him into place in this flying prison cell. Who was he really? Where had it all begun? Who were his parents? Nothing had been easy since he’d been free; he was always running, constantly pursued, tormented by demons of events that had so nearly ended his life.

His tortured mind swirled with images of the cave in Borneo, the sinkhole where he had nearly died, locked in total darkness under a blanket of slithering and wriggling horror-show beasts. But then it got even worse, and Saker was back in the ice cave, frozen up to the waist in age-old ice. A vast polar bear was pounding on the thick ice-door of the cavern, its yellow-stained teeth dribbling saliva like melting icicles. The hairs stood up on his arms and his skin bubbled with gooseflesh.

“Saker …” the phantom whispered.

“NO!” He screamed and came to, inside the plane. The claustrophobia was too much. The walls were closing around him and the flight attendant was chiming her instructions like a crazed automaton, all red lip-gloss and empty eyes. The seatbelt signs bonged too loud, flashing like the wheels on a fruit machine. Saker screamed in terror, and started ripping at his seatbelt, his fingers suddenly useless, frostbitten to ice lollies, incapable of even the tiniest movement. Finally getting the buckle free, he leapt to his feet. There were squeals of concern from the passengers around him; the plane was mid takeoff, they were all supposed to be in their seats.

“I can’t be here!” he screamed. “We need to turn the plane around!”

The Tannoy started shouting angry commands in Russian, bing bonging for all it was worth. If Saker had wanted to do something to attract the bored stewardess’s attention, this was it! She was out of her seat like a shot, urging him to sit down, shouting at him with words he didn’t understand.

“No!” he yelled yet again. “The Phantom is here! You can’t lock me away, I have to get out!”

A burly passenger stood up, rocked by the pitch and roll of the plane in mid takeoff. He stood a full head taller than Saker, and looked like a man who could take care of himself. He grabbed Saker by the arm and twisted, trying to put Saker into an arm lock. Even in his feverish state, Saker’s training took over; moves practised a thousand times had become as natural as taking a breath. He slipped his wrist and kept on twisting, turning the big man’s arm lock against him. The man squealed in pain. Saker dropped one knee, turned and kept twisting his wrist. The big man was tossed in a neat somersault clean down the narrow aisle, and came down with a thump on his back.

The stewardess was screaming, her voice like the wind cutting through a midnight snow cave. Saker turned; he had to shut off that terrible sound. But just as he raised his hands against her, a juddering force took control of his limbs, making him leap and jump like a puppet in the hands of an overeager child. Looking down, Saker saw two needles protruding from his chest, attached to long wires. The rest of his body was not paying any attention to his commands, ferocious pain seethed through every tendon, tensing his muscles, setting his teeth into a furious chattering. His eyes could still move, and followed the wires to their source. A man in a dark suit, holding what looked like a gun; the wires ran out of it.

A Taser! He’d been Tasered! Right now fifty thousand volts were pulsing through his body. Even the biggest and toughest men can do nothing under that much force. Saker fought, but his whole body was bucking like a rodeo bull. The darkness descended, strength left his limbs and he hit the floor in between the seats. The last thing he noted before losing consciousness was that the blue carpet was thick, wiry and dirty, and he could see old trodden-in chewing gum beneath the black leather shoes of the man who had Tasered him. He heard the click of handcuffs as they closed around his wrists, and then the darkness took him.
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The speedboat Galeocerdo raged across the surf towards its unseen adversary, spray spurting high from the engines dropped in a sparkling arc, painted orange and pink by the rising sun. Flying fish burst out from the surging boat, skimming across the water with their pectoral fins expanding like fans, then working like gliding wings, their tails frantically pumping side to side to drive them on. Sinter stood by the captain in Galeocerdo’s phone-box-sized wheelhouse, her waterproofs pulled up around her ears, keeping her knees soft to absorb the impact. A flock of gulls resting on the surface took flight at their approach, screaming out in indignant fury that their slumber should be so rudely spoiled.

The captain looked like a cliché of a salty old sea dog, with white beard and hair, a rosy red nose and a dark blue cap over eyes squinted shut from too much gazing into a reflected tropical sun. Sinter felt the fire rage in her veins as they bounced over waves towards their objective.

“We have a longline approximately three clicks ahead,” he shouted, pointing at indecipherable dots on a dripping visual screen on the console. “We need to intercept before it starts getting payload.”

Sinter nodded vigorously as if she understood, fighting back the urge to vomit her breakfast over the side of the boat. She’d only been out on the ocean for a few days, and hadn’t yet got her sea-legs, or her sea-stomach, for that matter. Dawn raids like this one were exhilarating, but the constant bouncing was twisting her spine into knots. She was given some comfort by the fact that one of their number – an old timer who’d been doing this for years – was presently bent over the guardrail and hurling noisily into the wind, leaving behind a slick of fish food which would at least be of some benefit to the disturbed gulls.

“When we pull up on the longlines, we don’t want no heroes,” the captain continued, this time not only to Sinter, but to the other three oilskin-clad figures in the back of his speedboat. “The mothership is going to be cruising along at thirty knots, the line she’s tailing could bounce up to twice that.” Sinter strained to hear, knowing this was all vital information, but his thick Deep-South American accent and straggly white beard made it difficult to make out what he was saying. “The hooks are big enough to land a whale, let alone one of you. You get snagged by one of those and go under, I sure as hell won’t be coming in to save ya.”

Sinter gulped down the fear. She’d been a decent swimmer in the nice calm lake back on her father’s estate in India, but that seemed a long way away now. She’d been taken from her home by force, and would never be able to return. This was about as far as you could get from the lush green of a tame old tea plantation, and those huge, lashing blue waves looked incredibly intimidating. The sea was like a lethal poison sapphire, drawing you towards it, though you always knew its touch would be deadly. But the water was just one of the challenges she would have to face if she was to escape the horrors of the last few years. Since Saker had kidnapped her, she had been drawn into his brutal world, pursued herself by the Clan, though she had done nothing wrong.

Now she was a fugitive, and though her first concern would always have to be anonymity, she still wanted to achieve something of worth with her days. This boat, and its mission to save the animals of the ocean, was perfect. For the first time in forever she felt happy, secure and optimistic. As long as she kept a low profile, all would be well. She certainly didn’t want to be going overboard. A few weeks previously a colleague on a different ship had hit the waves and the mission had to be aborted while everyone else stopped to look for him. Sinter was determined that wouldn’t happen to her; the new girl was not going to be the one holding everyone up … or drawing undue attention to herself.

The rest of her colleagues began making their last minute safety checks, some strapping lifejackets over their oilskins, attaching themselves to the boat on safety lines. Others taped up cuffs and shoelaces; anything that could get caught once the hooks started flying. They were all well versed at this, hardcore activists from all over the world, who’d given up on their normal lives to be here on the front line, fighting for what they believed in.

Sinter took a deep breath and looked out at the Big Blue. It’s sometimes said of the Pacific Ocean that it has no memory, which makes it the perfect place for a runaway, someone who wants to forget who they were and reinvent themselves in a world without horror. For a girl who’d spent the last two years of her life being chased around the globe by a band of faceless assassins, it was as close to home as she would ever get. There was no land in sight in any direction, just the endless dark blue, occasionally flashing tangerine in the last hints of sunrise. Soon it would be blazing hot, and she would have to cover every inch of herself or she would burn like a burger on a griddle.

“LINE!” the shout went up from her colleagues. Sinter threw back her hood, and saw the most spectacular sight of her life. A silver form erupted from the water, trailing diamond mist, its flanks flashing neon blue. The crescent-shaped tail drove it clear of the ocean, a long erect sail down its quicksilver spine. The rapier-like bill thrashed around in the air, seeking to impale an invisible attacker, as the sailfish – the fastest fish in the ocean – breached, seemingly in slow motion, before crashing down, creating an eruption of white lava. There was a unified gasp from the team. Nothing quite prepares you for seeing a sailfish breaching, a fish that can outswim a speedboat in short bursts, and seems to have been coated in titanium. But the sailfish would be too dangerous for them to try and release. That long sword of a bill could impale a potential rescuer, turning them into an unfortunate kebab. They were here to rescue other, less lethal, beasts.

“Dolphin!” shouted the captain, pointing behind the sailfish. Sinter followed the invisible line back from the white spume. The longline was being towed by a huge factory ship that would be many miles away, dragging both the longline and tens of thousands of fish-hooks attached to it. A curved dorsal fin broke the surface, then the dolphin rolled onto its side. There was a shriek from one of her colleagues as the huge hook flashed into view, protruding from the smiling beak of the dolphin. Then in unison another six or seven dorsal fins broke the surface, other members of the hooked dolphin’s family, following their distressed sister, though there was nothing they could do to save her.

The speedboat came alongside the dolphin and accelerated to match its pace. The main longline was composed of tough metal and could not be cut. They would have to get to the hook itself to release the dolphin. Sinter’s three colleagues made for the dolphin’s side of the boat, and the strongest, a New Zealand Maori girl called Mistral, took up the catcher position, while a wiry Brazilian called Tomas grabbed her belt for security. This was the dangerous bit.

“Come to port,” called Mistral. “PORT!”

The boat swung to the left, but slightly oversteered, and bumped the sleek grey form of the dolphin. She spooked and flinched from the boat’s presence and dived with urgent flicks of her tail flukes.

“Careful!” yelled Tomas. “You’re scaring her.”

The captain cursed under his breath, and steadied the speedboat with one hand on the wheel, throwing stolen glances over his shoulder at the action.

The dolphin surfaced again, this time close. Sinter could see the long bottle-nosed snout that gives the species its name. Even now, in this fierce stress, she still seemed to be smiling, but a three hundred kilo dolphin with two hundred teeth is one of the most powerful predators on earth, and needs to be treated with enormous respect. Mistral grabbed out for the dorsal fin and, clasping it with one hand, thrust the other under the dolphin’s belly. Instantly the animal began thrashing, screaming out its high-pitched stress calls. The other members of the pod surged in as close as they dared, calling out to their sister, terrified for her pain. The dolphin began twisting, slippery as a greased mackerel.

“I can’t hold her,” Mistral shouted. Tomas jumped in to help her, grabbing the dolphin. As Tomas lunged, the pair of pliers he’d been holding spilled from his hands, and slid across the deck. He turned to Sinter, face lashed with water and flecks of the dolphin’s blood. “Get the hook!” he screamed.

Sinter dropped to her knees and fumbled for the pliers. They bounced in front of her as if the deck was a trampoline. The boat rolled sideways on the surge, propelling her to the guardrail, which thudded into her stomach, driving the air from her lungs. The sight beyond the guardrail stole her breath even more dramatically. Mistral and Tomas had the dolphin clasped in their arms, pressed close to the hull of the boat. Water sheened from its slick skin, which peels away every few hours to keep the animal streamlined.

The huge curved hook was as long as the giant meat-hooks she’d seen being used to hang beef carcasses when she’d been working in Saigon. And this hook had gone down into the gullet of the dolphin, before piercing out through its cheek. Blood ran freely down its flanks, its dark eyes stared at her in petrified terror, and then it let out a squeal like a human baby that cut Sinter through to her heart.

“Cut the barb!” winced Tomas. “You can do it!”

Sinter saw what he meant. The section of hook that protruded from the dolphin’s mouth had a backwards-facing barb that prevented it from being removed.

“I can’t hold her much longer.” Mistral sounded exhausted.

Sinter fumbled with the pliers, then ripped off her gloves; she’d need more dexterity to deal with this. Leaning over the side of the boat, she pulled the long beak towards her. The first instinct was to stroke the terrified face, to try and convince the tortured mammal that everything would be fine, but time was short. Instead she clasped the hook with one hand and gripped the cutting scissor edges of the pliers around the barbed section of hook. Years on the run, all the physical training she’d done with her partner in crime Saker, months of lifting patients in foreign hospitals – all had hardened Sinter’s sinews, but she’d never had to try and cut through solid metal on a bouncing boat before. She tensed her whole body, trying to focus her strength on her grip, but it was no use. She was tough, but not that tough. Their dolphin’s struggles started to relax. Her next call was feeble; she was drawing her last gasps.

“We’re losing her,” Tomas gasped. “Do something!”

One of the other dolphins surfaced, nudging their sister. She looked up towards Sinter, eyes pleading. “Please don’t let her die,” he seemed to be saying.

At that second the world seemed to go into slow motion. Sinter saw a single drop of blood flying past her eyes. It was thicker, oilier than the water droplets that sailed alongside it. A wave towered high like a tumbling tower block, white streaks lining its length. The dolphin’s dark pupil flickered towards Sinter, held her gaze. She started to recite a status report. “I can’t generate sufficient force with one hand, so I need to switch to a double hand grip. As soon as I drop the hook with my other hand I lose control of the dolphin’s beak. More than a second and she’ll twist away from me. I need momentum, and it needs to be precise.”

Riding the wave as it took them up, Sinter released her grip with one hand and grabbed the pliers with both. At that exact second, the boat rushed up to greet them, powering the blades together. Sinter centered all of her energy and force in that second in a Kiaaii, the ancient martial artist’s yell of focus. There was a chink sound, the pliers spun from her hands, and the dolphin began thrashing again.

“You did it!” someone yelled.

The pliers had cut right through the metal barb. Sinter saw her chance, and grabbed for the hook again, twisting it out of the dolphin’s mouth. It came free just as she convulsed with one critical lunge, wrenching herself free of her captor’s grasp. Weighing as much as double fridge-freezer (though obviously far more graceful), the dolphin created a thunderous splash as she hit the water, and all three of them tumbled back into the boat.

They stood, shaking with effort and exhilaration. Behind them the pod of dolphins slowed and turned, surrounding their injured sister. As the crewmembers looked back, fighting to regain their breath, one lone dolphin leapt from the waves, somersaulting; then again, and again. It was a gesture of joy, of freedom, of relief, but to everyone on the boat it said just one thing: “Thank you.”

Mistral turned to Sinter, her nut-brown features and black eyes glowing with the effort and the thrill. A smile lit up her face. But before she could say anything, a low pitched twang rent the boat like a giant bass-guitar string. The metal longline sprang across the bows and hit Sinter squarely in the chest, tossing her across the boat. Mistral’s face creased in disbelief, as huge hooks sliced across the decks in lethal curved shapes, whooping like loosed arrows. One pierced through her oilskin jacket. Her eyes widened and met Sinter’s again. An eternity passed, that in reality was a millionth of a heartbeat, then the line caught tension, and Mistral was yanked off her feet and over the railings into the spray.

They saw the whites of her eyes and her clawing hands at the surface for a second, then she was dragged beneath the Blue.
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