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THE STORY SO FAR . . .

It is a troubled time in Sherwood Forest . . .



Evil gangster Guy Gisborne has the declining industrial town of Locksley under his thumb, controlling everything, from petty drug deals to police and judges.

He works in an uneasy alliance with the Sheriff of Nottingham, Marjorie Kovacevic.



The ambitious Sheriff likes to portray herself as a successful businesswoman and get-tough politician, who locks up criminals and cracks down on immigration. But deep in Sherwood Forest, Sheriff Marjorie has a private army of guards who deal brutally with anyone who gets in her way.



But good folks are fighting back!



For more than a decade, Emma and Will Scarlock have fought to protect the thousands of vulnerable people who live in Sherwood Forest. From their base inside an abandoned outlet mall, their team provides shelter, healthcare and food to anyone who needs it.



And a new hero is rising . . .



When Ardagh Hood spoke out about corruption in Locksley, Guy Gisborne had him framed by crooked cops and sentenced to three years in prison.

Nobody expected his thirteen-year-old son Robin Hood to fight back, but so far Robin has shot Gisborne in the plums with an arrow, staged a daring robbery to raise money for Forest People and helped sabotage a big-game hunt at Sherwood Castle Resort.



Now Robin is in danger!



With Robin’s name graffitied on thousands of walls, and videos of his actions watched by millions, Sheriff Marjorie fears Robin could spark a rebellion and destroy her political ambitions.

So she’s agreed to help Gisborne hunt Robin down, using a posse of former special forces soldiers.


PART I


1. DINO BULLCALF

The rooftop market at the abandoned Sherwood Designer Outlets was a bustling social gathering for the rebels, runaways and refugees who lived in Sherwood Forest. Traders travelled overnight, emerging from dense forest dragging their wares in nylon bags and backpacks as they crossed the mall’s weed-strewn car parks.

A bunch of stalls in the centre of the market sold hot food. Harsh sunlight hit Dino Bullcalf’s bald head as he strode between them, catching whiffs of shish kebab, curry, baby back ribs and stale cooking fat.

Bullcalf had been a judo champion, an elite Italian army paratrooper and most recently a man with a reputation for finding people who didn’t want to be found. But at seventy-six years old his haggard face made it easy to ignore a frame that could run 5K without breaking sweat and bench-press more than most men half his age.

One of Bullcalf’s tattooed hands held a cardboard coffee cup. After swallowing the last mouthful he shuffled into a gap between two stalls and bumped a woman energetically sweeping dropped food under her burrito stand.

‘You’ve come the wrong way, fella!’ the woman said cheerfully, as she pointed the old man back to the customer side.

Bullcalf acted doddery and confused. ‘So hot today!’ he said breathlessly, with a Neapolitan accent that hadn’t faded in the forty years since he’d fled Italy. ‘I hate litter, but I can’t see a bin.’

‘Gimme,’ the woman said, reaching out to take the cup.

As she turned away and flipped the cup into a bin under her stall, Bullcalf deftly pulled a plastic-wrapped packet from his trouser pocket. The outside had pads of double-sided tape, while the inside contained finely ground aluminium powder and a delicate glass vial filled with green fluid.

Without opening the packet, Bullcalf crushed the vial, enabling the liquid to start mixing with the powder. Then he reached under the burrito stand and felt the contents start to fizz as he stuck the package to the bright red gas cylinder that fuelled the grill.

In a few minutes, the chemical reaction inside the plastic bag would reach a critical temperature, making the aluminium powder explode in a white flash. This would fracture the metal cylinder and ignite the pressurised gas inside. If things went to plan, the resulting bang would be loud enough to distract the market’s heavily armed security guards.

‘Grazie, my dear!’ Bullcalf told the burrito chef once she’d binned his coffee cup.

‘No problem,’ she answered cheerfully.

Once he was away from the food stalls, Bullcalf dropped the doddery act and walked fast. The other four members of the posse Guy Gisborne had hired to capture Robin Hood were standing near the edge of the mall’s flat roof.

Hughes, Denton and Zev were tough-looking blokes who’d done time in the army and knew their stuff. The fourth – and the man Gisborne had put in charge – was Venables. He had buzz-cut red hair, a round freckled face and he irritated Bullcalf every time he opened his mouth.

Venables had convinced Guy Gisborne that he could put together an elite squad to track down Robin Hood. He’d even talked the notoriously tight gangster into paying thirty thousand up front for expenses.

But when Bullcalf asked around he’d discovered that his new boss was all talk. Venables had no experience tracking people down, the military exploits he boasted about were bogus and he was wanted by the police in Capital City for a series of armed robberies targeting wealthy pensioners and charity fundraisers.

‘Still alive, grandad?’ Venables carped as he slapped Bullcalf on the back and checked the time on his gigantic diver’s watch.

‘We need to move fast when that cylinder blows,’ Bullcalf said curtly. ‘Is everyone set?’

‘I’ve tied off the ropes,’ Zev answered. ‘Denton is gonna whack the nearest security camera when the blast happens, so it’ll look like the explosion knocked the camera out.’

‘Good thinking,’ Bullcalf said appreciatively.

Venables was supposed to be in charge and hated it when the three younger men showed Bullcalf respect.

‘Do you need to sit down, old man?’ Venables said.

How many times can you make the old-guy joke? Bullcalf thought to himself.

A younger Bullcalf would have ripped Venables’s head off. But he’d grown patient with age and Venables was going to get what he deserved soon enough . . .


2. MAN ON THE INSIDE

Ninety seconds later, the gas bottle ruptured. The blast shook the entire mall roof as the flaming metal canister rocketed thirty metres into the air.

Market stalls toppled as traders and shoppers dived for cover. There were screams and objects clattering. The burrito chef looked back at her wrecked stand and realised she was only alive because she’d stepped away to flirt with the pit master on the barbecue stall.

After flying more than seventy metres, the spiralling, red-hot cylinder crashed into one of the mall’s rooftop greenhouses. A quick-thinking gardener rushed to the scene, edging between jagged glass and smothering embers with shovelfuls of damp compost.

Although the rooftop market was open to anyone who handed over their weapons and passed through an airport-style scanner, the mall’s interior was strictly residents only. Bullcalf was pleased to see a guard sprint towards the food stalls, while another helped a distraught old lady who’d been trampled by panicked shoppers.

‘Move out!’ Venables ordered enthusiastically.

Hughes, Zev, Bullcalf and Venables slid eight metres down a rope slung over the side of the mall roof. Their landing spot was a narrow ledge, formed by the top of the letters ET on an immense SHERWOOD DESIGNER OUTLETS sign.

The plastic signage was crusted with bird poop and creaked alarmingly under the weight of the four burly men. Venables was no fan of heights, and as he tried not to look at the concrete twenty-five metres below, Hughes used a crowbar to lever open a rusted metal access hatch.

Hughes squeezed through the opening and dropped into a narrow hallway. His boots made the only prints in the dust, suggesting he was the first to walk this route in years. Denton had stayed back to wreck the rooftop camera, so he came last and needed a tug from Zev to drag his stomach through.

‘Denton ate all the pies!’ Zev joked. ‘Did anyone see us drop down?’

Denton shook his head as Venables turned a corner and reached a narrow metal door. It clanked, but after opening a few centimetres a padlock and chain snapped tight.

Venables fumed as he peered through the fist-sized gap. ‘Mr Khan, are you there?’

Sneakers moved warily up metal steps on the other side of the door. ‘It’s me, Khan,’ a man answered. ‘Are you Venables?’

‘Who else?’ Venables spluttered. ‘Father Christmas?’

Mr Khan coughed nervously. ‘Mr Venables, you are going to get everything we agreed to. But I must protect myself. There are five of you, and if you killed me you wouldn’t have to pay my ten thousand.’

Venables battered his palm against the door. ‘Listen, dirtbag, a deal is a deal . . .’

Bullcalf set his hand on Venables’s shoulder and warned him to stay cool.

Mr Khan’s gold-ringed hand appeared briefly and flicked a folder filled with papers through the gap in the door. ‘That’s a map showing where Robin Hood is hiding,’ he explained.

‘I heard Robin got sent away from here,’ Bullcalf said.

‘He was away for a while,’ Mr Khan said. ‘But he had a couple of run-ins with bandits chasing the bounty on his head, so Will Scarlock decided Robin was safest back here. There’s always a guard, but they stay outside the main door of Robin’s new den, and that map shows how to access the room via a hatch at the rear.’

‘If you’re lying, you’d better pray we all get killed,’ Venables warned.

‘I have all my family here at the mall,’ Khan said gently. ‘I know better than to betray a powerful man like you.’

Venables was easily flattered and cracked a smile.

Bullcalf inspected the document pouch Khan had passed through. It contained a folded architectural plan of the mall. A route marked out in pink highlighter showed how to reach Robin Hood’s hiding place and an escape route via the sewers.

‘Give him the money,’ Bullcalf whispered to Venables. ‘It’s not like we have a choice.’

Venables reluctantly passed a stuffed envelope through the crack in the door and they heard Khan tear it open and fan the notes.

‘Satisfactory!’ Khan said.

‘Open up,’ Venables demanded.

‘It’s a combination lock,’ Mr Khan explained, calmer now he had his cash. ‘Eight, seven, six, one, two, three.’

Bullcalf realised the combination lock was a smart move. If Mr Khan had opened the lock or handed over a key, the posse would be through the door in seconds. But it took Venables almost a minute to reach around the door and dial in six numbers, by which time Khan had vanished down the metal steps on the other side.

The five men were relieved as the lock clicked open and the chain clanked to the floor. Mr Khan had left a battered army kit bag on the landing and Venables looked chuffed as he unzipped it and checked the contents.

‘Two guns, knives, ammo, tools and keys,’ he said as he rummaged. ‘I can taste Guy Gisborne’s money!’

‘Good stuff,’ Bullcalf said, as the younger men behind him made happy noises. ‘Let’s go find Robin Hood.’


3. SHERWOOD SCREENS

Venables led the way across the mall, though he was puzzled until Bullcalf made him turn the map the right way up.

They were directly below Designer Outlets’ roof, and after crossing a metal gantry that had a view down at the lighting and ventilation of a store that had once sold pricey suits, they jogged the length of a bare concrete hallway, went down four flights of steps and through a fire door propped open with a plastic chair.

Bullcalf’s nose tingled from a musty smell as his boot squelched mildewed red carpet. A Rage Cola vending machine had been tipped over and trashed, while kids had drawn boobs and willies on the COMING SOON posters for fifteen-year-old movies.

‘Sherwood Screens,’ Denton read aloud, then felt hunger pangs as he passed an ad for a Quad Combo Deal – Nachos, Popcorn, Hot Dog & Frozen Cola. JUST £12.99 . . .

‘My first-ever date, I took a girl to see Blade: Trinity,’ Zev said fondly, as he spotted that movie’s faded poster. ‘I spilled Fanta in my lap and the girl said she wasn’t walking home with a guy who looked like he’d wet himself.’

Denton and Hughes snorted with laughter. Bullcalf thought they were making too much noise, but before he could tell them to can it, he felt his phone vibrate. He answered in a whisper, as Venables located a door that led through a staff break room, then upstairs to the cinema’s projection booth.

Bullcalf spoke softly into his phone. ‘Mamma, what’s the matter? OK, OK, calm down. Listen carefully . . . You can’t find Cairo’s food because he’s not with you any more. You haven’t had a cat for six years . . . I can’t visit today because I’m working, but Andrea will call in on her way home . . .’

Venables rounded the top of the stairs into a gently curved room with four projectors along each side and two at the far end. Sherwood Screens closed before cinemas went digital, so old-skool mechanical film projectors pointed through slot windows into the cinema’s eight auditoriums.

A hole in the roof brought sunlight and fresher air than downstairs, but there were heaps of fizzing wasps and a nest bulged from a ceiling vent.

‘Wasps are the worst,’ Denton said, as he swatted.

Venables jolted as a wasp buzzed close to his ear, while Bullcalf was still speaking to his mum.

‘I have to go, Ma. Stop crying. You know I love you, but I’m far away at work. Put the TV on and do your breathing exercises until Andrea gets there.’

‘Hard to believe your mother’s still kicking,’ Venables boomed as Bullcalf pocketed his phone. ‘What is she – two hundred years old?’

Bullcalf wanted to punch Venables more than he’d ever wanted to punch anyone. But they had to stay focused.

‘Keep the noise down,’ Bullcalf warned as he flicked a wasp off his brow. ‘Venables, what screen is Robin supposed to be in?’

‘Five,’ Venables said.

‘Which one’s five?’ Zev asked.

Hughes had already noticed that the projectors were numbered. He stopped by number five and peered through the rectangular hole in front of the lens.

It was one of the smallest auditoriums and around half of the fifty seats had been stripped out. A huge electric fan was spinning and there was a double airbed and a tent in the open space. Archery targets had been pinned to the cinema screen, and there were so many holes in some spots that parts of the screen were in tatters.

‘Bullseye,’ Hughes whispered.

Bullcalf and Venables knocked skulls as they rushed to peek through the little window.

‘That’s Robin’s den all right,’ Venables said happily.

‘Can’t see the kid though,’ Bullcalf said.

Six eyes scanned the gloomy auditorium and Hughes spotted something first.

‘Third row of seats, one from the aisle,’ Hughes whispered. ‘See?’

Venables and Bullcalf locked eyes on a mop of scruffy hair sticking above the seat line, silhouetted by bluish light from a laptop screen.

‘No point sticking around,’ Venables said keenly. ‘Let’s do this.’

‘There’s an access hatch down to the screen,’ Hughes said, as he knelt in front of the projector and saw two bolts. ‘Drop is two metres, maybe three.’

‘I know what I’m doing, Hughes,’ Venables said, tapping his map. ‘What about you, Bullcalf? Can those old hips handle the drop?

Zev got stung by a wasp and yelped as Bullcalf backed away from the projector.

‘Hips work fine,’ Bullcalf said acidly. ‘But remember – your friend Khan told us there’s a guard out front who might start shooting or run off and raise the alarm. I’ve got the second gun, so how about I head to the front of screen five and take out the guard?’

‘Obviously,’ Venables said, though he clearly hadn’t thought of it. ‘Do you need one of the others?’

Bullcalf shook his head. ‘I can take one guard.’

Zev yelped again. ‘Wasp up my trouser leg! Why am I the only one getting stung?’

‘Stop whining, Zev,’ Venables hissed.

‘Venables, I’ll text you when the guard is dealt with,’ Bullcalf said. ‘I’ll be waiting to grab Robin if he runs for the exit.’

‘Good luck,’ Denton said, as Bullcalf headed out of the projection booth and started back down the stairs.

‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ Bullcalf responded.

But when he got to the staff break room, Bullcalf didn’t head for the front of screen five. He went back the way they came, through the fire door propped with a chair and upstairs towards the roof.


4. WASPS ARE GITS

Venables’s phone pinged.

‘Bullcalf?’ Denton asked.

Venables nodded as he read the message. ‘He’s disabled the guard. Let’s move.’

There was a grating sound as Denton opened a wooden panel at the base of screen five’s projector. As he dropped into the last row of cinema seats, he watched the kid stand up and stride quickly with the laptop tucked under his arm.

By the time Venables landed, Denton had a bad feeling. When people hear an unexpected noise, they glance about to see where it came from. But the kid darted off like he was expecting something.

Hughes landed next.

‘Bullcalf, we’re in!’ Venables shouted cheerfully.

‘Zev, don’t jump – it’s a trap!’ Hughes shouted.

Venables hadn’t figured it out. ‘What are you talking about?’

The boy dived through a grille beneath the cinema screen, and before Hughes could explain his suspicions to the others there was a clattering sound, followed by the deafening flash of a stun grenade.

The three men were deaf and blind as all the auditorium lights came on. Two women in body armour stormed through the main door as Will Scarlock and Mr Khan came through a fire exit at the side, wearing combat helmets and holding assault rifles.

‘KHAAAAAN!’ Venables raged.

A smart person might reason that that someone who’d betrayed him wouldn’t have supplied a working gun. But Venables found out the hard way when he shot wildly into the grenade smoke and the exploding weapon blew the tips off of two fingers.

Denton gasped in horror as Venables’s blood misted his face. An instant later the two women pointed their guns at point-blank range.

One shouted: ‘Kneel or die! Hands in the air!’

‘Now, turds!’ the other one added.

As Mr Khan stepped behind and started fitting Venables, Hughes and Denton with plastic zip cuffs, Will peered through the hatch from the projector room and was surprised to hear masses of fizzing wasps.

‘Sam, are you up there?’

Will’s nineteen-year-old son, Sam Scarlock, sounded alarmed. ‘Dad, there’s a wasps’ nest,’ he shouted back. ‘They went berserk when the grenade went off.’

‘Have you been stung?’

‘I’m staying well back,’ Sam said. ‘But we dragged one guy out. He’s stung bad and not breathing right. We’re gonna carry him straight to the clinic.’

‘You be careful – wasps get nasty when the nest is threatened,’ Will warned. ‘What about the other guy?’

‘It’s just him,’ Sam said.

Will thought of the five people he’d watched on surveillance footage from his command tent.

‘I’m missing the dark-skinned dude and the old man,’ he shouted up.

‘The guy we carried out is black,’ Sam answered.

‘You’re certain the old man’s not up there?’

‘I’m sure, Dad, and I’m outta here before these wasps get me.’

Will sighed as he turned to Mr Khan and the two women. ‘The old guy went missing.’

He took his radio and called his head of security. ‘Azeem, do you copy?’

‘Yeah,’ she answered, sounding stressed.

‘I want a mall-wide security alert. Get everybody you can on search duty.’

‘What’s going on?’ she asked. ‘I’m on the roof with smouldering wreckage and a dozen injured.’

‘We mounted a sting operation to catch the posse Gisborne sent after Robin,’ Will explained. ‘One of them got away. I’ll send you his picture in a second . . . OWW!’

‘What was that?’

‘Wasp stung my wrist,’ Will gasped.

‘I’m your head of security,’ Azeem said, aghast. ‘How can you mount a sting operation without telling me?

‘You had enough on your plate running the market,’ Will explained.

‘Are these the guys that blew up a gas cylinder?’ Azeem asked.

‘Khan agreed to meet them and lead them to Robin,’ Will said sheepishly. ‘We didn’t anticipate they’d set off a bomb to cause a distraction.’

‘It’s a miracle nobody got killed,’ Azeem said furiously.

‘Look, Azeem, I’m sorry I didn’t involve you in the plan. But let’s find the fifth man now and you can tell me what an idiot I am later.’

Mr Khan interrupted. ‘Will, Venables is spitting mad. But he moaned something about Bullcalf betraying them.’

Will nodded. ‘Azeem, we think the guy we’re looking for is called Bullcalf. His last known position was exiting the projector booth at the back of Sherwood Screens.’

‘We’re stretched thin up here,’ Azeem sighed. ‘But I’ll get some people on it.’


PART II


5. FINALLY, OUR HERO

While four-fifths of a posse got lured into a trap by Mr Khan and a ten-year-old in a wig, the real Robin Hood was a hundred and seventy kilometres away in the swampy Eastern Delta. More specifically, Robin was listening to deafeningly loud grime music, while hanging upside down from a chin-up bar doing stomach crunches.

‘Forty-six, forty-seven . . .’

After fifty Robin pulled his torso up, grasping the bar and letting his legs drop. The sweat running down his bare chest changed direction and he had to dangle from one arm to swipe at the drips trickling off his brow into his eyes.

Muscle-ups came next. The brutal exercise started with a chin-up, then you had to keep pushing until your whole torso was above the bar with your arms straight.

Robin hadn’t been able to do muscle-ups when he arrived in the delta six weeks earlier, but the guy he was staying with, Diogo, had taught him the proper technique and, after working out most days, Robin’s personal best was sixteen.

‘Thirteen, fourteen . . .’

Robin tried to continue but his arms became jelly. His right hand slipped and he dropped off the bar, moaning loudly because he’d wanted to break his record.

The space Robin used for working out and practising archery was a roller-skating rink inside an abandoned holiday village. He rubbed aching shoulder muscles and caught his breath as he admired himself in a wall lined with tarnished bronze mirrors.

Robin needed a haircut, and the thirteen-year-old wished he was taller. The workouts had bulked his arms and chest, though his appetite for junk food meant he was some way off a six-pack.

After drinking from his water bottle and squirting the dregs over his head, Robin straightened up Diogo’s dumbbells, gathered arrows he’d shot into targets at the far side of the rink, then switched off the music and headed out, with his bow in one hand and Diogo’s boom box in the other.

Home was a few hundred metres’ walk. Crickets chattered and sun toasted Robin’s bare back as he passed the abandoned resort’s kiddie playground and ducked through a rusted wire fence onto a sliver of gravelly beach littered with dumped air conditioners and fishing net.

Diogo called his battered wooden house The Station. At low tide you could reach the embankment on which it stood by crossing mushy sand, but Robin hated his Nikes getting flooded and reached The Station via a creaking wooden jetty.

The building’s name came from its original use as an emergency lifeboat station. Diogo had bought it in wrecked condition, added an extra storey and turned it into an eccentric home a kilometre from his nearest neighbour.

‘Anybody home?’ Robin yelled.

The sliding door was locked, so he took a key from under a flowerpot, then stepped in and switched off Diogo’s home-made security system by disconnecting a metal bulldog clip from a car battery.

Robin checked an orange 1970s-style wall clock and worried when he saw it was past three. His best friend, Marion, had gone out with Diogo on his boat before breakfast and they were normally back by lunchtime.

But Diogo was a smart guy, so Robin wasn’t too worried as he rummaged in the fridge and scoffed egg salad and a giant turkey drumstick left from last night’s dinner.

Next came a shower, which wasn’t like in any normal house. First, the shower was a piece of copper pipe with a head made from a perforated beer can and was outside the building. Second, Diogo’s solar water heating had a busted thermostat and ran dangerously hot when the sun came out.

Robin stuck with cold water, since he liked the idea of his skin remaining attached to his body. His phone rang as he hopped back inside, trailing drips and doing an alarming skid on the wooden floor as he answered. He hoped it was Marion, Diogo or maybe Robin’s brother, Little John, but Will Scarlock was the name on-screen.

‘’Sup, boss?’ Robin gasped.

‘You OK?’ Will asked, surprised by Robin’s startled tone.

‘Ran from the shower, almost sprawled on my face. Everything OK?’

Will laughed as Robin squatted on the arm of a cracked leather armchair.

‘It’s complicated . . .’ Will began.

Robin put the phone on speaker and towelled his hair as Will told the whole story: how Mr Khan heard that Gisborne’s posse was looking for an informant inside Designer Outlets. Then luring them to the mall on market day and isolating them in a remote location so they could be taken down without endangering shoppers.

‘Who was my stand-in?’ Robin asked.

‘Marion’s brother Matt. We gave him a fright wig from a Halloween costume.’

‘My hair’s not that scruffy,’ Robin objected. ‘Good on Matt for helping out though!’

‘The bad news is, one guy got away,’ Will said gravely. ‘We got his escape on CCTV. He abseiled down from the roof and got swallowed by the forest before we’d even started searching for him.’

‘Still,’ Robin said brightly, ‘five guys looking for me this morning, now there’s only one.’

‘Mr Khan was a Locksley cop before Gisborne’s goons drummed him off the force for being honest,’ Will explained. ‘He used an old police contact to pull up the guy’s record. His name is Dino Bullcalf and his only convictions are for speeding and driving without insurance, but his name crops up in several investigations into suspicious deaths, either because they were police informants, or they owed money to very bad people.’

Robin shivered. ‘Sounds like the kind of guy you don’t want coming after you.’

‘Agreed,’ Will agreed. ‘But only Diogo, my wife and Marion’s parents know where you are. I’ll message Bullcalf’s picture, so you know who to look out for.’

‘What about the other guys you caught?’ Robin asked.

‘One’s dead . . .’

‘Dead?’

‘Wasps,’ Will explained. ‘Unai took a look after it happened. He found a massive nest, going two metres deep into a ventilation shaft. Zev got stung dozens of times. By the time they got him down to the clinic his airway had closed up. There was nothing Dr Gladys could do.’

Robin winced. ‘Nasty way to die . . .’

‘I like to think I’m a caring person,’ Will snorted, ‘but forgive me if I lack sympathy for a man who tried to make money by capturing a kid so that a gangster could torture him.’

‘Good point,’ Robin said.

‘Their leader – Venables – is wanted by cops in Capital City,’ Will continued. ‘Mr Khan is going to escort him down south and drop him at a police station. The other two don’t pose much of a threat on their own, so we’ll dump ’em up in bear country in their underwear.’

‘You’re sure they won’t come after me?’ Robin asked.

‘They’re soldiers, not leaders,’ Will said. ‘Bullcalf had his escape route set up, so he must have realised we were setting a trap. But instead of warning his comrades, he used us as an opportunity to get rid of them.’

‘So this old fart’s gonna try to find me and nab the whole bounty for himself?’ Robin asked.

‘Seems that way,’ Will agreed. ‘And Dino Bullcalf has spent most of his life tracking down people who don’t want to be found, so we can’t take the threat lightly.’


6. BUILT FOR SMUGGLING

Dried, deodorised and dressed in shorts, Robin still felt hungry as he padded down spiral steps from his little upstairs bedroom. As he crossed The Station’s sloping ground floor, which was cluttered with books and retro furnishings, he remembered not to bash his toes on the wooden rails that had been put there to launch a lifeboat.

Fresh air hit as Robin rolled up a clattering garage door, opening the room to a sunny waterfront balcony with a sofa swing and gas barbecue. Although The Station jutted from a trashed beach with a dead holiday village behind, the view out over the delta was spectacular.

The Macondo River ran almost the entire width of the country. Starting at Lake Victoria and growing broader until it became the Eastern Delta. This marshland stretched to forty kilometres wide where it met the sea.

Vast reed beds were packed with wading birds and turtles, while the waterways formed more islands than you could count, from little mud embankments to Skegness Island, with its lavish homes and mega-yachts.

The central delta had shipping lanes deep enough for oil tankers, but The Station was on the southern bank, where shallow water trickled and, in the current hot weather, slimy algae bloomed on the surface.

Robin looked out from the balcony past the reeds at dazzling water stretching to the horizon, broken by the hazy outlines of a lush green island and the hulk of a pleasure boat that ran aground years earlier.

He had rinsed his sweaty workout gear while showering and he pegged socks and shorts to a line before flicking on the barbecue.

While the grill got hot, he grabbed a set of binoculars and wondered again where Marion and Diogo had got to. There was no sign of Diogo’s boat, but he saw an anchored pleasure launch with people riding jet skis launched from its rear platform. Further out was the sinister grey outline of a prowler, a type of fast patrol boat used by the Customs & Immigration Service (CIS).

Robin took two burger patties from the fridge, along with cheese slices and some stale baps that he hoped would be OK if he toasted them. As his afternoon snack sputtered, Robin heard the buzz of a drone. It was impossible to patrol the delta’s maze of islands and waterways by boat, so customs and police routinely used them for surveillance.

Robin guessed this drone had been launched from the CIS boat he’d spotted through the binoculars. But while the flight wasn’t unusual, law-enforcement drones had powerful zoom lenses and facial recognition, so he edged around the barbecue so that it would only see his back.

The burgers were slightly charred when Robin flipped them, so he lowered the heat as the drone buzzed inland, skimming the holiday village. But as it flew back over The Station the sound seemed off, and Robin risked a backward glance. Drones fly fast and smooth, but this one was shuddering and Robin guessed it had clipped a bird or treetop.

After dropping low the drone jerked up a hundred metres, as if an automatic protection system had kicked in. Then it made a loud popping sound and plunged, trailing dense grey smoke. Robin couldn’t see as it plummeted behind The Station, but he heard a crash beyond the treeline and dozens of spooked birds launched into the air.

Robin imagined something dramatic like the drone getting shot down, but with one eye on his burgers he picked up his phone and searched exploding drone. The first result took him to an article on how drones use lightweight but unstable lithium-polymer batteries which can fail dramatically. There was even a link to a video of a mid-air blast, with a popping sound matching what he’d just heard.

He flipped the burgers again and was pleased they hadn’t burned on the lower heat. Then he put cheese slices on to melt and started toasting two halves of stale bap.

Robin had never used a barbecue before he’d arrived in the delta and was chuffed with his giant double cheeseburger as he stacked it up, then squashed it so all the parts stuck together. He hated the midges that fizzed about near the water, so he took the plate inside. But as Robin sat to eat, he heard Diogo’s boat, Water Rat, puttering out of a gap between the reeds.

‘Ahoy, matey!’ a mud-caked Marion shouted, as Robin rushed back onto the balcony. ‘Throw us a rope.’

Diogo’s boat was as quirky as his home. Water Rat had triple outboard motors for speed, but if you lifted them out of the water there was also a huge fan that enabled its flat-bottomed hull to skim over water a few centimetres deep. It was finished in shades of grey that made it hard to see, and the only protection from the elements was a plastic windscreen and roll-up cloth roof.

As Robin threw Marion a rope, he saw chunks of jagged fibreglass where the side of the boat had scraped rocks, while the flat-bottomed hull was filled with plastic drums caked in mud.

‘Did something go wrong?’ Robin asked.

Marion looked down at her filthy clothes as she hopped onto the balcony. ‘How’d you figure that out, genius?’

Diogo emerged from under the canvas roof as Robin tied Water Rat to one of the thick wooden pilings supporting the balcony. The Portuguese was a biker, though not a member of any gang. He was in his late thirties, with a shaggy black beard and fading tattoos stretched over a bodybuilder physique, though as a concession to life on water, he mostly wore waterproof trousers and rubber boots rather than denim and bike leathers.

‘Hell of an afternoon!’ Diogo told Robin as he stepped ashore, reeking of sweat and with his bottom half almost as muddy as Marion.

‘Gotta pee,’ Marion said, as she stripped muddy boots then raced inside.

‘We had no bother picking the drums up,’ Diogo said, continuing his explanation. ‘But as we pulled away, one of those new CIS prowlers came at us. They’re stealthy suckers. Cruise all day at thirty-five knots and they don’t show on my radar until it’s too late. I couldn’t outrun a prowler over any distance, so we blasted through reeds to an inlet too shallow for them to chase.

‘I thought they’d launch drones to search for us. So we jumped out, dragged Water Rat up onto an island and covered her with greenery. We were thigh deep in mud and the flies bit lumps out of us.’

‘Then you waited?’

Diogo nodded. ‘Nothing flew over. They must have got called away to something more important.’

‘Or they didn’t fancy chasing smugglers through mud,’ Robin suggested.

Inside, Marion exited the toilet, and spoke happily. ‘Great, I’m starving.’

Robin gasped as he looked indoors and saw her biting an enormous chunk out of his burger.


7. PILLS AND THRILLS

While Diogo hosed off muddy gear and cooked more burgers, Marion braved the outdoor shower and Robin carried the cargo out of the boat.

After lifting each filthy drum onto the balcony, he unscrewed waterproof seals and emptied out medical supplies like scalpel blades, bandage packs, dental amalgam and thick polythene bags filled with pills.

Diogo’s contacts overseas would sail to the edge of the delta at night and dump goods in shallow water or on one of the unoccupied islands. The following morning, Diogo would take Water Rat out and bring the stuff back to shore.

Diogo worked only for himself and stuck to what he knew. Even if he’d wanted to make big bucks smuggling guns or the kinds of drugs people use to get high, he wouldn’t have dared because those markets were controlled by powerful gangs.

But the government had made laws stopping people from getting medical treatment without swiping an up-to-date identity card. Since most Forest People were either refugees with no ID, or people on the run, a lot of people in Sherwood could only use illegal clinics and black-market medical supplies.

Marion kept her icy shower short and came down with straggly hair as Diogo plated up his batch of burgers and some corn cobs he’d thrown on too.

‘After this, I’ll hose out Water Rat and fix the crack where I banged her up,’ he said, as the trio filled their faces at a wobbly outdoor table. ‘Robin, now you have everything inside, I need you to start bagging pills.’

Robin sighed.

To save weight and space, most medicines were smuggled in bags containing thousands of loose tablets. Before being passed on to underground clinics and pharmacies in Sherwood Forest, they had to be split into smaller quantities and carefully labelled.

‘Don’t moan,’ Diogo said, as he bit into his corn cob.

‘I didn’t say anything,’ Robin answered defensively.

The sigh had been instinctive – hours printing labels and packing pills was brain numbing. But Robin admired what Diogo was doing. The biker took risks that could land him with serious jail time, and as most of the informal medical clinics had no money, he gave heaps of stuff away, or sold it for a minimal profit.

‘Robin always moans,’ Marion said, stirring it.

‘I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it,’ Robin said, before trying to turn the tables. ‘Can Marion help?’

‘I spent half the day hiding up to my tits in mud, while you sat around,’ Marion snapped.

‘I worked out,’ Robin said. ‘And I’d go out on the boat if Diogo let me.’

‘We can’t take risks,’ Marion teased. ‘You’re the famous Robin Hood and you’re in hiding.’

Diogo extravagantly flung his chewed-up corn cob over his shoulder, letting it splosh into the delta. ‘It’s cute the way you two lovebirds bicker!’

‘We are not . . .’ Marion said, shuddering.

‘First comes love,’ Diogo sang, putting on a ridiculous old-time crooner voice, ‘then comes a marriage, then comes da baby, in a carriage . . .’

‘Nope!’ Robin said, shaking his head.

Diogo kept winding the thirteen-year-olds up. ‘I expect you’ll make me godfather when your triplets are born.’

‘I’m trying to eat!’ Marion said, making a face like she was going to spew.

Diogo wolfed the last quarter of his burger in one huge bite, then stood and noisily slapped his hairy belly.

‘That’s enough fun and games! I’ll fix Water Rat. Robin, sort pills; Marion, wash plates, then you deserve a rest. Also . . .’

They looked up from the table as Diogo paused dramatically.

‘I need you two to make yourselves scarce this evening, because Diogo has a date.’

Marion smiled. ‘Seriously?’

‘Never more so,’ Diogo said.

‘The one you had drinks with last week?’ Robin asked. ‘From online dating.’

‘You said that date was a dud,’ Marion added.

‘I thought she was pretty great, and it seems she liked me more than I realised,’ Diogo said proudly. ‘I already spoke to Emma Scarlock. She’s expecting you two at Boston Church Hall around half past seven. She says you can order pizza and stay overnight at her cottage.’

‘Fine by me,’ Robin agreed. ‘Change of scene. Neo’s got a PlayStation, and he’s a laugh if he’s around.’

‘Leave those rubber boots of yours in the boat if you’ve got female company,’ Marion warned. ‘You can smell them from twenty paces. And use a nail brush to scrub the muck from under your nails.’

Diogo smiled. ‘Marion, I was wooing ladies before you were born.’

Marion shot back, ‘But if you’d had the benefit of my advice, you wouldn’t still be single . . .’


8. DOUBLE CHOC MAGNUMS

It was after seven, but at this time of year it would stay light for hours.

Diogo had a workshop for his motorbikes, in a metal shed just off the littered beach. Marion had wheeled out and fuelled two mangled but powerful dirt bikes, being extra careful not to scrape Diogo’s monstrous chromed Harley Davidson, or his collection of classic Japanese racing bikes.

‘I’ve been waiting here like a lemon for ten minutes,’ she complained, as Robin clambered through the holiday-village fence holding a tangle of metal and melted plastic. ‘What the heck is that?’

‘Police drone came down earlier,’ Robin explained, as he closed in. ‘I told you I was going to look for it. I had a rough idea where it crashed, but I had to walk further than I thought.’

Marion studied the wreckage as Robin put it inside the bike shed. ‘It’s junk,’ she noted.

‘Interesting junk,’ Robin said. ‘I want to see what tech these things pack. I might even be able to work out the frequencies they transmit on.’

‘Such a geek.’ Marion smiled fondly.

‘Geek and proud,’ Robin said. ‘It’s probably burnt out, but you never know. I like playing around with tech stuff and I’ve not got much on when you’re out on Water Rat with Diogo.’

‘Whatever.’ Marion said, checking the time on her phone. ‘I’ve filled both bikes with gas. Your helmet’s hanging by the door. And I grabbed this for you on the way out of The Station.’

Robin looked baffled as she tossed him a rolled-up raincoat.

‘Check the sky.’

‘Good thinking,’ Robin said, as he looked at a sunny evening in one direction, but ominous hammerhead clouds closing from across the water.

He stuffed the waterproof down his backpack and put on his helmet, by which time Marion had kick-started and buzzed away.

The only road leading from The Station to the rest of civilisation wound along the delta’s southern edge for five kilometres. Cutting through the holiday village halved that distance, so after a few hundred metres Marion flung her bike left and sliced expertly through a gap in the wire fencing. She didn’t slow down, but Robin was a less experienced rider and used his brakes.

By the time Robin was back up to speed, Marion was blasting over dry weeds between the lines of alpine-style chalets that once housed holidaying families. After a sharp turn they came to the empty bowl of a giant outdoor leisure pool.

They both juddered down steps at the shallow end, but as soon as Marion reached the deep end, she picked up speed, steered up a twisting waterslide, then launched her bike off the platform at the top. She made a jarring landing on her front wheel but kept upright.

Robin considered the stunt as the end of the pool closed in, but he twisted his brake and stopped with his front wheel at the base of the faded blue ramp. The fact was, he’d been riding dirt bikes for a few months, while Marion’s dad was a biker who’d put her on two wheels as soon as she could walk.

After pushing backwards, Robin rode a circle of shame and exited the pool via the kiddies’ paddling area. Marion waited with a smug expression, and Robin thought she looked ridiculously cool, sat astride the bike with sun catching her black helmet and hair trailing out down her back.

‘That jump was internet-worthy,’ Robin said, flipping up his visor as he pulled alongside.

‘I assumed you’d ride along the edge,’ Marion said. ‘Almost gave me a heart attack when I thought you were gonna copy me.’

‘Probably would have died,’ Robin admitted.

Marion laughed. ‘Stick to climbing and archery – and being a geek – and leave the bike stuff to me.’

Thunder rumbled over the delta behind them as she flipped her visor down and blasted off. They cut through more of the holiday village, passing through a derelict staff car park, then under the burnt-out shell of the central dome.

Sunshine Road led from the holiday park’s main entrance to the edge of a little seafront village called Boston. There was never any traffic on this sand-blown road, which went nowhere except the dead resort, but their bikes had no plates or insurance so they couldn’t risk being stopped by a cop on the much busier road leading to the coast.

Marion parked behind a boarded supermarket and souvenir shop and the pair felt spots of rain as they strolled briskly downhill to the seafront. Boston beach was large and clean and the tide was way out. The seafront strip had a fish-and-chip shop and an Indian restaurant and three local girls played soccer on the sand.

Marion and Robin bought chocolate-raspberry ice creams in a corner shop and were still eating them off sticks as they arrived at a grotty church hall, which was run by a religious group called the New Survivors.

A sixteen-year-old volunteer was mopping the floor as they stepped into a hall the size of a classroom.

‘Hey, guys!’ she said brightly. ‘Haven’t seen you for a while.’

‘Hello, Bo,’ Marion answered, enjoying the way this rhymed.

The New Survivors ran lunch and supper clubs for local seniors, and while the oldies had all gone home, the lingering smell of mashed-up food and pee reminded Robin of infant school.

Bo smiled at Robin. ‘Didn’t you buy a choc ice for me?’

Robin had only met Bo twice before, but she was gorgeous and he had a little crush.

‘Shop’s open,’ he blurted. ‘I’ll go back and get you one if you like.’

‘Just joking,’ Bo said. ‘What have you been up to? Spending time on your Uncle Diogo’s boat?’

Bo only knew Robin and Marion by their cover story and the names on their fake ID cards: Ross and Mary Monto, a brother and sister spending summer with their Uncle Diogo while their parents went through a crummy divorce.

‘I go out on the boat a lot,’ Robin lied. ‘And I’ve been bulking up, working out with Uncle Diogo’s weights every day.’

Marion rolled her eyes, then had to stifle a laugh when Bo crushed Robin’s ego with, ‘Aren’t you a bit little for lifting weights?

‘Emma told me you two were coming,’ Bo continued. ‘But one of our spotters sighted some refugees and she had to rush off with Neo in the dinghy. She said to wait in her office at the back.’

Marion mocked Robin as they crossed the empty hall and moved out of Bo’s earshot. ‘Hey, Bo-Bo-kins! Do you want ice cream? Did I tell you I’ve been bulking up? Do you want to see my muscles?’

Robin couldn’t think of a good comeback, but he noticed Marion’s top was baggy behind the neck. He just had a tiny blob of ice cream left on his stick, so he moved fast, posting it down the back of Marion’s shirt and laughing his arse off as she flew into the air and yelped.


9. VENGEANCE SHALL BE MINE

Emma Scarlock’s office at the back of the church hall was barely big enough for a desk and a file cabinet. There was a small aerial and radio base station marked Property of Customs and Immigration Service on the desk and a detailed chart on one wall, showing islands and waterways along the southern side of the delta.

Robin studied the push pins sticking out of the map. Red ones marked places where a refugee boat had landed, while black pins showed spots where dead bodies had washed ashore. He jolted as Marion stepped in, buttoning her shirt, with a big wet patch on the back where she’d rinsed off the ice cream.

‘You’d better be nervous,’ Marion said, as she wagged her pointing finger. ‘On my brothers’ lives, I shall bring merciless vengeance!’

Robin smiled warily. ‘You can’t stand your brothers.’

‘So, did Emma call or anything?’ Marion asked, as she flopped into an office chair and thumped her boots on the desk.

‘Nope,’ Robin said. ‘Just hope her emergency doesn’t mean we’re stuck in this boring office all night.’

‘A lot of people die out there,’ Marion said, as she studied the map.

‘I counted twenty-six black pins,’ Robin said sadly. ‘And that map’s nowhere near the whole delta.’

Marion got her phone out to mess around. Robin nosed in the filing cabinet, but a hole punch was as interesting as it got.

‘Wonder how Diogo’s hot date is going,’ Robin said.

‘Oooh, I forgot to show you his picture,’ Marion said. ‘I took it while you were searching for the drone.’

She turned her phone around and Robin laughed at a snap of Diogo. He’d smartened up drastically, with chinos, a linen shirt and his hair tied back.

Robin grinned. ‘He almost looks civilised.’

‘I even got him to trim his eyebrow gap.’

Robin zoomed the picture and laughed. ‘That’s so much better. It’s usually like a hedge running across his whole face.’

A door slammed and there were vague shouts outside. Marion shot out of the seat as Bo yelled, ‘Ross, Mary, come help!’

Robin and Marion dashed into the hall.

Bo stood in the middle of the shiny wooden floor. Stocky eighteen-year-old goth Neo Scarlock wore a wetsuit and held a shivering woman wrapped in a foil blanket. Neo’s mum, Emma, had a bawling toddler in her arms and held the door as three more soggy refugees stepped in.

‘Ross, grab the medical kit!’ Neo shouted. ‘Third drawer of the filing cabinet.’

As Robin charged back to the office, Marion set out stacking chairs for the three healthier arrivals to sit down, then found a kettle to make hot drinks.

‘We need the dry clothes and towels from the storeroom,’ Emma said, as she peeked outside before locking the main door.

‘Did anyone see your boat come in?’ Bo asked frantically. ‘You know you’re not supposed to bring arrivals here unless it’s dark.’

‘We had no choice,’ Neo said. ‘We found them stuck on an embankment, and the tide was already up to their chests. There’s a storm closing and our dinghy was taking on water with seven people aboard. We’d never have made it to the main rescue centre.’

Robin realised the woman Neo had laid out on the floor was pregnant as he threw the medical kit over. Marion flung Robin a cushion and Bo raised the woman’s head so he could slide it underneath.

‘I think she’ll be OK,’ Neo said, as he opened the medical bag and clipped an oxygen monitor to the woman’s fingertip. ‘Just needs warming up.’

‘The water out there’s icy,’ Bo agreed. ‘Even in this weather.’

They couldn’t understand anything the refugees were saying, so as Marion made drinks and Bo got towels and armfuls of dry clothes out of a storage room, Emma held up a laminated book with flags and words on the front page. When one of the refugees pointed to a crescent symbol, Emma flipped to a page written in Arabic.

The writing explained that the refugees had been picked up by an organisation called Delta Rescue. If they consented, they would be taken to the organisation’s welcome centre, which was hidden in the eastern tip of Sherwood Forest. Once there, they would be examined by a doctor, allowed to rest for a few days and be given travel tickets, phone credit, food and anything else they needed for the next stage of their journey.

‘Delta Rescue is good, I know!’ the oldest of the refugees said, as the little boy dived into his lap. ‘We know of you.’

‘I’m glad you speak some English!’ Emma said, speaking slow and making gestures. ‘I know you are all tired, but this is a busy area. People who saw us bring you up the beach might call CIS. We need to find a car and get you out of here.’

‘My uncle’s taxi takes six,’ Bo suggested.

Emma looked hopeful. ‘We can trust him?’

‘He’ll want paying, but he’ll keep his mouth shut,’ Bo said. ‘I’ll buzz him now.’

Neo stood up from the floor holding the medical bag and spoke quietly to Emma. ‘Mum, there’s nobody on the beach with the dinghy, and we can’t afford to lose another one.’

Emma nodded. ‘Get it back in the water and clear out of here.’

‘Called my uncle,’ Bo said. ‘He’ll be here in five.’

‘Good work,’ Emma said. She pointed to a toilet door and reverted to her slow English. ‘If any of you want to go, you need to go now.’

As Neo rushed back to the beach to launch the rescue dinghy before cops arrived, the hall became a frenzy. Refugees took turns using the toilet, Marion handed out drinks and found a bandage for a woman with a cut on her wrist, while Robin and Emma sorted towels and dry clothes.

‘Taxi’s arriving!’ Bo shouted from the doorway.

Robin and a refugee helped the pregnant woman out to the taxi and the little kid threw a massive tantrum as they all piled in, tucking muddy backpacks between their legs as blobs of rain pelted the roof.

‘Good luck,’ Emma shouted, giving the driver a roll of cash, then slid the door shut.

Back inside, the hall felt quiet, with a puddled floor, half-drunk mugs and soggy clothes piled around the chairs.

‘Kids. I’m sorry,’ Emma told Robin and Marion as she took out a bunch of keys. ‘I know this isn’t pizza and PlayStation. But we’ve had more tip-offs about refugee sightings today than in the previous two weeks.’

‘Why so many?’ Robin asked, as he took the keys.

‘Refugees in small boats wait for warm weather and calm seas,’ Emma explained. ‘You two better not stick around here in case the cops come looking, but you know the way to my cottage from here?’

‘Sure.’ Marion nodded.

‘Did you see that big radio on my desk?’ Emma asked. ‘I’m supposed to be here monitoring that, but Neo’s crewmate didn’t show. With a storm brewing, we need all of our rescue boats ready to help any arrivals that get into trouble. Do you think you can take the radio with you? Listen to the CIS channels and log anything they say about boat positions and refugee sightings.’

‘Happy to,’ Robin said.

‘Happy to be useful,’ Marion agreed.

‘I’m going to radio Neo and try to catch up with our boat,’ Emma said, before turning urgently to Bo. ‘Can you clean up the mess here? Then head up to meet these two at my place and you can run communications between our boats.’

Bo got a bucket and mop as Emma took a deep breath, then glanced about like she’d forgotten something. ‘Kids, I am so sorry, but I have got to run.’

‘Stay safe,’ Marion said, as Emma ran out. ‘And nothing to be sorry for.’

‘If you order food, there’s money in the kitchen, under the knife block,’ Emma yelled back. ‘Have a good night and stay out of trouble!’


10. THEY SEEM TO JUST VANISH

Robin pitied the drowned-rat delivery rider as he opened the door of Emma Scarlock’s cottage.

‘Keep the change!’ he told her, as he handed over a twenty then kicked the door shut.

‘Today we eat all the healthy foods!’ Marion said cheerfully, as Robin carried two pizza boxes into a low-ceilinged living room with rustic beams and plates on the wall.

By fiddling with the aerial, Robin had got the stolen CIS radio working so they could monitor communications between prowler boats and their base.

Bo had arrived after cleaning up the church hall and they’d spent the last hour logging potential refugee sightings called in by Delta Rescue’s network of lookouts. Their aim was to keep track of the organisation’s four high-speed dinghies, so they could pick up refugees while avoiding the Customs and Immigration Service’s better-equipped prowlers.

If CIS found refugees first, they’d be given a two-year prison sentence before being sent home. Robin and Marion had tipped the Delta Rescue boats off about several refugee sightings, but the five Emma and Neo brought to the church hall remained Delta Rescue’s only success of the night.

‘This is Prowler Nine, north of Conch Island,’ a voice announced over the CIS radio, as Robin settled on a sofa and took a pizza slice. ‘We’ve got an upturned boat, floating luggage and one body, female.’

‘Roger that,’ the CIS controller answered. ‘Do you need assistance?’

‘Negative,’ the agent answered. ‘Will recover body and seek SOL.’

Robin looked across to Bo. ‘What’s SOL?’

‘Signs of life,’ she said.

Marion sounded frustrated. ‘Is it always this depressing?’

Bo sighed as she grabbed a slice of vegetarian and opened a diet cola. ‘Delta Rescue used to have seven dinghies, and Customs and Immigration had boats like ours,’ she explained. ‘But two of ours got seized by cops and their new prowlers outmatch us.’

As they ate the pizza one of the dinghies radioed news of a minor success. A Delta Rescue volunteer lookout had spotted two refugees walking along a breakwater. They’d been taken aboard and were now on their way to the welcome centre.

The radios stayed quiet for a while, but as Robin came back from dumping pizza boxes in the recycling, a call went up saying that Prowler Four had boarded a fishing vessel.

‘Smuggled goods, six or seven refugees,’ the CIS captain said. ‘Will escort vessel to Landing Dock Y for processing,’

Marion looked across the living room to Bo. ‘Shall I message one of our boats?’

‘No point,’ Bo explained. ‘There’s nothing our little dinghies can do about a large boat that has already been boarded by a prowler. But I’ll let Emma know. She likes to be kept up to date.’

Bo couldn’t get through to Emma’s radio, so she messaged her phone. When Emma called back a couple of minutes later, Bo got excited and kept saying stuff like yes, OK and I’ll get on that right away.

Robin and Marion could only hear Bo’s end of the conversation, so they were intrigued as she ended the call.

‘Tonight just got interesting!’ Bo announced while diving out of a rocking chair and shuffling on her knees to a glass-topped coffee table.

They didn’t have a detailed chart like the one in Emma’s office, so Bo found a roll of baking paper and drew a crude map with a Sharpie. The approximate locations of the four Delta Rescue dinghies were marked with lapel badges, refugee sightings were paperclips and penne pasta represented the last known position of CIS prowlers.

Bo checked a map on her phone before adding the approximate location of Landing Dock Y to the table map.

‘None of our boats will get there,’ she groaned as she thumped the table, making coins and badges rattle.

‘What’s the problem?’ Marion asked as she and Robin knelt over the other side of the map.

‘Emma and I were looking at government statistics on how many refugees are captured in this part of the delta,’ Bo explained. ‘The number of refugees in the stats is far lower than what we hear reported over their radio.’

‘Maybe the numbers are wrong,’ Marion suggested. ‘Like, two boats report the same incident so you count people twice?’

Bo nodded. ‘That’s possible, but this is what made us suspicious.’ She tapped Landing Dock Y on the map before clarifying. ‘The government spent eighty million on a new Customs and Immigration headquarters with docks for all prowlers that work the southern half of the delta. It’s got state-of-the-art facilities and detention cells for three hundred people. So why do boats still get sent to unload at Landing Dock Y?’

‘What’s at Dock Y?’ Robin asked.

‘It’s a fishing wharf. There used to be a fish processing plant, but now there are just a couple of crab boats.’

‘That makes no sense,’ Robin said.

Marion thought about her smuggling trips with Diogo. ‘Actually, an abandoned dock makes a lot of sense if you’re a crooked immigration officer offloading gear.’

‘If we can prove that CIS are corrupt, it would be an amazing boost for our campaign to have refugees treated with respect.’ Bo said. ‘But our nearest dinghy is fifteen kilometres from the wharf, and the storm means rough water and poor visibility, so they have to keep slow.’

‘Can I see where it is?’ Marion asked, as she reached for Bo’s phone, which still had the delta map on screen.

Bo slid her phone across the table.

‘Dock Y is only eight kilometres from here,’ Marion said.

‘I’m trying to think of someone who lives out that way,’ Bo said.

‘Me and Ross can go,’ Marion said boldly.

Bo scoffed. ‘It’s over an hour’s walk. The roads aren’t lit, it’s blasting with rain and you might be dealing with dangerous people.’

Robin sniffed adventure as he glanced at Marion. ‘We’ve got our dirt bikes parked just outside the village.’

Marion nodded. ‘We’d be there in fifteen minutes, twenty tops.’

‘No offence,’ Bo laughed, ‘but you’re just kids.’

‘We are just kids,’ Marion said. ‘But we’d just be observing.’

‘Let’s see what Emma thinks,’ Robin said, pulling out his phone.

Marion snatched it out of his hand. ‘I’ll speak to her,’ she said. ‘You’re bound to say something dumb.’


11. JUST DO IT

‘You and Robin are bright kids,’ Emma told Marion. ‘But the weather is atrocious and we’ve got no idea what you’ll run into at Dock Y.’

Marion ended the call, took a big gulp, and lied. ‘Emma says it’s fine if we’re careful.’

Bo’s eyebrows crossed suspiciously. ‘Emma Scarlock said that?’

Marion hoisted Robin off the couch and dragged him into the hallway.

‘Get your shoes and bag,’ she said urgently.

Robin whispered. ‘Did Emma say yes?’

‘Do you want to sit here on your butt doing nothing useful?’ Marion hissed through gritted teeth, as she grabbed her crash helmet off the hallway carpet.

‘I love it when you’re bad!’ Robin said, cracking a huge grin.

‘I’m going to call Emma back,’ Bo yelled from the living room. ‘You two, wait! I need to see exactly what she wants you to do.’

But Robin and Marion were out of the front door. In Robin’s case, with one shoelace undone and his waterproof jacket still rolled up in his backpack. His T-shirt and jeans were soaked after five steps and on the sixth his trainer sploshed a giant puddle.

‘This rain is mental,’ Robin said. ‘Are you sure it’s safe to ride?’

‘Pah, drizzle!’ Marion said, as a massive flash of lightning lit up the village. ‘Stay with your girlfriend Bo if you’re chicken!’

For better or worse, Robin was a thrill seeker. His whole body fizzed with excitement as they sprinted through the cobbled street in lashing rain. They could see that there was a cop car on the seafront by the church hall, so they cut along a back alleyway and scrambled over a hedge, before sprinting uphill towards the gravel lot where they’d parked their dirt bikes.

‘I think we’ll get there before the bad guys,’ Marion said, as she checked directions on her phone. ‘Prowler Four may be fast, but the boat they’re escorting won’t be.’

She glanced back as she straddled her bike, but Bo hadn’t chased.

Robin had doubts as he put his helmet on. It was dark, his visor instantly fogged and the water streaking down the outside meant he could barely see to get on his bike, let alone ride it.

He felt scared as they set off and seriously considered pulling over as he rode with eyes locked on Marion’s blurry rear light, far enough back to avoid spray off her back wheel.

They were on a main road that started at Boston seafront and threaded through woodland and a couple of tiny villages. After six kilometres and a soaking when a van coming the other way hit a massive puddle, they turned onto an unmarked, unlit, gravel track.

Robin watched in horror as Marion’s front wheel pitched into a rut made by tractors regularly exiting a farm gate. She almost went head first over the handlebars, and Robin had to swerve to avoid her.

As the track merged into a stretch of concrete waterfront with the fishing wharf over to their left, Marion pulled off into tall grass.

‘That got hairy!’ she said, as she got off the bike and held out a palm to check the rain. ‘At least it’s slowing down.’

Robin felt shell-shocked as he pulled off his helmet, then looked down and saw that his jeans were a wet, chalky mess.

‘You look like you’re gonna puke!’ Marion said, as they wheeled their bikes deeper into the weeds to hide them.

Marion was less sure of herself when she pulled out her phone. The three missed calls from Emma were to be expected, but she felt crummy when she saw a missed call from her mum and imagined her back at Designer Outlets, worrying.

‘I predict a lot of people yelling at us tomorrow,’ Robin said.

Marion pocketed her phone and tried to brush off the mum guilt. ‘No point both of us copping blame. Bo heard me tell you that Emma said we could go. Just say you believed me.’

‘They always blame both of us,’ Robin said, then looked towards the wharf. ‘At least you were right about us getting here before the boats.’


12. THE GREAT WHITE WHALE

They moved stealthily through the dark towards the wharf. Robin wished he had his bow. But he’d left it at The Station, because carrying made it easier for people to figure out who he was.

Luckily Robin never cleaned out his backpack, so besides the toothbrush and change of underwear for his night at Emma’s cottage, he was carrying a multitool with a sharp blade that Marion had bought him for his birthday, and a small pair of binoculars that he used when he shot distant targets.

‘Give us a peek through those,’ Marion said.

The rain was now a fine mist, but they were both wet through as they squatted in swaying grass behind the metal-sided fish processing plant.

‘Thoughts?’ Marion asked, as she scanned the binoculars along the wharf, looking for movement.

‘There’s no obvious surveillance cameras. No lights, no people,’ Robin said.

Marion nodded. ‘Bo and Emma must be right. The only reason to dock here is if you don’t want anyone seeing what you’re up to.’

‘What now?’ Robin asked, as his phone pinged noisily.

Marion’s head snapped around. ‘Put that on silent, dumbo!’

‘Thought I did,’ Robin said, as he pulled his phone.

He had messages from Will and Emma Scarlock. The latest ping was a message that Neo had clearly typed in a rush.

Robin, you’re being a massive duck.

Go back to the collage before you get in tremble.

‘I can never remember if it’s silent when the shush icon is lit up, or silent when it’s grey,’ Robin explained. ‘But now I think about it, we should both put our phones into airplane mode. Those prowlers have surveillance tech, and I’ll bet they can detect phone signals.’

‘Good idea,’ Marion said, as they both found airplane mode. ‘Now I guess we find the best view and see what happens.’

‘So itchy,’ Robin moaned, peeling his shirt off his skin as he walked. ‘Trousers, neck, armpits . . .’

‘Wet clothes suck,’ Marion agreed.

They rounded the side of the processing plant and kept low as they crossed a flat, windswept area that had been used to dump everything from tractor tyres to photocopiers.

A pigeon fluttering out of a hole in the metal building gave them a fright, but also a chance to peek inside. They saw nothing but silhouettes of a conveyor belt and stacks of crates that had once been used to pack fish.

At the waterfront, the pair got a proper look along the wharf. There were two small crab boats and a plastic-hulled pleasure boat that had flooded and tipped on its side. A manmade rock barrier reached into the water, protecting boats from strong tides, while a maze of disused piers and pontoons stretched across the waterfront.

Robin looked around. ‘How about hiding in the tall reeds over there?’

‘If you want your ankle bitten by a snake,’ Marion scoffed. ‘We’ll get a better view from that building.’

Marion led as they jogged to a two-storey wooden structure at the edge of the wharf. The lower floor had been a workers’ cafe, with a faded menu offering mugs of tea and fry-ups. The upper level was accessed by a set of external metal steps and had been the wharf’s admin office.

The office door, windows and half the tin roof had been stripped, making it wet but easy to peek out.

‘This is ideal,’ Robin said, as he crossed the mildewed space, almost twisting his ankle where some floorboards were missing.

‘It’s not much of a jump from here,’ Marion said, as she looked out of a small back window. ‘And we’re near our bikes if we need a quick getaway.’

Robin found an office chair with squeaky wheels and a missing back and rolled it so he could sit by the window. Marion propped herself against the edge of a desk, looking concerned as she stared at her phone screen.

‘Did we do the right thing?’ she asked.

Robin was scanning the water beyond the wharf through his binoculars and tried to laugh it off. ‘Bit late now, Marion.’

‘My mum worries about everything,’ Marion sighed. ‘She’s always threatening to send me to live with my dad. What if she really does this time?’

‘Your dad’s OK.’

‘For a day or two,’ Marion said. ‘But imagine living at that Brigands compound. With the fights and booze and . . .’

‘Hush!’ Robin said urgently as he spotted the mast of a boat sweeping above the reeds.

‘Is it the prowler?’ Marion asked, as she scrambled to the window.

‘Too tall,’ Robin said.

‘Maybe it’s just passing by.’

But a half-minute later the bow of a large white pleasure boat rumbled into the harbour. It was over twenty-five metres long, with three decks, but the hull was streaked with rust and several windows had been crudely replaced with wooden boards.

‘Let’s see,’ Marion said.

Robin handed her the binoculars. Marion noticed that the boat’s name had been covered up by hanging tyres and fishing nets over the side. The cruiser turned sharply as it used a bow thruster to dock, and this enabled Marion to check out a rough-looking bunch drinking beer on the rear deck. One burly woman in camouflage trousers was bossing everyone around and had a gun holstered over a loud shirt.

‘No idea who they are,’ Marion said, as Robin snapped pictures with his phone. ‘But they’re up to no good.’


13. LANDING DOCK Y

A few minutes after the cruiser docked, Robin and Marion watched a rust-streaked ocean trawler crawl into the wharf. It had a communist hammer-and-sickle symbol moulded into the belching funnel and people crammed on the open rear deck.

It was tailed by Prowler Four. The hi-tech CIS boat was only twelve metres long, but looked sinister, finished in grey radar-absorbing paint, with a double-barrelled cannon mounted above the sloping glass cockpit and twin jet engines that made it sound like a giant vacuum cleaner.

‘Badass,’ Robin whispered to Marion. ‘I hear prowlers can hit fifty knots.’

Fenders on the captured fishing boat squashed as its hull hit the dockside with a clank. The thugs from the cruiser lined up along the shorefront holding guns and baseball bats as a tattooed Southeast Asian man leaped from the fishing boat and began tying up to a bollard.

‘There’s at least seventy refugees on there,’ Marion said. ‘They said six on the radio.’

Prowler Four didn’t dock, but two CIS officers hopped from its rear deck onto one of the wharf’s rotting pontoons and jogged to the shore.

Robin tried filming as the officers shook hands with the woman in the camouflage trousers from the white cruiser and tattoo guy from the fishing boat.

‘Looks like they’re best of friends,’ Marion said, tutting and shaking her head.

‘Wish I had a better phone,’ Robin moaned. ‘There’s no zoom and the video’s useless in the dark.’

Once the fishing boat was tied off at both ends, its metal gangway was lowered to the wharf. The first people off were two women with assault rifles around their necks, while the captain yelled orders in some foreign language over the boat’s tinny public-address system.

‘Japanese?’ Robin guessed.

Marion shook her head. ‘Refugees come from places a lot poorer than Japan.’

The women on deck started filing onto the wharf area in front of the processing shed. The only light came from inside the boats, but it was enough for Robin and Marion to see they were Southeast Asian, and none looked older than twenty.

‘Line up!’ the thugs yelled, as the women shuffled ashore.

A woman who tripped at the bottom of the gangplank got yanked to her feet by a man three times her size. Another who stopped to ask a question got shoved hard in the back. When she spun around and tried again, the woman in camouflage trousers smashed a palm into her nose.

‘Bloody hell!’ Marion snarled, with bunched fists and furious eyes.

‘Do as you’re told, scum!’ camouflage trousers roared. ‘Mouths shut or we’ll shut them for you!’

Robin counted seventy-four women down the gangplank. There were also five little kids and a middle-aged couple with Louis Vuitton luggage trunks and nice clothes, who were treated to respectful bows and handshakes as they stepped ashore.

Robin’s eye caught something flying off the back of the fishing boat.

‘What was that?’ Robin asked, not sure he’d seen it.

Marion shrugged. ‘What was what?’

But someone aboard Prowler Four had seen it too, and the dark grey boat powered up a bank of searchlights, blazing the water behind the fishing boat.

‘I think someone jumped in,’ Robin explained.

A couple of members of the prowler crew stepped out on deck. One picked up a long-handled boathook used to pull people out of the water, but there was nothing to reach for.

‘I hope they didn’t drown,’ Robin said, as he looked through the binoculars. ‘But I can’t see anyone swimming.’

Back on shore, the thugs ordered the women to march to the white cruiser. Before stepping aboard they were stripped of any luggage, made to empty their pockets into a plastic bin and then had their wrists bound with plastic cuffs.

A woman who protested as she tried to hold onto an inhaler got slapped, while the one who’d put up a fight on the gangplank boarded last with blood streaming from her nose.

‘This is awful,’ Marion said, wiping tears out of her eyes.

‘I don’t care how much trouble we’re in,’ Robin said determinedly. ‘People need to see what’s going on.’

The prowler crew had ended their search of the water, but as the thugs from the cruiser pulled in the ramp linking it to the shore, Prowler Four’s searchlight swung towards Robin and Marion.

‘Balls,’ Robin gasped, diving for cover, assuming they’d been spotted.

But Marion peeked around the door and realised the light was aiming right of their building at someone sprinting powerfully towards the reed beds. She was dripping wet from her swim and had what looked like a bundle of pillows clutched to her chest.

‘It’s not us they’re after!’ Marion said, relieved.

Robin shielded his eyes as he peered out into dazzling light.

Two CIS officers leaped off the prowler to give chase, but the runaway was already a hundred metres ahead and the officers had to navigate the rickety pontoons to get ashore.

‘We’ve got to help her!’ Marion shouted, as she ran across the room and jumped out of the back window.

Robin’s brain took a couple of seconds to catch up. He rolled as he landed in the weeds out back and followed Marion as they sprinted towards their bikes.

They blasted off without their helmets. Marion’s skill enabled her to ride faster than Robin, throwing her bike down a tiny gap between two abandoned cars, while Robin circled out wide around all the debris.

The reeds were three metres tall and they couldn’t see the runaway, but they could see the stiff grass parting as she ran, and she was properly fast.

‘Jump on. I’ll help you!’ Marion shouted, as she drove parallel to the reed beds.

Robin was a long way back and saw two CIS officers. An overweight woman had stumbled to a breathless halt, but the other sprinted athletically with his gun in one hand. Since an escaped refugee threatened what was clearly a major people-smuggling operation, Robin didn’t doubt that the charging officer would shoot to kill.

‘I’ll help you!’ Marion screamed again, as her bike kept pace with the runaway.

Marion guessed the runaway didn’t speak English, and since it was dark and she was running flat out, she’d have no idea that the two chasing bikes were on her side.

The speeding officer was gaining on the girl and hoped he could scare her into surrendering with a couple of wild shots. The runaway stumbled as her front foot sank into thick mud, and with deeper water ahead she scrambled from the reeds into the open ground ahead of Marion.

The runaway was blinded by the dirt bike’s headlamp, but realised Marion was way too young to be a cop.

‘Let me help you,’ Marion pleaded, gesturing frantically as she stopped the bike. ‘Get on, please!’

After a nervous glance around, the girl jumped on, the soggy foam pillows still strapped to her chest as she gripped Marion’s waist. But Marion and the runaway made an easy target while they were stopped and Robin saw the CIS officer drop into a stable firing position.

Robin had never wanted his bow more, but without it the only way to stop Marion getting shot was to use his bike as a weapon. He gunned the throttle. The officer heard the bike come at him from the side but couldn’t swing around in time to shoot.

Robin saw the imminent collision in slow motion. He knew he’d fly over the handlebars, and with no crash helmet, if his head hit a rock or some of the abandoned junk, it would probably crack his skull.


14. BLOOD AND BULLETS

The bike smashed into the bulky CIS officer with a dull thud. Robin got bucked into the air and flew upside down until he crashed into the tall reeds.

Sharp stems went up the back of Robin’s shirt and speared painfully as he landed with a squelch. Mushy sand went in one ear and down his bum crack. This was a good thing because the cold focused his brain as the commander stumbled into the reeds after him, determined to aim his gun, even though he was dragging a broken ankle.

‘Boy, you are dead meat!’ the commander thundered as he closed in.

The only thing Robin had to hand were the binoculars around his neck. He threw them at the commander’s shooting hand, which bought him enough time to roll out of the way.

Robin felt his trainers sink into mud as he stood, with the commander’s face contorted in pain as he tried to shoot. The man was double Robin’s weight, but Robin didn’t want to give him room to aim so he lunged forward and clawed the officer’s neck.

If the commander had been healthy, Robin would have been swatted away. But the bike had left the stocky officer with torn back muscles and a shattered ankle.

Robin’s trainer got sucked off by the mud as he jumped on top of the commander. He used his left elbow to smash the commander hard under the chin, then both hands to snatch the gun and yank it free.

‘Are you OK?’ Marion shouted, as she peered into the reeds from a few metres away.

Robin grabbed reeds and got to his feet. He held the commander’s gun in one hand and picked up his binoculars with the other, but when he looked back for his shoe it had vanished under puddle water and he realised there was no time to feel around in the dark.

Marion had circled back to the scene of the collision and as Robin stumbled out onto open ground, she picked up his bike and restarted the engine.

‘Are you OK?’ she asked. ‘There’s more CIS coming.’

‘I’ll live,’ Robin answered.

The commander groaned from the reeds, barely conscious. Robin dripped mushy sand and was half deaf from water in his ear, but the soft ground had saved him and his only injuries were scratches and cuts.

‘Can you ride?’ Marion asked desperately.

‘Think so,’ Robin said, as he saw two running CIS officers, cut out by the searchlights from Prowler Four.

They were pretty far off, but before straddling his bike Robin aimed two wild shots, making them dive for cover. Then he tucked the gun into the back of his jeans and spun his rear wheel as he blasted off.

Marion’s bike was parked a few metres in front, and as Robin passed it he saw the runaway and realised what had looked like pillows clutched to her chest was actually a float, made from two foam life preservers with a tiny human sandwiched between them.

‘Where to?’ Robin shouted, as Marion and her passengers caught up and cruised alongside.

‘Main road, where else?’ Marion said.

The sky flashed bright white from a flare launched off Prowler Four. Robin realised the bad guys had all arrived in boats. They had no vehicles to chase on land, but once the bikes hit the gravel track, they had a CIS drone on their tails.

Marion knew they stood no chance of shaking the drone on open ground, so when they reached the junction with the road back to Boston, she pulled off into the trees and came to a halt.

The drone hovered noisily overhead.

‘That’ll follow us back to Boston if we take the open road,’ Marion said.

Robin nodded as he tilted his head to drain water out of his earhole. At the same time, the runaway unknotted some twine that held the floats together. She let them drop, exposing the baby strapped to her chest in a sling.

‘Baby!’ Marion said, in absolute shock. ‘How did I not see a baby?’

‘Calm down and think,’ Robin urged. ‘If I had my bow, I’d smash a drone that size. I’ve got that officer’s gun, but no shooting skills.’

‘Do you think we can lose that thing if we ride cross-country?’ Marion asked.

‘Might,’ Robin said. ‘But there’s one drone and two of us. I’ll stick on the main road and head towards Boston, you go the other way then cut across country. Hopefully the drone will follow me and I’ll figure out a way to lose it.’

Marion didn’t look convinced but had no better plan.

‘There were cops sniffing around when we left Boston,’ Marion said. ‘The Station is nearer and I know every track around there.’

The runaway couldn’t understand what Robin and Marion were discussing and looked confused. She also seemed wary of the baby hanging from her chest, which made Robin suspect she wasn’t its mother.

‘We’re going to find somewhere safe,’ Marion said slowly and clearly to the runaway. ‘I might have to go across country, so hold on tight.’

‘See you at The Station!’ Robin said, as he restarted his bike.

As he rolled onto the road, Robin pulled the gun sticking out of his jeans. He couldn’t be certain the drone would follow but hoped the pilot aboard Prowler Four would instinctively go after someone who attacked it.

As Robin rode into the open, he kept slow until the drone swung out from above the trees, then fired upwards before twisting the throttle. Aiming backwards at a black object in a black sky from a moving bike was hopeless, but Marion watched the drone zoom after Robin’s bike, before spinning up her back wheel and heading in the opposite direction.


15. GETTING LUCKY

Diogo’s bedroom on The Station’s upper floor had a panoramic window with a view over the delta. A huge thunderclap exploded as rain streaked down the glass and his date, Napua, stepped into the room.

‘Did you find the good towel?’ Diogo asked anxiously. ‘My niece and nephew are staying for summer holidays, and you know . . . Kids are slobs.’

‘This is an amazing spot to watch a storm,’ Napua said, smiling as she stepped up to the window. ‘I thought it was a line to get me up to your bedroom.’

Diogo laughed. ‘Can’t you tell I’m a gentleman?’

He couldn’t believe how great the date was going. Napua had picked every scrap off the bones of the rack of lamb he’d cooked, said the cassata cake he’d bought from an Italian deli was the best she’d ever tasted and laughed at all of his jokes.

‘I’ve met a few guys since I started online dating,’ Napua said. ‘A supermarket manager, a stock-control accountant. Boring cars, boring houses, and ex-wives. A smuggler with a house on the beach is refreshing.’

Diogo felt uneasy. ‘Who says I’m a smuggler?’

Napua gave a naughty-girl smirk as a gust of wind sent rain pelting against the window. ‘I grew up in the delta, Diogo. Boats like Water Rat are for smuggling or taking tourists to see turtles. And I don’t see many tourists around here.’

‘Smart and beautiful,’ Diogo said cheesily as he moved in close. ‘May I?’

Napua tilted her head and they started kissing. Then she took Diogo’s wrist and stepped backwards.

‘I was on my feet all day at work,’ she said, giving a teasing smile. ‘Why don’t we move to the bed?’

As Diogo let Napua lead him towards the bed, a key turned in the front door. He hoped his brain was playing tricks, but the distinctive sound was followed by hurried footsteps and clattering water pipes as someone ran the kitchen tap.

‘Expecting a guest?’ Napua asked, slightly annoyed.

‘Stay right there,’ Diogo said.

He snatched a cricket bat from under the bed before charging down the spiral stairs. Robin stood at the sink, peeling his wet, bloody shirt over his head.

‘Why, God? Why?’ Diogo pleaded, as he flicked a light on and threw down the bat.

When he saw the state Robin was in he changed from furious to worried. One shoe missing, jeans ripped, mud everywhere and his back smeared with blood.

‘What happened?’ Diogo asked. ‘Did you come off the bike? Why isn’t Marion with you?’

‘I crashed your bike,’ Robin admitted. ‘Marion’s not here with the baby? I thought she’d get here before me.’

‘What baby?’ Diogo spluttered. ‘And what do you mean, you crashed my bike?’

‘I was being chased by a drone,’ Robin said, as he took the gun from the back of his jeans and placed it on the counter next to a stack of dirty dishes. ‘I got lucky. The rain started lashing, and drones can’t fly in that kind of weather. But then I caught a massive skid coming back through the holiday village. Ripped my jeans is all, but the bike’s light smashed. I couldn’t get it restarted and walked the last couple of kilometres with one shoe.’

Drones, crashes, babies, guns . . . Every word out of Robin made questions pop into Diogo’s head. His eyebrows shot up as he inspected the gun.

‘This is a police weapon,’ he said, raising the muzzle to his nose and sniffing gunpowder. ‘And it’s been used.’

‘CIS actually,’ Robin said. ‘Officer tried to kill me. Are there bits of reed stuck in my back? It didn’t hurt at first, but now the adrenaline’s worn off, it’s agony.’

‘You had a loaded gun down the back of your trousers when you crashed my bike?’ Diogo asked furiously, as he clicked on the safety. ‘You’re lucky you didn’t shoot your dick off.’

Diogo heard feet on the stairs. He looked back to Napua, coming down with her shoes hooked over her fingers.

‘What happened?’ she gasped when she saw Robin’s back.

‘My nephew, Ross,’ Diogo said.

‘Poor little guy,’ Napua said, as she glowered at Diogo. ‘You need to deal with those wounds before you yell at him!’

‘I . . .’ Diogo spluttered, unable to believe he’d gone from having a woman on his bed to having her scowl at him in under three minutes.

‘I learned first aid when I worked as an airline steward,’ Napua said. ‘Do you have medical supplies? Like tweezers and disinfectant? He may need a couple of stitches.’

‘Got plenty of medical supplies,’ Diogo said, as he stomped across the room.

He took a bottle of antiseptic and three sterile tweezer packs out of a box. He almost banged them down by the sink, but realised he’d blow his chance with Napua if he didn’t calm down.

‘Maybe if Ross sits at the dining table . . .’ Diogo said. ‘I’ll get the lamp from my desk so we can see better.’

Napua told Robin to take off his filthy jeans and socks, leaving him sat at the dining table in soggy undershorts with blood soaked into the waistband.

‘I’ve got syringes and local anaesthetic if you need to numb it off,’ Diogo said. ‘Who wants a drink?’

‘Glass of water would be amazing,’ Robin said, as he switched his phone out of airplane mode, hoping for a message from Marion. But the only new ones were from Marion’s mum Indio.

‘I’m lost,’ Diogo said, as he gave Robin water, then cracked a beer for himself. ‘Can you go back to the beginning and explain what’s been going on?’

‘He needs to sit still while I’m doing his splinters,’ Napua said. ‘Leave the kid alone for two minutes! Now, Ross, lean forward. There’s a couple of big ones and it’s going to sting, OK?’

Robin’s filthy hands gripped the edge of the dining table and tears welled as Napua tweezered a five-centimetre splinter out of his shoulder blade. Diogo decided to call Emma and try getting some sense out of her.

But as he scrolled down his contacts list, Diogo saw a headlamp flash through the frosted glass in the front door. When he opened the door Marion and a young woman with an infant charged through the rain across the jetty between the beach and The Station.

‘Diogo, it won’t stop screaming,’ Marion gasped, water dripping out of her hair as she ran inside. ‘Do you have any idea how to work a baby?’


16. THE BEARD GRABBER

Robin went to clean up so his wounds didn’t get infected. The good news was that Diogo’s solar water system was less likely to strip skin after sundown, the bad was that showering outside in a thunderstorm was weird, and the shampoo stung when it found the cuts on his back.

‘Doing OK in there?’ Napua asked sympathetically, from the other side of the shower’s wooden privacy screen.

‘Ain’t dead yet,’ Robin answered.

‘I’ve left your towel and some tracksuit bottoms inside the door.’

Once the soap ran away, the hot water was soothing. Robin took his time because he’d heard Emma and Neo arrive in their Delta Rescue dinghy. He didn’t feel like facing them, and briefly considered a bonkers plan to climb up to the roof and sneak through his bedroom window.

But Napua was waiting to dress his wounds, and as Robin reached for the towel, he could already feel a fresh trickle of blood.

‘Hello,’ Robin said meekly as he stepped back inside, avoiding eye contact with Emma and Neo.

Everyone was so busy that Robin barely got noticed as he sat sideways in a dining chair so that Napua could stick on two dressings that she’d already cut to shape.

Diogo, Neo and the baby stood in the kitchen area down by the balcony. The big biker was childless, but he’d looked after baby sisters from his dad’s second marriage so he wasn’t out of his depth.

He’d calmed the tiny dark-haired boy by giving him sips of water, then he’d sat him in the sink to wash his filthy body and folded his best dish towel into a nappy to reduce the risk of getting peed on.

Emma and Neo had brought feeding bottles and infant formula, and now Diogo stood by the sink, trying to stop the little guy from yanking his beard, while Neo read instructions on how to mix and heat the powdered feed.

‘He knows you’re making his food,’ Marion said, from the opposite end of the open-plan space. ‘Look at his little arms waggling!’

While Diogo and Neo dealt with the baby, Marion, Emma and the runaway sat on floor cushions.

The runaway spoke a little English, and once Marion plugged the girl’s battered smartphone in to charge, she used an Indonesian–English translation app to help tell her story.

Marion got a pen and paper and had written two pages of notes before Robin came back from his shower.

The runaway was fifteen years old. She was from Jambi in Indonesia and her name was Srihari. She’d left home with her brother after they were promised well-paid work in a garment factory, but after a few days in a crowded dorm all the men were dragged out by thugs and forced to sign contracts for work on a remote construction site.

The women left behind were loaded onto a large freighter. They were at sea for a month, with little food and a crew that beat anyone who complained. They’d been transferred to the smaller fishing boat for the last two days of their journey.

Srihari had made friends with the baby’s mother during the journey. The boy’s name was Bejo and he was seven months old. But other women warned Bejo’s mum that her baby would be taken away and sold to rich people for adoption when they arrived at their destination.

At this point in the story, Srihari opened her phone’s photo gallery to a selfie she’d taken a couple of years earlier. She was dressed in an orange swimming cap and had five medals around her neck.

Marion was amazed as Srihari explained how they had used two life vests and part of a cushion to make a floating crib. Then Srihari dived off the boat with Bejo and swam expertly to the wharf while the baby stayed dry.

Emma Scarlock had a lump in her throat as she caught up on Srihari’s story by reading Marion’s notes.

‘You and Bejo are safe with us,’ Emma assured Srihari, as she rubbed the girl’s arm. ‘You are so brave. I’ve brought fresh clothes and personal items for you. We’ll take you to a place where you can rest and get seen by a doctor.’

‘And we’ll try to find where they’ve taken Bejo’s mum,’ Marion added.

Srihari nodded, though she hadn’t understood everything.

Marion cracked up laughing as she looked across the room and saw Bejo guzzling his formula in Diogo’s arms, while still keen to pull out his beard. The laughter evaporated as her phone vibrated with Mum on the screen.

Marion had been putting off replying, but knew Indio would keep calling.

‘Hello, Ma,’ Marion said warily.

‘Emma told me you’re safe, thank God!’ Indio blurted.

‘I’m good,’ Marion agreed. ‘Robin’s a bit battered.’

‘I am so mad at you two,’ Indio snapped. ‘You both sat in Will Scarlock’s office and swore to me that you would never run off again. You used to be the sensible one, Marion. Now you give me more sleepless nights than all your brothers combined!’

‘Mum, it was important,’ Marion said determinedly. ‘Did Emma tell you we’ve got video of this whole corrupt Customs and Immigration thing? And we rescued a girl and a tiny baby.’

Indio ignored this. ‘Maybe you and Robin need to be kept apart.’

‘Stop blaming Robin,’ Marion said. ‘I’ve got my own brain.’

Robin glanced around in shock, because Napua was in the room and they were supposed to be Ross and Mary in front of outsiders.

‘I know you both mean well. But I . . .’ Indio tailed off and gave a big sigh. ‘Do you know what, Marion? I am so tired right now, I don’t know what I think . . .’

‘Mum, I am sorry that I made you worry,’ Marion said. ‘But I saw some horrible things at that wharf. We took a risk, but if we hadn’t, we’d never have found out about those poor women. I’ll take whatever punishment you dish out. But I’m not sorry for what I did.’

‘You just turned thirteen!’ Indio said tearfully. ‘It’s too young.’

Hearing her mum cry made Marion well up and they ended up sobbing at each other.

‘Let me speak to her for a second,’ Emma said softly, as she took Marion’s phone away. ‘It’s 2 a.m. and you’re a mess. Get ready for bed. Everything else can wait until tomorrow.’

Marion wasn’t sure how her mum would react to Emma taking the phone away, but she felt bad for upsetting her family, dumb for blurting Robin’s name, sick of being in itchy wet clothes and too tired to fight anyone.

As she ran upstairs to get clean clothes and a towel, Napua looked at Robin.

‘It doesn’t matter that she said it,’ Napua told him. ‘I figured you were Robin Hood when I got the tracksuit pants from your room.’

‘Seriously?’ Robin asked.

‘Archery gear, books about hacking computers and I read an article when they sent your dad to prison, so I recognised him in the picture beside your bed.’

Neo stepped up close to Napua and sounded serious. ‘Robin is in serious danger if Guy Gisborne finds out where he is.’

‘Just spent an hour patching this kid up,’ Napua pointed out. ‘I’ll have wasted the effort if I snitch on him.’

Robin smirked and gave Napua a fist bump.

‘Also, I’m a blackjack dealer at Stone’s Casino on Skegness Island,’ Napua continued, sounding sour. ‘Last time I saw Guy Gisborne, the creep spent all night ogling my chest, won six thousand at my table, but left me with a lousy ten-buck tip . . .’


PART III


17. OLD MA BULLCALF

Dino Bullcalf slid a bowl of sausage rigatoni onto a serving table and wheeled it up to his mother’s high-backed armchair. She’d lost most of her hearing, so the gardening show on TV was at max volume.

‘What’s this?’ the ninety-seven-year-old asked, squinting and pushing glasses up her nose.

‘It’s from last night,’ Bullcalf shouted over the TV. ‘I warmed it up in the microwave.’

His mother tutted and turned away.

‘Doctor said you lost another two kilos! Take a mouthful and make me happy.’

As his mother’s trembling hand grabbed a spoon, Bullcalf felt his phone vibrate in his trouser pocket.

‘Let me take this call,’ he said as he strode into the kitchen, away from the blasting TV. ‘I’ll bring you a nice glass of lemonade, but eat some pasta first.’

Bullcalf didn’t recognise the number on his phone.

‘Dino?’ the woman on the other end said.

‘Who is this?’ Bullcalf spat back. ‘If you’re from Hampden Life Insurance, I told you to stop calling.’

‘I wasn’t sure if this was still your number,’ the woman said. ‘It’s Alison Smith.’

Bullcalf scratched his bald dome. ‘Refresh my memory, sweetheart.’

‘I’m the tech at Extant Labs. I ran DNA samples for you a few years back. You were seeking a man who kidnapped a drug dealer.’

‘Alison, of course!’ Bullcalf said, his tone warming. ‘I’m sorry, I hear a lot of names.’

‘It was four years ago,’ Alison said. ‘I’m not that memorable.’

Bullcalf laughed as he glanced into the living room and was delighted to see his mother tucking into the pasta.

‘I’m told you’re looking for a young man on behalf of Guy Gisborne,’ Alison continued. ‘A kid who’s fond of shooting arrows . . .’

‘I might be,’ Bullcalf said cautiously.

‘How’s that working out?’

Bullcalf sounded irritated. ‘I’m stood in my ma’s kitchen, so not exactly hot on the kid’s trail.’

‘I’ve got information,’ Alison said. ‘But I’m risking my job, so it’s got to be five thousand up front.’

‘Five grand is a lot.’

‘So is the bounty Gisborne put on Robin Hood,’ Alison replied sharply.

‘What will the money buy me?’

‘We had a guy from CIS turn up in reception,’ Alison persisted. ‘He brought two items in for DNA testing.’

Bullcalf sounded suspicious. ‘CIS have their own forensics. Why use a private lab?’

Alison laughed. ‘He paid cash and said he didn’t want paperwork.’

Bullcalf gave a sly laugh. ‘Must be more crooks working for CIS than in Pelican Island prison.’

‘It was two beat-up motocross helmets. I found traces of DNA from nine individuals who’d worn the helmets at various times. I ran samples against the national crime database. Only one matched a suspect. Robin Hood – wanted by Locksley Police Department for attempted murder, armed robbery, computer hacking, common theft, resisting arrest, destruction of police property and causing a riot.’

‘Is it a decent sample of DNA?’ Bullcalf asked.

‘I found Hood’s hair and saliva, along with fresh skin flakes,’ Alison answered. ‘The helmet was found ten days ago, and I’d say that’s when he last wore it.’

‘Do CIS know?’ Bullcalf asked.

‘The match has gone no further than my desk. The items came in CIS evidence bags, with tags showing the location where they were found and the name of the officer who bagged them.’

‘CIS won’t find out you made a DNA match with Robin Hood?’

‘Not unless you want them to.’

Bullcalf smiled as he took a pen out of a kitchen drawer. ‘I think we have a deal, Alison. Give me your bank details and I’ll make the transfer straight away.’


18. PUNISHMENT SMORGASBORD

Robin and Marion had rescued Bejo and Srihari and unearthed a sophisticated people-smuggling operation, but the grown-ups still felt the pair had to be punished for lying and running off.

Everyone agreed both kids would have all electronics taken away and be grounded at The Station for one week. Indio cut off Marion’s allowance for the rest of the summer and Diogo took away their dirt-bike privileges and made Robin pay for his lost helmet and the headlamp he broke when he crashed.

Finally, once their grounding was over, Emma suggested she could keep Robin and Marion out of mischief for a while by making them go to the church hall in Boston and sort out a room full of clothes and junk that people had donated to Delta Rescue.

Rain pelted the hall’s metal roof as Robin stumbled over mounds of bags, holding up a child’s tricycle with a wheel missing.

‘What joker would donate this?’ he complained, as he sent it clattering onto the trash pile.

‘I know,’ Marion said, catching a nose full of mothballs as she ripped open a bin liner filled with clothes. ‘Most of this stuff should have gone straight to recycling.’

‘Probably people who don’t like refugees,’ Robin suggested.

‘Like my dad,’ Marion said. ‘When I told him about Bejo and Srihari, he grunted and said, Just what we need, more bloody immigrants.’

‘He’s the leader of a motorbike gang,’ Robin pointed out. ‘They’re not exactly renowned for tolerance.’

‘True.’ Marion sighed. ‘When I pointed out that if you gave citizenship to every refugee living in Sherwood Forest, they wouldn’t even fill half of the empty houses in Locksley, Dad said I’d spent too much time listening to my mother’s tree-hugging hippy-dippy crap and had no idea what I was talking about.’

The next bag Robin opened strained from the weight of books. They were of no use to Delta Rescue, but they were in decent condition so he put them in a pile that would be taken to a charity shop. When he burrowed deeper, he was pleased to find half-decent clothes. Some still had labels and would be ideal for newly arrived refugees.

‘Holy macaroni!’ Marion blurted dramatically. ‘This must be worth a fortune!’

Robin turned excitedly as Marion gawped into a tatty backpack. ‘What is it?’

‘Antique clock – it’s absolutely stunning.’

Robin stumbled over junk, but when he looked into the backpack, he saw a tangle of socks and bras.

‘Sack whack!’ Marion yelled, as she slapped Robin between the legs.

‘Oww, you psycho!’ Robin said, moaning as he crashed backwards into a mound of black donation bags, cupping his balls. ‘What was that for?’

‘I told you I’d get you back . . .’

‘What are you on about?’

‘Last time we were here, you dropped ice cream down my back.’

Robin gasped. ‘That was two weeks ago.’

Marion beamed. ‘I didn’t say when I’d get you back.’

‘Not funny,’ Robin protested.

As he stumbled to his feet, coughing, they heard tense voices in the main hall. Marion opened a door to peek out and saw a uniformed cop glowering at a woman dressed in a green polo shirt and chef’s apron.

‘I know you nutters are helping refugees in here,’ the cop said cockily.

‘I’m making lunch for the pensioners’ club,’ the woman answered. ‘You’re extremely welcome to look around our hall.’

Robin and Marion kept watching as a lad with masses of ginger hair in a net came from the kitchen holding a pamphlet.

‘Officer,’ he began cheerfully, ‘have you considered your relationship with God? Would you like to read good news from the Church of New Survivors?’

‘Get away,’ the officer snapped, wagging his finger. ‘I’m letting you religious weirdos know we’ve got our eye on this place.’

‘You’re welcome to join our club,’ the chef said. ‘Some of my ladies dance after lunch, and they’d love a little waltz with a man in uniform.’

The calmer the chef stayed, the more wound up the cop got.

‘You’re all nutters,’ the officer said. ‘What about the end of the world, eh? Wasn’t it supposed to have happened already?’

He turned and stumbled out of the hall.

Marion grinned at Robin. ‘You don’t see that every day.’

‘That cop was drunk, right?’ Robin asked.

‘Nothing to worry about,’ the chef told the pair as he stepped towards them. ‘Just our weekly dose of police harassment.’

‘I picked up one of those New Survivor pamphlets,’ Robin told Marion, once the chef was gone and they’d resumed their sorting. ‘They’re weird as. Stuff about building an ark to save humanity, and the world ending in a nuclear war.’

Marion nodded. ‘They’ve got a giant underground compound in Sherwood Forest, out west, close to Lake Victoria. There are rumours that they pick up people in the forest and brainwash them.’

‘Seriously?’ Robin said. ‘I’ll google that later.’

‘The New Survivors I’ve met seem harmless though,’ Marion said. ‘Pensioners’ lunch club, mother-and-toddler group, stuff like that. And Delta Rescue is always broke. They donate to the refugee welcome centre and let Emma use this room and the office for free.’

‘Sounds all right,’ Robin said, then sighed as he turned away from the door and saw that they’d sorted through twenty bags in an hour but had three hundred more to go.


19. PRESIDENT MARJORIE

The chef offered Robin and Marion a free lunch with the pensioners, but after a week of being grounded they craved the outdoors and got lunch from Boston’s seafront fish-and-chip shop.

As their food sizzled in the deep fryer, Marion rolled a coin along the glass countertop and half-watched the wall-mounted TV.

‘Hey, there’s your big brother,’ she whispered.

Robin glanced up from his phone.

The TV was showing the one o’clock news headlines. Robin’s sixteen-year-old half-brother John lived with his mother, Sheriff Marjorie. The volume was muted, but there was a clip of John and Sheriff Marjorie looking respectable as they strode through a rose garden at Sherwood Castle.

The scrolling news ticker read:



MARJORIE KOVACEVIC CONFIRMS INTENTION TO STAND AS CANDIDATE IN NEXT PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION – WILL STEP DOWN AS SHERIFF OF NOTTINGHAM NEXT YEAR AFTER SIXTEEN YEARS IN OFFICE . . .



‘President Marjorie,’ Robin moaned. ‘Just what the country needs.’

It had stopped raining, so the pair headed out of the shop and sat with feet dangling off the sea wall, watching waves and dog walkers as they ate.

‘I still can’t believe you found that set of false teeth,’ Marion said, as she flung a chip down onto the sand so the gulls could fight over it.

Robin grinned. ‘Yeah, I should put them on Diogo’s pillow or something.’

Marion laughed. ‘You have got to do that!’

‘Diogo is so loved up with Napua right now, he probably wouldn’t notice.’

Marion nodded as she tossed another chip for the gulls. ‘At least you’re not in the next room. All that stands between my bed and their sex life is a thin partition.’

Robin laughed so hard he inhaled fish flakes and wound up in a coughing fit.

‘Old people shagging is gross,’ he said cheerfully. ‘But I’m glad Diogo’s found someone. He’s a decent bloke and he seems lonely.’

As Marion nodded, a black Labrador started barking and straining on its leash. Robin looked up and realised it had been triggered by a police surveillance drone skimming across the waterfront.

‘I’ve been waiting for one of those,’ he said, as he put his chip packet on the wall and dived into his backpack.

Marion looked baffled as Robin pulled a contraption out of his bag. It was a circuit board taped into the bottom of a plastic sandwich box, with a bunch of soldered wires and a battery pack hanging loose.

‘Making bombs now?’ she asked, as he fumbled around trying to slot in a battery.

‘Remember that police drone I recovered?’ Robin answered. ‘And the one that chased our bikes?’

Robin’s electronics skills hadn’t extended to fitting an on/off switch, so his contraption came alive when the battery went in.

The instant the connection was made, the speeding drone’s motors cut out. After a silent dive, it clipped the top of a wave and its propeller arms broke off as it bounced like a skimming stone before sinking.

‘Was that you?’ Marion gasped.

‘Yep.’ Robin said, looking pleased with himself as he removed the battery and dropped the gadget back in his bag before anyone saw.

‘How?’ Marion whispered.

‘I wasn’t even sure it would work,’ Robin said, as he broke off a big piece of fish.

‘You made it last week?’

Robin nodded. ‘When you were out on the boat with Diogo, I read everything I could find about sabotaging drones.’

‘Emma brought our phones and laptops back yesterday,’ Marion said.

Robin grinned. ‘Diogo’s laptop password is Di0g0. He basically deserved to be hacked . . .’

‘In non-geek language, how does it work?’

‘Military drones are hardened,’ Robin explained. ‘They use multiple radio frequencies and special tech so their signals can’t be blocked. But that police drone I found was a regular photography drone fitted with extra sensors.

‘I found the instructions on how to make a jamming circuit using the transmitter from the crashed drone. It locks onto the drone’s control signal. If you’re close enough, it blocks the signal coming from the drone pilot and . . .’

‘Ka-boom!’ Marion said.

Robin nodded and smirked.

‘One thing I don’t get, Robin,’ Marion said, stroking her chin thoughtfully.

‘What?’

‘How is it you’re smart enough to figure out something like that, but your socks never match, you drop toothpaste all over the sink every night and half the time you forget to put on deodorant?’

‘Eccentric genius?’ Robin suggested, as he tipped the tiny chips from the bottom of the packet in his mouth, then took an experimental sniff under his arm.


20. AFTERNOON SULK

Emma Scarlock was in her tiny office when Robin and Marion got back from the seafront. Just after three she came to the storage room to check up.

‘Decent day’s work!’ Emma said, as she eyed a room with bags still stacked up one side, but neat piles of clothes, toys and other random stuff on the other. ‘You might get finished if you put in a good shift tomorrow.’

‘It’ll be Robin on his own tomorrow,’ Marion said. ‘I’m out on Water Rat with Diogo, delivering supplies.’

Robin groaned, but cheered up when Emma said they should go. ‘I checked the weather,’ she explained. ‘They’re forecasting big storms in an hour, so you two’d better head straight home.’

The days when they could zip from Boston to The Station on motorbikes felt golden as Marion and Robin headed outside to a beaten-up pedal bike with a squeaky back wheel and Christmas tinsel woven through the basket on the front.

‘My turn to drive,’ Robin said, as Marion took off the bike lock.

‘Nah,’ Marion said, as she waggled her club foot. ‘It’s my bike.’

Robin shook his head and tutted. He’d seen Marion hike twenty kilometres of Sherwood Forest with no problem, but when Diogo confiscated the motorbikes she claimed she couldn’t walk far with her club foot and guilt-tripped him into finding her a bike.

‘You know what?’ Robin said irritably. ‘I’d rather walk.’

They’d spent most of the day in the same room. Marion had sack-whacked him, made him pay for lunch because her allowance was cut off, told him she was off doing something more exciting the next day, and now she wanted him to be propped on the back of the saddle for an uncomfortable ride home.

Marion was Robin’s best friend, but you can have too much of anyone and she was getting on his nerves.

‘What’s wrong?’ Marion asked. ‘You can pedal if it’s that important to you . . .’

‘I’ll run,’ Robin said cutting her off. ‘I need the exercise.’

‘Why are you so grumpy all of a sudden?’ she asked.

She got no answer, so she rolled her eyes and pedalled for home.

Robin liked running fast because it tires you out and you don’t think about stuff when you’re knackered. But he started a slow walk with his shoulders hunched and felt moody.

He thought about stopping to buy an ice cream but couldn’t be bothered. He thought about Marion being annoying, about how crummy it was that his dirt bike had been confiscated. When he reached the edge of Boston and started walking down Sunshine Road to cut through the holiday village, he thought about seeing his brother on TV earlier. They used to bicker all the time, but Robin missed Little John. He also missed hanging with his schoolfriend Alan Adale and most of all he missed his dad.

Robin went blurry-eyed as his thoughts went further back, remembering his mum. He imagined an alternative life where she was still alive. She wasn’t from Locksley like his dad, so they probably would have moved somewhere else before any trouble started.

Someone as smart as his dad could have got a good job working for a tech company in the capital. He imagined a nice house with an indoor shower and a washing machine that worked. He’d go to regular school. And his mum would . . .

Robin stopped walking and hurt all over.

He was six when his mum died and he realised he only knew things a little kid knows about someone. When he tried to think about the kind of music his mum liked, or what job she’d have done in his imaginary life, or the type of gift she’d have liked for her birthday, he had no clue.

The rain Emma warned about began as Robin entered the holiday village. It started with raspberry-sized splats, then erupted into a deluge that blew into his face.

He could have sheltered under the awning of an alpine chalet, but he was already soaked so he kept up his sulky walk and found himself wondering which version of Robin Hood he’d be if he had the choice: Robin the hero, who robbed cash machines and started riots. Or the imaginary Robin with a cosy posh house and school, homework and all that regular kid stuff.

He cheered up when he realised how boring that would be.

Then, since nobody was around to hear, Robin howled like a lunatic, pounded his chest and set off in a flat-out sprint towards The Station with the rain driving into his face.


21. RISING DAMP

Robin was breathless as he stepped inside The Station. The shutter that opened onto the balcony was wide open and stuff was blowing everywhere.

‘Extra hands!’ Diogo yelled urgently from the far end of the room. ‘Come help.’

Robin left a trail of drips as he crossed the sloping floor. As he ran the narrow jetty between the beach and the embankment on which The Station was built, he’d noticed the water was high. But he hadn’t realised it was enough to be lapping over the balcony and into the kitchen.

‘High tide and all this rain washing downriver,’ Diogo explained, as he used a power saw on a wooden sheet. ‘If I don’t get this barrier up the water will get into the electrics.’

At that moment Marion came through the front door, straining as she pushed a wheelbarrow full of gritty sand she’d shovelled off the beach.

‘Hold them open,’ she said, as she threw Robin a roll of garden sacks.

Robin held the first sack open while Marion shovelled in sand, but Robin was fitter so he took over shovelling duty for the next two. Then they ran back across the jetty for more sand.

When they came back a blast of wind had blown water into the lowest part of the sloping floor and Diogo was kneeling on the balcony. The board he’d cut made a half-metre high barrier and he was getting soaked by the spray hitting the balcony as he bashed nails to fix it in place.

‘Water is heavy,’ Diogo explained. ‘The board needs reinforcement, so put the first sandbag against the middle and build outwards.’

When Napua arrived forty minutes later, Diogo had waterproofed the wooden barrier using urethane foam designed for emergency boat repairs, while Robin and Marion had worked themselves into a sandy, straggly-haired mess wheeling barrows from the beach and making a knee-height sandbag wall.

‘You missed all the fun!’ Diogo said, giving Napua a kiss as she put bags of groceries on the dining table.

‘Will that hold?’ Napua asked, poking her head over the barricade to see the balcony beyond lapping with ankle-deep water.

‘It better,’ Robin said, as he crashed backwards onto a floor cushion. ‘I’ve never been so knackered in my life.’

‘High tide just passed,’ Diogo said, as he read the time on his microwave. ‘We’ll be OK tonight. But I’ll have to get to a hardware store so I can make a proper slot-in barrier.’

‘I thought I’d do a chicken tagine with almond couscous, then strawberries and cream,’ Napua said, as she unpacked groceries.

‘Perfect,’ Diogo said, then kissed her again.

‘I had the radio on while I was driving here,’ Napua said. ‘Weather lady said it’s the first time in six years that the Macondo River is deep enough to navigate a boat the whole way from Lake Victoria to the mouth of the delta.’

‘Water level is way up at Designer Outlets too,’ Marion said. ‘Last time I spoke to my mums, there was deep water in the southern end of the mall. Instead of wading across, anyone coming to the market from the south has to use a raft, or divert over the bridge, way upstream.’

‘Food will take an hour,’ Napua said, making a clanking noise as she pulled a cast-iron casserole dish out of a messy cupboard.

‘You two sand monsters had better scrub up,’ Diogo said, while mopping grit and sawdust. ‘But no faffing – I need one too.’

The outdoor shower was even weirder than usual, with waves washing over the side balcony and sploshing Robin’s feet. It was warm despite the rain, so he came down shirtless after towelling off in his bedroom.

Marion had showered first and was chatting to her little brothers Matt and Otto on her laptop, while Diogo was outside in the shower, noisily warbling traditional fado music in his native Portuguese.

‘That chicken smells fantastic,’ Robin told Napua. ‘Do you want the table laid or anything? Because Marion’s just lazing about on her useless butt.’

Robin grinned as Marion gave him the finger. She’d annoyed him earlier, but emergency sand shovelling had reminded him that they made a great team.

‘You two are awful to each other!’ Napua said, shaking her head. ‘Did you see Emma at the church hall today?’

‘Briefly,’ Robin said.

‘Did she say anything more about those poor women?’

‘She mentioned that Srihari was OK.’

‘And showed us a cute picture of Bejo in a bubble bath,’ Marion added, as she closed her laptop.

‘But are they investigating what happened to the rest of them?’ Napua asked as she chopped spring onions.

‘I’m sure they’ll try,’ Robin answered. ‘But Delta Rescue run four boats and a welcome centre for refugees. They’re not some big organisation with detectives who go round searching for people.’

Napua nodded. ‘Emma said the video clips on your phone were too grainy to prove anything conclusively. But I’ve lived in the delta all my life and the only place you see big pleasure boats like the one that took those women away is the harbour on Skegness Island.’

Marion nodded in agreement. ‘When I’m out with Diogo, we see massive boats like container ships and tankers in the central channel. But for pleasure boats, that was easily the biggest I’ve seen.’

The conversation was halted as the side door that led from the shower crashed open.

‘Damned wind blew my towel away!’ Diogo said, as he charged in, cupping his privates.

Marion laughed and Robin mucked about shielding her eyes as Diogo ran naked up the spiral stairs.

‘So much body hair!’ Robin laughed.

‘Chewbacca!’ Napua yelled, making Robin and Marion laugh even more.

‘I heard that!’ Diogo shouted down.

‘Maybe now you’ll build an indoor shower!’ Napua shouted back. ‘And fix the bloody thermostat while you’re at it.’

After Diogo’s comic interlude, Napua returned to her thoughts on the boat.

‘I asked the concierge at the casino I work at,’ Napua said. ‘He knows boats because he organises trips for guests. He said big pleasure cruisers get bought by people who are incredibly rich. But they always want the latest model, so they get sold on to companies that rent them out, for parties, fishing trips, stuff like that.’

‘Using someone else’s boat would make sense,’ Robin agreed. ‘I mean, I’ve never seen a heist movie where the bad guys rob the bank in their own car.’

Napua nodded as she scraped shallots and garlic into a sizzling pan.

‘My thoughts exactly,’ Napua said. ‘My concierge friend said there are a few hire boats of that size on Skegness. I would guess if you strolled around the island with your eyes peeled, you might well find the boat you’re looking for.’

‘That’s a great idea,’ Robin said brightly. ‘The cruiser had its name covered up, but I took photos and I’d recognise it for sure.’

Marion seemed less certain. ‘But where does that get us?’ she asked. ‘Finding a boat doesn’t tell us where it took a bunch of people two weeks ago.’

‘But it’s a lead,’ Robin said. ‘If we find the boat, maybe we watch it and discover that the bad guys use it regularly. Maybe we can track where it goes, or someone on the crew will give us info if we slip them some money.’

‘I smell delicious chicken,’ Diogo said suspiciously, as he came downstairs in shorts and one of the smart shirts he wore when Napua was around. ‘But I also smell trouble.’

‘I guess it’s worth going up there to try,’ Marion said. ‘Reuniting little Bejo with his mum would be the best thing ever.’

‘I’ll call Emma to see what she thinks,’ Robin said, taking his phone out eagerly. ‘If she lets us go tomorrow, I might get out of sorting the rest of that junk at the church hall.’


22. NEO-SKEGNESS

Emma liked Napua’s idea of someone taking a look around Skegness Island to try and identify the cruiser. She was less keen on Robin and Marion getting into more mischief, so Marion stuck to delivering medical supplies with Diogo, while Robin took a forty-minute taxi ride with Emma’s eighteen-year-old son, Neo.

While Sherwood Forest and most of the delta had suffered economic decline, Skegness Island, and particularly the three-kilometre stretch of seafront known as South Strip, was still a popular hangout for the kinds of people who flew first class and paid two hundred bucks for lunch.

Besides hundreds of yachts packing the harbour, the island had five-star hotels, golf courses, the provincial branch of Capital City’s biggest modern art gallery, casinos, upscale nightclubs and the best seafood restaurants in the country.

The waterfront was pedestrianised, so the taxi dropped Robin and Neo at the back of the five-star Durley Grange resort. To fit with the upscale crowd, Robin had slicked back his tangled hair and wore chino shorts and his only designer-brand polo shirt with Diogo’s best sunglasses hooked over the front pocket.

Neo was a goth, and he’d kept his spiky dyed hair and piercings but went for similar rich-kid-on-holiday clothes to Robin.

It was holiday season, so they passed through a restaurant with people eating a late breakfast, then crossed the hotel’s grand lobby and exited through revolving doors into a sunny courtyard filled with the sound of crashing water from giant fountains.

Neo had picked the Durley Grange as their drop-off point because it was at one end of strip. Their search seemed daunting as they exited the courtyard and got a clear view along the harbour at more than a thousand moored boats.

But by the time their eyes had adjusted to the sunlight reflecting off the water, the hunt felt less overwhelming because few boats were anything like the one they were looking for.

The Durley Grange and a couple of its near neighbours were the finest hotels on the island, and the boats in their moorings were the toys of billionaires, protected by guards with assault rifles. As they walked down South Strip, things got less stratospheric, with lots of smaller yachts and pleasure boats.

Neo spotted a well-known soccer player signing an autograph for two young lads, and Robin was tempted by a super-fancy gelato shop until he saw that a single scoop cost nine bucks.

‘Not for riff-raff like us,’ Neo joked.

The centre of South Strip was a hectic stretch of beach. Jet skis buzzed about and tourists queued for fan boats that would take them out into the swampland to see the giant turtles and water-bird colonies.

After a quick stop to buy croissants, plus coffee for Neo and a milkshake for Robin, the pair felt they were onto something when they reached the end of the beach, and another set of moorings. The vibe here was more street, with skateboarding teens, traders with fake designer gear spread over the pavement and garish signs offering boats for hire.

They walked onto the gently swaying dock’s main walkway to give a couple of larger boats a closer look.

‘You boys wanna fish?’ a young woman in tight shorts and CHEAP DAY TRIPS printed across her chest asked as she stepped in front of Neo. ‘I can do a whole package. Hundred and twenty – that includes two beers each and no sneaky extras for bait or to clean your catch.’

Another woman hopped off a boat on the other side of the floating harbour. ‘I can do a nicer boat than her for the same price.’

‘Three beers each!’ Cheap Day Trips said, then turned to the other woman and snarled, ‘I see these handsome boys first. Keep showing me disrespect and I’ll punch your mouth.’

‘We’re not looking to go fishing today,’ Neo said politely, trying to get past.

‘How can you not want fishing?’ she asked, blocking Neo’s path. ‘Look at this sun. This water is beautiful.’

‘Do I get beer?’ Robin asked.

The woman looked excited now Robin had shown interest, but Neo gave Robin’s shirt a let’s get away from this nutter tug.

‘I put the beer on the boat and we not gonna watch who drinks it, little man. Hundred and twenty. Such a great deal! What do you boys say?’

‘We’re looking for a big boat for my brother’s eighteenth birthday,’ Robin said, to Neo’s surprise. ‘Like, all of his friends, in a few weeks’ time.’

The woman clapped, then pointed at the biggest boat in the harbour. ‘Old King Henry will do a buzzing party. I know the owner – I’ll get you an amazing price. Can I get your number?’

‘How many people will that take?’ Robin asked.

‘Seventy, eighty . . .’ she answered. ‘And I can spice tings up, if you know what I mean. If you want girls or reefer. Got all the best DJs in my contact list. It will be the night of your young lives.’

Neo cottoned on to what Robin was doing. ‘Is there anything bigger,’ Neo asked. ‘Like a hundred . . . hundred and twenty-five people?’

The woman thought for a second. ‘The only bigger boat on this harbour is Swamp King. She went out well early with a corporate party, but it’ll be back soon. The only other one that big is Cottontail. It don’t dock here, but it’s owned by a pal of mine. Can I get a phone number, because I can make calls and get you a massive deal? Where are you boys staying by the way?’

‘Durley Grange,’ Neo said.

‘Oh, you be rich boys!’ the woman said, cracking an ear-piercing laugh as she pulled a business card out of her tiny shorts. ‘This is me, Starlet McGill. Don’t go behind my back to anyone else, because I swear all best deals go through me!’

‘Thank you, Starlet,’ Neo said, trying not to smirk as he pocketed the business card and started walking away.

She followed them. ‘I don’t mean to pester, but how about that mobile number?’

Neo was lost for words so Robin stepped in.

‘Our dad’s bodyguard says we should never give it out,’ he said. ‘But thank you, Starlet.’

Robin and Neo cracked up laughing as they finally broke free.

‘That girl was full on!’ Neo laughed, shaking his head in disbelief. ‘What was that about our dad’s bodyguard? You’re so random!’

‘It popped into my head,’ Robin said, smirking. ‘Where did she say the really big boat docked?’

‘Swamp King,’ Neo said, pointing. ‘Right ahead.’

There was nothing to see but an empty berth with a flapping vinyl sign tied to a locked barrier. The sign had a picture of a pristine white boat, with a web address.

‘Is that it?’ Neo asked.

‘Looks the right shape,’ Robin said. ‘But way newer.’

‘Everything looks better in the ad,’ Neo pointed out.

Robin wondered if he could find a different picture online, so he pulled his phone and searched Swamp King Skegness Island.

The top result was from a local news website with the headline:



Party Boat Owners Slapped with Record Fine – Rat Droppings & Dead Kitten Found Onboard



He clicked the link and saw a large tatty boat, with yellowed paint, boarded windows and cylindrical life raft containers crusted with bird poop.

Robin looked up at Neo and cracked a smile. ‘We’ve found it.’


23. STRIP ARCHERY

Prices at this end of South Strip were more suited to the boys’ budget. Neo found a seafood restaurant that had great online reviews and a view over the harbour, so they’d see when Swamp King returned to the dock.

Robin and Neo both had teen-boy appetites so they ordered a seafood platter with a massive bowl of chips on the side. As they waited for the food at their balcony table, Robin’s eye was drawn to a patch close to the beach that had been a car park before South Strip got pedestrianised.

The cracked blacktop had food stands, a sprawling go-kart track and the storage shed for a jet-ski hire company, but the newest and busiest attraction was filled with kids doing archery.

‘Now Open, South Strip Archery – Have fun and learn to shoot like Robin Hood,’ Neo said, reading the sign aloud.

‘I’m outraged,’ Robin joked, glancing around to make sure nobody was within earshot. ‘They should pay me royalties!’

They didn’t have an angle to see the shooting lanes inside, but there was a steady stream of parents dropping off kids for parties and lessons, and Robin saw several leaving by the gift shop with chic mothers carrying plastic bags stuffed with bows, targets and fancy arrows.

‘Looks like they’re coining it,’ Neo said, as a waiter gave Robin his Rage Cola and asked for ID before letting Neo have his beer.

‘Rich brats,’ Robin complained, as the waiter headed away. ‘That kid getting in the taxi with his dad has a better arrow than me. And there’s so much demand, my favourite arrows have doubled in price.’

‘You’re a trendsetter,’ Neo said.

Before Robin could answer, one waiter slid a bowl of fries onto the table, while another needed both hands to lower a mound of seafood big enough to block Robin’s view of Neo across the table.

‘This looks amazing, thank you,’ Neo purred, as he tucked a bib under his collar and picked up a set of metal lobster crackers.

Robin’s thoughts turned to their mission as he dipped a huge tiger shrimp in melted butter. ‘So we’re gonna wait for Swamp King. Then what?’ he asked. ‘I was thinking maybe we could pretend to be interested in hiring it and try to get a look around.’

Neo spoke with his mouth full. ‘I was thinking about the navigation system.’

Robin didn’t know much about boats. ‘Like satnav in a car?’

‘Same function, but more complex,’ Neo said. ‘The delta is tricky to navigate without software, even in my little rescue dinghy. Little islands that you don’t see in the dark are bad enough, but the rocks below water will rip your hull and send you down Titanic style.’

Robin nodded. ‘I’ve been out on Diogo’s boat. There’s wrecks everywhere.’

‘And when you programme the navigation, it’s not just the route. You need the latest tide and weather information. That all takes time. So navigation systems tend to store the last few trips you’ve taken.

‘As far back as two weeks ago?’ Robin asked, as he split a crab claw.

‘The navigation units we use on the Delta Rescue dinghies go back weeks. We also save our most regular routes on all four boats.’

Robin nodded. ‘But you can delete them if you want?’

‘For sure,’ Neo said. ‘Anyone smart would delete their navigation data after doing something illegal. But the video on your phone showed a bunch of beer-quaffing thugs who enjoy slapping the women around. So maybe we’ll get lucky . . . Do you want half of this?’

Robin recoiled as Neo used tongs to raise a giant squid tentacle.

‘I’ll stick with shrimp and lobster,’ he said.

‘Coward!’ Neo laughed, as he chopped off a small sucker-covered slice and dropped it onto Robin’s plate. ‘It’s delish – you have to try.’

Robin closed his eyes as he ate his slice of tentacle and gave his verdict. ‘Better than the economy sausages my dad used to serve up when we had no money.’

‘So we go back to Swamp King when it arrives,’ Neo said.

Robin nodded. ‘Stick to my story from earlier and say you want to hire a big party boat for your eighteenth. Ask to have a look around. Once we’re aboard, we snatch the navigation unit and leg it.’

Neo hesitated. ‘We’ll probably need a screwdriver to remove it. And they’re not just going to stand there and let us steal it – we’ll need to disable someone. Azeem has taught me enough ju-jitsu to choke a guy out.’

‘We passed a marine supply shop,’ Robin said. ‘They’ll have rope for if we need to tie someone up, and I’ve got a multitool that Marion got me for my birthday, but the screwdriver on it isn’t great.’

‘We’ll buy some rope and a decent screwdriver,’ Neo agreed. ‘But Swamp King will still be here if we come back another day, so if it feels risky, we’ll sneak back at night or something.’

‘Definitely don’t want to get trapped,’ Robin said, as he nodded in agreement. ‘Diogo said there’s only one bridge off this island and it’s too far to swim.’


24. BEST-LAID PLANS

Robin and Neo were stuffed as they left the restaurant with half the ocean in their bellies. They grabbed a coil of rope and a multi-bit screwdriver at the marine supply store and saw Swamp King approaching its berth as they strolled out.

The U-shaped walkway through the dock met the shore at both ends, and they went the opposite way from last time to avoid another encounter with Starlet McGill.

Robin had only seen Swamp King in the dark from across Landing Dock Y and wasn’t prepared for the scale of the vessel close up. After the gangplank slammed on the wharf, forty boozed-up staff of a Capital City accounting firm came stumbling ashore. Some loud, some seasick and a few carrying bags with dead fish sticking out.

Once the accountants were clear, a three-person cleaning crew hurried aboard, while deck staff in waiters’ uniforms threw off rubbish sacks filled with glass bottles and wheeled empty catering trolleys and clattering racks of used champagne flutes down the gangplank.

Robin studied a woman two decks up. She was tall and wore a white captain’s uniform as she stood in the open doorway of Swamp King’s bridge, puffing clouds of vape smoke. She seemed familiar, but Robin wasn’t certain until she yelled down at the cleaners.

‘Someone’s wig got sucked down the upstairs crapper. You’re gonna need the big pump.’

‘That captain was there the other week,’ Robin told Neo. ‘She had camo trousers on and smashed a woman’s nose in for asking a question.’

‘Nice lady,’ Neo said, then tutted.

The dock had benches for passengers waiting to board. They decided the best thing was to sit and watch for a while. Neo bought coffees and freshly fried donuts from a stall by the dock’s entrance, to make it look like they had a reason to be there.

‘This boat has to be clean, stocked and ready to depart in an hour,’ the captain shouted to the waiters, as she walked down steep steps from the top deck. ‘Let’s see some hustle. Has anyone seen the refuelling crew?’

The captain was yelling into her phone as she strode purposefully off the dock, sweeping past Robin and Neo without seeing them. ‘I need fuel on the boat, John. I’ve got another cruise in an hour . . . Did you pay the last invoice? Because they’re not here.’

As soon as she was out of earshot, Neo spoke quietly to Robin. ‘Boat leaves in an hour, captain’s gone. You fancy our chances if we sneak up there?’

Robin nodded. ‘If it’s lunch, she’ll be at least fifteen minutes, and I can’t see anyone else on the bridge.’

‘I had no idea there would be so many people servicing the boat,’ Neo said. ‘This could be our only shot unless we hang around until night-time.’

‘I think we should chance it,’ Robin said. ‘If we’re stopped, just act confident. Say we’re here early for the afternoon trip. Worst thing they’ll do is kick us off.’

Neo led the way through the open gate onto Swamp King’s dock. The cleaners were vacuuming inside, but the catering staff had sloped off to gossip on the rear deck as soon as their boss was out of sight.

The boys ducked as they jogged along the gangplank and clambered the two flights of steep rungs to the bridge.

Neo checked there was nobody inside, but the sliding door didn’t budge when he shoved.

‘Locked,’ he grunted.

Robin looked for another way in and saw every sliding window along the front of the bridge was open.

‘I’ll squeeze through if you give me a boost,’ Robin said, as he took off his backpack.

Robin glanced back to check if anyone on the dock was looking their way, then Neo grabbed him around the knees and fed him through a high window. Robin reached out awkwardly, trying not to knock rows of switches as he slid down onto a control console next to the ship’s main steering panel, then did a forward roll before planting feet on the floor.

Robin could hear voices and a pump thudding at the bottom of an internal staircase. He inhaled pure filth as he dashed across to let Neo in. The stench of clogged drain didn’t sit well on top of seafood and donuts, and as Neo stepped by Robin held onto the sliding door and almost puked.

‘That explains why the windows were open,’ Neo said, pulling his shirt up over his nose as he returned Robin’s backpack.

‘Captain said the toilets were blocked,’ Robin moaned, as he retched again.

‘You keep watch,’ Neo said, then scanned the control console.

Everything from the radar set to the ship’s radio were modular units, designed to be swapped out if they malfunctioned. As Neo tried to keep the stench out of mind, he identified a navigation unit. It had a 25cm screen and was fixed into a console next to the ship’s control stick with four screws.

‘All clear out here,’ Robin said, glancing about as Neo slotted a magnetic bit into the newly purchased screwdriver.

The screws were easy, and the wires linking the navigation unit to depth sounders and an outdoor GPS receiver glided out, but the power cable was hard-wired into the back of the unit and Neo couldn’t get his arm far enough inside the console to unplug it.

‘Can’t reach the socket,’ he gasped, as he lifted the navigation unit out of its slot and peered into the console’s murky interior. ‘Have you got a wire cutter on your multitool?’

The inside of Robin’s backpack was a disaster zone, but after churning through everything from a baseball cap to the false teeth he’d found at the church hall, Robin found the multitool and opened a little set of wire cutters.

‘I’ll lift this up so that the wire is taut,’ Neo said. ‘You reach under and snip it.’

‘Right,’ Robin said, as he ducked under Neo’s armpit and leaned on the console.

The power cable was chunky and the cutters didn’t have much leverage because they were only ten centimetres long. Robin squeezed with both hands and was about to suggest they swap roles because Neo was stronger when the wire finally split.

‘Got it!’ Robin said.

Neo stumbled back as the cable snapped free. Robin heard rapid clicks followed by the tingling sensation of an electric shock. His hand sprang open and his multitool dropped irretrievably deep inside the console. At the same time, a quick deafening blast erupted from the ship’s horn before fading like wheezing bagpipes.

‘Zapped me!’ Robin hissed, kicking the console furiously as he flicked his wrist to fight the pain.

Neo looked out front and realised the horn blast had made everyone on the dock look their way. At the same time everything inside the boat had gone eerily silent. No pump, ventilation or vacuuming.

‘I think we fused the electrics for the whole boat,’ Neo said, looking worried as he dropped the navigation unit into his backpack.

An engineer wearing the kind of elbow-length gloves you put on when your hands are going somewhere extremely nasty poked his head up from the bottom of the internal stairs. ‘Hey! Who are you?’

Robin stepped out of the bridge and saw one of the waiters running up the outside steps towards him.


25. GETTING WET

If you can’t go down, you have to go up. Robin snatched his backpack, used the handle of the bridge’s sliding door as a foothold and pulled himself onto the roof, amidst radio masts and a radar dome. Neo was fit but lacked Robin’s climbing skills and needed a hand up.

The waiter who’d been running up the stairs reached for Neo’s black basketball boot but decided minimum wage plus tips wasn’t enough to risk life and limb chasing over a slippery roof.

Mildewed plastic flexed as Robin ran towards Swamp King’s stern. He bounced down onto a striped canopy that extended across part of the rear deck, then rolled off the side onto a walkway near the gangplank.

As Robin landed, a big-shouldered woman in grubby engineer’s overalls came at him brandishing a massive wrench. As Neo landed behind, Robin ducked and the swinging wrench made a clank and chipped paint off Swamp King’s superstructure.

Robin hadn’t practised his judo since forever but instinctively hooked his foot around his attacker’s ankle and swept out her leg. As she stumbled backwards Neo made sure she hit the deck by barging her and tore the wrench out of her hand as he charged on.

Fortunately the chefs and waiters at the back of the boat didn’t want to get involved and the engineer in the long gloves had stumbled as he missed a step on the way down from the bridge.

A two-person refuelling team had arrived on the dock, but the one who thought about tackling Robin as he sprinted across the gantry to the shore bottled it when he saw Neo’s sturdy frame wielding the giant wrench.

Robin started a run towards the gate where Swamp King’s berth met the main walkway through the dock, but two beefy security guards were storming it.

‘Down on the ground!’ one shouted, as she pulled a bright yellow stun gun off her belt. ‘First and final warning.’

Robin glanced back at Neo.

‘How’s your swimming?’ Neo asked, as he peered over the railing into cloudy water.

‘Average,’ Robin said, though his face suggested that was optimistic.

But the guards were steps from being in range to shoot metal barbs, connected to a wire that delivered 50,000 volts, so Robin vaulted the fence and splashed into water ten metres below.

Neo landed behind, holding his backpack with the precious navigation unit to his chest so it didn’t flood. The eighteen-year-old had done advanced swimming and lifesaving training before being allowed out in a Delta Rescue dinghy and immediately realised Robin was shocked by the cold as a wave knocked them away from the dock.

‘We’re OK,’ Neo said, as Robin spluttered. ‘Breathe normal.’

Neo used his free arm to grip the back of Robin’s shirt and pull him in close. Then he kicked expertly, ducking under a wave before guiding Robin around so he could grab one of the dock’s thick wooden posts.

Robin glanced up. He saw there were cross-beams spanning the pilings that held up the pier, and two guards and several other people were peering over the railings. He climbed effortlessly up the slippery wooden post, then grabbed a cross-beam and balanced on top.

Neo looked up from the water. ‘I think I’m better swimming.’

As Neo moved his backpack onto his chest and swam towards shore in a rapid backstroke, Robin went in the same direction by clambering through the dock’s chunky supports.

While guards up top called the cops, Robin reached a six-metre gap where Swamp King’s berth met the dock’s floating walkway.

Robin thought about a leap and a short swim, but the underside of the dock’s wooden deck had a series of pipes that fed water, fuel and power to the boats. As Neo swam efficiently below, Robin tested the pipes for strength, then gripped the back of a thick fuel hose and went hand-over-hand with legs dangling.

It took all the grip in Robin’s fingers, and he didn’t dare grab or grasp because he could see the people who were looking for him through gaps in the wooden deck above. He slipped on dark green algae when he landed on one of the giant plastic mushrooms that supported the floating walkway, but after a scary couple of seconds his fingers found a protruding bolt and he steadied himself on a ledge.

Helpfully the next post had a set of climbing rungs, and Robin’s head bobbed up on the far side of the footpath. After making sure nobody was paying attention, he slithered over a fence and realised he was in the spot with the benches where he’d sat eating donuts minutes earlier.

The captain had rushed back when she heard the horn blast and was haranguing her staff for letting the boys sneak on board, while one of the security guards tried to calm her down by telling her that the dock had been sealed and police were nearby.

Water streamed out of Robin’s backpack and he realised he’d smashed Diogo’s sunglasses as he straightened up. He had no chance of blending in while he was dripping wet, so there was no reason not to sprint.

The walkway was clear, and Robin was delighted when he glanced back and saw that he hadn’t been spotted. But as he neared the shore, a body shot out from between two wooden kiosks.

Robin fell hard, scraping his knee on the wooden deck, as the woman jumped on his back. When she rolled Robin over, he saw CHEAP DAY TRIPS stretched across her chest.

‘Caught the little guy!’ Starlet McGill shouted.

She pinned one of Robin’s arms, but he gripped her hair with his other hand and ripped out a chunk of hair extensions. Then as Starlet yelped, she saw Robin’s algae and birdcrap-smeared hand come towards her face and instinctively recoiled.

The motion gave Robin enough space to thrust his torso upwards and knock Starlet away. She tried to get an arm around his neck as he stood, but he spun free.

Robin’s relief was short-lived, because a guard tasked with blocking the dock’s entrance fired her stun gun at him. But her aim was low and Robin hurdled, making the bolt shoot between his legs and clank into a rotating sign offering two-for-one swamp tours. As Robin looked behind, he saw the captain and the other two guards sprinting towards him. Robin figured it was better to fight one guard than three and charged the woman who’d tried to zap him.

The stun gun dropped to the ground as Robin collided with the guard. He thought about picking it up, but it skimmed under the side rail and dropped into the water. He stumbled on, gasping, to the spot where the walkway met the beach. Tourists stood about gawping as he saw Neo staggering up the beach with sand coating his legs.

‘OK?’ Robin gasped.

‘For now,’ Neo answered.

But there were three people chasing from the dock, and a police van screeching to a halt by the taxi rank on the far side of the old car park.


26. LEGENDARY FOOTAGE

‘Where are you going?’ Neo shouted, as Robin sprinted purposefully across the sand. ‘There’s a vanload of cops up there!’

Robin’s shoes squelched as he took a dramatic leap onto South Strip Archery’s tall wire fence.

He yelled, ‘Don’t shoot!’ as he leaped down in the middle of an archery range.

‘I can’t climb that,’ Neo shouted, as two burly security guards and the captain of Swamp King closed in. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Meet me around the front, by the gift shop,’ Robin shouted back.

The archery range was holding a beginners’ lesson for six-to-eight-year-olds. A youthful instructor in one of the range’s branded shirts planted hands on hips and yelled, ‘Excuse me, young man,’ as Robin sprinted towards the little archers at the shooting end.

‘Gimme!’ Robin said, as he snatched a pastel pink starter bow from a startled-looking kid and grabbed a handful of battered arrows out of a bucket. ‘I’m sorry!’

A bulkier instructor tried to block Robin’s path as he headed for the shop.

‘Put that bow down, boy.’

For a kid living life on the run, Robin Hood was blessed with the kind of face that nobody seemed to recognise. But that changed the second you put a bow in his hand.

‘I don’t want to hurt anyone,’ Robin said, as he notched one arrow in his bow, slotted three more between his fingers and aimed at the instructor’s toes. ‘These don’t look too sharp, but they’ll still go through your shoe at this range.’

‘Robin Hood?’ the man gawped.

And behind, the little archers chattered.

It’s Robin Hood.

Robin!

He took my bow!

It’s not your bow, it belongs to the shop . . .

The instructor backed up with surrender hands and an automatic door let Robin into the shop. Air conditioning sent a shiver down his wet back as he glanced around the brightly lit space.

The crowd was kids and parents, looking at a mix of archery gear and cheesy merch, like target-shaped fridge magnets and teddies with bows and quivers on their backs. The stuff Robin was after was behind the counter and he startled an elderly cashier as he slid across a glass countertop.

‘What in the name of God . . . ?’

A fellow with leathery skin and an exotic tourbillon watch managed to grab the back of Robin’s shorts. He kicked the man off, then shot him in the shoulder, though the pink kiddie bow was only powerful enough to leave a dull arrow sticking out of his shoulder muscle.

‘Do you know who I am?’ the man roared furiously, as he stumbled backwards, knocking baskets of erasers and target tea towels onto the floor.

‘Mum, it’s Robin Hood!’ a kid with a bow shouted.

Robin snatched a carbon-fibre recurve bow from a hook on the wall, then spotted boxes of hunting arrows under the counter and ripped one open.

Some customers had decided to crouch down or hurry out, but several stuck around as if they were witnessing some promotional stunt, and the cashier finished serving her customer before backing into a stockroom and bolting the door.

‘Robin,’ Neo yelled breathlessly, as he came in through the archery centre’s front entrance. ‘They’re right behind.’

Robin wanted to get a feel for his new bow before using it in anger, so he took two quick shots. With the first, he set off fruit-machine sounds by hitting a bullseye on a fancy £499 electronic target at the back of the shop. He decided a little chaos would make escaping easier, so he shot the second into a fire sprinkler in the middle of the ceiling.

The burst of water made the remaining customers charge for an exit, as Robin shoved an extra box of arrows in his backpack and slid back over the counter.

‘We need to move!’ Neo yelled, somewhere between awed and furious.

Robin peeked out of the front door in both directions. The archery store’s customers were spreading out across the old car park. There was no sign of cops from the van, but Swamp King’s captain and two guards from the dock were shuffling along the outside wall of the archery range.

To give himself a shooting angle, Robin ran outside and spun around. One guard went for his stun gun, which was a really bad idea for someone facing Robin Hood with a notched arrow.

As South Strip Archery’s front security camera made a recording that would get ten million views on YouTube, Robin fired three arrows in one second and smashed three kneecaps.

The captain and the guards groaned in agony as Robin closed down, ready to shoot again if they gave him trouble. He snatched one of the stun guns and threw it to Neo. As Robin backed up, one of the guard’s radios blasted to life.

‘This is Skegness control. We have officers on point. Do you have an up-to-date location on the suspects, over.’

‘You reply,’ Robin urged Neo. ‘My voice will sound too young.’

Neo ripped the radio from the writhing guard’s shirt and walked a few metres away from the moans before answering.

‘Control, we are chasing both suspects on foot,’ Neo lied. ‘Running west from the pier, over.’

‘Roger that. Will send officers in support. Drones and more back-up will be on scene in five minutes.’

Robin spoke uneasily. ‘Those cops will see people running from the shop, so that won’t buy us much time.’

‘I have no idea where to go,’ Neo said, glancing about randomly as he hooked the guard’s radio to his shirt. ‘But we can’t stick around here.’


27. LOVELY DAY AT THE BEACH

Robin kept an arrow notched as Neo led the way, jogging past the archery compound to the edge of the sprawling go-kart track.

Neo paused to look through wire fencing at the taxi rank a hundred metres north. Six chilled cops stood around their van. Rear doors open, they checked weapons and helped fix Velcro straps on each other’s body armour.

‘Awaiting orders, I guess,’ Robin said, as Neo marched on.

Families who’d been in the archery shop were loitering. A loud honk gave both boys a jolt, but whining electric motors made them realise it was a race starting on the kart track.

‘Smile, Robin Hood!’ a girl yelled as she straddled a low wall and snapped his picture.

She was about fourteen, with two goofy pals hanging off her shoulders.

‘Sarah’s mental about you!’ the smallest one said. ‘She’s got the unicorn hoodie. And a Robin Hood Lives poster.’

Two of the girls jogged alongside Robin, while the shyest of the three dropped back, videoing. Neo took another glance over his shoulder and saw that the cashier had emerged from the back room inside the archery store and was waving both arms as she jogged towards the cop van.

‘Can I get a selfie?’ one of the girls asked.

‘Those cops are gonna move on us at any second,’ Neo said urgently.

Robin picked up speed, following Neo, but Sarah kept running alongside.

‘Are you local?’ Robin asked her. ‘We need to get out of here fast.’

‘There’s jet-ski hire down the beach,’ Sarah said, pointing towards the water.

Robin and Neo stopped running and gawped at each other. They’d seen jet skis while they were eating lunch, but neither had considered them for a getaway.

‘You are a real hero, Robin,’ Sarah said seriously. ‘The world needs a lot more people like you.’

Robin was embarrassed by the compliment, then startled as Sarah kissed his cheek.

‘Come on, lover boy!’ Neo shouted, yanking Robin’s arm, then pointing. ‘Jet ski this way.’

‘You kissed Robin Hood!’ the other girls shrieked. ‘EEEEEEEE!’

‘I’m gonna upload it! My sister will be well jel!’

As Robin and Neo began a flat-out sprint towards the waterfront, the cops split into three pairs. Two sweeping left, two right, two straight towards them on the path beside the kart track.

This stretch wasn’t rammed like South Strip’s main beach, but sunbathers took notice and a game of beach cricket halted as Robin and Neo charged between the stumps. Neo was first to the waterfront, and a concrete ramp with a row of parked jet skis.

The dreadlocked attendant stood in knee-deep water, showing a nervous teen how to work the controls. Both looked startled as Neo hurdled a chain barrier and started pushing a jet ski down the ramp.

‘Mister, are you havin’ a laugh?’ the attendant spat furiously.

‘I need the key fob, or whatever starts it,’ Neo said, waving the stun gun.

The attendant didn’t fancy getting zapped. His credit-card machine fell onto the ramp as he fumbled in a vest with rows of little pockets down the front.

The cops were closing in, so when Robin hit the top of the ramp he dropped on his belly and shot a warning arrow between the two charging officers.

‘You’re that Hood fella!’ the attendant blurted, then grinned at Neo. ‘Take the orange ST-140. It’s reliable and I just brimmed the fuel tank.’

Neo hooked the stun gun on his belt and nodded thanks as the attendant handed him a wireless starter fob. Robin hoped shooting between the cops would make them dive for cover. But they kept running as he whipped two arrows out of his backpack.

Robin regularly practised shooting standing up, kneeling, hanging upside down and on the run, but the angled ramp was none of those things and felt awkward. He liked to aim for an arm or leg, but those move too fast when someone is running.

Even with body armour any chest shot is potentially lethal, and since Robin didn’t want cop killer added to his rap sheet, he aimed for the shoulder. His first arrow was perfect, spearing the officer’s armpit and making her twirl like a ballerina before ploughing into sand.

The second shot felt wrong the instant Robin released. For a horrible moment he thought it might spear the cop’s neck, but the officer had dived when he saw his colleague shot a quarter-second earlier, and the arrow shattered his plastic face visor.

‘You are one badass!’ the jet-ski attendant shouted, holding hands up to his face. ‘WHOO!’

Smashing the visor absorbed most of the arrow’s energy and it had only gone deep enough to split the wobbly cartilage around the officer’s nose. But people screamed – and shot videos on their phones – because the officer thrashing about in the sand with an arrow sticking out of a blood-splattered visor was proper horror-movie stuff.

Robin had no way of knowing the injury was minor and felt shocked. After a brain freeze, he found Neo holding a neon life jacket and tugging him up off the sandy ramp.

‘Get up, put this on,’ Neo yelled. Then to the attendant, ‘I’m sorry I pulled the stun gun. Thanks for helping.’

‘The boss can kiss my arse,’ the attendant said as he gave Neo a fist bump. ‘Leaving to go backpacking next week anyways.’

The two-seat ST-140 was in the water with the engine running, but there were four armed cops somewhere nearby and Neo feared a gunshot as Robin spent precious seconds taking off his backpack, pulling on the life vest and then putting the pack back over it.

‘Hold on tight,’ Neo ordered, as Robin straddled the back seat. ‘It’s gonna get bumpy.’

Robin was shocked by the power as the jet ski hit 70 km/h in under three seconds.

Back on shore, the officer with the split visor got his helmet off, and while a thirteen-year-old shooting arrows at cops wasn’t everyone’s idea of a good thing, the entire beach was on their feet, knowing they’d witnessed headline news.

Sarah and her two girlfriends joined a group standing on the harbour wall shouting, ‘Robin Hood lives!’ and ‘Robin, we love you!’

A cop ordered the nervous teen to get off the jet ski. But by the time the officer had mounted it, Neo and Robin had shrunk to a dot and he didn’t like the idea of falling into the delta wearing hefty body armour.

‘They’re not coming after us,’ Robin shouted over the engine, as the speeding craft bounced over waves.

‘Don’t count your chickens,’ Neo yelled back. ‘They’ll put up drones and we’re cooked if a prowler starts shooting.’


28. AAAARGH, SNAKES!

Two drones circled and there was a relatively harmless Skegness Island police boat in the distance as the jet ski beached on a mud bank on the mainland coast. The local heron population didn’t seem impressed as the boys jumped off the noisy craft into ankle-deep water.

‘You good?’ Neo asked, as they waded towards dry land.

Robin nodded as he ditched his brightly coloured life vest. ‘Grazed knee is all.’

Neo had landed in a spot where there were plenty of trees to give cover.

‘We need as much space as possible between us and that jet ski,’ Neo said.

‘I’ve got my drone-killing gadget,’ Robin said. ‘Hold my bow so I can get it out.’

As Robin went to hand Neo the bow, a water snake fatter than Robin’s thigh cruised through the water between them.

‘Those are the deadly ones!’ Neo yelped as he bolted.

Robin’s heart shot into his mouth as he realised there were smaller snakes in the water around him.

‘Get up here,’ Neo ordered when he reached dry ground.

Robin was bricking himself as he splashed through water that got deeper before it got shallow. As he scrambled onto rocks, with a hand up from Neo, everything below his knee was coated in sticky green algae.

It was an easy jump from the rocks to dry land, but with his imagination full of snakes, Robin spasmed like he’d been tasered when a thistle brushed his shorts.

‘That was no fun,’ he complained, clutching his chest as they headed towards a single-track road, which helpfully had a BEWARE OF SNAKES sign.

Neo finally took the bow as they cut across the deserted road and onto marshy ground between tangled trees. After a few gulps from his water bottle, Robin pulled out his magic lunchbox and shook off some drips.

‘Hope the water hasn’t wrecked it,’ Robin said, as he pushed in the loose battery.

One drone flipped and plunged satisfyingly into the swamp, while the other one kept flying in a straight line until they couldn’t hear it any more. At the same time, Neo used his phone to study the local map.

‘This area looks like a good tangle,’ Neo said. ‘Plenty of places to hide, and drones will struggle to pick us up again.’

‘Just hope there’s no cops over this side,’ Robin said, as he glanced around.

Neo downloaded the map, then reminded Robin to switch off his phone in case the cops could track their signals. The tangle of branches and saturated ground meant they could move at a squelching walk, until they reached higher grazing land and broke into a run.

Several drones buzzed by, but nothing locked on. Robin could run all day, but after seven kilometres Neo had a red face and a stitch. They’d reached a little shopping park, with car charging points, a drive-thru Mindy Burger and a Farm Stop, part of a rural chain that sold everything from pig feed and overalls to beer and groceries.

‘I need water,’ Neo said, stripping off his shirt to reveal a well-muscled chest and tan lines from his Delta Rescue wetsuit. ‘I’ll get some snacks. Maybe a change of clothes in case they’ve passed our descriptions around.’

Robin nodded. ‘Best if I stay out of sight.’

Beyond Farm Stop was a roundabout and a busy four-lane highway. Robin found a spot among trees. While his shirt and shorts had mostly dried out, his pocket had a ball of soggy napkins from the seafood restaurant, which he used to clean his scraped knee.

He also noticed a slimy lump where his trainer met the back of his ankle. He tried kicking it off, but it was stubborn, and when he looked closer, he realised it was a leech sucking his blood.

‘Hate the delta,’ Robin told himself, shuddering as he prised the leech off with a stick then squished it against a tree trunk. ‘I thought Sherwood Forest was bad enough . . .’

Neo took long enough for Robin to start worrying, but came back wearing a new black singlet and carrying four plastic bags.

‘Massive queue,’ he complained, as he flipped Robin a bottle of icy water. ‘They’ve got a couple of TVs in with the toasters and coffee machines. News cameras were on the beach, interviewing the jet-ski guy and that girl who kissed you.’

Robin sat up anxiously. ‘Casualties? That cop I hit in the face?’

‘Two officers wounded, plus five civilians. They said three were serious but not life-threatening.’

‘That must be the three I shot through the knee,’ Robin said. ‘Why have you bought half the shop?’

‘Four big bottles of water and a pack of cheap face cloths so we can wipe this green crud off,’ Neo explained. ‘Small bottles of water to drink. Beef jerky, M&Ms, dry socks . . .’

‘I had a leech on my ankle,’ Robin said, between gulps of water.

‘Same,’ Neo said, opening a pack of trail mix as he sat with his back against a trunk. ‘Those snakes freaked me out. A bite from that big one would kill you in minutes.’

‘We’d better call your mum,’ Robin said. ‘Taxi’s too risky and we can’t walk forty kilometres.’

‘My mum will go bananas,’ Neo said, shaking his head and looking up at the sky. ‘Could you call Diogo?’

Robin laughed. ‘How can you be eighteen and still scared of your mum?’

‘Not scared,’ Neo said. ‘Just . . . You know how mums are. Going on and on about every little thing.’

‘I really don’t,’ Robin said, a touch sad.

‘Oh damn,’ Neo said, waving his hands. ‘Sorry . . . I didn’t . . .’

Robin half smiled as he dug into the bag of trail mix. ‘It’s OK, I know you didn’t mean anything.’

‘My mum is the best person to call,’ Neo admitted. ‘But check your present before I get yelled at.’

‘Present?’ Robin said, as Neo threw a bag over.

‘I got baseball caps, cargo shorts and Crocs, so we’re not wearing anything that’s on the news,’ Neo explained. ‘But the tank tops were ten each or three for twenty, so I got an extra one.’

Robin dipped into a bag of Farm Stop’s finest fashion items.

‘I think it’s right at the bottom.’

‘Just what I always wanted!’ Robin said, laughing as he unfurled a black T-shirt.

It had a sketchy-looking surveillance photo of himself dressed as a girl when he escaped from a cash-machine robbery. Underneath it said Robin Hood Lives.


29. DOWN THE DRAIN

Robin found two leeches on the back of his leg as he wiped off sand, algae and birdcrap, then swapped the ‘rich boy holidaying on Skegness Island’ look for the oversized tank and baseball cap of a person who buys clothes while shopping for ground beef and poultry bedding.

Emma said she’d organise a pickup, but since the boys felt safe and there was a chance of police roadblocks, she reckoned it was best if they stayed put until things calmed down.

Neo decided to move away from Farm Stop, in case they tangled with roaming kids or someone taking a leak in the bushes. They found a sheltered spot near an open storm drain that channelled water from the highway. Beyond the traffic and the retail park, it was fields of swaying wheat in every direction.

‘Did it get wet?’ Robin asked, as Neo pulled the navigation unit out of his pack.

‘Luckily I bought this pack for when I’m out on the rescue dinghy,’ Neo said. ‘It’s supposed to keep stuff dry.’

‘Don’t you need a plug?’

‘Should have a back-up battery,’ Neo said, shaking his head. ‘You can’t risk having navigation drop out if you’re cruising at twenty knots and your generator fails. I just hope it didn’t get fried when we cut the wire.’

They were sitting on the slope of the concrete drainage channel and Robin shuffled closer as the unit’s screen lit up. After the manufacturer’s start-up screen, a yellow warning triangle came up:

EXTERNAL GPS ERROR.

‘Tap the arrow at the bottom for a menu,’ Robin urged.

‘I know what I’m doing, Robin. Apart from the bigger screen, it’s the same as the navs on Delta Rescue boats.’

Neo proved his point by swiping past more warning screens and locating the Recent Trips menu. The slider bar got close to the oldest entry as he scrolled back by date.

‘That it?’ Neo asked.

Robin nodded before Neo tapped DISPLAY ROUTE.

‘Another couple of days and this would have been wiped,’ Neo said, as he tapped the option to display the route map.

A 3D map popped up, showing Swamp King starting from out of its berth on Skegness Island, making a brief stop at a pier on the mainland and then heading to Landing Dock Y. Robin moved his face closer to the screen as Neo used the touchscreen to scroll up.

‘It stops!’ Neo said dramatically. ‘Just after it leaves the dock with the women on board.’

‘Noooo!’ Robin groaned, wrapping hands around his head and kicking feet in the air. ‘After everything we went through to get this . . .’

Neo smiled knowingly. ‘I’m messing with you. I pressed the screen lock.’

‘Butthead!’ Robin gasped, shaking his head as Neo started scrolling again.

After leaving Landing Dock Y, the navigation screen showed Swamp King zigzagging through shallow water between several islands to reach the delta’s main shipping channel. The boat then travelled upstream for thirty-six kilometres.

Neo used his phone to photograph the navigator screen showing Swamp King’s final destination. Then he zoomed in to see the outline of a dock built for huge tankers.

‘Porthowell Dock,’ Robin read from the screen. ‘Heard of it?’

‘You can’t miss it,’ Neo said. ‘It’s part of a massive chemical plant on the riverbank. It was built to supply the car plants in Locksley. Most of it shut down, but you still see smoke coming out of chimneys when you go upriver.’

‘What if Porthowell wasn’t the women’s final destination?’ Robin asked, as Neo forwarded the photos to his mum.

‘I’m pretty sure it will be,’ Neo said. ‘The fishing boat unloaded the women at Dock Y, then Swamp King took them upriver to Porthowell. It’s a lot of hassle and risk, moving seventy people against their will. If you were going to drive the women somewhere else, why not load them into trucks at Dock Y?’

Robin thought for a second. ‘So why transfer the women to Swamp King at all? Why not take that trawler to Porthowell?’

‘You can hide in the delta because it’s huge,’ Neo explained. ‘But a foreign fishing boat with women crammed on deck would attract lots of attention on the river.’

‘I guess there is a brain under that dark fringe of yours,’ Robin said, as he took a bag of M&Ms out of his pack. ‘You want, or can I finish ’em?’

Neo’s phone rang before he could answer. ‘Mum,’ Neo said, then laughed. ‘So now you think we did a good job?’

There was nobody nearby, so he put the phone on speaker.

Emma told them that footage of Robin shooting the cops and escaping in the jet ski was blowing up online, and apparently the guy Robin shot in the shoulder at the archery shop was some famous retired tennis player.

Then she told the boys what she planned to do next.

‘If the bad guys figure out why you stole Swamp King’s navigation unit, they might try to move the women. I’m going to organise a boat and find out what’s happening at Porthowell Dock tonight. If you guys think you can safely make it back to the water, we’ll pick you up along the way.’


30. SET AN EXAMPLE

It started chucking it down as the sun dropped so Robin and Neo got another soaking as they walked back towards the delta.

Their pickup spot was a pier in front of an upscale nursing home run by a pal of Diogo’s. As residents’ TVs flickered inside dark rooms, Robin sat outside in a gazebo surrounded by roses and picked up the home’s Wi-Fi.

He tapped on a video titled Robin Hood: Hero or Villain? The clip was from a trashy afternoon talk show called Muldoon. It was the kind of show where they book guests who don’t like each other and encourage the studio audience to misbehave.

‘Robin Hood is a criminal . . .’ a sweating congresswoman called Enola Straight began.

Some of the audience jeered so loud she had to pause.

‘Today, this hooligan child shot and maimed six people. Two were police officers. One was a beloved Australian tennis champion. How can this be a hero? What type of people spray Hood’s name on walls and wear his T-shirts? We need to catch Robin Hood, then set an example by locking him up and throwing away the key!’

Ms Straight finished with a flourish, pounding her fist on the desk. The camera cut to a noisy audience. About a third applauded the congresswoman, but others shook their head and jeered.

A scruffy young comedian called Darrell Snubs spoke next. ‘When Enola Straight’s crew of muppets came to power, it was all like, yeah, we’re cool! We’re gonna make this country great. Fair tax, better schools, better hospitals, make everyone equal. And what did we end up with? Politicians whacking their own salaries up by half, whole towns run by criminal gangs with bent judges, and corrupt cops like the dirtbags who framed Ardagh Hood.

‘The boss class in this country doesn’t like Robin Hood because he didn’t say, “Yes, sir, thank you, sir,” when the system kicked him in the arse. Hood may be a kid, but he has the guts to fight back against a system totally rigged against the little guy.’

Darrell Snubs stood up out of his chair and buttons flew off his shirt as he ripped it open to display a Robin Hood Lives T-shirt. Cheers and shouts erupted. The camera cut to the audience, showing screaming girls in End Police Corruption tops and two red-faced dudes shoving each other in the front row.

‘Snubs is great,’ Neo said fondly, as he stepped under the gazebo and saw the image on Robin’s phone. ‘I saw him live in Nottingham before he went into rehab.’

‘Seems to be a fan of mine,’ Robin said, feeling tired and fuzzy-headed as the clip ended.

‘My mum texted,’ Neo said. ‘They’ll be here in five.’

Water Rat’s flat grey hull rolled out of the dark as Robin and Neo stepped onto the care home’s wheelchair-accessible pier.

‘Look what the cat dragged in,’ Diogo said, as the boys jumped aboard.

Marion gave Robin a big grin and a sarcastic wagging finger. ‘I let you off on your own for one day, and look at all the trouble you cause.’

Diogo teased Marion as he powered Water Rat away from the pier. ‘I thought you’d slap his face after they showed him kissing that girl.’

‘She’s welcome to him,’ Marion said, as she settled on an upturned bucket next to Diogo.

As Robin and Neo realised it was going to be no fun squatting in Water Rat’s open rear cargo bay, Emma peeled back a plastic sheet she was using to keep the rain off and introduced the two women huddled next to her.

‘This is Lynn, she’s a journalist, and Oluchi, her camera operator.’

Oluchi, who looked about Neo’s age, gave an embarrassed laugh. ‘Just the unpaid intern, but I can point a camera.’

‘Have we met?’ Robin asked, as he gave Lynn a curious look.

Lynn smiled and spoke in her newsreader voice, ‘Good afternoon, this is Channel Fourteen serving the Central Region. I’m your host, Lynn Hoapili, sitting in a boat with a very wet bum.’

‘Oh wow!’ Robin said, cracking a big grin. ‘My dad always watched you when you used to do the morning show.’

‘I’m as excited to meet you, Robin Hood,’ Lynn said. ‘My cousin Napua put me in touch with Emma.’

Emma explained further. ‘Delta Rescue isn’t resourced to take on smugglers that might have hundreds of forced workers, plenty of money and back-up from corrupt Customs and Immigration officers.’

Robin nodded. ‘You can bet they’re paying the cops off too.’

‘Wouldn’t surprise me.’ Emma sighed. ‘We’ll need publicity to get public opinion on our side, and we need to document everything we witness, because CIS will use every trick to discredit us.’

‘I get bored behind a desk in a studio,’ Lynn said. ‘So when Napua called, I told my boss I was sick and roped in Oluchi to film.’

Neo gave Robin a friendly slap on the back and grinned at Oluchi. ‘I guarantee your story will get attention if you put this squirt in front of the camera.’


31. TWO TU

Robin sat in a puddle as the rain varied between drizzle and a blast that had to be pumped out of the open hull. Water Rat’s flat bottom was designed for skimming over shallow water in the delta and things got choppy as they moved into the Macondo River, which was flowing fast after days of heavy rain.

Robin decided he’d be happy to spend the rest of his life on dry land and Oluchi felt even worse, spending half the trip heaving over the side.

There was only moonlight as Porthowell Dock came into view. The river at this point was over a kilometre wide and the docks were on an epic scale, with concrete walls built to berth ships that rose ten storeys out of the water. The chemical plant behind was a cathedral of moonlit pipes, domes and storage tanks.

Since the desolate harbour had been built for tankers, they had to scale eight metres of rusty metal rungs to get up to the harbourside. Diogo stayed on Water Rat, ready for a getaway if things got hairy.

‘Place is massive,’ Robin said as he stood with his stolen bow, glancing about. ‘Where do we even start?’

As Lynn Hoapili recorded a whispered piece to camera, saying where they were and who they’d come looking for, Emma switched on a heat-sensing camera, that was part of the kit Delta Rescue used to find refugees.

Robin hadn’t seen a thermal-imaging camera before and was fascinated. The device was shaped like a big ping-pong bat, and as Emma swept it around, its rear screen showed areas of the plant that were being used lit up in white and orange, while cooler areas were blue or black.

Robin was amazed that the camera was sensitive enough to distinguish tiny traces of heat left by their shoes as they’d stepped off the ladder and walked around the dock.

Neo had found an old diagram of the plant online and led the way along the riverbank, walking below transfer pipes wide enough to drive a car through. Oluchi had mostly recovered from her nausea and filmed with a shoulder-mounted news camera as they walked.

Much of the sprawling chemical plant had been demolished, but three huge buildings survived. Robin, Marion, Emma, Neo, Oluchi and Lynn walked through an open gate and along a space between two ghostly buildings covered in pipes and rusted metal gantries.

The third building lay at the end of this gap. It still produced paint for cars and had been fenced off from the abandoned sections, with security cameras and floodlights.

‘Could the women work in there?’ Marion asked.

‘Unlikely,’ Emma said, as she kept sweeping the thermal camera. ‘It would be hard to mix regular employees and slave labour.’

The fence stopped you going past the ends of the two abandoned buildings, but most doors were open or missing. Robin peered in through an archway big enough for a truck and saw bright dots of street lamps on the opposite side.

‘I think we can cut through here, rather than go all the way back.’

He was startled as his voice echoed inside. Back, back, baaack . . .

Robin’s shoes crunched dust and broken glass as he moved in further. Marion swung up a big torch, casting dim light over a space filled with gantries and pipes, many with missing chunks where scrappers had stripped out copper and other valuable metals.

Besides bats and squirrels, the interior hid stolen cars and several huge graffiti murals.

‘Robin Hood, how do you feel right now?’ Lynn asked, as Oluchi pointed the camera at him.

Robin shrugged and sounded grumpy. ‘It’s past midnight. I’m soaked. I’ve got blisters from walking in wet shoes. Right now, a comfy bed would be very nice.’

‘So it’s exhausting being a hero?’ Lynn said.

Before Robin could answer, Marion groaned and blurted, ‘Robin’s ego is big enough already!’

‘My friend Marion is jealous of my incredible talents,’ Robin joked to camera, then flinched as Marion lobbed a big metal bolt, deliberately aiming way over his head.

‘The banter between Robin and Marion is gold,’ Lynn whispered to Oluchi. ‘Keep the camera running.’

Marion led the way out of the far side of the building and found herself on a railway platform. The rails had been taken, but you could see the outline of the track bed through the weeds. There was even a line of railway tankers, rusted in place, with faded logos of the Porthowell Chemical Company.

Beyond the railway sidings a stretch of wet road had crisply painted markings and modern street lighting. This section of the chemical plant had been demolished and replaced with four identical metal-sided warehouses. A rooftop sign and hundreds of waiting delivery vans bore the logo of Two Tu, the online shop that brought the world to you.

‘How about Two Tu, using forced labour?’ Robin speculated, as Emma stepped out onto the railway platform.

Emma smiled. ‘The place we’re looking for won’t have logos or signs.’

‘This is a bust,’ Robin moaned, then stretched into a big yawn before jumping off the railway platform into weeds and gravel. ‘And it’s gonna be way after three when we get home in Diogo’s crappy boat.’

‘Don’t let Diogo hear you diss Water Rat,’ Marion warned, as she landed beside him. ‘He loves that crazy boat more than anything.’

Robin managed a weary laugh. ‘He’ll be angry enough when he finds out I smashed his good sunglasses.’

Neo jumped off the platform, but the other adults did the grown-up thing and used the ramp at one end.

Emma kept scanning with her thermal camera, but the only heat came from rats, birds and rows of little dots left by fox feet. As they neared the dock after a circular half-hour search, everyone felt tired and pessimistic.

Mostly out of boredom, Marion hopped onto the bed of a rusting, wheel-less truck trailer. As she strolled along, she glimpsed a chink of light from a door opening. It was a long building behind trees and a fence that only seemed to rise half a storey out of the ground.

‘I saw a door open,’ she said excitedly, as she jumped down and pointed. ‘Neo, show us your map. What’s over there?’

Neo opened the diagram of the site on his phone and zoomed.

‘Waste-water treatment,’ Marion read.

‘Sure you didn’t imagine it?’ Robin asked.

‘I’m not stupid,’ Marion snapped back.

‘See what you get with the thermal camera,’ Emma suggested.

Marion jumped back on the truck bed and Emma reached up to pass the camera.

‘Don’t drop it,’ she warned. ‘They’re sixteen hundred quid.’

Robin jumped up as well. It took Marion a few seconds to relocate the gap between the trees where she’d seen the door open. The thermal camera showed a distinct yellow blur.

‘Does this zoom?’ Marion asked.

‘Big lever on the front,’ Emma answered.

When Marion zoomed, the blur turned into wafts of smoke, a glowing white cigarette tip and a human-shaped figure.

‘Believe me now?’ Marion growled to Robin, before turning to Emma. ‘Big building, no lights or signs. Isn’t that exactly the kind of place you said we were looking for?’


32. ACROSS THE FENCE

Oluchi stood back, filming, as Emma used wire cutters to snip a hole in a rusty fence. Robin and Marion felt re-energised now they’d found something, and beat the adults to the other side by climbing a tree and dropping from overhanging branches.

Neo suggested the waste-water treatment ponds might still be used by the paint company at the other end of the plant. But the tatty fence, weed-strewn paving and lack of lights didn’t give that vibe.

‘Careful, you two!’ Emma warned, as Robin and Marion crossed cracked paving and approached a metal door surrounded by hundreds of cigarette butts.

The bunker-like two-storey building was set in a trench with steep grass embankments along either side, while the gently sloping roof was braced with huge concrete beams. Circular water-treatment ponds stretched into the distance along one side, but the only liquid in them was puddled rainwater.

‘Danger: Hazardous Material,’ Marion read from a faded sign. ‘Employees entering this building must carry an emergency respirator at all times.’

‘I guess that concrete roof is to contain a blast if something inside goes bang,’ Robin said.

Marion nodded. ‘Though with all these cigarette butts, I’m hoping there’s something less explosive in there now.’

While Marion and Robin inspected the area by the door, Neo and Emma checked a row of giant wheeled bins. Neo peered into one and almost got flattened by the glue fumes. When he held his breath and tried again, he pulled out little triangular scraps of leather and a lattice of spongy synthetic rubber with dozens of foot-shaped holes punched out.

Robin wandered around the side of the building, peering down into the steep-sided trench in which the building was set. Narrow windows with lights on the lower floor and spinning ventilation fans suggested there were people inside. When he looked up, he was alarmed by a rooftop mast with two satellite dishes and cameras pointing in every direction.

‘Loads of cameras,’ he reported as he backed up to the others. ‘I don’t think we should stick around.’

Oluchi filmed as they retreated through the fence and regrouped next to the flatbed truck. Neo kept lookout, but there was no sign of anyone coming after them.

‘Seems they’re making athletic shoes in there,’ Emma told everyone.

‘I saw logos when we looked in the trash,’ Neo confirmed. ‘Designer gear, probably fakes.’

‘I guess it makes sense,’ Lynn said. ‘I spend a fortune on trainers for my boys. But shoes are bulky, so they bring workers to make shoes, rather than the shoes themselves.’

Marion looked at Robin. ‘If you saw all those cameras, why has nobody come after us?’

Robin had hacked the security system at Sherwood Castle Resort a few months earlier and knew the answer.

‘There are millions of security cameras in the world,’ Robin explained. ‘But hardly any are watched all the time. Most only get looked at after an event, like a robbery or something.’

‘So what now?’ Neo asked. ‘The women from Swamp King are surely in that building. But there could be armed guards and hundreds more workers.’

Emma nodded in agreement. ‘The six of us can hardly launch a raid, and if we call the cops, we’re more likely to end up in jail than the bad guys.’

Marion laughed. ‘Especially if your name is Robin Hood.’

Robin thought for a second. ‘If any of you has a laptop with a network port, I can get up on the roof, plug into their computer network and try to find out what’s going on inside.’

‘How?’ Lynn and Emma asked simultaneously.

‘IP security cameras are just devices connected to your computer network,’ Robin explained. ‘Like a printer, router or webcam. So, I unplug the cable on the back of one camera, plug it into the laptop and I’ll be connected to the computer network inside the shoe factory.’

‘How long will that take?’ Emma asked.

‘Getting onto the network takes seconds,’ Robin said. ‘The big question is, how good is their security? If they’ve locked down every computer and device, I won’t see anything. But not many people password-protect their printer, or bother enabling encryption on security cameras.’

Marion nodded enthusiastically. ‘The worst thing that can happen is Robin falls off the roof and dies. So I see no downside to this at all.’

‘Two in the morning and you still manage to be hilarious,’ Robin said drily, before moving on. ‘Does anyone have a laptop?’

Lynn’s bag of camera gear had a beaten-up video-editing laptop with Channel Fourteen logos. Robin opened it up, tethered it to his phone and downloaded a bunch of network hacking tools that he kept stored online.

Marion had become a decent archer since Robin started teaching her, so he gave her his bow and told her to keep an arrow notched in case anyone came after him.

The danger made Robin feel less tired as he climbed back through the fence with Neo, then stood on the older boy’s shoulders before straddling a fragile-looking rain gutter and stepping onto the roof. But it had been an exhausting day and his brain felt fuzzy as he walked up the gently sloping roof between thick concrete braces.

He dropped to a crawl when he got near the camera pole. He’d expected that he’d have to plug into the network by disconnecting the cable coming out of a camera, but helpfully the eight cameras and two satellite dishes all fed into a weatherproof box with a network switch and two empty ports.

The engineer who’d installed the cameras had even left a spare cable she’d used when setting the system up. Robin took the Channel Fourteen laptop out of his backpack, plugged it in and stretched in a mammoth yawn as he waited for his packet sniffer program to detect all the devices connected to the computer network.

Robin had expected computers, printers and cameras, and hopefully an internet connection. But the list showed he wasn’t looking at some crude sweatshop. Among more than fifty networked devices were a vacuum moulding machine, two laser cutters, an embroidery machine and several industrial robots.

The level of technology made Robin worry that there would be good security too, but although the computers were locked down or switched off, he had no problem getting a live feed from the cameras. There were twenty-six on the network, and since they had numbers, the only way to find what each one pointed at was to access them in turn.

After connecting to a couple that stared outside, Robin hit the jackpot with a wide-angle camera showing a well-lit production floor. Although it was two in the morning, more than fifty workstations bustled with women sewing and cutting leather trainer uppers.

Robin made a short recording from this camera, before flicking through others that showed a moulding machine, a huge warehouse filled with boxed shoes, a bathroom and showers that looked spotless but had no shower curtains or cubicles around the toilets, a commercial kitchen and a tightly packed dorm with triple-height bunks and sleeping women.

Most of the spaces were clean and brightly lit, but black uniformed guards and metal doors made it obvious the workers weren’t there willingly.

Robin took a recording from each camera. But it would be better still if he could enable remote access to the network to see what was going on after coming down off the rooftop.

Fortunately for cybercriminals, almost nobody installs security updates on their network equipment, so after a two-minute search of the software library on his favourite hacking site, Robin downloaded a tiny program that exploited a badly written code in the factory’s internet router.

After a couple of clicks to install the program on the router, Robin had a back door that would let him log in and watch the underground factory’s cameras from any device with an internet connection.

Neo was waiting when Robin got back to the edge of the roof.

‘How’d it go?’ he whispered, as he helped Robin to the ground.

‘Almost too easy,’ Robin said, smiling awkwardly. ‘You know when everything goes so well that you feel sure you must have forgotten something?’


PART IV


33. LEAVING THE STATION

Three days after the incident on Skegness island, Robin was still in the news. For close to two months he’d been hiding in the delta, but now the whole world knew he’d been in the area and everyone would take a closer look when they saw the athletic little teen with scruffy hair.

Even more worryingly, an elderly Italian had wandered into Boston Church Hall. He looked offended when the chef asked if he’d come to join the seniors’ lunch club. Then he came out with a convoluted story about how he lived nearby and was looking for two kids who’d ridden over his front lawn on dirt bikes.

The chef knew he was lying because she’d lived in the village her whole life and had never seen him before. She told the Italian she didn’t know any kids with dirt bikes, then called Emma because the guy had a creepy vibe and the description fitted Ross and Mary, the two kids staying with Diogo who’d been clearing out the storage room.

Emma realised it was Dino Bullcalf hunting the bounty on Robin’s head, and that meant it was time for him to leave The Station.

Robin felt sad as he took a last look back at the little room he’d slept in for the past two months. Then he grabbed a backpack crammed with clothes, books and archery gear and carried it down The Station’s spiral stairs.

Marion had already brought her stuff down and sat on the floor cushions, ready to go.

‘What are you wearing?’ Marion said, tutting and smirking.

Robin dropped his bag and stretched out the Robin Hood Lives T-shirt that Neo had bought him. ‘They’re the height of fashion,’ he explained. ‘And here’s the clever part: no fugitive would be stupid enough to wear a shirt with his own name on, so I can’t possibly be Robin Hood.’

‘Your genius knows no bounds,’ Marion said, rolling her eyes. ‘I’ll bet any money Emma makes you take that off the second she gets here.’

Robin headed out onto the balcony to enjoy the delta view one last time. Diogo sat on the swinging sofa with Napua’s head in his lap and broke into a booming laugh when he saw Robin’s shirt.

‘Did you ever get to twenty muscle-ups?’ he asked.

Robin held the tips of his thumb and index finger a tiny bit apart. ‘Nineteen yesterday. But I’m gonna get a chin-up bar in my den at Designer Outlets. So next time I come here, I’ll be able to do at least fifty.’

Diogo raised his eyebrows. ‘Who says you’re invited back?’

‘Won’t you send an invite when you two get married?’ Robin teased.

‘You keep safe at Porthowell later,’ Napua said firmly, as she rolled off Diogo and stood up to give Robin a goodbye hug.

‘I’m always highly responsible,’ Robin said, unable to smudge the tear rolling down his cheek because his arms were around Napua. ‘And I’ve only got one thing to blow up on tonight’s mission.’

‘Robin’s blubbing,’ Diogo yelled inside to Marion. ‘Get out here and do the thing where you say something sarcastic.’

But Marion felt sad too, hugging Napua, then crouching down to rap Water Rat’s plastic hull with her knuckles.

‘I’ll miss our trips on this mad thing,’ she told Diogo.

A couple of minutes later, Emma blasted the horn of a big double-cab pickup truck. Neo got out from the passenger side and laughed when he saw Robin come up the beach in his Robin Hood Lives shirt.

‘Very funny, now go change it,’ Emma said, snapping fingers.

‘Told you,’ Marion sang.

Neo loaded their bags onto the pickup bed while Robin stripped off.

‘I set up a remote server so anyone can see what’s going on inside the shoe factory,’ Robin told Emma, as his head popped through a polo shirt. ‘Did you get the link and password I sent?’

‘It works great,’ Emma said, nodding. ‘I already passed the link on to Lynn Hoapili and Oluchi. They’re bringing a senior camera operators from Channel Fourteen too this time, so we should get good footage.’

‘The more proof we get, the harder it is for government and CIS to spin our story into something it isn’t,’ Neo added.

‘Did you show the factory footage to Srihari at the reception centre?’ Marion asked, as she opened one of the pickup’s rear doors.

Emma nodded. ‘Of course. She watched hours of footage. She eventually spotted Bejo’s mum walking to the workshop to start a shift.’

Marion smiled. ‘I wonder how Bejo will react when he sees her.’

Neo sounded wary as he got back in the front passenger seat. ‘There are fifty things that could go wrong between now and then.’

‘It’s a good plan. I feel confident,’ Robin said, as he slid into the rear seat next to Marion.

They both looked out of the back window as Emma started the engine. Napua stood on the jetty waving as they pulled away from The Station for the last time. Diogo gave Napua a quick kiss before straddling his big Harley Davidson and rolling out behind the pickup.

‘The Station’s cool,’ Marion said, as Diogo opened his throttle and accelerated past the pickup in a blaze of noise and pollution.

‘Summer’s been fun,’ Robin agreed as he smiled at Marion. ‘And now, the thrilling finale!’


34. AWARD-WINNING TOILETS

‘Bullcalf has been sniffing around,’ Emma reminded Robin, as the pickup neared Boston. ‘Don’t go wandering off.’

The peaceful seafront village was in a state of shock. Thirty Harley Davidson motorbikes were parked in front of the shops. A line of hairy men wearing the colours of Brigands Motorcycle Club stood eating outside the chip shop, their filthy black boots crunching around in smashed beer bottles.

The tide was way out and three bikers were blasting across open sand in a race, while another group peed against the sea wall.

‘Dad!’ Marion yelled, as she jumped out of the pickup.

Jake Maid, usually known as Cut-Throat, was the leader of the Brigands Motorcycle Club’s Sherwood Forest chapter, and even by the standards of big, scary-looking bikers, he was big and scary-looking.

‘How’s my best daughter,’ Cut-Throat roared, gripping Marion with huge tattooed arms and sweeping her off the ground into a hug. ‘Has my old pal Diogo been looking after you?’

Diogo was in the biker crowd, growling, bear-hugging and acting nothing like the gentle giant who pottered around The Station with Napua.

‘One up!’ one of the younger Brigands shouted.

Robin had just stepped out of the pickup, and got a rapid introduction to One Up, a drinking game that involves throwing your empty beer bottle in the air and shouting One Up. If you’re too slow or drunk to get out of the way, you get whacked on the head.

Cut-Throat erupted as the bottle crashed onto the pavement in front of him. ‘Luke, if you throw another bottle near my daughter, you’ll find out where my nickname comes from! Get over here!’

Luke was in his late teens and had the word ‘Prospect’ beneath the Brigands logo on the back of his denim jacket. Before becoming a full Brigands member, prospects have to spend two years getting ordered around and doing nasty jobs like cleaning toilets and polishing bikes.

‘I’m sorry, Cut-Throat,’ Luke said nervously.

‘You’re buying fish and chips and colas for Robin and Marion.’

‘Of course, boss,’ Luke said, then smiled when he noticed. ‘That’s Robin Hood!’

Cut-Throat glowered. ‘Don’t gawp, move!’

‘I’d prefer Fanta,’ Robin said, as Luke backed up and went straight to the front of the queue because he was following Cut-Throat’s orders.

‘So, Robin Hood!’ Cut-Throat said menacingly, as he swooped down in front of the teen. ‘What’s going on between you and my daughter?’

Robin didn’t look worried and Marion tutted.

‘Dad, you make the same joke every time you see him.’

‘Do I?’ Cut-Throat said, then broke into a monstrous laugh as he hugged Emma. ‘Long time no see, girl!’

‘Thanks for helping out at such short notice,’ Emma said. ‘I can’t trust the cops, and Delta Rescue doesn’t have the muscle to pull those women out.’

‘Helping refugees ain’t exactly our thing,’ Cut-Throat said, rubbing his hands. ‘But the club is flat broke, and we’ll make a bundle selling those knock-off shoes.’

‘They’re not refugees, Dad,’ Marion said. ‘Refugees come to a country willingly, trying to find a better life. These women were kidnapped. They’ll want to go back to their families in Indonesia or wherever.’

‘Believe that when I see it,’ Cut-Throat grunted, as Luke came back outside with Robin and Marion’s food.

‘Can I get a selfie with Robin?’ Luke asked.

‘You’ll get my boot up your arse in a minute, prospect,’ Cut-Throat growled. ‘Buzz off!’

‘We have award-winning toilets, you know!’ an elderly woman shouted from the pavement as Robin tucked into his chips. ‘You should be ashamed. Grown men smashing glass and urinating on the seafront.’

‘Don’t worry, ma’am,’ Cut-Throat told her, as he stole one of Marion’s chips. ‘I’ll get young Luke to make sure everything is left spotless.’

Robin felt pity as the older Brigands jeered, slapped Luke on the back and mashed chips into the pavement, knowing he’d have to clean them up.

‘So barbaric,’ Marion said, shaking her head.

‘We all did our time as prospects,’ Cut-Throat said. ‘If you want to be a Brigand, you have to suffer for a couple of years. You’re just sour because girls can’t join in.’

Marion filled her mouth so she didn’t have to answer. She hated that her dad’s gang were a bunch of violent, boozed-up, sexist lunatics, but loved the motorbikes and the way Brigands took no nonsense from anyone.

‘You want to race?’ Diogo shouted to one of the Brigands. ‘I’ll race you on the beach, right here, right now!’

‘He’s acting like a big kid,’ Robin said, looking at Marion and laughing as Diogo sprinted to his bike.

Marion nodded. ‘He’d never act like that in front of Napua.’

‘One up!’ someone shouted, as another bottle got lobbed into the air.


35. DEATH STAR STUFF

As Luke and another prospect borrowed brooms from the chippy and swept up broken glass, Emma led the rest of the Brigands on a rowdy march to the church hall.

Lynn Hoapili and her two camera operators were waiting inside, plus some members of the New Survivors, who’d agreed to provide buses to transport the women to Delta Rescue’s welcome centre on the edge of Sherwood Forest.

Stacking chairs had been put out in rows, and Neo had set up a little video projector. This could show either a live feed from the shoe-factory cameras, or a detailed floor plan that Neo had drawn up based on the footage.

The Brigands stayed loud and tried to bait the New Survivors, first by taking the mickey out of their short hair and green polo shirts, then by suggesting that they secretly planned to kidnap and brainwash any women they rescued.

The New Survivors remained calm. They offered the Brigands leaflets and asked if they’d considered their relationship with God and would like to hear the good news about eternal life.

‘I don’t want to go to heaven,’ one Brigand shouted. ‘That’s where all the boring people end up!’

The Brigands quietened down when Cut-Throat told them that anyone who didn’t shut up would lose their cut of the money from selling the shoes.

‘Thank you all for being here,’ Emma began. ‘This plan has come together in less than three days and I want to thank everyone for the work you’ve put in.

‘After studying the video feed, we estimate there are one hundred and ninety-five women being held captive in a former chemical-storage bunker.

‘At any one time there are fifteen guards in the building. Most seem to live onsite, but in better conditions than their prisoners. Guards only seem to carry batons, though there is a gun locker in the guards’ break room. Therefore, our first job upon entering the building will be to secure this room before the guards can tool up.

‘Of course, we have to get inside the building first. This is tricky because it was originally constructed as a storage facility for volatile chemicals. It has thick walls, few windows and airtight metal doors, along with a reinforced roof and sloping grass embankments designed to deflect any blast up and away.’

‘I’m in Star Wars,’ one of the Brigands joked. ‘You know, briefing the rebel pilots before they fly off to nuke the Death Star?’

A few people laughed. ‘You’re sure not Luke Skywalker,’ another Brigand said.

‘No, he’s the alien with the head shaped like a turd.’

‘Let Emma speak, you cretins,’ Cut-Throat roared, close to losing his temper. ‘Do I need to remind you how much we need this money?’

Another Brigand shot up from his chair and lost his cool with Cut-Throat. ‘Yeah, because your idiot son Flash ripped us off.’

Cut-Throat’s chair flew backwards as he stood up and ripped out the machete hooked to his belt. ‘I told you never to mention that boy’s name!’

‘Dad, no,’ Marion yelled, desperately grabbing Cut-Throat’s arm, and getting dragged across the room behind him.

Emma wondered if partnering up with a bike gang had been a good idea, as Diogo wedged himself between Cut-Throat and the Brigand who’d dared to mention Flash.

‘There’ll be plenty of time to stab each other tomorrow,’ Diogo urged. ‘Right now we need to sit still and listen.’

Everyone settled back down, but Marion looked close to tears and Emma sounded shaken as she resumed speaking.

‘Breaking into the building will be hard, so our aim is to lure as many guards as we can into the open . . .’

As Emma got back into her stride, Diogo’s phone pinged. He leaned across to Robin and whispered, ‘Our toys have arrived.’

Diogo and Robin stepped out into the sun, followed by Marion.

‘Did we invite you?’ Robin asked.

‘I read the briefing already,’ Marion said. ‘And my dad makes me so mad sometimes.’

Brigands prospect Luke jogged up to the side of the church hall, holding a padded envelope with orange hazard tape wrapped around it.

‘Guy in the chip shop said you’d want it straight away,’ he said breathlessly.

‘Good lad,’ Diogo answered, then gave the prospect a slap on the back.

Diogo ripped the package open and let Robin peek inside at four M112 demolition blocks. They looked like sticks of black Play-Doh, but were actually a mouldable explosive, typically used in mining and demolition. There was also a clear bag filled with peanut-sized impact fuse detonators.

‘How did you get this stuff?’ Marion asked.

‘I’ve been smuggling in this delta for years,’ Diogo explained. ‘I know folks who’ll get you anything, from a bazooka to a baby baboon.’

‘I’ll need to test it,’ Robin said. ‘When you add weight to an arrow you have to change your aim.’

‘The beach?’ Marion suggested.

Diogo shook his head. ‘Way too public. We’ll head up to the shops at the end of Sunshine Road.’

‘Good idea,’ Robin said. ‘We used to park our dirt bikes there when we came into the village.’

‘Before you so cruelly confiscated them,’ Marion added.

It took ten minutes to get Robin’s bow and arrows from Emma’s truck and walk a kilometre uphill to the gravel parking lot behind the boarded-up supermarket and souvenir store. Diogo squinted as he propped his bum on a ledge, reading a sheet of instructions with tiny print.

‘The impact fuse must be inserted into the explosive at the point of impact and will trigger upon a decelerative force greater than 5G,’ Diogo said. ‘Explosive power is 1.352 kWh per gram.’

‘What does that mean?’ Marion asked.

‘No idea,’ Diogo admitted.

‘We’re not that far from the village,’ Marion said warily. ‘What if someone hears?’

‘I’ll start with a bit the size of a pea,’ Robin said. ‘If it’s not enough we’ll do a bigger one.’

‘Sounds good,’ Diogo agreed, then tried to soothe Marion’s worries. ‘With the Brigands in town, nobody in Boston will worry about a little bang up here.’

It took Robin a minute to cut a slice off one M112 and mould the plastic explosive around the tip of a carbon-fibre arrow. He wasn’t sure the tiny detonator would stay in place if he just pushed it into the soft explosive, so used some of the tape he carried for sticking up targets to hold it in place.

‘Will that blow up if you drop it?’ Marion asked.

Robin hadn’t considered this and eyed his explosive arrow warily.

‘It should only detonate if it slams something hard,’ Diogo said. ‘But probably best not to find out.’

‘Aren’t explosives the kind of thing you should only mess with when you know exactly what you’re doing?’ Marion said.

‘I have to check my aim,’ Robin answered irritably. ‘We’re driving up to Porthowell as soon as Emma’s briefing ends.’

‘You could practise shots with the explosive but without the detonator,’ Marion suggested.

‘I just used a tiny blob,’ Robin said as he notched his arrow. ‘I’m gonna aim for that big tree to the right of the supermarket.’

Robin lined up the arrow as if he was shooting normally, then nosed up a few degrees because the added weight would make the arrow pitch downwards.

‘Might be a bit loud,’ Robin said, then let the arrow go.

Robin aimed to hit the tree at head height, but the arrow dipped faster than expected. The blast knocked the three of them backwards in a hail of gravel as a huge orange fireball shot up through the tree, charring leaves.

They shielded their faces from heat, dust and clumps of earth as birds launched and squawked.

‘That wasn’t bad,’ Robin said, coughing a couple of times as he walked up to inspect the damaged trunk. ‘That’s enough explosive. I’ll shoot a couple more without the detonator to get my aim right.’

Robin got a strong smell of burning as he closed on a trunk that had been blasted to less than half of its original width. Then he heard branches rustling overhead and realised the top of the tree was listing sideways.

‘Bloody hell!’ he shouted, as he spun around. ‘It’s coming down!’

After creaking while its upper branches got tangled in a neighbouring tree, the trunk picked up momentum as Robin bolted.

He slowed down when he realised the enormous trunk wasn’t going to hit him. But his relief was tempered seconds later, when the top of the tree smashed down on the supermarket building’s flat roof, demolishing a side wall, shattering the boarded-up windows and showering him with glass, screws and chunks of chipboard.

He dived into the parking-lot gravel and covered his head with his arms, then rolled onto his back and found himself in the dappled light beneath swaying branches. An intruder alarm made woo-woo noises from what was left of the building as Diogo yanked Robin up.

‘You OK?’

‘Just about,’ Robin said.

‘We’d better get out of here,’ Diogo said warily.

Marion looked furious. ‘I love you guys,’ she shouted, as they grabbed their gear and started to run. ‘But at times you two are so dumb I don’t know how you manage to walk upright.’


36. LITTLE OL’ CONVOY

The Brigands blasted their bikes along the sunny delta coastline, Marion on the back of her dad’s Harley, Robin declining Diogo’s offer of a ride along and spending the eighty-minute drive playing with his phone in the comfort of Emma’s pickup.

At the rear of the convoy were a Channel Fourteen news van and three green double-decker buses with GOOD NEWS FROM THE NEW SURVIVORS painted along their sides. When everyone stopped for petrol and snacks, the sun was getting low and six more Brigands joined, driving a fleet of hired trucks.

While they all stood around scoffing petrol-station junk food, a couple of the Brigands got selfies with Robin. Then Robin put his Robin Hood Lives T-shirt back on and got some of the guys to take pictures of him sitting astride one of the big Harleys.

‘Robin, can I ask some questions for my report?’ Lynn Hoapili asked.

Her two camera operators loved the shot of Robin astride the bike, but the Brigands jeered and took the mickey when Lynn dabbed foundation on his forehead.

‘It’s to cut the reflections with the low sun,’ Lynn explained, before telling the camera operator to start rolling and asking her first proper question.

‘Robin Hood, six months ago you were an ordinary pupil at Locksley High School. Now you’re an internationally famous outlaw. Some people say you’re a hero, some think you’re a menace. What is your message to them?’

‘I’m just me,’ Robin said, struggling to keep a straight face and ignore Marion and several Brigands standing behind the camera doing chicken walks and dickhead gestures. ‘I didn’t ask for all this.’

‘But do you have a message?’ Lynn asked again.

‘I guess my message is that the world would be better if everyone stuck up for what they believe in,’ Robin said, then smirked. ‘Also, I want royalties on all this Robin Hood merch people are selling.’

Lynn laughed politely.

‘Now, you’ve drawn together several disparate groups for a bold rescue operation. But you’re already wanted for a number of serious crimes. Does the thought of being captured and spending years, even decades, in jail worry you?’

Robin shrugged. ‘First off, people way more organised than me pulled this together. Second, I don’t plan on getting caught any time soon. Third, I’ve got so much stuff on my rap sheet now, it doesn’t matter what else I do. I mean, the bad guys can only kill me once, right?’

When Robin said this, all of the Brigands cheered loudly in the background.

‘So you feel invincible?’ Lynn asked.

‘No . . .’ Robin said warily. ‘I . . .’

He was partly thrown off by the question, but mostly because the Indonesian teenager Srihari had moved up beside the camera operator and reached out, holding . . .

‘And who is this little guy?’ Lynn cooed, as Robin got handed a baby wearing a striped romper suit and a little Brigands M.C. baseball cap.

‘Who set me up?’ Robin gasped, as Bejo settled astride his leg.

The baby didn’t make a fuss and seemed fascinated by reflections in the bike’s chrome handlebars. Marion laughed and even thuggish Brigands made ahh noises.

‘I’m not exactly used to holding babies,’ Robin said nervously.

‘But he’s part of the reason you’re here,’ Lynn said. ‘Tell us how you met him.’

Robin was surprised by how warm the baby felt on his leg.

‘So, this is Bejo,’ Robin said. ‘Me and my bestie helped rescue him from thugs and corrupt CIS agents a couple of weeks ago. His mother was brought here from Indonesia against her will. She’s being held near here, forced to work in slave conditions making trainers. And we’re about to try and get her out.’

Another huge cheer erupted, startling the baby.

Lynn nodded, then sounded extra solemn for the camera. ‘But shouldn’t you have called the police and left this very serious matter to them?’

‘Recent events have taught me not to trust cops,’ Robin said, as Bejo lurched forward like he was trying to get away. ‘And we definitely don’t trust Customs and Immigration.’

‘Robin Hood, thank you!’ Lynn said, then turned to the camera operator and made a cut gesture.

‘I didn’t know you were here,’ Robin said, smiling as Srihari reached in and took Bejo back.

‘Just now,’ Srihari answered. ‘To help translate.’

Robin turned to Lynn. ‘Did you arrange to have her hand Bejo to me?’

‘Your expression was gold!’ Marion said in the background.

Lynn smiled mischievously. ‘I’m a journalist, Robin. If I put out a grim report about poor Indonesian women forced to work as slaves in a shoe factory, people will reach for the remote. But a story about Robin Hood reuniting an adorable baby with his mommy will be the biggest thing ever.’


37. ROLL UP, ROLL UP

Emma felt more like a travelling circus ringmaster than the organiser of a covert rescue operation. But while the convoy of bikers, buses and a TV van sparked the curiosity of anyone who saw it, their intent wasn’t obvious and everyone had orders to keep off social media.

Brigands ran their bikes without mufflers to make them roar, but thirty deafeningly loud bikes are useless for sneaking around, so they parked half a kilometre from Porthowell and piled into the back of a container truck along with Marion and Robin.

Last to board the truck were Tara and Hannah, two members of a New Survivors security team, wearing tactical vests that bulged with weapons.

Robin was sweating because he’d been given a military helmet and bulletproof vest. As the truck’s rear doors slammed, plunging everyone into darkness and body odour, he wondered when some of the Brigands had last washed.

‘Who farted?’ someone joked as the truck started a wobbly ride.

There was no view out as they rode past the giant Two Tu warehouse complex, through a break in the fence around the abandoned part of the Porthowell chemical plant, then a bumpy final stretch over the torn-up railway sidings.

Emma, Neo, Srihari and the TV crew had driven ahead. As Robin and Marion jumped out into the day’s final rays of sunlight, Cut-Throat told his men to squat out of sight behind the truck bed, put their phones on silent and keep the noise down.

‘Team one, ready?’ Emma asked sharply.

Robin stepped up to Emma, along with the two New Survivors.

Tara and Hannah’s camouflage, body armour and holstered handguns contrasted with the gentle manner and green polo shirts of the New Survivors back at Boston church hall. The fierce-looking pair made Robin uneasy, reminding him what Marion had said about the cult’s giant underground compound and the rumours that they brainwashed people.

Neo had a laptop set up on a rusty barrel, monitoring the live cameras inside the factory. He wasn’t the greatest with computers, so he made sure Robin looked on as he logged into the factory’s computer network and disabled the eight outdoor cameras.

Now that the factory guards couldn’t see out, Robin grabbed his arrows, checked his walkie-talkie and followed Tara and Hannah through the fence near the bins.

Hannah gave him a boost onto the rooftop as Tara rolled a wheelie bin up to the wall. The women then used the bin as a step to climb onto the gently sloping roof and sat on a concrete beam directly above the black metal exit door.

Two days observing the factory’s comings and goings had revealed that this door was used more frequently than the main entrance around the front. Sometimes it was for a guard to smoke, but Neo was watching a larger group on the laptop feed.

‘Coming your way,’ he warned over the radio. ‘Three women, sandwiched by guards.’

Robin, Hannah and Tara heard the door’s hinges squeal. A guard led the way, then the three women. They were scruffy, barefoot and each struggled to push a huge wheelie bin filled with factory waste. Last out was another guard, who jabbed the third woman with his baton and growled something sinister.

As the three bins rattled over the rough pavement, this second guard stayed by the door and took a cigarette from his top pocket. Tara leaped down and coshed him across the back of the head. Robin kept an arrow locked on the first guard in case he tried to run, but Hannah tackled him, taking him down before he knew she was coming.

Robin watched from the roof as the three enslaved workers froze in shock and several Brigands came in through the fence, along with Srihari.

‘Please keep quiet,’ Srihari whispered in Indonesian, as she pointed to the fence. ‘We’re here to help you. Come this way, quickly!’

As the three women stared nervously, four Brigands dealt with the flattened guards. Emma had instructed them to restrain guards with plastic zip ties and take them away with a minimum of fuss. But the Brigands couldn’t resist swinging their boots as Tara reached in to snatch a big bunch of keys hooked to one guard’s belt.


38. THE BIG BOSS

Hannah and Tara’s next task was to move stealthily through the factory building, entering the guards’ break room and securing the gun locker. As the pair strode through the black door, Robin sprinted across the factory roof.

The plan called for Robin to do this alone, but as he began a hundred-metre dash, hurdling the thick concrete support beams, he saw Channel Fourteen intern Oluchi giving chase with her shoulder-mount camera.

The squat building had been built to store dangerous chemicals, so cooling, heating, and other systems that might start a fire if they went wrong were located in a separate utility building.

Robin went down on one knee, looking from the edge of the roof across a steep grass embankment and three rows of parking spaces towards the utility building. This was a perfect metal-sided cube, apart from three big chimney ducts rising out of one end.

‘Hood in position,’ Robin told his radio.

‘Let me confirm,’ Neo answered, as he stood outside the compound flicking through the camera feeds. ‘Hanna and Tara have the break-room weapons secured. You’re free to shoot.’

‘Nice,’ Robin said, then looked back at Oluchi, who’d crept up close with the camera. ‘Keep low if you don’t want your eyebrows singed.’

Robin had only shot one practice arrow, so he’d fixed explosives and detonators to three more, giving him extra shots if he missed. He used the same routine as earlier, lining up his shot on a metal cooling vent. Since his shot at the tree had gone low, he made a larger upwards correction so that the dangerous end almost pointed at an emerging moon.

As Robin let go, he thought the shot might skim clean over the target building. But it lost height rapidly and vanished into gloom. As Robin had the horrible thought that he might have to use the second arrow without even knowing where the first one went, he heard a deep thud.

With as much luck as skill, Robin had hit his target. The building had muffled the explosion but the metal wall bulged out, and dense grey smoke began spewing from one of the chimneys.

‘I think I got it,’ Robin told his radio.

‘I’m in the guards’ break room,’ Hannah replied. ‘We’re on emergency lighting, all the machinery has stopped.’

‘Camera feeds are down too,’ Neo added. ‘Looks like you’ve done it.’

Robin and Oluchi peered over the edge of the roof as the building’s main entrance swung open. A guard and an engineer with a toolbox strode purposefully up the steep grass embankment towards the plant building to see why the power had failed.

They stopped walking when they saw the billowing smoke, then got scared as a swarm of Brigands spilled from behind a low wall at the end of the parking lot and began a charge down the embankment towards the main entrance.

Oluchi filmed as several confused women wandered out through a side door, while Brigands poured in.

‘They felt that!’ Robin said, as Cut-Throat sent the guard and engineer rolling down the embankment with an enormous double headbutt.

As the remaining guards got dragged outside by Brigands, they were thrown down, frisked for weapons, then made to lie face down as their wrists and ankles were bound tightly with plastic zip ties.

The Brigands weren’t about to win any awards for gentle handling of prisoners, but were pussycats compared to some of the freed women, who picked up batons stripped from their former captors and used them to settle scores.

After a hefty chain was snapped with bolt cutters, a gate swung open and the four green buses rolled into the car park. Srihari and two of the women they’d rescued by the bins were shouting frantically in Indonesian, encouraging the nervous barefoot women to board.

A lot of the freed workers were confused, maybe because bikers don’t fit most people’s image of what good guys are supposed to look like. New Survivors who’d stepped from the buses in their neat green polo shirts did a better job, by holding up laminated cards printed in Indonesian:



We are here to help.

Please board our buses

quickly and quietly.



‘Check that,’ Oluchi said, nudging Robin’s arm and pointing down.

Robin peered down over the front of the building at suit trousers and polished shoes dangling from an upper-floor window. A small, grey-haired man in a suit jumped five metres. He landed awkwardly, then grabbed a briefcase he’d thrown out first.

The man’s knee kept buckling as he limped up the grass embankment. Robin recognised him as the guy with designer luggage he’d seen get off the trawler at Landing Dock Y.

‘I bet he’s the boss,’ Robin said, as he realised that nobody down below had spotted him.

‘Wait,’ Oluchi said, as Robin scrambled off along the roof.

While it had been easy to climb up the side of the building, here at the front the drop was fifteen metres. So Robin ran across the roof until he saw a drainpipe, then swung out over the side and mixed clambering and sliding to get down.

Robin lost sight of the limping man as he ran up the steep embankment, but when he got to the top he sighted him at the far side of the car park, heading for the water treatment ponds and Porthowell Dock beyond.

Robin thought about shooting an arrow as the man clanked up steps onto a metal observation gantry that spanned one of the empty concrete pools.

Fortunately he didn’t have to. It was almost dark now and scrappers had stolen a circular manhole cover from the middle of the walkway. When the man’s front foot went through the hole, his forward momentum saved him from a ten-metre drop, but in doing so he banged his already weakened knee, then face-planted into the walkway, bursting his nose.

As Robin closed warily, in case the man had a weapon, he heard someone running behind and saw Luke, the teenaged Brigands prospect.

‘I saw you chase him,’ Luke said, slightly breathless. ‘You OK?’

‘Pretty sure he knocked himself out,’ Robin said, pulling a torch from his pack and shining it along the gantry at the slumped figure.

Emma’s orders were to tie up anyone they caught and hope the cops did something more than set them free when they were found. The Brigands had been given heavy-duty zip ties to do this, though before Luke bound the unconscious man’s wrist to the gantry railing, he stripped a gold Rolex watch.

Robin was more interested in what the man had chosen to stuff in his briefcase before fleeing. Popping the lid revealed a half-eaten bag of Pickled Onion Monster Munch, a swanky miniature laptop, some papers that looked like they’d been flung in hastily and a fat brick of £100 notes in an elastic band.

‘I’ll give the case to Emma,’ Robin said, as Luke extracted a wallet from inside the man’s jacket. ‘Could be evidence. For all we know, there are loads of factories like this.’

Luke’s eyes were locked on the money. ‘We’re not giving her that,’ he said firmly.

Robin had seen how much abuse Luke took from the older Brigands and thought he deserved a break.

‘Our little secret,’ he said, splitting the money into two and passing the slightly smaller half to Luke. ‘Sixty–forty in my favour, since you got the watch.’


39. HOLD THE BABY

While Robin dealt with the businessman, Lynn, who had lost both camera operators in the chaos, struggled to make her report, Emma was desperate to get the women away from Porthowell before cops or CIS showed up, and Cut-Throat wanted the four buses to clear out so he could bring in trucks and start loading thousands of pairs of knock-off trainers from the warehouse.

Srihari spotted Bejo’s mum heading towards a bus. As the two young women shared a tearful hug, Marion snatched up a snoozing Bejo from Emma’s pickup and jogged across the car park towards them.

‘I need that on camera!’ Lynn screamed when she saw what was about to happen. ‘Steve, Oluchi, where are you? Marion, can you please hold back the baby reunion for five seconds?’

But nothing was going to stop Bejo’s mum when she saw her baby, so Lynn scrambled to capture the moment with her phone.

Bejo was moody after being woken up and, as his mum scooped him up for kisses, the eight-month-old furrowed his brow crossly, as if to say, Where did you run off to?

‘I hate to spoil this party,’ Emma said, approaching as the first busload of women pulled off in the background. ‘But double-deckers won’t outrun cop cars, so we have to clear out of here.’

Robin and Luke jogged towards the gathering, though Luke kept going because he needed to help the Brigands.

‘Where have you been?’ Marion asked suspiciously.

‘We cuffed a guy to a gantry over a pond,’ Robin explained, slightly breathless. ‘He’s the boss, I think. Emma, I’ve put his ID and briefcase in the back of your pickup. There’s a laptop and phone. I can probably get information off them when I have time.’

‘Good work,’ Emma said.

As Srihari, Bejo and his mum headed tearfully towards the last bus, Hannah and Tara approached.

‘Great work in the guard room,’ Marion told the security officers. ‘We were watching on camera when you splattered the three guards.’

‘Cheers,’ Tara said, then looked at Emma. ‘Some of the women speak English. They’re saying they’ve got things in their dorm. Clothes, medication, wedding rings.’

‘A lot of the women are also saying that their children were taken away when they arrived,’ Hannah added.

Emma sounded stressed. ‘Missing kids, more slaves in more factories, corrupt CIS officers. Who knows how big this scandal could get?’

‘Some of us New Survivors would like to go down to the women’s dorms and gather their personal items,’ Tara said. ‘I’d also like to smash some of the expensive factory equipment so they can’t set up another factory.’

‘Happy to help,’ Robin suggested, as Marion nodded in agreement.

‘If I ever find my camera people, I’d like to film inside the factory too,’ Lynn said, glancing about.

‘I must leave with Neo now,’ Emma said. ‘I’ve got extra volunteers but it’s going to be chaos when two hundred women turn up at a welcome centre designed to handle twenty at most. You adults can do whatever you think best, but remember, cops could arrive at any time. Robin and Marion, you’re travelling back to Sherwood with Cut-Throat, yes?’

Marion nodded. ‘We’ll spend the night there, and my dad’ll take us back to Designer Outlets tomorrow.’

‘But you’ve got our luggage in the pickup,’ Robin said. ‘We can’t carry all that on bikes.’

‘You might have to wait a few days, but you’ll get your stuff,’ Emma said. ‘And I’ll go remind Cut-Throat not to leave without you.’

‘I’m his daughter,’ Marion said indignantly. ‘He’d better not.’

‘Ten minutes inside the factory,’ Emma warned as Robin and Marion ran off. ‘Don’t get left behind!’


40. PACKING UP AND MOVING OUT

After watching the factory through security cameras, Robin felt weird seeing it for real. It had seemed clean and well lit, but as Oluchi filmed him walking along a corridor with dim orange emergency lighting, Robin was struck by fierce heat and a throat-burning stench from glues and chemicals that weren’t properly ventilated.

Robin worked out where he’d seen the boss man go out the window and found an office with three desks and laptops.

‘If I took this, could you get it working for me?’ Marion asked, as she eyed a laptop. ‘My computer is older than I am.’

‘I could sort you out for a modest fee,’ Robin said cheekily.

She put the slim laptop in her bag and another for her family. There were shelves full of files. Some might have valuable evidence on CIS corruption and how the factory operation worked, but they faced a long trek through Sherwood Forest to get back to Designer Outlets, and now Emma and the pickup were gone, they’d have to carry anything they took.

They walked down steps to the factory floor. Oluchi broke away to film machinist tables with half-finished shoe uppers that women had been working on as the Brigands stormed in.

Tara had crawled under a laser cutter designed to turn leather hides or vinyl into shoe parts and was using her stun stick to fry the circuit boards. Hannah took a more athletic approach, battering the control panel of a bonding machine with a fire extinguisher.

‘These lights are on battery back-up,’ Robin warned them. ‘I doubt they’ll last much longer.’

The last stop on Robin and Marion’s tour was the women’s dorm. Three New Survivors swept efficiently through a space that reeked of sweat, waving torches, lifting mattresses and dropping personal items into plastic tubs.

Robin couldn’t walk between the triple bunks without turning sideways and he could barely imagine what it must have been like packed with women, who used the bunks in shifts while the rest worked.

‘Do you need help?’ Marion asked.

‘We’re good,’ one of the New Survivors said. ‘Almost finished.’

A rat jumped off a counter as Robin and Marion crossed a dining area with half-eaten plates of rice on the tables.

‘This place is depressing,’ Robin said. ‘If nobody needs our help, we might as well get out of here.’

‘I wonder how long some of them were stuck here,’ Marion said.

‘The computer network was installed four years ago,’ Robin said, as he started up a flight of stairs. ‘So it could be as long as that.’

There was a happier scene as Robin and Marion pushed through a fire door at the top of the stairs, exiting into a huge warehouse space with long rows of metal racking.

Moonlight shone through open shutters at the far end and, considering their alcohol intake and dislike for rules, the Brigands were making a surprisingly efficient job of loading boxes of shoes into the trucks outside.

A couple of them had warehouse experience and expertly used forklifts to pick pallets of shoes from the higher shelves. The rest of the Brigands worked the lower shelves and piled shoes onto trolleys and wheeled them to the trucks by hand.

‘I bet they haven’t got any in my size,’ Marion joked.

‘My trainers are all knackered, but I’ve got enough to carry,’ Robin said, as his eye caught a shelf stacked with rolls of fake clothing tabs and clear tubs filled with embroidered designer logos. ‘Didn’t realise they made these here.’

Marion dropped three small pots into her bag. ‘I can sew these on everything,’ she joked. ‘Even my crustiest undies are gonna have designer labels.’

Robin laughed. ‘Your brother Matt’s crew are into branded gear. You could probably sell them to them.’

They almost got mown down by Diogo pushing a powered handcart as they headed between shelving stacks towards the open shutters up front.

‘Sorry! I can’t see over all the boxes,’ Diogo explained. ‘If you’re going to find Cut-Throat, tell him the last truck should be loaded in ten minutes.’

One truck was already leaving as they stepped outside. Cut-Throat was ending a call and looked the happiest Robin had ever seen him as Marion relayed Diogo’s message.

‘There’s three times more gear than we can fit in the trucks,’ he said cheerfully. ‘And the quality is great. Only an expert could tell this stuff from originals.’

‘Any sign of cops or CIS?’ Robin asked.

‘Not a squeak so far,’ Cut-Throat said. ‘I’ve got lookouts all over.’

‘We’re in the middle of nowhere,’ Marion pointed out. ‘We wandered around for forty minutes before spotting this place.’

‘Six trucks, seven thousand pairs per truck,’ Cut-Throat calculated. ‘Fifteen pounds a pair from the wholesaler Diogo knows . . .’

‘Only fifteen?’ Marion said. ‘Aren’t these brands like a hundred in the shops?’

‘You’ll be lucky to get twenty per cent of retail price for stolen gear,’ Cut-Throat explained. ‘But it’s still six hundred thousand for the gang. As leader, my whack is over fifty.’

‘Did I mention you’re the best daddy in the whole wide world?’ Marion said, looking up with her huge blue eyes, trying not to smirk. ‘You’ll receive my list of gift suggestions shortly.’


41. ROADSIDE LEAK

Convoys are conspicuous, so each truck left as soon as it was full. With the New Survivor buses long gone and still no sign of cops, Cut-Throat told Robin and Marion to grab the passenger seats on the fourth truck.

A silver-haired Brigand named Zoot plugged his phone in to play Johnny Cash tunes as he drove west through a drizzly night. Robin slumped against the passenger side door and watched the road markings blur as he nodded off. Marion was in the middle seat and fell asleep nestled against him.

Neither of them saw the sign that said:



You Are Now Leaving Delta Country

Drive Safe & Come Back Soon



But Robin and Marion knew they were back in Sherwood Forest when Zoot woke them up. It was pitch dark and the truck had stopped in the front courtyard of a storage unit off Old Road, the deserted highway that had been Sherwood’s main north–south route until Route 24 opened.

Robin saw 02.33 on the truck’s dashboard clock as he blinked tired eyes. His mouth was dry and there was something weird on his tongue, which disappeared when Marion moved.

‘You chewed my hair!’ Marion complained. ‘Gross!’

‘You’re gross,’ Robin shot back. ‘Falling asleep with your grubby hair over my face.’

‘End of the line, kiddos,’ Zoot said.

‘Eh?’ Marion said, yawning.

‘Truck’s unloading here,’ Zoot explained. ‘Looks like it’ll be a while. Then I gotta take this lump back to the truck hire place and pick up my Harley.’

Robin saw they were in a line of trucks waiting to get unloaded. As he picked up his bow and pack then jumped out, a van with Two Tu branding pulled up behind.

‘Looks like they blagged a couple of extras,’ Marion laughed.

‘I hope they killed the tracking devices,’ Robin said warily. ‘All big companies use them.’

‘I wouldn’t worry,’ Marion answered. ‘Some of Dad’s crew have been thieving vehicles since before we were born.’

The pair walked past the trucks to a line of motorbikes. Everyone was helping to unload, apart from Diogo, Cut-Throat and an elderly woman with lots of jewellery and frizzy hair.

‘I can only pay ten a pair,’ the woman was saying, as Robin realised they were haggling over the price of the extra shoes in the Two Tu vans. ‘With this kind of quantity, I can’t get the same price.’

‘How about we split the difference?’ Diogo said. ‘Twelve fifty?’

The woman was mulling this when she saw Robin and Marion and turned into an over-attentive grandma.

‘I know this little guy!’ she announced warmly. ‘Are you cold, sweetie? Do you need the bathroom? There’s a machine for hot drinks and banana bread if you’re hungry.’

‘I could use the toilet,’ Marion said, stifling a yawn. ‘Thank you.’

‘Old Road is flooded south of here,’ Cut-Throat told the kids. ‘But we contacted Will Scarlock. With the water so high from the rains, he’s sending a boat to pick you up.’

‘Seriously?’ Robin said, grinning because a boat ride was a million times better than a two-hour trek through the forest.

‘I can sleep in my own bed,’ Marion said happily, then looked at Diogo. ‘Not that there’s anything wrong with the one at The Station.’

Cut-Throat checked the time on his phone. ‘We’re only a ten-minute ride from the river, and your boat won’t get here for a couple of hours. You two can sit inside and chill.’

Price negotiations resumed as Robin and Marion stepped into the warehouse, weaving between guys carrying shoeboxes.

‘There’s no other stock here,’ Marion noted, as they headed for a rest area at the back with plastic tables and a broken vending machine. ‘I guess the buyer will move the shoes straight on somewhere else.’

Robin laughed. ‘Would you trust the Brigands not to steal them back after they get paid?’

He liked the look of the banana cake sat under a flyproof dome on the table, but his hands were black from crawling around the factory roof, so he decided to wash them before eating. Marion followed the toilet sign into a corridor and Robin followed her.

The bathroom was cramped, with one cubicle and a tiny sink. As Marion locked herself in the stall, Robin rested his bow and pack against the wall and turned on a tap that spat brown water before settling down.

He had to pump several times to get soap, and as the lather on his hands turned grey, the main door swung open, hitting his bag.

‘We’ll be out in a tick,’ Robin said as a man edged in.

It took Robin a second to realise who it was, by which time he’d been yanked powerfully into the hallway. A tattooed hand clamped over Robin’s mouth and a gun was pushed into his cheek.

‘Gotcha!’ Dino Bullcalf said.


42. ONE GOES BANG

The toilet flushed as Marion stepped out of the stall.

Idiot left the tap running, she thought, but then saw Robin’s backpack and bow on the floor.

‘Robin?’ Marion asked curiously.

She leaned out of the door and said it louder, then saw that a fire door at the end of the corridor was ajar and thought maybe he’d gone outside to pee.

‘Robin?’

It was dark and the area behind the building was a tangle, but Marion’s heart sped up as she saw a path trampled through the weeds.

‘I think someone got Robin,’ Marion shouted as she scrambled back into the warehouse. ‘Hello? Dad? They got Robin!’

Marion decided she couldn’t waste time running to the front of the warehouse to raise the alarm. She stumbled back into the bathroom, grabbing Robin’s bow and the four arrows sticking out the top of his backpack.

‘I’m going after Robin,’ she shouted, but there were blokes bantering and boxes crashing so she had no idea if anyone heard.

Following, or avoiding, tracks was a life-or-death skill in the forest and Marion had no problem following trampled plants. When she reached boggier ground there were drag marks and man-sized boot prints.

The trail of prints continued away from the building, but Marion heard a shuffling noise to her right. It seemed unlikely that any large animal would come so close when there was light and noise coming from the warehouse, and since the guy must have tracked them here by following the truck, Marion figured he’d have to move away from the warehouse before circling back towards a car parked near the road.

The branches were too dense to run, but Marion was confident in her shortcut as she walked fast. After a hundred metres she’d closed enough to sense movement among the branches ahead. Another fifty and she heard breathing as the trees thinned out.

Marion wished she was wearing proper forest gear, as her trainers flooded and branches scraped her bare arms and legs. She kept low as she neared a dark clearing with the outline of a parked car. There was a flash of orange indicator lamps as Bullcalf used a plipper to open the doors of a tiddly Honda hatchback.

Robin groaned in pain as the elderly man opened the passenger door and shoved him inside.

‘Don’t move a muscle, brat.’

Bullcalf kept the gun aimed at Robin as he marched around the front of the vehicle to the driver’s side.

Marion was relieved to hear footsteps running behind her, but Bullcalf was already in the driver’s seat. She kept low as she moved to the edge of the clearing and notched an arrow.

Marion shot as Bullcalf started the Honda’s engine. The carbon arrow passed clean through the front driver’s side tyre and wedged in the noise-insulating foam packed around the wheel arch.

Bullcalf didn’t get what had happened, as he tried to drive but just heard the arrow shatter inside the wheel arch as the front bumper ploughed into the gravel.

‘I’m over here,’ Marion shouted behind her, as the footsteps got closer.

‘Marion,’ Cut-Throat shouted, ‘is Robin with you?’

Bullcalf knew he was a sitting duck in a car that wouldn’t go. He opened his door, rolled out holding a handgun and glanced about.

‘Bullcalf has Robin in the car,’ Marion explained, as her dad and Diogo arrived, both carrying rifles.

But the sound of two men arriving gave Marion’s location away. Now Bullcalf knew where they were, he used the car as a shield while dragging Robin out of the passenger side.

‘If anything moves, I’ll blow Hood’s brains out,’ he shouted, as he backed up towards the trees.

Marion looked at her dad and whispered, ‘Robin looked floppy when he put him in the car. His hands are tied and I think he’s drugged or hurt.’

‘I’ll flank around the side,’ Diogo said, then tapped Marion. ‘Maybe you should back up.’

‘The hell I will,’ Marion said furiously as Diogo began creeping around the edge of the clearing.

‘Let Robin go,’ Cut-Throat said, half standing up. ‘It’s a big forest – you can move faster on your own.’

‘Biker scum!’ Bullcalf shouted, then bobbed from behind the car and took a shot that almost parted Cut-Throat’s hair.

‘Jesus!’ Cut-Throat blurted, firing a wild shot into treetops as he fell backwards and squashed Marion in the mud beneath his enormous back.

Marion was soggy and her arm covered in the insides of a massive squashed bug as she crawled out from under her dad. She notched another arrow as Bullcalf kept backing out of the clearing with his gun to Robin’s head.

Bullcalf sighted Diogo moving around the edge of the clearing and took a shot at him.

‘I was the top marksman in my unit,’ he warned.

Before Bullcalf could point the gun back at his head, Robin scooped a mix of gravel and mud with his tied hands and flicked it into the elderly Italian’s face. Then he braced both feet against the side of the car and used it as a lever to push free.

Robin’s right arm hung uselessly as he stumbled through the dirt. He kicked out at the car door behind him, hoping it would knock Bullcalf. But the old man was swift and did a backwards roll before springing up, martial-arts style.

Diogo was still stumbling after being shot at and Cut-Throat’s gun was waterlogged from landing in the puddle, so it was down to Marion as Bullcalf took aim at Robin’s back.

‘You’re worth more alive, but I’m not a greedy man,’ he warned, as Robin scrambled.

Hitting a man’s chest from ten metres was an easy shot, so Marion was horrified to see her arrow pitch down and wedge in the dirt between Bullcalf’s feet.

She worked out what had happened a microsecond before the explosive in the arrow’s tip went off. Robin was moving fast and low. He felt a searing heat up the back of his shirt and screamed in pain as the blast knocked him forward into bushes, landing on his injured arm.

With the explosion erupting between his boots, Dino Bullcalf took the full force of the blast. As the car crumpled, he got thrown eight metres into a tree, then crashed down through branches as his clothes burned and clumps of hot debris pounded him.

When Marion dared to look up, she saw the car on its side and Diogo racing across to check on Robin.

‘Are you OK, pal?’

‘It’s just my arm,’ Robin moaned, as Diogo sliced the parachute cord around his wrists with a little pocket knife. ‘I think he broke it when he yanked me out of the bathroom.’

‘Is Bullcalf dead?’ Marion asked, as she stumbled towards the smouldering, mangled Honda behind her dad.

‘His legs are over by the car and the rest of him’s stuck in a tree,’ Cut-Throat said, as he peered up through clearing smoke. ‘So if he ain’t dead, he’ll be sore in the morning . . .’


43. NURSE DIOGO

The explosion brought twenty Brigands charging from the warehouse. Cut-Throat was already happy after pulling off the biggest score of his life, but Marion’s stunt had sent him into ecstasy.

‘My little girl is ruthless!’ Cut-Throat boasted to anyone who’d listen. ‘Barely thirteen years old and she blew the guy to smithereens!’

‘Dad,’ Marion said, scowling and batting his arm. ‘Killing someone isn’t something to be proud of.’

‘Depends who you kill, in my book,’ Cut-Throat roared. ‘Hunting a kid for bounty money? I say death is too good for him.’

‘We helped rescue two hundred slaves,’ Marion said. ‘That is something I’m proud of.’

‘I wish someone had recorded it,’ Cut-Throat said deliriously. ‘Life is too good right now.’

Marion tutted as she backed away. ‘I’m gonna go see how Robin is.’

While the leader of the Sherwood chapter of the Brigands Motorcycle Club enjoyed himself, Robin was in agony as Diogo carried him back to the warehouse.

‘I need painkillers,’ he said, trying not to cry. ‘It hurts so much.’

A small crowd gathered as Diogo entered the little break area at the back of the warehouse, kicked two plastic dining tables together and laid Robin on top.

‘Can you clench your fingers, open and closed like this?’ Diogo asked, as he demonstrated the action.

Robin opened and closed his fingers as Marion dashed in.

‘How’s he doing?’

‘Better than Bullcalf,’ a Brigand in the audience joked.

‘Can you raise your arm above your head?’ Diogo asked.

‘I can’t lift it at all,’ Robin said, as Diogo felt along his arm. ‘Stop prodding me.’

‘We won’t get his shirt off over his head, and my pocket knife is blunt,’ Diogo said. ‘Does anyone have a sharp knife?’

Several Brigands pulled out massive zombie knives and machetes. Diogo went for a medium-sized cleaver.

Robin shuddered as Diogo used the cleaver to slice up the front of his Robin Hood Lives T-shirt, then cut away both sleeves.

‘Maybe I should wait and see Dr Gladys back at Designer Outlets,’ Robin suggested.

Diogo looked at Robin’s shoulder joint now it was bare. ‘Does this hurt?’

‘OWWWWWWWWWWWW!’ Robin bawled. ‘I already told you it hurts.’

‘Nothing’s broken,’ Diogo announced.

‘How do you know?’ Robin asked angrily. ‘And do we need eight people watching like I’m a freak show?’

Most of the Brigands went back to unloading shoes but Diogo asked Luke to stay.

‘Your shoulder popped out of its joint when Bullcalf yanked you,’ Diogo explained. ‘It’s less serious than a broken arm, but way more painful.’

‘Are you sure?’ Marion asked.

‘I did two years of nursing school before I took to bikes and smuggling. It takes strength to pop a shoulder back, so they always got me to do them.’

Marion grimaced. ‘So you can fix it?’

‘Will it hurt?’ Robin added.

‘Your choice,’ Diogo explained. ‘Put up with this pain on a bumpy two-hour boat ride back to Designer Outlets, where they’ll dose you up with painkillers before fixing it. If I pop it back now, it’ll hurt bad, but you’ll feel better straight away.’

Robin sighed, then nodded. ‘Do it.’

Diogo looked at Marion. ‘Wedge something in his mouth so he can’t bite through his tongue.’

Diogo looked at Luke. ‘I need you to clamp your hands around Robin’s chest so he doesn’t move. Don’t push down or you might crack his ribs.’

‘Open wide, cream puff,’ Marion said as she gave Robin a piece of his torn T-shirt to bite down on.

She pulled out her phone to record as he gripped the edges of the plastic table.

‘Hey, you can’t film,’ Robin protested, but with the T-shirt stuffed in his mouth, all anyone heard was, Mff mff marp mmm.

‘This’ll teach you to break my good sunglasses,’ Diogo joked. ‘One, two, three.’

There was a crunching sound.

‘OWWWWWWW.’


PART V


NEWS UPDATE

‘Good morning, this is News 24 broadcasting from Capital City, with Hanlon Cardinal.

‘Our top story is that Eastern Delta police are investigating after the discovery of sixteen men tied up at a disused chemical production facility in the early hours of the morning.

‘Footage has been released showing activists, including Robin Hood, removing workers from the plant, which appears to have been a secret factory making counterfeit sports shoes.

‘The controversial Delta Rescue group claims it liberated two hundred young women being held in slave-like conditions, and the organisation’s chairperson, Emma Scarlock, claims to have proof that Customs and Immigration officers were involved in smuggling the women who worked there.

‘In a statement, the CIS Commissioner for the delta region has described the claims made by Scarlock as absurd. He told News 24 that the women are illegal immigrants and that the raid was probably staged in order to steal the shoes, which have a retail value of more than five million pounds.

‘We’ll be bringing you updates on this rapidly developing story throughout the morning, but just in the last few minutes it has been announced that this channel will be replacing tonight’s seven o’ clock news hour with a special documentary.

‘Hosted by our Central Region correspondent Lynn Hoapili, it will feature an exclusive face-to-face interview with Robin Hood, along with incredible insider footage from last night’s alleged rescue operation.

‘That special programme – Robin Hood: What I Did on My Summer Holidays – will be broadcast at seven this evening, right here on News 24.’


44. YOU CAN ONLY KILL ME ONCE

Weeks of heavy rain had changed the landscape around Sherwood Designer Outlets. As the sun rose, Robin and Marion were able to approach the abandoned mall in a little motor launch, piloted by Lyla Masri, with her sister Azeem keeping a machine gun handy in case they came under attack.

Over a hundred mall residents lined the rooftop, banging pots and cheering as Robin and Marion jumped off the boat. There were even a couple of fireworks as they waded through the shallow water that now engulfed most of the mall’s enormous car parks.

Marion’s mum Indio and her partner Karma stood waiting at the mall’s main entrance. Marion’s pain-in-the-butt brothers Matt, Otto and Finn were there too, but before Marion could say hello, Karma handed her a five-week-old bundle.

‘Zack Robin,’ Karma said proudly. ‘Meet your big sister, Marion.’

‘Hello, Zack,’ Marion said, raising her newborn brother up to her face and falling instantly in love with his red face and the incredibly fine hairs dusting his tiny head. ‘You can never have enough little brothers with four-letter names.’

‘Did you bring us presents?’ three-year-old Finn asked, as he hugged Marion’s wet leg.

‘That is for me to know and you to find out,’ she teased.

Will Scarlock tried to hug Robin, but he backed away. ‘Shoulder feels better since Diogo popped it, but no squeezing!’

So Robin shook hands with Will, Sam, Mr Khan and a few others before Marion gave him a turn with Zack.

‘I’m flattered you gave him Robin as a middle name,’ he told Karma.

‘You’re part of our family too,’ Karma said.

As Robin moved closer to the entrance, people offered him a free haircut, a massage and meals in their rooftop eateries before a girl he’d not seen before took a selfie as she gave him a kiss.

‘I’ve got you on my tummy,’ Finn said, proudly showing off a kid-sized Robin Hood Lives shirt.

It had a cartoon Robin on a motorbike, chasing a fat policeman with arrows sticking out of his butt.

‘I might get one of those myself,’ Robin told Finn.

Marion tutted. ‘If you get another stupid shirt with your name on, I’ll burn it.’

‘We can all have breakfast together if you like,’ Indio suggested, as they headed inside. ‘Or if you’re tired, you can rest.’

‘Sleep first,’ Marion said. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but I am so wiped.’

Robin nodded in agreement, as he breathed the mall’s familiar muggy tang. ‘I slept for an hour in a truck, that’s all.’

When they got to the sports outlet store, with the Maid family’s living quarters downstairs, and Robin’s den on a mezzanine level at the top of a dead escalator, Marion stayed back chatting with her brothers while Robin went upstairs.

Indio had got things ready for Robin’s return, with clean bedding, iced water and a fan running to clear the musty air. He glugged a big glass of water, then sat on a little sofa beside his backpack.

He wanted to put the stack of money, the last explosive arrow and the M112 demolition blocks somewhere safe, before one of Marion’s little brothers got hold of them.

As he rummaged through the overstuffed bag, churning everything from water-damaged targets and his drone-killing device to the set of false teeth he’d found at Boston church hall, he noticed Robin Hood Form 7E written in the lining.

It made him feel nostalgic, remembering the days when he carried the backpack around Locksley High School and the only deadly things inside were his unwashed gym socks.

But Robin realised the real reason he felt sad was because Marion was downstairs with her family. And as great as Indio, Karma, Will, Emma and everyone else at Designer Outlets had been to him over the past few months, Robin’s real family was a dad in prison and a half-brother he couldn’t be with.

He took his phone out of his pocket, checked he still had battery and opened an app that routed him via a virtual network and made his calls untraceable.

‘Speak,’ Little John said, after a couple of rings.

‘It’s me,’ Robin said. ‘Safe to talk?’

‘Hang on,’ the sixteen-year-old said quietly. ‘The maid is around. I’ll lock myself in my bathroom.’

‘How’s life?’ Robin asked his brother, as he heard a bolt snap.

‘Could be worse,’ John said. ‘It’s school holidays, so there’s not much going on. You?’

‘Same,’ Robin said. ‘Very quiet.’

John laughed noisily. ‘Yeah, right. My mum was complaining about you over breakfast this morning. She was supposed to be flying to Capital City this afternoon for some big interview on News 24. They’ve cancelled it for the one-hour Robin Hood special.’

‘There’s a special?’ Robin said.

‘How can you not know?’

‘I knew I was being filmed,’ Robin explained. ‘Lynn Hoapili said it was a news report, not a whole programme.’

‘Mum was already furious with you. Sherwood Castle has been losing heaps of money. Rich customers don’t feel safe since you lot broke in and shot her most prestigious clients up with paintballs. She’s worried she’ll get fired from the board of King Corporation if she can’t turn it around.’

‘Does it matter?’ Robin asked, only half joking. ‘Won’t you be moving to the presidential palace in a couple of years?’

‘My mum announced that she won’t stand for a fifth term as Sheriff of Nottingham. But she’ll need King Corporation money to pay for a presidential campaign, and if things don’t turn around, they’re more likely to fire her than fund her.’

Robin laughed. ‘So instead of President Marjorie, she could end up with nothing?’

‘And all because of you and your forest pals,’ John said. ‘Which is why she chokes on her bacon if your name comes up at the breakfast table.’

‘Nothing is what that evil cow deserves,’ Robin said sourly. ‘She tried to have me killed.’

‘True,’ John said. ‘But I was here to tip you off.’

‘Have you heard from Dad?’

‘I nagged until Mum agreed to let me visit him once a month,’ John said more cheerfully. ‘You obviously can’t visit him without getting busted, but I was thinking – if you record a video message, I’ll play it next time I see him. And I can get Dad to record one back to you.’

‘Awesome idea,’ Robin said, cracking a big smile.

‘I’m seeing him next week.’

‘And Dad seems OK?’ Robin asked.

‘As well as any guy in prison can be,’ John said. ‘He’s teaching IT classes, just like he did on the outside. Your mate Cut-Throat told the bikers to protect him, so he doesn’t get bullied.’

‘That’s good,’ Robin said.

‘Are you OK?’ John asked. ‘You don’t sound like your usual cocky self.’

‘Busted my shoulder and dead tired,’ Robin said, but then tried to explain the real reason. ‘You know what’s weird, John?’

John laughed. ‘Your face?’

‘Seriously,’ Robin said, irritated. ‘Like, to the world I’m either this big hero, or Sherwood’s Most Wanted. There’s graffiti with my name, now a TV documentary, and so many T-shirts. Right now I’m sitting in this room on my own, and I feel like the same person I always was. But no matter what I do, I can’t ever go back to being ordinary.’

‘You’re brainier than me,’ John admitted. ‘If you can’t figure it out, I’ve got no chance.’

Robin laughed as he ran a hand through his hair.

‘So stressed and tired after last night,’ he said, as he broke into a big yawn. ‘I’d better go. I’ll call for a longer chat when I’m less knackered, and I’ll send you that video message for Dad.’

‘Don’t overthink,’ John suggested. ‘Take things one day at a time.’

‘Love you, bro, but I gotta go,’ Robin said, yawning again.

‘Try not to get killed,’ Little John said.

Robin Hood threw down his phone, lay across the little couch and was asleep almost before his head hit the cushions. He dreamed that he was blasting across the delta aboard Water Rat. Marion wore a captain’s hat, and his brother and his dad sat in the back. The sun was warm, the water was calm.

Maybe it would happen some day . . .
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1. YOU STEPPED IN SOMETHING

Record-breaking summer rain had flooded vast tracts of Sherwood Forest, and for the first time in decades the Macondo River ran deep enough to take a boat the three hundred kilometres from Lake Victoria to the Eastern Delta.

The rains had continued into October and Robin Hood was sick of it, from emptying drip buckets in the night to stop his den flooding, to the mushroom stench of mould and clinging humidity that made him sweat through clean clothes in the time it took to tie his boots.

Robin sat in an open-hulled boat, trying to read a book with damp crinkled pages, while rain pelted a thick tarp that covered him up to the neck. Lanky trees blocked most of the daylight as an outboard motor moved the boat at a crawl.

Lyla Masri had been charged with keeping Robin and his best friend, Marion Maid, out of mischief. She sat on a plank at the boat’s rear, steering. She had a Russian assault rifle propped between muddy legs and kept a careful eye on the deck compass. It was easy to lose the river’s path on the flooded plains and this was one of many spots where satnav signals didn’t reach the forest floor.

Robin’s head felt fuzzy. His brain refused entry to the words on the page and he’d read the same line four times when Marion’s boot nudged his ankle. She sat across from Robin, sharing the big tarp, her head protected with a wide-brimmed rain hat whose goofy neon strap looped around her chin.

‘That your chemistry homework?’ Marion asked.

Robin thought about holding the book up so Marion could see the cover, but moving risked draining puddled water from the tarp into his lap.

‘I downloaded crib notes,’ Marion continued. ‘You can copy my answers if you like.’

Robin sounded grumpy. ‘It’s not homework. It’s a book about the Magic Cheese.’

Marion looked baffled. ‘Magic what?’

‘Magic Cheese were legendary computer hackers back in olden times. They did wild stuff. Developed the first computer virus, built the first scorpions to track mobile phone signals. They almost wound up in jail, but the CIA recruited them to hack the Chinese.’

Marion wasn’t a big reader and looked unimpressed. ‘I don’t know how you get through . . . what is that? Five hundred pages?’

Robin slapped the book shut. Marion wasn’t the reason he’d read the same paragraph six times, but he blamed her anyway.

‘How can I read if you keep interrupting?’

‘My first words in half an hour,’ Marion growled back.

As Robin rolled his eyes, Marion pulled a pack of chocolate-covered peanuts from her backpack. She tipped a dozen into her palm and put on a show, dropping them into her mouth one at a time as Robin pretended he wasn’t interested.

‘Want some, grumpy guts?’ she asked, as she rattled the bag.

As Robin leaned forward, Lyla steered the open-hulled boat between an embankment and a huge lightning-charred trunk.

‘Ta,’ Robin said.

But as he tried to take the chocolates Marion flicked her boot up, spraying him with rainwater pooled on the tarp.

‘What was that for?’ Robin gasped, as it went in his eyes and trickled inside his hoodie.

As Marion cracked up laughing, Robin flicked wet hair out of his eyes. He realised Marion had put serious thought into the prank because she had her phone filming it.

‘Turn it off!’ Robin said, as he made a grab.

‘Got you in glorious slow motion,’ Marion said. ‘Your expression was gold!’

As Robin tried to get Marion’s phone she burrowed under the tarp and started crawling down the wooden hull towards the rear. But Robin managed to dig fingers down her trailing boot and yank her back.

The boat was too large for the wrestling to make it unstable and Lyla smirked as she watched them tussle under the tarp.

‘Delete or I’ll dunk your head!’ Robin yelled.

But Marion got free by pulling her foot out of the boot.

‘It’s going online,’ Marion yelled, as she crawled down the boat. ‘I’ll call it “Buttface Gets a Soaking”.’

‘What did you step in?’ Robin said, making a gagging sound. ‘This boot reeks!’

Lyla watched Robin reach out of the tarp and try to dangle Marion’s boot over the water. But Marion straddled his chest and snatched it back.

‘Get your bum off my face!’ Robin demanded.

‘Fart’s a-coming!’ Marion said. ‘Inhale my breakfast, loser.’

As Robin escaped and clattered into a stack of empty cargo boxes Lyla decided they were getting too crazy.

‘Enough!’ she roared as she grabbed the tangled tarp and stripped it away.

The two thirteen-year-olds were sprawled over empty boxes. Breathless, soggy and smirking.

‘We’re still a couple of hours from Locksley,’ Lyla continued. ‘I’d better not hear either of you moan that you’re cold or thirsty, or . . .’

Lyla stopped abruptly because she was only twenty and realised she sounded like her mother.

The teenagers straightened their clothes and stacked the boxes they’d knocked over. Robin reached for a plastic tub and used it to bail rainwater over the side, while Marion realised she really had stepped in something nasty and leaned over the side, washing the sole of her boot in the spray coming off the bow.

‘I need a snack and my shirt is itchy,’ Robin said, putting on a baby voice to wind Lyla up.

At the bow, Marion shot upright. Her dripping boot twirled by its laces and she looked alarmed.

‘Did you hear?’ she blurted.

‘What?’ Robin asked, as he shook drips off his Magic Cheese book.

‘Gunshot,’ Marion said.

Lyla looked doubtful, but she couldn’t hear much of anything sat near the outboard motor.

‘Sherwood’s full of weird noises,’ Robin said dismissively.

They couldn’t risk ploughing into bandits, so Lyla cut the motor. The forest soundscape of birds, bugs and lapping water went uninterrupted long enough for Marion to feel stupid, but as Lyla reached around to restart the engine there was a squeal from a tiny human.

‘Mummy, she’s hurting me.’

Something muffled the little voice and Robin felt queasy at the thought of anyone harming a little kid. The echo in the canopy made the sound hard to pinpoint, but it wasn’t far away.
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